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Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate Chinese rural women’s information 
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 
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[1]. 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 China[1,2], 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:

• What are the information needs of rural women in China?
• What factors affect their information needs?
• 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 
objective information[3]. 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 
case of a specific information need, task and context and some theories and models 
have been proposed. 
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Information need is at the root of an individual’s motivation toward information 
seeking behavior[4] and most researchers define information need from the perspective 
of a gap between current state and the goal of information seeking. For instance, 
Derr[5] remarked that information need reflects a relationship between information 
and information purposes, and it is not merely a physiological state. Tester[6] 
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[7] 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[4], 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[8] 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[9] studied information seeking patterns of academic social scientists and 
conducted an empirical study[10] in 1997, which put forward eight features that 
formed a framework for information seeking behavior. Kuhlthau[11] 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[12–15] and 
different tasks[16–18] and they verified to different degrees the theories and models 
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 
were closely related to their daily housework, jobs, legal issues and educational 
opportunities[19,20] and women preferred informal information sources such as family, 
friends, classmates and neighbors[21].
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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[22,23], and talking with friends and relatives was their 
most frequently used channel for obtaining information[24]. Recent studies on rural 
women in China[25,26] 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 
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.

Mifeng Village is located in a mountainous area and Jinshan Village is in plain 
area in Anhui Province. People in the two villages grow paddy rice and cotton. 
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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[4]. 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

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 
completeness of each transcript and representativeness of the interviewees, 27 
subjects were selected as our sample of this study. 

16-Liu Jiqun.indd   2016-Liu Jiqun.indd   20 2015/4/7   10:24:122015/4/7   10:24:12



Chinese Journal of Library and Information Science Vol. 7 No. 4, 2014

26

Research Paper

National Science Library, 
Chinese Academy of 
Sciences

2 Shi, H.Y., & Du, X.J. Survey of information needs and information services of rural 
population and rural area: Since 2008. The Library Journal of Shandong (in Chinese), 2014, 
5: 15–20. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://d.wanfangdata.com.cn/Periodical_
sdtsgjk201405004.aspx. DOI: 10.3969/j.issn.1002-5197.2014.05.004.

3 Dervin, B., & Nilan, M. Information needs and uses. In Williams, M.E. (Ed.), Annual Review 
of Information Science & Technology. New York: Knowledge Industry Publishing House, 
1986: 3–33. 

4 Wilson, T.D. On user studies and information needs. Journal of Documentation, 1981, 37(1): 
3–15. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/
eb026702. DOI: 10.1108/eb026702.

5 Derr, R.L. A conceptual analysis of information need. Information Processing & Manage-
ment, 1983, 19(5): 273–278. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/0306457383900018. DOI: 10.1016/0306-4573(83)90001-8.

6 Tester, S. Common knowledge: A coordinated approach to information-giving. London: 
Centre for Policy on Ageing, 1992. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.opengrey.
eu/item/display/10068/468138.

7 Wilson, T.D. Human information behavior. Informing Science, 2000, 3(2): 49–56. Retrieved 
on March 13, 2015, from http://ptarpp2.uitm.edu.my/ptarpprack/silibus/is772/HumanInfo
Behavior.pdf. 

8 Dervin, B. An overview of sense-making research: Concepts, methods and results to date. 
International Communications Association Annual Meeting, 1983. Dallas. Retrieved on 
May 12, 2014, from http://faculty.washington.edu/wpratt/MEBI598/Methods/An%20Over-
view%20of%20Sense-Making%20Research%201983a.htm.

9 Ellis, D. A behavioural approach to information retrieval design. Journal of Documentation, 
1989, 45(3): 171–212. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.emeraldinsight.com/
doi/pdfplus/10.1108/eb026843. DOI: 10.1108/eb026843 

10 Ellis, D., & Haugan, M. Modelling the information seeking patterns of engineers and 
research scientists in an industrial environment. Journal of Documentation, 1997, 53(4): 384–
403. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/pdfplus/10.
1108/EUM0000000007204.

11 Kuhlthau, C.C. Inside the search process: Information seeking from the user’s perspective. 
Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 1991, 42(5): 361–371. Retrieved on 
March 13, 2015, from http://ptarpp2.uitm.edu.my/silibus/insidesearch2.pdf.

12 Meho, L.I., & Tibbo, H.R. Modeling the information-seeking behavior of social scientists: 
Ellis’s study revisited. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and 
Technology, 2003, 54(6): 570–587. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/10.1002/asi.10244/full?globalMessage=0. DOI: 10.1002/asi.10244.

13 Callinan, J.E. Information-seeking behaviour of undergraduate biology students: A com-
parative analysis of first year and final year students in University College Dublin. Library 
Review, 2005, 54(2): 86–99. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.emeraldinsight.
com/doi/abs/10.1108/00242530510583039. DOI: 10.1108/00242530510583039. 

14 Shuhidan, S.M. Information-seeking processes among primary school children in Australia 
and Malaysia. Doctor thesis. Melbourne: RMIT University, 2013. Retrieved on March 13, 
2015, from http://researchbank.rmit.edu.au/eserv/rmit:160639/Mohamed_Shuhidan.pdf. 

16-Liu Jiqun.indd   2616-Liu Jiqun.indd   26 2015/4/7   10:24:132015/4/7   10:24:13



27

Jiqun LIU & Hui YAN
Research Paper

National Science Library, 
Chinese Academy of 

Sciences

Understanding information seeking behavior of rural women: Field studies in China

http://www.chinalibraries.net

15 Martinez, C.H., St. Jean, B.L., & Plauschinat, C.A., et al. Internet access and use by COPD 
patients in the National Emphysema/COPD Association Survey. Retrieved on March 13, 
2015, from http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2466/14/66. DOI: 10.1186/1471-2466-14-
66.

16 Rutten, L.J.F., Squiers, L., & Hesse, B. Cancer-related information seeking: Hints from 
the 2003 Health Information National Trends Survey (HINTS). Journal of Health Communi-
cation, 2006, 11(s1): 147–156. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/abs/10.1080/10810730600637574.

17 Shen, Y. Information seeking in academic research: A study of the Sociology Faculty at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Information Technology and Libraries, 2007, 26(1): 4–13. 
Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/ital/article/view/
3284.

18 Matusiak, K.K. Information seeking behavior in digital image collections: A cognitive 
approach. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 2006, 32(5): 479–488. Retrieved on March 
13, 2015, from http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0099133306000942. DOI: 
10.1016/j.acalib.2006.05.009.

19 Harris, R.M. The information needs of battered women. Reference Quarterly, 1988, 28(1): 
62–70. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/25828212. 

20 Leckie, G.J. Female farmers and the social construction of access to agricultural information. 
Library & Information Science Research, 1996, 18(4): 297–321. Retrieved on March 13, 
2015, from http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S074081889690002X.

21 Dewdney, P., & Harris, R.M. Community information needs: The case of wife assault. 
Library and Information Science Research, 1992, 14(1): 5–29. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, 
from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ444858.

22 Mooko, N.P. The information behaviors of rural women in Botswana. Library & Information 
Science Research, 2005, 27(1): 115–127. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0740818805000022.

23 Nwagwu, W.E., & Ajama, M. Women’s health information needs and information sources: 
A study of a rural oil palm business community in south-western Nigeria. Annals of Library 
and Information Studies, 2011, 58(2): 270–281. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://
nopr.niscair.res.in/bitstream/123456789/12844/1/ALIS%2058(3)%20270-281.pdf?utm_
source=The_Journal_Database&trk=right_banner&id=1400977344&ref=08ea4cadf914321
445be2ac91e4b11c0.

24 Jiyane, V., & Ocholla, D.N. An exploratory study of information availability and exploitation 
by the rural women of Melmoth, KwaZulu-Natal. South African Journal of Library and 
Information Science, 2004, 70(1): 1–8. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://sajlis.
journals.ac.za/pub/issue/view/687.

25 Ding, Y.X. Survey report on rural women residents in Hebei Province. Social Science Forum 
(in Chinese), 2012, 6: 198–203. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, from http://www.cnki.com.cn/
Article/CJFDTotal-SKLU201206020.htm.

26 Ma, H., Wang Y.Q., & Zheng, X.H. Study on rural residents information needs and rural 
library’s services—A field investigation from Qiqihar countryside. Sci-Tech Information 
Development & Economy (in Chinese), 2015, 25(3): 4–6. Retrieved on March 13, 2015, 
from http://www.cnki.com.cn/Article/CJFDTotal-KJQB201503002.htm.

16-Liu Jiqun.indd   2716-Liu Jiqun.indd   27 2015/4/7   10:24:132015/4/7   10:24:13



Chinese Journal of Library and Information Science Vol. 7 No. 4, 2014

28

Research Paper

National Science Library, 
Chinese Academy of 
Sciences

27 Liu, J.Q., Yan, H., & Wang, Y.R. Bonding social capital in employment information seeking 
behaviors of new generation of migrant workers: A field study of Dongzhi County, Anhui 
Province. Documentation, Information & Knowledge (in Chinese), 2013, 5: 23–31. Retrieved 
on March 13, 2015, from http://d.wanfangdata.com.cn/Periodical_tsqbzs201306004.aspx.

28 Putnam, R. D. Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2000.

29 Foster, A.E. A non-linear model of information seeking behaviour. Information Research, 
2005, 10(2): paper 222.

30 Kuhlthau, C.C. Kuhlthau’s information search process. In Fisher, K.E., Erdelez, S., & 
McKechnie, L., (Eds.) Theories of Information Behavior. New Jersey: Information Today, 
2006: 230–234.

Appendix I: Interviewees’ occupation, information need, 
information resource and problem encountered

No.        Occupation  Information need   Information resource Problem encountered

GS1 Grape grower Grape sales channels
Children’s study 
materials
Jobs in big cities

Neighbors or 
colleagues
Husband (who can 
search online at his 
office)

No computer at home

GS2 Migrant worker Jobs in big cities Acquaintances No problem

GS3 Migrant worker Agricultural 
technology
Jobs in big cities

Close friends, relatives 
and acquaintances
Television
Local technicians

Unable to use the 
Internet

GS4 Housewife 
(whose husband 
is a taxi driver)

Cars’ prices
Client using cabs
Fixing cars
Agricultural 
technology
Local policies

Searching online with 
friends’ help
Telephone
Husband’s company 
Colleagues
Technicians

No computer at home
No time to learn the 
skills of using 
computers and the 
Internet

GS5 Vegetable 
grower

Technology about 
growing vegetables
Vegetable market

Personal judgment
Internet
Telephone
Teachers at school

Too busy to use 
computers
Unable to pay the high 
Internet access fee

GS6 Migrant worker 
(who works at a 
coal mine in 
Inner Mongolia)

Jobs in big cities
Rural policies
Rural cooperative 
medical care system

Relatives and close 
friends
Local officers
Television

Unable to use 
computers and 
the Internet

GS7 Casual 
electrician
Sheep keeper 

Jobs in local projects
Jobs in big cities
Knowledge and skills 
of raising livestock

Local officers
Technicians
Neighbors

Difficult to find a job 
of electrician

GS8 Housewife Rural cooperative 
medical care system
Jobs in big cities

Television
Acquaintances

Illiteracy
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No.        Occupation  Information need   Information resource Problem encountered

GS9 Sheep keeper
Migrant worker

Jobs in big cities Acquaintances
Telephone

No time to learn the 
skills of using the 
Internet and computers

GS10 Migrant worker Family members Telephone No close friend in 
workplace

GS11 Horse keeper
Farmer

Horse sales channels Friends
Telephone

Unable to search 
relevant information 
online

GS12 Housewife Agricultural 
technology

Drug stores No problem

AH1 Teacher at 
primary school

Study materials
School schedules
Food and health

Searching online
Emails
Magazines

No problem

AH2 Paddy rice 
planter
Migrant worker

Agricultural 
technology
Jobs in big cities

Other farmers nearby
Technicians

Illiteracy

AH3 Doctor Medicine
Health care
Rural cooperative 
medical care system

Searching professional 
medical databases
Internet

No problem

AH4 Director of local 
women’s 
association

Rural policies
Rural cooperative 
medical care system

Searching online
Newspapers and 
documents

Lack of skills in using 
computers

AH5 Housewife Rural cooperative 
medical care system
Food and health

Neighbors Illiteracy

AH6 Businessman Food and health
Online game

Television
Internet

No problem

AH7 Paddy rice 
planter

Online game Computer Illiteracy

AH8 Farmer Agricultural 
technology

Neighbors Illiteracy

AH9 Housewife Child raising
Medical care

Relatives No problem

AH10 Paddy rice 
planter

Agricultural 
technology
Family member

Cell phone
Technicians
Neighbors

Unable to use the 
Internet
Illiteracy

JH1 Orchard owner
Paddy rice 
planter

Local policies Television
Internet
Radio
Neighbors and 
relatives

No problem

(Continued)
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No.        Occupation  Information need   Information resource Problem encountered

JH2 Farmer News Television
Radio
Neighbors

Illiteracy

JH3 Farmer Online game
Agricultural 
technology

Internet
Technicians

Illiteracy

JH4 Housewife Medical care Searching online No problem

JH5 Migrant worker Agricultural 
technology
Jobs in big cities

Neighbors Illiteracy
Unable to use the 
Internet

(Continued)
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