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1. About the Lifelong Learning Survey Dataset 
 
The Project Information Literacy (PIL) lifelong learning survey dataset was produced as part of a two-year 
federally funded study on relatively recent US college graduates and their information-seeking behavior for 
continued learning.1 The goal of the survey was to collect quantitative data about the information-seeking 
behavior of a sample of recent graduates—the strategies, techniques, information support systems, and best 
practices—used to support lifelong learning in post-college life.  
 
The dataset contains responses from 1,651 respondents to a 21-item questionnaire administered between 
October 9, 2014 and December 15, 2014. The voluntary sample of respondents consisted of relatively recent 
graduates, who had completed their degrees between 2007 and 2012, from one of 10 US colleges and 
universities in the institutional sample. 
 
Quantitative data are included in the dataset about the learning needs of relatively recent graduates as well as 
the information sources they used in three arenas of their post-college lives (i.e., personal life, workplace, and 
the communities in which they resided).  
Demographic information—including age, gender, major, GPA, employment status, graduate school 
attendance, and geographic proximity of current residence to their alma mater—is also included in the dataset 
for the respondents.  
                                                        

1 The study was supported with a National Leadership Research Grant (LG-06-13-0186-13) from the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services (IMLS). Dr. Alison J. Head, the founder and director of PIL, was the study’s Principal Investigator. Head is a 
research scientist in the University of Washington Information School. Communication about this report should be sent to Dr. Alison 
J. Head at alison@projectinfolit.org. 
 
 

http://doi.org/10.3886/E61131V1
https://ischool.uw.edu/
mailto:alison@projectinfolit.org
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A 112-page research report, “Staying Smart: How Today’s Graduates Continue to Learn Once They Complete 
College,” was published on the PIL site on January 5, 2016. A copy of the report was also submitted to SSRN 
and ERIC. This fully open access report and includes a detailed Methods section in Appendix A and the survey 
instrument in Appendix C. 
 
 
2. Research Questions 

The study investigated recent college graduates’ information-seeking behavior for continued learning in the 
past 12 months. The survey was used to collect quantitative data about the learning needs graduates had and 
about the information sources on which they relied. 

Five questions framed the lifelong learning study: 
 

1. What information needs do today’s college graduates have for improving skills and adding to their 
knowledge or competencies after they leave campus and settle into their personal lives, the workplace, 
and their local communities? 

 
2. What information sources do recent graduates use for finding information about personal fulfillment 

and cultural enrichment, career development and staying employable, and for becoming involved in 
civic affairs and in their local community? 

 
3. How do today’s graduates use the myriad of sources for continued learning available from traditional 

information systems, like public libraries, job training sessions, bookstores, and museums as well as 
Web 2.0 sources, such as blogs and MOOCs?  

 
4. What critical thinking skills and information literacy competencies learned or developed in college are 

adopted and applied by young graduates in their personal and professional lives today? 
 

5. How can the information-seeking process for lifelong learning be modeled? Given this model, what 
solutions for improving learning services and resources are feasible for meeting the needs of recent 
graduates? 

 
The study’s primary contribution was to deepen the understanding of how recent graduates make the 
information transition college to their post-college life. Findings were intended for an audience of librarians and 
educators so that they may understand the readiness of today’s college graduates as lifelong learners. 
 
 
3. Study Design 
 
The study investigated the information-seeking behavior of a sample of relatively recent college graduates to 
support lifelong learning in their post-college lives. The dependent variable was the behaviors employed by 
members of the sample to meet their lifelong learning needs. These behaviors included, but were not limited to, 
the use of face-to-face exchanges with colleagues and friends, of traditional sources such as public libraries, 
bookstores, museums, professional conferences, and of computer-mediated sources available through social 
media, social networking sites, MOOCs, and search engines.  
 
The independent variables were the information needs of the sample for lifelong learning and a constellation of 
related demographic variables (e.g., college major, age, gender, residence, employment). Needs included, but 
are not limited to, information and knowledge needed about job-related skills, work-related questions, 
communication strategies, financial management, advocacy, social contacts, news, and civic engagement. 
4. Sample Design 

4.1 Institutional Sample 

http://projectinfolit.org/images/pdfs/2016_lifelonglearning_fullreport.pdf
http://projectinfolit.org/images/pdfs/2016_lifelonglearning_fullreport.pdf
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The institutional sample consisted of 10 US colleges and universities, (i.e., one community college, three 
private colleges and universities, and six public colleges and universities).2 Each institution was selected 
because it was located in one of the top 25 fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the US where college-
educated graduates in their mid-to-late 20s live. The US Census has identified these metropolitan areas as 
growing “smart cities”—geographic regions where career opportunities flourish for young graduates through 
partnerships between employers and nearby higher education institutions.3  

4.2 Survey Sample 
 
The voluntary sample for the survey was drawn from the representative population and surveyed one time. In 
all three phases of data collection, the sample was made up of graduates who (1) had obtained their 
baccalaureate degree (or certificate or associate degree in the case of the one community college in our 
sample) between 2007 and 2012 from one of the 10 institutions in our sample, and (2) had email addresses 
“publicly available” through the alumni association at each institutional setting.  
 
 
5. Data Collection: Research Activities 
 
Data collection for the study took place in three phases. An overview of the phases and associated research 
activities appears in Table 1. In Phase One and Phase Three, telephone interviews were used to collect 
qualitative data from a sample of recent college graduates. Qualitative data from these interviews are not 
available in the public dataset, since a formal content analysis of the data was not conducted. It is the 
quantitative data from Phase Two—the online survey—that has been made available in the public dataset.  
 

Table 1: Overview of Data Collection Phases 

Research 
Phase Dates Summary of Research Activities 

Phase One: 
Preliminary 
Interviews 

May 14, 2014 - 
June 25, 2014 

A four-item, open-ended telephone interview script was used with a sample 
of 63 graduates from the institutional sample for collecting qualitative data 
from a sample subset who volunteered to discuss their lifelong learning 
information-seeking behaviors and needs. 

Phase Two: 
Online Survey 

October 9, 2014 -
December 15, 2014 

A 21-item survey was completed by a sample of 1,651 respondents 
that received their undergraduate degree between 2007 and 2012. 
The survey was used for collecting quantitative data about the 
information-seeking behavior and lifelong learning needs of a sample 
of graduates who volunteered to participate in the study. 

Phase Three: 
Follow-up 
Interviews 

May 26, 2015 -June 
19, 2015 

A seven-item, open-ended telephone interview script was used in follow-up 
telephone interviews with a sample of 63 graduates for collecting qualitative 
data. The sample subset volunteered for a follow-up interview to the survey. 

Prior to any data collection for the study, a research protocol was submitted to and approval received from the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Washington, where the study is based. The study also 
underwent an IRB review at each of the 10 institutions in the sample.  
 
 
6. Data Collection: The Survey 
 
                                                        

2 The institutional sample was made up of the following 10 US colleges and universities: Belmont University, The Ohio State 
University, Phoenix College, Trinity University, University of Central Florida, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte, University of Redlands, University of Texas, Austin, and University of Washington. 
 
3 Joel Klotkin, “The US Cities Getting Smarter the Fastest,” New Geography, August 9, 2012; Bill McMeekin, “Get Smart: Metros 
with Fast Growing College Graduate Workforces,” Business Climate, August 13, 2012. 

http://www.newgeography.com/content/003007-the-us-cities-getting-smarter-the-fastest
http://blog.businessclimate.com/2012/08/get-smart-metros-with-fast-growing-college-graduate-workforces/
http://blog.businessclimate.com/2012/08/get-smart-metros-with-fast-growing-college-graduate-workforces/
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6.1 Sample Recruitment 
 
Survey data were collected from respondents between October 9, 2014 and December 15, 2014. PIL 
collaborated with the alumni association at each institution in the study to recruit the participant sample. Email 
invitations for study participation were sent to all recent alumni that made their email addresses publicly 
available. At institutions with large enrollments (and thus having a larger number of recent graduates), a 
random subset sample of eligible respondents was used. At institutions with smaller enrollments, a voluntary 
sample of eligible respondents was used to ensure a certain number of responses. 

The email invitation asked recent graduates to volunteer for a study by taking the online survey, and a link to 
the survey at the University of Washington was provided. The survey was described to potential respondents 
as being about their continued learning since receiving either a (1) BA or BS from a four-year college or 
university or (2) a certificate or AA from the community college in the institutional sample.  

6.2 Mode of Data Collection 

Survey data were collected using the WebQ online survey application that is part of the University of 
Washington's Catalyst Web Tools suite. These Web-based communication and collaboration applications were 
(and are) freely available to the University of Washington community, including the PIL research team. Catalyst 
Tools are built using Solstice, a Web application development framework designed by the University of 
Washington's Information Technology team and based on the MVC programming paradigm. Through Catalyst 
WebQ, the survey results dataset were downloadable in both SPSS and comma-delineated (CSV) formats.  

6.3 Survey Questions 

The survey dataset includes responses to a total of 21 questions from the survey. Of these, 13 questions asked 
about lifelong learning needs, sources consulted, learning preferences, adaptable critical thinking skills 
developed in college, and challenges and obstacles to learning. The remaining eight questions collected 
demographic data from respondents. On average, completing the survey took 11 to 13 minutes. An overview of 
the survey questions and the variable names used in the dataset appears in Table 2. 
 
Three changes to the original survey instrument were made when the public dataset was created. In Question 
1, the name of an institution where a graduate had attended college was changed to a numeric listing as an 
IRB condition of protecting privacy. Two questions that collected personal identifiers were left out of the public 
dataset: Question 22 (signing up for a follow-up interview) and Question 23 (entering a drawing at each 
institution for a $100 Amazon gift card). 
 
 
 
  

http://www.washington.edu/lst/web_tools/catwebtools
http://www.washington.edu/lst/web_tools/catwebtools
http://solstice.washington.edu/solstice/
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Table 2: Lifelong Learning Survey 

Survey Question Variable name(s) in 
Survey Dataset Survey Question(s) Description 

Q1: What is the NAME of the 
college or university where you 
received    your undergraduate 
degree? 

Q1school; 
Q1school_wi 

A question was asked about the institution from which the 
respondent graduated. In the public dataset, Q1 has replaced 
the name of the institution with a numeral between 1 and 10, 
as a condition of the IRB. Open responses appear in 
Q1school_wi. 

Q2: In which YEAR did you 
graduate? 

Q2gradyear; 
Q2gradyear_wi 

A question was asked about the year the respondent 
graduated from college. A category for “other” was included 
for this question. A variable name of Q2gradyear_wi is used 
for open responses. 

Q3: Once graduates finish 
college, many discover they still 
need to learn additional skills or 
gain knowledge so they can “stay 
smart.” In the LAST YEAR, have 
you needed to learn any of these 
additional SKILLS or 
KNOWLEDGE related to staying 
competitive in the workplace, 
involved in the community where 
you live, or fulfilled in your 
personal life? (Check ALL that 
apply). 

Q3skills_r1 
- Q3skills_r16 

A matrix question was asked about 16 different learning 
needs the respondent had in the past 12 months for 
acquiring additional skills or gaining knowledge in the 
respondent’s personal life, the workplace, and local 
community where they reside. A “check all that apply” 
response format was used. 

Q4: Some recent college 
graduates use certain resources 
when they need to learn additional 
skills or gain knowledge. In the 
LAST YEAR, have you consulted 
any of these RESOURCES to learn 
SKILLS or KNOWLEDGE related 
to staying competitive in the 
workplace, involved in the 
community where you live, or 
fulfilled in your personal life? 
(Check ALL that apply). 

Q4sources_r1 
- Q4sources_r17 

A matrix question was asked about 17 different learning 
sources the respondent has used in the past 12 months for 
acquiring additional skills or gaining knowledge in the 
respondent’s personal life, the workplace, and community 
where they reside. A “check all that apply” response format 
was used. 

Q5: Some recent college 
graduates turn to people as 
resources when they need to learn 
additional skills or gain 
knowledge. In the LAST YEAR, 
have you turned to any of the 
following PEOPLE to learn 
additional skills or knowledge 
related to staying competitive in 
the workplace, involved in the 
community where you live, or 
fulfilled in your personal life? 
(Check ALL that apply). 

Q5people_r1 to 
- Q5people_r11 

A matrix question was asked about 11 different people the 
respondent has relied on in the past 12 months for acquiring 
additional skills or gaining knowledge in the respondent’s 
personal life, the workplace, and community where they 
reside. A “check all that apply” response format was used. 

Q6: If given the choice, how do 
you prefer to learn additional skills 
or knowledge related to staying 
competitive in the workplace, 
involved in the community where 
you live, or fulfilled in your 
personal life? (Check ALL that 
apply). 

Q6learnprefs1 
- Q6learnprefs9; 

Q6learningprefs_wi 

A “check all that apply” question was asked about 
preferences the respondent has for eight different learning 
venues for acquiring additional skills or gaining knowledge in 
the respondent’s personal life, the workplace, and community 
where they reside. A category for “other” was included as the 
last category for this question. A variable name of 
Q6learningprefs_wi is used for open responses.  
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Q7: There are a lot of different 
websites that some recent 
graduates could use to learn 
additional skills or knowledge 
related to staying competitive in 
the workplace, involved in their 
local community, or fulfilled in their 
personal lives. In the LAST YEAR, 
have you used any of the following 
WEBSITES for continued 
learning? (Check ALL that you’ve 
used). 

Q7websites1 
- Q7websites16; 
Q7websites_wi 

 

A “check all that apply” question was asked about 15 specific 
websites that the respondent has used for acquiring 
additional skills or gaining knowledge in the respondent’s 
personal life, the workplace, and community where they 
reside. Categories for “other” and “no experience with this 
situation” were included as the last two categories for this 
question. A variable name of Q7websites_wi is used for open 
responses. 

Q8: Some recent college 
graduates turn to blogs when they 
need to learn additional skills or 
knowledge related to staying 
competitive in the workplace, 
involved in their community, or 
fulfilled in their personal lives. How 
many BLOGS have you followed in 
the last year, whether you’ve 
subscribed or not? 

Q8blogreads 
 

A question was asked about how many blogs, ranging from 
none to more than 10, the respondent has used for acquiring 
additional skills or gaining knowledge in his or her personal 
life, the workplace, and local community. A category for “don’t 
know” was included as the last category for this question. 

Q9: How strongly do you agree or 
disagree with each of the following 
statements about reasons for 
reading (or not reading) BLOGS? 

Q9blogreasons1 
- Q9blogreasons8 

A question with a five-point Likert scale for responses 
(strongly agree to strongly disagree) was asked about eight 
reasons that the respondent has used blogs for continued 
learning. Categories for “no experience with this situation” 
and “don’t know” were included as the last two categories for 
this question. 

Q10: Some recent college 
graduates turn to books when they 
need to learn skills or knowledge 
related to staying competitive in 
the workplace, involved in their 
local community, or fulfilled in their 
personal lives. How many BOOKS, 
if any, have you read within the last 
year for continued learning 
(including eBooks, books on tape, 
hardcovers, paperbacks)? (If you 
have started but not finished a 
book, that counts too.) 

Q10bookreads A question was asked about how many books, ranging from 
none to more than 10, the respondent has used for acquiring 
additional skills or gaining knowledge in personal life, the 
workplace, and local community. A category for ”don’t know” 
was included as the last category for this question. 

Q11: When you are EVALUATING 
content from websites, in general, 
for continued learning, how often 
have you considered the following 
things in the last year? 

Q11evalstrats1 
-Q11evalstrats11 

A question with a five-point Likert scale for responses (almost 
always to never) was asked about 10 techniques the 
respondent has used for evaluating the content of websites. 
Categories for “don’t know” and “no experience with this 
situation” were included as the last two categories for this 
question. 
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Q12: How strongly do you agree or 
disagree that you developed the 
following CRITICAL THINKING 
SKILLS in COLLEGE and have 
continued to apply them AFTER 
GRADUATION? 

Q12criticalthink1 
- Q12criticalthink14 

A question with a five-point Likert scale for responses 
(strongly agree to strongly disagree) was asked about 13 
critical thinking skills the respondent believed he or she had 
developed in college and continued to apply and use in his or 
her post-college life. Categories for “no experience with this 
situation” and “don’t know” were included as the last two 
categories for this question. 

Q13: Now, let’s focus on the 
challenges of being a continuous 
learner and needing to learn 
additional skills and gain 
knowledge. How much do you 
agree or disagree with each of the 
statements about what's 
CHALLENGING about continued 
learning after college? 

Q13challenges1 
- Q13challenges7 

A question with a five-point Likert scale for responses 
(strongly agree to strongly disagree) was asked about seven 
challenges the respondent agreed/disagreed he or she had 
with continuing learning after college. 

Q14: What was your 
undergraduate MAJOR (or for 
community colleges: AA or 
certificate)? 

Q14major1 
- Qmajor11; 

Q14major_wi 

A question was asked about a respondent’s undergraduate 
major and given 11 different majors. A category of “other” 
was included as the last category for this question. A variable 
name of Q14major_wi is used for open responses. 

Q15: What was your GPA when 
you graduated from college with 
your undergraduate degree? 

Q15gpa A question was asked about a respondent’s GPA at the time 
of graduation from college. A category for “decline to state” 
was included as the last category for this question. 

Q16: Are you CURRENTLY 
EMPLOYED? 

Q16employ A question was asked about a respondent’s current 
employment status. A category for “decline to state” was 
included as the last category for this question. 

Q17: If you are employed, are you 
working in the field that you 
STUDIED in college? 

Q17workfield A question was asked about whether the respondent is 
working in the field he or she had studied during college. A 
category for “decline to state” was included as the last 
category for this question. 

Q18: What is your AGE today? (To 
decline to state, leave blank). 

Q18age_range A question was asked about the respondent’s age as of 
today. A category for “decline to state” was included as the 
last category for this question. A variable name of Q18 age 
was used for open responses. 

Q19: What is your GENDER? Q19gender A question was asked about the respondent’s gender. A 
category for “decline to state” was included as the last 
category for this question. 

Q20: How close do you 
CURRENTLY LIVE from the 
college where you received your 
undergraduate degree (or for 
community colleges: AA or 
certificate)? 

Q20proximity A question was asked about how close a respondent lives (in 
miles, from 0-30 miles to over 500) to the institution where he 
or she had received his or her undergraduate degree. A 
category for “other” was included as the last category for this 
question. 

Q21: Have you ENROLLED in a 
graduate program of any kind 
since college (e.g., graduate 
school, law school)? 

Q21gradsch A question is asked about whether a respondent is, has, or is 
planning to enroll in a graduate program since graduating 
from college. 

6.4 Response Rate 

Together, a total of 123,186 email invitations were sent to graduates from 10 higher education institutions in the 
US. Of this total, 1,651 respondents completed the survey. Nearly all of the respondents (99.7%) answered the 
last demographic survey question, indicating that a very large percentage of the sample read through and 
completed much of the survey.  
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Response rate is defined as the actual percentage of questionnaires completed and returned. In the final tally 
of PIL survey results for each institution, the “undeliverable rate,” or count of emails unsuccessfully delivered, 
has been subtracted from the sample of emails that was originally sent by the alumni association.  

The response rate for the lifelong learning survey was 1.3%. While this response rate was far less than for 
previous PIL studies,4 it was typical for alumni association survey requests. Table 3 shows details about the 
survey administration and responses. 
 

Table 3: Survey Administration Details 

Administration Details Count or 
Percentage 

Number of emails sent to potential respondents 123,816 

Count of returned surveys after data-cleaning process 1,651 

Percentage of respondents signing up for follow-up interview 51% 
Percentage of respondents answering last demographic 
question 99.7% 

Response rate (valid percent) 1.3% 

 
 
When the data was cleaned and the aggregated file of survey responses created from all 10 institutions for this 
report was compiled, all “dirty data” (respondents who attended but did not graduate from one of the schools in 
the institutional sample) was subtracted from the total respondent sample. 
 
7. Data Preparation: Survey Dataset 

Data in the public survey dataset is presented as an aggregate of all 10 institutions in the sample. Data broken 
out by institution is not available. All personal identifiers – names and email addresses for scheduling a follow-
up telephone interview and for entry into an Amazon gift card contest – were removed from the dataset before 
data analysis in order to protect the privacy of study participants. The code of 999 is used for missing data. 

The dataset was saved in six downloadable formats: SPSS, CSV, STATA, SAS, R, and ASCII. The survey 
dataset, in all formats, includes responses from the entire sample, 1,651 responses from graduates of 10 US 
colleges and universities. The dataset file also includes the user guide (PDF), the questionnaire (PDF), and a 
codebook with topline data response per question (PDF).  
 
8. Intellectual Property Rights and Licensing 

The intellectual property rights to the survey dataset have been determined as a condition set forth in the 
UW/PIL partnership. Both parties firmly agree that the dataset must be open access and freely available for (1) 
research, scholarly or academic purposes, or (2) a user’s own personal, non-commercial use.   

8.1. Licensing 

The dataset has a Creative Commons (CC) license of “CC BY-NC-SA.” This license allows others to remix, 
tweak, and build upon the survey data non-commercially, as long as the source—Project Information Literacy—
is credited and users license their new creations under the identical terms.  

                                                        

4 Previous PIL studies, on the average, have had a response rate of between 7% and 11% when online surveys were administered 
directly to students by using email addresses provided by the Registrar’s Office at each campus.  
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Users of the dataset may not reproduce, sell, rent, lease, loan, distribute or sublicense, or otherwise transfer 
any of the data from the PIL survey dataset in whole or in part, to any other party, or use the data to create any 
derivative work or product for resale, lease or license. Nonetheless, a dataset user may incorporate limited 
portions of the data in scholarly research or academic publications or for the purposes of news reporting, 
provided that the user of the dataset references the source.  

8.2 Citation Format 

The following APA citation can be used for referencing the PIL lifelong learning survey dataset: 

Head, Alison. Lifelong Learning Survey of Recent US College Graduates. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributor], 2016-02-22. 
http://doi.org/10.3886/E61131V1 

 
The survey sample of graduates includes self-selected study participants. The sample was not fully randomized 
and is not representative of the demographic characteristics of the nationwide population of recent college 
graduates. As such, the survey dataset may be biased in unknown ways and researchers should know they 
cannot draw conclusions about the larger population of recent graduates based on the survey dataset. PIL and 
the University of Washington Information School bear no responsibility for the interpretations or conclusions 
reached or presented based on third-party analysis of the PIL/UW data.  
 
8.3 Limitations of Liability 
 
The survey dataset is provided “as is” without any warranty or any kind, either express or implied, arising by 
law or otherwise, including but not limited to warranties of completeness, non-infringement, accuracy, 
merchantability, or fitness for a particular purpose. PIL expressly disclaims and shall have no liability for any 
errors, omissions, inaccuracies, or interpretations in the survey dataset.  
 
The user assumes all risk associated with the use of the data. The user agrees that in no event shall PIL be 
liable to the user or any third party for any direct, indirect, special, incidental, punitive or consequential 
damages including, but not limited to, damages for the inability to use equipment or access data, loss of 
business, loss of revenue or profits, business interruptions, loss of information or data, or other financial loss, 
arising out of the use of, or inability to use, the data based on a theory or liability including, but not limited to 
breach of contract, breach of warranty, tort (including negligence), or otherwise, even if the user has been 
advised of the possibility of such damages. 
 
 
9. About the Codebook 

This 97-page codebook provides the data user with 21 questions from the survey instrument, including 
response categories, frequency counts, and variable names. Data broken out by institution from Question 1 is 
not available, per IRB requirements, for this study. Questions collecting personal identifiers – names and email 
addresses for a follow-up interview (Question 22) or entry into a drawing for an Amazon gift card (Question 23) 
– were eliminated from the dataset before data analysis to protect the privacy of study participants. 

Summary statistics (minimum, maximum, mean, median, mode,  and standard deviation) are provided for the 
majority of questions, but are not available for non-numeric variables. Nominal and ordinal variables are only 
described with minimum and maximum, and character variables have no summary statistics at all. A listing of 
frequencies in table format may not be given for every variable in the codebook. Character variables do not 
have frequencies provided. However, all variables in the dataset are present and sufficient information about 
each variable is given.  

http://doi.org/10.3886/E61131V1
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