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Information & Knowledge Purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate Chinese rural women’s information
(in Chinese), 2015, 1:4 - needs and information seeking behavior, with an emphasis on exploration of the intervening
variables that influence information needs and information seeking behavior.

Design/methodology/approach: The sample consisted of 27 women from 9 villages in
Gansu Province, Anhui Province and Tianjin City, China. Data were collected through
in-depth individual interview. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were employed to
analyze the data.

Findings: Chinese rural women’s needs are basically tied to agricultural technologies,
employment and health information. Social network, rather than the Internet, serves as the
most frequently used information channel. Women’s cognitive ability, social role and their
living environment are the 3 intervening variables that have an impact on their information
needs and their information seeking behavior.

Research limitations: This qualitative research is based on a small sample and conducted
on specific socio-economic settings in China, which may restrict the generalization and
application of relevant findings in other settings and countries.

Practical implications: The study results will help librarians and information professionals
better understand Chinese rural women’s information needs and information seeking behavior
in an effort to find ways to solve problems they may encounter in their information seeking
process.

Originality/value: This paper introduced an analysis framework that provides an integrated
perspective on understanding information needs and information seeking behavior of
I I_D-ﬂ Chinese women in rural areas.
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1 Introduction

Since the 1980s China carried out agricultural economic reform, it has become
increasingly important for farmers to acquire relevant information about new
farming methods to improve the quality of agricultural output and uplift their lives.
In the meanwhile, more and more researchers in library and information science
paid attention to farmers’ information needs and information seeking behavior in
an effort to offer suggestions and solutions to help them meet their information
needs!!). Starting from the middle of the 1990s, millions of young men in rural areas
in China have headed for cities for better paid work and women were left with the
task of taking care of the lands and children. Thus, rural women have been playing
an increasingly important role in economic development and social stability in
rural areas. However, there is insufficient research into information needs and
information seeking behavior of rural women in Chinal’?, resulting in a limited
understanding of the factors that influence their information needs and information
seeking behavior. The primary goal of this study, therefore, is to investigate the
information needs of rural women in China and explore the intervening variables
in their information seeking behavior and suggest an analysis framework of the
information seeking behavior of rural women in China. The research results will
help librarians and information professionals understand Chinese rural women’s
information needs so that information services can be provided to help women in
rural areas better utilize information. More specifically, our research questions are
stated below:

e What are the information needs of rural women in China?
e What factors affect their information needs?
e What are the intervening variables in their information seeking behavior?

2 Literature review

The early research into information seeking focused on information system design
and depicted information users as passive, situation independent receivers of u_l.ﬂ.ﬂ
objective information®™. Realizing the active role of users in the information seeking
process, researchers shifted their attention from information retrieval system design
to study of users in information seeking situations. A variety of studies has been
undertaken analyzing the interaction of an individual with information sources in i -1 science Library,
case of a specific information need, task and context and some theories and models Chinese Academy of
have been proposed. Sciences

http://www.chinalibraries.net
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Information need is at the root of an individual’s motivation toward information
seeking behavior™ and most researchers define information need from the perspective
of a gap between current state and the goal of information seeking. For instance,
Derr?! remarked that information need reflects a relationship between information
and information purposes, and it is not merely a physiological state. Tester®
argued that information is a means to an end and information need indicates a lack
of appropriate information on which choices can be made to improve people’s
well-being.

Wilson!” defined information seeking behavior as an individual’s purposive
seeking or searching behavior which aims at satisfying his or her specific information
needs. He put forward an information need and seeking model™, which depicts the
personal, social and environmental context that may give rise to an information
need. He pointed out that perceiving an information need does not necessarily
lead to engagement in information seeking behavior and an individual has to
overcome personal, social and environmental factors in meeting his or her informa-
tion need.

Dervin® proposed sense-making theory and dealt with the perception of an
information need from the perspective of the experienced “gap” in one’s knowledge.
In her theory, information seeking and use are posited as an information seeker’s
“constructing” activities of finding meaning from information in order to address
his or her knowledge gaps. According to Dervin, the need of an information searcher
is unique only in a situation in time-space and keeps changing.

Ellis® studied information seeking patterns of academic social scientists and
conducted an empirical study"” in 1997, which put forward eight features that
formed a framework for information seeking behavior. Kuhlthau'"! developed an
information seeking model that identifies individual stages in which learning tasks
and problem solving are involved. This model emphasizes the differences in feelings,
thoughts and actions that people experience during the search process and the
changes are stage dependent, and each task is unique to the stage of the information
searching process.

There were many empirical studies carried out on different users!!>'S and
different tasks!'®'81 and they verified to different degrees the theories and models

u_u'ﬂ mentioned above. Some studies were carried out to investigate the information
needs and information seeking behavior of female information users, focusing
on types of information needs and their preference to information channels used
during the information seeking process. They found that women’s information needs

National Science Library, W€ closely related to their daily housework, jobs, legal issues and educational

Chinese Academy of opportunities!'”?! and women preferred informal information sources such as family,
Sciences friends, classmates and neighbors!?!l.
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Previous studies conducted on women in rural areas had confirmed to varying
degrees the above-mentioned findings. Nevertheless, it was noted that the infor-
mation needs of rural women were directly related to their role in family life and
health conditions. For instance, investigations conducted in African rural areas
revealed that women there searched for information mainly related to health,
agriculture and employment?>?3], and talking with friends and relatives was their
most frequently used channel for obtaining information®. Recent studies on rural
women in China®% revealed that Chinese women had diversified information
needs covering agricultural technologies and children’s education and the Internet
was a preferred way of information access for some women who were young and
well-educated.

3 Methodology
3.1 Selection of participants

Rural women participants in the study were recruited from the female residents who
permanently live and work in rural areas of China. They included not only farmers,
but also doctors, elementary school teachers, officials of a village’s residents’
committee and local women associations, and self-employed persons.

We selected participants from 3 counties in Gansu Province, Tianjin City and
Anhui Province, respectively. Because the 3 counties were located in China’s
northwestern, northeastern and southern area, respectively, data sample collected
from these areas should be representative to some degree. Tianzhu Tibetan
Autonomous County is in the high altitude area of Gansu Province, which is sparsely
inhabited. There has been a lack of public transportation facilities in the County
and local women plant crops or rear livestock. Tianzhu’s five villages were selected
as field study sites for our research. Rural women there were not familiar with
computers, mobile phones or the Internet.

Huifengxi and Tuhe, two villages located in Jinghai County of Tianjin City,
were selected as two other field study sites. Compared with Huifengxi villagers,
Tuhe villagers preferred to use computers, the Internet and mobile phones. More
than 80% of the people in Tuhe had the Internet access whereas less than 15%
of the people in Huifengxi would connect their computers to the Internet. It was u.l_ﬂ.ﬂ
observed that people purchased computers mainly for satisfying children’s needs
for accessing the Internet at both villages. Most women in the two villages were
either farmers or workers in factories and it was their duty to take care of elderly

family members and children. National Science Library,

Mifeng Village is located in a mountainous area and Jinshan Village is in plain Chinese Academy of
area in Anhui Province. People in the two villages grow paddy rice and cotton. Sciences
http://www.chinalibraries.net
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Compared with Jinshan, Mifeng is economically backward and more young villagers
have chosen to work in towns or cities. Women in the two villages mainly took care
of elderly family members or children and some were farmers.

3.2 Interview questions

We designed the interview questions based on Wilson’s model of information
behavior®. In his model, information seeking is defined as an effort to satisfy a
set of primary interrelated physiological, cognitive or affective needs which are
triggered by the demands created within a set of contexts. Within these contexts,
people play different but intertwined roles and may encounter personal, interpersonal
or environmental barriers to their information seeking process. In our research
we examined the information seeking behavior of Chinese rural women in relation
to their roles (both in family and in work), and the circumstances (the intervening
variables) that give rise to their specific information needs and information seeking
behavior. In this study, information seeking behavior is defined as an individual’s
activity to search for or access information to meet his or her information needs.
We focus our study of information seeking behavior on the ways or channels of
obtaining information.

The interview included 27 open-ended questions that covered the demographics
of the participants (age, education level, etc.), and the following aspects: 1)
information needs: Rural women’s role in family life and their jobs, their living
environment, types of information needs, and the needs for information seeking in
relation to their roles and their living environment; 2) the ways by which participants
are in contact with different information resources including other persons (family,
relatives, neighbors or friends) and information systems and devices, including the
Internet and mobile phones; 3) difficulties in accessing information and the solutions;
4) attitude about the role of information and communication technology (ICT) in
the information seeking process and the use of ICT for information seeking.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data on reported information
behavior.

3.3 Data collection procedure

u_u'I.TI In 2012, we conducted our studies in 9 villages of the 3 counties in China (Tianzhu
County, Gansu Province, in January; Jinghai County, Tianjin City, in July; Dongzhi

County, Anhui Province, in August). A total of 115 individuals, including 47 women

(13 from Tianzhu, 12 from Jinghai, and 22 from Dongzhi) were interviewed at home

. . . or office. The interviews were transcribed for each participant. Based on data
National Science Library,

Chinese Academy of completeness of each transcript and representativeness of the interviewees, 27
Sciences subjects were selected as our sample of this study.
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Appendix I: Interviewees’ occupation, information need,
information resource and problem encountered

No. Occupation Information need Information resource Problem encountered
GSl1 Grape grower Grape sales channels Neighbors or No computer at home
Children’s study colleagues
materials Husband (who can
Jobs in big cities search online at his
office)
GS2 Migrant worker Jobs in big cities Acquaintances No problem
GS3 Migrant worker Agricultural Close friends, relatives ~ Unable to use the
technology and acquaintances Internet
Jobs in big cities Television
Local technicians
GS4 Housewife Cars’ prices Searching online with No computer at home
(whose husband  Client using cabs friends’ help No time to learn the
is a taxi driver) Fixing cars Telephone skills of using
Agricultural Husband’s company computers and the
technology Colleagues Internet
Local policies Technicians
GS5 Vegetable Technology about Personal judgment Too busy to use
grower growing vegetables Internet computers
Vegetable market Telephone Unable to pay the high
Teachers at school Internet access fee
GS6 Migrant worker Jobs in big cities Relatives and close Unable to use
(who works ata  Rural policies friends computers and
coal mine in Rural cooperative Local officers the Internet
Inner Mongolia)  medical care system Television
GS7 Casual Jobs in local projects Local officers Difficult to find a job
electrician Jobs in big cities Technicians of electrician
Sheep keeper Knowledge and skills Neighbors
of raising livestock
GS8 Housewife Rural cooperative Television Illiteracy
medical care system Acquaintances

Jobs in big cities
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(Continued)
No. Occupation Information need Information resource Problem encountered
GS9 Sheep keeper Jobs in big cities Acquaintances No time to learn the
Migrant worker Telephone skills of using the
Internet and computers
GS10 Migrant worker Family members Telephone No close friend in
workplace
GS11 Horse keeper Horse sales channels Friends Unable to search
Farmer Telephone relevant information
online
GS12 Housewife Agricultural Drug stores No problem
technology
AHI1 Teacher at Study materials Searching online No problem
primary school School schedules Emails
Food and health Magazines
AH2 Paddy rice Agricultural Other farmers nearby Illiteracy
planter technology Technicians
Migrant worker ~ Jobs in big cities
AH3 Doctor Medicine Searching professional ~ No problem
Health care medical databases
Rural cooperative Internet
medical care system
AH4 Director of local ~ Rural policies Searching online Lack of skills in using
women’s Rural cooperative Newspapers and computers
association medical care system documents
AHS5 Housewife Rural cooperative Neighbors Illiteracy
medical care system
Food and health
AH6 Businessman Food and health Television No problem
Online game Internet
AH7 Paddy rice Online game Computer Illiteracy
planter
AHS Farmer Agricultural Neighbors Illiteracy
technology
AH9 Housewife Child raising Relatives No problem
Medical care
. | A1
AHI10 Paddy rice Agricultural Cell phone Unable to use the
planter technology Technicians Internet
Family member Neighbors Illiteracy
JH1 Orchard owner Local policies Television No problem
Paddy rice Internet
planter Radio National Science Library,
Neighbors and Chinese Academy of
relatives Sciences
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(Continued)
No. Occupation Information need Information resource Problem encountered
JH2 Farmer News Television Illiteracy
Radio
Neighbors
JH3 Farmer Online game Internet Illiteracy
Agricultural Technicians
technology
JH4 Housewife Medical care Searching online No problem
JHS Migrant worker  Agricultural Neighbors Illiteracy

technology
Jobs in big cities

Unable to use the
Internet
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