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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this study is to investigate the personal information management (PIM)
practices of students and its implications for library services at the University of Ghana.

Design/methodology/approach – This was a survey research, and questionnaires were
administered to 150 students across their various programs of study. Questionnaire design was
based on the literature reviewed and research objectives.

Findings – Results showed that, format, skills, size of collection, memory, and habits accounted for
diverse PIM practices among students. Among the major drawbacks were inadequate skills,
information fragmentation, inappropriate habits, and imperfect memory. These aspects when
improved, would enhance the effectiveness of students’ PIM practices tremendously.

Research limitations/implications – The study adopted the PIM framework developed by James
and Teevan and focused on the core activities of PIM namely: keeping, organizing and re-finding. In
order to provide a fair rounded picture of the PIM situation of students, it is expected that subsequent
studies would cover the remaining variables notably- information maintenance; selection and
implementation of a scheme; managing privacy and the flow of information; matters of security;
measurement and evaluation; and making sense of things.

Practical implications – The study concludes that, through comprehensive information literacy
training programmes offered by libraries; student-oriented PIM researches; the formation of PIM clubs
spearheaded by librarians and supported by university administrators, benevolent organizations and
individuals, the PIM practices of students can be made better. PIM efforts should aim at shaping,
improving, integrating and supporting students’ PIM habits, skills, personal information collections
and memories respectively.

Originality/value – PIM practices of students is among the least explored topics in the field of
library and information studies in Ghana. This research would not only create awareness about PIM
practices, but would also draw attention to the efforts that can be made to improve PIM practices of
students in Ghana.
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Information literacy, Implications for library services, Libraries, Students, Information management,
Ghana
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Introduction

We depend on information to understand the world, to get things done, to make good
decisions, to learn and gain better mastery of the world, to understand what we can affect,
and what we must learn to live with ( Jones, 2008).

This makes it necessary to consciously manage information in such ways as would
ease the access and use of it. Because of the spate of information explosion in the
present era ( Jones, 2008; Bruce, 2005), one encounters so much information at times
that one actually does not need it, and one does not always find the right information in
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time when one needs it. This calls for a more critical approach to information and its
management, at both organisational and individual levels. At the library level, the need
for information literacy skills has been recognised as the latter provides the set of
abilities that enable individuals to locate, evaluate and use effectively the needed
information (ACRL, 2000).

Most organisations of today are setting up more information management units in
order to ensure that the right information is made available to support the activities
and interests of the right users when necessary, and also to facilitate the
accomplishment of organisational competitive and strategic objectives. Similarly,
students also manage personal collections of information in order to support their
academic activities and other objectives. As students learn, they deal with so much
information from various sources and formats, which they use for their academic work
and other activities (Hardof-Jaffe et al., 2009). They often obtain information from
libraries, the internet colleagues and others. In addition, they also create a lot of
information resulting from their assignments, presentations, articles and several
others. These activities, coupled with the information age, often leave students exposed
to so much information than they need. Driven by the fact that they would need to use
the information again in their short term or long term activities and decisions, students
need to keep some of these information items they encounter. This leads to the creation
of personal information collections, which sometimes happens unconsciously. As a
matter of fact, students often add and also retrieve information from these collections
on a daily basis. Therefore, it has become vital for them to be equipped with the right
attitudes, appropriate skills and tools to be able to effectively and efficiently create and
manage their personal information collections. This way, they would be able to
effectively manage and conveniently find useful information from their own personal
collections to pursue any objectives they wish to achieve. They would also be saved
from the “too much information syndrome” of today’s information society which often
obstructs them from finding the relevant information they need.

Generally speaking, all the information items an individual encounters and keeps in
his/her personal information space constitute his/her personal information, and the
range of activities an individual performs in order to acquire, keep, organize, maintain
and retrieve information from his/her personal information collection (PIC) for
everyday use, is termed personal information management ( Jones, 2008). PIM is
integral to the learning process (Bergman et al., 2007) and students regularly perform
it. It also involves a wide range of activities ( Jones, 2008), but as Civan et al. (2008)
state, keeping, organising and re-finding are the activities that are basic to personal
information management. This study therefore investigated students’ PIM practices in
terms of these three activities, namely, keeping, organising and re-finding. Both paper
and non-paper based formats were considered, as University of Ghana students deal
with documents in all these formats.

Several PIM tools now exist for the management of documents in electronic formats.
While new devices are produced and added on a daily basis, existing ones are also
being improved rapidly. Recent international trade co-operations have also facilitated
the dumping of large quantities of second-hand, shoddy, and cheap ICT products on
the Ghanaian market (Ndzibah, 2009), leading to the proliferation of PIM tools in
Ghana. Furthermore, the springing up of several computer training centres in Ghana
(Fontaine, 2000; Martey, 2004), and the strong emphasis on user-friendliness and
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ease-of-use in the ICT industry, have also enhanced the ability of students to use PIM
tools more than ever. But have these situations satisfactorily led to the Ghanaian
student’s ownership and abilities to utilize the available PIM tools to better perform
their PIM practices? Better PIM practices would benefit students immensely, as it
ensures that, one always has the right information in the right place, in the right form,
and of sufficient completeness and quality to meet one’s current need ( Jones and Bruce,
2005). Therefore, this study seeks to investigate the PIM practices of students and also
examine its implications for library services.

The subsequent sections that follow are the literature review, followed by
theoretical framework, research design, presentation and discussion of results in the
context of the literature. Research limitations, conclusions and implications of findings
for library services are the last themes that complete the work.

Literature review
Several studies have looked into personal information management (PIM) practices in
various situations. Keeping, organising and re-finding practices have remained central
to most of these studies. The areas of focus usually include the factors that influence
the adoption of certain PIM strategies, challenges of PIM practices, the effects of PIM
practices on the individual, as well as what librarians can do to help improve PIM
practices of students.

The retention of information for later access and use is known as keeping (Bruce,
2005; Jones, 2008). Bruce (2005) is one of the authors who wrote extensively about the
keeping activity. He sees keeping as one of the key activities of PIM. Jones (2008)
concurs that keeping involves the assessment of the usefulness of an information item
before deciding to retain it or not. Bruce (2005) adds to Jones’ (2008) view by stating
that, individuals keep information when they consider that it would be useful at a
future time. Boardman and Sasse (2004) discovered that, people keep information
because they need it “to do their work”; “to be reminded of their commitments”, “to
share with others”, and “just in case they need them later”. Jones et al. (2004) summed it
all by stating that, given the significant role information plays in an individual’s daily
life, there is the need to always take charge of information that is deemed useful. In
their study, Jones et al. (2004) observed e-mail to self; e-mail to others; print out the web
page; save the web page as a file; make a bookmark or favourite; write on paper and
others as some of the keeping methods that are employed by web users. Mansourian
(2008) also brought to light, writing in printed notebooks, typing in electronic
documents; and recording on tape. The use of places such as file folders, shelves,
cabinets, drawers and tables to keep paper based documents, has also been revealed in
many scholarly investigations (Thomson, 2009; Barreau, 2009).

Because information is kept for future use, it needs to be managed in such a way
that, it can be found again when needed. According to Jones et al. (2004), this is where
organising comes in. Organising involves placing, renaming, moving, creating folders,
labelling and classifying information items in such a manner as would yield their
retrieval (Boardman, 2004). Teevan et al. (2006) found that, individuals organize their
personal information because they want to support serendipitous browsing; boost their
confidence; and also gain satisfaction for having put their things in order. Many
different strategies for organising have been observed. Malone (1983) identified the
filing and piling strategies in a manual working environment. Piling is where
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documents are heaped on top of each other in a reverse chronological order, without
being assigned any labels. In filing however, information items are categorised into
physical, labelled files (Malone, 1983). Chang and Ko (2008) also studied the PIM
behaviour of university students, in which they observed: post-building and
pre-building organising strategies. They also said that, where a folder is created,
and it contains too many files without any subfolders to group them into subcategories,
they tend to become piles instead of files.

Looking for an information item from one’s own personal information space is
termed as re-finding. Various authors have unearthed, a range of strategies that can be
adopted when re-finding personal information. Teevan et al. (2004) saw a two-stage
iterative approach to re-finding- orienteering and teleporting. Navigation and
searching are other methods of re-finding information from one’s personal space of
information (Boardman and Sasse, 2004). Henderson (2009) also disclosed the
browsing, sorting and searching re-finding methods.

Prior PIM studies reveal certain factors that affect PIM practices. These factors
include format or type of information (Tungare, 2007; Teevan et al. (2006); individual’s
intended use of information (Hardof-Jaffe et al., 2009; Jones et al. 2004), PIM tools and
applications (Bergman et al., 2007), skills and abilities of the individual ( Jones et al.,
2004), size of collection (Elsweiler et al., 2007), time (Boardman and Sasse, 2004),
individual differences/attitudes/habits (Chang and Ko, 2008; Henderson, 2009), and
memory (Elsweiler et al., 2007), among others. In the practice of PIM, one is beset with
numerous challenges. Challenges outlined in the literature include information
fragmentation (Teevan et al., 2006); imperfect human memory (Elsweiler et al., 2007);
inappropriate attitude and habits (Barreau, 2009); information overload (Bruce, 2005)
and inadequate skills (Teevan et al., 2006; Mansourian, 2008). The effects of one’s PIM
practices are either negative or positive depending on one’s effectiveness in the face of
the above challenges.

The woes and benefits of PIM on individuals and libraries have been noted by
various authors ( Jones, 2008; Teevan et al., 2006). To help sustain and improve the
effectiveness of PIM practices, the need for librarians to ensure information literacy
and the various time-saving techniques and tools users can utilize in seeing to their
own personal information needs have also been greatly emphasised (Fourie, 2011;
Newton-Smith, 2000). Several information literacy standards and frameworks such as
Information Literacy Standards for Higher Education (ACRL, 2000), The Australian
New Zealand and Institute for Information Literacy (Bundy, 2004); Information
Literacy Framework (CAUL, 2001), the Seven Pillars Information Skills Model
developed in the UK by the Society of College, National and University Libraries (Bent
and Stubbings, 2011) and Eisenberg and Berkowitz Big6 Information Skills (Eisenberg
and Berkowitz, 1990) have been proposed to guide information literacy skills programs
offered across tertiary institutions all over the world. Basically, these frameworks and
standards seek to provide various competencies at conceptualizing information needs,
organising information, evaluating information, making effective use of information in
problem-solving, critical thinking and lifelong learning.

There is however the lack of studies that focus on PIM practices in the African
context, let alone Ghana. Researchers in the field of Library and Information Studies
have primarily focused on information management in libraries and seem to have
neglected personal information management.
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Theoretical framework
In the view of Jones and Teevan (2008), PIM consists of three essential groups of
activities namely, keeping activities; finding and re-finding activities; and meta-level
activities. According to them, these activities are efforts to establish, use and maintain
a mapping between information and need.

Keeping activities are the first group of activities seen as efforts made to establish a
mapping from information to need. Mapping information to need implies that, when an
individual encounters an information item, one looks into the future to see (map) if
there would be a need for which has to retain that information. It is assumed that, an
individual would keep useful information but non-useful information will not be kept
in the personal information space (PIS). The interest of the researchers in this context
was not in the decisions or the factors that influenced the decisions to keep. Rather, the
researchers considered the individual student who had encountered a useful
information item and had decided to keep it. What keeping strategies would be
employed? What factors would influence the adoption of those strategies? What
problems would be faced? And how could those problems be resolved?

Finding and re-finding activities are activities that are driven by an individual’s need
for information to solve a problem in hand. Jones and Teevan assume that, if an
individual has an information need, he seeks information to meet that need. Seeking
information that is not yet encountered by the user is termed finding, and seeking
information that has previously been found is termed re-finding. The interest of the
researchers in this context was not in how students found or re-found information from
external sources, since information seeking behaviour of students is a well researched
area (Jones and Teevan, 2008). Rather, the researchers were concerned with how students
re-found information in their PIS: the strategies they used, their reasons for using those
strategies; the problems they encountered; and how those problems could be resolved.

Meta-level activities are in the view of Jones and Teevan, activities carried out to
support the first two groups of activities (that is “keeping activities” and “finding
activities”). Meta-level activities include information maintenance and organisation,
which involves the updating, deleting and backing up of information in a person’s PIS,
and the selection and implementation of a scheme of the personal information
collection (PIC); managing privacy and the flow of information, which involves
activities that would enable an individual control how information gets into and out of
his or her personal information space. It also includes matters of security; measurement
and evaluation which involve asking a series of questions regarding the efficiency and
effectiveness of the tools and methods being used to manage and use personal
information; and finally making sense of things, where the individual tries to
understand his PIC and its implications in his life. Concerning the meta-level activities,
the researchers were interested in investigating how students organised information in
their PIS; the factors influenced their organisation strategies; the problems they faced;
and the possible solutions. Figure 1 gives a picture of the model explained above.

The framework above shows how broad the scope of PIM is and this study did not
cover all the activities in it. That is, only the keeping activities, organising activities,
and re-finding activities that pertain to the individual student’s PIC were examined.
Variables that were investigated include the factors that influence the keeping,
organising and re-finding practices of students; the challenges students face as they
perform these activities; and the effects of these practices. Thus, students’ PIM
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practices regarding information maintenance; selection and implementation of a
scheme; managing privacy and the flow of information; matters of security;
measurement and evaluation; and making sense of things, were outside the scope of
this study.

Research aims
The study investigated the personal information management practices of students
and its implications for library services at the University of Ghana. Information is
essential to the learning process and students need it for their assignments, articles,
illustrations, presentations, projects, among others (Hardof-Jaffe et al., 2009). But the
vast amount of information available to students is far more than they can possibly use
(Bruce, 2005). The information flood in the present era (Edmunds and Morris, 2000;
Bruce, 2005), makes students to regularly locate, encounter, and have access to
information when they do not need it, and often face difficulties to access useful,
relevant information when they need it ( Jones, 2008). This makes it necessary for
students and libraries to adopt tactics which will ensure easy access to and use of
information at the personal level when needed.

Students at the University of Ghana often keep several useful information items in
their custody, which they hope to access and use later when needed. However, it has
been observed that, when the need arises to re-find and use a specific information item,
students face great difficulties accessing it from their own personal information space
(PIS). They normally spend precious time in searching their own collections without
locating the right information they want. Sometimes, students find the information
later when the need for its use is already past, and consequently end up making
repeated efforts to look “from scratch” for the same information that was previously at
hand; at times bearing the pain of re-creating the same information they have created
before; or spending extra money to acquire the same information which they have
bought before. These efforts do not always help the students to get the information
they want. Rather, precious time, energy and money are often wasted, and most
students are left not achieving or at best compromising their objectives.

Figure 1.
PIM activities viewed as
an effort to establish, use,
and maintain a mapping
between needs and
information
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The above situation motivated this research. How do students keep, organize and
retrieve information in their personal information space? Could it be that, they are not
employing the appropriate PIM methods? In other words, what are the PIM practices of
students at the University of Ghana? And what are the implications of students’ PIM
practices for library services on campus?

Objectives of the study
The research sought to:

. Identify the factors that affect the PIM practices of students at the University of
Ghana.

. Determine the challenges that students encounter in their PIM activities.

. Find out how the PIM practices of students affect their academic and social life
on campus.

. Examine the implications of students’ PIM practices for library services at the
University of Ghana.

. Propose how the PIM practices of students at University of Ghana can be
improved.

Significance of the study
A thorough search of literature in the field of Library and Information Science in
Africa, has seen an insignificant number of researches focused on PIM, let alone
noticing how many have been done regarding the PIM practices of students. Probably,
in Ghana, the subject is among the least explored. But PIM practices have an acute
influence on university students (Hardof-Jaffe et al., 2009), and this makes it crucial to
research how Ghanaian students manage their personal information. Hence this
research would not only create awareness about PIM practices of the Ghanaian
student, but would also add to the few research works available on PIM, thereby
contributing to the efforts at improving PIM practices among students in Ghana. This
way, students can effectively deal with the anxiety and frustrations of the information
age. The study would also make librarians, the university community and other
stakeholders to understand the personal information situation of students in Ghana
and what they can do to help improve their PIM practices.

Research design
The study adopted the survey method and selected 150 students out of the total
student population of 42,692, to study. Alreck and Settle (2003) note that when the
population in a study is homogeneous, or when only rough estimates are needed, a
smaller sample size may be adequate. In the current study, the population was
homogeneous as it only involved students of the University of Ghana. In order to
ensure a proper representation of the total students’ population, a proportionate
sampling calculation which considered the distribution of students across their various
programs of study and gender was done. Convenience sampling was then used to
select the actual students who were served with the questionnaire. These techniques
yielded the appropriate sample size to be selected from each category of male and
female students enrolled in the various programs of study. Table I shows the
distribution of students across programs of study and gender.
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Data collection and analysis
Questionnaire was used to collect data from participants. It consisted of 31 closed
ended questions on the keeping, organizing and re-finding practices of both paper and
non-paper based documents. Questions were framed in line with the objectives of the
study and the literature reviewed. Participants were allowed to select only one answer
in some cases and multiple responses in others. After the questionnaire had been
pretested on students from another university, the necessary corrections were made
and administered to the University of Ghana students who were willing to participate
in the study. Using the 16th version of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences, data
collected was then analysed in consideration of the objectives of the research. This
yielded results that help understand the PIM practices of the students.

Results
A 100 per cent response was obtained for the study. Table II shows the number of
questionnaires that was administered to male and female students in their various
programs of study. The figures reflect the actual proportionate sampling of male and
female students in the various programmes on the University of Ghana campus
(University of Ghana Basic Statistics, 2009).

In the following sub-sections, results pertaining to the keeping, organising and
re-finding practices of students have been presented.

Students’ personal information tools and applications
Students were given a list of PIM tools and applications to select those that they owned
and used. These tools included personal computer, I-pod, cell phone, personal digital
assistant, USB drives and e-mails. On analysing their responses, it was realised that,
about half (48.7 per cent) had only one device; 17.2 per cent had two devices; 20 per cent
had three; 11.3 per cent had four; 1.3 per cent had five and 0.7 per cent had six devices.
Among all, it was found that the most popular PIM tools that was owned and used was
cell phone, followed by personal computer and then USB drive. Personal Digital

Program Male Female Total

Sub-degree 9 11 20
Undergraduate 73 47 121
Graduate 6 3 9
Total 88 62 150

Source: University of Ghana Basic Statistics (2009)

Table II.
Categories of students
served with
questionnaires

Program Male Female Total

Sub-degree 2,563 3,271 5,834
Undergraduate 20,886 13,468 34,354
Graduate 1,646 858 2,504
Total 25,095 17,597 42,692

Source: University of Ghana Basic Statistics (2009)

Table I.
Students enrolled in the
various programs of
study at University of
Ghana
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Assistant (PDA) was the most uncommon tool, followed by I-pods. Participants were
also asked to mention the types of files they kept. On their devices, audio was the
commonest type of file that students kept. This was followed by digital photos which
55.3 per cent had. About half the respondents (50.7 per cent) also had Word documents.
PowerPoint and Excel were however less common with the students. Students also
kept different kinds of paper-based documents in their collections. Religious books
were held in the collections of a little more than half (58.0 per cent) of them, and
curriculum vitae remained the paper based document that very few (16.7 per cent)
students possessed in their collections. Table III shows the number of PIM tools and
applications that students owned and used in a typical week.

Students’ PIM skill levels
To determine the level of skills of students, respondents were given some basic tasks
and were asked to indicate the ones they were skilled at performing with their tools.
Keeping tasks given them included copying files, snapping pictures, saving
documents, cutting and pasting, creating bookmarks or favourites, typing and
printing. With regard to organising creating folders, renaming files, dragging and
dropping, and moving files were given. For re-finding, Windows search, searching to
locate contacts on cell phone, scrolling through a list of contacts on phones, opening
files, and navigating folders were the tasks that were listed. It must be noted that,
being able to perform only one task is not adequate for one to complete a given PIM
activity. For instance, a student cannot organise his files on his devices if he or she can
only create folders, but cannot drag and drop files into that folder. Similarly, a student
cannot finish performing a keeping activity when he can only cut and paste data, but
cannot save the resulting document. Hence, being able to perform at least two or more
tasks under a PIM activity is necessary to be said to have high computer literacy.
However, about half of the students could perform only one task which is woefully
inadequate, and implies, very low computer literacy. It was determined that, in terms of
keeping, about half (53.3 per cent) of them could perform only one task. Also, only 11.3
per cent; 10.7 per cent and 24.0 per cent could perform 2, 3 and 4 tasks respectively.
Looking at their organising skills, it was clear that, about half (48.7 per cent) of the
participants could perform only one organising task. While, only 17.3 per cent; 20.0 per
cent and 11.3 per cent; 1.3 per cent and 0.7 per cent could perform 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 tasks
respectively. Considering re-finding, the result was that, 57.3 per cent could perform
only one task, while only 9.3 per cent; 8.0 per cent; 10.0 per cent; 14.7 per cent could
perform 2, 3, 4, and five tasks respectively. Figure 2 portrays the skill level of students.

Number of tools owned Frequency Per cent

One (1) 73 48.7
Two (2) 26 17.3
Three (3) 30 20.0
Four (4) 17 11.3
Five (5) 2 1.3
Six (6) 1 0.7
No response 1 0.7
Total 150 100.0

Table III.
Extent of usage and

ownership of PIM tools
and applications among

students
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It can be deduced from the figure that, as the number of tasks increases, the number of
students who were skilled in performing them, reduced considerably.

Students in the study were asked to estimate the number of documents they
possessed, and it was determined that, while about half (50.7 per cent) of the students
had very few documents (that is, between 20 and 100 documents), less than that (40.7
per cent) had the same size of collection in non-paper based format. With regards to
collection of size between 101 and 200 documents, 22.7 per cent of them had this, while
a smaller percentage (17.3 per cent) had the same size in non-paper based format.
Students who had very large collections (that is, between 1,001 and 10,000 documents)
were the fewest, forming only 4 per cent (for paper based documents) and 11.3 per cent
(for non-paper based documents) of the participants in the study. On the other hand,
those who had very small collections were the majority, forming 50.7 per cent (for
paper based documents) and 40.7 per cent (for non-paper based documents). In a
nutshell, while very few students had very large collections and managed mainly
non-paper-based documents, the remaining majority kept very small collections and
managed mainly paper based documents, as a few others had medium size collections.
Table IV gives a summary of this.

Figure 2.
The PIM skills and
abilities of students

Paper based Non-paper based
Size of collection n Per cent n Per cent

20-100 76 50.7 61 40.7
101-200 34 22.7 26 17.3
201-1,000 31 20.7 38 25.3
1,001-10,000 6 4.0 17 11.3
No response 3 2.0 8 5.3
Total 150 100 150 100

Table IV.
Size of students’ personal
information collections
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Overall, the majority of students had paper based documents while the minority had
non-paper based documents. In a paired samples test, it was revealed that, this
difference between students’ collection sizes in paper and non-paper based formats was
significant at the 0.01 level. This implies that, generally, students who managed
paper-based documents were more than those who managed non-paper based
documents.

It was also determined through the Pearson’s correlation test that, the number of PIM
tools and applications students owned, was statistically significant at the 0.01 level with
the size of their non-paper based collections. This implies that, the larger the number of
PIM tools a student owned, the larger the size of collection that student had. For example,
a student who had two or more PIM tools had a larger collection than his/her colleague
who had a smaller number of tools, say only one PIM tool or none at all. Similarly, a
student who had three PIM tools had a larger collection size than his/her counterpart
who owned two PIM tools, and so on. In a related analysis, the researchers used the
Pearson’s correlation test to determine that, there existed a significant relationship
between students’ keeping skills and their collection sizes at the 0.01 leve1. This
presupposes that, the larger the number of tasks a student could perform, the larger the
size of collection of that student was likely to be. For instance, a student capable of
performing three keeping tasks (say, copying, creating bookmarks and printing) was
likely to have a larger collection size than a colleague skilled in carrying out two or less
tasks (example, only copying; or copying and snapping of pictures).

Students’ personal information organizing practices
In order to understand students’ organising practices, participants were asked how
often they organised their documents. In relation to paper based documents, 14.7 per
cent of the participants organised their documents “very often”, whereas 36.7 per cent
and 30.7 per cent organised “often” and “sometimes” respectively. In relation to
non-paper based documents, 33.3 per cent of the participants organised “very often”;
27.3 per cent organised “often” and “sometimes” whereas 11.3 per cent did not organize
often. Table V reports the results. Students who had non-paper based documents
organised more often, than those who had paper based documents and the difference
was significant at the 0.03 level in the paired-samples test. This implies that,
comparing how often students organised their documents in paper and non-paper
based format, students organised their non-paper based collections more often, than
their paper-based collections.

The researchers got a few reasons why students organised. The foremost reason
was that, they wanted to easily locate their documents when the need arose. The next

Paper based Non-paper based
Organizing frequency n Per cent n Per cent

Very often 22 14.7 50 33.3
Often 55 36.7 41 27.3
Sometimes 46 30.7 41 27.3
Not often 21 14.0 17 11.3
No response 6 4.0 1 0.7
Total 150 100 150 100

Table V.
How often students

organised their personal
information collections
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reason was that, they just wanted to put their documents in order. A few others also
thought that it was just good to organize.

Participants were also asked to indicate the methods they employed in organising
their paper and non-paper based documents. An appreciable number of them (66 per
cent) habitually kept their important paper-based documents such as certificates in
special places, usually file folders whereas 32 per cent did not. Suitcases and shelves
were also used but on minor occasions. With respect to how they organised their
non-paper based collections, the most prevalent organising practice among students
was that, 1-20 files were kept in one folder while others also kept more than 20 files in
one folder. Table VI illustrates the number of files that students kept in their average
folders. It could be observed from the table that, as the number of files kept in one
folder increased, the number of students decreased. This shows that, in managing their
electronic documents, most students employed the filing strategy by keeping only a
few files in one folder, whereas a few others employed the piling strategy by keeping so
many files in their commonest folders.

Students’ uses of personal information
Students were asked to mention some of the uses to which they put their personal
information. Majority (62 per cent) of students used information for academic work.
According to 22.7 per cent and 24.7 per cent of the students, they used their personal
information to keep in touch with their friends and for leisure respectively. Also, 28.7
per cent of the students said they kept their information in order to be reminded of their
commitments, while 26 per cent of them also used it to recall their past, and the same
percentage pointed at their career purposes.

Re-finding practices
Students were asked to describe the strategies they used when re-finding information
in their personal space. Regarding non-paper based documents, majority of the
students (46.0 per cent) first tried to re-find information from their PIM tools by first
remembering filenames, and based on this to identify the files were seeking. The
second most dominant strategy was that, less than half (36.7 per cent) conducted
searches, based on details of the file they could remember. A few (20 per cent) of the
students also said that, they kept navigating folders, until they found the information
item they wanted. In re-finding their paper-based documents, the commonest approach
was to go straight to pick the document right at where it was placed. The next most
popular style was to go through all documents until a particular document was found.
To search any place a document is thought to be found was the re-finding strategy that
only 24 per cent of the students adopted. Tables VII and VIII show students’ re-finding
strategies in non-paper and paper based formats respectively.

Number of files
1-20 21-40 41-60 61-100 Total

Frequency 63 36 23 22 150
Per cent 42 24 15.3 14.7 100

Table VI.
Number of files kept in
the average folder
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The memory and personal information management
The researchers wanted to know how easily students could remember details about
their documents; for example, where exactly they placed their documents. In paper and
non-paper based formats, less than half (48 per cent) said it was “easy”, 22.7 per cent
said it was “very easy”, 25.3 per cent said sometimes it was easy, and only 3.3 per cent
said it was not easy. In relation to how often it was for the students to remember names
they assigned to their files, only 28 per cent said “very often”; 39.3 per cent said “often”;
21.3 per cent said sometimes, whereas 10.7 per cent said “not often”.

Effectiveness of student’s PIM practices
Students were asked how easily they could locate their documents in times of need. An
average of 34.6 per cent of students was very effective, followed by 48 per cent who
was “effective”. These findings are as summarised in Table IX. There was no
significant difference in their level of effectiveness in terms of format. That is, students’
performance in both format was no different.

Discussion
The purpose of the study was to investigate the personal information management
practices of students and to examine its implications for library services in Ghana. On
the whole, individual students’ PIM practices were diverse. The main factors that
accounted for this diversity in their practices were format, PIM skills and abilities, size
of collections, individual habits, and memory capabilities. As the findings reveal, there

Total Per cent

I go through all my paper documents until I find it 55 36.7
I search any place I think it may be found 36 24
I go straight to pick the document right at where I placed it 58 38.7
Total 150 100

Table VIII.
Students’ re-finding

strategies for paper-based
documents

Frequency Per cent

I keep opening (navigating) folders until I find it 33 22
I search using any details I remember about the file 67 44.7
I remember filename and try identify the file with that 84 56.0
Total 150 100

Table VII.
Students’ re-finding

strategies for non-paper
based documents

Non-paper based files Paper based document
Effectiveness n Per cent n Per cent

Very easily 51 34 53 35.3
Easily 62 41.3 84 56
Sometimes easily 31 20.7 10 6.7
Not easily 6 4.0 1 0.7
Total 150 100 150 100

Table IX.
Effectiveness of students’

PIM practices
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was no significant differences between students’ PIM effectiveness in both paper and
non-paper based formats. However, there is more that the library can do to make
students more efficacious in their PIM practices. Particular areas where students had
challenges included their fragmented information, computing skills, habits, and the
ability to remember details about their own documents.

Students managed different types of information in different formats, as they
kept information in paper-based format and also used different PIM tools, mainly
cell phones, personal computers and USB drives to handle non-paper based
documents. This supports the observations of Hardof-Jaffe et al. (2009) and Bruce
(2005) that, students manage different kinds of information in a range of formats.
These imply that students did not have one place for keeping all information.
Rather, their information items were being managed across different tools and
locations. This finding agrees with Tungare’s (2007) observation that, most of our
information is scattered across multiple devices and locations, leading to the
problem of information fragmentation. Therefore, students require skills to better
manage documents in different tools and disparate locations and to integrate
information collections in these formats.

As the test revealed, the more the skills a student had, the larger the number of
documents he/she was capable of keeping and organising. However, from the results,
only a few students had very large collections. This was not surprising because, about
half of the students could perform only one keeping task, and this was same with
organising. This implies that, those who had the large collections and organised often,
were those who had a range of skills to perform most of the keeping and organising
operations. This means that, most of the students had limited abilities to perform
certain basic computing operations. Particularly, less than half of the students could
save application documents; cut and paste; create bookmarks; move files; type and
print; locate contacts on phone by searching or by scrolling through a list of contacts
on phone; navigate through folders; open files; and drag and drop. Therefore, there is
the need to help the students in these areas.

Students exhibited diverse PIM habits across different collection sizes and formats.
For example, in paper based format, most students kept important documents of theirs
at special places, while others did not, and left their documents scattered at various
locations. Also, in organising non-paper based documents, majority of the students
employed the filing strategy by keeping only a few files in one folder, while a few
others employed the piling strategy by keeping so many files in their average folders.
This practice of students was consistent with Malone’s (1983) suggestion that, it is
better to file than pile. Thus, students’ had appreciable habits that need to be
encouraged and also enhanced through the activities of PIM clubs. Also, similar to the
observation by Reimer et al. (2009) a few students had problems remembering details
about their own documents. So, the introduction of more techniques to enable students
do better in their ability to remember would be a good idea.

Effectiveness in PIM is the extent to which one can locate his/her documents when
he/she needs it. Students needed their personal information primarily for academic
work and secondarily for their social pursuits. However, not all students found it easy
locating their documents. Therefore, there is the need to attend to the PIM practices of
students and seeks ways to improving them.
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Implications for library services
Students’ PIM effectiveness was limited by a few factors, that as Newton-Smith (2000)
puts it, libraries can help resolve through information literacy (IL) programs. Generally,
available IL frameworks require an information literate student to be able to recognise
the need for information and determine the nature and extent of the information needed;
find the needed information effectively and efficiently; critically evaluate information
and the information seeking process; manage information collected or generated; apply
prior and new information to construct new concepts or create new understandings and
also use information with understanding and acknowledge the cultural, ethical,
economic, legal, and social issues surrounding the use of information (Bundy, 2004).

Prior studies reveal that, students often encounter so much information (Hardof-Jaffe
et al., 2009; Jones, 2008) and often keep them, leading to the creation of large personal
information collections. In the current study however, most students had very small
collections although they often encountered much information. This was not a surprise
because, most of the students had very low computing skills. It was determined that, the
more keeping tasks a student had the skill to carry out, the larger his/her size of
collection was. However, about half of them had the ability to perform only one keeping
operation. Therefore, since an aspect of information literacy is about computer or tool
literacy (ACRL, 2000), and emphasises on the ability to effectively and efficiently use
information tools, we recommend that, during information literacy programs, students
should be trained how to use PIM tools to perform several basic keeping tasks,
especially, cutting and pasting, typing, printing and creating bookmarks.

As Jones (2008) states, useful information would be kept, but non-useful information
would be let go. But the usefulness of a given information item is determined only after
evaluating it against one’s future needs. Probably, students kept very small collections
because they had limited ability to evaluate much of the copious information they
encountered, for future usefulness. Therefore, since information literacy is also about
how information is evaluated for reliability and authenticity (ACRL, 2000) before use,
we recommend that, students should also be taught how to evaluate the information
they encounter and use, to determine whether they would need to use it again in the
future. This would enable them to determine which of the numerous information they
encounter would need to be kept and utilized.

Third, it was also clear that, the more the PIM tools a student owned, the larger the
size of his collection. However, about half of the students had only one device, while only
a few had two and so on. Perhaps, this justifies why some authors claim that, in spite of
the proliferation of ICT tools, they are expensive (Sonaike, 2004) and are of low usage
(Mangesi, 2007) among most Ghanaian students. Mobile phones, personal computers and
USB drives were the commonest tools among students, probably because, they were
among the commonest products that were being dumped on the Ghanaian market.

It was found that many of the students, especially those with paper-based
documents did not organise often. This was because, those students found it to be time
consuming and difficult to do it well. Therefore, since information literacy also requires
one to be able to classify, store, manipulate and redraft information collected or
generated (Bundy, 2004), we suggest that, during IL sessions, students should be
taught time-saving ways to organize, represent, arrange, and also file their personal
information items. This would go a long way to improve the students’ ability to re-find.
It was noted that, not all students were able to locate their documents when they
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needed them. And since IL is concerned with finding information (Bundy, 2004), during
library IL programs, students need to be trained in all possible situational strategies
required to re-find information in their personal collections.

In short, at information literacy training programs, the focus should not only be on
how students can obtain information and use from external sources, but also, how they
can manage the same information (they have collected and used), for future re-use. To be
efficacious, we recommend that libraries adopt or develop an information literacy
framework that does not only focus on “external” information sources, but also
“personal” information collections. Furthermore, librarians need to spearhead the
creation and management of the PIM clubs and activities on campus. These clubs should
aim at advocating for better PIM practices among students, soliciting support for PIM
activities, and also encouraging students’ participation on campus, among others.

Limitations of the research
From the PIM framework that was adopted, the study focused on the core activities of
PIM namely: keeping, organising and re-finding. In order to provide a complete picture
of the PIM situation of students, it is expected that subsequent studies would cover the
remaining activities, namely, information maintenance; selection and implementation
of a scheme; managing privacy and the flow of information; matters of security;
measurement and evaluation; and making sense of things.

Conclusion and further research
More needs to be done by the library to help improve the PIM practices of students. To
be more efficacious, the areas where students were found to have limitations should be
considered, that is, fragmented information; computing skills in terms of typing,
printing, cutting and pasting, navigating through folders, creating bookmarks,
dragging and dropping, moving files; habits, and the memory. In addition, there would
be the need to adopt or develop comprehensive information literacy training programs
that lay strong emphasis on students’ PIM practices. Plus, conscientious
student-oriented PIM researches in Ghana; support from university administrators,
PIM tool developers, and benevolent individuals and organisations, would be great
complements to making students’ PIM practices better. In brief, conscious efforts are
required to shape, improve, support and integrate students’ PIM habits, skills, memory
and personal information collections respectively.
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