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Abstract 

Information Literacy (IL) has undergone significant conceptual and practical 

transformations over the past five decades in response to technological innovation, 

educational reforms, and changing societal needs. This paper traces the historical 

development of information literacy from its formal introduction by Paul G. 

Zurkowski in 1974 to its contemporary integration with artificial intelligence literacy 

in 2026. It examines the foundational contribution of the American Library 

Association's 1989 definition (Behrens, 1994), the competency standards introduced 

by the Association of College and Research Libraries ((ACRL), 2000), UNESCO's 

global advocacy through the Alexandria Proclamation (UNESCO, 2005), and the 

emergence of Media and Information Literacy as an integrated umbrella framework 

(Wilson et al., 2011). The paper further explores how digital technologies, social 

media, open science, and generative AI have reshaped information behaviours, 

educational practices, and ethical considerations. The concept has consistently 

expanded beyond traditional library instruction toward a multidisciplinary 

framework encompassing critical thinking, lifelong learning, digital citizenship, and 

responsible engagement with information (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). The study 

concludes that while technological advancements continue to transform information 

environments, the fundamental principles of information literacy, including critical 

evaluation, ethical information use, and informed decision-making, remain 

indispensable for individuals and societies in the digital and AI-driven age. 

Keywords: Information literacy, digital literacy, media and information literacy, 

artificial intelligence, lifelong learning, ACRL, UNESCO 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Information has become one of the most valuable resources in contemporary society, 

influencing education, research, governance, economic development, and everyday 

decision-making. As digital technologies and artificial intelligence have rapidly expanded 

information sources, individuals need competencies that extend beyond locating 

information to include evaluating, interpreting, synthesising, and applying information 

ethically; this broad competency set is known as information literacy (Bawden, 2001).The 

concept was first introduced by Paul G. Zurkowski in 1974, who emphasised citizens 

capable of using diverse information resources for problem-solving and informed 

decision-making (Zurkowski, 1974). Since then, scholars, librarians, educational 

institutions, and international organisations such as the American Library Association, the 
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Association of College and Research Libraries, and UNESCO have expanded the concept 

through library instruction into a comprehensive educational philosophy integrating 

critical thinking, lifelong learning, digital literacy, media literacy, data literacy, and AI 

literacy (Machin‐Mastromatteo & Lau, 2015).This paper presents a chronological review 

of information literacy from 1974 to 2026, examining the major conceptual 

developments, influential frameworks, technological advancements, and policy initiatives 

that have shaped the field across five decades. It demonstrates the continuing relevance of 

information literacy in supporting informed citizenship, academic excellence, ethical 

information use, and lifelong learning by tracing the progression from traditional 

information retrieval skills to the competencies required in AI-enabled information 

environments. Information literacy and instruction remain highly context-dependent, and 

students' information behaviours vary significantly across academic disciplines, so 

instructional design must continue to respond to specific epistemological demands 

(Jamieson, 2016). 

2. EVOLUTION OF INFORMATION LITERACY (1974–1989) 

The period from 1974 to 1989 established the theoretical foundations of information 

literacy. During these fifteen years, the concept evolved from a workplace-oriented skill 

into an educational philosophy emphasising critical thinking, independent learning, and 

responsible information use (Behrens, 1994). 

2.1 The Emergence of the Concept 

Paul G. Zurkowski introduced information literacy in his 1974 report The Information 

Service Environment Relationships and Priorities, prepared for the National Commission 

on Libraries and Information Science. He described information-literate individuals as 

those who had learned techniques and skills for using a wide range of information tools 

and primary sources to solve problems efficiently (Zurkowski, 1974). Zurkowski viewed 

information as a strategic resource essential for economic productivity, workplace 

efficiency, and national development, and he advocated educational programmes to 

cultivate information competencies among citizens (Drabinski, 2014). 

2.2 Expansion during the 1980s 

The early 1980s witnessed substantial technological innovation in personal computing 

and electronic information retrieval. Online databases such as DIALOG, MEDLINE, and 

ERIC became increasingly accessible to academic institutions, creating demand for 

instructional approaches emphasising higher-order cognitive skills rather than mechanical 

search techniques (Behrens, 1994). Information literacy expanded to incorporate critical 

evaluation, analytical thinking, information synthesis, and independent learning, with 

scholars arguing that such competencies should not remain solely the responsibility of 

librarians but should become integrated throughout educational curricula, contributing to 

the empowering origins of the field (Bezerra et al., 2019).By the mid-1980s, educators 
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increasingly associated information literacy with lifelong learning because rapid 

technological change rendered factual knowledge quickly obsolete, making the ability to 

locate and evaluate new information more valuable than memorisation (Behrens, 1994). 

This perspective shaped adult education and library instruction in ways that emphasised 

self-directed learning patterns (Drabinski, 2014). 

2.3 The American Library Association Presidential Committee 

The 1989 American Library Association Presidential Committee on Information Literacy 

Final Report fundamentally reshaped the conceptual understanding of information 

literacy by defining an information-literate individual as one who "Recognizes when 

information is needed and has the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the 

needed information" (Behrens, 1994). This definition shifted emphasis from technical 

search skills toward a comprehensive problem-solving process: recognising information 

needs, developing effective search strategies, accessing appropriate information sources, 

critically evaluating information quality, organising and synthesising information, and 

applying information ethically and effectively (Bawden, 2001).The report further 

positioned information literacy as the foundation of lifelong learning, because individuals 

capable of independent learning could continually adapt to changing social, technological, 

and professional environments (Behrens, 1994). It extended IL beyond libraries into 

schools, universities, and workplaces, identifying it as essential for informed citizenship, 

democratic participation, and economic competitiveness (Bawden, 2001; Behrens, 1994). 

Several enduring principles emerged from this foundational period: information is a 

strategic resource for problem-solving, critical evaluation is as important as retrieval, and 

libraries play a central instructional role while collaborating with educators across 

institutions (Bawden, 2001; Behrens, 1994). 

3. DEVELOPMENT OF INFORMATION LITERACY (1990–1999) 

The 1990s represented a transformative decade. The rapid advancement of ICTs, the 

expansion of the World Wide Web, and growing recognition of lifelong learning 

significantly reshaped the conceptual understanding of information literacy (Bawden, 

2001). 

3.1 The Influence of Information and Communication Technologies 

The widespread adoption of personal computers and the emergence of the Internet 

fundamentally altered how information was produced, organised, and disseminated 

(Bawden, 2001). Unlike the preceding decades, when information was accessed primarily 

through print and library collections, the 1990s saw an explosion of electronic databases, 

CD-ROMs, online catalogues, and web resources. This unprecedented expansion created 

conditions in which user empowerment became essential and contributed to a tradition of 

critical, empowering, and ethical perspectives on information literacy (Bezerra et al., 

2019). As information seekers were required to distinguish reliable sources from 
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inaccurate, outdated, or biased material, information literacy became increasingly 

associated with critical evaluation rather than simple retrieval.Libraries responded by 

redesigning instructional programmes emphasising database searching, electronic 

resource management, search-strategy formulation, and evaluation of digital resources, 

marking the transition from bibliographic instruction toward comprehensive information 

literacy education. 

3.2 Doyle's Contributions 

Christina S. Doyle defined information-literate individuals as those who recognise that 

accurate and complete information forms the basis for intelligent decision-making, 

recognise information needs, formulate questions based on information requirements, 

identify potential information sources, develop successful search strategies, access 

information efficiently, evaluate information critically, organise information effectively, 

integrate new information into existing knowledge, and use information ethically to solve 

problems (Doyle, 1992). Her competency-based model broadened the scope of 

information literacy by emphasising cognitive processes over technical library skills, and 

her work influenced international curriculum development and assessment practices. 

3.3 Bruce's Relational Model 

Christine Bruce introduced a theoretical advancement through The Seven Faces of 

Information Literacy(Bruce, 1997). Rather than viewing IL as a collection of measurable 

skills, Bruce proposed that individuals experience it in interconnected ways: information 

technology experience, information sources experience, information process experience, 

information control experience, knowledge construction experience, knowledge extension 

experience, and wisdom experience. Bruce argued that effective IL education should 

move learners beyond technical competencies toward critical reflection, knowledge 

creation, and lifelong learning (Bruce, 2002). Her later work positioned information 

literacy as a catalyst capable of reshaping teaching, learning, and library instruction 

across educational communities (Bruce, 2002). 

3.4 International Recognition 

By the end of the decade, international organisations recognised information literacy as 

an essential educational objective (The Australian and New Zealand Information Literacy 

Framework: Principles, Standards and Practice (ANZIIL), 2005). Although most 

initiatives originated in North America and Australia, professional associations across 

Europe, Asia, and other regions gradually adopted similar perspectives. IL was 

increasingly viewed as supporting democratic participation, economic competitiveness, 

workforce development, educational quality, social inclusion, and lifelong learning 

(Bawden, 2001). By 1999, it had evolved from a library-centred practice into a 

multidisciplinary educational framework integrating critical thinking, independent 

inquiry, ethical information use, and lifelong learning (Bruce, 2002). 
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4. INFORMATION LITERACY IN DIGITAL ERA (2000–2010) 

The first decade of the twenty-first century marked one of the most significant periods in 

IL history. The rapid expansion of the Internet, digital libraries, search engines, and 

online learning environments fundamentally changed how information was produced, 

accessed, and consumed (Head & Eisenberg, 2010). 

4.1 The ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards 

A defining moment was the publication of the Information Literacy Competency 

Standards for Higher Education by the Association of College and Research Libraries in 

2000 ((ACRL), 2000). The standards identified five broad competencies: determine the 

nature and extent of information needed; access information effectively and efficiently; 

evaluate information and its sources critically; use information effectively to accomplish 

a specific purpose; and understand the economic, legal, and ethical issues surrounding 

information use ((ACRL), 2000). These outcomes provided measurable targets for 

curriculum development, instructional design, accreditation, and assessment in higher 

education worldwide, and gave educators a common vocabulary across disciplines, 

including college composition, where students had been observed to rely on surface-level 

citation practices without genuine engagement with sources (Jamieson, 2016). 

4.2 Growth of Digital Libraries and Electronic Resources 

The early 2000s witnessed unprecedented growth in digital libraries, institutional 

repositories, electronic journals, and online databases (Lloyd, 2010). Libraries expanded 

access through subscription databases such as JSTOR, ScienceDirect, EBSCOhost, 

ProQuest, and IEEE Xplore. IL instruction evolved beyond catalogue searching to include 

database searching, Boolean logic, advanced search strategies, citation management, 

scholarly communication, and digital-resource evaluation. 

4.3 Google and the Transformation of Information Seeking 

The widespread adoption of Google dramatically changed information-seeking behaviour, 

allowing users to retrieve enormous quantities of information within seconds and 

reducing dependence on traditional reference services (Head & Eisenberg, 2010). 

However, many users assumed that easily accessible information was inherently accurate, 

so librarians increasingly emphasised critical evaluation including authority, accuracy, 

objectivity, currency, and relevance (Head & Eisenberg, 2010). 

4.4 Information Ethics and Academic Integrity 

Growing digital access also raised concerns about plagiarism, copyright infringement, 

intellectual property, and ethical information use ((ACRL), 2000). Institutions integrated 
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information ethics into IL instruction, teaching citation practices, responsible research 

behaviour, copyright compliance, fair-use principles, and academic honesty, reinforcing 

IL as both a cognitive and moral competency. 

4.5 UNESCO and Global Information Literacy Initiatives 

UNESCO emerged as a leading international advocate. Its initiatives emphasised that IL 

contributes to education for all, sustainable development, democratic participation, 

cultural diversity, knowledge societies, and lifelong learning (Machin‐Mastromatteo & 

Lau, 2015). The Alexandria Proclamation on Information Literacy and Lifelong Learning 

declared IL and lifelong learning as "the beacons of the Information Society, illuminating 

the courses to development, prosperity and freedom," and described information literacy 

as a basic human right in a digital world promoting social inclusion across all nations 

(UNESCO, 2005). This declaration elevated IL from an educational concern to an 

international development priority, reinforcing its place as a foundational pillar in the 

construction of the information society (Machin‐Mastromatteo & Lau, 2015). 

5. INFORMATION LITERACYAND EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES (2011–2020) 

The decade from 2011 to 2020 marked a turning point. Advances in cloud computing, 

smartphones, social media, big data, open educational resources, and artificial intelligence 

reshaped how information was created, accessed, shared, and evaluated (Jacobson & 

Mackey, 2013). IL expanded beyond traditional library instruction to include digital, 

media, data, visual, and algorithmic literacies. 

5.1 The Rise of Social Media and Digital Information 

Social platforms such as Facebook, X, YouTube, Instagram, and LinkedIn transformed 

information behaviour (Jacobson & Mackey, 2013). Information consumers increasingly 

became producers by creating, sharing, and commenting on content. This participatory 

environment offered unprecedented collaboration while accelerating the spread of 

misinformation, disinformation, echo chambers, and algorithmic bias, so IL education 

began emphasising critical evaluation of online sources, verification of digital content, 

recognition of misinformation, and responsible participation in digital communities 

(Janetzko, 2017). 

5.2 Metaliteracy as an Expanded Framework 

Thomas P. Mackey and Trudi E. Jacobson proposed reframing information literacy as 

metaliteracy, an overarching and self-referential framework that integrates emerging 

technologies and unifies multiple literacy types. They argued that social media 

environments challenged traditional IL definitions, and that metaliteracy expands 

generally understood information competencies while emphasising producing and sharing 

information in participatory digital environments (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). The 

metaliteracy model positioned IL as involving more than discrete skills because active 
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knowledge production and distribution in collaborative online communities are also 

necessary, and positioned metaliteracy as a foundation informing other literacy types 

(Jacobson & Mackey, 2013). 

5.3 The ACRL Framework for Information Literacy 

Approved in 2016 after extensive consultation, the Framework for Information Literacy 

for Higher Education replaced the 2000 competency standards with a threshold-concepts 

approach (Force, 2014). Organised around six interconnected concepts—Authority Is 

Constructed and Contextual; Information Creation as a Process; Information Has Value; 

Research as Inquiry; Scholarship as Conversation; and Searching as Strategic 

Exploration—the Framework encourages learners to understand information as socially 

constructed, context-dependent, and continually evolving (Force, 2014). Informed by 

metaliteracy and threshold concepts drawn from a Delphi study identifying foundational 

concepts, it remains one of the most widely adopted information literacy frameworks in 

higher education (Jamieson, 2016). 

5.4 Open Access, Open Science, and Scholarly Communication 

Open-access publishing, institutional repositories, and open educational resources 

expanded rapidly (Jacobson & Mackey, 2013). IL instruction added scholarly publishing 

models, copyright and licensing, Creative Commons licensing, research data 

management, open-science practices, responsible scholarly communication, and 

recognition of predatory publishing. 

5.5 Media and Information Literacy 

UNESCO broadened IL through Media and Information Literacy. The 2011 Media and 

Information Literacy Curriculum for Teachers combined digital media dimensions with 

information literacy concerns into an umbrella framework that has become the flagship of 

UNESCO's modernised understanding of literacy (Wilson et al., 2011). MIL equips 

individuals to engage critically with information providers, digital technologies, and 

media while addressing misinformation, hate speech, online privacy, and digital inclusion 

(Janetzko, 2017). 

5.6 Combating Misinformation and Fake News 

Growing concern about misinformation, fake news, conspiracy theories, and politically 

motivated disinformation campaigns reshaped instruction to emphasise source 

verification, fact-checking, lateral reading, evidence-based reasoning, recognition of 

cognitive bias, and evaluation of algorithmically curated information (Grizzle et al., 

2021). These developments reinforced critical thinking as central to IL and signalled that 

social bots, algorithmic content promotion, and AI-generated material require new forms 

of algorithmic, informational, and digital literacy (Janetzko, 2017). 
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6. INFORMATION LITERCY IN THE AGE OF ARTIFICIAL   

    INTELLIGENCE(AI) (2021–2026) 

The emergence of generative artificial intelligence has profoundly transformed the 

information landscape. Since the widespread adoption of large language models, AI-

powered search engines, recommendation systems, and content-generation tools, 

individuals increasingly rely on intelligent technologies to retrieve, synthesise, and 

generate information (Frau-Meigs, 2024). While AI has improved access and enhanced 

productivity, it has introduced new challenges involving misinformation, algorithmic 

bias, fabricated citations, intellectual property, privacy, and ethical decision-making. 

6.1 Artificial Intelligence and Information Behaviour 

AI has significantly altered how users search for and interact with information. Unlike 

conventional search engines that produce lists of documents, generative AI systems 

produce synthesised responses that may appear authoritative but can contain factual 

inaccuracies, unsupported claims, or fabricated references (Frau-Meigs, 2024). 

Consequently, information-literate individuals must learn to:verify AI-generated 

information using authoritative sources;distinguish evidence-based information from AI-

generated errors;recognise algorithmic bias;understand the limitations of generative 

AI;evaluate transparency and accountability; andapply AI ethically in academic and 

professional contexts. These competencies expand traditional IL objectives while 

preserving its emphasis on critical inquiry. 

6.2 Information Literacy and AI Literacy 

AI literacy has emerged as a complementary dimension of IL. While information literacy 

focuses on locating, evaluating, and using information effectively, AI literacy emphasises 

understanding how AI systems function, how they generate outputs, and how they should 

be used responsibly (Frau-Meigs, 2024). Recent scholarship highlights AI literacy as 

involving technical understanding, critical evaluation, ethical awareness, and effective 

human–AI collaboration rather than simply learning to operate AI tools. Educational 

institutions increasingly incorporate AI literacy into research instruction, teaching 

students to critically assess AI-generated content, verify references, and acknowledge AI 

use transparently. UNESCO has emphasised that Media and Information Literacy remains 

essential in the AI age (Grizzle et al., 2021), and recent UNESCO initiatives highlight the 

need to empower citizens to engage critically with AI-generated information, address 

misinformation and disinformation, protect privacy, and preserve human agency in digital 

environments (Frau-Meigs, 2024). 

6.3 Academic Integrity in the AI Era 

The growing use of AI-assisted writing tools has raised questions about plagiarism, 

authorship, transparency, and research integrity (Frau-Meigs, 2024). Institutions have 

revised academic integrity policies to address disclosure of AI assistance, responsible use 
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of generative AI, verification of AI-generated references, independent critical thinking, 

and ethical scholarly communication. IL instruction increasingly teaches students to use 

AI as a support tool rather than a substitute for intellectual engagement. 

7. FUTURE COMPETENCIES  

Contemporary learners are expected to evaluate AI-generated content critically, identify 

hallucinations and misinformation, understand algorithmic decision-making, protect 

personal data and digital privacy, recognise ethical and legal implications of AI use, 

collaborate effectively with AI technologies, and maintain human judgment in decision-

making (Frau-Meigs, 2024). These competencies reinforce the enduring principle that 

information literacy is fundamentally about informed, ethical, and reflective engagement 

with information rather than the mechanical operation of technology. 

8. CONCLUSION 

The evolution of information literacy over the past five decades reflects the dynamic 

relationship between technological innovation, educational transformation, and societal 

change. Beginning as a concept focused primarily on effective information use within 

professional contexts (Zurkowski, 1974), information literacy has developed into a 

comprehensive framework supporting critical thinking, ethical reasoning, lifelong 

learning, and active participation in knowledge societies (Behrens, 1994).Major 

milestones, including the ALA foundational definition (Behrens, 1994), the ACRL 

Competency Standards and Framework ((ACRL), 2000; Force, 2014), UNESCO's global 

advocacy (UNESCO, 2005), and the integration of Media and Information Literacy 

(Wilson et al., 2011), have expanded IL beyond traditional library instruction. The 

emergence of digital technologies, social media, open access, and artificial intelligence 

has emphasised the need for individuals to critically evaluate information, recognise 

misinformation, understand algorithmic influences, and use emerging technologies 

responsibly (Frau-Meigs, 2024; Grizzle et al., 2021).As generative AI reshapes the 

production and dissemination of information, information literacy remains more relevant 

than ever. Rather than replacing established principles, AI reinforces the importance of 

critical inquiry, ethical decision-making, transparency, and human judgment. Future 

policies and IL programmes should continue integrating digital, media, data, and AI 

literacies to prepare learners for increasingly complex information ecosystems. The 

information landscape of the coming decade will require individuals who can navigate, 

evaluate, and contribute to a knowledge environment shaped by intelligent technologies 

while preserving the values of intellectual honesty, democratic participation, and 

informed citizenship that have defined information literacy throughout its fifty-year 

history. 
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