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ABSTRACT
The needs of local government workers and their information behaviour have not
been widely studied. Furthermore, there are few studies investigating how people use
information. The majority of information behaviour research focuses on information
seeking, which stops short of looking at what people do with the information they
find. This thesis examines the how local government workers use information to
create documents.
Members of policy and scrutiny teams in local authorities and local government
organisations were chosen because of the information-intensive nature of their role –
managing large amounts of information to create detailed documents. Semistructured interviews were conducted to investigate how real documents, written by
the participants, were created. Open-ended questions were used to prompt discussion
and demonstration of how information was extracted from source material and used.
The study found a number of interrelated information use behaviours that centred
around: 1) storing and recording source material retrieved online for later use; 2)
extracting complex information efficiently and accurately from source material; 3)
using annotations to avoid interrupting the flow of writing; 4) gathering iterative
feedback from multiple stakeholders.
This study proposes detailed design guidelines for a novel and integrated system to
support information use behaviour. The guidelines have been extended to support the
information seeking and information processing behaviours demonstrated in the
context of information use in order to support human information behaviour in a
holistic way.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research motivation
The majority of information behaviour research focuses on how people seek
information and stops short of investigating what people do with the information once
they have found it. This makes information use the least studied aspect of
information behaviour (Vakkari, 1997). This study aims to fill the gap in information
behaviour research by providing a detailed investigation of information use.
The study is motivated by the need to develop a more holistic understanding of
information behaviour in order to inform the design of user-centred systems that
support people throughout their information journey. Information seeking and
information use go hand in hand. People seek information with the purpose of using
it in some way, and the act of using information informs future seeking.
Most of the research does not consider information behaviour in this way. This is
reflected in the design of information systems largely focusing on supporting
information seeking without considering how the information is used to accomplish a
task (Kuhlthau and Tama, 2001).
1.1.1 Understanding information use in the local government workplace
This study investigates information use in the context of the workplace to understand
the needs of users involved in “information intensive work” (Kuhlthau and Tama,
2001). Specifically, the study investigates how local government policy and scrutiny
workers use information in their day-to-day activities. The needs and information
behaviour of local government workers have not been widely studied. Gathering and
using information is essential in a great deal of the work in the local government.
This is particularly true of the development of public policy, which is increasingly
based on research and evidence (Rich and Oh, 2000). Consequently, local
government policy workers manage a great deal of complex information. More
importantly, for this study, they use the information to create detailed policies and
strategies.
The context of information use in local government is described in more detail below
[see section 1.3].
1.1.2 Defining information use to inform design
One of the issues in information use research is that there is little consistency or
consensus about the definition of information use (Rich, 1997; Choo, et al, 2000;
Savolainen, 2008a). This has resulted in the terminology used to define information
use often being inconsistent and interchangeable (Todd, 1999).
Furthermore, much of the information use research considers use in broad terms that
does not help to inform design. For example, there are many studies that consider
information use in terms of the use of information sources. These studies compare the
use of electronic and printed journals or compare the use of different types of sources,
such as government information and newspaper articles (Auster and Choo, 1994;
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Byström and Järvelin, 1995; O’Hara, et al, 2002; Spink and Cole, 2006; Wilson,
2000).
In keeping with the research motivation, this study considers information use as the
activities and behaviours that occur after information is found and deemed to be
useful. The study looks at the processes involved in extracting information from
source material and how the information is applied to when creating a document. The
aim is to understand the behaviours involved in using information and the motivation
behind those behaviours in order to inform the design of a user-centred system to
support the use of information.

1.2 Research contributions
This study makes three contributions to the field of human information behaviour
research. First, the study provides a rich description of the information needs and
behaviour of local government policy and research workers.
Secondly, the study provides a detailed insight into information use in the context of
writing a document, identifying behaviours that can be used to inform the design of
user-centred interactive systems.
Thirdly, the study contributes detailed design recommendations for a novel, usercentred system to support information use. Guidelines extend to support the
information seeking and information processing behaviours exhibited in the context
of information use, presenting a holistic approach to designing for information
behaviour.

1.3 The context of the use of information in local government
Local government policy workers have to maintain a constant awareness of a complex
and ever-changing political, economic and social landscape, often planning for what
they know is coming over the horizon or reacting to unforeseen circumstances. For
example, some of the policy workers in the study had to write detailed briefings about
the impact of a new government, based on the manifestos of the major political
parities, in the run up to the 2010 General Election. The briefings addressed every
potential outcome of the election, including what a coalition government would mean
to local government.
Using information to write documents is a major characteristic of the information
behaviour of local government policy workers. The documents are written to support
the leadership of the local authority in delivering their priorities, defining the local
authority’s priorities and the allocation of their (limited) resources. Consequently, use
of information is focused on being evidence-based and research-led, seeking to
generate a persuasive argument of the need for change, often in a complex situation
affecting thousands of people.
Use of information is shaped by the lack of expert knowledge of both the writer and
the audience of the document. The policy worker will have an understanding and
working knowledge of the subject they are writing about but are unlikely to be experts
in detailed information they have to use in their writing. This can include economic
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theories explaining the connection between employment and welfare, and scientific
information about the chemical make-up of air pollutants. Consequently, processing
and interpreting information is an essential part of a policy worker’s role.

1.4 How this study is structured
Chapter 2 provides a brief overview of the current literature relating to information
use and how it has informed this study. Chapter 3 describes the methodology used in
this study. Chapter 4 presents detailed findings of the information use behaviours
identified in the study and makes comparisons with related information behaviour
studies. Chapter 5 presents design recommendations for an integrated system that
supports the behaviours identified in chapter 4. The study concludes with chapter 6,
which also includes suggestions for future research in information use.
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2.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Although information use has not been widely studied, many researchers
acknowledge that information use is an important part of information behaviour:
“information behaviour can only be understood within the context of how the
information will be used” (Kuhlthau, 2008). Spink and Cole (2006) also advocate a
holistic approach were information behaviour includes “the environmental factors of
the human information condition to the moment where that information environment
directly connects with the individual user in information use” (Spink and Cole, 2006).
This rest of this chapter outlines some of the literature that includes aspects of
information use. Section 2.1 reviews some of the studies of information behaviour in
a local government context. Section 2.2 identifies some of the models of information
behaviour that include use. Finally, section 2.3 presents studies of information
systems that support information use.

2.1 Studies of information needs in local government
2.1.1 Project INISS
Wilson began a study in 1975 to investigate the information needs of local authority
social services staff. The study began with a series of visits to social services
departments to gain an understanding of their organisational structures and
information services. This was followed by an observational study of 22 people from
five social services departments. This was followed up by a survey to validate the
findings of the observation (Wilson, 2003).
Wilson presented personal, work and organisational characteristics of information
behaviour, some of which suggest information use. Wilson found workers relied
heavily on personal stores of information, such as notebooks and personal files, and
information was rarely updated in a systematic way (Wilson, 2003). One of the workbased characteristics identified by Wilson was the pressured and fragmented nature of
a typical working day, with 75% of ‘encounters’ with documents lasting five minutes
or less (Wilson, 2003), and the need to support this way of working by enabling the
user to collect this information and return to it. Wilson also identified the need for
office and personal files to be organised in order to support internal communication.
Wilson’s study is now 35 years old and the information systems have changed
significantly.
2.1.2 Assessing enough information
Berryman (2008) investigated how public sector policy and research workers judged
when they had enough information. Through a series of semi-structured interviews,
the study provides a rich description of the information use environment of policy and
research workers (Berryman, 2008). Typical tasks were complex and ambiguous,
often with unclear outcomes at the start, with the aim of finding and using information
to produce a document. The policy workers had to manage multiple online sources of
information while seeking authoritative evidence to support their writing. While
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seeking information for specific tasks, they would also monitor their sources for
updates that could be of use in future work. They also worked within in iterative
decision-making process, with drafts of a document being created being passed
between the policy worker and senior stakeholders.
Overall, there are very few studies existing studies of the information behaviour of
local government workers, let alone information use behaviour.

2.2 Models containing information use
Some of the information behaviour models identified in literature include elements of
information use that are relevant to this study.
2.2.1 Makri’s extension of Ellis’s behavioural model
Makri’s (2009) study of lawyers’ information behaviour identified specific
information use behaviours. The study provides a more explicit link between
information seeking and use by broadening the scope Ellis’s behavioural model of
information seeking (Ellis and Haugan, 1997) to include information use behaviours.
Ellis’s behavioural model, generated from a series semi-structured interviews with
social scientists, academic researchers and engineers does not include information use
(Ellis, 1989; Ellis 1993; Ellis and Haugan, 1997).
Meho and Tibbo (2003) investigated the information-seeking behaviour of a group of
social scientists and discovered three behaviours that infer information use:
‘information managing’ and ‘analysing’ and ‘synthesising’. ‘Information managing’
refers to “filing, archiving and organising information” (Meho and Tibbo, 2003) for
future use. However, the authors did not define the ‘analysing’ and ‘synthesising’
behaviours.
The information use behaviours identified by Makri (2009, p.104) are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Analysing – “examining in detail the elements or structure of the content
found during information seeking”
Synthesising – “combining the elements of content found during information
seeking into a coherent whole”
Recording – “making a record of resources or sources used, of documents or
content found or of the query terms used or results returned in a search”
Collating – “the physical act of drawing together documents and/or content
for later use”
Editing – “preparing and arranging documents and/or content for later use by
making revisions or adaptations”
Distributing – “handing or sharing out entire documents, particular content or
search queries/results to others”

These behaviours relate to aspects of information use in writing a document, although
‘analysing’ is related more to the information processing behaviour identified in this
study. More importantly, they describe information behaviour in a way that can be
used to inform design.
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2.2.2 ISP model
Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process (ISP) model focuses on the cognitive and
affective aspects of information seeking. The model comprise of six sequential
stages:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Initiation – becoming aware of the need for information to address a lack of
understanding or knowledge
Selection – identifying the general subject to be investigated
Exploration – seeking relevant information
Formulation – focusing on specific ideas in the information found to form a
clearer perspective
Collection – gathering relevant information, including making detailed notes
Presentation – completing the information seeking and using the results of
the task.

The model was initially derived from a study of students and has been verified with
further studies, including a work-based study with securities analysts (Kuhlthau,
2008).
The ‘presentation’ phase suggests information use with the idea of preparing to
“present or otherwise use the findings” (Kuhlthau, 1991). However, the model does
not go into any detail about the behaviours involved in this stage. While the model
clearly places information use in the context of seeking, it does not provide a
description that can be used to inform design.
2.2.3 Reflective online information use model
Bruce, et al (2006) developed the ‘Reflective online information use model’ that
defines information use as a “dynamic and cyclical” (p.4) activity comprising of four
non-linear phases:
•
•
•
•

Plan – “developing a search strategy” (p.6) to determine search terms and
information sources
Act – applying the strategy determined above (information retrieval)
Record – “saving and organising the information found” (p.6), including
using bookmarks, downloading files or printing information
Reflect – “critically assessing the quality and relevance” (p.6) of the
information and the source

The ‘record’ phase includes elements of information use related to this study and
incorporates several of the individual behaviours identified by Makri (2009). The
model only extends to a small part of the use behaviours found in this study and does
not identify how the information is applied.
2.2.4 Wilson’s general model
Wilson developed a general model of information behaviour that includes information
processing and use, which consists of “the physical and mental acts involved in
incorporating the information found into the person’s existing knowledge base”
(Wilson, 2000). Although the model is quite general, Wilson points to specific
11

activities such as “marking sections in a text to note their importance or significance”
(p.50) as being indicative of information use.
2.2.5 Stratified interactive model of information retrieval
Saracevic (1997) developed an interactive model of information retrieval that was
underpinned by the assumption that people search for information in order to use it.
However, Saracevic does not go into my detail about information use other than it is
“connected with cognition and then situational application” (Saracevic, 1997).

2.3 Systems that support aspects of information use
Komlodi and Soergel (2002) examined how lawyers used their memory and
externally-recorded search histories to support using and re-using information, and
searching in the future. They proposed a system that records a history of a user’s
actions (such as search results and documents downloaded) and the relationships
between them. The search history tool is integrated with other tools that support
annotation, word processing and automatic linking between source material and
destination documents. This integrated environment provides a solution to bring
information seeking and use closer together.
Attfield (2005) evaluated a prototype system for journalists that enabled them to
search and extract text from a news database into an integrated text editor. The
system automatically created a link between the extracted text and the source report it
was taken from, and clicking on the link took you to the original report.
Both of these studies show how information seeking systems can be extended to
support information use through an integrated environment. More importantly, they
demonstrate how a user-centred approach to the study of information behaviour can
inform design guidelines.

2.4 Summary
The studies and models identified in this chapter illustrate that information behaviour
comprises of information use as well as information seeking (Makri, 2009).
However, the lack of detail of how information use is related to other information
behaviour activities or exactly what information use is indicates a need to study
information use in more detail.
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3.

METHODOLOGY

The research study consisted of semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with 11 local
government workers. A grounded theory approach was used to analyse the data from
the interviews and identify patterns in how information was used to create detailed
documents such as policy papers and scrutiny reports.
However, grounded theory was not used to generate a theory as that was not the aim
of this study. This is similar to the approach taken by Makri (2009) and Ellis (2009)
in their studies of information seeking.
The rest of this chapter describes the design of the study, the participants involved,
how they were recruited, and how the data was collected and analysed.

3.1 Study design
The researcher had several years of experience working in local government and
identified members of policy and scrutiny teams as good candidates to study
information use. They have to manage a great deal of information to keep up to date
with the political, economic and social developments that affect a local authority and
its citizens, and regularly use the information to write documents.
3.1.1 Using real examples
During the recruitment process, each participant was asked to send a copy of a real
document they had recently written to enable the researcher to prompt questions
during the interview. The documents were used in strict accordance with the ethical
approval granted for the study.
The participants sent several types of document – briefings, strategy and policy
papers, action plans, scrutiny committee reports and local profiles. All the documents
served a different purpose but shared many common attributes:
•

•

•
•

They addressed complex issues that rarely have a ‘correct’ answer and often
involve many different service areas. For example, it is widely acknowledged
that there is no right way to address health as a social issue, and that it cannot
be tackled by doctors alone. Local authorities address health through
education, leisure and benefits and welfare programmes.
Most of the documents were written to provide a persuasive argument and
included references to good practice from other local authorities and academic
research. The references provided the evidence to support the argument being
made.
They used multiple sources of information, including government documents
and national statistics.
The documents were written to be politically neutral, even though much of the
source information came from politically-motivated sources, such the
government. As a result, most of the source material had to be heavily
processed and interpreted.
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•

Most of the documents were open to public scrutiny and available to
download from the organisation’s website.

Figure 1 below provides a series of examples from local authority documents to
illustrate some of the points above.

Complex, cross cutting issues

“Culture is important on a national
level as evidenced by the contribution
it makes to wider agendas such as
crime and community safety, formal
and informal learning, community
cohesion and health and well‐being…”

“Regeneration involves a wide range
of activity, including social inclusion,
housing improvement and physical
development, all realised within the
context of a coherent vision for an
area’s future…”

(Brent Council, 2010a)

(Brent Council, 2001)

“Confusion commonly surrounds distinctions between
refugees, asylum seekers and other immigrants due
to changes in legislation and misleading media
portrayals. This misunderstanding is one root of
discrimination…”

Awareness of
political context

(Brent Council, 2007)

Multiple sources of information
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/7673748.stm
http://www.berr.gov.uk/energy/sources/renewables/index.html
15
DECC & CLG, 2009. Heat and Energy Saving Strategy Consultation Document.
See http://hes.decc.gov.uk/consultation/consultation_summary
16
CCC, 2008. Building a Low Carbon Britain. See
http://www.theccc.org.uk/reports
14

(Brent Council, 2010b)

Figure 1: Examples illustrating the content typical of the sample documents used during the
interviews. All extracts are taken from publically-available documents on the Brent Council
website.
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The researcher prepared for the interviews by identifying extracts from each
document that suggested interesting aspects of information use, based on the
researcher’s experience in local government. Using experience as a means to
“understand the significance of some things more quickly” is an approach advocated
by Strauss and Corbin (2008). Great care was taken not to make assumptions about
the source material or how it was used, even though the researcher already had
knowledge of the work domain. Participants were asked to briefly describe the source
material for each extract and then talk about how they extracted the information and
used it in the document they were writing. Where possible, participants were asked to
demonstrate their actions.
3.1.2 Ethics
All participants signed a combined information and consent form prior to the
interview. The form reiterated the details about the study included in the email
invitation. The form also reaffirmed that all data would be anonymised and held in
accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998.
The departmental ethics committee granted permission to carry out the research.

3.2 Recruitment
Recruitment took place via an email invitation that outlined the nature of the research
project and what would be required of the participants, along with a request for a
document as described in section 3.1.1. The invitation also included a request to
conduct the interview at the participant’s workstation to enable a demonstration of
any interesting behaviour.
Potential participants were chosen from the researcher’s personal contacts and
contacts from a professional community of practice for local government policy
workers. Participants were asked to forward the invitation to colleagues within their
organisation and people they work with in other local government organisations. This
recommendation led to a snowball effect (Meho and Tibbo, 2003), where participants
suggested colleagues to interview.
3.2.1 Theoretical sampling
The participants comprised of six women and five men who worked in the local
government domain – nine worked in a local authority and two were from local
government organisations.
The participants had a wide range of experience and broadly similar roles. They all
worked in policy or combined policy and scrutiny teams and their primary task was to
produce reports and briefings.
The participants worked in different specialist areas, including children’s services,
health and unemployment. Some of the participants revealed the amount of
experience they had during the interview but the researcher did not explicitly probe
the issue. The aim of the study was to analyse the range of behaviours across all
participants and identify patterns that could help inform design, not to identify the
differences between participants.
15

3.2.2 Pilot studies
Two pilot interviews were conducted with members of a strategy team in a local
government organisation. The participants for the pilot study were chosen because
their role was very similar to the participants of the main study.
The pilot interviews were transcribed and analysed prior to the main study. The
analysis informed the refinement of the interview protocol. Fewer questions were
asked and less time was spent establishing a general understanding of each
participant’s role and their general information needs, although a lot of this detail
naturally came out during the interview.

3.3 Interviews
Interviews were loosely structured and began with two general questions:
1. A brief overview of each participant’s role
2. A rough assessment of the time spent between researching, absorbing and
making sense of information, and then using this information to create a new
document.
The researcher had significant local government experience and was largely aware of
each participant’s role, so both questions were used as an icebreaker.
The aim of the second question was to get a sense of the participant’s view of the
importance and/or difficulty of information seeking and information use. The
researcher acknowledged during the interview that the nature of the role meant it was
difficult to accurately identify when seeking ended and use began. The second
question also enabled each participant to think critically about the area of research,
using a question that was difficult to answer but not essential to the study.
The bulk of the interview focused on specific examples of information use to create
new documents. The broad areas of information use investigated were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How source material was saved
How information was extracted from the source material
If notes were kept during research and writing
How documents are constructed
How source material was referenced
Details of the review process
Typical timescales involved in completing a project – from research through
to writing and review.

The approach of using a few broad and open-ended questions is recommended for a
grounded theory study because it encourages “unanticipated statements and stories to
emerge” (Charmaz, 2006).
These areas of information use were based on the findings from the pilot studies. The
wording and order of questions depended on the flow of the interview, and some
questions were not asked because the participant covered them during the interview.
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The researcher’s knowledge of local government meant that the participants did not
have to explain the context or content of the examples being discussed. They could
use jargon and policy language they were accustomed to, which helped to make the
participants comfortable in the interview setting.
To avoid ‘idealised’ answers and to help identify patterns of behaviour, participants
were prompted to talk about several examples, while focusing on providing as much
detail as possible. Where participants could not recall an example in detail, the
researcher prompted them to refer to another example. This approach enabled the
exploration and identification of general and detailed behaviour without having to
‘interrogate’ the participant (Charmaz, 2006). It also unearthed some of the
motivation behind the behaviours, including time pressure and organisational
demands.

3.4 Data collection
Each interview lasted between 40 and 65 minutes and was audio recorded for
transcription.
Where the interview was conducted at the participant’s workstation, the participant
was asked to demonstrate as much of their behaviour as possible. During the
demonstrations, the researcher gained permission to photograph aspects of the
participant’s behaviour and their use of existing systems, including:
•
•
•

File-naming conventions and the complex folder structure used to store
electronic documents
How participants arranged documents on their screen to refer to source
materials while writing
The types of annotation used during the writing process.

The photographs were used as reference to inform design recommendations.
3.4.1 Follow-up questions
Most participants were sent follow-up questions via email after the interviews were
transcribed to clarify some of the statements made during the interview. Two
participants, who were not interviewed at their workstations, were asked to send
screen grabs to illustrate the systems they described. The screen grabs were used for
reference purposes.
3.4.2 Limitations
The interviews were conducted shortly after the General Election and the new
coalition government was making frequent announcements that impacted on local
government, making it an extremely busy time for policy teams. Some of the
participants did not want to be interviewed at their workstation because they worked
in an open-plan office and not want to disturb their colleagues. Those interviews took
place in a meeting room without access to a computer and the participants were
unable to physically demonstrate their behaviour. However, the level of detail
obtained from these interviews was comparable to the interviews conducted at a
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workstation. In some instances, the researcher sketched an example of the behaviour
described and asked the participant to correct or validate the researcher’s perception
of the interaction. The researcher used follow-up questions to ask for further
examples and screenshots [see section 3.4.1].
The lack of demonstration from some participants did not have a negative impact on
this study. Examples of an interview-only approach have been found in previous
information behaviour studies (Ellis, 1997).
In some instances, the participant was unable to recall specific details because the
document had been written some months earlier. The researcher prompted the
participant to talk about documents they were currently writing or a document they
had a clearer recollection of. The researcher had many years of experience of
working in local government and was able to quickly contextualise the participant’s
comments.

3.5 Transcribing the interviews
The interviews were recorded using a portable digital voice recorder, and transcribed
using Express Scribe and Microsoft Word.
The author transcribed the interviews to gain a thorough understanding of the data.
Each interview was transcribed as soon as possible to serve as a guide for the
following interviews (Ellis, 1997).
Irrelevant sections of the interview were not transcribed, such as where the researcher
attempted to ‘dig’ for interesting areas of behaviour that did not lead to any useful
insights.
A time code was added for each question to enable the researcher to quickly review
the interview if necessary. The time codes have not been included for the transcripts
included as an appendix in this paper.
The 11 interviews were transcribed to 91 sides of A4. The transcripts of the pilot
interviews have not been included in this paper.

3.6 Data analysis
Data analysis was conducted after all the interviews were transcribed and comprised
of the open and axial coding stages of grounded theory. The aim was to categorise
the behaviour identified in the interviews and see how the categories related to each
other (Makri, 2009).
3.6.1 Open coding
The open coding stage involved breaking the interview data apart (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008) to identify concepts by coding or labelling “discrete happenings, events
and other instances of phenomena” (Adams, et al, 2008). Where individual concepts
relate to similar phenomena, they are grouped together into a category. Coding is
‘open’ because “there is no pre-determined set of codes” (Adams, et al, 2008).
Instead the researcher learns what the codes are by analysing the data.
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For example, analysis revealed many types of annotation were used throughout the
writing process, including highlighting and making notes in block capitals. These
phenomena were grouped into two categories: annotations used as an aide memoire,
such as a reminder to verify a specific piece of information, and annotations used to
support the re-finding of source material.
3.6.2 Axial coding
Axial coding is the process of relating concepts and categories to each other (Strauss
and Corbin, 2008), reassembling the data ‘fractured’ during the open coding phase
(Charmaz, 2006).
Three overall categories were identified through this process: information
management, writing and editing, and review and sign off. Each of these categories
contained several sub categories. However, there were several strong relationships
between each sub category, both within and across each overall category. For
example, re-finding source material was a prevalent behaviour, occurring within both
the file management and writing and editing categories. This included how
downloaded files were named, where they were stored, and how references to these
files were written or annotated during the writing process.
3.6.3 Memoing
Memos were used to capture detailed thoughts about the data and early ideas for
design recommendations, as recommended by grounded theory (Adams, et al, 2008).
3.6.4 Software support during coding
The Atlas.ti software package was used to facilitate the analysis. The software was
used to code individual words, phrases or sections of each transcribed interview. The
codes were then renamed, merged and linked together.
The software did not play any real part in the analysis other than to make it easier to
perform the mechanics of coding (Makri, 2009) and in providing a number of options
to visualise and interrogate the codes. For example, the software has a network view
that produces a visual map of the connections between codes. It also has a code list
view that shows how often a code has been used (density) and the number of
connections to other codes (nodes). The software made easier to rename and group
codes into categories and associate codes and categories together to support the
process of analysis. The tool also allows memos to be linked to codes, enabling
connections to be made between concepts and categories and design
recommendations.
The most useful aspect of the tool was that it allowed the researcher to quickly pull
out quotes from the interviews to validate the findings.
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3.7 Summary
This chapter described how the study was designed, how the participants were
sampled and recruited, and how the interview data was gathered and analysed. The
next chapter will present the result of the analysis in detail.
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4.

FINDINGS

This chapter presents the findings from the interviews. The participants displayed a
similarly broad pattern of behaviours that have been categorised as:
•
•
•
•
•

Seeking
Processing
Information management
Writing and editing
Review and sign off.

Seeking behaviours were characterised by the “purposive seeking for information as a
consequence of a need to satisfy some goal” (Wilson, 2000). Processing behaviours
focused on how the participants interpreted the information they found and formed a
judgement about whether the information was relevant and how they could use it
(Savolainen, 2008b). The aim of this study was to investigate how local government
workers used information to create a new document. Seeking and processing was not
specifically investigated, although it was necessary to get an idea of these behaviours
to understand the context of the participants’ use of information.
Although the review and sign off process was often the final phase of creating a
document, the behaviours were not hierarchical or linear. The boundary around each
category was very fluid, with many of the behaviours that characterised information
management and writing and editing occurring throughout the sign off process. The
researcher has sought to create clear distinction between the categories to support the
presentation and analysis of the findings.
The remainder of this chapter describes the information use behaviour in detail.
Section 4.1 looks at how the participants stored materials to make them easier to refind when writing. Section 4.2 describes how the participants extracted the
information from the source material and used it in their writing. Section 4.3
describes the iterative process of obtaining feedback from stakeholders.

4.1 Information management
Information management, in the context of this study, related to storing information
retrieved online for later use. Most of the projects discussed in the interviews took
place over many weeks and shared a similar pattern – intensive research at the start
with writing beginning when the participants felt they had enough information. All
the participants worked on more than one project at a time.
4.1.1 Gap between seeking and use
An intensive and unstructured information-seeking phase was characteristic of large,
complicated and crosscutting projects. Participants often worked on projects with an
unclear brief – the aim of the project only becoming clear through iterative research
and evaluation.
Some of the participants hoarded information at the start of a project:
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P8: I tend to stumble across documents in searches, which I don’t have time to
read at the time, but I will save them to a specific folder on my computer…
I’ll usually think ‘I won’t get into it now, I’ll get to it while I’m writing the
review’.
One participant talked of having forgotten information downloaded during this
intensive research phase, indicating a low “reminding value” (Jones, et al, 2001):
P10: I’ll bank it in a folder on my computer, in the shared drive, so that I can
come back to it at some other point. I’ve often got loads and loads things that
I save away and actually never go back to it because I’ve forgotten it was
there.
Participants found it difficult to create and maintain an intuitive file system because
the scope of a project and the nature of the information required evolved over time. A
file system that made sense at the start of a project became chaotic as more source
material was added and draft documents and intermediary files were created:
P2: Sometimes an intuitive order will emerge after you’ve started creating
documents. At the beginning, it may seem that this is the right structure to
have, but towards the end it gets quite messy.
Makri (2009) found a similar issue in his study of the legal domain. A law lecturer
found it difficult to manage his file system and created increasingly more sub folders
to avoid having too many files in one folder.
4.1.2 Saving documents to computer – personal file management
Most participants had access to a shared network drive for storing files. However,
they all created a personal file structure, based around specific projects they were
working on, and did not expect anyone else to necessarily understand it (Hymans and
Sellen, 2003). There was little commonality between participants in how they
arranged their folder hierarchy or how they named files. Some had a deep an intricate
folder structure – one participant had to click through five or six levels to re-find a
document during a demonstration. Others had a much flatter folder structure with
scores of files in each folder.
Participants 8, 9 and 10 worked in the same team but used the shared drive
differently:
P8: We have a shared drive, but it’s fair to say it’s an under-used resource…
I’ve got my own filing system, which is probably completely different from my
colleagues.
P9: We have a shared folder for the team – the idea being that colleagues can
look at each other’s documents if they need to. Within the shared folder, I
have a main folder for each committee with lots of folders within them.
P10: I have a committee folder and within that, a folder for formal committee
meetings, and then another folder the individual projects, such as the memberled reviews. And within that, there is a series of sub folders which are
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labelled according to the source of the information. For example there’s a
folder labelled ‘Accenture’, because that’s where I got one of the reports
from.
4.1.2.1 Managing files
Managing their file system during a project and beyond was an issue for most of the
participants. To avoid interrupting the task they were undertaking, participants often
‘dumped’ source material onto a shared drive or on their computer without giving
much thought to ensuring they could re-find it in the future:
P2: It was quite a lot of work to re-find the sources of information used from
within my file system. But I think that was my fault for not being structured in
the first place.
Many participants wanted to review and clean up their shared drive but never had the
time. The file system became increasingly more complex as more files were added
and new members of staff created their own folders. Long-serving colleagues were
often the only people with an understanding of the file system:
P3: We often have to rely on colleagues that have worked here for a while…
The shared drive is not a user-friendly way of accessing archived information,
unless you’ve been here for a while and you know where everything is and
what it’s called.
4.1.3 Naming files
Some participants changed the filename of a document they were downloading to
make it easier to re-find. Participants often downloaded documents from government
websites where the filename had no discernable logical structure:
P9: [when] saving a Department of Health document, quite often you get some
horrible bunch of numbers. So I’d rename the file to something simple.
Sometimes there may be an interval between finding and saving the document
into my files and then working off the saved document, so simple name makes
it easier to find the right file.
Participant 11 had similar difficulty with bookmarks:
P11: When I first joined the council, I added lots of bookmarks without
naming them properly. So I’ve got a list of about 20 and I don’t know what
they are… But the ones I use quite frequently are at the bottom and I’ve
named them properly.
Some participants had to manage multiple versions of the same file. For example,
participant 2 manipulated the data from the same Excel file several times during a
project. Each time she manipulated the data, she saved the file with a different name
in order to keep the original version intact, naming the file with the current date or
simply calling it ‘b’. During a demonstration, she struggled to find a specific
document, opening several ambiguously-named files before locating the correct one.
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4.1.4 Use of written notes
Many participants used a notebook to capture thoughts and ideas or record meeting
minutes. Participant 10 used his notebook to record potentially useful information
while he was at home watching the TV news or listening to the radio. Some of the
participants also used their notebook to make it easier to re-find documents.
Participant 6 recorded the name of a file and where it was saved under headings that
corresponded to the structure of the document she was writing, e.g. ‘Introduction’ and
‘Summary’:
P6: When I save a file, I’ll make a note about where I put it. And when I
actually start writing the document, then I’ll go back and refer to my notes…
I’ll use headings to remind me that a reference would be useful for a
particular section I’m writing… So when I go back to writing the briefing, I
can identify the useful sources right away.
Recording the details about a source document and how to use it on paper was one of
the most frequently used ‘keeping’ methods identified by Bruce, et al (2004).

4.2 Writing and editing
This phase is where the participants extracted information from source material and
applied it to their writing. There were three overall patterns of behaviour within this
phase:
•
•
•

Extracting information from source material
Use of annotation during writing
Use of printed materials to support writing activities.

The behaviours demonstrated throughout this phase were not mutually exclusive. The
participants demonstrated some or all of the behaviours depending on the context of
what they were writing. The rest of this section will describe these behaviours in
detail, including the context in which they occurred and when they were avoided.
4.2.1 Extracting information from source material
Participants extracted information from source material in different ways:
•
•
•

Copying and pasting information directly into their document
Referring to the source material while typing
Extracting information into an intermediary document.

4.2.1.1 Copying and pasting information
Many of the participants had clear reasons why and when they would copy and paste
information from source material. This section presents the situations where copying
and pasting from source material was acceptable and where it was avoided.
4.2.1.1.1

Where copy and paste is acceptable
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Most of the participants re-used information that had already been published by their
organisation, which was perceived as a valid and uncontroversial source and often
used without further verification and without providing a reference. Copying and
pasting from a trusted source was a way of avoiding contention. Participant 10 copied
and pasted information about the local authority’s expected cash savings from a
review it had produced. Public spending is currently under severe scrutiny and all
local authorities are facing significant budget cuts. Subsequently, any references to
saving money must be accurate:
P10: I literally cut and pasted from the document because it could have been
contentious if I had paraphrased it incorrectly. I wanted to make sure it was
absolutely correct.
Participants were more likely to copy and paste information when they were working
on a project that was outside their area of expertise. The fast pace of change in all
areas of public policy meant that many participants had to deal with new
developments. Participant 5 was responsible for overseeing sustainability – an area
that is continually evolving as new technologies and materials are developed.
Participant 8 supported a scrutiny committee that reviewed the local authority’s child
services – a service area that has undergone significant changes over the last few
years:
P8: What I’m writing about in this report is new ground to me, so I was
careful to make sure that I was using the information accurately.
Time pressure often dictated how much participants would copy and paste
information. Most of the participants extracted large chunks of information by
copying and pasting when it would have taken too long to re-type or paraphrase it.
However, they generally only did this from a trusted source. Participant 4 extracted
large chunks of information from the local authority’s Joint Strategic Needs
Assessment – a detailed document that describes the health and wellbeing of the local
community (Department of Health, 2007). Participant 2 extracted a long quote from a
document on the Improvement and Development Agency website – a trusted source
in local government.
4.2.1.1.2

Where copy and paste was avoided

This section describes why participants avoided copying and pasting information
from source material.
4.2.1.1.2.1 Formatting
Difficulty with formatting was the most common reason for avoiding copying and
pasting from the source material. Almost all participants had difficulty copying
information from a PDF document:
P10: Formatting is one of the annoyances I face. When you’re cutting and
pasting information and you slot it into your document, for some reason
everything goes all haywire. And you then spend ages trying to figure out
why. I often get that with PDF documents.
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Consequently, many participants typed the information because it was often quicker
than cleaning up the formatting, and participant 9 added the source material as an
appendix:
P9: If there is a whole formatting nightmare and quite a lot to do, I may simply
decide to use the source document as an appendix because it’s not worth my
time trying to reformat it.
4.2.1.1.2.2 Using their own words
Some participants preferred to write information using their own words, even if it
took much longer:
P3: It may be a slightly slower way of doing things, but I do that [typing from
scratch] because I find I get constrained by existing content. Once I copy and
paste something, my mind gets set on that sentence structure and I end up
tinkering around with bits of detail that don’t matter. So I prefer to
reconstitute it from scratch.
4.2.1.1.2.3 Maintaining political neutrality
Local authority officers are required to be politically neutral in their work, and
support decision making in an unbiased way. Officers frequently use government
sources in their writing and have to remove any political ‘spin’ to ensure their writing
is unbiased. The emphasis is on providing clear evidence, not political analysis.
Participant 3 regularly produced briefings for senior managers and councillors and
avoided copying and pasting to ensure she interpreted the information before using it.
She had seen briefings that used information directly from source material, such as a
press release, without removing the political ‘statement’ and was wary of doing the
same:
P3: In examples like that, you’re just parroting – becoming a conduit for
political messages. You have to know when you might be unconsciously
parroting a political viewpoint that we as officers shouldn’t be doing.
4.2.1.1.2.4 Audience-centric writing
Participants had to ensure their writing was appropriate for their audience. Participant
8 wrote scrutiny reports on behalf of councillors, whom he described ‘lay people’,
with little expertise in the subject he was writing about. Similarly, Participant 5
worked with source material containing scientific information about pollutants but
had to write for people who were not experts:
P5: The main documents that I’m looking at are aimed at people who are
specialised in dealing with air quality management. So, doing big chunks of
direct quotes is not necessarily going to be the best approach [for my
audience]… I try to interpret the information, re-write it without changing the
meaning, but maybe simplify it a bit to make it a bit easier to get through.
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4.2.1.1.2.5 Plagiarism
The two participants who worked in local government organisations avoided copying
and pasting information in order to avoid the possibility of plagiarism. Participant 1
also worked as a lecturer in a university that used the Turnitin plagiarism detection
system. He was reluctant to copy and paste because he knows how easy it is to detect
plagiarism.
4.2.1.2 Referring to source on screen while typing
All but one of the participants referred to source material on screen while writing,
mostly when paraphrasing information. Some of the participants re-wrote entire
sentences by referring to the source material on the screen to avoid difficult
formatting [see section 4.2.1.1.2.1].
There were three distinct behaviours while referring to source material on screen.
Some participants split the screen so they see the source material while they were
typing. Others followed an iterative process of switching between the document they
were writing and the source material, processing the information and committing it to
memory before returning to their Word document to type. Finally, some participants
copied large chunks of information from the source material and temporarily pasted it
into their document to refer to while they paraphrased it.
4.2.1.2.1

Split screen

Some of the participants divided the screen between the source material and the Word
document they were creating in order to refer to the source and write at the same time.
This behaviour was generally used when working with complex information that
required detailed processing. Participant 5 used this approach when working in an
unfamiliar area of work:
P5: If I need to write something on a fairly new area of work, I don’t want to
make any mistakes because I’m not familiar with that area, then I may need to
pay more attention to the original text that I’m using as the source.
Participant 11 had to extract information about reasons for non-work migration from a
detailed Office of National Statistics report. The report required a lot of interpretation
to make sense of the information and apply it to the context of the local authority.
Consequently, the participant wanted to be sure she did not misinterpret the source:
P11: I had to be quite careful about how I wrote that and how I worded it. I
had the source document open behind and the Word document in a smaller
screen in front. So while I was typing, I’d look back to the source document
and think.
Participant 3 demonstrated the same behaviour when paraphrasing or re-writing
sentences. She maximised the source document and overlapped the Word document
to reveal about half of the source document. She scrolled through the source
document to locate the appropriate information and selected the working document
via the taskbar to begin typing. She re-sized and moved the Word document around
the screen to see different parts of the source material, without having to scroll again.
[See figure 2 below for a mock-up].
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Participant 4 did not like splitting the screen in this way because the Word document
often became hidden under the source document and it took time to locate the correct
document in the taskbar. It was exacerbated when participants had several programs
and files open at the same time [illustrated in figure 2 below]. This issue is described
in another context in the following section.

1. Source material (a PDF document)

2. Word document is re-sized to
overlap the source document.

is maximised to fill the screen.

3. Word document is made smaller
and/or moved around the screen to
reveal more of the source material.

4. Participant 4 avoided splitting the
screen because he often struggled to
find the correct file in the taskbar.

Figure 2: A mock-up illustrating how participants split the screen between the source material and the
document they were writing. Note: participants were using Windows XP
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4.2.1.2.2

Switching between the source and Word document

Most of the participants switched between the source material and their Word
document while writing. They committed information to memory and switched to
their document to write, switching back to the source to check what they had written
and extract further information. Both documents were maximised and the participants
used the taskbar to locate the appropriate file.
However, participants frequently had several programs and documents open,
including Outlook, Acrobat Reader, Word and Internet Explorer, which made the
icons on the taskbar too small to distinguish between the files [illustrated in figure 2
below]. Consequently, the participants had to open several files to locate the correct
one.
P11: …unless you remember what order the documents are in, you actually
have to select each document and make it full screen to see if it’s the one that
you want.This was exacerbated when the Windows operating system stacked
similar files into a single icon on the taskbar.
4.2.1.3 Temporarily copying information
All of the participants used multiple sources of complex information in their writing.
To manage these sources, many participants copied and pasted large chunks of
information into an intermediary Word document:
P3: I created this temporary document when I was going through all the
different documents on the Licensing Act… I used this document as a way of
dumping together all the relevant information in one place.
The temporary document was used as the primary source while writing. However, the
participants did not always include references to the original source material, which
made it difficult to re-find the original information.
Some of the participants temporarily pasted information directly into their working
document, enabling them to continually refer to it while paraphrasing. Participant 4
worked in this way when extracting information from detailed statistics. Participant 6
displayed similar behaviour when she edited and re-wrote information to make it
suitable for her audience:
P6: I’ll cut and paste the original information and then paraphrase
underneath it so I can see the source information while I’m writing. So I will
write what I think should be on there before I delete the original information
from my document.
Participant 9 pasted source information into an area away from the section of text she
was writing to ensure the formatting was not disturbed. She re-typed the information
and then deleted the text she had pasted from the source.
4.2.2 Annotations
All participants used annotations throughout the process of writing a document,
mostly as temporary signposts to avoid interrupting the flow of writing. The
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participants’ priority was to capture their ideas quickly and efficiently, even if it
meant writing an incomplete sentence. The annotation served as an aide memoire to
revisit the content.
Participant 11 began her document with a series of incomplete sentences that she
highlighted to ensure she did not overlook them:
P11: The sentence I’ll highlight will be something like “Note: add in data from
2009”… Or I might be literally halfway through a sentence trying to explain
something, and I’ll highlight what I’ve written so far because I don’t know
how to finish that sentence yet and the highlight is a reminder to come back to
it.
4.2.2.1 Annotating references to re-find source
Most of the participants created a placeholder reference to source material to help
them re-find it in the future, while minimising the interruption to the flow of writing.
Some of the participants also highlighted the temporary reference to ensure it stood
out on the page.
When participants did not reference source material, they often found it difficult to refind and had to systematically browse their file system or search for it again on
Google. However, many of the participants had retrieved the source material several
weeks or months prior to writing and could not remember where they had saved it,
what the filename was or how they found it on Google in the first place. Participant 8
avoided this by copying and pasting the title of the source material into his Word
document as a placeholder reference so he could search for it again on Google.
Participant 4 demonstrated similar behaviour, relying on being able to re-find the
document by searching for it online rather than find it in his file system:
P4: I try to make sure that the footnotes are at least good enough for me to
find the document again. So with a PDF, I’ll copy and paste the title of the
document into the footnote so I can find it on Google again if I needed to.
4.2.2.2 Coding annotations
Each participant ‘coded’ the annotations they used in a different way. Participant 2
heavily annotated an early draft of the document she was working on. She had pasted
information from different sources and organised it using broad headings. She used
annotations to add further structure:
•
•
•

Bold indicated a key point and was used as a reminder to ensure it featured
prominently in the writing
Highlighting was a reminder to check the information had been used
accurately
Placeholder text in block capitals indicated missing information.

She also inserted and highlighted ‘XXXXX’ at the end of a sentence she wanted to
come back to, performing an internal search for ‘xxx’ to quickly locate each
annotation.
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Participant 3 highlighted content that needed to be checked and added multiple
ellipses at the end of a line to indicate an incomplete sentence. Participant 8 used
square brackets to indicate where he needed to add a reference and used block capitals
as an aide memoire to revisit an area of content:
P8: I’ve put it in block capitals so it stands out from the text and actually
screams to me ‘Look into this, make this happen’.
Shipman, et al’s (2003) study of law students found a similarly varied and
idiosyncratic use of annotations that performed a variety of functions, including to
emphasise a section of text or prompt an action.
4.2.2.3 Annotating for others
Most of the annotations were used as self-communication. However, participant 4
also used annotations in an early draft of a the document to communicate to
stakeholders:
P4: It’s a holding note, letting them know that I’ll be putting some more
information in. I had a deadline to do the draft of this document by a certain
time and both of the areas I’ve annotated were a major piece of work, which
would have taken me well beyond the deadline.
The participant highlighted incomplete sentences in yellow and used block capitals to
indicate where he was going to add further detail. He described the meaning and
location of the annotations in a covering email
4.2.3 Writing from printed source material
Most of the participants printed source material in preparation for writing, particularly
if the document was going to be heavily used or the participant had to read it all:
P3: I had to read the entire document and had to know it pretty much inside
out. I had to know the bits that were relevant and have an awareness of the
bits that weren’t relevant… it wasn’t about a quick extraction of information –
it was something that I needed to know in some detail.
Some of the participants preferred working from paper because it allowed them to
better process the information:
P8: I tend to miss things when I’m reading on screen. If I print something off,
I pick things up. For some reason, I just can’t absorb as much information
from the screen, as I can from a printed copy.
Makri’s (2009) study of lawyers’ information behaviour found they preferred to print
documents and make physical annotations because reading on screen was difficult.
Many participants preferred to print source material because it was easier to annotate
useful information. Participant 5 preferred annotating on paper even though he
acknowledged it was often quicker to re-find information by searching within an
electronic document. He had used the comment tool in Acrobat Reader but found it
difficult to use:
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P5: If I think I’ve found a particularly good document, then I do still
sometimes print them off because I find it easier to go through and make
notes. I sometimes use the comment feature in PDF and Word to make notes
while I’m reading on screen. But I find sometimes that it makes such a mess
of the document because you don’t have much control about where the
comment goes.
This illustrates that existing annotation tools do not have the “sophisticated level of
affordances seen in the fluid free-form markings on paper-based source materials”
(O’Hara, et al, 2002).
Participants annotated the printed document to help them re-find information later,
highlighting key sections of text, marking paragraphs with an asterisk or by
underlining text. Participant 5 also indexed key sections of a long document with
fluorescent yellow tags and made notes alongside paragraphs to help him quickly scan
the document later.
Many of the participants preferred to print copies of the source material because it
provided quick access to the information when they were writing. Participant 3
printed all the source material for a briefing on the Queen’s Speech that had to be
completed on the day of the announcement. Participant 9 printed all the source
material she had compiled over several months for a scrutiny committee report and
arranged it on the floor at home to use while writing. Participant 1 worked almost
exclusively from printed material:
P1: Personally, I always like stuff in front of me. I just find it much easier to
find what you’re looking for in a document when you’ve got a hard copy in
front of you and you can just turn the pages.

4.3 Review and sign off
Almost all of the participants followed a similarly rigorous and iterative sign off
process because the documents were going to be publically available and any errors
could adversely affect their reputation. Participant 1 worked for a local government
organisation that aimed to inform and guide policy-making decisions of all local
authorities by providing a compelling argument and the evidence to support it. A
significant error in the document could lead to repercussions for the author and for the
organisation as a whole:
P1: Everything in the document is checked quite obsessively… When it goes
out in the public domain, if somebody finds a mistake in it, they’ll tell
everybody else. It tends to de-value everything else – they ignore everything
else and just focus on the mistake you’ve made.
Local authorities have similar reputational issues, facing scrutiny from government,
the press and the local public. Councillors are individually scrutinised during an
election.
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4.3.1 Overview of the sign off process
The sign off process almost always involved several people, including internal and
external stakeholders. The participant obtained feedback through a combination of
face-to-face meetings, telephone discussions and by circulating the document via
email. The sign off process for the scrutiny committee reviews involved councillors
with varying levels of expertise on the subject of the review. Moreover, many
councillors have full-time jobs and perform their council duties during the evening or
at the weekend. They often focused on specific sections important to them when
reviewing a document because they did not have time to read it all.
The participants faced two challenges during the sign off process – managing
comments in different formats from multiple stakeholders and managing multiple
versions of the document under review.
Weng and Gennari (2004) found writers and editors used a collaborative review
process, where communicating and coordinating amendments was often problematic:
•
•
•
•

Communication often took place via email, telephone and face-to-face
It was difficult to follow changes through the different versions of the
document
Conflicting suggestions were often overlooked
Comments were often sent in an email because the annotation tool was
inadequate.

The participants of this study faced similar issues, details of which are discussed in
the rest of this section.
4.3.2 Managing comments
Most of the participants preferred to discuss amendments in face-to-face meetings but
it was rarely possible to get all the stakeholders to meet for each iteration of the signoff process. Consequently, the participants had to manage several methods of
obtaining feedback:
P6: …different [stakeholders] use different methods because some don’t know
how to use the different functionality. Some people use track changes. Some
people add comments [on the page]... Some people will send you an email
saying ‘On page xxx…’. We have lots of different ways of suggesting changes.
I did have one person who actually printed it off, wrote their bits on it and sent
it in the internal mail.
4.3.2.1 Preference for face-to-face meetings
Face-to-face meetings were preferred because they enabled the participants to direct
stakeholders to comment on specific areas of content:
P9: I try to impose a bit of discipline on this process… Some councillors are
very direct and to the point with precise recommendations and changes.
Others are a bit more vague… I find when I’m sitting in a group looking at a
particular paragraph that somebody feels isn’t quite right, quite often in that
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face-to-face discussion, you’ll come up with the right wording. But when you
try and do the same thing electronically, it’s more likely that you’re going to
get a vague answer like ‘I think this needs to be said better’.
4.3.2.2 Using track changes
Many of the participants received amendments from stakeholders using track changes
but found it visually messy and difficult to remove the track changes:
P8: I hate tracked changes because it ruins the document. Because we use
different versions of Word, it can be a nightmare to get rid of them.
Sometimes there are changes that are almost embedded in the document.
Participant 9 found track changes too clumsy when stakeholders used it to provide
nuanced feedback:
P9: The problem with track changes is that some people might come up with a
good piece of re-wording – they know what they want to say and how they
want to say it. Other people, including me sometimes, are not going to find
the right words, but what they do know is that ‘this report ought to say
something more strongly than it does’.
4.3.2.3 Annotating body text
Some participants received feedback via annotations made directly to the body of the
text. Stakeholders highlighted sections of text and described the changes to be made
in an email. Occasionally, amendments were made directly to the text.Some of the
participants added annotations in the body of the text to prompt stakeholders to
comment on specific areas. As part of an iterative review process, participant 10
implemented or rejected each round of amendments proposed by stakeholders before
circulating an updated version of the document. When he received conflicting or
controversial amendments, he included the proposed change alongside the original
text in red and added a commentary about whether the proposed change should be
accepted [see figure 3 below]. This was then flagged to the stakeholders for further
approval.

“… this is the original text. This is the proposed new text. This
is my comment on the new text. Original text continues…”
Figure 3: An example of how participant 10 annotated a controversial amendment for approval.
The annotations were made within the body of the text.

Participant 2 used track changes and then made manual annotations within the body
of the text that were visually similar to track changes. In one example, she indicated
‘moving’ a section of text to a different location on the same page by copying the text
into the new position using a green font colour and formatted the original location of
the text with a double strikethrough [see figure 4 below].
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“This is sample text. Sample text continues. This is
sample text. Sample text continues. This is sample
text. Sample text continues. This is sample text.
Sample text continues. This is sample text. Sample
text continues. This is sample text. Sample text
continues.
This is sample text. Sample text continues. This is
sample text. Sample text continues. This is sample
text. Sample text continues. This is sample text.
Sample text continues. This is sample text. Sample
text continues. This is sample text. Sample text
continues.”
1. Document contained
existing amendments that
had been made using track
changes, coloured red and
underlined.

2. The sentence was copied
to the top of the paragraph.
The text was coloured green
and the original location of
the text was indicated with a
double strikethrough, without
deleting it.

3. Text continues
as normal.

Figure 4: Illustration showing how participant 2 used manual annotations within a document that
already contained track changes.

4.3.3 Managing version control
Participants found version control a challenge because they had to manage an iterative
sign off process involving many stakeholders, often amalgamating amendments made
electronically and handwritten amendments made on paper in face-to-face meetings.
Participant 6 managed version control by using a Word template with a field for the
version number. The aim was to get the author to manually update the version
number following each round of amendments, before circulating the document for
further comment:
P6: Because I was controlling this document, it was fine. We want to make
sure other teams are putting in the version number when they’re writing their
own documents. But they won’t necessarily do it.
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4.4 Summary
Participants demonstrated different behaviours throughout the process of writing a
document but had similar motivations:
•
•
•
•

Making source material easier to re-find because research was often
completed long before writing began
Extracting information efficiently and accurately from source material
Avoiding breaking the flow of writing by using annotations as an aide
memoire to return to temporary or incomplete text and references
Gathering iterative feedback from multiple stakeholders while managing
version control

The following chapter will present design recommendations to support the behaviours
described here, including the use of printed materials and handwritten notes that were
an important part of the writing process.
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5.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The previous chapter categorised the participants’ information use behaviour into
three categories: file management, writing and editing, and review and sign off.
However, the behaviours were neither hierarchical nor linear and the boundary
between the categories was fluid. Consequently, the researcher has adopted a holistic
approach to design recommendations, with the aim of creating an “integrated
environment” (Komlodi and Soergel, 2002) to support all aspects of information use.
The rest of this chapter describes how an integrated system can address the needs
identified in this study and presents detailed design guidelines.
The researcher also presents design guidelines to support the information seeking and
interpretation behaviours demonstrated in the context of information use. Although
these behaviours were not specifically investigated, the findings were strong enough
to make design recommendations. The aim is to design for human information
behaviour in a holistic and flexible way, allowing users to seamlessly switch between
information seeking, processing and use (Twidale, et al, 2008).

5.1 Overview of proposed system
The researcher proposes design guidelines for an integrated system that supports the
information use behaviours exhibited by the participants during the process of writing
a document. There are four overarching needs such a system might address:
1. Project-based file management that links all source material together and
supports the user in re-finding information, because there is often a substantial
gap between the user seeking for information and the time they come to write
2. Supporting the user while they are extracting information from source
material, either by copy and pasting information or by referring to the source
while paraphrasing
3. Allowing the user to intuitively annotate their document to avoid interruption
during writing, along with a system that manages and tracks the annotations so
they are not missed
4. Supporting the sign off process through a unified system that allows the author
and all contributors to access the same document and the same annotation
tools.
Some of the recommendations are relevant to more than one of the needs outlined
above.

5.2 Project-based information management
Almost all of the participants had difficulty with information management.
Information was often retrieved long before it was used, which meant some
participants had forgotten about documents they had downloaded [see section 4.1.1].
This was compounded by participants working on several projects simultaneously.
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Shared network drives were often used as a dumping ground for documents and
participants did not have time to organise their file system. As a result, re-finding a
particular document was difficult and time-consuming [see section 4.1.2], so the
participants resorted to re-searching for source material.
5.2.1 Recommendation
The system could automatically record and log all web pages and documents opened,
saved and printed. This implicit feedback would be captured without cost to the user
(Kelly and Teevan, 2003) and without interrupting the task at hand.
The system could also incorporate a bookmarking tool to ensure all research is linked
together, and accessible and findable via a single interface. This will support existing
behaviour as most participants saved source material and bookmarks in a projectcentred folder hierarchy [see section 4.1.2].
Such a system would automatically assign all documents to a project, which could be
assigned when the system is launched. The system should allow the author to
disassociate source material from a project through an admin screen [see section
5.2.1.4] and allow the author to add additional metadata to source material. The
system should allow the user to search the metadata as well as the content of the
source material. The need to re-find source material was clearly demonstrated by
participant 2 who had to forage and backtrack through many levels of a folder
hierarchy and open several ambiguously-named files to find the correct file [see
section 4.1.2.1].
The system could also log all temporary and intermediary documents created during
the writing process. For example participants 2 and 4 had difficulty re-finding
detailed statistics that had been reprocessed in an intermediary Excel file [see section
4.1.3].
The aim is to support information management without interrupting the task of
information seeking. Participants were often not concerned with taking steps to
ensure they could re-find documents because they did not know if or how they were
going to use the source material. A system that interrupts the user at this stage could
prove counter productive, as demonstrated by participant 11. [See figure 5 below for
a mock-up of the document management system’s interface for uploading a file.]
5.2.1.1 Making all files accessible through the interface
All source material could be accessible through the interface so users would not have
to minimise the document they are working on locate source material on a shared
drive. The system could support multiple methods of sorting source material,
including most viewed, most used, last viewed and last used. The system could also
allow users ‘pin’ documents to the top of the list to provide quick access to frequently
used documents, supporting the way participant 11 added a temporary link to source
material in her working document:
P11: …while I was putting this briefing together, I had a link to the ONS
source document embedded in my Word document. So I could click on it and
quickly access it…
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Figure 5: Mock-up of the interface to upload a file to the document management system
(DMS) used by participant 11. Some of the fields have been omitted. She often avoided using
the DMS because it interrupted her work – requiring a great deal of information and taking
several steps to upload a document.

5.2.1.2 Supporting citations and references
Where source material contains bibliographic information, the system could
automatically save that information to allow auto-citation when the information is
used [see section 5.3.1.2]. If the document does not contain any bibliographic
information, the author could be prompted to add information when saving the file. If
the prompt is ignored, the system could still record where the document came from,
making it easy to return to the source in the future.
The system should be flexible and allow the user to configure how references are
presented. Participants cited source material in different ways – some used detailed
references while others only cited the title of the document.
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5.2.1.3 Search history
The system could record the history of search terms used, websites visited and the
actions taken on each site, such as pages bookmarked and documents downloaded.
Recording the relationship between search terms, pages visited and actions taken
would preserve the original context of the search (Komlodi, et al, 2007) and could
support the kind of exploratory searching and re-finding described by participant 10:
P10: I might spend an hour just to find one piece of information. But the thing
is, I may have just got lucky in finding that information. So not having written
down where I got it from, getting it again at the very end when I need to write
the reference can be hard work. I may not be able to remember the keywords
I used to find it, so I literally have to start from scratch.
Kaur, et al (2005) evaluated a tool that recorded search history in a structured way,
allowing users to interrogate and re-use individual search queries. Based on design
suggestions made by Komlodi and her colleagues, the Westlaw legal resource
supports the use of search history (Makri, 2009).
5.2.1.4 Admin view
An admin section could indicate whether files have been opened or printed since
being saved and could also indicate which files have been referenced in the body of
the document and provide a link to the reference [see section 5.3.1.2].

5.3 Supporting the user in extracting information
Participants often worked with complex information that had to be used with care to
ensure it was correctly interpreted and did not include political spin. Consequently,
many of the participants used different methods to refer to the source material while
writing:
•
•
•

Alternating between the source and the document they were writing
Arranging the screen so they could see the source material as they typed in
their document
Copying and pasting information temporarily into their document to refer to
while paraphrasing.

Each method presented difficulties [see section 4.2.1]. The participants who
alternated between the source material and their Word document often found it
difficult to identify the correct file using the Windows taskbar. Those who arranged
their screen to see the source material and Word document at the same time found it
fiddly to arrange. Most of the participants found copy and pasting problematic
because it imported the formatting of the source document.
5.3.1 Recommendation
The system could have an interface with modes to support each of these methods.
One mode could present a split-screen environment with a simple grab handle to
allow the user to adjust the proportion of the screen dedicated to the source document.
Another mode could provide a visible clipboard area alongside the working document

40

for the user to view and paraphrase information copied from source material. The
clipboard area could also allow the user to edit the text before pasting it into their
document.
With each mode, key tools and options should always remain in the interface, such as
the writing, editing and annotation tools.
5.3.1.1 Formatting
The clipboard should allow the formatting inherited from the source material to be
removed and present a preview of how the text will look. Structural formatting, such
as bullet points, should be maintained, similar to the functionality provided by Word
Cleaner (http://www.convertwordtohtml.com). Direct copy and paste could also be
supported by the system, defaulting copied information to match the existing
formatting in the document.
5.3.1.2 Generating bi-directional links between source material and
user document
Most participants cited their sources after they had finished writing and it was often
difficult to re-find documents. Some participants interrupted their writing flow to add
a temporary reference to make re-finding source material easier.
In conjunction with the project-based file management functionality described above
[see section 5.2], the system could include automatic and semi-automatic referencing
tools that minimise the interruption to writing process. Information copied and
pasted, either directly into the user’s document or into the clipboard area could
automatically generate a link to the source material. The link will point back to the
location within the source material was extracted from, and not simply to the first
page of the document [see section 5.6]. Re-finding the location of an extract can be
difficult when dealing with long and detailed source material – demonstrated by
participant 4. When the system is in split screen mode, the interface will display a
prominent ‘reference’ button to create a link to the section of the source material
being displayed.
This recommendation is similar to the ’Autolinks’ functionality of NewsHarvester
prototype (Attfield, 2005), a system that allowed users to drag a section of text from a
news database into an integrated text editor. The extract automatically generated a
link back to the source in the database. Komlodi and Soergel (2002) describe similar
functionality for the Westlaw legal information system, which automatically provided
a two-way link between a document being written and legal cases cited in it.
The admin view [see section 5.2.1.4] could allow the author to identify the source
documents that have been referenced.
5.3.1.3 Managing interruptions
Participant 6 worked from home when writing a complex report to avoid
interruptions, often switching off her email for extended periods of time. Research
shows that email can be a significant interruption, both in terms of the time taken to
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read and respond to an email and the ‘recovery time’ between finishing with an email
and returning to the work that was interrupted (Jackson, et al, 2003).
The system could put the user’s email client into a sleep mode or mute the alert
system when one of the writing modes is activated. This can be overridden if an
email is flagged as important or comes from a ‘white listed’ email address.

5.4 Annotations
Most of the participants used annotations throughout their writing, often as an aide
memoire to cite a source or to check a section of text. Annotations were also used as
a placeholder, where the author could not think of how to finish a sentence or
paragraph.
Different types of annotation with differing amounts of visibility were used, including
highlighting text, writing in block capitals, adding ellipses to the end of a sentence
and putting text in square brackets. Participant 2 added ‘XXXXX’ in the body of the
text and then performed an internal search for ‘xxx’ [see section 4.2.2].
5.4.1 Recommendation
The system could have a dedicated set of annotations that could be used as a signpost
and/or to highlight a section of text.
The annotations should be clearly
distinguishable from each other and from any characters frequently used in writing.
The system should be flexible and allow annotations to be customised with different
colours, icons or symbols.
Annotations should be easily accessible via the interface and could allow the user to
drop and drag them into place, move them within the body of the text or ‘pin’ them
into position.
The annotations could dynamically generate a temporary table of contents to provide
a reminder for the author. The table of contents could link directly to each annotation
for quick access. The system could alert the author to any unresolved annotations,
ensuring the author does not ‘finalise’ a document that contains an annotation.
The alert system could be used in conjunction with a user account [see section 5.5] to
allow the author to flag specific annotations to individual contributors. Participant 4
used email to direct stakeholders’ attention to the annotations in his document [see
section 4.2.2.3].
The system could allow notes to be added to an annotation. The notes could be
visible within the table of contents and alongside the annotation itself without
obstructing the body text. Maintaining visual control over annotations was an
important consideration for many participants – it was one of the reasons why they
did not like to use track changes [see section 4.3.2.2]. The user should be able to
‘switch off’ the annotations to concentrate on the text. With annotations switched on,
the notes could appear in a pop-up when the user hovers over the annotation with their
cursor, or they could appear in a pre-assigned area on the interface.
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The annotation functionality could be integrated with internal search to allow users to
filter by annotation type or search within attached notes attached to an annotation.

5.5 Sign off
Almost all of the participants described a similarly complex sign off process with
multiple stakeholders. The complex political, social and economic issues presented in
the documents meant they had to be scrupulously checked.
Managing the sign-off process was a challenge because there were multiple
stakeholders making comments and amendments in different ways [see section 4.3.1].
Participants worked with multiple copies and multiple versions of the same document,
incorporating vague or conflicting amendments. This process was often iterative,
with the author working through several rounds of feedback and amendments.
Version control was a manual process: participant 6 amended the version number on
the coversheet of her document and participants 1 and 10 renamed the file after each
round of amendments.
5.5.1 Recommendation
The system could include a ‘contributors’ interface where stakeholders can make
comments and amendments. The author should be able to allow users to access the
system as a contributor via a simple user account and amendments would be
attributable to an individual user. The system could allow the author filter
amendments by contributor to quickly see who has made an amendment and where it
is located in the text.
Contributors should have access to the annotation tools described above [see section
5.4], allowing them to make comments without interfering with the body of the text.
Amendments could be collated in a dynamically-generated table of contents page for
the author to review.
The system could include track changes functionality that works in a similar way to
annotations so it does not interfere with the body text. The functionality could
highlight the original text and display the amended text in a pop up window or on a
separate area of the interface. The system could present a preview mode to allow
contributors to see their amendments in context with the original text removed.
The aim is to provide a unified system for authors and contributors to share the same
document and the same tools for annotation. This could help avoid the need to send
copies of a document via email for review and could enable the author to quickly
collate amendments.
5.5.1.1 Version control
The author should have full access to each version of the document and all the
amendments made by each contributor. The system could allow the author to review
each stage of the history of the document and recover any information deleted in a
previous version of the document. Contributors should be able to see previous
versions of the document without the ability to make changes if a new version exists.
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After each round of amendments, the author could update the version number of the
document and automatically notify contributors.
5.5.1.2 Managing conflicting amendments
The system could alert the author if multiple contributors have amended the same
section of text and help the author to quickly compare the conflicting amendments in
order to decide on which amendment to accept. Where this requires further approval,
the system could allow the author to notify the contributors directly, presenting the
conflicting suggestions and the author’s decision. This would avoid the need for the
kind of explanatory email used by participant 4 [see section 4.2.2.3].

5.6 Supporting information seeking and re-finding
A great deal of the information seeking and re-finding behaviour observed in this
study involved the participant searching for source material using Google, often
returning long and detailed documents. Finding the document only partially
addressed the task – they needed to find chunks or sections of information within the
document (Bontcheva, et al, 2006). The participants had to search within the
document to find the information they wanted to use.
5.6.1 Recommendation
The system could be extended to include a search tool to support the user in finding
the location of information the information related to the search query within the
source material. This could be achieved by including an extract of the information
within the source material as part of the search results. When there are several
sections of text related to the search query, each extract could be collated into a
dynamically-generated table of contents, enabling the user to jump to each extract.
The extract should be clearly highlighted to ensure it stands out within the document.
This is a similar approach to the “overview+detail” interface evaluated by Hornbæk
and Frøkjær (2001), which presented miniaturised extracts containing the search
query term in a panel alongside the document.
The search tool could be integrated with the file management recommendations made
above [see section 5.2], particularly the use of search history [see section 5.2.1.3], to
provide a holistic approach to information seeking and re-finding.

5.7 Supporting information processing and interpretation
Most of the participants printed source material during the research phase and made
annotations on paper to help them process the information [see section 4.2.3]. Many
participants made annotations on paper because it was easier than annotating an
electronic document. O’Hara and Sellen (1997) found one of the major advantages of
using paper was the ability to make annotations while reading. However, some of the
participants acknowledged it was easier to re-find information using an electronic
document because they could perform an internal search.
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5.7.1 Recommendation
The system could be extended to allow source material to be annotated using the same
tools described above [see section 5.4]. Documents could be ‘loaded’ into the system
and indexed, making the annotations fully searchable and allowing the user to collate,
search and/or filter annotations made on all documents loaded into the system. This
would help to unify some information processing and use behaviours in an integrated
system. The user could annotate different sources and indicate how the information
could be used, reflecting Spurgin’s (2006) idea that personal information management
allows the user to communicate to their ‘future self’. For example, a user could
identify sections of text from several sources that could be useful for their
introduction and annotate them accordingly. The system would allow the user to
collate and/or extract each section of text into a word processing document and
maintain a link between each extract and the source. The Atlas.ti qualitative data
analysis tool has similar functionality (http://www.atlasti.com). Working in this way
could help the author to structure their writing, which is one of the benefits of using
annotations identified by O’Hara and Sellen (1997).
5.7.1.1 Supporting file management
Searchable annotations could make it easier to re-finding information within a
document and support file management in general because the annotations would
contribute a layer of user-generated metadata. Users could add keywords and phrases
that are memorable and meaningful making it easier to re-find information, especially
when working within an unfamiliar subject.
The system’s project-based file management could provide a starting point for users
not involved in the writing process to find information relating to a project.
5.7.1.2 Reducing the use of paper
Many of the participants expressed the need to use less paper. In some instances it
was a personal preference – to reduce the impact on the environment. One participant
had to limit the amount of printing because storage was being removed to maximise
office. Another participant indicated the local authority was purchasing less paper
because of a budget freeze.

5.8 Summary
In this chapter, the researcher has proposed detailed design guidelines for an
integrated system to support the information use behaviours identified in this study.
Recommendations have also been made to support the information seeking and
processing behaviours demonstrated in the context of information use. The aim of the
proposed system is to support human information behaviour in a holistic way.
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6.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

This study has presented a detailed insight into the information behaviour of local
government workers. Specifically, it paints a rich picture of how they use information
to create detailed documents by identifying behaviours around three broad, non-linear
activities:
•
•
•

Information management – storing and recording information retrieved online
for later use
Writing and editing – extracting information from source material and using it
to ‘construct’ their writing
Review and sign off – managing an iterative process of obtaining feedback
from multiple stakeholders and making amendments.

Information management was often overlooked which resulted in source material
being ‘lost’ inside an intricate file hierarchy that made re-finding information a
challenge. The writing process involved the on-screen juggling of source material
and the document being written in an attempt to accurately extract information.
Different types of annotation used to signpost incomplete sentences, fragments of
ideas and temporary references. The use of annotations featured throughout an
iterative sign off process, with the author managing feedback from multiple
stakeholders. Furthermore, information processing and information management
were both facilitated by printing source material to make annotations and by using
paper-based notebooks to record the details of source material.
The study proposes detailed recommendations for a novel, integrated and user-centred
system that supports information use by:
•
•
•
•

Enabling automated and semi-automated information management, using
implicit feedback to make re-finding information easier
Providing an interface that supports the extraction of information from source
material
Providing flexible and user-friendly annotations to support the author during
the writing process
Allowing contributors to use the same system during the sign off process to
support clear communication and version control.

The proposed system also includes support for the information seeking and
information processing behaviours exhibited in the context of information use,
presenting a holistic approach to designing for information behaviour.

6.1 Potential for future work
This study concludes by highlighting three broad areas for potential future work:
1. Studying information use in other domains
2. Studying the information behaviour of local government workers in more
detail
3. Evaluating the recommendations made in this study.
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6.1.1 Studying information use in other domains
Studying information use behaviour in other domains where creating documents is an
important task could improve the design recommendations made in this study and
extend them to support a wide range of users. Previous studies of the information
behaviour of lawyers (Makri, 2009; Komlodi and Soergel, 2002) and of
undergraduate and graduate students (Wang and Soergel, 1997; Wang and White,
1998; Maybee, 2006) include aspects of information use that suggest both domains
could be candidates for future study.
6.1.2 Further study of local government workers’ information behaviour
Studying the information behaviour of local government workers in more detail could
provide a closer look at the interrelationship between information seeking and use.
Such a study could further validate Makri’s (2009) extension of Ellis’s behavioural
model or generate a new model that describes information seeking and use in a
holistic way.
6.1.3 Evaluating the recommendations made in this study
A future study could include developing an interactive prototype to evaluate the
recommendations made in this study and address some of the issues omitted. Such a
study could provide a detailed analysis of the proposed system in context, including
the impact on usability when working under the constraints faced by the participants
of this study, such as working on relatively small, low-resolution monitors.
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APPENDIX – INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS
PARTICIPANT 1
Give me an overview of your role
What we do here at the policy office is track policy and produce policy briefings for
local councils, mostly. We try to explain policy to them because there is tons and
tons of stuff that comes out of Whitehall which they have to absorb. In effect, we
filter it for them.
In a sense, I was living in this policy area for about three years. I was tracking policy
in welfare reform for about three years. I still am – I’m still following it. So all of the
information in the document I sent you – all of the information sources were built up
and accumulated over a lengthy period of time.
Can you tell me a little more about this report and how you put it together?
In writing this thing, it was quite difficult at first when you have a blank piece of
paper in front of you. This was quite an ambitious document in some respects. The
aim of this document was to explain welfare to people who didn’t know much about
the topic – to explain welfare reforms and explain labour market theory and labour
economics.
I’ve picked out some specific examples. In the first example, you directly
reference the Houghton Review. With the second example, you refer to what
Dutch local councils are doing but you haven’t included a reference. Can you
tell me how you got the information from the source material and into your
document? Do you copy and paste, for example?
I don’t copy and paste. Perhaps I do, I don’t know – I’m not aware of it.
The participant revealed that he is also a university lecturer and the university uses
Turnitin – the plagiarism detection system.
Because I know how easy it is to detect plagiarism, I’m a bit reluctant to cut and paste
things. When I do cut and paste, it tends to be off my own work.
The Houghton Review was something I happened to know about by virtue of tracking
the developments in welfare. Houghton was brought in by the Government to
develop a set of proposals for how local government can work more closely with
central government in delivering this agenda.
I knew about what the Netherlands was doing in the area of welfare reform from
general reading and my contacts. I found out more about the particular initiative
referenced in the document by searching on Google. I searched for ‘Dutch local
government unemployment’ and came up with a whole load of documents on the
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Europa website [official website of the European Union]. They were conducting a
multi-national information exchange.
How did you get the information from the website and into your document? If
you don’t copy and paste information, describe the physical process of getting
the words you need into your document.
I tend to be a bit profligate because I don’t like reading on screen. I like having a
hard copy in front of me. I printed out most of the documents that I used for this. I
wrote most of the document in my university office and I had a huge pile of hard
copies in front of me.
Basically, when you’re writing something like this, you start by reading a lot. And
then you come to the point where you feel you have to start writing. But then the read
and the writing go together in parallel.
From the stack of printed material you refer to, do you highlight relevant bits
that you’ve read or make annotations on the paper documents before you start
writing?
No. I’m quite bad in that way – I tend to keep everything in my head.
When you’re writing, do you find you are always referring back to the source
material to check your writing?
Yes. I tend to be a bit slow because I’m always checking things. Everything is
checked several times.
I’ve highlighted an example where you use a statistic about job vacancies in
Liverpool. Tell me how you went about using that piece of data.
That wasn’t from a literature source – it came from NOMIS [National On-Line
Manpower System], which is a web-based data product.
How is the data exported? Does it come in PDF or Word format or is all of the
information on-screen?
You download the information as an Excel file.
Describe how you got the information from the Excel file into your document.
By way of background, the Leader of a local authority had already written the
foreword and a series of comments that I had to incorporate into my introduction.
The foreword critiqued the view of supply side measures about getting people into
work because some areas of the country simply don’t have any jobs. To illustrate the
point, I wanted some data on the ratio between unemployed people and notified
vacancies, and I knew that Liverpool would be a good example.
The figures I used came from two different data sets. I pulled out a data set of
notified vacancies and a dataset of unemployment claimants. I pasted the data sets
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together into a single Excel worksheet and did some simple manipulation to get the
numbers I wanted and then wrote it into my document.
With the next example I’ve highlighted, I presume from the reference that the
source of this information was a book. Describe how you went about using this
source.
I had read the book many years ago so and it vividly stuck in my mind. So when I
came to write this report, I knew the reference would make a great introduction. I
took out a copy of the book from the university library and I skimmed through it
because I could remember the content and I took out what I thought would be vivid
illustrations of the point I was trying to make.
Tell me in more detail how you got the information from the book and into your
document. Were you able to commit the essence of a section to memory and rewrite it? Did you have to keep referring back to the book? Did you have the
book open on your desk?
The participant physically demonstrated and described his actions. He would read
section and then place the book face down on the desk, open on the page he was
reading. After some writing, he would return to the book to check what he had
written. He repeated the process until he had finished writing what he needed.
The next example is a direct quote. Describe the physical process of getting that
into your document. Did you copy and paste it from the source document?
That quote was taken from a book so I wouldn’t have copied and pasted that.
The first section of the document looks at the history of the welfare state and recent
welfare reforms. I got most of this information from books I borrowed from the
university library. I had stacks sitting next to me on the desk while I was writing.
You then use some text in single quotes – how is that different to the example
we’ve just talked about?
Well that was also taken from a book.
And so you followed a similar process to the one you’ve already mentioned?
Yes.
In this next example, you’ve referenced some detailed information from a
document dated 2007. From the reference, I presume it’s not a book. Can you
tell me how you extracted the information in this example?
When my overview of welfare and unemployment starts moving into the
contemporary period, then start relying on the internet more as a source of
information. A lot of the previous section is history, so all the information is in the
library. And quite frankly, for that type of narrative I would regard academic text
sitting in a traditional form in a library as more reliable than a lot of the stuff I find on
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the net. But when you more into the contemporary period, it’s easier to use your own
judgement about the reliability of the information.
Regarding the example, I knew contributory benefits as a proportion of total benefits
had fallen, so I just needed a figure to prove it. I searched on Google and found a
document from The Institute from Fiscal Studies.
Was the information you needed easy to find within the document? Did you
have read it all the way through? Did you search within the document?
I skimmed through a hard copy of the document. I was literally just looking for a
number. The report was quite lengthy.
So it’s fair to say that, apart from the occasional exception, you print everything
and scan through a hard copy of the information.
Yes
Regarding your work generally, do you ever make notes while you’re writing or
before you start writing?
No, I don’t make notes. Although that’s just me – a lot of other people I know do.
Do you think that is the result of your experience and knowledge of the subject
area?
I’ve always been bad at following a methodical approach. I just start writing.
Do you find you return to your sources while editing and reviewing your
document? To check quotes, for example. If you do, how easy do you find this
process considering all the information is in hard copy documents?
It’s just part of the process. Everything in the document is checked quite obsessively.
As I went on but also after I’d finished, I went back and checked everything – that I’d
gotten everything right.
When it goes out in the public domain, if somebody finds a mistake in it, they’ll tell
everybody else. It tends to de-value everything else – they ignore everything else and
just focus on the mistake you’ve made.
Do you often refer back to documents you’re written? To remind yourself of
your thinking at the time or the references you’ve used.
For this document, I had a stock of policy briefings that I had already written as part
of my mainstream activities here. There is an archive of material available on our
website that we’ve published in the past on this topic. But I’m the only person that
works on this area – so any material would have been produced by me. So I know
how to find it.
Volunteered by participant
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Going back to your question about cutting and pasting information, I’ve made
references to an OECD [Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development]
report. The original document was the size of the bible, but I remember I did a policy
briefing at the time, in 2006. The briefing is available on the website, so this is an
example of where I did copy and paste information from a source into my document.
To clarify – you didn’t have a printed copy of this briefing?
No. In that instance I used the website. Its up on the web somewhere in a PDF
document, but you can cut and paste from PDFs these days.
Tell me about the JSA [jobseekers’ allowance] diagram – you’ve not referenced a
source.
That came out of a document from DWP [Department for Work and Pensions] about
the Flexible New Deal. The diagram was changed very slightly by our Web Manager
for the purposes of the document.
Tell me about the example I’ve highlighted where you provide an assessment of
different programmes aimed at getting people back to work.
I can’t remember exactly, but I got the source either from a Google search or by going
direct to the DWP website and searching from inside there. I pulled out as many
evaluation studies as I could find. Again, I had the hard copies in front of me and
skimmed through very quickly and took out what I needed.
And this was written in your own words?
There’s a vast amount of material on long-term youth unemployment, so this was an
attempt to try and summarise it all very quickly.
Tell how you wrote the description for the chart that tracks unemployment levels
from the 1970s to 2009.
The description of the chart is in my own words. The data for the chart was taken
from the ONS [Office of National Statistics] website. I downloaded the data and
produced the graph in Excel.
I presume the reference about dealing with high unemployment and high
inflation was taken from a book.
Yes. The information is mainstream, bog standard economic theory. But I felt I had
to give it some authority by referring to a source.
Tell me about the process involved in creating some of the breakout panels. Did
you have to do anything different in using this information?
This was taken from the Danish local government website. It was quite a short
document and the content was quite promotional. I just printed it off and summarised
it that box.
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There’s an example of how Brent Council have been tackling unemployment
over the last few years. Was this also taken from the council website?
Brent Council sent me that source document. I phoned them up and asked if they had
anything I could use in this document. It was a much longer document – I just took a
bit out of it. They emailed it to me and I printed it out.
When you’re writing, I presume you use Word. Do you use any other tools?
No.
It’s clear that you try to use authoritative sources. There are no references to
Wikipedia in this document, for example.
I did use Wikipedia, but I use it as a secondary check. I certainly never use it on its
own. Any information obtained from Wikipedia will certainly be checked against
other sources.
Would you say that you were fairly clear about what you wanted to do with this
document from the start?
Yes. I kind of planned it out and discussed it with someone in the office. We agreed
what the chapter plan would be for section headings and we just went on from there.
Who is your primary audience for this document? Do you find that you write in
a particular way for them?
The primary audience would be an elected local authority councillor who’s interested
in this area but doesn’t know a great deal about it. It’s to equip them with facts,
understanding and an argument.
Do you mean councillors who are portfolio holders in this area?
No. Any councillor, from a Leader right down to a back bencher.
As a rough guide, how would you describe the split of your average working
week between finding information and using information – in terms of writing
documents like this or briefings?
About half and half. We have to keep on top of policy here, but we have loads of
notification systems. I never read the newspapers anymore because we’re swamped
in information.
Are all the notifications you receive electronic? Via email, for example?
Yes.
What do those alerts contain? Just news or any papers or policies that, for
example, you’ve quoted in this document?
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Most of the policy briefings from the Government are based on a document, like a
white paper, a green paper or a piece of legislation.
And the briefings will include a link to the actual legislation?
Yes.
Would you ever consider going electronic? Doing more of the things you’ve done
with a computer system to support you.
Personally, I always like stuff in front of me. I just find it much easier to find what
you’re looking for in a document when you’ve got a hard copy in front of you and
you can just turn the pages. As far as I know, most people are like that.
To summarise, apart from that one exception, you use a manual writing process
in terms of writing everything from scratch in your own words. All the planning
and formulation goes on in your head. Do you have anything like an electronic
notebook that you use as a scrapbook for your ideas, or even a physical
notebook?
No, I don’t. At a certain stage I will decide to save different versions of my draft
working document as I go along in case I decide to delete something and change my
mind later. Every time I decide to save a new version of the document, I’ll change the
filename according to the day and month.
Do you ever return to an earlier draft – to recover something you’ve deleted, for
example?
Actually I don’t. I don’t find I change my mind about stuff I’ve deleted that often.
It’s more of a security blanket.
Again, to summarise, you suggested earlier that you don’t highlight key pieces
you want to use from your source material and you don’t make any annotations
or markings.
No, I don’t. I’d say I keep it all in my head, but I find that if I’ve got the hard copy of
the document in front of me, I can more or less remember where the bit I was using
was. And I can remember if what I’m looking was a fact, or some figures or
something.
You’ve already mentioned the foreword was written by somebody else, did you
collaborate with anyone else to produce the document? Is there a sign-off
process within your organisation?
No, I wrote it alone. There’s supposed to be a formal sign-off process for quality
control, but it’s not really used. I’m the only one in the organisation who knows
about this subject and so no one is qualified to say what I’ve written is right or wrong.
We’re generally regarded as experts in our own field.
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PARTICIPANT 2
Tell me about the nature of your role
I was appointed to work on a strategy project that looks to set out how central and
local government can promote a better life for people. At the point at which I started
at this organisation, a lot of the work had already been done in terms of the different
strands that informed the overall strategy and approach. My role was to help write the
final report but also to lead on phase two of the project.
My day-to-day work involves working with partners and stakeholders to keep them
updated on the progress of the project. This involves working through an online
community of practice. I’m also doing research for phase two of this project and I’m
starting a project where I’m doing some community engagement.
In helping to write the report, had someone already done all the research or did
you have to do it yourself?
I had to do some research for it. I didn’t know that much about the subject area, so I
essentially started from scratch.
To get yourself immersed in the subject?
Yes, exactly.
As a rough guide to your average week, what would you say is the balance
between researching information and writing?
I would say 60% finding and 40% analysing and writing. And by finding I mean
sourcing and reading.
In the introduction to the document, you make several historical references to
provide some background to the subject area. Tell me about the sources you
used and how you incorporated the information into the report.
Essentially, I used Google – searching for some of the key phrases.
This sort of contextualising the subject area is quite common across all the literature
so it wasn’t too hard to frame it in terms of our work.
I was able to use an Athens password, which allowed me to access academic research
and without which I would not have been able to gather all the data I needed. I
essentially collected documents and stored them on my computer in different folders,
just to make it easier for me to go back and find quotes, etc.
For these examples, do you recall whether the sources you used were general
information sites or academic sources?
There were some academic sources but there were organisations like the OECD
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) that had quite a lot.
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There were also some policy statements from Government departments like the
Cabinet Office, etc.
And was this information available on a web page or did you have to download
documents?
A lot of them were PDFs.
How did you identify the key bit of information you needed? Did you read
through it or did you search within the document?
For the most part, I read through it.
And do you do your reading on the screen?
Most of the time I do it online, unless I think it’s a key document, which I will then
print.
You’re pulling out things that aren’t contentious, things that seem to be generally
agreed points across the literature sources. You wouldn’t necessarily read one
document and base a statement on that one document.
You tend to cross reference?
Yes, but not overtly.
From the point that you identified and verified the information you wanted to
use, how did you come to write the information in the document? Did you copy
and paste the content from the source material or did you write it freehand?
By freehand you mean interpret the information and type? Yes, I wrote it freehand.
And how did you refer to the source document while you were writing? Did you
have both documents open at the same time?
Yes.
Where you summarise the key factors that shape how people feel about the
quality of their lives, you have a paragraph that refers to how different
philosophers throughout history have argued that people’s happiness should be a
goal for society as a whole. I presume the information in this paragraph is taken
from more than one source. Did you have to go back to the sources to verify
what you had written was correct?
Yes. To make sure the nuances were right.
make assumptions.
And how did you do that?
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Sometimes you read something and

I would have come back to the report two or three days later and went through it
again.
I’ve noticed that you have a complex folder structure on your computer,
containing lots of documents. Do you ever find it tricky to re-find the document
you’re looking for?
I find it difficult because where I keep all the files and folders is pretty messy.
Sometimes an intuitive order will emerge after you’ve started creating documents. At
the beginning, it may seem that this is the right structure to have, but towards the end
it gets quite messy. And this is my own personal file – I guess it’s even harder if
other people are accessing the folder. It’s very hard to make sure that everyone
understands the naming conventions.
Do you make a note of the source as you’re writing?
Yes. I tend to try and start referencing as I go along. But not in the formal way – just
shorthand referencing within the draft document.
We wanted to corroborate what we were saying in the report. So it’s more like ‘what
do you want to show’ and then who’s a valid or credible author who’ll reflect the
same opinion.
I don’t tend to pull out information by copying and pasting.
[The participant described that the source material she used was written by an
economist. While the economist was an important source to validate the argument,
the nature of the content and the style in which it was written was not suitable for a
local government audience.]
Can you show me an example where you’ve had to boil down lots of information
into a summary?
We were doing a project for an external stakeholder and I was tasked with finding
data sources that point to people’s happiness and the notion of having a better life.
There’s not a lot of evidence like government data or surveys that look at this.
[The participant went through her file system to find draft versions of the report.
Folder structure is 5-8 layers deep. The source was survey data from over 10,000
respondents. The data was imported into SPSS. Participant had to look through the
questions and identify which were relevant to the subject area. For the purpose of refinding some of the questions for the interview, the participant did an internal search
within the document. The data was analysed and the relevant aspects were extracted
into a new table using SPSS. The data was interpreted and summarised into a
narrative in the draft document. Some statistical data was also used to illustrate the
points being made and they were also typed out. The data was written up in an
unstructured way into the draft document.]
As I was going through collecting the data, anything that was interesting I’d put in to
a very rough first draft. So I was collecting it as I was going along.

62

At this point, was the document fairly well structured or more like a clipboard
where you dumped information so you had it to hand?
Essentially I was dumping information. So it was pretty unstructured.
[The participant discussed the rough first draft in more detail. It contained some
headings and she use bold and highlighted text, and written annotations. Bolding was
used to emphasise key bits of information. Highlighting was used as a reminder to
check if the information had been used accurately. And the text annotations were
used as a reminder the information that was missing and should be included.]
How did you find having to go back and check your source information?
It was quite a lot of work to re-find the sources of information used from within my
file system. But I think that was my fault for not being structured in the first place.
How the files were named gives me a clue of where to look but it wasn’t great.
Looking at your annotations, you don’t reference specific documents.
I should have, probably. The annotations were sufficient at the start because there
wasn’t a great deal of source material. As the research got more detailed, there was a
need to drill further into the data, creating lots of new source documents. It then
became a bit more unwieldy.
Was there an editorial process where someone else checked your work – checked
your data to make sure it was correct.
No, it was left to me.
At least two other people worked on the document. One worked on sourcing
information from literature and another wrote up the case studies.
[The participant highlighted an example where a colleague had written the
interpretation and analysis of the data gathered by the participant.]
Would your colleague have needed to see your source data?
No, they’d rely on the work I did to gather the data and write it up.
Do you find you have to go back to old documents you’ve published, or have to
re-examine your source data and try and figure out what the thinking was at the
time. Has it been difficult finding old information?
Yes, it depends on how intuitive the file name is. Some of the files caused me trouble
because I couldn’t remember where I put it.
[The participant referred to the screen and pointed out that some of the file names
were only a date and another file is simply named ‘b’.]
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Can you tell me why you emphasised some aspects of the data by using bold?
There was lots of similar data and the data was quite dense so I put the key
differentiating aspects of the data in bold so I could easily find it.
Can you show me an example where you’ve used this kind of emphasis with
textual information, rather than statistics?
Both of the annotations are mine. It looks as though the document has been edited by
two different people but it hasn’t. I don’t know why the highlights are in two
different colours.
You’re using track changes?
Yes. I sent it off to somebody for editing and then I decided to re-do some of the
work. I didn’t want them to think that what I sent them was the final version of the
document so I did it in track changes.
There are two lines that have a double strikethrough through them. That’s not
part of the track changes functionality – did you do that manually?
Yes. I moved the text to the top of the page.
[The participant mirrored the track changes functionality. She copied a section of
text to a new location on the page and used a double strikethrough to show the
original location of the text.]
Volunteered by participant
I will print a document when I’ve got to a point where I have to read it properly and
edit it on paper. For some reason, it’s easier to read it properly on paper than on
screen. I don’t know why.
You have used a quote here – tell me about how you used it. Did you copy and
paste it from the source material?
I typed out the quote manually, rather than copy and paste.
While you were typing, where was the original source? Did you have it printed
out or did you have it on the screen alongside your Word document?
I would have had it open on the screen and would switch between the Word document
and the source document.
[Participant demonstrated using ALT-tab functionality to bring up the Windows menu
showing all the programs and documents running and open. She flicked between the
source document and the Word document using the menu. Both documents were
maximised.]
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Would you say you generally don’t copy and paste from source material?
I’ll copy and paste diagrams. The quality isn’t great, but if it remains in the final
version of the report, we’ve got people who can recreate the diagram.
I always feel nervous about copying and pasting just in case I forget some words and
you can be accused of plagiarism.
In this next example, you’ve made a reference to a source. Did you put in the
reference as you used the source material and did you manually type it out in
full?
I had to type it out manually because it’s quite long and it wouldn’t be presented in
the way I would like.
Do you remember if the full reference was included in the document or did you
have to go back to the source website or library for the information?
It was included in the document, but it wasn’t written in the way I wrote it. I had to
work out who the authors were.
In this next example, you’ve used a fairly long quote. Did you type this out
manually?
That is taken from a PDF on the IDeA website. I wouldn’t have typed this – it’s too
long. I copied it directly into my Word document but the problem is the text
formatting is a bit weird and then you have to go through everything to make sure it’s
formatted correctly.
As far as you can recall, when you’ve worked on case study material in the same
way, do you also copy and paste the information from the source into your
document and then edit the content from within your document?
Yes, I edit within my draft document.
Do you ever make selections within the source material? For example, select a
sentence or two, paste it into your document and then go back to the source for
another sentence?
I guess a bit of both – copying small chunks of information and putting it together and
copying the entire section of the source material. I wouldn’t copy a whole page, but I
would copy entire paragraphs within a page.
And do you still flip between the source and your draft document when you’re
working in this way?
Yes, I do. Flick – highlight – flick, etc…
And when you’re working on your document after you’ve pasted in the
information from the source material, do you generally try to re-write a sentence
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or paragraph in your own words or do you edit the source content in terms of
removing sentences, and splicing and dicing the existing words?
A bit of both.
You mentioned earlier that you often come back to your writing and re-read it.
Do you use any other annotations to prompt you to take a specific piece of action,
such as reconsider a sentence or section?
Yes. I may use an annotation to remind me to check facts. I also use them where I
can’t think about how to write a sentence. I use a highlighted ‘XXXXX’ quite often –
which means I need to finish off the sentence or section because it’s too hard to think
about at that moment.
So then I can do an internal search for ‘xxx’ within the document because there aren’t
too many words with ‘xxx’ in them.
[The participant demonstrated using CTRL-F to bring up the search dialogue box.]
I also use the comment tool in Word to create notes to myself.
And where you use the ‘XXXXX’, I notice you don’t make a reference to source
material related to the annotation section. Is that connection in your head?
Yes
Apart from the annotations in your draft document, do you keep any other notes
to prompt you about what to do?
I keep a notebook.
You do your referencing, by and large, manually?
Yes. And it’s often not a proper reference, not written in a full academic style,
because the sentence might be dropped in the final version.
And do you always do your references as Word footnotes, where the quote is
directly linked to the reference at the bottom of the page?
Yes
And you do that as you go along?
Yes, I try to.
How important is it to have a trail of the information that was left out during the
various draft stages and an indication of where the original sources are?
In one example, I had sent my draft over to someone else to work up into the final
version. Various drafts were sent and a section of data had been lost and wasn’t in the
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draft final. It was good to be able to go back to previous versions of the document,
identify the missing content, and lift it back into the final document.
How did you identify the missing content? Were you able to quickly find the
missing section?
Yes, it was something I was very familiar with. But also the content has already been
highlighted red, which made it easy to spot.
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PARTICIPANT 3
Tell me about your role
My role, and the rest of the Policy Team, is to support the political and officer
leadership of the council in delivering their priorities. We’re not specialists in any
one particular policy area necessarily. We provide strategic oversight and our role
cuts across all areas of council business to see where perhaps things link up and where
perhaps linkages aren’t being made where they should be made.
We lead on cross-cutting aspects such as the Community Strategy, which is a 5-year
vision for the borough written by the council and its key partners. We support the
local strategic partnership.
Our work is really quite varied. There’s no real set work programme in any real
sense, other than the cycle of reviewing and updating strategy and policy documents.
I provide policy support for scrutiny committees. When the committee wants to look
at something in a bit more depth, we may be asked to come in and provide support in
terms of researching, gathering evidence and writing policy proposals.
[A scrutiny committee is made up of councillors who oversee and scrutinise how a
particular service works.]
I also provide regular briefings.
[A typical briefing will be about a new government policy or any announcement or
event that will have an impact on the council. A briefing consists of a concise
summary of the announcement and how it is relevant to the council. Briefings are
usually carefully written to make them politically neutral and they will also include
some commentary, analysis, interpretation and recommendations to inform the
decisions of the political leaders.]
[The participant explained said would typically produce briefings on a weekly basis,
although following the election of the coalition government, there are announcements
on an almost daily basis.]
We’re not in the business of speculation – we are quite careful in our analysis.
So you’re not simply re-packaging information, you’re looking to add value as
you pass information along?
That’s the idea. We’re not just summarising something that the political leaders could
have read in the original press release for themselves. We provide the slant that
shows how this announcement is relevant to the council. We also sometimes do some
gentle debunking of the ministerial propaganda.
Some projects are much more about doing data analysis. I have to gather and
compare statistics from different sources to identify a pattern and draw some
conclusion about how to make improvements.
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Our work is very much in response to what senior members and officers want us to
do.
As a rough guide, how much of your week do you spend finding and analysing
information compared to writing reports, briefings and other documents?
75% gathering information and thinking it through and 25% on writing it up.
It depends on the nature of the task. With a recent task, I spent ages doing the
research phase and the report sort of wrote itself after a while.
The first document you sent to me is a scrutiny review of the council’s licensing
policy. Tell me how you summarised the details of the 2003 Licensing Act in the
introduction of your report. I notice that the same information is in one of the
appendices – can you tell me about this?
This project ran over 3–4 months. We produced the appendices first and they served
as the reference material for the actual report. Once this was agreed by senior
management, I recycled the information through the rest of the project. When it came
to writing the report four months later, I copied and pasted the summary from the
appendix into the report. The report is a distillation of the key points that are in the
appendices.
The report wrote itself because I had already gathered the information for the
appendices and formulated into a form of words that was appropriate. I was then able
to use this information again and again throughout the report.
The original source for the summary of the legislation came from a combination of an
Internet search – looking for information on Government websites – and documents
written by colleagues in the council who work in licensing.
So you found and used sources which had a summary of the key points of the
legislation?
Yes. I certainly didn’t read through the legislation!
The report includes a summary of the NIs [national indicators] relevant to
licensing. Can you tell me where you got the information from, and how you
extracted the information into this document? Did you find it already
summarised for you in this way?
I did the research myself. There wasn’t a source that listed the relevant national
indicators for this piece of legislation. I got a copy of our LAA [Local Area
Agreement] and assessed which indicators I thought were relevant to this subject and
came up with four.
Do you recall the process of how you got the content [from the LAA] into this
document? Did you copy and paste the information from the source?
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I re-wrote it.
And how did you do that? Do you have them listed on a printed document or
were they on the screen?
This comes back to my general working style. Perhaps it’s not the most effective way
of doing things, but I prefer to type things out afresh, rather than copying and pasting.
This is because often when you copy and paste, the formatting messes up. So if I’ve
formatted the document the way I like, pasting something into can change it and mess
it up. And because I’m not a Word expert, I perhaps wouldn’t be able to put it back
together again. So for something quite short like the summary of the four national
indicators, I would re-type it. Obviously, if it was a long extract, I would probably
copy and paste it to save time.
I had a printed copy of the LAA and I went through it and highlighted or marked with
an asterisk the NIs I thought were relevant. And then, I typed it out from scratch.
Is printing a document and making annotations on paper a common way of
working for you?
It depends. I’m always conscious of the environment and I feel guilty when I print
things out. But often I find that in order to synthesise something in my head, I often
need to work on a printed document and I need to be able to highlight and mark
things. If it’s a fairly easy task of extracting one piece of information and I don’t
necessarily need to read the whole document, I’ll bring up the electronic version on
my computer and pinpoint the relevant bits. If it’s a document that I need to read
through in detail in order to gain a solid understanding of it to be able to present an
overview of it that captures the right things, than I print it out and scribble on it. That
way I find it lodges itself in my head better.
Do you use annotations similar to those you make on paper when you’re
writing?
[The participant opened an earlier draft of the document we were discussing. The
draft had examples of annotations.]
What I tend to do is, things that I’m not sure about or things that are going to change,
I’ll highlight in yellow – just so that I’m clear about what I’ve checked and think is
fine and what are the things I think I need to come back to and sort out.
I mark the end of a sentence with dots [multiple ellipses] so I know that I haven’t
finished that sentence and highlighted things that I need to check or amend.
Do you ever use intermediate documents as a staging area between the source
material the document you’re working on?
I have done, but not with this. By the time I got to this stage, we’d had all the
working group meetings, I’d done all the presentations, and I had a pretty clear idea of
what the key points were so I could literally just type it up.
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[The participant found an example where a temporary document was used during the
creation of a briefing about some legislation.]
I created this temporary document when I was going through all the different
documents on the Licensing Act, which included the actual draft of the bill itself, the
explanatory notes and a Government impact assessment.
I used this document as a way of dumping together all the relevant information in one
place. It’s quite long and it’s unwieldy. And this was a copy and paste job – with
then a bit of me changing and reorganising things into a format that I could
understand. I created different headings.
I’ve ended up with a seven-page document for a briefing that would only need to be a
few PowerPoint slides or a couple of pages of narrative.
This is a brain dump of information. I started a new document, which I used to
formulate the briefing. But this was a way of getting all the information into one
place, rather than have to work off a 100-page bill.
And the process of getting the information into your ‘brain dump’ document was
pretty much copy and paste? I presume you manually added the formatting in
the document – such as the use of bold – to provide emphasis.
Yes, that was me. And there are bits I put in capitals. Those are little notes to
myself.
Can you tell me more about the formatting? There is lots of different formatting
throughout the document. Did you reformat the entire document in one go? Or
did you format the information chunk by chunk?
I highlighted the entire document to reformat the text in the same font and size. But
then I went through it section by section and used formatting to distinguish between
different categories. The bits in italics are the bits that are less relevant but were there
for my information so I could refer back.
And there’s text that has been underlined and bolded – what does that mean?
It’s more of an aesthetic thing. I’m normally quite fussy in the way I format things
because I like to have consistency. Formatting is a tool to help you better interpret
and understand a document. If the formatting is off and inconsistent, then it hampers
your reading and understanding. So I like to make sure it’s consistent. Sub headings
are in bold and different sections within those headings are underlined.
However, because this is a bit of a brain dump, I didn’t spend as much time on the
formatting as I would with something that would be going into a committee meeting.
But still, it’s a tool to be able to synthesise and understand the information.
You said you copied and pasted information directly into this ‘brain dump’
document. Did you do any editing during the cut and paste process – selecting
different sentences and splicing them together?
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Yes. I edited and moved things around and spliced things together. I copied and
pasted large areas of information from the source and once it was all in my document,
I moved things around and moved sections into the relevant categories I had created.
Can you tell me how you got the information from the ‘brain dump’ document
into the final briefing?
I retyped it from scratch. It may be a slightly slower way of doing things, but I do
that because I find I get constrained by existing content. Once I copy and paste
something, my mind gets set on that sentence structure and I end up tinkering around
with bits of detail that don’t matter. So I prefer to reconstitute it from scratch. I find
that’s a better process – to create something new that references material but adds
analysis and commentary on it. I often find that when I copy and paste, I get too hung
up on a specific block of text and end up moving bits around and tweaking it rather
than actually thinking about the wider issue of what I’m trying to say and how I can
use this information.
The end product for all of this information was a PowerPoint presentation. So I
wouldn’t have to type out detailed content.
I wouldn’t sit there and type out everything if the content was fully-formed and going
into a long document. But because it was going into a shorter document, it didn’t take
long to type a couple of sentences. And my thought process is helped by working in
that way.
When you get to the point where you’ve taken the information you need from the
source, and whether it goes into a temporary or a working draft of the final
document, how do you go about referencing the source material?
It depends. I don’t use academic style referencing very much, like footnotes or using
the Harvard method, because it’s not really appropriate for what we do. Our aim is to
tell our audience what they need to know in as few words as possible. So you don’t
want to muddy the waters with footnotes. I’ll sometimes use a short reference within
the body of the text.
The weekly briefings I put together mostly go out as email alerts and they will often
include hyperlinks to the source material. That’s an example of where my writing is
designed solely to be circulated electronically.
We don’t use footnotes very often because we aim to make it clear in the way we
write what the source material was.
You’ve had to go through a fairly complex folder structure to find some of the
documents we’ve been discussing. From a practical point of view, how do you
find source material that you’ve used or drafts created along the way? Is it all in
your head or do you rely on the folder structure?
I tend to store them all in the same place. The team has access to a shared drive but
we often say we need to work on sorting it out to make it clearer to understand.
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Different people use different folders more than others and as a result the structure of
the folders will vary because we all have different ways of organising things.
You said earlier that you’ve been in your role for two years. Have you ever
needed to review material used and created before your started working here?
Very rarely. While there is a high turnover of staff within my team, the context of the
work changes very quickly. So even if you have to refer back to something, often it
may well only be useful in providing historical context. It won’t be relevant to use
now because the context of the problem situation has moved on since the previous
document was written.
And we’re not like a front-line [citizen-facing] service where they need to keep client
records.
Occasionally I’ve had to do something like this. There was one example where I had
to refer to some information about how we used to work about 5 years ago. I was told
the information was on the shared drive but I had no idea where so I did a search and
managed to find something. We often have to rely on colleagues that have worked
here for a while and they may be able to find the information or point you in the right
direction.
The shared drive is not a user-friendly way of accessing archived information, unless
you’ve been here for a while and you know where everything is and what it’s called.
I’ve highlighted an example where you’ve summarised a great deal of
information from the council’s licensing policy. Can you tell me how you did
this?
This example was taken from one of the PowerPoint slides, which was an appendix to
the report. I copied and pasted it into the report. Originally, when I created the
appendix materials, I wrote it myself, summarising our policy. I distilled information
from a one-page outline of what the policy was designed to do, and wrote it into a
single paragraph.
And can you tell me how you did this. Did you have a printed copy of the source
material? Did you copy and paste from the source material?
Because it wasn’t a big job, I had the information on the screen. When I identified the
relevant bits, I re-typed the information into my document – tweaking the text and
moving sentences around. I wouldn’t copy and paste something like that.
How do you manage the source material and the document you are writing on
the same screen? How do you arrange the documents on the screen? Do you
have the documents side by side, so you can see what you’re typing and the
source material at the same time, or do you flick between the two documents?
I tend to split the documents on the screen, with the source material on the bottom of
the screen and the document I’m working on above it.
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[The participant demonstrates how she arranges the documents on her computer. The
source document is maximised and the working document is made smaller to reveal
as much of the source as possible. She scrolls through the source document to locate
the information needed and then selects the working document to begin typing.]
Do you move the document you’re working on around the screen so you can see
different parts of the source material?
Yes.
And do you only work in this way when you’re typing content from scratch?
Yes. And it may well be that in some places I’m typing out all the information wordfor-word – but never really more than a couple of sentences.
The next example I’ve highlighted has a series of stats about noise complaints,
violence and criminal damage relating to licensed premises. These stats appear
to have been taken from different sources. Can you tell me how you did this?
This came from a document produced by the council which had the source statistics.
But the statistics were presented in tables, and not the commentary that you can see. I
extracted the relevant statistics for a presentation, which became another appendix for
the document we’ve been discussing.
When I came to write the report, I didn’t copy and paste the information from the
presentation because it didn’t have enough detail. I had to re-write the information.
By this stage, I had a printed copy of the slides and referred to the hard copy while
typing. I didn’t need to do the split screen thing because I was so familiar with the
information by that stage.
Towards the end of the report, you present an overview of the evidence that has
informed the writing of the report. It’s very similar to a presentation in the
appendix – did you copy and paste all of it from there?
I was quite selective with the information from the presentation. I only copied the bit
I thought I needed, pasted it into my document and then changed it around.
The second document you sent to me is a briefing on the Queen’s Speech on 25
May [2010]. Can you tell me how you used the information that went into the
briefing? I presume the information came from a source with lots and lots of
material, which you had to boil right down.
The source material for this would have been the description of each bill on the
Number 10 website. I only pulled out the information that was relevant to local
government and relevant to the council.
I was conscious that this was a political source – this isn’t independent. They may
give a ‘value judgement’ on something which might be presented as fact. And that’s
quite tricky because you may see something as being fact but actually, with closer
analysis, it’s got a political slant on it.
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Tell me more about the physical process involved. Did you start with a
temporary document to gather all the information you needed before you started
writing?
The briefing was produced on the day of the Queen’s Speech. I had to pull it together
quite quickly so I wouldn’t use a temporary document. I copied and pasted the entire
thing from the website into this document and amended there – took bits out and
changed the wording.
The analysis was written freehand.
You’ve provided commentary on aspects of the Decentralisation and Localism
Bill. Tell me how you used the information from the Queen’s Speech to write
your commentary.
That particular reference was based on information in a document released a week or
two before the briefing. I had an idea of what I needed to write about but I went back
to sources to confirm that I had the right wording.
Tell me about how you went back and confirm your writing using the source
material.
I had the source material as a hard copy. I had printed a copy of the source material on
the day it was released and I went through and highlighted all the bits that were
relevant. When it came to writing the briefing, I went back to my hard copy and used
the marks I had made to guide me to the relevant bits of information.
And for something like that, you would only work with a hard copy and make
physical annotations?
Yes, for something like that. I had to read the entire document and had to know it
pretty much inside out. I had to know the bits that were relevant and have an
awareness of the bits that weren’t relevant. I printed it out and did my highlighting
because it wasn’t about a quick extraction of information – it was something that I
needed to know in some detail.
You’ve used a direct quote where you’re talking about the Health Bill – tell me
more about that.
I used a direct quote because that can be seen as a party ‘political’ statement. I
wanted to clearly indicate it was a direct quote as a way of showing the Government’s
intention and separating it from my analysis and commentary. It may be seen as a
fairly anodyne statement, but actually it criticises the previous Government.
And so was that copied directly from the source material?
Yes, but I typed it out manually because it was quite a short piece. I had printed all
the materials from the website on the day because when I have a very short deadline I
want all the information available to hand.
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Volunteered by participant when discussing the use of direct quotes
When I do my briefings, I will copy wording exactly where I feel its relevant and
appropriate to do so, but always with an eye on how the information can be
misinterpreted or interpreted in a different way to what I intended.
You don’t necessarily need find a new way of wording things. I think you just have
to be conscious of what you’re repeating – because when you repeat it, it becomes
your words in a way. So you need to make sure you’re checking it in that light.
So that’s your way of depoliticising the information?
Depoliticise is probably the wrong word. As council officers, we have to be
politically neutral. So when doing these briefings, we have to present them quite
neutrally so we’re not making a political critique of the Government and we’re
avoiding any political slant. We can provide a critique in our commentary, but it
can’t be political. It’s a fine line and it’s difficult to know if you cross it. It’s a real
gray area. Facts are never just facts – they’re always used for political purposes in a
way. It is tricky.
And would you say that is one of the reasons why you don’t copy and paste very
much? By writing something yourself, it gives you the chance to think about and
analyse the words you use.
Yes. I’ve seen other briefings which are obviously copied and pasted from a press
release. As a result, the briefings confuse political aims with the actual measures that
need to be implemented.
[Participant talked in detail about an example of dealing with a Government message
about taking people off welfare and into work.]
In examples like that, you’re just parroting – becoming a conduit for political
messages. As officers, we can’t do that.
We present the evidence base and the facts. And the politicians interpret those in
whichever way they choose. Obviously there isn’t a clear line there.
You have to know when you might be unconsciously parroting a political viewpoint
that we as officers shouldn’t be doing. Endorsing it just by repeating it.
Tell me about the review process you have to go through to get a document
approved. Does it typically involve more than one person?
It definitely always involves more than one person, and it can be up to four people.
When I’m looking at a document with the people in my team, we generally review
documents in face-to-face meetings. At the moment, we’ve got lots of shorter pieces
of work that we have to turnaround quite quickly. And often it’s easier to sit down
and have a chat, rather than do it by email.
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Where it involves people across the council, then email is the best way of getting
them to look at what I’ve done.
With the face-to-face meetings, do you all work on a single printed copy of the
document?
Generally, we will each have a copy. And throughout the meeting, I will be making
notes in the margins of the document, highlighting bits that need to change or be
amended. What sometimes happens is that my manager, before we meet, would have
printed a copy and written some comments – which she would then pass on to me.
It’s very much a joint process, where I make my own comments while I also try to
interpret my manager’s scribbles.
And do you then have to circulate the amendments for final approval?
It would depend on the importance of the piece of work and who it was going to. If it
was going to be circulated quite widely and at a high level of management, then she
may want to have another look. Typically I would email the amended version to her.
And she may then make a few changes and send it on or just come to me at my
computer and talk through any further comments.
If the work wasn’t that important, then that first conversation would probably be
sufficient. The level of importance would depend on who the piece of work was
going to.
When the review involves people across the council, and you send them a copy of
the document via email, how do they make their comments?
Generally, I would write an email outlining what I want them to do. I’ll also make
marks on the document. I tend to highlight stuff in yellow. I find track changes a bit
fiddly and complex. So I tend to highlight sections of text in yellow and include a
comment in the body of the text alongside saying ‘is this right?’ – to flag up those
areas I’m not sure about and prompt the people to respond with a direct question of
what needs to be clarified.
Do you not want people to read the entire document all the way through?
Ideally I want people to read the whole thing, but I’m conscious of people’s time. So
I need to make comments in a way that supports them to be able to comment in the
most effective manner with their limited time. To do that, I highlight the bits that I’m
particularly concerned about or not sure about – the things that need their input. If all
they do is comment on those areas, that’s ok because they’ve looked at the most
important bits.
Typically, they would often respond using track changes or by making comments in
an email. Sometimes they will amend the text itself or answer the questions in my
comments in the body of the text. And they will highlight their response using
something like italics or bold.
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With the people that make comments in the body of the text, have there been
occasions when they have also used the yellow highlighter to indicate their
response?
Sometimes. I’m getting comments from busy managers who won’t bother thinking
about formatting. They often just type their changes. Sometimes they’ve made their
comments within the bit I’ve highlighted – so their comments are also highlighted.
I have a pretty good memory of what I’ve highlighted. If I’m not sure, I can go back
to my original copy and compare to see where the new bits have been added. But
generally, I’ll be able to spot them.
I wanted to confirm that you’re pretty much always working on more than one
project
Yes, that’s right.
Can you tell me your monitor’s resolution?
1024x768. In my office, different computer screens have different resolutions. We
hot desk and pretty much have a different computer everyday. Annoyingly, today I’m
on one with a lower resolution so I get less text on the screen.
Are all the screen sizes physically the same?
The monitors are all the same size, but with some you get less text on them. Some of
the monitors use smaller text so you can fit more in.

78

PARTICIPANT 4
Tell me about your role
I’m a member of the corporate policy team. Our work is to support new or crosscutting initiatives that the council is undertaking. That might be in response to
Government or in response to local political agenda, or maybe to an event that is
affecting people locally. The recession is an example – we coordinated the Council’s
approach to tackling the recession at a local level.
In practice, it means we write a lot of reports and produce presentations and briefing
notes for senior managers and the Cabinet. Specifically, we’re headed up by the
Assistant Chief Executive.
I also have a specific role to support the LSP (Local Strategic Partnership). So while
a lot of my work is inward facing, there is a bit of outward facing work with our
partners in the public sector and in the voluntary sector.
As a rough guide, what is the balance between finding and processing
information and using it by writing reports and briefings?
It very much depends on the specific project. But as a rough indication, I would say
it’s 60% using information and 40% finding. Because we tend to go through quite a
few drafts and there’s input from other people. So once I’ve got some raw
information, there are quite a few stages after that.
I noticed a couple of examples where you’ve highlight sections of text in your
document. What does that mean, what is it for?
I’ve used it to show where there is stuff that still needs to be done. So it’s a kind of a
holding marker for describing what I need to put in there.
So it’s to prompt your memory?
Yes.
Reading through the document you sent me, I would say most of the source
material is documents, reports and statistics produced by other people in the
council.
Yes. Because of the timescale for this piece of work, I had to do it quite quickly.
Also, the council has to produce many of the documents I needed – quite a few of
which are statutory documents. They all had the same sort of information I needed,
so I tend to draw on them.
But there are some examples which have been taken from external sources.
You’ve used a statistic for the population living in the council. Can you tell me
how you extracted that? Was there a source that provided that information
directly or did you have to do any processing?
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This came from a colleague who produces the council’s statistics that feed into the
London-wide and national reporting we have to do. The information is on a server
that is available to everyone in the council.
Was the source a document or a web interface?
No, it’s a spreadsheet.
[The participant demonstrated how he obtained the information, clicking through
several folders to get to a large Excel spreadsheet. The information is clearly
presented in the spreadsheet.]
Did you copy and paste the information you needed?
No. I typed it out because the information was all in a single cell.
You’ve provided a footnote reference to the source – did you manually type the
reference?
I did manually type it out.
You haven’t provided a link to the source material in the reference. Generally
speaking, do you not provide links to source documents? Or haven’t you
included a link because the document we’re looking provides supporting
background material and is not the actual document that will be ‘published’.
If this was going to be a public document and the source material was on the website,
I would normally provide a hyperlink in the reference. In this case, I wouldn’t
provide a link to the source document.
Do you have to go back to the source material to check or validate what you’ve
written, either during writing or after you’ve finished writing the document?
How do you find the source material again? Do you remember exactly where to
look for it?
That is an issue, especially where I’ve had to calculate things. A recent example
would be where I calculated the ratio between the local residents and the number of
officers working in the council. The statistic was queried by a senior manager and I
had to go back to the source and work out how I calculated the statistic.
[The participant described how the council uses two different data sets. My
participant had used one dataset to generate the statistic which he used in the
document. When he tried to verify the statistic, he used the other dataset. This
produced a very different statistic, and it took the participant a little time to work out
why the reason for the discrepancy.]
There have been occasions where I’ve had to go back to my data because I’ve
calculated something but haven’t recorded it exactly because it wasn’t used in the
actual document. It took me a while to figure out how I’ve got to the data in the first
place. This is something I should work on in the future.
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Is that a regular or frequent issue for you?
It depends. If the data shows up something interesting, then senior managers will ask
about it. If it shows up something they’ve thought of already, then they’ll be less
interested.
The problem is that when I’m doing this work initially, I’m sort of playing around
with it to see what comes out. And then I’ll say ‘oh that’s interesting’ and I’ll put it
into the document. But I won’t have been rigorously following a process and
recording each step, because I didn’t know what I was going to find. So it’s only after
the fact that I realise I should have kept a record of what I did. And because of time
pressures, I don’t always have time to go back to write out exactly what I’d done.
You mentioned that what we’re looking at is a draft document. There are
several examples where you used annotations and placeholder text. Do you
always work in this way? For example, there are some captions where you’ve
described an illustration as ‘Diagram X’.
Yes. My process is that once I’ve reached a final stage, I would go back and do all
the figure captions properly. Similarly with the footnotes. Some of them are finished,
but others are a note for me to go back and finish them properly.
Is this a routine way of working for you? Other participants have described how
their priority is to get the information into the document. They’ll then revisit
what they’ve written to check it.
Yes. Especially as I don’t always know – as in this case – what the final product is
going to be.
Do you often work on something without knowing what the information is going
to be used for?
Yes. I think it’s the nature of my work. Sometimes I know from the start that it’s
going to be a formal public report to Cabinet or it will be some kind of statutory
document – something that will go in the public domain. But most of the stuff I work
on is internal, and because of the chain of command we don’t always have a clear
project brief. And the final product can change as we go along.
Do you find you use information in different ways according to how clear the
original brief is? Compare a document like this one where you don’t know what
the final output is going to be and a report you have to write for the LSP, which
you know will be in the public domain.
It is in my mind that it is going to be a public document. But I would still do all the
same stuff, like annotations, because the document would still need to be commented
on by somebody else. And I would want to make sure they were happy with the
content before I did all the formal stuff such as footnotes.
I’ve identified a couple more examples where you’ve used detailed information
from the council’s JSNA (Joint Strategic Needs Assessment). I know the JSNA is
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generally a very long and detailed document. You’ve used detailed information
about the religious breakdown of the local population and the life expectancy of
local men and women, compared to the national average. Tell me how you
extracted the information from the source document.
In both those cases I cut and pasted the text. In an ideal world, I wouldn’t have done
that, because I would have preferred to re-phrase it for the specific needs of this
document.
Why didn’t you re-phrase it? Because of the time pressure?
Yes.
Did you have to reformat the entire paragraph when you copied it from the PDF
document?
Yes I did. With this paragraph, there was a manual line break where each line
reached the end of the column. I had to delete all the line breaks to make the content
fit properly in my document.
Volunteered by participant
I had to cut and paste quite a few things from PDFs for this document. And it’s quite
annoying because of all the formatting problems that come from copying from a PDF.
There’s one example where you’ve referenced information from the Department
for Work and Pensions. Can you tell me about how you got the information?
The stats came from the department’s website.
[Participant demonstrated the process of obtaining the data. The site has an online
tool that allows you to input your criteria and return the stats that you want. The
stats are produced in HTML format – there is no option to export the information into
an Excel file to allow you to further process the statistics. The tool doesn’t provide
the level of filtering required, so my participant had to select the text line by line from
within the table and copy/paste it into an Excel file. From there he was able to
process the data to discover the statistics he required for the report.]
It’s very frustrating because if you move your cursor slightly the wrong way, you end
up highlighting the entire table, or the entire page or you lose everything you’ve
selected.
It was very time consuming but I thought it was important because the dataset is
pretty new and I don’t think it’s been presented anywhere else.
Do you ever work in a similar way with textual information, in terms of creating
temporary documents that you use to process your information and shape it
before you put it into your working document?
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I suppose I treat text a bit differently. I tend not to use temporary Word documents.
What I will tend to do is if I identify a source document that I’m going to use a lot, I
will print it out and underline important things.
When it comes to summarising a large amount of text, I tend to do that manually – I
would free type it. Although, I did cut and paste a lot of material in this document
we’ve been discussing, but that’s because I was just using the whole paragraph or
section of text. I wouldn’t cut and paste stuff and then edit it down in my working
document.
So you process the information beforehand, highlighting the relevant bits on
paper and then type your interpretation of it?
Yes. If I was only looking at a short section of text, I’d read it on the screen,
reformulate it in my head and then type it out.
And with that kind of example, how do you manage your source material and
your working document physically? Do you have both on the screen at the same
time?
I don’t split the screen. I only have one document on the screen at one time if I’m
working with text because I find it hard to read otherwise. And even with a PDF, I
like to see the shape of the document. I like it to look like a bit of paper on screen.
And also, I find tiling and splitting the screen not very easy to use in Windows. You
might be reading a document and when you click on another window, it brings it to
the foreground.
[The participant demonstrates how the source document covers the Word document
he is working on.]
I don’t find it very user friendly – the whole Windows system, in that respect.
And also, I still find it easier to concentrate and take in textual information on paper.
Or in something that simulates paper, like a PDF, rather than having different
windows.
When you’re reading from a PDF, do you have it maximised and then your
working document also maximised and you flick between them using the taskbar
at the bottom?
Yes, I read the PDF and sometimes I may even make some notes. But then I’ll flick
to the working document and start writing.
Where do you make the notes? On paper?
Yes, in my pad. But that’s only if I want to extract a small bit of information from a
big document. If I know in advance that I’ll be drawing heavily on one particular
document or that I needed to read a lot of it, I would print it out.
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But I do now think about how much paper I’m using and I’ll print it out so that there
are two pages on each side.
Do you find you spend a fair amount of time having to revisit your document to
check what you’ve written? Say you want to validate a stat or double-check that
that you’ve accurately interpreted the meaning of some text from a source
document, or from your notes.
Yes. That’s why I try to make sure that the footnotes are at least good enough for me
to find the document again. So with a PDF, I’ll copy and paste the title of the
document into the footnote so I can find it on Google again if I needed to.
It’s a bit difficult when you’re not quoting from a document – when you’re
paraphrasing it – because you can’t just search for that bit of text within the
document.
In terms of using hard copies, they tend to be stored in my locker or in a folder on my
desk and only periodically will I sort that information out.
So yes, it can be a bit hard to find.
So you find that re-finding the original text that in the source document that
you’ve paraphrased is a particular challenge?
Normally it’s alright. If I’m not in too much of a hurry, I will have written the page
number so I can find the exact section again. I try to be good about that, especially
when I’m working on a provisional document, where the end product hasn’t been
fully specified. I know I’ll often have to go back and reprocess the source
information.
Common comments from senior management reviewing my work include ‘it’s too
long, you have to make it shorter’. So I might need to paraphrase what I’ve already
paraphrased. But there may be a slightly different angle that I need to take, so I’ll
need to go back to the source to get a fresh understanding of what the information
says.
Tell me about this next example. You’ve used detailed information that
compares heart disease and the ethnic breakdown of the local population. Did
you directly lift the information?
[The participant demonstrated the process of re-finding the source material.
Searched the council website via the intranet homepage – which is the first page that
opens up when you start a new Internet Explorer browser window. The intranet
homepage has a search tool that allows you to search the intranet or the main
website. He formulated the appropriate keywords and found the PDF document right
away. He had to scroll through a fairly lengthy document to find the location of the
information used and commented that this was an example where he’d forgotten to
include a page number in the footnote and so was forced to scan through large
amounts of the document.]
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With this example, I paraphrased the information. I didn’t think the source was very
well written in the first place, or very clear.
Can you show me the manual process of extracting the information to use it in
your document? Did you print the source document and referred to the hard
copy while you were typing?
On this occasion, I scrolled through the PDF. I looked for the graphs first, because
they are easy to identify quickly and then looked for the textual interpretation of the
graphs. I thought about cutting and pasting it but realised that it wasn’t well worded
so I paraphrased it.
And how did you do that? Did you commit the information to memory before
typing?
No, I flicked between the source document and my Word document.
Formulating your idea, writing it, checking and writing some more?
Yes.
Do you ever copy and paste an entire section of text into your working document
so it’s easy to refer to while you re-write it?
I do that sometimes. It depends on how complex the meaning of the paragraph is. If
it had a lot of figures in or it contained a complex argument, then I may paste it in
because I’d need to keep looking back at it. But if it was something that I could just
grasp in my brain, write it in my own words and then just flick back to check whether
what I’d written reflected that, then I’d do it that way.
Do you find you often have to retrace your steps when you check your work,
maybe after a day or two after you’re written it?
I’ll have to retrace my steps at various levels of reviewing and editing. I’d write and a
day or two later I’d finish the first draft and then I’d re-read and ask myself ‘is that
really what was said’ or someone else would comment on it, saying ‘this is surprising,
can you check it’.
There are some more examples where you’ve used annotations towards the end
of the document. You’ve highlighted incomplete sentences in yellow and there
are a couple of instances where you’ve used block capitals. Can you tell me more
about the annotations – what are they for?
In this case, these are meant for the person who’s going to read it – my boss or the
Assistant Chief Executive. It’s a holding note, letting them know that I’ll be putting
some more information in. I had a deadline to do the draft of this document by a
certain time and both of the areas I’ve annotated were a major piece of work, which
would have taken me well beyond the deadline.
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And would the person reading your document spot the annotations you’d left for
them?
Yes. And with a case like this where there are quite a few highlighted bits, I’ll say
something in the covering email.
Do you use any other tools while you’re writing?
No.
I’m trying to get a sense of how important it is for you to keep an audit trail of
what you use and how much time you spend retracing your steps to find
documents to either check your work or reuse them for another project.
When I’m writing, it’s annoying that I have to break off from that to do a footnote
which is good enough for me to find the source document again quickly. But I know
if I don’t do that, Murphy’s Law says it will be that bit of information that I’ll need to
go back and check.
And also there are many occasions when I’ve used something for one purpose and a
few months later I’m asked to do something else slightly different so I need to go
back and look at that original document again. And sometimes it’s not so easy to
find.
And how much of that is because you have to find what other colleagues have
done – say colleagues who’ve left the council?
It becomes more of a problem when somebody has done their own analysis and I
can’t find the source. It’s less of a problem when it’s a straight quote or a factual
nugget of information. The difficulty arises when there’s been an intermediate step
because there is no way to trace it. It’s not something you can easily cite in a
reference. You wouldn’t normally expect to see a path to a shared drive location.
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PARTICIPANT 5
Tell me about your role
I work in the Environmental Policy and Projects Team in the Planning Division.
My role began with the managing the monitoring of air quality and implementing the
council’s responsibilities in local air quality management. The role has developed
into a planning policy and strategy role, particularly in the area of sustainability,
sustainable design and construction, and renewable energy. When a planning
application for a major development comes in, the application has to include a lot of
supporting information to show compliance with the planning policies.
The bits that I look at in particular are the ones relating to sustainable design – how
the development is looking to reduce its environmental impact.
I also look at new policies the council needs to update its approach to sustainability
and energy.
In your role, how much time do you spend between researching, finding and
analysing information compared to using it by writing reports and strategy
documents?
It’s fairly equally balanced. Its very much a process of assessing the information that
comes in, looking at that and using it to write a report or write comments to say ‘Yes,
they are complying with what we want’ or ‘No, they’re not and we need further
information and this is what we need’.
You use a couple of historical references in the introduction. Tell me about
where you got the information from and how you got it into your document.
Was it copied and pasted or did you paraphrase it?
It was a little while ago when this was put together but I think it was paraphrased
from the Government’s National Air Quality Strategy. I had a hard copy of the
document – it was at a time when the Government sent out paper versions of some of
their key documents.
In general, how do you work when referring to paper sources? Do you have the
document alongside you and refer to it as you type or do you make any
intermediary notes to help you write?
I tend to work directly from a document. I’ll have the document in front of me and
type as I go directly into the document I’m working on.
Did you quote the report verbatim or did you paraphrase the information?
I tend not to cut big chunks of information out and paste, unless I’m using a direct
quote. For the most part, I’d be paraphrasing or trying to change it slightly so that it’s
my own work rather than a direct cut and paste job.
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I notice that, apart from one instance, you don’t use direct quotes in this report.
Yes. That’s probably the result of the way I’ve learnt to write, I suppose – going right
back to school. You have to write your own stuff rather than rely on cutting and
pasting from web pages.
So you’d say it’s more down to your individual method rather than a
requirement from the council?
There’s no particular requirement from the council. Sometimes it’s useful to use a
direct quote – if you want to show that what you’re saying relates directly back to a
requirement from the Government. I suppose I tend to write by stating it as a fact
within the text, rather than doing lots of quoting from documents.
Do you ever find the need to revisit a document you’ve worked on to check your
sources and re-use information contained in the source material?
Not really. There are certain key national documents for certain areas. For example,
the National Air Quality Strategy is the key document local air quality management.
So whether I’m writing something like this document we’re looking at or even with
most of my day-to-day work, I will be constantly looking through these key
documents. It’s probably the most important national document about air quality, so
it’s a key reference document.
And that key document is the kind of document you have printed out?
Yes. Sometimes it is easier to use an electronic version to do a quick word search
within the document. That tends to be quicker than looking through the paper
version. But sometimes I find if I’m going to do quite a lot of reading, then I’ll
probably work with the hard copy.
Do you make annotations on the hard copy of a document like the national
strategy document, such as highlights or written notes?
Not in the National Air Quality Strategy document. But I do that in some of the other
documents. I put in little fluorescent yellow tags to mark certain chapters or key bits
so I can get to them quicker.
Do you also write on the fluorescent stickies that you use to mark specific
chapters?
Yes, I do. I’ll make notes on them and notes within the document too.
You use a lot of chemical formulas in this document – was that difficult to do in
Word or did you copy and paste it?
I did it all in Word, using the subscript option. I tend to do it by hand just because it’s
often quicker. If you copy and paste, you sometimes end up with formatting that’s a
bit different or it messes up other bits of your document. So I’ll type it in directly.
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Here’s an example where you appear to have summarised different research –
talk me through the process of summarising the information.
For that example, I wasn’t looking through the actual research papers. The research
was summarised within other air quality documents. For example, within the National
Air Quality Strategy, there is a section on the health effects of air pollution. This is a
public document and we don’t necessarily need to give people the exact details of
what research has been done on all the different pollutants, all the different effects.
This it to avoid getting into too much technical detail.
The research is fairly consistent in what it’s found and so it’s fairly easy to do a quick
summary, because it’s not controversial. The research is being used as evidence to
validate the statements being made in the document. That’s why I can just do a quick
summary paragraph of the research, rather than getting into directly quoting exact
research details.
So if the research was more controversial, would you be more like to copy the
source more directly?
Yes. Perhaps if there was conflicting evidence or there was more disagreement about
whether or not poor air quality had a health effect, then I’d do more to point people in
the direction of the specific research so they can check for themselves.
And did you write the summary from a paper document?
Yes. I had a series of pamphlets on the health effects of air pollution which contained
some of this information and I would have also used the national strategy document.
I notice the footnotes in your document are out of sequence and there are a
couple of references that don’t have a footnote. Do you frequently have issues
with things like footnotes or references disappearing? Perhaps between different
versions of the document?
I hadn’t noticed this. This isn’t really a common issue because I try not to use
footnotes.
When you are using a paper document as a source for what you’re writing, do
you make any annotations, such as underlining or highlighting key points to help
to summarise it when you come to write?
Quite often I will go through and highlight a key couple of sentences in a paragraph
or mark an entire paragraph which has quite a lot of useful information in it so I pay
more attention to that when I go back to it. As I’m reading through, I’ll put an
asterisk or a line next to a paragraph as a note to myself. And if the content has
prompted a question, then I’ll make a note to act as a reminder when I go back.
Tell me about the section of text that you’ve placed in a coloured panel,
describing the health effects of pollutants. It looks like a formal definition – was
this copied directly from a source?
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The reference document used that style and it influenced me to do the same. I didn’t
do a complete cut and paste. The information is fairly well agreed upon – more like a
statement of fact. There’s not much interpretation. So what I used was fairly close to
the text I was working from.
You said this is a public document – do you find you use information in a
different way for a document that’s available to the public, compared to
something that is only going to be circulated within the council?
You have to assume that people reading the document will have little background
knowledge on the issue, or perhaps the document might be the first thing they’ve read
on this particular issue. I try and keep away from using technical language and jargon
and try and write it in a way which will avoid any complicated language.
A lot of the source material we’ve discussed so far is fairly technical and full of
scientific information, and published in lengthy Government documents. This
makes the material particularly inaccessible for most people. Do you find you
act as a conduit between the source information and the general public who will
be reading the document you’ve created?
I think that’s a fair point. The main documents that I’m looking at are aimed at
people who are specialised in dealing with air quality management. So, doing big
chunks of direct quotes is not necessarily going to be the best approach. Yes, that is a
significant factor in terms of why I don’t do direct quotes and I try to interpret the
information, re-write it without changing the meaning, but maybe simplify it a bit to
make it a bit easier to get through.
And would you follow a similar approach even when writing for an internal
audience, such as the Leader or the Chief Executive?
To a certain extent, yes. There is a broad range of knowledge across the council on
the issues that I work on. For example, a councillor might contact me for information
on a topic like this and it’s the first time they’ve wanted to know about this. I would
take a similar approach, or gauge how much they know. But we do have a Cabinet
member for the environment who sees this sort of stuff more regularly, so it’s not so
important for me to simplify stuff for him.
In this next example, you’ve summarised previous council strategies. Did you
know the detail of the strategies and were able to summarise them from
memory? Or did you have to go back to the source documents to obtain the
information you needed?
The text in that example came from the introduction or summary of an internal
council plan. The document was publically-available and so had obviously been
approved. So I was able to re-use the text without having to check it. So I didn’t
need to go through the source document to verify the details.
Do you ever have to return to documents you’ve written to obtain the details of a
source you’ve used, because you remember it contained some useful information
that is relevant for a document you’re currently writing?
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Sometimes. We rely less on paper documents now, which makes it a bit easier to find
information. If I remember reading a bit of information and remember where I read
it, I get the online version and find very quickly what I want by searching within the
document. With a paper document, sometimes it can be a right pain to find the
specific bit – even if you have annotated bits.
When you come to use information that you’ve found online, do you still tend to
paraphrase the information in your own words?
Most of the time. Yes, I think so. That’s the approach I tend to take.
Tell me about how you paraphrase information from an online source. Do you
have both documents open on the screen? Do you split your screen between the
source and the document you’re working on?
I read through the text, absorb it, take it in and then re-write what I want out of it into
my document. Occasionally, I’ve done a split screen and work on a document at the
same time as looking at the source material.
Probably one of the only times I tend to do direct quotes is if I’m referring to a
particular policy where specific requirements are being set out.
When you split the screen, how do you configure the two documents? Side by
side, or one above the other?
One on top of the other.
I presume you use a standard 17-inch screen, like the kind I’ve seen throughout
the bulding.
Yes, I think so. It’s not a wide screen.
So there’s not much room when you split the screen?
No, they’re not the biggest monitors.
How do you find the information you need when you split the screen? Do you
have to keeping moving the document around and scrolling within it?
Yes. I’m not that keen on working with a split screen.
comfortable as a way to work. So I don’t do it that often.

It doesn’t feel that

Is there a particular reason why you’ll work in that way?
If it’s an area that I’m not that familiar. If I already have a good background
knowledge of a topic, I don’t necessarily need stuff in front of me all the time in order
to be able to write something on it. I’ve been working on the air quality stuff for over
10 years or more, so my general understanding is good.
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In terms of going into some of the newer work areas, such as sustainable design and
construction and some of the new renewable energy technologies, I’m still learning
about these things. If I need to write something on a fairly new area of work, I don’t
want to make any mistakes because I’m not familiar with that area, then I may need to
pay more attention to the original text that I’m using as the source.
When you’re working on something that you’re not familiar with, do you ever
make an intermediary notes or do create a working document to collect
information so you have quicker access to it while writing?
If I think I’ve found a particularly good document, then I do still sometimes print
them off because I find it easier to go through and make notes. I sometimes use the
comment feature in PDF and Word to make notes while I’m reading on screen. But I
find sometimes that it makes such a mess of the document because you don’t have
much control about where the comment goes. Sometimes I still prefer to print
something and do it manually.
And do you make the comments on the original version of the document or do
you create another version?
I stick to the original document and make notes as I go through it.
And is the visual layout the only reason why you don’t like the comment feature?
All you want to when going through a document is pick out the main bits, make your
comments and move on. You don’t want to mess about trying to move your
comments around in the margin or worry that it’s covering up the text. I don’t want
to have to reduce the font size because the comments are covering the text. And if I
make lots of comments, having a large font for the comments can make the document
unwieldy. You have more control over it on paper.
Tell me about the kinds of comments you make on a document. For example, do
you identify key points so you can quickly find them again?
Very often I will put a keyword next to a particular paragraph or couple of paragraphs
and link them together. This makes it a lot easier to scan through the document and
find where I thought key things on that particular topic were.
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PARTICIPANT 6
Give me an overview of your role.
I manage the policy team at the council and we work across many different areas of
council business.
We create e-bulletins that are sent out around the whole council and to all the local
partnerships. [Partners include the Primary Care Trust, the local police force,
charities and local businesses.] The e-bulletins bring together all the information sent
out by various government departments and local government bodies [e.g. general
news, policy announcements, good practice case studies, consultations]. We gather all
the information and summarise the key stories, and group them according to key
themes or areas of work.
Briefings are a big part of what we do, and we coordinate the writing and distribution
of briefings for senior management. The briefings focus on highlighting the
implications for the council of a particular announcement or proposal.
We also help council departments and local partnerships to write their strategies.
Are these briefings produced on a regular basis, or as and when they are
required?
As and when they are necessary. They are usually produced in response to an
announcement, such as the Emergency Budget [on 22 June 2010].
On the day the Emergency Budget was announced, we produced a briefing
summarising the headlines from the budget. We did this from watching it on the
television. And a couple of days later, we went round the different departments in the
council and liaised with everybody to produced a more detailed analysis of the budget
– looking in more detail at the implications of the budget for each department and the
council as a whole. [The example document we discussed was the detailed briefing
about the Emergency Budget, issued a week after the announcement.]
As a rough guide, what is the balance of time spent researching and analysing
information and using it by writing briefings, strategy documents and other
reports?
Usually the research takes longer because you want to be sure you’ve covered
everything. There are loads of different places you can go to for information. And
when you start doing that, you start to realise that there are slight mistakes. So then
you have to cross check and go back to the original source. And even trusted sources
can be wrong. [The participant talked of finding inaccurate information on the BBC
website.]
I would say 70% of my time is spent researching information. But you take notes as
you go along.
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Lets look at some examples. In the introduction, you provide a summary of a
press release and quote the Leader of the council. Tell me how you got the quote
from the source and into your document. Did you have a printed copy of the
press release or did you refer to the information on the screen?
It was on the screen.
The first sentence appears to be a summary – your interpretation of what is
going on. You then include two indented paragraphs, which appear to be direct
quotes. Tell me how you got these two bits of information into your briefing.
I identified the things I wanted to include from the press release and I cut and pasted
the quotes into my document. And obviously I knew what the press release was about
so I wrote the summary of it myself.
In copying and pasting the two quotes, did you amend them in any way? For
example, did you make them shorter?
No, I used them as they were. This information was also going out in the council
newspaper and the local paper, so we felt that we should quote exactly what the
council’s Leader and Deputy Leader said.
Did you refer to the original press release while you were writing the
introduction?
Yes, I always do that.
Can you tell me about how you do that? Do you have both documents open at
the same time and flick between them? Do you arrange your screen so you can
the source document while you’re typing in your document?
I have both documents open, one underneath the other.
At home, I have two screens. If there is something I want to refer to, I’ll have it on
the left-hand screen while I type on the screen in front of me [on the right]. But at
work, we don’t have those facilities – so it’s harder.
How do you flick between the documents?
I use the little icons at the bottom, in the taskbar.
What was the source document? Was it a PDF?
No, it was in an email.
I presume you have regular sized screens here – you don’t have widescreen
monitors or anything like that.
No.
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You mentioned your home setup a moment ago. Do you ever work from home?
If I’m working on something complicated like a report for our corporate management
team or something that has to go to the Chief Executive. Sometimes I need some
peace and quiet, as I am in an open-plan office.
I’ll only tend to work from home if I’ve gathered all the information I need first. I
can do remote working but its not as good as being at work.
[Participant talked about how easy it is to be able to speak to colleagues face to face
to confirm and check something or get any information you need.]
When I was doing the older peoples strategy, I did the bulk of it from home because I
was quoting from various Government documents. Some of it was cut and pasting
and some of it was referring to the source document while I typed.
Describe your home setup.
[The following has been summarised and written into a narrative using a combination
of my questions and the participants answers.]
I have a semi-circular desk with one screen directly in front in the middle of the
screen and the other to the left. The screen on the left is where I’ll have any source
documents that I’m referring to. I only have a source document on the left-hand
screen.
The screen in the centre is the one I’ll work on. And because I can touch type, I don’t
have to look at what I’m working on while I refer to a source document. I’ll use the
centre screen to check my email, although I try not to have email running while I’m
writing because it can be so distracting. I tend to check my emails only once an hour,
or once every two hours or so.
Both screens are the same size and much bigger and much higher resolution than the
ones at work – I think they are 21 or 22-inch screens.
Everything runs off one computer. When I want to copy and paste something from
the source document, I simply drag my mouse across from the centre screen and it
jumps across to the left-hand screen. I then drag the mouse back to insert it into the
document I’m working on.
The setup at home is much better than the setup at work. The setup at work is a lot
harder to work with because you only have one small screen.
You talked about how you try and gather together all the information you need
before you start writing. Tell me more about how you do this.
Many of the documents I need to refer to are sent to me via email or as links in the
email. We have very limited email box sizes, so we’re getting sent all this stuff but
we just can’t keep it all. So I go through it all, decide if it’s useful and save it to a
folder on my computer.
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I still use pen and paper. Because we only have one screen, sometimes it’s easier to
jot down reminders about where you want to go. And I’ll know where to go to find
the source document because it’s my filing system. When I save a file, I’ll make a
note about where I put it. And when I actually start writing the document, then I’ll go
back and refer to my notes.
Do you always create notes on paper to plan what you’re going to do before you
start writing?
It depends on the size of the work. If it’s a short briefing, I don’t have to make notes
at all.
How precise are the notes you keep? Do you specify exactly what the source is
and where it is stored?
No.
I’ll have a title for the folder, based on the type of work such as ‘Briefings’. And any
sub folders will have a date and a number.
[The participant demonstrated an example folder structure]
•

Briefings
o Emergency budget
 22 June 2010
• LGiU 1

Do you rename the files as you save them?
Yes. It doesn’t take long and it saves time in the long run.
So the file name you use when saving a file is the name of the source?
Yes.
Tell me more about what you write in your paper notes
The trouble with paper is that it’s very linear. Once you’ve done it, it’s done. So I’ll
use headings to remind me that a reference would be useful for a particular section
I’m writing. There will just be a couple of notes for each heading. So when I go back
to writing the briefing, I can identify the useful sources right away.
[I sketched out the example below which the participant agreed was accurate]
Introduction
• <Reference to file>
• <Reference to file>
Summary
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•

<Reference to file>

Has there been an occasion when you’ve had to re-find a source document but
you’re thrown away or lost your paper notes?
All my notes are written in my pad, which I keep. Sometimes it’s hard finding the
right notes in the pad, but I know they’re there.
I never rip anything out of the pad. When its gets to the point when it’s quite old, I’ll
throw it out.
Do you use anything to bookmark certain pages within the pad or indicate
specific projects?
No. My paper notes are very much a secondary thing. To me, the most important
thing is the electronic stuff and I try and keep that really organised. But with the pad,
it’s only like a backup. And as soon as the writing is finished, you turn the page and
it’s gone. It’s very rare with these briefings that you need to go back and revisit them,
because you’ve got all the information you need there in the briefing. Once it’s
written, you’re moving on to the next thing.
Has a situation ever arisen where you remember you’ve used a source in the past
that could be useful for something you’re working on now, and you find yourself
going back to your notes to remind yourself what the source document was?
There doesn’t tend to be that kind of need. When we do strategic documents, for
example, we try not to be specific because most of these documents are medium term,
so 3 to 5 years, or long term. We don’t really want to pin ourselves down to what’s
going on in a specific moment in time. And things change all the time. You can
quote something one minute and 6 weeks down the line, a minister has changed his
mind about it.
So when you’re writing a strategy document, do you start your research from
scratch?
Sometimes we do. It depends what the document is for and who your audience is.
We’d question why we’d do something if it meant having to re-hash work which
already existed, because we are short staffed.
You talked about how you save documents before using them. Do you save them
on your computer or do you have a shared drive?
We have a shared drive but I only put finished documents there so that everyone can
use it, or stuff that we’re working on as a team project. But otherwise, all the research
material is saved on my computer, because the shared drive tends to be a bit cluttered.
And do you ever need to share source documents with your colleagues?
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We do need to share documents sometimes. But all source material is publically
available, so people can go off and find them.
You mentioned earlier that you a lot of what you write is co-written with
colleagues across the council. Can you tell me how this works?
With the briefing, for example, I co-ordinated it all and decided on the structure.
[Participant described how she met with various policy officers in the different
departments affected by the announcements in the emergency budget. Together they
identified what they needed to look at to assess the implications for the council of the
emergency budget announcement. The individual policy officers went away and sent
the information to my participant who put it all together in the briefing document.]
I write the document and then send it to all the colleagues who’ve contributed with
information. They have to say if it’s right or wrong or if we should change
something. Those amendments come back to me, I implement them and send the
briefing to the Senior Management Team, heads of service, council partners and the
Chief Executive.
And what is the process for sending out what you’ve written for revision and
comments from your colleagues? Do they make annotations and comments on
the electronic version? Or do you meet and discuss the document?
All comments are made electronically, but different people use different methods
because some don’t know how to use the different functionality. Some people use
track changes. Some people add comments, and they’ll do both. Some people will
send you an email saying ‘On page xxx…’. We have lots of different ways of
suggesting changes. I did have one person who actually printed it off, wrote their bits
on it and sent it in the internal mail. It depends on whether the person is computer
literate.
With potentially several versions of the same document floating around, all with
different annotations and amendments, how do you manage version control?
[The participant demonstrated that the briefing document, created using Word,
includes a version number in the footer. The number is manually updated by the
author of the document. The participant said that they have just introduced a
template for writing briefings which includes this method of version control. The
document we were looking at was the first produced in this way.]
So the version control relies on the author manually updating the figure in the
document, and you were the sole author for this document. Do you think it will
work when you’re not doing the writing?
Because I was controlling this document, it was fine. We want to make sure other
teams are putting in the version number when they’re writing their own documents.
But they won’t necessarily do it.
Tell me how you used the information about the changes to housing benefit.
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The information came from our Benefits Team, which I cut and pasted into my
document. Most of the time it’s fine to cut and paste without doing anything to it.
But sometimes the grammar can be improved or the information I’ve been sent is too
verbose, so I tend to tidy things up. I’ll cut and paste the information and either rewrite it or cut bits out. For example, one person sent me 3.5 pages of information
which I condensed into 4 short bullet points.
Do you always do the editing within your working document? Are there times
when you’ll print a document and make notes and changes on paper?
It’s easier doing it electronically. We have a non-essential budget freeze – it’s a
waste of paper to print it off. If I can get away without printing something, I tend to
do that.
Talk me through how you edit on screen.
I’ll cut and paste the original information and then paraphrase underneath it so I can
see the source information while I’m writing. So I will write what I think should be
on there before I delete the original information from my document.
One of the reasons why I don’t edit the original document is because I feel I might
need to refer to it again at some point. So I tend to leave the original as it is, cut and
paste what I want into my document and then edit it.
When it comes to checking and revising the document, do you always review
what you’ve written right away? Do you ever come back to the document after a
day or two to edit it?
I check what I’ve written straight away afterwards and then I tend to leave it,
depending on the deadline. With the document we’ve been discussing, we had a
week, which gave me enough time to leave it for a day and go back to it.
When I’m doing something creative, I want to print it off. I engage with it better
when it’s in front of me and I can use a pen and make notes.
With this kind of information, I find I don’t really need to think about it that much.
It’s either what you think is true or what isn’t, or what you really want to convey or
what you don’t. I really don’t have to think about it creatively, so I’ve got used to
working on screen.
And I often don’t have time to print things off and make handwritten notes when I’m
at work. If it was a really important document, I might print it. But I very rarely do
that.
I may print off a document if I’m going into a meeting, because we’ll often be in a
room without a computer.
[Participant talked about having worked for several local authorities where they have
to prioritise where they spend money. The priority is almost always on frontline
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services, rather that IT. Even more so now during a recession and the budget
cutbacks being instigated by the new Government.]
Volunteered by participant in response to a general question about the use of IT
systems
I think the trouble with IT people is that they don’t seem to realise that the vast
majority of people aren’t interested in the technology. They are just interested in the
content – to make their work more productive. And if you can’t access that easily and
quickly, then you’re not going to bother. We have too much to do in a day to fiddle
about trying to make some kind of IT system work. We’re effectively wasting money
if we’re sitting there playing with things, trying to make them work.
All we want is the content. We want to be able to say ‘we’re having problems with
this particular issue affecting the council, what are other councils doing to tackle these
issues?’
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PARTICIPANT 7
Give me an overview of your role
I’m the Community Engagement Programme Manager.
[The participant described how the community engagement programme was setup in
response to a Government inspection which recommended the local authority needed
to improve how it engaged and consulted with the local community. Along with the
participant’s role, a directorate-level role was created to ensure community
engagement had a high profile within the council.]
I developed the Community Engagement Strategy in collaboration with external
partners, such as the police and the Primary Care Trust. [This is the sample document
I was sent in advance of the interview.]
What would you estimate is the balance between you researching information
and absorbing it compared to using the information to write reports and strategy
papers?
My role also includes going out and talking to people to make things happen. At a
rough guess, I spend about a third of my time on each aspect of my role: speaking to
people, researching information and writing.
I presume the examples where you’ve used quote marks are direct quotes. Can
you tell me how you extracted the quotes from the source material – I presume it
was an electronic document?
Yes, the document was electronic. I had to physically type it in because the source
was a PDF. I’m not very whizzy with computers. I typed it in and put the reference
in.
How did you refer to the source document while you were typing the text? Were
both documents on the screen at the same time?
Yes, one behind the other.
So you kept flicking backwards and forwards between the two documents?
Yes.
Did you use the icons on the taskbar at the bottom of the screen to flick between
the documents?
Yes.
How much information do you memorise from the source before you flick back
to your document to type it in? Do you capture an entire sentence?
No, probably half a sentence.
101

This quote I’ve highlighted is quite long – it must have taken you ages to type it
out in this way.
Yes, it did! I’m not very good with the technology.
And how did you check that you had typed the source material accurately? Did
you flick back to the source frequently or did you copy the entire thing and reread it and compare it to the source?
I check sentence by sentence.
I presume you also manually typed the reference to the source material?
Yes
[Researcher asked about a series of direct quotes of varying length and detail to
ascertain but the reported behaviour was the same with every example.]
This next example appears to have been paraphrased from another document.
How do you paraphrase information?
Normally, I’ll write my immediate thoughts on the working document and leave
myself little notes.
How detailed are these notes? Are they fully-formed ideas, for example?
No, they’re incomplete sentences or just a word or two. I’ll go back and put them into
a proper sentence and delete the notes.
Do you make these notes as you’re reading the source material?
Yes. I’ll normally pull out some of the key phrases or themes.
Do you create a separate file for the notes or do you make them in your working
document?
Sometimes I’ll have a separate file, but most of the time I make the notes in the
working document. If I do start a separate file, I’ll cut and paste the notes I want into
my document.
Tell me about this example. From the reference you’ve included, it looks like
you’ve summarised the key themes from an existing White Paper.
The key themes in bullet points are paraphrased from a lengthy council Word
document. Because it was a council document, I just pulled out the key themes.
And as the information was in a Word document, did you copy and paste any of
the information from the source document?
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Yes.
Tell me how you did this. Did you pick and choose specific sentences from the
source document and paste it into your document or did you copy an entire
section and then edit it within your document?
I cut the whole chunk from the source and re-worked it in my document.
How did you re-work it? Did you re-write it while referring to the source
material you’ve copied or did you edit the copied information?
I edited the information I copied directly. The original information is still in the
source document if I need to refer back to it.
In the next example I’ve highlighted, you use a definition of ‘community
engagement’. I’ve seen community engagement defined in many different ways
– did you copy this from a source or did you write it yourself?
This is something that I had written in a previous report, so I simply copied and
pasted the definition from the old report because it was still relevant.
And was the report available on the website or did you have a copy on your
computer?
It was on the system, and so my only challenge was to remember what date it was.
I presume you mean it was on a shared drive. Tell me how you store your files
on the system.
I’m not the best person at organising my files. I have different folders for the
different groups of meetings. So I’ll have one for Senior Management Team, one for
Cabinet, etc.
How easy is it to find the right file with your system organised in this way? Do
you have to go through lots of folders or open up lots of files to find the right
one?
No, not really. The file name tends to be enough.
Tell me about the process for getting a document like this checked, including
making amendments and getting it approved and signed off
I’ll send the document via email to some people but small groups of us would meet to
go through it. Using a printed copy, we’d go through it almost line by line. We’ll
cross out, change and amend the text.
So it was a mixture of doing it face-to-face and sending it out electronically and
people doing track changes.
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Did you then have to make the amendments in the electronic version using the
notes on the paper document?
Yes, while trying to decipher people’s handwriting!
I presume there was more than one person making comments and amendments
on an electronic copy of the document.
Yes, I had to go through them all individually.
Were there instances where two people had made a change to same part of the
document?
Yes. Sometimes I had to make a judgement about which one I should use.
Sometimes I didn’t agree with some of the changes that were made. I used my
discretion.
Does everyone use track changes when they’re suggesting amendments or do
different people use different methods?
It wasn’t all track changes – some people do it differently. Some people highlight
changes. Some people make comments using the comment tool.
During the review process, do you find you are often asked to verify a piece of
information or someone wants to know the source that informed your writing?
Yes.
How do you go about doing that? In many of the examples we’ve looked at so
far, you don’t directly reference your sources.
Some of the information I use comes from the various teams or departments in the
council. I’d go back to them and check the information – either by email or I’d ring
someone.
If I need to check information that comes from documents I’ve got from the Internet,
I’d have to go back and find the document and then double-check it.
Do you ever download documents to your computer so you have them to hand?
Sometimes, but not always. So I’d have to go back and search for it.
I know documents like these can often take a long time to complete. And it may
be some time from when you first start writing to the time when you come to
amend the document and check your sources. Can you always recall where you
got your source material from?
When I come back to check a piece of information, I sometimes say to myself ‘where
did I get that from’. This document did take a long time to finish. And it had to go
through all the elected member processes, which prolongs the work even further.
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You mentioned earlier that senior managers won’t check your sources, but you
provide detailed references, including the page number.
No, I don’t think they would. It’s more to help me, to make sure I can go back to the
source material. And if I need to, I can expand on what I’ve written.

PARTICIPANT 8
[Participant 8 works in the same team as participants 9 and 10]
Tell me about your role
I support a committee of councillors who are tasked with reviewing children and
young people services in the county. On a practical level, that involves me doing
research around particular issues and services that are provided by the council and its
partners. With that information, I’ll brief members (these are elected members –
another name for councillors) and help them come up with lines of enquiry that they
might want to pursue when they’re holding certain providers to account.
Another element of the work is helping members to review particular topics within
their remit. The document I sent you is an example of that. When I’m doing a
member-led review, I’m liaising with partners, gathering evidence and helping
members pull together a report with recommendations.
What is the balance between researching and gathering information compared
to physically writing a report like this?
It’s probably about 30–40% gathering information and the remainder actually getting
it down on paper.
A lot of what we look at, and this across my colleagues as well, is quite complicated
stuff – because there is nothing simple in the public sector. And the stuff that you
pull offline or the policy documents that you read are usually written in a verbose
style. And councillors are lay people, essentially. So what we have to do is take that
quite convoluted information and make it accessible to lay people. There’s a heavy
emphasis on us making things as readable as possible.
I’ve highlighted an example where you’ve used a nugget of information about a
new development that will be larger than Milton Keynes. Did you know this
information from memory or did you research it?
It was actually something that was told to me, but I went away and verified it. A later
draft of the document has a reference to the BBC website.
Is it common practice for you to reference sources in that way, to show that you
haven’t made something up?
Yes. In this type of work, there is an emphasis on being evidence based. So,
throughout the whole thing, we’ll be looking for evidence to back up our assertions –
even if we’re have to generate that evidence through interviews with people.
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Did you copy and paste the information from the BBC website or did you
paraphrase the information?
I didn’t copy and paste. These are all my own words – I used the BBC article to
confirm my own assertions. Reverse referencing.
I assume that any text you’ve put in quote marks in this document is a direct
quote. I’ve marked an example were you refer to council priorities in quote
marks – did you copy and paste that information?
It’s a direct quote from a council policy document but I typed it out myself.
I presume it’s an electronic document – how did you refer to the document while
you were typing out the information?
The source document was a PDF. Usually, with this kind of thing on a PDF,
formatting goes all over the place. If the formatting is hugely different, I won’t cut
and paste. I will just type it direct. If it’s a similar type of format, I’ll cut and paste it.
So you usually find it quicker to type something out rather than amend the
formatting of the text?
Yes. Unless I can see on the PDF that the font is a size 12 Arial – which is what we
use in our Word documents. If I see that it is, I’ll copy paste it and drop it in.
Sometimes it mucks up your formatting so I don’t.
So it’s about saving time?
Definitely
In this next example, you write about evidence received throughout the review.
Was this also from hand-written notes of talking to people?
It’s based on direct conversations with the relevant people. But it’s reinforced by
reading that I’ve done as well. I can’t tell you what reading it is – it's something that I
instinctively know. It’s supported by documentary evidence.
With something like this, would you not be asked to provide this evidence?
If I really wanted to emphasise that point, I would be able to find good practice
examples that would reinforce that point. I would trawl certain websites and be able
to find a document that states that this is good practice.
It’s not such an essential point that I feel that I have to reference in that way.
In the next example I’ve highlighted, you’ve extracted some specific detail from
one of the council’s plans. This appears to be a synopsis from the source
material. Tell me how you wrote this.
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With that, we knew there were going to be funding cuts. And I knew in which
document those cuts would be articulated, and whereabouts within the document to
look.
I didn’t cut and paste the information – I wrote it in my own words.
I presume the document is available online – when you were reading it to
identify exactly the information you needed, do you read on the screen or did you
print the document?
We have a hard copy on our desk. But that’s unusual, because hard copies are
normally quite hard to come by. In this example, I used the hard copy but I know
where to go online to find it.
Tell me how you referred to the paper document while writing the report. Did
you absorb the information and then type away?
No I didn’t. It’s not easy for a lay person to get a handle on budget matters. So, I
confirmed with the council’s accountant that what I was saying was correct.
Did you give the accountant a copy of what you had written?
No, not verbatim. I paraphrased what I wanted to say in the document and the
accountant verified it.
Did you need to verify the information because of the way the plan was written
or because of the complexity of the argument?
It’s because it came from a statement of accounts. It was written by accountants.
There is a lot of preamble which anyone can understand, but then when you get into
the detail, its all accountant speak, which I’m not particularly familiar with.
When you’re referencing a source document, do you always print it off to read
and absorb the information or do read on screen?
I tend to miss things when I’m reading on screen. If I print something off, I pick
things up. For some reason, I just can’t absorb as much information from the screen,
as I can from a printed copy.
So you generally print information?
I try to avoid it for environmental reasons. But if it’s something really important that
I need to have a handle on, I will print it.
And do you make any physical annotations?
Yes. I make notes alongside a paragraph – I’ll underline bits and use an asterisk.
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How would you describe your notes? Are they a way of pointing you to
information that you thought was useful while you were reading or do you use
them to formulate your thoughts and ideas about a topic?
A bit of both. I do tend to formulate conclusions as I read a document.
A lot of the time, I’ll have to take something that’s quite long and complicated, and
get it down to maybe four bullet points that I can communicate quickly to a group of
councillors. So, I’m looking for the main points. And if I find a main point in a
particular paragraph, I’ll highlight that paragraph. Or, alternatively, I might underline
certain bits and write something like ‘key theme’ alongside it, and then explain it
slightly. I’ll then draw on it later on.
When you come to write about something that is as complicated as you’ve
described, do you ever make any intermediary notes to help you plan what
you’re going to write? Or do you go straight into your working document and
type away?
I go straight to my document. It’s more of a labour saving thing – we don’t have the
luxury of a lot of time. So I have to hit the screen straight away and get it done.
You mentioned at the beginning that this is a draft document. I’ve spotted a
couple of instances where you make notes and put them in square brackets.
There is one instance where you’ve made a note to remind yourself to include a
citation. Later in your document, you’ve made a note using capitals. Do you use
any form of annotation?
These are like an aide memoir for me. I’ve got notes in my notebook and as I’m
working, I’ll make recommendations in my notebook or things that could be
transformed into recommendations.
The examples on pages 9 and 10 are meeting dates. And what I’ve done is to lift out
the recommendations from my notebook and dropped them into the working
document. It is temporary – it’s an aide memoir. It’s never going to be part of the
final report. When I get to these notes, I’ll turn them into recommendations. I’ll copy
and paste them into the actual report and tweak it. It’s just a labour-saving thing. It
also keeps me focused on the content. So in a sense, these are my pithy bullet points
which summarise the whole review.
So these are a summary of your interviews and group discussions that you’d
written in your notebook?
Yes. They are my notes, typed up from my notebook, for the whole review distilled
into maybe 10 key points. They help to focus my mind on what exactly the review
wants to say.
[Participant went on to describe the process of fleshing out these notes, which were
quite detailed, into full and detailed recommendations. He copied each point from the
temporary area towards the end of the document and pasted it into the main body of
the report. From there he amended the text to make it a proper narrative.]
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So you’re using this working document as an extension of your notebook
Yes, definitely.
Going back to the annotations, why have you made a note using square brackets
in one instance and then used block capitals in another? Is there a difference in
what they mean to you?
There is, in my mind.
The example in square brackets is something I want to reference. I just haven’t
actually gotten around to finding the relevant bit in the document. I know it’s in
there, because I’ve read it before. I just need to find the relevant bit to complete the
reference, which I’ll probably add as a footnote.
The example in block capitals is more like a direct aide memoir about this particular
point, rather than a reference. So I’ve put it in block capitals so it stands out from the
text and actually screams to me ‘Look into this, make this happen’.
Do you ever find that you miss any of your annotations? Do they ever sneak into
late drafts or even the final document? Do you find it’s easy to spot that you’ve
made a note in square brackets?
I find it very easy.
Is that because you have a rigorous editorial process or is there something in the
back of your mind that reminds you?
It’s a combination of things, but mainly this document will have to be scrupulously
proof read, and that would get picked up upon instantly. It wouldn’t just be me
reading it, there would be loads of people reading it and they’ll all pick up on it.
But I will actually be thinking of that as well. I’ll remember that I have to back that
assertion up.
With regards to the note you made to remind yourself to include a reference to
something you know you’ve read. Is it easy to go back and find the source and
do a reference?
What I would do is copy and paste the note into Google and stick it in inverted
commas so it comes up as a direct match. And if I couldn’t find it through Google,
I’d find it through Google Scholar.
Where you’ve made a note to remind yourself to come back and write a proper
reference, were you using the document at the time when you were writing? Or
did you recall from memory that it contains something useful to validate your
argument?
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The note I’ve made is the full title of the document. I had the document open and I
think I cut and pasted the title directly from the source.
I’m aware that I want to reference it. It’s just that at the time, I was in the flow of
writing stuff down. When I get into the flow of writing, I just want to write. I’ll seize
on an idea and I just want to get it down on paper as quickly as possible. But then, at
the same time, I’ll think ‘that document verifies that point’. The document will either
be open or I’ll open it and very lazily – or very efficiently, however you want to look
at it – cut and paste and drop it straight into my document.
On page 6, you’ve used a very precise reference in the body of the text – tell me
more about this. Did you add it while you were writing that part of the text?
What makes it different from the reference on page 5 where you left a note to
come back to it?
I did that at the time of writing, because that’s a substantive part of what I’m saying.
The earlier reference is almost incidental, but the one page 6 is an integral part of
what I’m saying. That is a key part of the recommendation or the evidence base that
I’m building in that paragraph.
So is the way you use a reference an indication of importance? Because it’s
referring to an important point, you don’t want to lose that reference and you’re
happy to interrupt your writing.
Maybe that’s it. What I’m writing about in this report is new ground to me, so I was
careful to make sure that I was using the information accurately. I’m pretty sure the
reference was a cut and paste job too, because this is the type of thing that the people
who will have to implement the recommendation will pick up when they’re reading
the report. So I was very keen to make sure it was accurate.
Putting that reference in did break my writing flow.
I’ve highlighted an example that appears to have been paraphrased from a
source, but you’ve not included a reference. Can you tell me more about this?
That’s based on documentary evidence that I haven’t actually referenced. It’s also
based on direct testimony from the group meetings. This is well documented – so
well documented that the audience for this report wouldn’t need me to reference it for
them. A lot of people that this report is aimed at will say ‘Well, we know all this’.
So there’s no need to ‘prove’ this statement or provide evidence?
Exactly. This is fairly common knowledge.
So is this an example of where you’ve been absorbed in the information enough
to be able to write without referring to a source document while writing?
Yes, exactly that.
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When you’re doing research in preparation to write a document like this, do you
tend to save source material as you go along, or bookmark them perhaps?
I tend to stumble across documents in searches, which I don’t have time to read at the
time, but I will save them to a specific folder on my computer.
On this project, for example, I have a folder for this review. And there’s a sub-folder
called ‘Docs’ and if I encountered a particularly useful document I would download it
straight into that folder. I’ll usually think ‘I won’t get into it now, I’ll get to it while
I’m writing the review’. As I’m writing it up, I’ll start to think I need to go back to
the documents that I’ve found. And the whole point of going back to the documents
is to verify some of the statements that I’m making.
And what about more general reading – what do you do when you stumble
across a document that is not directly useful for a review you’re working on but
is useful to your work in general? Do you still save it? Do you have a ‘General
reading’ folder on your computer?
I’m familiar enough with my remit and the various sources of information that are
relevant to be able to know where to go for particular information. I’ll only save a
document that is directly relevant to the review I’m working on. For more general
stuff, I know exactly where to go for it, so I won’t bother saving it.
Do you ever save, note down or bookmark general web pages?
I use favourites and I have sub folders in the favourites. So I have a ‘New
communities review’ sub folder in favourites with a number of websites bookmarked
in it. Sometimes I bookmark specific pages, sometimes it’s just a homepage.
Do you change the filename of the document you’re downloading?
All the time. Often documents are saved with funny titles. For example, if I
download a document on social capital, it will be numbered according to the
website’s system, so I’ll save it as ‘Social capital’ – so I can instantly get to it.
Do your colleagues ever review your work to the extent that they need to check
your sources and so will need to understand your filing system?
We have a shared drive, but it’s fair to say it’s an under-used resource. I’m not great
at using the shared area. On occasion, I will remember to do a wholesale backup of
all my files. I’ve got my own filing system, which is probably completely different
from my colleagues.
Volunteered by participant
The thing you have to realise about the local government sector, is that things move
very quickly. Legislation moves on very quickly – especially when we’ve had a
change of Government. Sometimes, some of the assertions you read in policy
documents now are out of date. This is something I’m always aware of.
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You mentioned earlier that anything you write will be read and scrutinised by
others – how does that process work? Do you forward the electronic document
to colleagues who then make amendments and suggestions in the document,
perhaps using track changes? Or do you have meetings about where you review
the document on paper?
I hate tracked changes because it ruins the document. Because we use different
versions of Word, it can be a nightmare to get rid of them. Sometimes there are
changes that are almost embedded in the document. My own personal way of
working is to print a copy of the document, give it to one or two colleagues and ask
them to make amendments on the paper document.
My team will very rarely do that type of editing through electronic means – its usually
paper based. And I value that. My team are all IT literate, but we hate editing
through Word.
Is it the visual aspect of the way tracked changes work that you dislike or is it the
functionality?
It’s a visual thing but it’s also version control. I can think of an example where there
are around nine versions of the same document sat in a sub folder on my PC, all with
different comments on them. And it’s a nightmare. I’m sure there is some way of
rationalising it, but I haven’t got the time.
Are those nine versions the result of nine different colleagues reviewing the same
document?
Yes. There’s probably some wizardry you can do, but I can’t be bothered. I’m not
inclined to work it out. It’s not my job.
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PARTICIPANT 9
[Participant 9 works in the same team as participants 8 and 10]
Give me an overview of what you do
I support a committee of councillors that scrutinises health and adult social care in the
county. They act as a critical friend to the health service and local authorities with the
aim of making recommendations that will improve the quality of life and quality of
service for people in the county.
My day-to-day role is very similar to that of participant 11 – but we work in different
service areas.
What is the balance between researching and absorbing information and then
using it by writing reports?
I would say a lot of the time its not just about writing stuff, it’s about face-to-face
discussions as well. I would say its roughly about 50–50.
Do you have prior expertise in the area of health or has it all come from your
experience of working at the council?
A bit of both. I don’t have a health background but in my previous jobs I did policy
work that related to health. I’ve learnt things, but as an outsider, not an insider.
Not being an expert is quite good in a way because it keeps you close to what it feels
like to be a councillor, who is also in the same position in that he or she is unlikely to
be an expert.
Do you generally write for councillors? Or do you ever write documents that are
for local citizens?
The vast majority of what I do is for councillors, although I try and write things in a
way that is clearly understandable. And if it’s clearly understandable to councillors,
then it’s clearly understandable to anybody else.
But basically, I write reports for councillors. Or if I’m making recommendations,
they might be for the Cabinet, senior managers in the council or to senior people
within the NHS.
I’ve picked out an example where the text is indented and in single quote marks
– which I presume means it’s a direct quote. And there are several similar
examples throughout the document. How do you go about getting a quote like
that from the source document and into your report? Do you tend to copy and
paste something you want to use as a direct quote?
It would depend how easy it was to cut and paste. Sometimes, Government reports
are heavily designed and if you try to cut and paste, you get into a horrible mess and
the formatting goes askew. I’ll sometimes decide its too much hassle and type it out.

113

With this particular example?
I can’t remember. But my working principle is that if I want to use a quote, I look at
it and say what’s going to work. I’d copy and paste if the formatting allowed me to
do so. Or if it was something short, I may decide there’s not much point in faffing
about, especially if I had a paper copy to hand.
When you are using a direct quote and decide not to copy and paste it, how do
you refer to the source while you are typing? Do you commit as much as you can
to memory and type away or do you frequently look at the source, typing bit by
bit?
I look and type bit by bit.
If I have a paper copy, I’ll copy type. Sometimes I’ll have the two documents on
screen. I won’t have the two standing side-by-side but two windows open and flick
from one to the other.
The other thing that I do is I might decide to just cut and paste it a bit lower down the
page if I don’t think the formatting is going to work and then copy type it.
[Participant demonstrated how she would copy text from a source document and
paste it at the bottom of the Word document she was working on, away from the area
of text she was writing. Then she would re-type the information into the area of
writing she was working on before deleting the text she had pasted.]
Do you do that in your working document? Or do you create a temporary
document?
I tend to do it in the document I’m working on, but sometimes I’ll also create a
temporary document. It depends on what the risks are of trying to stick it in my
working document.
I couldn’t tell you how often I use either method.
How do you decide when to reformat or when to type the text yourself? Are
there instances when you begin by using copy and paste and give up because you
realise there is a lot to do?
It depends. Sometimes I might reformat it. If there is a whole formatting nightmare
and quite a lot to do, I may simply decide to use the source document as an appendix
because it’s not worth my time trying to reformat it.
When you have both documents on screen, how do you flick between them?
I use the mouse to click on the icons at the bottom.
Do you ever copy and paste information into your document just to refer to
while you’re paraphrasing a piece of text?
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Sometimes I might do that. Or quite often I’ll print the page or two I’m trying to
paraphrase so it’s on my desk so I can keep looking at it and play around with it.
Then I only have one document on the screen and that’s the one I’m working on,
rather than having to jump around on screen. Then I can keep cross referring to it.
Do you make any notes on paper documents you’re reading?
annotate in other ways such as highlight sections of text?

Or perhaps

Yes
At what stage in the process of doing a review do you do this kind of thing?
When you’re getting ready to write your document?
Not at the stage when I’m writing the report. I do that early on when I’m trying to get
my head around a policy. Perhaps even at the start of a review – as a way of
familiarising myself. So then I’m in a better position to know what it is I want to
communicate.
When I’m actually at the stage when I’ve gathered all the evidence and I’m ready to
write a report like this, what I tend to do is take the lot home. The background
reports, the notes of the working group meetings, any notes that I’ve taken of any
evidence that’s been gathered – the whole bloomin’ lot, good, bad and indifferent. I
take the whole lot home and put it in suitable piles on the floor and then sit down and
work out a structure – ‘what am I going to say’, ‘how am I going to say it’, ‘what goes
where’. And then I’ll pull in the documentation as I need it.
Do you create the structure on your Word document or on paper?
I’ll often start roughing out the headings on paper and when I think I’m half way
there, I’ll turn that into a Word document with headings. If I’m at the ‘Now how the
hell am I supposed to do this’ stage, I’ll probably use pen and paper.
Sometimes, when I’ve got thoughts and idea, I’ll put them in a Word document. But
when they’re really rough ideas, I tend to use pen and paper.
Do you ever use the ‘Outline’ tool in Word?
No
Volunteered by participant
If you’re working on a particular aspect of the report and you suddenly have a flash of
inspiration about a completely different bit of the report, if you’ve got the source
information laying about on the floor, you can pick it up.
When I’m doing a detailed report like this [the example document we are discussing]
or a response to a consultation, I might spend an entire day doing the headings and the
outline and the thinking. And then another day writing it.
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I try to be clear about what I want to write before I start. It doesn’t always work. I
find that once I start drafting it, even if it isn’t as good as it ought to be, it’s very
difficult to then re-write it. Somehow your mind gets stuck on the way you’ve
conceptualised it first time round. So I tend to try to figure out what’s going to work
first and then set it out.
You mentioned earlier about downloading and saving documents and coming
back to them later when you start writing. Do you have a filing system where all
your documents are stored?
We have a shared folder for the team – the idea being that colleagues can look at each
other’s documents if they need to. Within the shared folder, I have a main folder for
each committee [‘Health’ and ‘Adult social care’] with lots of folders within them.
If I’m doing an in-depth piece of work, like a review, then I’ll create a folder for that
review.
So you create a folder for each writing project?
Yes. If it’s a focused piece of work like a review or like a consultation where I know
there’s going to be quite a few documents going around, then I’ll set up a new folder.
How do you save these documents to the shared drive? Do you rename the files
so they make sense to you or simply save them with their existing file name?
Quite often I’ll rename files. For example, if you downloading and saving a
Department of Health document, quite often you get some horrible bunch of numbers.
So I’d rename the file to something simple. Sometimes there may be an interval
between finding and saving the document into my files and then working off the
saved document, so simple name makes it easier to find the right file.
Do you include references at the moment you’ve used the source material or do
you leave them to the end?
Realistically I do them at the end, because if you’re trying to write the report, then
you’re trying to get the report right.
A lot of the formatting I would tend to leave to the end. For example, I number my
paragraphs and I would tend to do very crude ones to start with, because when you
add and take away text, you’re going to get in a horrible mess. I tend to only number
the section headings but not number anything else, so that I’m not faffing around
altering them when I’m cutting and pasting new things.
The way I do number paragraphs in my committee reports is to use a table format in
my Word document with invisible grid lines.
If I try and format numbers any other way, I just get in a horrible muddle.
[The participant revealed that the primary reason for using a table was to be able to
number paragraphs while maintaining a neat layout. The participant acknowledged
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that the table layout did sometimes create formatting difficulties, especially with
spacing.]
Do you have a single folder where you put everything, or do you split your files
up using sub folders?
I avoid too many sub folders. An example would be, I’ll have a folder labelled
‘Dementia review’ and I’ll have everything related to that review under there, but
with sensible titles:
•
•
•

Meeting notes
Background documents
Minutes

When you come to review what you’ve written, is your document checked
collaboratively?
Yes. Writing a report like this is very much an iterative process. I’ll have several
meetings to discuss what the review is about and what the recommendations should
be. There are several stages within the committee process where I’ll have group
meetings with stakeholders to discuss progress and look through various drafts.
Are there any instances where you’ll send an electronic copy of the document for
review?
Yes. It very depends on the time you’ve got available and the stage of iteration
you’ve got to.
The process tends to be that we’ll meet up to talk about the report. I’ll email the
document and any supporting material to everyone beforehand to prepare everyone
for the meeting. And get feedback from anyone who can’t attend the meeting. After
the meeting, I’ll send another revision by email to everyone when I’ve done some
more work on it.
The basic principal is to get on-going feedback from the people involved as much as
possible, both before and after you’ve had face-to-face discussions. Time often
doesn’t allow you to do that.
When you send an electronic copy of your document to colleagues and
stakeholders for feedback, is there a standard way that people respond? For
example, do your colleagues use track changes?
I tend not to use track changes very much. Some councillors are more e-literate than
others. I would tend to say to them ‘Here is a first draft, I would welcome your
comments at this stage by email or phone’.
The feedback I get is usually in a narrative format. Something like ‘I think you
should say more about this.’
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And they’d write that in an email, rather than make comments directly on the
document?
They might refer to a paragraph number, but generally it’s written as a narrative in an
email. I get comments like ‘This is really important, I think you left it out’. I get the
same kind of feedback in a face-to-face discussion. Some people will say ‘I think you
should add this to paragraph 10.4’, others will say ’I think we need to give more
emphasis here and more emphasis there’.
If I invite comments, I don’t say it has to be in a certain format. I say ‘I want to know
what you think’ and ‘What do you want to communicate’. I try to let people say what
they want to say and how they want to say it. And then it’s down to me to use that
feedback to change the report.
So you never find people making direct changes to your document?
Occasionally, but they tend not to. And where they do, it would be using track
changes. If you’re trying to get feedback from about a dozen different people who
didn’t necessarily agree with each other, without track changes it would just be
hopeless.
I find track changes can be clumsy. The problem with track changes is that some
people might come up with a good piece of re-wording – they know what they want
to say and how they want to say it. Other people, including me sometimes, are not
going to find the right words, but what they do know is that ‘this report ought to say
something more strongly than it does’. And that’s the thing that they have to tell me.
My preferred way of getting feedback is to sit down with a group of councillors and
ask ‘What do you think about this? Is it on the right lines? Let’s go through it.’
Section by section, if that makes sense. I’ll ask ‘are there things that need to be said
differently, are there are things that are missing, are there things that are completely
wrong?’ I try to achieve a combination of going through it systematically and
creating an open discussion to get a feel of what people think. I try to impose a bit of
discipline on this process. That’s why I prefer doing it face to face. Some councillors
are very direct and to the point with precise recommendations and changes. Others
are a bit more vague. I try and accommodate both ways of working.
Would you prefer track changes to be able to distinguish between people making
general comments or sharing their thoughts, however vague, and from people
who want to make specific changes in a precise way?
Yes.
I find when I’m sitting in a group looking at a particular paragraph that somebody
feels isn’t quite right, quite often in that face-to-face discussion, you’ll come up with
the right wording. But when you try and do the same thing electronically, it’s more
likely that you’re going to get a vague answer like ‘I think this needs to be said
better’.
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If I’m working on something with my colleagues the scrutiny team, we can use track
changes effectively to tweak a document.
From your experience, would it be useful to have an audit trail of the work
you’ve put into writing a report? A trail that includes everything you looked at,
and not just the sources you officially referenced? Something that shows the
thinking that went into the report.
Personally no, because if I’ve written a report, then I know where it came from.
How about for someone else following your work?
With a review, it’s important anyway that’s it clear why you’ve made the
recommendations, so that the recommendations are accepted by the decision makers.
And that means it’s important for people to know what information sources you’ve
used.
Because of the nature of health and social care policy work, things can change. A
policy document written four years ago would be irrelevant and out of date now. The
issues would have moved on.
However, there are some circumstances where it would make sense to keep
everything – it would be very pragmatic. It depends on the context. With some
reviews, I’ve kept everything – relevant and irrelevant. Because, sooner or later,
some of that is going to re-emerge.
If I was working on dementia, I can go on the Alzheimer Society website or the DH
website and find all the information I need – new or old. So, for me, it’s not so much
thinking ‘what document did I look at four years ago’ – very rarely would I think that.
It’s ‘Ok, what was the website I looked at’. I think about who will have the
information and who will be up to date on policy and guidance as it is now.
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PARTICIPANT 10
[Participant 10 works in the same team as participants 8 and 9]
Overview of your role
Essentially it’s a research and policy development role, working with councillors on a
day-to-day basis. I assist two committees. One committee looks at corporate
functions – essentially back office things like IT, HR and finance. The other
committee focuses on environment and transport issues.
I assist the committees with formal meetings in public. And every so often the
committee will convene an in-depth piece of work – a member-led review. These are
usually conducted with 3 or 4 councillors away from the main committee. The
sample document (procurement review) I sent to you is an example of a member-led
review. On a day-to-day basis, I’m involved in research exercises.
Considering one committee is very much internally focused (how the local
authority runs itself) and the other committee is externally focused (how the
local authority provides a service for local citizens), are there any differences in
how they operate?
No, they work in much the same way.
What would you estimate is the balance between researching information and
absorbing and then actually using it by writing a report for example?
With a member-led review, I would say it’s about 80–90% research. With the
procurement review, I worked on it for 4 months. Most of it was research and seeing
what happens elsewhere. And in the last week, I wrote the report.
I was doing another review at the same time, so it wouldn’t have been 4 months solid.
And there are also formal committee meetings and so on that I have to assist.
Tell me about how you got started on this particular procurement review
I knew nothing about the topic whatsoever, so I had to start from scratch. The first
thing I did was to get some definitions of what I was looking at and finding out what
we, as a local authority, mean by the topic.
You’ve used an extract from the minutes of a Council meeting, which I presume
is a direct quote. Did you copy and paste them from the minutes?
Yes I did.
What format were the minutes in?
They were in a Word document which I downloaded from the Council’s website.
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Did you manually format the text in italics?
Yes
On page 11, you’ve referenced details of expected cash savings. Tell me how you
extracted the information.
This was in the executive summary of a review produced by the local authority, which
I downloaded from the Council’s website. I literally cut and pasted from the
document because it could have been contentious if I had paraphrased it incorrectly. I
wanted to make sure it was absolutely correct.
Is it your general practice to cut and paste information that could be
contentious?
Yes.
What format was the document? Word or PDF?
It was a PDF.
And how do you find copying and pasting from a PDF document?
I’ve had trouble when I’m copying and pasting diagrams. But when I’m copying text,
there isn’t any problem.
On page 15, you’ve referenced report produced by an external management
consultancy. Tell me how you extracted the information you needed from the
report.
The report was a bit confusing. I wasn’t sure at first the exact number of
organisations that had been involved in their review. So I had to cross-reference
different sections to get the right answer. Obviously, the larger the number, the
greater the credibility of the review.
As I do with all these different documents, I tend to print them off. I’ll look through
and highlight key points and refer back to the bits I’ve highlighted in the printed
document.
Do you have a clear distinction between when you’ll print a document and when
you’ll read it on screen?
If it was a relatively short piece, say half a page, I wouldn’t necessarily print that off.
I will read through a lot more than ever goes into the report. So there will be many
sections that I will read and won’t bother to print off because I’ll realise I don’t need
it. If it did happen to be particularly useful, I would print it off and highlight it
accordingly.
So with the example on page 15, you read a certain amount on screen and said to
yourself ‘I’m going to be able to use this’ and then you printed it.
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Yes, that’s right.
Do you always print everything you’re going to use?
It really depends on how long the document is. I don’t want to print something that’s
200 pages because it wastes a lot of paper. Unless I really think it’s useful. If it’s
something like an 8-page document, I’ll print it and store it away.
A lot of time, I don’t necessarily print it off if I’m not sure how useful it is. I’ll bank
it in a folder on my computer, in the shared drive, so that I can come back to it at
some other point. I’ve often got loads and loads things that I save away and actually
never go back to it because I’ve forgotten it was there. But it’s all stored away in one
place.
You’ve described a couple of situations where you’ve had to process complex
information that was scattered across a report. How do you go about doing this?
Do you formulate your thoughts when you make notes on the printed copy? Do
you keep a separate notebook? Do you create a separate Word document where
you paste chunks of information?
I keep a notebook in which I scribble all sorts of different things in no particular
order. And when it comes to writing the report in the last week, as I mentioned
earlier, I think through very carefully about the flow of the report. I already know in
my mind basically where I want to go in terms of recommendations and outcomes of
the whole thing. These are already agreed with the councillors early in the process.
On that basis, there will be a logical way to structure the document, paragraph by
paragraph. I’ll know the point I want to make for each paragraph, and I’ll plan that
before I start writing. I will then trawl back through my notes to see what information
I picked up about each particular point and slot it into my document.
The councillors are the ones who decide the outcomes and I’ll be having a discussion
with them about the pros and cons of each different thing. I will mentally sort
through the gist of everything I have learnt, and then seek to justify each point. I’ll
order things in my mind first before it’s on the paper and then I will look to pick out
the stuff from notes to justify each and every point.
Do you make notes in your notebook as you read each document?
It’s a bit higgeldy pigeldy in the sense that a particular reference that I’ve used will
be, for example, on page 46 of my notebook. I will have to literally go through each
and every page to try and find it. There’s no great coherence to how I do my notes.
So you make notes throughout the research phase?
They’re done throughout the research phase and then I aggregate different sections at
the end, before I write the report. And at the beginning when I’m making those notes,
the reason why they’re all over the place is because there will be formal situations
where I’m collecting information on key lines of enquiry, such as in a meeting. But
there will be other times where I pick up on something that might be on BBC news at

122

8:30 when I’m at home, and I’ll jot it down. It might be something I hear on the
radio, or something I see in an email. I’ll write it down and probably forget about it.
When I come to organise my notes in preparation to write the review, I’ll look
through my notebook to see if there is anything I can use.
I also keep a Word document in which I’ll put in a number of different web links, on
an ad hoc basis. If I see a case study in an email bulletin that may be useful, I’ll copy
the link into the Word document and I’ll put a little note next to it saying “This is
worth looking at, this is about such and such”. When I come to write the report, I’ll
typically have 1 or 2 sides of links, and I’ll review them before I start writing.
The information you collect in your notebook and on this type of Word file, is it
only on the specific review you’re currently working on?
No. I’ll collect anything that is relevant to the remit of both committees I work on.
For example, if I see anything which is relevant to environment and transport, I’ll
keep a link of it because there might be some kind of review about that in the future.
Do you keep your old notebooks?
I’ve dozens of them saved.
And do you ever go back to your old notebooks to re-find something you were
working on?
Thus far, I haven’t done a review and then 2 years later done another review on a
similar topic where I’ve had to refer back to the original. But I suppose that is likely
to happen at some point.
There has been the odd occasion when I’ve had to do that. When I colleague has been
undertaking a review similar to one of mine and it looks like they’re repeating what
I’ve done before. I’ll suggest what they should look at and will go through my
notebook to find where I got my source information.
When do you write your references? At the time when you’ve used the source
information or at the end when you’ve finished writing?
I’m very poor at that. I do that all at the very end. It’s the last, finishing bit. I often
haven’t noted down where I got the information from. I just vaguely know what the
source was. So I’ll have to do the whole process again to find. So often it can take
even longer to find it than I did in the first place.
It’s clearly easier if I’ve saved the document. A lot of the times when I get
information, its through spending ages searching on Google and trying out different
words to come up with something. And I’ll keep flicking through until I find what
I’m looking for. I might spend an hour just to find one piece of information. But the
thing is, I may have just got lucky in finding that information. So not having written
down where I got it from, getting it again at the very end when I need to write the
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reference can be hard work. I may not be able to remember the keywords I used to
find it, so I literally have to start from scratch.
When you save PDF documents to your computer, do you rename them?
Yes, always.
Tell me about your file system – what kind of folder structure do you have?
I have a committee folder and within that, a folder for formal committee meetings,
and then another folder the individual projects, such as the member-led reviews. And
within that, there is a series of sub folders which are labelled according to the source
of the information. For example there’s a folder labelled ‘Accenture’, because that’s
where I got one of the reports from.
[Participant described how he would search within a document [CTRL-F] to re-find
information he knew was there.]
You’ve used a case study on page 24, which I presume wasn’t written specially
for this review. Tell me where you got it from and how you used it in your
document.
The case study was in a printed pamphlet.
information.

I summarised and re-wrote the

How did you go about re-writing the information?
The case study went over 6 or 7 sides. I put headings in my notebook to outline what
I wanted to say, and wrote some notes under each heading.
Are there any instances where you’ll copy and paste big chunks of information
into your document and then edit it down? Or do you prefer to re-write and rephrase everything yourself?
As a general rule, I don’t like to copy and paste large chunks of information, unless
it’s going to be an appendix to the report.
On page 26, you use some information and source it to a report that’s available
on the Council’s website. Tell me how you used the report – did you refer to the
document on the screen or is it something you printed out?
The source document was relatively short, so I printed it. I deal with this as a
practical point – if it’s only a few pages long, I’ll print it.
And did you follow the same process of highlighting the relevant bits of
information and referring to that when you come to write the document?
Yes.
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I presume a document like this has to be checked and approved by several
people. Tell me about how that process works? Do you do it face to face in a
meeting? Do you send electronic versions of the document and ask people to
comment?
It starts off with a meeting with the councillors, where we discuss what we’ve learnt.
I advise them and they tell me the basic recommendations that need to go into the
report. I’ll note all that down, and with those key points in mind, I go back through
my notes to flesh out the argument and justify the recommendations being made.
[The participant is writing the document on behalf of the councillors and the
committee. The committee will have its name against the report and the
recommendations being made, not by the officer writing the report.]
Once I’ve done enough writing, I’ll forward an electronic version to the councillors
for them to comment on and they’ll use track changes. I also send it to the relevant
people, such as stakeholders and partners who’ll be affected by the recommendations
in the review. I send it to them because they’ll be able to advise and comment on
factual errors. They also send any comments using track changes.
I’ll forward those comments to the councillors along with a statement from me to say
I either agree or disagree with each comment, and ask the councillors if they are
happy for the amendments to be included.
If you send your document to four stakeholders and they each make some
tracked changes, do you each of those four versions to the councillors to
approve? Or do you incorporate all the changes into a single document and
forward that to the councillors?
If I got four different versions back, I would do my own tracked changes into one
document, based on the four different versions I was sent. And if some people have
contradicted each other, I form a judgement before sending it to the councillors.
And do you find the councillors will often contradict each other, making
conflicting comments on the same piece of text?
I’ll represent all the different changes, give my views on whether I agree with them or
not, and then send them to the Chairman of the committee for he or she to decide
which of the conflicting changes make it in to the document.
Do you use any other annotations when you’re sending the document to the
Chair for final approval?
I highlight the original text that someone wants to change in red. Immediately
adjacent to that, I’ll add the proposed change of text. And immediately adjacent to
that, I’ll add my comments, which are in red italics, so they can see the difference
between my view and what’s actually there.
[Participant demonstrated an example]
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This is the original text. This is the proposed new text. This is my comment on the new
text.
And you do that using the standard text formatting tools in Word?
Yes.
When the document goes to the Chair for final sign off, is the example above the
only thing that person sees in terms of notes. Will they see track changes, for
example?
It depends. Some of the councillors don’t mind using track changes, so I have used
track changes before. But, more recently, because of the councillor I’m working with,
I use coloured text to indicate changes.
And when you’re getting amendments from that particular councillor, does he or
she also change the colour of the text and make a note alongside? Or are their
amendments sent to you in another way, by email for example?
By email or on the phone.
Do any of the councillors ever physically make changes to the text and re-write
what you’ve written?
Sometimes they do, but generally they’ll say “I don’t agree with this, this is what I
think” or “We need to put that in more appropriate words”.
Tell me more about how the editing process works using track changes from
several different people.
At the start of the process, I’ll receive several different documents with track changes
which I’ll amalgamate into a single document, also with track changes. I’ll send this
version of the document back out to the councillors and then gradually the number of
tracked changes will reduce over time, as each change is agreed upon. Hopefully at
the end there are only a few.
Do you ever struggle with version control when working in this way? You have
several people suggesting changes, using a number of methods to do so, which
also includes people calling you and suggesting changes over the phone.
I’ll save a new version with a different number each time I incorporate the changes.
Yes, it can be confusing. The versions that they return to me will have the same title
as the original document I’ve sent. And that can be annoying.
I print them off and mark who has sent the changes on each document. I then draft an
updated version based on all the changes I’ve been sent, and save the updated version
of the document with a new number. And that’s now the latest version.
Have you ever considered using a wiki-based tool to do something like this?
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No, I’ve never heard of any such tool.
You mentioned earlier that you will create a Word document containing links to
potentially useful information. Tell me how you go about using that document
when you come to write your document.
[Participant described how he searches for keywords within the document. And the
notes alongside each link are loaded with keywords to support search.]
Volunteered by participant
Formatting is one of the annoyances I face. When you’re cutting and pasting
information and you slot it into your document, for some reason everything goes all
haywire. And you then spend ages trying to figure out why. I often get that with PDF
documents.
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PARTICIPANT 11
Give me an overview of your role
I’m a policy and research officer. I provide research and analysis, data sourcing and
data analysis for the policy advisers who provide advice to our senior management
and Cabinet. I also produce policy briefings and provide data for our team leading on
child poverty. I support specific projects – for example providing an evidence base
for our Children and Young Peoples plan and an evidence base for our local economic
assessment. I also coordinate research going on across the council to make there is no
duplication of commissioned research, that all research is joined up and findings are
effectively communicated and well used, and that the methodology used is consistent
with the aims and objectives of the research.
As a rough indicator, what would you estimate is the balance between doing
research, finding information and absorbing and then going on to use it by
writing reports and briefings?
I spend most of my time doing research and analysis. So maybe just a quarter or a
fifth of my time is spent actually producing a document. It varies from project to
project. Some projects involve quite a lot of data pulling and data manipulation to get
the results that I want.
Lets look at some examples, and remember I’m looking for the physical
processes involved. You’ve summarised a couple of key statistics in the opening
paragraph, tell me how you extracted that detail from the source.
The actual data itself was relatively easy to source. The ONS [Office for National
Statistics] estimate I pulled from one of their briefing documents. The document
includes an explanation of the method, what they did, and at the back they have a
table of the results of each local authority. That’s where I got the figure.
The Mayhew Study statistic I know off by heart and I’m very familiar with the dataset
it comes from and the summary report as well. Its something I know because I deal
with it quite a lot day to day.
So was the data from the ONS study in an Excel table?
No, it was a PDF document.
Did you copy and paste the information from the PDF or did you manually type
the information into your document?
I typed it freehand because it was only one number.
How did you do this? Did you have both documents on the screen or did you
have a printed copy of the report?
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I was flicking between the two documents, both on full screen, because I was only
working with one number.
Quite often when I’m working from a PDF document, I will have that document
maximised and the document I’m writing will be opened and taking just a small part
of the screen, overlapping the source document, so I can type and look back and refer
to the source document. This is especially useful when I’m trying to get large tables
of numbers out of PDF documents, because copy and paste never really works.
Frustratingly, a lot of organisations only publish information in PDF.
How easy do you find working in this way?
It’s a bit frustrating sometimes. It’s never particularly easy – it’s frustrating having to
scroll up and down. I tend to use CTRL-F a lot within PDF documents to find the bits
that I’m looking for – especially in longer documents.
When you write, do you only have the document you’re working on and any
source material open? Or do you have other programs running, such as your
email or an Internet browser window?
I do have other programs running. I didn’t mention this at the beginning but a lot of
my work is dealing with queries from people within the council. I may get up to 10 a
day asking for specific evidence or data, such as GCSE attainment at ward level.
Most are quick to respond to so I would answer as soon as I get them in.
So I’ve always got my email on and I will break from what I’m doing to answer the
queries because I get so many coming in and I want to avoid them building up.
When you come back to writing, do you ever find it awkward to find the correct
document in the taskbar when you’ve got several programs or documents open
at the same time?
Yes. I find it particularly frustrating when you have a certain number of Internet
Explorer windows open and they get stacked up into a single tab on the taskbar.
The same with Word, as well. We have a document management system that adds a
reference number at the start of the filename for each document. So the first 10 or 20
characters is just the document reference number. When there are several documents
open, the size of the tabs in the taskbar become so small that you can only see this
reference number. So unless you remember what order the documents are in, you
actually have to select each document and make it full screen to see if it’s the one that
you want.
Clicking on a tab in the taskbar produces a list that comes up above the tab. But that
is frustrating because all I see is “CDM167492” and I don’t know which document
that is. So I have to open all of them to find the document I’m working on.
That is frustrating so I try and keep the number of windows that I’ve got open down
so that I can see them all across the taskbar. That makes it much easier to flick to the
one I want.
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What do you keep in your document management system? Internal reports
produced by the council or source information too?
We’re meant to store everything on it. But in reality, I don’t always use the document
management system. Especially because I get so many queries where I might need to
create a document but it will only be for a 5-minute job and I know I probably won’t
be asked to do that again. And to save it on the document management system would
take me a few minutes. So I’ll save it in ‘My documents’ on my computer under a
temporary folder and then attach it to the email when I reply to a query.
I don’t tend to save publically-available documents in the document management
system. I’ll often add a link to a source document in the document I’m writing. So
while I was putting this briefing together [the document we’re discussing], I had a link
to the ONS source document embedded in my Word document. So I could click on it
and quickly access it through Internet Explorer. I’ll delete the link once I’m finished
and then put a clean reference underneath.
So I probably don’t save as many things on our document management system as I
should do, but that’s because it’s a bit frustrating at times.
When you add a link to the source document in the document you’re working
on, do you link directly to the PDF document or a general link to the website?
Directly to the PDF.
And do you do this to make it easier and quicker for you to refer to a source? Or
is it necessary for someone else to be able to check your sources?
No, it’s for my own use.
Tell me about your document management system. Is it a separate program or
do you access it through a web interface?
I’m not sure. You load it in the same way you would load Outlook.
It’s not compatible with saving PDFs off the web. If you need to save a PDF, you
have to download it to your computer first and then drag it into the document
management system. There are lots of things its not compatible with.
When saving a file into the document management system, what information
does it ask for?
There is a standard form to fill in to save the document: title, document owner, the
person who saved it, date saved, date created. The person who saved it you can’t edit
but the document owner you can edit. Those are the mandatory fields you have to fill
in. There are more, but I don’t fill them in.
I presume the document management system is available for everyone in the
council to use.
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Yes. But we’ve had problems with people being able to access documents. I’ve got a
big document, about 11Mb, which quite a lot of people need to use. I sent them the
reference to the document, rather than email the document to everyone, which I
supposed is the main point of having the document management system. But many
people came back to me saying they couldn’t access it, so I ended up saving a copy
from the system and emailing it to everyone, which clogged up my email.
Volunteered by participant
A lot of the time when I’m doing references, I don’t always want the whole URL
because you want to reference it neatly and succinctly. It doesn’t always look
professional to have a full reference, including a link. And sometimes the whole
document isn’t relevant – you’ve only picked out and used a small part of it.
You mentioned that the second statistic from the Mayhew Study you knew by
heart. Did you type that from memory or did you refer back to the source to
double check?
I typed it from memory but I get paranoid about double-checking things so I went
back and checked it, either from the report itself or another document before I sent my
document to any senior managers.
When checking something like that – a single statistic – do you go to the trouble
of splitting the screen?
No.
Here is another example where you’ve used some demographic information from
the ONS. Can you tell me how you used this information?
This is an interesting example. I had to check that detail with a colleague who has a
PhD in demography. And sometimes you need a PhD in demography to understand
some of the population statistics and whether or not certain populations are counted in
the estimates provided by the ONS. I wrote my understanding of the data from the
source document and I sent what I had written to my colleague, asking ‘Have I got
this right?’ We had a chat about it and I amended it so that the wording was a bit
clearer.
So this conversation took place face to face?
It was across the desks. I emailed it to her and she repeated the sentence to me and
we discussed it across our desks – and both of us had it open on our screens.
Did you send her the amended version?
No – I read it to her. And then cc’d her in on the version I sent to my manager, before
it would have been sent on to senior management.
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How does your manager then communicate the need for any amendments to
you?
Usually my manager will come back with minor comments. He’ll use track changes
if it’s a bigger document, but with a short document, he’ll make a brief note asking
me to include something. I’ll make the amendments and send it back to him.
Are comments like that made on the document or are they contained in an
email?
Depends – it can vary. I sit next to him so often he will just say it to me. But
occasionally he will use email. But more often that not, he will say it to me.
How do you find making comments using track changes in a large document?
It’s ok. I guess it’s a technical issue, but sometimes it can screw up the formatting of
the document. That’s a bit frustrating sometimes. But generally it’s fine.
Do you or your colleagues ever use anything other than track changes to make
comments or suggestions on something you’ve written?
Not really. If I’m answering a list of questions via email or dealing with a request for
information, I will commonly highlight my answers in red or use a different font
colour so they can see my answers.
Tell me about the examples where you’ve referenced the LGA and London
Councils. Where did the information come from? Did you paraphrase it?
I paraphrased it
I did a quick Google on the search terms ‘migrants’ and ‘briefings’. I may have
including the organisation name, but can’t remember for sure.
Did the information come from their website?
Yes, it came from their site.
And how did you write the bit in your document? Is this an example where you
would use the split screen approach? There’s a more detail and more processing
than the previous example where you quoted a single statistic.
I read through the information once or twice and took a moment to take the
information in. I took a sentence or just a few key words and built my sentence
around that.
Did you re-write it from scratch or did you use the existing text you’d copied?
I try not to re-word sentences from scratch because I’m sometimes concerned that
they could lose their impact or their meaning. So I try to keep it as true to the original
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as I can, but making sure its plain English and people can understand it, and that it
flows in the body of the text.
Can you go into a little more detail about how you put that sentence together?
Did you copy and paste a big section or say just a couple of bits from the source,
which you then created the sentence around them.
I think it came from a couple of different bits from the source. Quite often, I’ll build
a sentence from maybe two sentences in the source document. In this example, I
think “contingency fund” and “£250m a year” – probably those key words are what I
would have copied from one sentence from the source. And then “local authorities
experiencing high rates of migration” would have been taken from another sentence
in the source document and I would have brought the two sentences together to
summarise them.
With both of these examples, is there a particular reason why you haven’t
provided a detailed reference to the source of the information. You’ve obviously
clearly stated where the statistics are from, but you don’t point to their location.
In briefing notes, I would be less likely to include references. In documents that are
going to be used on a more on-going basis, I would put references in. For example,
some of our evidence base will be referred to for the next 2-3 years. With something
like that I would be more likely to put a reference in.
And do you find your manager will ever ask you to verify statistics like these?
It never happens. As a researcher, and talking to other researchers across London,
that never happens.
In this next example, you make quite a powerful assertion or conclusion that
isn’t directly referenced to a source. Is it your own conclusion, or did you take it
from a source.
With that sentence, there was a reference in the original ONS PDF document which
talked about reasons for non-work migration. And it used several studies to show that
visiting family and friends was very common. I took that and used it as part of the
evidence base to say we would expect London to have a high rate of non-work
migration because of the large foreign-born population.
So I took something that ONS had re-published and used it to support our argument.
So how did you extract that information from the PDF document? Did you copy
and paste?
It was a re-write. I had to be quite careful about how I wrote that and how I worded
it. I had the source document open behind and the Word document in a smaller
screen in front. So while I was typing, I’d look back to the source document and
think.
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Would say your difference in approach is because something like this last
example requires fairly detailed understanding, analysis and interpretation – so
you are more likely to write your interpretation in your own words. Whereas
the previous example is more about a single statistic and easier to copy and paste
and then tweak the sentence to make it flow with the rest of your text?
Yes, I think so. And because of
example. I need to get all of the
differences between ‘most common
reason’. I have to be careful about
misrepresent the source.

the importance of the argument in the second
language right. For example, there are crucial
reason’ compared to ‘likely reason’ or ‘probable
those kinds of words and make sure that I don’t

Also, the LGA write their content for policy people while the ONS is much less
accessible. So I find with what the ONS write, there’s a lot more to read into and
interpret.
You said earlier that your manager doesn’t ask to a look at the sources you use
and doesn’t ask you to go back and confirmed something you’ve used. Despite
this, do you ever have the need to revisit something you’ve written because you
recall that you used a piece of information that would be useful for what you’re
currently working on?
Its not too often that I would produce something like a briefing note and then be asked
to produce something more in-depth to follow it up. However, in such a
circumstance, I would go back to the document I wrote to remind myself of the
sources I used and try and pull them up again from the Internet.
The next example I’ve highlighted is a fairly complex table. Where you able to
copy and paste it direct from a source or did it require processing before you
could use it.
The information came from the NOMIS database [a web-based database of labour
market statistics]. [The participant described how the interface for NOMIS works. It
requires the user to select from a large number of pre-defined options to generate the
specific statistics you need. You can that export the statistics into an Excel
spreadsheet.] Once I had the Excel spreadsheet, I put the data into a Word table.
Were you about copy and paste into the Word table or did you have to manually
fill out all the cells?
I copied and pasted the entire table into Word. Except for the headers, which I put in
afterwards myself.
And the Excel document produced from NOMIS, would that go into the
document management system?
For the document I was writing, I had an Excel workbook with a different sheet for
every table or graph. So there’s one Excel document for the entire report but each
sheet will have the data from all the different sources. I saved the Excel workbook
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into the document management system, as that would be the snapshot of data for the
report.
The original material is still available on the website. If someone asked for any
specific data or I had to revisit the data in the snapshot, I would go back to the
Internet database because there are so many revisions to the data. Even if you know
the most recent release is a month ago, and you’ve got data from a month ago in your
Excel sheet, then they might change the way they calculate the statistics or the
denominator might shift or there might be a revision. So I’d always go back to the
live source on the Internet.
Does the Excel snapshot also include any explanation of the source of the data
and how it was processed?
The database produces a summary of the key attributes you’ve searched for:
•
•
•
•

Name of the data source
The date you pulled the data [queried the database]
Details of the variables you’re looking at
The period the data relates to

Where that is available, I will copy and paste that information into my Excel
spreadsheet.
With something like this, you don’t find there is a need to provide a link to the
Excel snapshot you’ve created in pulling all this data together.
No
The second document you sent to me is an economic profile of the local
authority. You use lots of graphs and charts in this document. Did you create
them yourself or did you copy and paste them from source documents?
I always make my own charts and graphs. I really hate copying other peoples’ – it’s a
real pet hate of mine! Partly because you end up copying any errors in the
documents, like computing errors, which destabilises the document you’re working
on. I prefer to do it clean. And it also means I can go back and interrogate specific
aspects of the data, such as finding the exact value of a peak in a graph. I really don’t
like presenting something which is just flat lines without any data behind it. I don’t
feel confident I’d be able to explain it unless I know I have that data on file.
So you want an ‘active’ chart where you can pinpoint specific areas?
Yes, exactly.
We talked about the Excel snapshot document you create as a way of bringing
together all the statistical data you use in a in a single report. Do you do
anything similar when working with purely textual information? Do you keep
notes?
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No, I don’t. The only thing I have is my notebook, but that’s just mainly my notes
from meetings and my to-do lists.
The way I build up a Word document is I kind of type parts of sentences. So I might
have ten incomplete sentences which are fragments of ideas and then flick between
them and build them up into a flowing document.
And this is within your actual working document?
Yes
Do you make any annotations as you’re adding the fragments of ideas and
building up the document?
If I’m working on a long document and I have a few unfinished ideas or unfinished
sentences or points that I’m yet to add in, I’ll highlight them. It means I can see the
bits I need to work on. That way I won’t miss anything before I send the document to
someone like my manager and I won’t have bits that are unintelligible halfway
through a sentence.
Do you only highlight what you’ve written or do you include a separate note to
yourself?
The sentence I’ll highlight will be something like “Note: add in data from 2009” or
something and I’ll highlight that. Or I might be literally halfway through a sentence
trying to explain something, and I’ll highlight what I’ve written so far because I don’t
know how to finish that sentence yet and the highlight is a reminder to come back to
it.
Do you always highlight using the same colour?
It’s usually yellow. If I’m bored or having trouble concentrating, I might pick a
different colour. But once I start using another colour, I’ll realise I don’t like it and
go back to yellow.
Volunteered by participant
I generally find it easier to start work on writing a document once I’ve got a nice title
and it looks nicely laid out and its in the right font. I can’t usually form ideas without
a proper title and layout looking right. I find it really difficult to start writing thoughts
down in Times New Roman 12 with no heading on a document.
Do you use any other tools to help you find information and use it?
I have favourites bookmarked. When I first joined the council, I added lots of
bookmarks without naming them properly. So I’ve got a list of about 20 and I don’t
know what they are because they are listed as ‘http://’ and I don’t see the rest of it.
But the ones I use quite frequently are at the bottom and I’ve named them properly.
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