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ABSTRACT 

Information is documented as data value in planning, decision making and 

evaluation of any programme, therefore any informed decision would be based on 

the kind of information that the decision maker has. Information seeking behaviour 

can be described as an individual’s manner of gathering and sourcing information for 

personal use, knowledge update and development. In the light of this Information, 

this study examined the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at 

the University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University. The study went further to 

understand the impact the introduction of new technology has on postgraduate 

students’ information seeking behaviour. The study was limited to postgraduate 

students in the faculties of Humanities, Social Sciences and Education at the 

University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University.  

These disciplines were selected because of Whitemire (2002:637)’s opinion that 

students studying humanities, social sciences and education carry out more 

information seeking activities than students studying hard sciences such as 

Mathematics and other Natural Sciences. The aim of the study was to establish how 

postgraduate students seek and gather information for academic use. The objectives 

of the study were as follows: to find out information sources that postgraduate 

students value the most and determine where they find such resources; to identify 

the activities postgraduate students engage in when seeking for information; to 

establish the factors which influence postgraduate students information seeking 

behaviour and to determine methods that postgraduate students use to obtain 

relevant information. 

Both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies were employed in a survey. 

The main research instrument was a questionnaire supported by focus groups and 
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face to face interviews. The results showed that postgraduate students utilised 

different sources of information when seeking information for academic use. Internet 

usage however was established as the information source that postgraduate 

students valued and relied on most. Few respondents indicated that they still visited 

the library and browsed the shelves and found information that met their needs in 

books. Reports on consulting librarians for help were low. Although the study was 

not on information seeking behaviour and age, the researcher noticed that mature 

students did not make use of information technologies effectively and also called 

themselves “Born Before Technology” generation.  

The study also established that postgraduate student’s preferred or conveniently 

accessed Internet and other electronic sources of information in the libraries, even 

though the two Universities have postgraduate computer laboratories and students 

could also access electronic sources of information at their residences through 

wireless connection. The researcher also noted that postgraduate students relied 

more on lecturers and supervisors for the choice of information sources, rather than 

independently searching to find the most appropriate documents to use. 

Postgraduate students used keywords to obtain relevant information when searching 

electronic sources.  

The respondents strongly agreed that they felt frustrated, confused, disappointed 

and demotivated if they did not find relevant information for their searches. This 

validates Kuhlthau (1991)’s Information Seeking Process model (ISP) as it not only 

focuses on the information seeking process, but also on emotions, thoughts and 

expressions of the user when searching information. The study recommends the 

following: optional computer literacy programmes for postgraduate students, 

extended library orientation for postgraduate students, mentorship programmes, 
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extended information literacy programmes, appointment of research and subject 

librarians as well as more faculty librarians and improvement in library marketing.       

 

Key words:  Information seeking, Information seeking behaviour, Information 

literacy, postgraduate students, Information sources 
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

1.1 Background of the study 

This study examines the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at 

Rhodes University and the University of Fort Hare in the Eastern Cape, South Africa. 

The study further explores the impact of new technology on postgraduate students’ 

information seeking behaviour. The researcher used the faculties of Humanities, 

Social Sciences and Education as research population in both universities. These 

disciplines were selected because according to Whitemire (2002:637) students 

studying Humanities, Social Sciences and Education carry out more information 

seeking activities than students studying hard sciences such as Mathematics and 

Natural Sciences. Whitmire used the Biglan (1973 a, 1973 b) model of disciplinary 

differences (dimensions of hard, soft, pure, applied, non-life, and life), and found 

some significant differences between disciplines in a large questionnaire-based 

study of undergraduate students (5,175 respondents). She found out that 

undergraduates in the soft academic disciplines (Humanities, Business, Social 

Sciences and Education) compared to undergraduates in hard disciplines (Physical 

Sciences and Engineering) engaged in more information seeking activities, with the 

exception of using the library as a place to read or study. 

Students in soft academic disciplines submit more written assignments while 

students in hard sciences work more with mathematical formulas, hence the reason 

for this study to cover post graduate students in soft academic disciplines. One of the 

most well-established findings in regard to scientific information seeking behaviour is 

that there are major disciplinary differences in behaviour. Jamali & Nicholas (2010) 

for example are of the opinion that physical scientists have different patterns of 

information seeking behaviour compared to humanities scholars or social scientists 
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(see e.g. Brockman et al. (2001); Brown (1999); Nelson (2001); Rusch-Feja & 

Siebeky (1999); Smith (2003); Sparks (2005); Talja & Maula (2003) ; Tenopir (2003); 

Tenopir & King (2002); Tomney & Burton (1998). All these studies show that physical 

science scholars and social sciences and humanities scholars have different ways of 

seeking and discovering information and information sources. 

Several factors have been identified with regard to disciplinary differences. This is 

elaborated by Talja et al.  (2007) who states that, different scientific fields may have 

different research cultures and that a research culture influences the use of 

information sources. Research culture in Talja et al. (2007) refers to characteristics 

such as research-group membership and the degree of establishment of the 

research area. Different fields or areas of study may rely on certain types of 

information sources and apply specific search strategies and search techniques for 

locating information from those sources. The availability of different types of 

information sources (e.g. e-journals) in a field can also have impact on the 

information seeking behaviour of the scholars of that field.  

Two other factors which have been identified to have an impact on the information 

seeking behaviour of scholars are the interdisciplinary nature and the scatter of 

literature of a scientific field (Talja & Maula, 2003; Tenopir, 2008 ; Vakkari & Talja, 

2005). The interdisciplinary nature of a field refers to the reliance of its scientists on 

the literature of other disciplines. In other words, the extent to which researchers of a 

field use the literature of other disciplines is regarded as a measure of 

interdisciplinary of that research field. In the light of this information, the findings of 

this study should be generalized to the investigated faculties but not to all 

postgraduate students in all academic disciplines at the universities under study and 

to other universities because different scientific fields may have different research 
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cultures and that a research culture influences the information seeking behavior of 

the students. Once more this researcher assumes that information seeking 

behaviour of students in general is influenced by information seeking skills as well as 

information literacy skills the students possess. Computer and web experience, the 

ability and frequency of use of e-sources can also play an important role in student’s 

information seeking behaviour. Hence the researcher delineates the study to social 

scientists. 

 In the study, the researcher assumes that most postgraduate students are not well 

acquainted with information retrieval skills and techniques, especially with the use of 

new technology. This assumption emanates from the observation that postgraduate 

students at these two Universities come from different backgrounds and hold various 

degrees; some hold degrees obtained from the same institutions where they are 

enrolled as postgraduate students, whereas some obtained their degrees from other 

institutions of higher learning and this has an impact on their information seeking 

behaviour and exposure to technology. Additionally some postgraduate students 

have been away from academia for a long time, whereas some have multiple tasks 

such as work and family responsibilities in addition to their educational roles and 

therefore attended school on part-time basis.  

These factors not only affect their information seeking behavior but their success 

also, hence the need to carry out this study. Generally postgraduate students are 

expected to locate and manage significantly more sources of information than 

undergraduate students; as such knowledge in information retrieval is a necessity in 

their studies. (Benson, 1995b; Simpson, 1998) explain that the level of research 

expectations is much higher at the graduate level. Graduate students must be able 

to locate information beyond their textbooks and course outlines, so that they have 
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an in-depth understanding of publishing cycles and knowledge of how information is 

generated and organized from a variety of sources. Furthermore postgraduate 

students are expected to work independently to identify relevant literature from 

different sources. One of the main objectives of graduate education is to educate 

students to understand the academic body of knowledge in their disciplines on a 

deeper level. This being the case, it is important to determine whether postgraduate 

students have the necessary skills to retrieve the information they require for their 

studies. A lack of relevant skills has the capacity to affect the outcome of their 

studies.  

 Another factor that has an impact on the information seeking behavior of students is 

technology. The emergence of the internet allows millions of users to access various 

types and formats of digital information regardless of their physical locations. 

Information seeking is never an easy task in the digital age, thus user’s information 

problems require different information seeking strategies.The new digital 

environment not only forces people to apply more than one type of information 

seeking strategy, but also requires people to change from one information seeking 

strategy to another in the information seeking process in order to filter information.  

This applies to postgraduate students at Rhodes University and the University of Fort 

Hare who should have the relevant skills to carry out technological searches. 

However, current information retrieval systems, such as Web search engines (e.g., 

Google), online databases (e.g., Ebsco Host), Online Public Access Catalogues and 

digital libraries are designed mainly to support query formulation and limited 

browsing.  
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The digital age brings changes to information retrieval systems, users, information 

and the environments in which users interact with systems. That also poses 

challenges for users to effectively retrieve information to accomplish their tasks and 

goals as they should possess information seeking skills (Xie, 2007). 

1.2 Problem Statement 

Information seeking is a fundamental human activity in the process of gathering 

information and building knowledge. Effective information seeking has become 

essential in the information society, with the rapid growth of digitally recorded 

information and complex information management systems. Literature indicated that 

postgraduate students used keywords to retrieve relevant information from electronic 

sources of information, search technigues were seldom used. Many studies that 

were conducted both national and international   e.g Adams (2009); Kerins, Madden 

& Fulton (2004); Khathi (2009); Niemand (2010) also indicated that students used 

internet to access information for academic purposes. Rhodes University and the 

University of Fort Hare are not an exception. These universities have substantial 

amounts of information resources; print and electronic to support teaching, learning 

and research. 

These universities and other universities in the Eastern Cape, Nelson Mandela 

Metropolitan University and Walter Sisulu University for Technology and Science 

formed a library consortium called South East Academic Libraries System (SEALS) 

which enables the libraries of these universities to share information resources. 

SEALS consortium was established with the purpose of collaboration on the 

purchasing of journals and the sharing of the catalogues. Other purposes of SEALS 
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include the sharing of information resources, improvement of inter-library lending 

(ILL) and to enable optimum access to information (SEALS website)  

However, whilst these universities are doing everything possible to equip their 

libraries, not much is done to equip postgraduate students with necessary skills to 

access this information. In addition, the information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students is not observed by librarians, hence, the need to carry out this 

study. The observation that there is no on-going training on information retrieval is 

evidenced by the fact that currently information literacy is offered in a variety of 

supplemental venues e.g online tutorials, assignment related instruction and 

orientations and not as a vital component of postgraduate learning. With regards to 

technology, electronic sources of information in these two university libraries have 

developed massively. Unlike in the traditional library system, electronic systems 

affect the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students. This is more 

applicable to students who have been away from academia for a long time and are 

used to the traditional way of searching for information.  

These students are bound to encounter challenges in accessing technology based 

information. Once again it is interesting to note that these universities offer computer 

laboratories for postgraduate students, but there are no trained research librarians 

who work in those laboratories to assist postgraduates with information search. 

Additionally, the researcher is also of the impression that postgraduate students 

don’t usually approach librarians for assistance or go to the librarians with a topic 

and ask for assistance like the undergraduates. This is bound to affect their 

information seeking behaviour. It is therefore quite important that these universities 

be aware of information seeking behaviour of their current and future postgraduate 

students and derives some strategies of helping them, hence this study.  
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1.3 Research Aims and Objectives 

The main aim of this study is to investigate the information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students and how they go about seeking and gathering information for 

academic use. The main purpose of the study is to eliminate information illiteracy 

among postgraduate students 

To achieve the above mentioned aim, the following objectives were developed  

 To find out information sources that postgraduate students value the most and 

determine where they find such sources. 

 To identify the activities postgraduate students engage in when seeking for 

information. 

 To establish the factors which influence postgraduate students’ information 

seeking behaviour 

 To determine methods that postgraduate students use to obtain relevant 

information 

 To discover ways that postgraduate students utilize information 

1.4 Research questions 

This study aimed to answer the following research questions: 

 Which information sources do postgraduate students value most and where 

do they find such sources?  

 How do postgraduate students seek and obtain information?  

 What factors influence postgraduate students’ information seeking behaviour? 

 How do postgraduate students obtain relevant information? 

 How do postgraduate students use information? 
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  1.5 Scope and limitations of the study  

This study focuses on postgraduate students from Rhodes University and the 

University of Fort Hare. While a study of information seeking behaviour of all 

postgraduate students in all universities in Eastern Cape would be advantageous, 

this was not possible due to reasons of data size, data collection time and possible 

duplication of data. The amount of data from a larger area would have been too large 

to handle while only one university might not suffice. The time for data collection was 

sufficient for the two institutions chosen for the study.  The other limiting factor was 

that the researcher did not have enough financial resources as she did not receive 

any financial assistance for travelling and other expenses. For that reason collecting 

data from all the four universities in Eastern Cape was not possible. The two 

universities selected for the study do not have similar culture and historical back 

grounds; as such it is the hope of the researcher that this study will provide the 

opportunity to draw lessons from each institution’s strength and weaknesses owing 

to the remarkable different cultural and historical backgrounds.  

1.6 Definitions of terms 

This section defines terms that are key to the study so as to provide a basis of how 

they are used in this study. 

1.6.1 Dormant information needs 

Dormant information needs appear when people are not aware of what they need 

and are unaware of available new information which could help and assist them.  
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1.6.2 Information 

Uttor (1999) defines information as data value in planning, decision making and 

evaluation of any programme. He goes further to say that,  information is  data that 

have been subjected to some processing functions capable of answering user’s 

query be it recorded, summarized or simply collected that would help decision 

making (Uttor, 1999). The term is well understood in terms of books, journals, 

magazines, public and private sector documents of all kinds, whether published for 

mass circulation or unpublished and restricted or confidential in nature, results of 

research efforts which are made available to colleagues in form of reports, books 

articles and non-printed materials. From this definition, it is apparent that information 

is crucial to man’s survival in modern society. That is information is required in man’s 

daily activities be it at school, play or work situation. In the cognitive viewpoint of 

information science, Belkin (as cited in Eskola, 1998) explains that information is 

associated with a text which is the generator’s modified by (purpose, intent, 

knowledge of recipient’s state of knowledge) conceptual structure which underlines 

the surface structure (e.g. language) of that text. According to Dervin & Nilan (1986: 

16) information is something constructed by human beings; however in this study, 

information is regarded as something which students need during their studies when 

they construct meaning about the subjects in the process of learning and to make 

informative decisions. 

1.6.3 Information need  

Information need from the information science perspective is perceived as a branch 

from a vague awareness of something missing and as culminating in locating 

information that contributes to understanding and meaning (Kuhlthau,1993). 
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Information need is an anomalous state of knowledge (Belkin, Brooks & Oddy, 

1982), or a gap in individual’s knowledge in sense making situations (Dervin & Nilan, 

1986). For a person to experience an information need, there must be a motive 

behind it (Wilson, 1997). Information need arises when an individual sense a 

problematic situation or information gap, in which his or her internal knowledge and 

beliefs and model of the environment fail to suggest a path towards the satisfaction 

of his or her goals (Case,2007 :333). Such an identified information need may lead 

to information seeking and the formulation of requests for information.( Ingwersen & 

Jarvelin,2005). When considered from a task performance point of view, 

International Organization for Standards (ISO) (as cited by Blom, 1983:4) perceives 

information need as the requirement for information as information is necessary to 

fulfil a task. Students in general need information to fulfil academic tasks. 

1.6.4 Information Sources 

 

Information sources can be defined as the physical or digital entities in a variety of 

media providing information (Ingwersen & Jarvelin, 2005:387). From a postgraduate 

student’s point of view, information sources should contain relevant information. 

Information sources can also be distinguished as external and internal sources, 

human and documentary sources or formal and informal sources of information 

(Gralewska –Vickery, 1976:267). Information is accessed through various channels 

from various sources e.g. print, electronic and oral. An information source contains 

relevant information whereas a channel guides the user to pertinent sources of 

information (Bystrom & Jarvelin, 1995:139). For the purpose of the current study 

information sources are classified as formal and informal sources of information e.g. 
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books, journals, electronic databases, internet, workshops, colleague  among  

others.  

1.6.5 Information seeking 

 

According to Kingrey (2002), information seeking involves the search, retrieval, 

recognition, and application of meaningful content. This search may be explicit or 

implicit; the retrieval may be the result of specific strategies or serendipity, the 

resulting information may be embraced or rejected, the entire experience may be 

carried through to a logical conclusion or aborted in midstream, and there may be a 

million other potential results. According to Case (2002:5), information seeking is a 

conscious effort to acquire information in response to a need or gap in one’s 

knowledge. Marchionini & Komlodi (n.d) expand on this, by defining information 

seeking as a process in which humans engage to purposefully change their state of 

knowledge. They suggest that the process is inherently interactive as information 

seekers direct attention, accept and adapt to stimuli, reflect on progress and 

evaluate the efficacy of continuation. The two scholars conclude that information 

seeking is a cybernetic process in which a knowledge state is changed through 

inputs, purposive outputs and feedback. However, it is a strictly human process that 

requires adaptive and reflective control over the afferent and efferent actions of the 

information seeker.  

 

The study on information seeking behaviour includes: the strategies people adopt for 

making discoveries, their expectations, attitudes, anxieties as well as their ability to 

select, explore, formulate, collect, evaluate and present information. In the light of 

this information, a need arises to find out if postgraduate students at the university of 
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Fort Hare and Rhodes University are able to obtain the information they need as 

they go about searching for relevant and pertinent information. It is also important to 

find out what methods and sources of information they usually utilise while trying to 

meet their objectives. 

 

Information seeking is a basic activity indulged in by all people and manifested 

through a particular way of behaviour. It is also an aspect of scholarly work most 

interesting to academic librarians who strive to develop collections, services and 

Organizational structures that facilitate seeking of information (Wiberley & Jones, 

1995). There is a universal assumption that man was born innocent and should 

actively seek knowledge. ‘Information seeking is thus a natural and necessary 

mechanism of human existence’ (Marchionini, 1995). Information seeking therefore 

is the purposive seeking of information as a consequence of a need to satisfy some 

goal. In the course of seeking, the individual may interact with manual information 

systems such as a newspaper or a library, or with computer-based systems such as 

the Web. Information seeking behaviour involves personal reasons for seeking 

information, the kinds of information which are being sought and the ways and 

sources with which needed information is being sought. Information seeking is 

expressed in various forms, from reading printed material to research and 

experimentation. Scholars, students and faculty actively seek current information 

from the various media available in libraries, e.g. encyclopaedias, journals and more 

currently, electronic media. (Abels, 2004) 

 

Another definition of information seeking is provided by Lallimo, Lakkala & Paavola 

(2004), who describe information seeking  as a term used widely in information 
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science to encapsulate an entire process, from recognizing the need for information 

to finding and using it. They also believe that the term can be seen to overlap with 

other related terms such as information gathering, which is the phase during which 

the user searches for and acquires what he or she considers to be a relevant source 

of information. Information seeking also focuses on the interaction between the 

information seeker and information resources, is a cyclic or iterative process by 

nature that involves more than simply gathering information and consists of reflective 

processes that involve posing and identifying the research questions, exploring the 

information available, refining the questions, gathering and evaluating further 

information and synthesizing and using the information(Lallimo, Lakkala and 

Paavola, 2004:2). This cyclic process of gathering, sorting, evaluating and refining 

may be carried out in a number of times (Lallimo, Lakkala and Paavola, 2004:2).  

 

Another point of view is that information seeking looks at how individuals go about 

finding the materials that they need in order to satisfy their personal, professional 

and/or recreational information needs (Lines, 2003). This view is shared by many 

scholars, among them Nel (n.d), who suggests that information seeking is always 

embedded in the larger tasks of work, learning and play. A similar thought is shared 

by Rieh (2004), who says: “Information seeking is a complex information and 

communication activity requiring access to diverse information systems and 

resources in order to deal with work-related, personal and social information 

problems.” Taylor & Procter (2005:1) define information seeking more simply by 

stating that it is the ability to scan literature efficiently using manual or computerized 

methods to identify a set of useful articles and books. This is similar to Kari & 

Savolainen (2002) assertions that information seeking manifests itself in the end-
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user’s active search for and consultation of information sources. Like any other 

complex concept, information seeking means different things in different contexts. All 

the same, the definitions listed above lead one to deduce that information seeking is 

a process or activity that involves the consultation of sources. These sources can be 

manual or computerized, and there is often a behaviour pattern or way one goes 

about consulting these sources. (Kari and Savolainen (2002)). This researcher 

assumes that different behaviours are outcomes of the skills that the user poses. 

 

In order to acquire information the user has to select information from a particular 

source, system, channel or service. In this study the information seeking behaviour 

refers to postgraduate students’ utilization of information services and systems such 

as libraries, internet, computerised databases as well as formal sources of 

information such as textbooks. The concept also refers to the postgraduate students’ 

use of informal sources of information such as personal contacts, telephones, 

emails, attending conferences and social blog e.g. face book, LinkedIn etc. 

1.6.6 Information seeking behavior 

 

Information seeking behaviour is a broad term that encompasses the way in which 

individuals articulate their information needs and seek, evaluate and use information 

(Meho & Haas, 2001:6). A similar definition is provided by Järvelin & Ingwersen 

(2004:1), who state that information seeking behaviour is showcased in the act of 

acquiring information from knowledge sources. Information seeking behaviour can 

be described as an individual’s manner of gathering and sourcing information for 

personal use, knowledge update and development. That is information seeking 

behaviour refers to the way people search for and utilize information. Information 
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seeking behavior is the totality of human behavior in relation to sources and 

channels of information, including both active and passive information seeking and 

information use (Fairer-Wessels,1990).  Wilson (2000) describes information seeking 

behaviour as purposive seeking of information as a consequence of a need to satisfy 

some goal.  

 

Information seeking behavior is the micro-level of behaviour employed by the 

searcher in interacting with information systems of all kinds (manual and /or 

computer based systems), be it between the seeker and the system, or the pure 

method of creating and following up on a search (Wilson, 2000). It therefore 

generally appears as though information seeking behaviour involves some action 

being taken by a user to fulfil an information need and this culminates in an eventual 

interaction with some kind of information system. Information seeking can be 

affected by the characteristics of the users, such as age, knowledge and experience. 

Information seeking behaviour is also encapsulated and expressed in various forms, 

from reading printed material, to research and experimentation. Fairer–Wessels (as 

cited in Kakai, Ikoja–Odongo & Kigongo–Bukenya, 2004) contends that information 

seeking behavior refers to the way people search for and utilise information. 

 

 This process of information seeking, according to Patitungkho & Deshpande (2005), 

starts off with reasons (personal or otherwise) for seeking information and goes on to 

include the kind of information being sought, and the ways and sources that the 

users use to find the information. Patitungkho & Deshpande (2005) also observed 

that students’ information seeking behavior involves purposeful information seeking 

as a result of the need to complete course assignments, prepare for class 
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discussions, seminars, workshops and write final year research papers. (Taylor, 

2000) notes that the information sources that a user actually needs may not 

eventually tally with what is practically available, due to constraints or too much 

either in the stock or the user’s own inability to search and retrieve relevant 

information.  

1.6.7 Information Retrieval System 

 

Information retrieval system is a system that is capable of storage, retrieval and 

maintenance of information. This system consists of a software program that 

facilitates a user in finding the information they need. The system may use standard 

computer hardware or specialized hardware to support the search; it is a mechanism 

for carrying out the information retrieval process (Kowalski & Maybury, 2000)  

Objectives of information retrieval system are to minimise information overload; 

minimise the user’s time when locating needed information; filter information and to 

categorise relevant information for retrieval 

1.6.8 Inter Library Loans 

This is a service whereby a user of one library can borrow books or receive 

photocopies of documents that are owned by another library. The user makes a 

request with their local library which acts as a mediator between the user and the 

library that owns the publication by placing the request, receives the item, makes it 

available to the user and arrange for its return. Like many universities, RU and UFH 

also offer postgraduate students inter library loans services 
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1.6.9 Postgraduate students 

In this study, postgraduate students refers to students who have already obtained a 

bachelors degree and are studying at a university for more advanced qualification, 

such as Postgarduate  diploma , Honors, Masters and  PhD  

1.6.10 Search strategy 

  

A search strategy is an overall plan or approach to find information using computers 

and to solve an information need. It can consist of a single search query or a 

selection of search queries. It may also entail the use of more than one search tool 

and evaluate the results as the information searcher goes along to refine the search 

query and/or edit the search.  

1.6.11 Search techniques 

These are the methods that scientific databases offer for users to apply for the 

purpose of information retrieval. 

1.6.12 World Wide Web 

It is an interactive and collaborative information environment that is composed of 

hypermedia and hypertext documents linked to one another and distributed over the 

internet (Kari & Savolainen, 2001). The term WWW is used to describe all 

hypermedia based information sources that are available on the internet (Jansen & 

Spink, 2004: 3) 
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1.6.13 Unexpressed information needs 

Unexpressed information needs are evident when people are aware of their needs 

but do nothing to express those needs. 

1.6.14 Wireless 

Wireless refers to networking technologies that connect multiple computers and 

devices together without wires, communications sent among devices without wires or 

cables. It is a broad term that encompasses all sorts of wireless technologies and 

devices, including cellular communications, networking between computers with 

wireless adapters and wireless computer accessories. Wireless communications 

travel over the air via electromagnetic waves (radio frequencies, infrared, satellite, 

etc). 

1.7 Assumptions 

 

The validity of the results will depend on the following assumptions 

 The objectives of the study will be achieved  

 Although Whitemire (2002) based her findings on undergraduate students, it 

is assumed that postgraduate students in soft academic discipline also submit 

more written assignments while post graduate students in hard sciences work 

more with mathematical formulas   

 The availability of different types of resources (e.g. e-journals) in a field could 

also have impact on the information seeking behaviour of students in that 

field. 
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 Data will be accurate 

 This researcher assumes that most postgraduate students in the soft 

academic disciplines are matured in age and are struggling  with information 

searching 

 Since Kuhlthau (1993) ISP model was tested on high school students and 

university students it is assumed  that  postgraduate students at Rhodes 

University and University of Fort Hare will  conform to the ISP phase if they 

are information literate 

1.8 Significance of the study 

 

While some studies on  information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students  

have been carried out by other researchers and are  available on scholarly 

databases, this study would add to the general body of knowledge and share the 

findings regarding information seeking behaviour of present post graduate students 

at Rhodes University and the University of Fort Hare. This study may also influence 

the two universities academic libraries to upgrade their information literacy and 

bibliographic instruction programmes so that postgraduate students are well 

acquainted with information seeking techniques and strategies. 

 

The two universities may also consider positions of research librarians that will assist 

postgraduate students with information seeking. Based on the findings the 

researcher would make proposals for developing effective information literacy 

programmes for postgraduate students not only for the two universities but for any 

institution that would like to implement such programmes for its postgraduate 

students. 
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1.9 Institutional  Background 

1.9.1 University of Fort Hare (UFH) 

The University of Fort Hare (UFH) is one of Africa and South Africa’s oldest 

universities, having been founded in 1916 as an institution of higher education for 

Africans. It survived near closure in 1999; a situation rooted in the inequitable 

treatment the university was subjected to during the apartheid era, and exacerbated 

by poor leadership and declining student numbers. UFH has an intricate history that 

not only parallels, but reflects the contradictions of modern history of South Africa.  

Today however, it has defied all odds and is striving towards being a vibrant 

intellectual centre, already a major contributor to economic, political, social 

developments at local, provincial and national levels. 

The university has three locations, the main campus being in Alice a small rural 

town; the other two campuses are located in East London and Bisho respectively. In 

the 2012 academic year, the university had approximately 10400 registered students 

of which 1686 were postgraduate students, 876 of the postgraduates’ students we 

registered in the faculties of Education, Humanities and Social sciences, 544 were 

full time students while 332 were registered as part time students during the time of 

this study. The University of Fort Hare has six faculties namely, Education; Law; 

Management and Commerce; Science and Agriculture and Social Sciences and 

Humanities. It offers 189 degrees programmes and diplomas within the departments 

in the different faculties. (UFH website) 
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1.9.2 Rhodes University (RU) 

Rhodes University (RU) is a small, prestigious university located on 203 hectares of 

land in, Grahamstown, the Eastern Cape of South Africa. It has approximately 6000 

students of which approximately 1828 are postgraduates. Of the 1828 postgraduates 

students at Rhodes University 1018 were registered in the Faculties of Education 

and Humanities at the time of data collection for this study, 370 postgraduates 

students were registered as part time students while 648 were registered as full time 

postgraduates’ students. Fifty-five per cent of the students lived in the university 

residences. Rhodes is a cosmopolitan university drawing students from across South 

Africa, the Southern Africa region and overseas.  It boasts of a lecturer-student ratio 

of one lecturer to fifteen students.  By local standards it is comparatively a well- 

resourced institution of higher education. Rhodes offers degrees in various academic 

departments within six faculties, namely Commerce, Education, Humanities, Law, 

Pharmacy and Science. (RU website) 

1.10   Dissemination of findings 

 

Findings will be disseminated through a thesis that will be available on the electronic 

repository to be accessed by all SEALS members and the community at large. 

1.11 Chapter Demarcation 

 

Chapter 1 comprises of background to the study, problem statement, aims and 

objectives of the study, research questions, scope and limitation and significance of 

the study 
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Chapter 2 presents a theoretical overview and a literature review. The relevant 

theories on information seeking behaviour will be analysed in relation to the study.  

 

Chapter 3 outlines the research design and methodology. That is the researcher 

explains the research instruments and data collection procedures that were followed 

in this study. 

Chapter 4 analyses and interprets the collected data 

 

Chapter 5: This chapter discusses the findings of the study in relation to what is 

already known in the published literature. 

 

Chapter 6:  provides conclusions and recommendations based on the findings of the 

study. 

1.13 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter covered the research problem, research questions and objectives and 

overall background to the problem under investigation. The limitation of the study 

was outlined. The chapter provided a clear perspective of Information seeking 

behaviour of postgraduate students. Brief backgrounds of the studied institutions 

were given. The following chapter reviews literature on postgraduates’ students with 

regard to their information seeking behaviour as well as the conceptual frameworks. 
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CHAPTER 2 : LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORKS 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Literature review is a process that involves finding, reading, understanding and 

forming conclusions about the published research and theory on a particular topic 

(Burns & Grove, 2003). Good research does not exist in a vacuum. As such research 

findings should be an extension of previous knowledge and theory as well as guide 

for future research activities. Polit & Beck (2007: 722) add that a review of literature 

provides a critical summary of research on a topic of interest so as to put a research 

problem in context.  A review of literature therefore is conducted to generate a 

picture of what is known about a particular situation or area of study and the 

knowledge gaps that exist in the field.  

In the light of the definition above, this section reviews literature on postgraduate 

students with regards to their information seeking behaviuor. The literature also 

focuses on the abilities of postgraduate students to find relevant information for their 

studies, using either print or electronic information resources and to address the 

question of information sources that postgraduate students value most. Reviewing 

literature will help the researcher to establish how other scholars have investigated 

the same problem (Mouton, 2008; Neuman, 2006). The following section presents 

the literature that covers the topic and sub topics under study as well as the research 

questions. The topics covered  are information seeking behaviour that addresses 

how postgraduate students seek and obtain information using either manual or 

electronic sources of information, information literacy and postgraduate students, 
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theoretical frameworks, information seeking behaviour theory, Information search 

process model, Ellis’s behavioural model of information seeking, Wilson’s combined 

model, postgraduate students and information retrieval techniques that  addresses 

the methods postgraduate students used to obtain relevant information, choices of 

information sources that addresses the question of information sources that 

postgraduate students value most, usage of electronic sources of information, 

research skills that addresses skills that postgraduate students possess, 

postgraduates’ students and the library utilization that addresses issues of places 

where postgraduate students find information, information seeking behaviour in the 

technological or digital environment to address the present information age, 

Information seeking behaviour and the academic discipline  to address factors that 

influence postgraduate students’ information seeking behaviour based on the 

findings that confirm that  there are major disciplinary differences in information 

seeking behaviour of students, Web 2.0 and social networks  to address the different 

types of information sources students are exposed to. 

2.2 Information seeking behaviour   

 

The information seeking behaviour of academics  appears to have been a focus of 

inquiry for a long time, as reflected in the many studies identified by Tibbo (n.d:n.p) 

[e.g. the study by the American Psychological Association, 1963 - 1969; Bath 

University, 1979 - 1980; and Earle & Vickery’s study in 1969]. The view held by 

Borgman et al. (2005:640), is that research on the information needs and the 

information seeking behaviour of academics extends back to the late 1950s, 

beginning with simple descriptive studies and evolving into discipline-specific 

investigations. Much of the research evolved from a more generalized 
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interdisciplinary interest in the work of scientists and the nature of scientific 

communication, resulting in a large body of literature that dates back from 1940 - 

1960 (Borgman et al., 2005: 640). According to Francis (2008:68), researchers and 

practitioners in the field of Library and Information Science (LIS) have long held an 

interest in the information seeking behavior of different client groups. Since then, 

studies quickly progressed, starting with those intended to improve collection 

development, followed by those that explored the research habits of individuals or 

groups for the design of appropriate systems and services. In other words a user-

centred approach that examines the system as seen by the user was developed.  

 

Studies on web information seeking behaviour appeared later and many pen down 

the mid-90s as the exact starting point. Spink & Jansen (2004) suggest that the 

earliest studies of web searching behaviour in the mid-90s occurred as web search 

engine and web browser use began to grow, particularly in academic environments. 

However as Kuhlthau (1991) states students experience the same constructive 

stages of the information seeking process in digital environments and face the same 

pitfalls in shelf browsing and this affect their information seeking behaviour. 

 

Scholarly information behaviour today is governed to a significant extent by the 

existence of a wide variety of electronic information sources, from the online 

databases that emerged more than thirty years ago, to electronic journals and the 

World Wide Web. In academia, the use of libraries as places in which to search for 

information is being replaced, to an increasing degree, by access to these 

information resources from the scholar's office desk, from the desk at home, from the 

laptop in the conference hotel, or, with the increasing pervasiveness of wireless 
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connectivity, from the airport lounge for instance. With this increasing mobility come 

challenges for the developers of information services to develop systems that 

support the user in his or her search (Wilson, 2004). Post graduate students at RU 

and UFH are also affected by this extensive variety of electronic information sources 

and thus affect their information seeking behaviour. 

2.3 Research skills 

Postgraduate students need to acquire research skills during their studies in order to 

acquire competencies to conduct research in their own professional fields. 

(Murtonen, 2010 ; Zainuriyah, 2009 and  Rosli, 2010) among others identified the 

knowledge and skills that students should acquire before conducting and writing their 

research. Kardash (2000) also identified the skills required to develop research skills 

of undergraduate students engaged in research. Other issues that emerged relate to 

postgraduate students’ perceptions of their research skills. Studies indicated that 

most postgraduate students overestimate their research skills and abilities, 

(Kohrman, 2003) and (Simpson, 1998). A study conducted by Simpson (1998) at 

Adelphi University New York to determine whether postgraduate and doctoral 

students possessed basic research skills revealed that 64% did not have the 

necessary skills for postgraduate research and 42% used the Web for a majority of 

their research work. Although most postgraduate students scored low on research 

skills they felt prepared to do independent research.  

 

Lastly, another factor that emerged during this research is that of information literacy. 

Generally, teaching the current trends and materials in addition to the textbook and 

course reserve readings limits the time and efforts that faculties can devote to 
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information literacy education. Moreover, faculties have traditionally been unwilling to 

give up class time for this type of instruction (Simpson, 1998). With increasing class 

sizes and growing student enrolments in many institutions, teaching faculties have 

less time to assign to research projects or to provide students outside the classroom 

with guidance and support necessary to perform their class research projects 

(Benson, 1995 a; Home, 1993; McMurtry & Mc Clelland, 1997). Therefore this 

researcher opines that librarians should work with academics and provide extended 

support of information seeking skills to postgraduate students.  

 

Furthermore, a study on computer anxiety in the 21 century at Kansas University in 

Manhattan, New York by Kohrman (2003) and Simpson (1998) found that 

postgraduate students did not interact much with information communication 

technology. Their findings revealed that many postgraduate students reported fear of 

hitting the wrong button thereby breaking the machine. In view of the above, it is 

therefore important to investigate how mature students interact with technology at  

RU and UFH. As a result of the challenges associated with information retrieval at 

university level, Barry (1997) concludes that librarians should continue to take the 

lead in information literacy training, but should share the responsibility with faculties. 

Thus departments should dedicate time for information literacy instructions on their 

timetables. This is because students at post graduate level have not yet acquired 

adequate knowledge of the discipline and its organization which limits their searching 

productivity and efficiency. They must be taught ways in which the library can help 

them use the resources more effectively to obtain and apply knowledge (Benson, 

1995a).  
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Several recent articles have been devoted to a growing concern about information 

literacy’s priority and place in the educational process Barry, (1997); Owusu-Ansah, 

(2003); Zabel, Benzak & Benzak (2004). Lowry (1990) recommends that  a credit-

bearing course on information literacy at  undergraduate graduate level should be 

provided, thus  introducing a new paradigm for information literacy. Even though 

Lowry recommends the training of undergraduate students, the researcher is of the 

view that training should also be provided to postgraduate students as they also 

encounter many challenges during their search for information. With regard to 

training course,   Johnston & Webber (2003) also advocates for sufficient content for 

the credit-bearing course. They reveal  that  the body of knowledge, methods and 

skills beyond ‘search and find skills’ or the technology training normally found in the 

single library research class are  enough to justify an independent course in 

information literacy. Additionally, although much research has been carried out on 

the importance to acquiring research skills at university level, Literature however 

articulates a gap between students’ perceptions and need for information literacy 

and faculty expectations with regard to the research process, hence research should 

be carried in this area. 

 

Parrish (1989)’s study of academic community analysis which focused on 

discovering research needs of graduate students at Bowling Green State University  

found out that most graduate students were uncomfortable with one form of the 

research process or another  and that misjudging the time necessary to conduct 

research was also an issue. Graduate students’ high level of stress regarding library, 

computer, and research anxiety is a widespread phenomenon and is well 

documented throughout literature. Studies by Cleveland, (2004); Grassian & 
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Kaplowitz (2001); Onwuegbuze, (2002) and Kohrman, (2003) also addressed the 

issues of post graduate students library, research, and computer anxiety. Library 

anxiety, as described by Mellon (1986), is fear and/or anxiety or phobia of using or 

even contemplating using the library. Numerous studies support the view that library 

anxiety is real and can have an effect on academic success. For example, adult 

learners tend to be highly motivated and independent so they often do not want to 

reveal to others that they do need help, additionally they may also feel that they are 

the only ones that do not know how to find information materials on their own, which 

leads to high levels of library anxiety. 

 

(Onwuegbuzie & Jiao 2000). According to Barry (1997), the skills requirement of post 

graduate students and their research supervisors in today's information age appear 

to be quite different from those that were required in a traditional library setting. 

Searching a traditional library was a finite task, calling mainly for an ability to 

navigate library catalogues and shelf classification systems. In today’s information 

age, identifying and locating information may be an infinite task. Thus, as we 

continue to make the transition from a traditional to a more electronic information 

age, the need for new digitally-based information skills is a prerequisite. 

Unfortunately, many post graduate students and their supervisors are lagging behind 

because they are not acquiring these important information skills. That is, they lack 

specific skills like: ability to identify and appraise internet-based sources, information 

management, retrieval, filtering, and storing information, hence the need to train 

academics on information searching skills. 
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In order to demonstrate information literacy by postgraduate students, Lacefield & 

Mahan (1988) suggests that, a short research paper should be assigned to 

prospective students before final admission to the postgraduate school or 

programme is finalised. The written assignment would be helpful in demonstrating 

the applicants’ varying “scholastic ability, writing ability, and general motivation and 

determination.” Borderline students would be identified immediately and required to 

take a basic information literacy workshop in order to enter the postgraduate 

programme. This would ensure that the students in most need of instruction would 

be targeted and receive the crucial assistance at the onset of their academic 

programs. Librarians  therefore should make administrators and teaching faculties 

more aware of post graduate students’ needs and desires regarding information 

literacy education in order to influence and effect necessary curriculum changes. 

Librarians should also be more creative and collaborative in providing faculties with a 

variety of venues and alternatives beyond classroom instruction, so that information 

literacy skills are incorporated into the postgraduate education process. 

 According to Bellard (2007) information literacy is best taught when it is integrated 

into the substance of a course or concerned with a research design and the 

researcher concurs with this viewpoint. Bellard (2005) also opine that another 

alternative would be to work with curriculum planners in the school to target and 

identify several required courses within the curriculum and offer developmental 

instructional sessions and assignments options relevant to course goals and 

objectives. This would allow students to reinforce their skills in a meaningful and 

practical way necessary for professional development and lifelong learning. The 

University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, United States presently has such a program in 

place. Information literacy competencies are integrated into their schools’ fall 
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orientation, two foundation courses, and several advanced research courses 

(Lawlor, 2003.) Such a course can be beneficial to postgraduate students at RU and 

UFH. 

2. 4 Information literacy  

 

Lupton (2004) refers to information literacy as “a means of personal empowerment” 

which enhances a person’s ability for lifelong learning and proposes that there is a 

distinction between information literacy and information seeking and use. It is the 

process of analysing and resolving issues through the effective use of information 

that facilitates constructive learning. Clearly there is a need to integrate the 

development of such competencies into the postgraduate curriculum (Appleton & 

Orr, 2000; Snavely & Cooper, 1997). This would suggest, therefore, that it is the 

university role to structure topics and learning tasks with a supportive framework 

which can guide students through the collection, critical analysis and use of 

information hence RU and  UFH are not exception. 

 

The notion of information literacy, originally conceptualized in the 1970s is now 

commonly used to describe the skill set required to interact effectively in the 

electronic environment. There is some debate as to whether or not this term 

appropriately describes the skills required by the citizen of the information society. 

There appears to be a consensus that a variety of literacies are required in order to 

use networked communication technologies, digital media, and online and traditional 

information resources. Information literacy therefore can be understood as the 

overarching term to describe the skills needed to use information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) effectively, and to access appropriate digital information 
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resources (Bundy, 2004). With regards to acquiring information literacy, Whitworth 

(2003) emphasises the importance of developing generic skills amongst students in 

relation to technology and information. He suggests an approach that focuses on 

critical skills, context, autonomy and participation .However, it is important that 

information literacy is not conceptualized in terms of information technology skills. 

Bundy (2004) explains that the most important elements of information literacy are 

“critical discernment and reasoning”, rather than technological fluency.  

 

The term “information literacy” has many definitions, none of which is universally 

applicable. (Jiyane & Onyancha, 2010), the American Library Association (ALA) 

nevertheless provides what has come to be recognized as an all –encompassing 

definition of an information literate person. The Association describes an information 

literate person as “one who recognizes when information is needed and has the 

ability to locate, evaluate and use effectively the needed information” (ALA 1989, 

2000). According to the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization UNESCO (2008:) information literacy refers to one’s ability to  

recognize his/her information needs, locate and evaluate the quality of information, 

store and retrieve information, make effective and ethical use of information by 

proper citations and referencing as well as to apply information to create and 

communicate knowledge.    

The growing body of literature on information literacy and instruction demonstrates 

the need for developing information gathering and research skills as an integral and 

necessary part of the educational process. Numerous articles have documented 

growth of literature on information literacy over the last 25 years (Johnson & Jent, 

2004; Johnston  & Webber, 2003; Rader 2002). Researchers such as  Simpson 
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(1988) and Johnston  & Webber (2003) document how information literacy 

instruction is now offered in some format in most universities as part of the 

undergraduate education curriculum. Yet, at the post graduate level information 

literacy still remains sporadic at best and offered mainly in a variety of supplemental 

venues (e.g., online tutorials, assignment related instruction, workshops, and 

orientations). The same applies to RU and UFH where information literacy programs 

are offered on online tutorials. The most prevalent reason for this can be attributed to 

the fact that most faculties assume that incoming graduate students have acquired 

the necessary library and research skills at the undergraduate level in order to be 

independent researchers (Simpson, 1988 and Johnston & Webber, 2003). This 

however, is not always the case as some mature students attended undergraduate 

studies at a time when technology was not so prevalent, leading to a gap in their 

knowledge system. 

In the United Kingdom, Urquhart & Crane (1994) studied the information seeking 

skills and behaviour of information sources for postgraduate students at the 

University College of London. Case study problems related to their fields were used. 

In the study, information need was related to information use in that a problem case 

was given to each participant on whom the interview was focused. The findings 

showed that a third of the sample studied had little evidence of knowledge of 

information seeking skills. It also revealed that postgraduate students relied more on 

informal information sources such as colleagues and lecturers than formal sources of 

information. Additionally, it should also be noted that there are several factors which 

can affect how information is obtained. These factors include, among others, 

timeliness of information presented, awareness of the sources of information and 

ability to use information access tools. This brings in the issue of training in the use 
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of information centres by the information and service providers. (Urquhart & Crane, 

1994) 

 

Generally, new postgraduate students often lack the ability to identify experts and 

leading scholars in their field of study. They often become overwhelmed with 

material and do not have the time or patience to read all the materials and properly 

evaluate them (Benshoff, 1993; Benson, 1995a; Leckie, 1996; Simpson, 1998). Most 

of them are unaware of the relevant bibliographies and reference materials in their 

field and have little or no experience conducting literature reviews or following 

citation trails (Benson, 1995a). Johnson, Griffiths & Hartley (2001) argue that several 

electronic information seekers are unable to use advanced search methods or 

complex queries when conducting a search. Brophy & Bawden (2003: 73) support 

this argument as the participants in their study used the advanced search function 

less. The Ciber (2007) study provides evidence of using advanced search strategies 

because students expect that search engines would provide them with a better 

understanding of search queries. 

 Junni (2007) undertook a study on how students seek information for their Master’s 

theses and the effect of the internet on the behaviour at the Swedish University of 

Economics and Business Administration in Helsinki, Finland. In the study, reference 

lists of Master’s theses from 1985, 1993 and 2003 were studied in three disciplines: 

Economics, Psychology and Mathematics, followed by semi-structured interviews of 

the students who had completed their theses in 2003. The findings showed a 

substantial increase in the use of scholarly articles as reference sources throughout 

the time of the studies, although the number of other information sources had 

remained largely unchanged. One of the main problems that students reported was 
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lack of training in information searching, and the abundance of irrelevant information 

on the internet. Similarly, RU and UFH libraries do not have formal Information 

literacy programmes for postgraduate’s students. Information literacy is offered 

through the library websites and pamphlets, as such there is a need to provide 

information literacy programs to postgraduate students. 

A number of qualitative studies for example by Aula & Nordhausen (2006); 

McGuinnes (2006); Morrison (2007); Haglund & Olsson (2008) and  Du & Evans 

(2011) found out that many faculties at the institutions of higher learning offer 

information literacy instructions  on learning and seeking studies outside the 

curriculum, although this instruction would be more effective inside the classroom. 

McGuiness (2006) adds that students acquire information seeking skills gradually 

throughout their university education. Haglund & Olsson (2008) performed an 

observational study on three universities in Stockholm Sweden in order to 

understand the information needs of young university researchers. 

 The results of the study show that researchers used Google search engines for 

everything and they had confidence that they could manage on their own, students 

relied heavily on immediate access to electronic information and had minimum 

contact with the library, and only a few had knowledge about the value, usefulness 

and availability of librarian’s competence. Their study drew the conclusions that 

librarians should leave the library building and start working in the research 

environment; library use was considered complicated in comparison with using 

Google search engines. Librarians at RU and UFH should   assist students in the 

postgraduate computer laboratories with information search and impart the skills by 

frequently training postgraduate students to search information on their own. 



36 
 

In Avdic & Eklund (2010)’s study, the researchers examined the problems that 

students experienced when using a university library reference database. The most 

significant responses from the students indicated that it took a long time to search for 

articles in the databases and the English language made the search awkward. They 

also reported that they had difficulty finding relevant articles. Obviously, learning how 

to use reference databases was not a minor matter. Even though all participating 

students were mostly positive about their abilities, the results revealed that their 

information literacy could be much better if they received a formal training. According 

to Chowdhury; Gibb & Landoni (2011) uncertainty may prompt users to find 

information in a vast collection and at the same time, they may be excited to discover 

new information channels and sources.  

 

Such sources may also provide useful insights for future searches. In a study by Chu 

& Law (2007: b) three stages of students’ information needs were identified as 

general information need, specific information need and the current information 

need. The identified various stages of information needs were closely linked to the 

student’s research progress. The study presented the role of different source types 

at different stages of students’ researches. It further showed that many students 

were initially unfamiliar with many source types important to their research, and the 

growth of knowledge of many of the sources has contributed to the students’ 

development of information search expertise. Other studies by Chu & Law (2008); 

Korobili, Malliari & Zapounidou (2011) showed that information search training is still 

essential at the undergraduate and post graduate levels and that the goal of 

information search training should be to help all students to become competent in 

information searching. 
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Studies by Branch (2003); Brunton (2007); Craig & Corrall (2007); Kai-Wah Chu & 

Law (2008); Samson (2010); Tramullas & Casabon (2010); Urquhart & Rowley 

(2007) indicated that library instructions or other information literacy programs on 

information seeking behaviour have influence on the information seeking behaviour 

of university students. Attempts have been made to associate information seeking 

behaviour with specific cognitive styles (Ford, Miller & Moss, 2005; Kim & Allen, 

2002). Many studies have tried to explore the psychological variables in terms of the 

personal traits that influence a seeker’s behaviour  using a variety of psychological 

theories, models and tools for example Amiel & Sargent (2004); Heinstrom (2000); 

Heinstrom (2003); Heinstrom (2005) and Landers & Lounsbury (2006) found out that 

different people behave differently when seeking information. 

2.5 Choice of Information Sources 

The choice of information source may be a function of factors other than perceptions 

of quality and accessibility. Several authors have explored relationships among 

uncertainty, complexity and information use and these are Gifford, Bobbitt, & 

Slocum, Randolph, Tushman & Nadler (as cited in O’Reilly, 1982). These studies 

show that, tasks or technologies that are less certain or more complex may require 

more information use for decision making than simpler more routine jobs. Tushman 

(1978) for example reports that more complex tasks were accompanied by increased 

amounts of technical communication in high performing Research & Development (R 

&D) units.  Randolph (1978) also found that uncertainty in the task environment was 

associated with increased reliance of verbal communications. The R & D study and 

other studies like (Blandin & Brown, 1997) confirm that, uncertainty in the task 
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environment was associated with increased reliance on verbal communications. 

Blan-din & Brown; Randolph & Finch; Schroeder & Benbasat, (as cited in O’Reilly, 

1982) suggest that the nature of the task may lead to the use of a certain information 

source. 

Many studies have indicated a connection between the type of information needed 

and the definition of desired information channels and sources, and this has an 

impact on information systems processes (Malliari, Korobili & Zapounidou, 2011). 

However, many studies found that users who act regardless of their information need 

have a tendency to bypass complex information channels and advanced techniques 

(Fast & Campbell, 2004 ; George et al., 2006; Kerins, Madden & Fulton, 2004 ; 

Makani & WooShue, 2006  ; Vezzosi, 2009). 

 

The most important entity in information seeking remains the information seeker with 

his/her key characteristics having an effect upon preferred search strategies and 

overall seeking performance. These characteristics include demographic cognitive 

and psychological variables. Demographic variables and their relationship with 

information seeking choices and strategies have been studied mostly in terms of 

age/generation as well as academic status as stated by Malliari, Korobili & 

Zapounidou (2011).Hence a need to investigate diversity in demographic cognitive 

and psychological variables of students in relation to their information seeking 

behaviour.  

 

Khathi (2009) in her study of  Information seeking behaviour on students at the 

University of Western Cape (UWC) found  out that the first source that the students  

approached was the internet, which may include Google, Online databases or the 
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OPAC system. Only the senior students reported that they used Google scholar or 

Google advance where they had options of what keywords to choose. The second 

option to use was library books and journals, then lastly their textbooks. When they 

were asked if they usually found relevant information in those sources, there were 

more students that said sometimes than those who said always. Only one student 

said that the information found in the sources was never relevant.  

 

A study of engineering graduate students carried out by Kerins, Madden and Fulton 

(2004) at the Dublin City University Ireland found out that the majority of students 

reported that the internet was the first source of information they used for a project. 

Similarly in a study of first-year undergraduate students by Mittermeyer (2003), in 

Quebec found that, many students reported that they used the internet extensively 

for finding course- related information. A survey carried out amongst veterinary 

medical students at the University of Lowa by Pelzer, Wiese & Leysen (1998) sought 

to understand the students’ information seeking behaviour in the electronic 

environment, the results indicated that students’ main reasons for visiting the library 

were to photocopy and to study course materials. Handouts, textbooks and 

assistance from their peers, or instructors, followed by computerized indexes were 

also found to be the main sources the students used when seeking current 

information. The internet was reportedly used as a resource by 59 % of the students 

and over 80 % of them used computerized indexes for seeking current information. 

Ajiboye and Tella (2006) in their study of information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students at the University of Botswana also found out that internet was 

the most consulted source. A study conducted by Clink, Crawford & de Vicente 

(2004) investigated the use and awareness of electronic information services by 
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students at Glasgow Caledonian University. The study found out that the internet 

was the most widely used source of information. They also stated that the non-use of 

electronic information services was due to difficulty of access or use. The study 

revealed that there was a decline in usage of the databases that were password 

protected (Clink, Crawford & de Venter, 2004). Whilst all these studies show that the 

internet is the number one source for accessing information, it is important to 

investigate the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at RU and 

UFH because the environments and characteristics of students are different from 

previous studies. 

 

Although previous findings in the literature illustrate  that the internet was used as 

the primary source of information by many users in most studies Liao, Finn & Junlu 

(2007) and that issues of accessibility and convenience of access, as well as issues 

of time and constraints or level of difficulty were of concern to students Korobili, 

Tilikidou & Delistavrou (2006). In other words individuals are not totally free of 

technical and mechanical barriers which govern their actions. George et al. (2006) 

indicate that information seeking behaviour of graduate students was iterative and 

became more refined and organized as they became more knowledgeable in their 

field of research, while Sadler & Given (2007) showed that there was a relationship 

between the level of technical support students were receiving and their willingness 

to explore new digital opportunities. 

 

Kakai, Ikoja- Odongo and Kigongo-Bukenya (2004) in their study observed that most 

students concentrated on using particular materials recommended by either their 

lecturers or colleagues who have used them before, rather than searching to find the 
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most appropriate document to use. While a significant body of literature has been 

amassed on the information skills and training requirements of undergraduate 

students, there has been less effort on identifying the needs of postgraduate 

students Dornhorst (2006).The study on Postgraduate Information Needs and Online 

Tools Awareness (PINOTA) Project (2010) by Dingley (2010) revealed that 

postgraduates students have to locate and manage significantly more resources of 

information than undergraduates because at postgraduate level students should be 

able to discover and unpack information from different sources. Jaggers, Tallman & 

Waddell (1991) investigated the library services to distance education students of 

Northern Arizona University and he discovered that, among all information sources 

available in their library, more students used the instructor-provided materials than 

any other source.  

Riahinia & Zandian’s (2008) study dealt with the evaluation of information providers 

and popular search engines on the basis of postgraduate students’ perspectives. 

They examined information seeking behaviour of the postgraduate students of two 

universities (Moallem & Modares) in Tehran to find out how students used online 

databases and general search engines. Their study collected data using a 

questionnaire. The results showed that 63.4% of the respondents used online 

databases, followed by search engines (24.3%), and print materials (11.3%). 

Furthermore participants ranked Google as their favourite search engine. Thomas 

(1993) investigated whether new doctoral students experienced gaps or anomalies in 

their state of knowledge which could be articulated as information problems or needs 

when they first enrolled for their programmes of study. A focus group interview was 

used to collect data. The findings revealed that the students perceived the faculty as 

very approachable but the information available for them was fragmented. The study 
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further revealed that although students appeared to rely on information from each 

other and from continuing students, they preferred more input from administrators 

and faculty whom they also considered to be the most credible sources for certain 

types of information. The identified areas of need were information on personal 

needs and knowledge of information resources. This is an indication that 

postgraduates’ students do have a wide range of needs therefore RU and UFH 

postgraduate students are not an exception hence it is important to investigate their 

information seeking behaviour.  

 

A study that was carried out by Majid & Ai (2002) on the use of information resources 

by computer engineering students at National University of Singapore found that the 

top five information sources in order of preference were books (94 per cent), 

lecturers (89 per cent), the Internet (86 per cent) and friends (84 per cent). The 

students relied heavily on printed sources of information and their use of electronic 

journals and databases was very low. According to Hartmann (2001), undergraduate 

students experienced difficulty in locating items from the library collection and did not 

understand the processes of retrieving journal articles. A study conducted by 

Niemand (2010) on information seeking habits of information and knowledge 

management students at University of Johannesburg noted that students utilized the 

Internet to gain access to the World Wide Web to perform various tasks. Forty per 

cent of the respondents indicated that they utilized the Internet to gain access to 

information relating to course work, homework and/or research. It is also interesting 

to note that 20% of the respondents indicated that the internet was used to gain 

access to electronic mail functionality.  
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2.6 Conceptual Frameworks 

 

Studies in the information seeking domain have yielded a number of models to help 

us to understand the users’ information seeking behaviour. These have ranged from 

models that view information seeking as a series of stages and a cognitive process, 

such as Kuhlthau’s (1993) Information Search Process model (ISP) (described in Cf 

2.1), Kuhlthau’s ISP model which  focuses on the affective and cognitive aspects of 

the information search process. Kuhlthau‘s (1993) model is not a plain cognitive 

model since it also describes the changes of feeling along with the changes of the 

process. This is based on Kelly’s personal construct theory which describes the 

effective experience of individuals involved in the process of constructing meaning 

from the information they encounter to those that view information seeking on an 

individual level based on the cognitive viewpoint e.g. Ellis (1989).  

 

Ellis (1989) identified eight features of information seeking behaviour which are 

starting, browsing, chaining, monitoring, differentiating, extracting, verifying and 

ending. These features seem to characterize the information seeking patterns of 

scientists, engineers and social scientists in both academic and industrial settings. 

Ellis (1989) also provides a slightly different but comparable package of six features. 

This set of features has emerged from a sequence of empirical studies. Ellis (1989 : 

178) admits that the detailed interrelation or interaction of  the features in any 

individual information pattern will depend on the unique circumstances of the 

information seeking activities of the person concerned at that particular time  to those 

that regard information seeking as a problem-solving activity e.g. (Wilson,1999). 

Wilson (1997; 1999) revised his earlier model on information behaviour of 1981 by 

drawing upon an extensive review of research from a variety of fields other than 
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information science, including decision- making, psychology, innovation, health 

communication and information research. (instead of users) These models illustrate 

different approaches to understanding information seeking   and each is likely to 

yield a slightly different insight into information-seeking behavior.  

2.6.1 Information Seeking behaviour Models 

 

Kraaijenbrink and Wilson (as cited in Du Preez, 2008) state that most models 

attempt to describe information seeking activity, the causes and consequences of 

that activity or the relationships among stages of information seeking behaviour 

models study for example information behaviour from a general behaviour or a task 

performance perspective. According to Wilson (1999:250) theoretical models seldom 

advance to the stage of specificity relationships among theoretical propositions. The 

information behaviour models that have been developed to date address user’s 

information behaviour from different perspective Wilson (1999: 250-251) explains 

that models of information behaviour and information seeking are related. Most 

models in the general field of information behaviour are of the former variety, they 

are statements often in the form of diagrams that attempt to describe information 

seeking activity, the causes and consequences of that activity or the relationship 

among stages in information seeking behaviour. Rarely do such models advance to 

the stage of specifying relationships among theoretical proposition rather they are at 

the pre-theoretical stage but may suggest relationship that might be fruitful to explore 

or test.  
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The figure below explain Kuhlthau’s (1993) ISP Model 

 

FIGURE 2- 1: KUHLTHAU’S (1993)   INFORMATION SEARCH PROCESS 

MODEL (ISP) 

Source: Kuhlthau (2005:231) 

Tasks   Initiation   Selection  Exploration  Formulation      Collection         Presentation   

Search        Closure 

 

Feelings        uncertainly  optimism  confusion clarity  sense of satisfaction  Sense of 

direction         Relief 

                 

        Disappointment                          frustration                direction                  Confidence              

Starting 

                                                                                                                                                       

Writing        

         Confidence                                               doubt                                        Specificity          

Satisfaction 

                                                                                                                                                        

Or dissatisfaction 

 Thoughts                         vague................ focused                                                       

(cognitive) 

             Ambiguity                                                                    Increased interest 

Actions         seeking relevant information --------                                                 seeking 

pertinent information 

(Physical)   exploring                                               documenting        
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2.6.1.1 Kuhlthau’s (1993)  (ISP) Model 

Kuhlthau (1991; 1993 a) has shown in a series of longitudinal empirical studies that 

learning tasks and problem solving by students and library users consists of several 

stages. The model maintains that people search for and use information differently 

depending on the stage of the process. The stages of Kuhlthau’s model are as 

follows: 

 Initiation:  becoming aware of the need for information when facing a problem. 

 Selection: the general topic for seeking information is identified and selected. 

 Exploration: seeking and investigating information on a general topic. 

 Formulation: fixing and structuring the problem to be solved. 

 Collection: gathering pertinent information for the focused topic. 

 Presentation:  completing seeking, reporting and using the result of the task. 

Along the different stages of the process, the person who is seeking information’s 

feelings, thoughts and actions may change (as shown in Figure 2.1). Prior to focus 

formation, the person seeking information may feel uncertain and his or her thoughts 

are general, fragmentary and vague and the action involves seeking background 

information. The person seeking information is unable to formulate the task and 

express precisely the kind of information needed. After focus formation, information 

seeking becomes more directed and the thoughts about the task become clearer and 

more structured. This leads the person seeking information to seek relevant, focused 

information using a whole range of information sources. Feelings therefore change 

from uncertainty and frustration towards certainty and confidence. At the end of the 

process re-checking searches are made for possible additional information 
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(Kuhlthau, 1991; 1993 a) Kuhlthau’s model is not a plain cognitive model since it also 

describes changes in feelings along the stages of process.  

This is based on Kelly’s personal construct theory, which describes the affective 

experience of the individual in the process of constructing meaning from the 

information they encounter (Kuhlthau, 1993 a). Kuhlthau’s early work was based on 

longitudinal studies on high school students’ writing essays. This means that the 

student’s tasks were fairly complex. In particular, Kuhlthau’s task involves the pre-

focus stages. This means that the “student” needs to formulate the task or the 

problem, it is not routine enough to be memorized and directly applicable, 

nevertheless tasks complexity varies in real life. The figure below explain Ellis 

behavioural model of information seeking 

 

 

 
 

 

FIGURE 2- 2: ELLIS’S BEHAVIOURAL MODEL OF INFORMATION SEEKING 

Source: Wilson (1999: 255) 

2.6.1.2 Ellis’s behavioural model of information-seeking 

 

Ellis’s (1989) model is based on observations of the information seeking behaviour of 

academics across a number of scientific disciplines: the social sciences (Ellis, 1989), 

physical sciences (Ellis, Cox, & Hall, 1993) and engineers and research scientists 
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(Ellis & Haugan, 1997). In addition, a more recent study on social scientists by Meho 

& Tibbo (2003) re-examined Ellis’s findings in order to witness if they were still 

applicable now that electronic information seeking has become more popular. All of 

these studies identified similar behavioral characteristics. These information-seeking 

characteristics, according to Ellis (1989) are non-sequential and it is possible to 

display more than one characteristic at any given time. The characteristics identified 

in these studies are: 

 

 Starting/surveying – according to Ellis, Cox & Hall, (1993), involves ‘‘activities 

characteristic of the initial search for information’’. Ellis & Haugan (1997) 

elaborate on this definition by suggesting that this behaviour (which they re-

named ‘surveying’) is ‘‘characteristic of the initial search for information to 

obtain an overview of the literature within a new subject field, or to locate key 

people operating in this field’’. 

  Monitoring is maintaining awareness of developments and technologies in a 

field through regularly following particular sources (Ellis & Haugan, 1997:396). 

 Browsing is semi-directed searching in an area of potential interest (Ellis, 

1989: 179). 

 Chaining is following chains of citations or other forms of referential 

connections between materials (Ellis, 1989: 179). 

 Differentiating is an activity which uses differences between sources as a filter 

on the nature and quality of the materials examined (Ellis et al., 1993, p. 179). 

In Ellis & Haugan (1997) the behaviours of ‘distinguishing’ and ‘filtering’ were 

identified instead of differentiating. Distinguishing involves ‘‘ranking 

information sources according to their relative importance based on own 
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perceptions’’. Filtering however is the ‘‘use of certain criteria or mechanisms 

when searching for information to make the information as relevant and as 

precise as possible’’. Distinguishing and filtering can be regarded as more 

specialized differentiating behaviours. 

  Extracting is systematically working though a particular source to identify 

material of interest (Ellis, Cox & Hall, 1993: 364). 

 Verifying is checking the information and sources found for accuracy and 

errors (Ellis, Cox & Hall, 1993:364). This characteristic was only identified in 

the study of physical scientists.  Information managing is a characteristic that 

was identified by Meho & Tibbo (2003) in their re-examination of social 

scientists’ information-seeking behaviour that involves ‘‘filing, archiving, and 

organizing information collected or used in facilitating their research’’.  

 Ending is the assembly and dissemination of information or the drawing 

together of material for publication (Ellis, Cox & Hall, 1993: 365). The figure 

below explain Wilson’s combined model 

 

 

FIGURE 2- 3: WILSON’S COMBINED MODEL (WILSON, 1999) 
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2.6.1.3 Wilson’s combined model 

Wilson (1999) combined the two models to make one model so as to easily mark the 

differences and similarities between the theories by the two authors. Above is his 

merged model. Wilson (1999) suggests that the two models represent major 

differences and similarities. For example, Ellis presents his model as elements of the 

information seeking behaviour, and suggests that the behavioural characteristics 

may vary with different people or with the same person at different times, whereas 

Kuhlthau posits stages as the basis of her analysis of behaviour. In this regard, the 

two models oppose each other. The strength of Ellis's model when compared to 

Kuhlthau’s is that it is based on experimental research and has been tested in 

successive studies, most recently in the context of an engineering company. The 

difference found in Kuhlthau’s theory is that she brought the feelings and thoughts of 

the person with the information needs into recognition, and how these thoughts and 

feelings gradually change as the process progresses. Ellis’s model however, focuses 

on the logical steps that the information seeker takes to obtain useful information.  

Although Ellis (1997) suggests that circumstances change from one person to 

another, there may however be common patterns amongst information seekers that 

could be observed through more in depth studies.  Thus, it can be concluded that 

the two theories oppose in a way, and complement each other in another, with 

each theory looking at information seeking process from a different angle.  

2.6.1.4 Information Search Process Model (ISP) 

 

This study is anchored on Kuhlthau’s (1991: 368) Information Search Process (ISP) 

because the model is based on years of research in the information seeking 
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behaviour of school and university students (Kuhlthau, 1993). This model is one of 

the most frequently cited in information science research (Pettigrew & Mckechnie, 

2001: 69). Kuhlthau points out that her model applies in the electronic environment 

as much as in the printed environment (Kuhlthau, Heinstrom & Todd, 2008). 

Students experience the same constructive stages of the information seeking 

process in digital environments and face the same “difficulties” or same experiences 

in shelf browsing. 

This model is beneficial to those working in the information studies field as it draws 

attention to information users and how they look for information, what they do with 

the information and how they feel when searching for this information. In this case it 

is presumed that the ISP model is appropriate to the study of the information seeking 

behaviour of postgraduate students as  it is not only focuses on the information 

seeking process, but also on the emotions, thoughts, expressions and mood of the 

user when he or she searches for information. Holliday & Quin (2004: 363) point out 

that, participants often felt frustrated with the perception that information seeking 

should be an easy task, but then became confronted with the complexities of 

information seeking. Kuhlthau’s ISP model relies on cognitive learning theory as it 

sees information seeking as a constructive sense- making process that begins with 

uncertainty and anxiety. It describes what goes on in a searcher’s mind from the 

beginning of the search to where he or she builds meaning of new knowledge they 

found. Therefore, it is argued that the ISP model becomes actively involved with a 

searcher during his or her information seeking process. 

This study also overlaps to Ellis (1989) behavioural model of information seeking 

because Ellis’s model identifies features of information seeking patterns of social 



52 
 

scientists among other fields of study and was tested among other groups; the  

groups of social scientists and English literature researchers (Du Preez ,2008). This 

researcher views the two models to be the precise models to anchor the present 

study, since the study investigates the information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students mainly in the faculties of Humanities and Social Sciences and 

Education. 

The ISP model was tested in order to find out whether Rhodes University and the 

University of Fort Hare postgraduate students conform to the ISP phases. According 

to the model, a successful information search has various phases that do not always 

follow on neatly. The seeker begins with a sense of uncertainty to look for relevant 

background information to solve a problem or to do an academic assignment. If this 

is successful, the person has found a personal angle- something meaningful in the 

topic. This would act as a guide to a more focused search for pertinent information. 

The ISP model is made up of six stages: Initiation, Selection, Exploration, 

Formulation, Collection and Presentation. These stages do not only focus on the 

information seeking tasks but also on how the person feels when he or she is busy 

conducting searches. The ISP includes emotions, thoughts, expressions and the 

mood the user when seeking information.  

Appropriate methods to investigate information seeking behaviuor should include 

observation, questionnaire, interviews and reflections by means of journals and 

recordings. Kuhlthau (1991) used these data gathering methodologies in her 

longitudinal doctoral study of American students that led to the ISP model. This 

researcher however used questionnaires and interviews since the study is a survey 

and survey research is the surface analysis where the researcher is looking for views 
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and opinions not get deeper into how things are done, as in the case of a case study 

that relies on multiple sources of evidence and based on an in-depth investigation. 

2.7 Information retrieval techniques 

Information retrieval techniques address the issue of comparing a representation of a 

query with representations of texts for identifying, retrieving and or ranking texts in a 

collection of texts that might be relevant to a given query. Croft & Parenty (1985) 

state that some of the types of information retrieval techniques that are commonly 

used by information searchers are: Keywords, Boolean operators, Truncation, Phase 

search, Proximity search, Wild card e.t.c. Johnson et al (2006) in their study of 

information seeking behaviour of social science graduate students at the University 

of Thessaloniki Greece found out that social scientists face problems with 

information retrieval techniques. Hence there is a need to investigate information 

seeking behaviour of postgraduate students in the faculties of Humanities, Social 

Sciences and Education at RU and UFH. Lack of understanding of basic retrieval 

techniques may lead to the choice of information source e.g. the information seekers 

may opt for printed materials, since they do not require retrieval techniques (Johnson 

et al, 2006).  

 In another study of engineers in 1996– 199,7  Ward (2001) revealed a severe lack 

of understanding of the basic retrieval techniques, while a survey of veterinary 

practitioners conducted by Wales (2000) demonstrated  that most respondents used 

conventional journals, textbooks and conference papers as their main sources of  

information. These results were consistent with Fidzani' (1998) survey of graduate 

students at the University of Botswana , which found out  that the most popular 
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sources of information were journals, library books and textbooks. This researcher 

argues that the reason postgraduate students rely on the textbooks might be 

because of lack of information retrieval technique skills. Research on Postgraduate 

Information Needs and Online Tools Awareness (PINOTA) by Connaway & Dickey 

(2010) indicates that students’ information search skills are initially inadequate even 

at PhD level. Korobili, Malliari and Zapounidou (2011) in their study on factors which 

influence information seeking behaviour of Greek postgraduate university students 

noted that students did not seem to be well acquainted with information retrieval 

activities or information source evaluation techniques. Too much time necessary to 

explore the needed information had statistically significant relationship with the use 

of databases and or e-journals and perceived experience in retrieving information 

from search engines. Finally, there was statistical significant relationship between 

too much time necessary to retrieve the needed information and inexperience in the 

use of search engines and the internet. 

Wilson (2009) explored the problems and difficulties the searchers experience in 

carrying out their own searches. He interviewed twenty respondents in his study 

which spanned over a wide variety of disciplines. He stated that most of the 

interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with their own capacity to search for relevant 

information sources; they had difficulty in determining the appropriate keywords and 

did not bother to explore the advanced search capability of any system. Haglund & 

Olsson (as cited by Wilson, 1999) after observing young researchers seeking 

information, found out that they were confident that they could manage searching on 

their own. Wilson (1999) also presented the intervening variables in information 

seeking behaviour, which are the personal barriers emotional, educational, 

demographic), social- or role-related barriers and environmental barriers such 
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economic and source characteristics, while risk was seen as another important 

variable. Wilson argued that personal needs are at the root of motivation to seek 

information and these arise out of the role an individual plays in social life. Heinström 

(as cited by Wilson, 1999) explored the relationship between personality and 

information seeking. She noted that information seeking behaviour was closely 

related to the unique combination of personality traits that distinguish each individual. 

Heinström (2009) in addition categorized students according to their motives with 

extrinsically motivated students searching for information mainly to gather enough 

facts to meet the task requirements whereas intrinsically motivated students 

engagement was guided by a true intention to learn. Weiler (2005) also suggested 

that information seeking is a highly subjective process. Moreover, Bystrom and 

Jarvelin’s (1995) study indicated systematic and logical relationships between task 

complexity, information types, information channels and sources. Vakkari (1999) 

argues that task complexity and the related structure of the problem are connected 

to the types of information people look for and use, to the patterning of search 

strategies, and to the choice of relevance criteria in tasks.  

2.8  Electronic sources of information 

 

RU and UFH have extensive electronic sources of information ranging from library 

databases to electronic books and journals. The increase in information availability 

on the web has significantly influenced information seeking behaviour. Several 

researchers have focused on the web information seeking activities of users (for 

example, Agosto (2002); Choo & Marton (2003); Hsieh-Yee (2001); Kim & Allen 

(2002); Pharo & Jarvelin (2004); Rieh (2002), Rieh (2003); Savolainen & Kari (2006); 

Slone (2002); Wang, Hawk, & Tenopir (2000) and  Whitmire (2003). Despite these 
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extensive Human Information Behaviors (HIB) studies, several issues relating to 

information seeking in a digital environment such as relevant search strategies and 

search techniques still remain unexplored. Hence there is a need to investigate 

information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at RU and UFH.   

 

Wilson (2006) stress that electronic information resources in different formats and 

structures have become increasingly important in regular information seeking and 

therefore user interactions on the web and in a digital library environment will 

become a key theme for future research. However uncertainty is an important 

concept within Human Information Behaviour (HIB) research. Researchers in general 

suggest that the information seeking process begins with uncertainty but as the user 

proceeds through the information seeking and retrieval (IS&R) process uncertainty 

gradually decreases. The study that was carried out by Kohrman (2003) at Kansas 

state university in Manhattan, New York found out that many students were woefully 

unprepared for the high level of technology found in academic libraries today. 

Students discovered that their research skills were inadequate for the computerized 

libraries of today, especially if they are adult learners who have been away from 

academic studies for a while.  

 

The intricacies of research require searching beyond internet sources. Students 

therefore need to learn research skills, some truly learning them for the first time at 

the same time they must also learn a new online catalog, databases, interlibrary 

loan/document delivery procedures, electronic reserves, and other technical library 

applications. The technological changes found in the library have moved from the 

backrooms of the acquisitions, cataloguing, and circulation departments to the front 
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desk of the reference area (Kohrman, 2003). The library’s old wooden card catalog is 

now a computerized online catalog, greeting students and patrons as they enter into 

the libraries of today. Students accustomed to e.g. the Dewey Classification System 

and paper indexes now must learn the Library of Congress Classification or another 

Classification Scheme that may be used in their libraries or the new classification 

numbers as the schemes are updated. 

 

The use of the Internet has also become a major resource for librarians and students 

searching for answers. (Young & Von Seggern, 2001). Since 1992, the Internet 

browser Mosaic has come and gone, replaced by Internet Explorer and Netscape 

(Berghel, 2000). Older search engines such as Altavista and Yahoo find themselves 

competing with Google, Teoma, and newer competitors (OneStat.com, 2002; Teoma 

2002). Google is the preferred means to search the Internet (OneStat.com, 2011), 

even though in 2010 it was found to cover only 7.8 per cent of the web (Lawrence & 

Giles 1999). The liberating effect of the Internet in providing free access to all kinds 

of information results in a false sense of confidence in students (Frand, 2000 Grimes 

& Boening, 2001; Ren, 2000; Schaffner, 2001).  

 

This “confidenc”e is countered by the fear and resentment of many students who are 

new to computers and to research. (Blandy & Libutti, 1995). Even though more 

students are aware of and use computer technology in their homes, in their work, 

and in their academic careers, there still are students who lag behind in their 

confidence and/or desire to use computers. Estimates range from 25 to 58 per cent 

of higher education students feel or have felt some level of computer anxiety 

(Ayersman, 1996; Brosnan, 1998a; Rosen; Sears & Weil, 1987). 
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In view of the fact that these studies were conducted long ago, this researcher felt 

that it is important to investigate how postgraduate students at RU and UFH seek 

information   in this electronic age.  The fear of computers is especially debilitating 

for students whether they are undergraduate, post graduate or doctorate level, even 

Library Science Students (Cleveland, 2001; Dolman, 1996; Egan, 1992; Morner, 

1995). Many find that they are unprepared for the high level of technology found in 

academic libraries. Graduate students discover their research skills are inadequate 

for the computerized libraries of today when they come to universities or colleges for 

advanced studies after being away from academic studies for a while. Added to this 

pressure is the expectation held by many professors that postgraduate students 

already know or should know how to do research (Dreifuss 1981; Morner 1995). The 

intricacy of postgraduate-level research requires searching beyond the Internet for 

sources, and students find the need to learn research skills. Dreifuss (1981) report 

that only 14 per cent of graduate students felt they were familiar with research 

methods. 

  

When postgraduate students are faced with the research paper, they have to learn 

new avenues to obtain information.These include the online catalog, databases, 

interlibrary loan/document delivery procedures, electronic reserves, and other 

technical library applications. Egan (1992), while referring to different and complex 

paper indexes not usually found in school or public libraries, aptly stated that library 

materials give research a hostile face. It can therefore be argued that library 

technology has given research a .hostile face for many students. The library they 

knew is no longer the same. There is so much to learn. All these computer 
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technologies have changed the way student’s use, view, and experience libraries. All 

these factors become sources of anxiety. It is as if students have been lifted by a 

tornado and transported to a new place. They are facing a new culture and new rules 

to learn just when they need stability and familiarity (Blandy & Libutti,1995; 

Worthington & Zhao, 1999).  

 

Many studies provide a consistent picture of how college students identify, select, 

evaluate and use information. Clearly, from findings across all studies, majority of 

students do not practice the multi-source, diversified, high information use strategies 

library and information professionals prescribe.( O’Connor and Lundstrom, 2010 ) 

Ismail  (as cited by  O’Connor and Lundstrom, 2010)   states that  students  would 

rather apply a predictable and highly consistent strategy for finding information, 

whether they seek information for their course work or to fulfil every-day life needs. 

 

In the study, students turned to a small set of common information resources, 

demonstrating “little inclination to vary the frequency or order of their use regardless 

of their information goals and despite the overabundance of other online and in-

person resources that were available to them.” Head & Eisenberg (as cited in 

O’Connor and Lundstrom, 2010) De Rosa et al. (2009) also concludes that the 

“majority of college students are not making high use of the array of electronic 

resources that libraries make available.” Although Dervin & Huber (as cited in 

O’Connor & Lundstrom, 2010) found greater impact of context on source selection, 

their study describes the same limited information repertoire, particularly for 

undergraduate students.  Information seeking research has generally found that 
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most people prefer informal, personal forms of information to formal information and 

that holds true for college students.  

 

Dadzie (2005) undertook a study on the use of electronic information resources by 

students and academics at Ashesi University, Ghana, in order to determine the level 

of use, the type of information accessed and the effectiveness of the library's 

communication tools for information research. A questionnaire was used to collect 

the data. A total of 169 copies of the questionnaire were distributed and 141 

completed copies were returned, giving an overall response rate of 83%. Dadzi’s 

(2005) study noted that general computer usage for information access was high 

because of the University's state-of-the art information technology (IT) infrastructure. 

Usage of some internet resources was also very high but the use of scholarly 

databases was quite low. This low patronage was attributed to inadequate 

information about the existence of these library resources.  

 

Some reasons attributed to low patronage of online databases included a lack of 

awareness of electronic resources, lack of time to access and too many passwords 

to remember” Dadzie (2005: 292) also found that the main problems users had with 

accessing electronic resources were the inadequate number of computers in the 

library, lack of information about how to use electronic resources and lack of time to 

acquire skills needed to effectively use the resources. Dewald (2005) also conducted 

a study on the acceptance by academic staff in Business Studies of the web and 

library databases for student research at the Pennsylvania State University, a much 

higher percentage of respondents either required or encouraged web use by their 

students than required or encouraged database use, though most also advised use 
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of multiple sources. Dewald (2005) view academics as playing a significant role in 

promoting such resources to students and mentioned that a problem exists when 

academics are not aware of the availability of library online databases.  

 

 A study by Okello-Obura & Magara (2008) of electronic information access and 

utilisation at Makerere University, in Uganda was carried out to establish the level of 

computer utilization and literacy skills of Library and Information Science (LIS) 

students. The aims of the study were to determine the use of electronic information 

resources by LIS students; to determine the attitudes of LIS students towards 

electronic information resources and to establish the problems faced by LIS students 

in accessing electronic information resources. A questionnaire survey was used for 

data collection. The findings were that the majority of LIS students at Makerere 

University depended on the university computers for their work and few of them 

accessed the library's e-resources. The majority of students surveyed were unaware 

of the Emerald and EbscoHost databases relevant to LIS students, and that they 

found accessing e-resources time consuming. 

 

Jagarnath (2004) conducted a study which examined the issue of end-user 

instruction and access to electronic and full-text bibliographic information resources 

by postgraduate students of Management Studies at the E.G. Malherbe Library, 

University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban. Populations of 39 students were studied. The 

research instruments used were a pre-test for background information plus a hands-

on exercise on what database search skills students possessed. A post-test to 

determine what skills students acquired after a demonstration and finally, a 

librarians’ questionnaire to elicit what problems subject librarians experienced during 
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their end-user instruction sessions (Jagarnath 2004). The research concluded that 

postgraduate students were generally inexperienced in the use of electronic 

databases. It was also evident that subject librarians played an important role in 

supporting the need for end-user instruction on the use of electronic databases. End-

users were not confident in searching a completely new database in which no prior 

training was provided (Jagarnath 2004: 100). 

 

Soyizwapi (2005) undertook a similar study to that of Jagarnath (2004). The purpose 

of her study was to investigate the use of electronic databases by postgraduate 

students in the Faculties of Science and Agriculture at the University of Kwa Zulu 

Natal (UKZN). The study population consisted of 500 registered postgraduate 

students. The survey instrument used was a self-administered questionnaire which 

was distributed to a sample population of 100 postgraduate students. The study 

yielded a response rate of 65%. In her recommendations Soyizwapi suggested that a 

similar study be done focusing on students in other faculties. The study’s findings 

revealed that more than two-thirds of the postgraduate students surveyed did use 

the electronic databases.The majority (82.3%) of respondents considered current 

information as a benefit followed by the ability to e-mail, save and print results which 

was considered by 76.1% as a benefit.  

 

The ability to access information at any time of the day was considered as a benefit 

by 71.7% of the students. Other benefits that were mentioned included the 

availability of full-text and the fact that the databases were easy and convenient to 

use. Problems identified by students included limited off-campus access and slow 

internet connection because of insufficient bandwidth or the slow network (Soyizwapi 
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2005: 78).A study conducted by Hadebe & Hoskins (2010) on information seeking 

behaviour of Master’s students using library electronic databases in the Faculties of 

Humanities, Development and Social Sciences at UKZN, found that majority of the 

students, (81.3%) used the electronic databases.The students provided various 

reasons for using electronic databases whereas (80 %) considered current 

information found on the Internet to be the main benefit. In other studies, lack of 

awareness was also mentioned as one of the contributing factors for non-use of e-

journals (Nelson, 2001; Tenner & Ye, 1999; Teskey & Urquhart, 2001; Tomney & 

Burton, 1998).  

 

The study conducted by Mawindo (2005) evaluated the students’ use of print and 

electronic information resources at the University of Malawi, College of Medicine. 

The study population comprised 179 undergraduate students. The survey instrument 

used was a self-administered questionnaire which was distributed to undergraduate 

students and an interview with the College Librarian to establish background 

information on issues of budgeting, technological infrastructure, licensing and 

copyright agreements, archiving and library staff and training. Mawindo (2005) was 

able to identify the most used electronic databases and it came to light that the 

majority of students still preferred printed information sources over accessing 

information through electronic sources. The reasons for these preferences included 

limited access to computer terminals, slowness of the internet and lack of computer 

skills to effectively search for and retrieve information (Mawindo,  2005: 108).  
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2.9 Library utilization 

 

The study that was carried out at the University of Washington by Hiller (2002) on 

library use, priorities and information need of students, found out that, students 

preferred to visit the library to study their lecturer’s notes rather than to seek journals 

or books. Seiden, Szymborski & Barbara (n.d) also conducted a study of 

undergraduate students in the digital library at Skidmore College in New York and 

used focus group interviews to collect data with undergraduate students. Their 

findings revealed that, students had a strong overall preference for digital resources 

than printed sources housed in the library. These preferences were reinforced by a 

lack of familiarity with printed sources of information.  

 

In a study of information needs and information seeking behaviour of graduate 

students at the University of Botswana, Fidzani (1998) discovered that, graduate 

students relied heavily on library books, textbooks and journals as sources of 

information used for course-work. Graduate students primarily relied on scanning the 

shelves or browsing through journals rather than using the index and abstract 

databases to locate information. Respondents at the University of Botswana did seek 

help from the university library staff with 40% receiving help from the reference 

librarian and approximately 32 % from the subject librarian. Hence there is a need for 

this study, in order to find out how postgraduate students at RU and UFH seek 

information and find ways to assist them. 

  

Crawford & Daye (2000) carried out a survey at the Glasgrow Caledon University 

Library on the use of electronic resources by all registered students and found out 
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that, fear of failure was still a significant reason for procrastination on research 

projects. They reported that many students (40 %) now cite “juggling their needs to 

meet competing course demands from other classes” as a reason for delaying work. 

Finally, most students did not seek help with these issues in libraries or from 

librarians. Eight out of ten reported rarely, if ever, asked a librarian for help with 

course-related research. Most of them used very few of the resources or services 

available to them. Only 12 % had ever used online reference services or attended 

on-site library training sessions.From the same study, full 39 % of students indicated 

that, they used the library less now due to Internet use, and most (62 %) indicated 

they expect their library use to remain flat or decline in the future. Research findings 

give some indication of why students tend to ignore these potential sources of help. 

Primarily, 70 % of all students still associate libraries first and foremost with books, 

while only 7 % with information and 5 % with research and 2 % with reference 

services; though when asked to describe the main purpose of libraries, 49 % used 

the word information in their answer.  

 

Secondly, their experiences apparently reinforce their averting behaviors (Crawford 

& Daye, 2000). When students did seek help, 52 % of college students described the 

assistance they received from a search engine as equally helpful as assistance from 

a librarian. Only 32 % thought it was better. When asked if they had ever started with 

a search engine and ended up at and using the library’s website, a full 76 % of those 

students answered yes and reported that the library’s site did not completely fill their 

information needs (66 per cent partially and 10 per cent not at all). Crawford & Daye 

(2000). Cassner & Adams (1998) in their study of instructional support to a Rural 

Graduate Population: An assessment of Library Services at the Central Michigan 
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University found   out that the surveyed students used other institution libraries more 

often than their own university library.   

 

Unwin; Stephens & Bolton (1998) did a comprehensive study on the role of the 

Library in Distance Learning, a study of postgraduates students in the United 

Kingdom by conducting five studies on library use by distance-education students, 

services offered by university libraries to distance learners, services provided by 

public libraries to distant learning students, and course providers’ perception of the 

issues involved in library services to their students. Among other findings, the home 

institution libraries were least used by the distant learners whereas public libraries 

were the most frequently used. Time, distance and lack of institutional arrangements 

were perceived by the respondents as major obstacles to library use.Exploring the 

library usage trends of a group of distant education students affiliated to the Texas 

A&M University (TAMU) System, Tipton (2000) on her study of graduate students’ 

perception of library support services for distance learners at Central Michigan 

University also reported a higher proportion of respondents using other academic 

libraries more frequently than using their home institution libraries. Convenient hours 

and proximity of libraries to home or work were rated higher as reasons for choosing 

a library than other factors.Another study of distant students’ use of electronic 

resources, a survey of College and Research Libraries at the University of Maryland 

University College Kimberly by Kelley & Orr (2003) noted that there was a drastic 

increase of respondents who seldom or never used a library for course-related 

assignments during a semester and these had a strong liking for electronic 

resources. Furthermore most of the respondents accessed the electronic resources 

from home or work for the sake of convenience.  
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2.10 Academic discipline 

 

Many studies have demonstrated that an academic discipline plays a vital role in 

information seeking behaviour. In some studies both discipline and work type were 

found to affect information seeking behaviour a lot, as both comprised basic roles of 

the individual in social life. However, some studies argued that discipline was not the 

most important factor that affected information seeking behaviour.Heinstrom (2009) 

Banwell & Gannon-Leary (2000) argue that the use of electronic services had 

greater impact in health studies than in business studies and both had greater 

impact than in English studies. In other words, other factors may also play a role, for 

example as the setting of disciplines in their faculty, or how demanding their lecturers 

and supervisors are and their research methods and objectives. Heinström (2009) 

showed that personality traits strongly influence information seeking behaviour.  

 

According to Wilson (2004) “something” also depends upon the nature of the 

discipline and how far it has been affected by the new developments in 

communication and technology. The science disciplines recognized the possibilities 

faster than others, probably because historically they were the only departments in 

universities that even thought of using computers. On the other hand, there are still 

departments in the humanities in some places that are not well provided with the 

appropriate technology and have not yet got into the habit of equipping their students 

with  skills in computer use.  There is also the point, of course, that the sciences 

differ from the humanities in the nature of their practice - for the scientist, the record 

of the experiment, assuming it is validated as authentic and rigorous, is acceptable, 

whereas the historian will need to seek out the original records of events in 

preference to a secondary analysis of the same documents. (Wilson, 2004) 
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Wang (2006) wrote about disciplinary and cultural differences among information 

seekers in the internet age, concluding that there are differences across disciplines 

and cultures in terms of how they rank the importance of these resources and how 

much they use them. In her 2007 paper on the information seeking behaviours of 

academic researchers in the internet age, a user study in the United States, China, 

and Greece, he further discussed the information needs, information seeking 

behaviours and resource use of selected special interest groups. In their review of 

scholarly information practices in the online environment. Palmer, Teffeau & Pirmann 

(2009) began to address the problem by reporting on the state of knowledge on 

scholarly information behaviour, focusing on the information seeking activities 

involved in the research process and how they differ across disciplines. The report 

showed that information practices may be enhanced or advanced by new information 

resources and tools. What has changed in the digital environment is not the value of 

these kinds of sources, but rather how they are searched, accessed, and used in the 

scholarly process. The use of electronic journals was highest among physicists. 

 

Other surveys (Rusch-Feja & Siebeky, 1999) verified the finding that use of 

electronic journals is high among physicists, biologists, and biomedical scientists and 

this fits with transaction statistics obtained from publishers. Smith (2003) also found 

that science faculty members make more use of e-journals than those from the 

social science faculty. Tomney & Burton (1998) found the highest e-journal use 

among the business, science, and engineering faculties at a British university, while 

history faculty members made no use of e-journals. Another survey conducted by 

Nelson (2001) at another British university showed that the highest use of e-journals 
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among academics was in the business school, while the lowest use occurred in the 

art, media, and design faculties. This researcher assumes that the use of electronic 

journals or electronic sources of information depends on the availability and the 

awareness of those information sources and the level of information literary skills 

that the users possess.  

 

Tenopir (2003) and Finholt & Brooks (1999) surveyed economics and history 

faculties at the University of Michigan and found that historians use abstracts of e-

journal articles less than economists. Users of internet-based subject gateways 

preferred to browse rather than search for a specific article, and when they did they 

tend to use ‘‘keyword’’ searching (Monopoli & Nicholas, 2001). Use of the online help 

facility is not widespread. Browsing and chaining (following bibliographic references 

already known) or citation pearl growing is also a popular method (Talja & Maula, 

2003). In relation to cognitive processes and the academic environment, some 

studies have found that discipline plays a significant role in information seeking 

(George et al., 2006; Kerins et al., 2004; Makani & WooShue, 2006; Nicholas, et.al. 

2009; Whitmire, 2002; Sadler & Given, 2007; Talja & Maula, 2003; Urquhart et al., 

2005), while others have noticed the existence of significant variations between 

different institutions (Nicholas, Huntington & Jamali, 2007; Nicholas et al., 2009) due 

to different “faculty models of research behaviour” (Barrett, 2005).However, a 

number of studies also found little or no correlation between discipline and 

information seeking behaviour (Ellis, Cox, & Hall 1993; Heinstrom, 2003; Korobili, 

Malliari, & Zapounidou, 2011; Sharifabadi, 1996)  
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2.11 Web2.0  

 

Web 2.0 refers to a growing area of interactive and social tools on the web with 

which to create and share dynamic content. Connor (2007) state that online activities 

are a growing to be a part of many people’s lives both engaging in interactive and 

social events on the web and, increasingly become active partners creating new 

contents. Web 2.0 is the unifying term for these kinds of new technologies that 

enable users to interact and personalize web sites. Examples include social 

networking, blogging and wikis. There is a wide range of literature concerned with 

exploring the techniques (Miller, 2006) University students and staff now has at their 

disposal a wide range of forms and tools for Web 2.0 authoring, including audio and 

video podcasting, blogging, social bookmarking, social networking, virtual world 

activities and wiki writing. 

Furthermore, there is a growing range of Web 2.0 authoring tools which are 

designed specifically to suit educational users – both freestanding services such as 

CiteULike, Edublogs, Serious Games and Teacher Tube and tools incorporated 

within newer versions of learning management systems such as Blackboard , 

Moodle, You tube e.t.c .Additionally  neither staff nor students need to rely any 

longer on the online learning infrastructure provided by their educational institutions 

to gain access to their choice of purpose designed or popular tools. So staff and 

students together, and students independent of staff, are freer than ever before to 

use these new web authoring forms as they choose, to support learning and 

teaching, inside and outside of academic policies and protocols. Furthermore, 

academics are being encouraged to implement Web 2.0 authoring in student 

learning activities Alexander; Dalsgaard; Franklin & van Harmelen (as cited in 
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Holmberg et.al, 2009). Student Web 2.0 authoring is thought to improve learning in a 

variety of ways, for example it engages and empowers students, increases peer 

learning and creative expression,  develops  literacy and communication skills and to 

inculcates lifelong learning  Barnes & Tynan; Berlanga et al.; Brown & Adler, 

Godwin; Lamb & McLaughlin and Renner (as cited in Gray et.al,  2010). Web 2.0 

authoring knowledge and skills may be increasingly important to students after 

graduation too, given that serious use of Web 2.0 authoring are proliferating in the 

civic, business, professional and research settings where students may be destined  

ACLS; Boulos, Maramba & Wheeler; Bughin; Burgess, Foth & Klaebe (as cited in 

Gray et.al, 2010).RU & UFH offer students access to Black board facilities to make 

facilitation and communication easier between students and lecturers as well as  

among students, hence there is a need to investigate information seeking behaviour 

of postgraduate students at  RU and UFH in this electronic  age. 

2.12 Social networks 

 

Social networking sites such as  Face book, Flickr, MySpace, Mixit, WatsApp, Linked 

in, BBM, Twitter etc. are amongst the developments of Web history in the twenty-first 

century and postgraduate students at UFH and RU are not “immunised”from them. 

The Pew Internet and American Life Project (2006) conducted a study about the 

influence of social networking on the internet. The results of the study were gathered 

from conducting telephone interviews between October 23 and November 2006. The 

sample was drawn from 935 young people between the ages of 12 and 21. The 

young people were asked about their use of social networking sites (SNS). The Pew 

Internet and American Life Project (2006) found that in general young people used 

social networking sites for personal reasons. The study also revealed that (55%) of 
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the young people had a profile on either MySpace or Face book. The results also 

showed that 91% of the participants used social networking sites to stay connected 

with friends whereas (82%) used social networking to stay connected with friends 

they do not see too often. This researcher opines that social networks are used 

widely by young people and university students in general and UFH and RU 

postgraduate students are not an exception. Therefore, academic libraries should act 

upon meeting the needs of students by marketing their services and have the 

profiles of academics and postgraduate students in order to provide them with 

information in advance instead of waiting for students to come to the library.  

 

Charnigo & Barnett-Ellis (2007: 27) carried out a survey of 127 US academic 

libraries on how librarians feel about Face book. Their findings revealed that 

academic librarians are aware of social networking sites such as Face book and that 

Face book could be used as a tool to communicate and provide library services to 

students. Other respondents viewed Face book as a disruption and as part of an 

obsession with no role to play in the academic library profession. It is important that 

libraries should include global competitiveness as part of their strategic goals. 

Libraries should rate their performances against the standards of the successes of 

social networking sites such as MySpace and Face book (Adams, 2009). The web 

provides information seekers with variety of information sources. Among others 

students can exchange information through social networks, hence the need for this 

present study. 
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2.13 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter reviewed available literature related to information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students. The literature review revealed a combination of various 

approaches in conducting studies in information seeking behaviours of higher 

education students in general.  Information seeking behavior and the Internet, 

difference in academic discipline seeking behavior, library utilization, usage of 

electronic sources of information, information retrieval techniques, information 

seeking theories, choice of Information sources was also outlined and studies were 

quoted. The next chapter describes the methodological framework that was 

employed to gather data in two universities that the study was conducted from. 
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CHAPTER 3 : RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1Introduction 

 

This chapter describes the research methods that were followed in conducting this 

study. That is it gives an overview of the data collection methods, procedures and 

instruments used in the study. The chapter identifies the target population and 

describes the sampling techniques used for the study. This study adopted a survey 

research design to establish how postgraduate students go about when seeking 

information at the University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University. The Survey 

research design was selected because the researcher was interested in collecting 

original data for describing a population too large to observe directly (Barbie, 2010).  

 

An integrated approach involving qualitative and quantitative data collection methods 

was used in the study to find out if postgraduate students conform to Kuhlthau’s 

(2004)’s information seeking behavior model, (Information Seeking Process) and  

Ellis (1989)’s model of behavioural information seeking. This approach is usually 

referred to as the mixed method approach and it will be explained in detail later in 

the chapter. This study used triangulation; the combination of the results of two or 

more rigorous studies conducted to provide a more comprehensive picture of the 

results from one method used to corroborate findings generated through other 

method.  

3.2 Research methodology 

 
According to Nachmias & Nachmias (as cited in Nkomo, 2009) research 

methodology is a scientific system of explicit rules and procedures upon which 
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research is based and against which claims of knowledge are evaluated. Leedy & 

Omrod (2005) suggest that research methodology is the general approach a 

researcher follows when carrying out a research project. Methodology relates to the 

broader principles and philosophies governing research. This can be classified 

based on the distinctions between qualitative and quantitative research 

methodologies. The main distinction between the two is that quantitative methods 

deal with data that is in numerical form while qualitative methods deal with 

narratives. In other words, quantitative research is about how many people the 

particular views on an issue have and qualitative is about what people have to say 

about those issues. However, quite often researchers combine techniques from both 

research frameworks in a single study. Maxwell (1998:1) reveal how previous studies 

highlight   the complementary crossover of qualitative and quantitative approaches, 

which had long been viewed as separate spheres with little overlap. Shenton & 

Dixon (2003:2) agree that research can profit from the use of both qualitative and 

quantitative methods because of the contribution each can bring to a study. 

Sydenstricker-Neto (1997) opines that, the crossover achieved through triangulation 

in a study tests the consistency of findings obtained using different instruments. It 

also increases the ability to control, or at least assess some of the threats to the 

validity of the results and it reduces the risk of systematic distortions inherent in the 

use of only one method. Often, a study that uses only qualitative data or quantitative 

data misses the rich interpretation that an integrated approach makes possible, 

particularly when investigating social phenomena such as behaviour. In this study, 

this was achieved through the use of a questionnaire, which is considered to be a 

quantitative data collection technique, and interviews, which fall under qualitative 

data collection methods. Through the questionnaire, a relatively large target 
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population was reached, while the interviews catered for a detailed examination of 

the views, perceptions and sentiments of the respondents with regards to information 

seeking. Using both quantitative and qualitative research approach in this study, 

enabled easier capturing of data and provided richness in detail concerning the 

information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students. 

 

Fidel (1993) noted that as a method of studying behaviour, qualitative research 

centres on processes. It neither provides snapshots nor concentrates on products. It 

examines the dynamics of a process (e.g. interaction during a search), rather than 

the static attributes of a process (e.g. users’ levels of education, cognitive styles or 

system capabilities). Ellis (1993) however felt that a quantitative approach was “ideal 

for obtaining an overall picture of information use by a particular group, but it is ill-

suited for providing a more authentic picture of researchers’ perceptions of their 

information environments and more integrated accounts of their information seeking 

activities. Combinations of both qualitative and quantitative methods were ideal for 

this study. 

3.2.1 Quantitative methods 

 

This research relied more on the quantitative approach than the qualitative. 

Quantitative research places emphasis on quantification in the collection and 

analysis of data and the data can be expressed in numbers, percentages and tables 

(Barbie, 2010:35). Quantitative research is associated with deductive approach 

(Barbie, 2010:36).  Quantitative researches emphasize the need for research to be 

reliable and generalizable and the results from the limited sample to apply to the 

population from which the sample was drawn. One of the strengths of quantitative 
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data analysis is to arrange large amounts of unclear data in graphical form or 

numerical summaries answering research questions posed (Ngulube, 2009). 

Quantitative research is more formalized and controlled than qualitative research 

and it has the possibility of replicating using different groups of subjects (Strangor, 

2011; Barbie, 2010). Some of the weaknesses of quantitative research methods are 

as follows: (1) Quantitative research makes use of experiments yet social processes 

observed in a laboratory setting may not necessarily occur within natural settings 

(Weingand, 1993). (2) Quantitative research focuses more on quantity than quality, 

the questions are posed in a way that channels the respondent to choose from 

answers given and does not give the participant an opportunity to elaborate more 

and share his/ her own feelings and understanding of the subject or the question. 

However in this study quantitative data facilitated the measurement of information 

sources valued, places where information sources are conveniently accessed, 

frequency of information seeking activities, time spent on information gathering 

activities, techniques used for retrieving relevant information, frequency in evaluating 

an information source, frequency in using the information sources and feelings when 

relevant information is not found or found after information seek. 

3.2.2 Qualitative methods 

 

This study used qualitative techniques such as focus groups interviews to gather 

qualitative data. Qualitative research takes place in a natural setting of the 

phenomena to be studied as opposed to a laboratory in the case of quantitative 

research (Ngulube, 2009). Whereas in quantitative research the questionnaire is the 

main data collection tool, in qualitative research methodology, researchers are the 

main data collection tool by using their senses, common sense and human relations 
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skills rather than instruments (Ngulube, 2009). By interacting with participants 

researchers gather first- hand information. Qualitative research is a form of social 

inquiry that focuses on the way people interpret and experience events and the world 

in which they live (Stangor, 2011). According to McMillan & Schumacher (1993) a 

number of different approaches exist within the wider framework of qualitative 

research, but most of these have the same aim that is to understand the social 

reality of individuals, groups and cultures. The researcher in this study used 

qualitative approaches to explore the behaviour, perspective and experiences of the 

postgraduate students studied. This is in line with a contention by Holloway (1997) 

that the basis of qualitative research lies in the interpretive approach to social reality. 

 

Stangor (2011:15) explains that the data forming the basis of qualitative research 

include audio and or video recordings and is presented in a narrative form which 

tries to capture the flavor of the natural setting.  In line with this, the researcher used 

audio recordings to capture data. Qualitative research also involves the use of 

qualitative data such as in- depth interviews, document and participant observation, 

ethnography to understand and explain social and cultural phenomenon (Ngulube, 

2009). In this study the researcher used focus groups interviews, interviews were 

recorded using audio recording. Qualitative research emphasizes words rather than 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data and the data are expresses in 

words information about feelings, values and attitudes (Barbie, 2010: 35). Qualitative 

research often focuses on viewing the experiences from the perspective of those 

involved. Qualitative data helped the researcher to find out in details the opinions of 

participants about different types of information sources, what determine their choice 
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of an information source and how they keep abreast of current developments in their 

fields of study. This is because participants were given an opportunity to explain. 

 

One of the major weaknesses of qualitative data gathering techniques such as 

individual interviews and focus groups interviews is that it is time consuming and 

focus group interviews may only take place at a convenient time for both participants 

and the researcher, whereas with questionnaires participants may complete them at 

their own convenient time and possibly without the researcher’s presence. 

Qualitative research is also associated with researcher bias because only 

participants who are available at that “natural setting” will get a chance to be 

interviewed. In this study, the quantitative technique of using the questionnaire 

catered for the weakness of the qualitative research technique. Qualitative and 

quantitative research approaches complemented each other.  
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3.3 Triangulation 

 

Kelly (2006) defines triangulation as collecting material using as many different ways 

and from as many diverse sources as possible, thus assisting researchers to 

understand better a phenomenon by approaching it from several different angles. 

Social researches have embraced triangulation, the idea that looking at something 

from a multiple points of view improves accuracy (Stangor, 2011).  To gain better 

understanding of information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students, this 

researcher made use of questionnaires and interviews. The study triangulated the 

methods and the data were analysed qualitatively using SPSS and quantitatively 

using narratives.  

3.3.1 Benefits of mixed methods research 

As stated above, this research used the mixed method approach (both qualitative 

and quantitative methods) to collect and analyse data. The advantages of using this 

method are listed below 

 Mixed methods research can answer research questions that other 

methodologies cannot. According to Punch (1998) quantitative research has 

typically been more directed at theory verification while qualitative research 

has typically been more concerned with theory generation. The advantage of 

using mixed method research is that it enables the researcher to 

simultaneously answer confirmatory and exploratory questions and therefore 

verify and generate theory in the same study.  

 Mixed methods researches provide better (stronger) inferences. Brewer & 

Hunter (1989); Greene & Caracelli (1997); Creswell, Goodchild & Turner  
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(1996) postulate that mixed methods should be mixed in a way that has 

complementary strengths and non-overlapping weaknesses, one method 

gives greater depth while the other gives greater breath.  

 Mixed methods provide the opportunity for presenting a greater diversity of 

diverge views. Johnson & Turner (2000) states that one of the major reasons 

for following the fundamental principles of mixed methods research is to 

“elucidate the divergent aspects of the phenomenon” 

3.4 Research Design 

Research design guides a researcher in collecting, analysing and interpreting data 

and giving meaning to it (Ngulube, 2009) Du  Plooy (2001) defines research design 

as a plan of how the research will be conducted, indicating who or what is involved, 

where and when the study will take place. According to Stangor (2011) research 

design is a specific method a researcher uses to collect, analyse and interpret data. 

Research design provides the logical and strategic framework for conducting the 

research project and enables the researcher to gather evidence that answers the 

research questions (Barbie, 2010; Durrheim, 2006). 

The researcher wanted to find out the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate 

students at RU and UFH and determine whether among other behaviours, 

postgraduate students conform to the stages of the ISP with regards to thought, 

feelings and actions as pointed out by Kuhlthau (2004). This research project used a 

survey research design to gather data necessary to answer the research questions 

as well as to meet the research objectives. Surveys are mostly used to capture the 

thoughts of a large population and collect descriptive information(Stangor,2011: 

6.107) and it is the best method to the social researcher who is collecting original 
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data ( Barbie, 2010).  Survey research seems to be the most common in the field of 

Library & Information Science and it is the best study design as it uses more than 

one research method (Kemoni & Ngulube, 2007:125; Barbie, 2007:110) Survey 

research is perhaps the most frequently used research design in social sciences. 

Van Staden & Visser (1991) explains that  in a review of research articles published 

in the South African Journal of Sociology during the eighties, the survey approach 

was identified as one of the most common research designs  

This researcher found it suitable to employ the survey method in this study as 

surveys are chiefly used in studies that have individual people as the unit of analysis 

(Barbie, 2010:254). The main aim of a survey is to produce a picture of the opinions, 

attitudes and behaviours of a group of people at a given time (Stangor, 2011:107). 

Other considerations were that surveys save money and time without sacrificing 

efficiency, accuracy and information in the research process (Ikoja-Odongo as cited 

in Dube, 2005:106).  

Chair et al. (n.d) also confirm that surveys provide a speedy and economical way to 

gather facts about people's levels of knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, expectations, and 

behaviour. Surveys provide a high level of general capability in representing a large 

population. Due to the usual huge number of people who answer surveys, the data 

being gathered possesses a better description of the relative characteristics of the 

general population involved in the study. As compared to other methods of data 

gathering, such as case studies, action research, ethnographic research etcetera 

surveys are able to extract data that are near to the exact attributes of the larger 

population. As questions in the survey should undergo careful inspection and 

standardization, they provide uniform definitions to all the subjects who answer the 

http://explorable.com/what-is-generalization
http://explorable.com/what-is-generalization
http://explorable.com/research-population
http://explorable.com/research-designs
http://explorable.com/controlled-variables
http://explorable.com/social-science-subjects
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questionnaires. Thus, there is a greater accuracy in terms of measuring the data 

gathered. Due to the above mentioned strength the researcher found the survey 

design quite appropriate to use in this study. 

The disadvantages of the survey, however, seem to be that participants could be 

studied outside of the context of their “information seeking environment”, which could 

decrease the level of pragmatism. Kellar; Watters & Shepherd. (as cited in Nkomo, 

2009) Westmarland (as cited in Nkomo, 2009) also note that criticisms of surveys 

often focus on the crudeness of survey questions and the resultant data, which are 

arguably too simplistic to examine the complexity of the social issues being 

addressed. Again it has been said that the data collected may be superficial 

(Edwards & Talbot, 1994:37). Data errors due to question non-responses may exist. 

The number of respondents who choose to respond to a survey question may be 

different from those who chose not to respond, thus creating bias. However this 

study overcame such by visiting postgraduate students at their lecture halls, libraries 

and computer laboratories where they seek and gather information. Both qualitative 

and quantitative research methodologies were applied so as to draw insightful data. 

The researcher used more samples to collect data until the data was saturated. 

3.5 Population of the study 

The population of a study is that group about whom the researcher wants to draw 

conclusions (Barbie, 2007) or every possible case that could be included in the study 

(Barbie, 2010). The population should be selected with great care bearing in mind 

the selection criteria, the desired size and the parameters of the survey (Powell, 

1997). David & Sutton (2004: 149) expand that a population is every possible case 

that could be included in a study. A population therefore is the entire group of people 

http://www.snapsurveys.com/software/us/
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that the researcher desires to learn about (Strangor, 2011:110), any set of persons 

or objects that possess at least one common characteristics (Busha & Harter, 

1980:56-57) or a target group who would, in the ideal world be the subject of the 

research and about whom one is trying to say something (Punch, 2005). In light of 

the above statements, all postgraduate students at the four universities in Eastern 

Cape formed the population of the study 

 

This researcher targeted postgraduate students in the four universities in Eastern 

Cape  whose Libraries or Information centres hold a membership  of SEALS but 

narrowed down to a selected number of cases from the population of the whole 

group (sample) thus the University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University were 

selected. The two institutions were selected because they share the same library 

catalogue; they are also close to each other geographically and were accessible to 

the researcher, though it has to be pointed out that their cultures are different. 

Although their cultures are different when looking at the history of both universities, 

there was a time when the University of Fort Hare was affiliated to Rhodes University 

though the affiliation came to an end in 1959. The researcher further narrowed the 

scope of the study down to the faculties of Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) 

and Education the reasons for this further delineation are outlined in the scope and 

limitation of the study (Cf1.5) 

3.6 Sampling 

 
Sampling is a process that allows a researcher to scientifically choose who or what is 

Included in an investigation. According to Trochim (2001), sampling involves 

selecting units (e.g. people, organizations) from a population of interest so that one 
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may fairly generalize the results of a study back onto the population from which they 

were chosen. Sampling is necessary because surveying every person or a whole set 

of units in a population is often impossible and it may be very costly in terms of time 

money and handling of data. Furthermore, since research requires reliable forms of 

evidence from which to draw robust conclusions, samples help by enabling the 

detailed examination of a sizeable group or case to take place. 

3.6.1 Sample selection 

 

A sample is a number of individuals selected from a population for a study, 

preferably in a way that they represent the larger group from which they were 

selected (Huysamen, 1994). Mc Millan & Schumacher (1993:693) define the concept 

sample as a number of individuals selected from a population for a study. In this 

study, respondents were randomly selected among postgraduate students using 

probability stratified random sample methods at the two universities. The researcher 

opted for proportional strata of full time and part time postgraduate students because 

of their diverse backgrounds. Part- time students are known to carry work and family 

responsibilities in addition to their educational role, while full-time students focus on 

their educational roles only. The researcher therefore assumed that information 

seeking behaviour for these two groups of postgraduate students varies; as such 

different support systems may be required to help postgraduate students with 

information seeking skills. The researcher used Simple Random Sampling (SRS) 

which means respondents were selected randomly in each class, computer 

laboratories and libraries. Simple random sampling is a sampling design in which 

every unit in the population has an equal chance of being selected.  
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The researcher visited the participants in the postgraduate computer laboratories, 

libraries and respective lecture halls.Proportional sampling is when sampling 

numbers match the proportions in the population. In most cases, it is sometimes 

difficult to gain access to the individuals one intends to interview or distribute 

questionnaires to within a limited time frame. Some may be busy, others may lack 

interest, and others may not be reached for other reasons. Due to the above 

mentioned challenges, the researcher applied SRS method to select respondents for 

each stratum and to obtain participants. 

 

 The survey population was categorized according to faculties using a proportionate 

stratified random sample. Respondents were divided in to two stratums, full-time and 

part-time postgraduate students. The target population was selected proportionally at 

institutional population levels. In distributing the questionnaire, the researcher took 

steps to verify which faculty postgraduate students belonged to. 

3.6.2 Sample size 

 
Researchers like Chair et al. (n.d) are of the opinion that there is no effortless rule 

governing what sample size should be used for all surveys. However Krathwohl 

(1998) advices on the following key questions concerning the sample size, how 

precise do you want to be? How much variation is there in the studied population? 

Krathwohl (1998) also advises that a sample should be 10-20 per cent of the 

population, depending on the size of the population the sample is drawn from. This 

study used a sample of 18.5 per cent of the total population in each institution. 

Fraenkel & Wallen (2000:116) agree that the question remains open as to what 

constitutes enough or a satisfactory size for a sample. Several things need to be 
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considered in deciding how many cases to take in a sample. Key among them is 

cost, the budget available, the objectives of the study, the study problem and the 

number of cases needed to detect differences of interest.  

Analysts usually find that a reasonable sample size is sufficient for most needs. 

Nachmias & Nachmias (1996:194) claim that any increase in the sample will 

increase the accuracy of the results. Seaberg as cited in Grinnell; (1994:253) also 

agree that the general rule of thumb is the bigger the sample, the better. There are 

concerns as well about the level of accuracy expected. This researcher considered 

all the above mentioned issues when deciding on the sample size. Neuman 

(2006:149) states that research methodology should also be considered when 

determining the sample size. Neuman (2006:149) adds that qualitative research is 

less concerned with issues of sample size and more with richness, texture and 

feelings. In other words, qualitative research focuses less on how representative a 

sample is and more on how it illuminates social life (Neuman, 2006:219). Seaberg 

(as cited in Grinnell, 1994:254) also noted that a fairly common problem relating to 

sample size is the failure to consider the number of categories of the sample which 

may be required to analyse the data appropriately. In the current study, this problem 

was addressed by proportionate sampling within predetermined strata. The sample 

size of 350 respondents was chosen as a compromise between cost, accuracy and 

ensuring sufficient numbers for meaningful subgroup analysis as recommended by 

De Vaus (1991).He also recommends that a rule of thumb is to ensure that the 

smallest sub-group has at least 50 to 100 cases. To reach this figure of 350, the 

postgraduate student sample was calculated at a ratio of 18.5 per cent of the total 

population in each institution.  
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The size of the sample in each stratum was then taken in proportion to the size of 

the stratum for each institution. At the time of data collection UFH had a total of 876 

registered postgraduate students in the faculties of Social Sciences and Humanities 

as well as Education of which 544 were registered full- time and 332 were registered 

part-time. RU had the larger population of 1018 postgraduate students of which 648 

were registered full-time, whereas 370 were registered part time in the faculties of 

Humanities and Social Sciences and Education.  

The total number of postgraduate students from both universities in the faculties of 

Social Sciences, Humanities and Education was 1894. The following formula was 

applied when calculating the percentage of respondents according to stratums of full-

time and part [time students that formed the sample frame. UFH full-time students 

(544/1894x100 =29%) 29% of 350 = 101 (544x350/1894 = 101).UFH part-time 

students (332/1894x100 =18%) 18% of 350 =61 (332 x350/1894 = 61)RU full-time 

students (648/1894x100 = 34%) 34%of 350 =119 (648x350/1894= 120)RU part- time 

students (370/1894x100 = 19%) 19 % of 350 = 40 (370x 350/1894= 68)Few students 

were randomly selected from these samples for interviews. The basic goal of this 

sampling process was to develop a sample that represents the whole population. 

One hundred and sixty two (162) questionnaires were distributed at UFH, while 188 

questionnaires were distributed at RU. The size of postgraduate students enrolled at 

these two universities during the time of data collection for this study influenced the 

disparity of questionnaire distribution; RU had more postgraduate students than UFH 

at the time of research. 
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3.7 Responses 

 

Response rate is the percentage of people who actually complete the questionnaires 

and return them to the researcher (Strangor, 2011:109) of 350 questionnaires 

distributed and administered 200 questionnaires were returned, providing an overall 

response of 57 %.The responses to the questionnaires at the University of Fort Hare 

and Rhodes University are summarized in the table below. 

TABLE 3- 1: QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES BY INSTITUTIONAL AFFILIATION 

 

                                        UNIVERSITY   OF   FORT  HARE  

 

Full time 

target 

sample  

Response 

rate  

Part time 

target 

sample  

Response 

rate  

Overall target 

sample  

Overall 

response 

rate  

101 57 61 35 162 92 

                      Rhodes     University 

 

Full time 

target 

sample  

Response 

rate  

Part time 

target 

sample  

Response 

rate  

Overall 

target 

sample  

Overall 

response 

rate  

120 

 

68 

 

68 

 

40 

 

188 

 

108 

 

 

7 focus groups interviews were conducted as follows: 3 focus groups at UFH and  4 

focus groups were conducted at RU. 
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3.8 Data collection instruments 

In the most general sense, techniques are described as the specific procedures that 

determine how a researcher gathers data. The most commonly used data collection 

tools in a survey consist of self- administered questionnaires, personal interviews 

and/or focus groups. In this study the researcher used a questionnaire and focus 

groups interview to collect data. The instruments used in this study is similar to 

Kuhlthau’s data gathering instruments as seen in her longitudinal doctoral study of 

American students that led to the development of ISP model. Kuhlthau (1991, 1993, 

2004, and 2005) used a questionnaire in her studies to gather data from all types of 

library users (public, school, and academic). Her questionnaire results have 

consistently proven reliable over the development of the model and through 

replicated studies.  

 

3.8.1 Questionnaires 

 

A questionnaire is a set of fixed-format self-report items that is completed by 

respondents at their own pace, often without supervision (Stangor, 2011:108). The 

use of questionnaires to collect data is very popular in a lot of information seeking 

research. As mentioned earlier, Kuhlthau (1991, 1993, 2004, and 2005) also used 

questionnaires in her replicated studies with all types of library users. Hence the 

researcher felt that the questionnaire would be the better tool to collect data of 

information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at RU and UFH.   

 

A questionnaire can either be used alone or in conjunction with other methods of 

data collection. The written questionnaire, whether administered through the mail or 
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as part of a personal interview process, can be a highly effective means of obtaining 

data (Loose & Worley, 1994:144).The questionnaire’s ability to draw both qualitative 

and quantitative data on unobservable behaviour, such as feelings, attitudes, ideas, 

opinions, and viewpoints made it the instrument of choice. Barbie (2010:254) 

elaborates that surveys use questionnaires to collect large amount of original data. 

This form of data collection allowed for a number of people to be involved in the 

study, thus completing the questionnaire at their convenience. Questionnaire may 

produce more honest responses and answers than interviews because of their 

anonymous nature (Stangor, 2011).  

 

 The questionnaire also has the advantage of accommodating a variety of questions 

and minimizing time and money constraints. Furthermore, questionnaires give 

respondents time and the freedom to independently respond to questions, therefore 

leading to well thought out responses. Because the researcher has less influence on 

the responses, the respondents’ enjoy greater anonymity, resulting in less bias. 

According to Cockburn & Mackenzie (as cited in Nkomo, 2009) the main attraction of 

questionnaires is the relative ease of gathering a large set of responses. Their 

primary limitations, however, are their narrow scope and their separation from the 

user's task. They report on the user's perceived, rather than actual, interaction. 

Limited application means application is limited to a study population that can read 

and write. 

 

 Often questionnaires also have a low response rate, some questions may be left 

unanswered, and their inflexible nature leaves no room to follow up or probe 

reactions and seek clarification on ambiguous or unclear areas. Due to the inherent 
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lack of quality control, questionnaires require very careful question design and are 

more prone to error than other methods, such as telephone or in-person interviews. 

To overcome these limitations the researcher self-administered the questionnaire; 

the population of this study can read and write, since they are university students. 

The researcher also provided respondents with her contact details on the 

introductory page of the questionnaire so that respondents can anonymously contact 

her for clarification of some questions that they did not understand. To validate the 

questionnaire, the researcher applied content validity method by consulting 

information professionals to review the content of the questionnaire to ensure that it 

contains everything it should and make corrections before the main study.  

 

The researcher carried out a pre-test of the questionnaire with postgraduates’ 

students in the Department of Library and information science at UFH. Their 

interpretation of the questions provided a guideline on how the participants would 

answer the questions without errors. A pilot study was conducted to obtain 

postgraduate student’s views on the structure and wording of the questionnaire. A 

pilot study was conducted to check on a number of aspects so as to improve on the 

questionnaire. Due to a above mentioned reasons, the researcher considered the 

questionnaire as the better research instrument to achieve the objectives of this 

study. 

3.8.1.1 Questionnaire design and layout 

This study used a seven paged questionnaire with fourteen questions. The 

questionnaire consisted of five sections and was used to achieve the research 

objectives. The first part of the questionnaire (Section A) covered general biographic 
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data or demographic background of the respondents. This was done to create the 

respondents profile for the purposes of classification and comparison at the data 

analysis stage (David & Sutton, 2004: 162) Section B contained questions on 

information sources that postgraduate students value most and where they 

conveniently access them.  

According to Ingwersen & Jarvelin (2005:387) Information sources can be defined as 

the physical or digital entities in a variety of media providing information. Three 

questions required participants to choose relevant answers from the given list of 

answers and one question in five point Lickert scale where 1 = Strongly Disagree 

(SA), 2 = Disagree (D), 3= Neither Disagree nor Agree (N), 4=Agree (A) and 5= 

Strongly Agree (SA). Section C contained questions about information seeking 

activities that postgraduate students engage in on a daily, weekly and monthly basis 

and questions were presented in ordinal rating scales.  

Section D posed questions on factors which influence postgraduate students 

information seeking and they required participants to choose the relevant answer 

from the given list of answers. Section E contained questions on methods that 

postgraduate students apply in obtaining relevant information and questions were 

presented in different rating scales. The last question was structured around 

Kuhlthau (1991)’s  theoretical framework the ISP model which not only focuses on 

the information seeking process but also on the emotions, thoughts, expressions and 

mood of the user when he or she searches for information. 

The results from the pilot study helped the researcher to reshape the questionnaire 

and the questions were clear and understandable. Barbie (2010:262) opines that a 

questionnaire should be spread out and organized. The researcher made efforts to 
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design an attractive professional questionnaire that had boxes adequately spaced 

apart, with a clear view of twelve Ariel font to persuade and encourage the 

respondents to complete it. The main aim of the questionnaire was to obtain 

quantitative data, so the study made use of closed questions where respondents had 

to choose from fixed set of answers. Closed questions are popular in survey 

research because they provide greater uniformity and are easily processed as 

compared to open ended questions (Barbie, 2010:257). Some of the advantages of 

closed questions are: 

 They are quicker and easier for both respondents and researcher, 

respondents will save time by choosing  the appropriate answer from the 

given list and it will be easier for the researcher to code and analyse 

statistically 

 Answers of different respondents are easier to compare 

  Respondents are more likely to answer sensitive questions like their feelings 

when those questions are scaled either using ordinal ranking scales,Interval 

ranking scales, or nominal scales 

Closed questions also have weaknesses and are outlined as follows: 

 They can suggest ideas that the respondents would not otherwise have 

 The researcher may overlook some important responses on the questionnaire 

 They force respondents to give basic responses to complex issues 

 Respondent might make choices that they would not make if they had more 

options. 

To overcome these disadvantages, the researcher used focus groups interviews to 

avoid total reliance on closed questions. Postgraduate students from selected 

disciplines were briefed about the study, its objectives and significance, the 
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procedure that was to be followed, the credibility of the researcher and how the 

results would be used. This was done to make sure that any participant made an 

informed decision on whether she or he would want to participate in the study or not. 

A number of post graduate students offered to participate in the study. 

 

 Questionnaires were distributed to postgraduate students in the selected faculties at 

the University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University. The researcher visited 

postgraduate students from the selected disciplines in their computer laboratories 

and lecture rooms to distribute questionnaires. Some interested participants 

requested the researcher to email the questionnaire as they did not have enough 

time to complete the questionnaires at that time. The researcher opted to leave print 

copies of the questionnaires and also email the electronic copy of the questionnaire 

in case the respondents misplaced the print copy. A total of 350 questionnaires were 

distributed and emailed to respondents as follows: a total of 188 questionnaires were 

distributed to RU whereas 168 questionnaires were distributed to UFH.  

 

The size of postgraduate students enrolled at these two universities during the time 

of data collection for this study influenced the disparity of questionnaire distribution. 

RU had the larger number (1018) of which 648 were registered full-time and 370 

were registered part-time in the faculties of Humanities and Social Sciences and 

Education. UFH had a total of 876 registered postgraduate students in the faculties 

of Social Sciences and Humanities as well as Education of which 544 were 

registered full-time and 332 were registered part-time. To calculate the sample, the 

researcher applied proportionate allocation and used sampling fraction in each of the 

strata. The purpose of the questionnaire was to find out information sources that 
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postgraduate students value most and where they find such sources; activities 

postgraduate students engage in when seeking information, establish the factors 

which influence postgraduate students’ information seeking behaviour and determine 

methods that postgraduate students use to obtain relevant information.  

3.8.1.2 Focus groups interviews 

    

An interview is a purposeful interaction between two or more people who are caught 

in conversation and negotiation for specific purposes associated with some agreed 

subject matter (Hlatywayo, 2006). A variety of interviews have been identified in 

research, including but not limited to the focused group interviews, semi-

standardized interviews, individual interviews, problem centred interviews, expert 

interview and the ethnographic interviews. The researcher conducted some focus 

groups interviews with postgraduate students at UFH and RU at the faculties of 

Humanities and Social Sciences and Education, depending on who was available 

and or interested to participate. 

 

Focus groups interviews have become accepted method used in the initial stages of 

survey research (Arrow et al., 1993; Carson et al., 1994; Chilton & Hutchinson, 

1999a). A total of seven focus groups of twenty five minutes each were conducted 

from both institutions. The researcher conducted three focus groups of five 

respondents at UFH and four focus groups of five respondents at RU. According to 

Krueger (1998), a rule of thumb in focus group research has been to conduct three 

or four focus groups and decide if additional groups should be added. Morgan (1996) 

support the view by Krueger by suggesting three to five groups in a social research. 

RU had a large number of postgraduate students so more interviews were 
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conducted there. The researcher opted for smaller groups of five (5) participants per 

group because if participants are few in a group they all have an opportunity to 

engage in the discussion. Morgan (1996) opines that, the ideal size of a focus group 

for most non-commercial topics is five to eight participants. Small focus groups, or 

mini-focus groups, with four to six participants are becoming increasingly popular 

because the smaller groups are easier to recruit and host and are more comfortable 

for participants. According to Krueger (1998) the following factors should be 

considered   when deciding how many people to recruit to a focus group:  

 The purpose of the study. If the purpose is to understand an issue or 

behaviour, invite fewer people. If the purpose is to pilot-test an idea or 

materials, invite more people.  

 The complexity of the topic. More complex, invite fewer people.  

 Participants’ level of experience or expertise. More experience, invite 

fewer people.  

 Participants’ level of passion about the topic. More passionate, invite 

fewer people.  

 The number of questions the researcher want to cover. More questions, 

fewer people.  (Krueger, 1998) 

 In the current study, the researcher opted for fewer participants in a group because 

the purpose of the research was to understand behaviour. Participants had more 

experience about the research questions because they are the ones seeking for 

information, lastly the number of questions the study covered were many so fewer 

participants were ideal for the study. Participants had a high level of involvement with 

the topic and the researcher’s goal was to find out detailed stories and personal 
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accounts about information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students and a 

smaller group allowed all participants to have enough time to share their ideas.  

 

The mixed approach that was used in this study balanced the broader, more 

prescriptive survey questions, providing participants with an opportunity to give more 

spontaneous, in-depth accounts of their information seeking situations. Interviews 

reduced the shortcomings of the questionnaire. Interviews are highly efficient in 

obtaining qualitative data, in this case impressions about and sentiments on the 

information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students. Other benefits of using 

interviews are that the interviewer can clarify any points that are unclear and probe 

further whenever the responses are particularly important or revealing (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 2000:137).  However, interviews require the cooperation of the respondent in 

one way or another and involve some kind of intrusion into people’s activities. 

Interviews are a resource-and time-intensive method and occasionally people may 

react unfavourably to such an intrusion (participants may dislike or resent being 

interviewed). The researcher overcame these shortcomings by availing herself 

whenever the respondents were available and ready to be interviewed.The 

researcher followed the seven stages of an interview process as outlined by Kvale 

(1996) which are as follows: 

 

 Thematising           : The researcher decided on focus group interviews 

and due to unforeseen circumstances, individual interviews were also 

considered 

 Designing             : The researcher designed structured questions  for the 

interview   
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 Interviewing           :  The researcher introduced herself to the respondents, 

explained the objectives of the study and gave the respondents the 

concerned form to read and decide if they want to participate or not 

 Transcribing       : The researcher constructed written text of the conducted 

interviews using paper and tape recorder  

 Analysing           : To find meaning of the written text 

 Verifying             : To ensure the validity of a written text by cross checking 

the questionnaires since the study used triangulation and used the same 

sample for qualitative and quantitative data gathering, the researcher 

verified the  answers from the questionnaires and interviews 

 Reporting      :To present or report the findings by analysing data 

3.9 Data collection procedures  

 

The researcher distributed questionnaires and conducted interviews with 

postgraduate students at both institutions in their lecture rooms, libraries and 

computer laboratories. Libraries and computer laboratories were chosen because of 

their convenience as places where students normally congregate when searching for 

information. Moreover, all the various categories or elements of the sample were 

often represented in these service areas (part-time, full-time, males and females 

from all faculties). At the lecture halls, the researcher arranged with some lecturers 

to speak to their students after their lessons. In some classes it was not possible as 

students had to rush after their lessons. Part-time students were more convenient 

because students were attending their classes on Saturdays, the researcher met 

with the interested participants during their breaks for questionnaire distribution and 

interviews.  
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Most questionnaires were administered and collected in person, however, other 

participants preferred to take the questionnaire with them and notify the researcher 

after completing them for collection, though other participants did not return the 

questionnaires. This data collection strategy assisted in gathering reliable data 

because the researcher took time to explain everything to the respondents (who 

were gathered together) before they went ahead with the questionnaire. The 

researcher was also able to immediately respond to any queries. This gave the 

researcher control over the data collection procedures and increased the overall 

response rate. 

3.10 Validity and Reliability of Instruments   

 

Reliability of an instrument refers to its ability to produce consistent measurement 

each time the instrument is administered under the same or similar conditions to the 

same population. That way, the instrument may be considered reliable.  According to 

David & Sutton (2004:171) reliability is the degree to which the indicator or test is a 

consistent measure over time. Reliability is about dependability and consistency 

(Neuman, 2006:188). It is the degree to which the results are repeatable (Riet & 

Duurheim, 2006: 92). Punch (2005:95) states that reliability basically means 

consistency and it is the central concept in measurement. Neuman (2006:188) 

argues that though researchers strive for perfect reliability, it is difficult to achieve. 

Validity refers to whether the research instrument measures what it intends to 

measure (Smith, 1991). According to David & Sutton (2004:171).Validity refers to the 

degree to which a measuring instrument actually measures and describes the 

concept it was designed to measure. Validity refers to the degree to which the 
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research conclusions are sound and suggested truthfulness. (Neumann, 2006:188) 

Measurement validity means the extent to which an instrument measures what it is 

claimed to measure (Punch, 2005:97). In order to ensure the reliability and validity of 

the questionnaire, the researcher conducted a pilot study, where a small number of 

(25 respondents) were asked to complete the pre-test questionnaire.  To assess the 

validity, the researcher used the content validity method by consulting people who 

have knowledge of the subject for example consulting information professionals to 

review the content of the questionnaire to ensure that it contained everything it 

should and corrections were made corrections before the main study.  

3.11 Pilot Study  

To achieve reliable and valid results, the researcher carried a pre-test of the 

questionnaire and interview schedules with postgraduate students in the Department 

of Library and information science at the University of Fort Hare. Their interpretation 

of the questions provided a guideline on how the participants would answer the 

questions without errors. A pilot survey was conducted to obtain postgraduate 

student’s views on the structure and wording of the questionnaire. Riet & Durrheim 

(2006:94) posit that pilot studies are preliminary studies on small samples that help 

to identify potential problems with the design and the research instrument.  

A pilot study was conducted to check on a number of aspects so as to improve on 

the data collection instruments. Twenty five questionnaires were completed and one 

focus group interview of 25 minutes was conducted. The information that was 

obtained from the pilot study was used to “refine the questionnaire and the 

interviewing process”. Barbie (2010:267) elaborates that the results of questionnaire 

pretesting can help to avoid errors and justify ambiguous questions and those that 
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cannot be answered. The essence of this pilot study was to test the instruments both 

for appropriateness of the context and the ease of completion for the prospective 

respondents.  

The pilot study indicated that questionnaire was too long and respondents tend to 

lose focus when completing it, some questions were not clear and the researcher 

adapted it and took out some questions that were duplicating and errors were 

identified and then corrected. The pilot interview was conducted with one focus 

group. This gave the researcher an opportunity to practice using a voice recorder 

and to make easier the questions that were not clear. The researcher learnt that it is 

best practice to test the instrument prior to implementation to suit the purpose of the 

main study because if the chosen instrument does not meet the objectives, then 

another instrument should be applied.   

3.12 Data Analysis  

 

Data analysis is the process of obtaining meaning and implications from raw data. 

Raw data conveys little information until it is compiled, analysed and interpreted.  

The data analysis methods associated with survey research design are content 

analysis, descriptive statistical analysis, and a little bit of statistical testing (Edwards 

& Talbot, 1994:98) The methods used in the analysis of data in this study were 

dependent on the methods used for data collection. Since both quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis methods were employed, both qualitative and quantitative 

data analysis methods were used. Descriptive analysis using the Statistical 

Programme for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used. Quantitative analysis techniques 

(statistical analysis) were used to summarize the findings in a clear, precise and 
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reliable way that is, by tallying the total number (N) of items and the equivalent 

percentage (%) frequencies. 

3.12.1 Meaning condensation and content analysis  

 

Meaning condensation involves a process of summarizing long statements by 

compressing the statements into more concise statements (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009: 205). The researcher rephrased the statements of the participants, identified 

main themes “meaning units” within the transcribed text and rephrased it into plain 

and easy to understand text. The themes (meaning units) applied to the purpose of 

the study. Descriptive writing described the information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduates in their everyday life of information seeking. 

3.12.2 Transcribing Interview responses 

 

Transcribing of interviews is known as an interpretive process (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009) where the researcher is expected to make sense of the oral interview. Since 

the interview process is an oral dialogue where the participants and the researcher 

are present, the dialogue needs transcribing in written form. In this case, the 

transcription process is seen as the empirical data of the conducted interview. Kvale 

& Brinkmann (2009) explain the concept of transcribing to be a translation, starting 

with the oral discourse (interview) and ending with the written discourse 

(transcribing). The researcher transcribed the dialogue between the researcher and 

respondents in a written form.  

 



104 
 

3.13 Ethical considerations 

 

Ethics are as important as scientific considerations when reviewing a research 

project. Respect for dignity, safety and well being of participants should be a primary 

concern in the research involving human participants. Ethical considerations cover 

such aspects as voluntary participation, protection from all forms of harm, 

confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent, privacy and the conduct of the 

researcher when executing the research exercise (Barbie, 2010:64-67; Neuman, 

2006 :129 ; Bless, Higson-Smith & Kagee, 2006 :142-146 ; David & Sutton, 2004 ; 

136-137). In order to obtain informed consent from the potential respondents, the 

researcher attached a letter on the questionnaires spelling out that participants were 

not forced to take part in the study and assuring respondents that they would not be 

prejudiced in any way if they did not want to participate in the study, All research 

subjects have ethical rights to be consulted, to give or withhold information and 

consent.  

 

The informed consent forms were also attached for the participants to read and 

provide their signatures if they agreed to participate (See appendices A & B) 

According to Barbie (2010: 64) ethics are typically associated with morality and 

concerns matters of right and wrong. In this regard the researcher had to protect and 

preserve institutions and people’s individual privacy, anonymity and confidentiality.  

The researcher did not reveal the identity of specific persons who participated as 

respondent in this study. The researcher assured and transformed into reality that 

the respondents’ identities would remain anonymous and all information provided 

was treated as confidential. Social researchers need to respect participant’s privacy 
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(Stangor, 2011:51) and according to Newmann (2006:139) privacy takes two forms, 

anonymity and confidentiality.  

 

Confidentiality refers to the researcher ensuring that no one outside the research 

team will be able to identify the participants in the study (Barbie, 2010:136). 

Anonymity refers to the practice of ensuring that no one will be able to identify the 

participants in the study (Barbie, 2010 :136) and the data must not be obviously 

associated with the participant’s name (Bless, Higson-Smith & Kagee, 2006 ;142-

146). The ethical quality of anonymity in this study is that the researcher and the 

people who interact with this report cannot identify a given response with a given 

respondent. Anonymity is the ethical protection that participants names will not be 

revealed, their identity remains unknown (Newman, 2006:139).  

 

In the case of focus groups interviews, the researcher visited prospective 

participants in their computer laboratories, libraries and lecture halls and addressed 

the consent issues verbally. With regard to interviews, the researcher reminded the 

participants about how confidentiality and anonymity would be observed and treated 

and also reminded the participants that they would be recorded by voice recorder 

and how the data will be used. The data that are presented here were ethically and 

accurately collected, recorded and processed. To avoid plagiarism, the researcher, 

acknowledges all the ideas borrowed from other people’s writings as recommended 

by (Newman, 2006:130) 

 

UFH and RU have policies on research ethics that applies to every researcher who 

wants to undertake a study at those universities. Ethics policies of these universities 
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ensure that all research activities at those universities must be performed 

responsibly and meet highest ethical standards. This is particularly relevant for 

teaching and research involving humans or animals. Any research and class projects 

in which humans or animals are involved must therefore have prior clearance from 

both universities ethics committees. This follows a formal application using an 

application form and mostly supplemental information, such as informed consent 

forms and a research methodology. 

 

 This study was reviewed by and received approval from both the universities’ 

research ethics boards. The researcher presented the study proposal to the 

postgraduate students; potential participants were asked to contact the researcher if 

they were interested in learning more about the study. Students who chose to 

participate met with the researcher to review the aims and procedures of the study 

and had an opportunity to ask questions. If they chose to participate, they completed 

a consent form. Procedures to protect the privacy and confidentiality of the 

participants were strictly followed.  

3.13.1 Informed  Consent 

All research subjects have ethical rights to be consulted to give or withhold 

information and consent. Barbie (2010); David & Sutton (2004). When conducting 

research, researchers should obtain people’s permission and voluntary participation 

on a full understanding of the risk involved. In order to obtain informed consent from 

the potential respondents, the researcher attached a letter on the questionnaire 

spelling out the purpose of the study and that prospective participants are not forced 

to participate in the study and if they decide to participate, confidentiality will be 
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observed always and all required details were also outlined on the covering letter. 

The researcher made clear that participation was voluntary and those who chose to 

participate were free to withdraw their participation at any stage if they so wished. 

The researcher ensured that anonymity was upheld in this study and even in the final 

report.  

3.13.2 South Africa ethical considerations 

 

South Africa is a non-racial, non-sexist democratic state in which human dignity, 

equality and advancement of human rights are respected, promoted and protected 

under the South African Constitution Act, 1996 (Act no. 108 of 1996). Section 12 (2) 

of the bill of rights provides that “everyone has the bodily and psychological integrity 

which includes the right to security and control over their body, and not to be 

subjected to medical and scientific experiment without their informed consent. To be 

ethical all research on animals and on human participants must be scientifically 

sound. The researcher adhered to the research ethics by introducing herself to the 

respondents, explained the objectives of the study and asked postgraduate students 

to participate voluntarily in the study if they wanted to. 
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3.14 Chapter  Summary 

 

This chapter described the methodology that was used in this study. The research 

design, research method, the triangulation and data collection procedures, tools, 

instruments validation, population, institutional background, sampling, data analysis 

as well as ethical considerations were outlined. Both quantitative and qualitative 

techniques were employed for data collection. The survey questionnaire provided the 

quantitative data, while the interviews catered for the qualitative data. The next 

chapter presents the research findings from this study 
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CHAPTER 4 : DATA  ANALYSIS  AND INTERPRETATIONS 

 

4.1 Section 1: Questionnaire results 

4.1.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the study based on the 

questionnaires in an attempt to understand the information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students at RU and UFH. The researcher focused on students studying 

in the faculties of Humanities, Social sciences and Education. These are the areas 

identified as soft disciplines, where students are most involved in information seeking 

activities (Whitmire, 2002: 637) such as having to search for information to write an 

academic assignment. The researcher used SPSS and EXCEL computer 

programmes to analyse quantitative data 

4.1.2 Distribution by campus affiliation 

 

UFH is made up of three campuses, Alice campus, East London and Bisho campus. 

Only Alice campus was surveyed. It was felt that in terms of information seeking 

behaviour the environment at the Alice campus was homogeneous to those of East 

London and Bisho campuses and that Alice would sufficiently represent the 

University of Fort Hare in its entirety. Alice campus was selected because it is also 

the university’s main campus. Rhodes University has only one campus at 

Grahamstown where the study was carried out.  
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4.1.3 Profiles of the respondents 

 

Each questionnaire and interview session opened with biographical information of 

the respondents which was presented as follows: gender, age, level of study, 

university affiliation, faculty, and type of study. This was informed by the 

understanding that information seeking behaviour differs in accordance with different 

demographics.This also allowed the researcher to delineate the 

identities/characteristics of a study’s respondents for statistical purposes. In this 

section, the target populations were classified by their affiliations and various 

designations as listed above.  
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4.1.3.1 Gender 

 

Respondents were asked to state their gender on question 1. 1 of the questionnaire. 

This was done to make sure that all genders were represented and the statistics are 

as followes: Figure 4.1 indicates that of 200 respondents, 84 (42.0%) were males 

whereas 116 (58.0 %) were females.  

4.1.3.2 Age  

 

Respondents were asked to state their age, given the age brackets from 21 to 51 

plus on question 1. 2. This was done to confirm that information seeking behaviour 

differs according to the age of the information seeker as literature affirms. 

Additionally this was done to confirm that generally younger students attend school 

on a full-time basis while older students attend school on part-time basis and carry 

work as well as family responsibilities in addition to their education roles. Table 4.1 

below shows the age range of respondents; from 21-50.   
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TABLE 4- 1: RESPONDENTS AGE BRACKETS 

 

Age brackets  Number of respondents Percentage 

21-30 
 
31-40 
 
41-50 
 
51 + 
 
 
Total 

94 
 
69 
 
37 
 
0 
 
 
200 

47.0 
 
34.5 
 
18.5 
 
0 
 
 
100.0 
 

 

 

From table 4.1majority of respondents (47 %) were aged between 21and -30, while 

those aged between 31 and 40 made up 31% of the respondents and those aged 

between 41and 50 made up 21% of the respondents. There were no respondents 

aged 51 and above. These statistics show that the younger generation was active 

while older generations were passive when comes to information sharing. Another 

reason might be that during the time of data collection older students were not 

available as they may be at work, since they might have registered part -time. 

4.1.4 Distribution by university affiliation 

 

The majority of responses were from RU 92 (54 %) whereas UFH’s response rate 

was 108 (46 %). The figures are illustrated in Table 4.2 below 
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TABLE 4- 2: DISTRIBUTION BY UNIVERSITY 

 

University  Number of respondents Percentage 

UFH 

RU 

Total 

 

92 

108 

200 

 

46.0 

54.0 

100 

 

 

 

 

The reason for this disparity may be that RU had a larger number of postgraduate 

students than UFH at the time of data collection 

4.1.4.1 Distribution by faculty affiliation 

 

Respondents were asked to state their faculty in question 1.6. This delineation was 

Informed by the understanding that information seeking behaviour differs in 

accordance to academic discipline. UFH and RU each have six faculties. UFH 

faculties are Education; Law; Management and Commerce; Science and Agriculture; 

Social Sciences and Humanities whereas RU has the following faculties ; 

Commerce; Education; Humanities; Law; Pharmacy and Science.  Data was 

collected from two faculties from each university. Education and Humanities and 

Social Science. At RU Social Sciences is incorporated in Humanities and the faculty 

is called Humanities whereas at UFH the faculty is called Humanities and Social 

Sciences. The respondents were distributed as follows according to faculty. 
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TABLE 4- 3: DISTRIBUTION BY FACULTY 

Faculty Number of respondents Percentage 

Education 

 

HSS 

 

Total 

63 
 
 
137 
 
 
200 
 
 
 
 

31.5 
 
 
68.5 
 
 
100 
 
 
 

 

The response rate across these two faculties in both institutions was relatively good. 

Most of the respondents were from the faculty of Humanities and Social sciences 

68.5 % whereas responses from the faculty of Education were at 31.5 %. The reason 

might be that faculty of Humanities and Social Science is composed of many 

departments unlike the faculty of Education. 

4.1.4.2 Distribution by type of study 

 

Since the sample of this study was based on the postgraduate stratum which is 

comprised of full-time and part-time students, the researcher ensured that all 

sections were represented.  

TABLE 4- 4: DISTRIBUTION BY TYPE OF STUDY 

Type of study Number of respondents Percentage 

Full time 

Part time  

 

Total 

125 

75 

 

200 

62.5 

37.5 

 

100 
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Table 4.4 indicates that the majority of respondents 62.5% were registered full- time 

in both institutions whereas 37.5% were registered part-time. The cause of this 

disparity is based on the postgraduate statistics that were released to the researcher 

by the two universities before data collection. The enrolment of full- time students in 

both universities was higher that the part- time enrolment.  

4.1.5 Sources of Information preferred by postgraduate 

students 

 

The university of Fort Hare and Rhodes University offer wide range of information 

sources from print to electronic to support learning, teaching and research. 

Information sources have a huge impact on the academic environment. Users today 

have to integrate new, changing formats with the traditional formats they have grown 

accustomed to. The preferred sources of information (in this study) refer to the 

respondents’ most favoured and used   information sources. This study aimed to find 

out information sources valued or preferred by postgraduate student and findings are 

presented in Figure 4.2 below 

 
 

 FIGURE 4- 1: INFORMATION SOURCES PREFERRED BY POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS 
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The findings indicate that postgraduate students accessed different sources of 

information, although the internet was the most preferred information source.Figure 

4.2 above shows that out of 200 respondents, 91 (45.5%) used or valued the Internet 

as the main source of information, 18 (9.0 %) used academic and scholarly search 

engines, 35 (17.5 %) used scientific databases and 56 (28 %) used printed books as 

their primary source of information. The Internet was a popular source of information 

among the respondents.  

4.1.6 Points of access to electronic sources  

 

Electronic sources of information can be accessed anywhere if a person is 

connected to the internet. The two universities under study offered their students 

access to internet at the library, computer laboratories and through wireless 

connections. In line with the objectives of the study, respondents were asked to 

identify places where they conveniently accessed electronic sources of information 

for academic purposes. Respondents were instructed to select as many places as 

may apply to them and figure 4.3 below shows the results.  
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 FIGURE 4- 2: ACCESS TO ELECTRONIC SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

Chart 4.3 above  indicates that the majority of postgraduate students 181 (90.5 %) 

accessed electronic sources of information in the University library, followed by 156 

(78 %)  who conveniently accessed electronic sources of information in the computer 

laboratory, whereas 16 (8 %) conveniently accessed electronic sources  at the 

Internet cafes, 26 (13%) accessed electronic sources at home, 38 (19 %) accessed 

electronic sources of information through mobile phones whereas 7 (3.5%)  

accessed electronic sources of information at the public library. Postgraduate 

students were more comfortable with accessing electronic sources of information at 

the university library and computer laboratories because it was free of charge. 

4.1.7 Views about electronic sources of information  

 

Respondents were asked to state their opinions about electronic sources of 

information. Given the options below, the questions were posed in a five point Lickert 

scale as discussed below 
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4.1.7.1 Electronic sources make it easy to access information 

Respondents were asked to state if electronic sources of information made it easy or 

more difficult to access information, and also to state the effect of electronic sources 

of information on information retrieval. In this study, the electronic sources of 

information referred to are the internet, library databases, electronic journals and 

books, scholarly search engines as opposed to print sources of information. The 

question was posed in a five point Lickert scale from strongly disagree (SD); 

Disagree (D); Neither Disagree nor Agree (N); Agree (A) to strongly agree (SA). The 

views of the respondents are presented in Figure 4.4 below. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 4- 3: ELECTRONIC SOURCES MAKE IT EASY TO ACCESS INFORMATION 

 

 The responses were as shown in chart 4.4 above,  82 respondents (41 %) agreed 

that electronic sources of information made it easy to access information, 41 (20.5 

%) of the respondents  did not respond, while  32 (16 %)  respondents neither 

agreed nor disagreed, 29 (14.5 %) strongly agreed, 4 (2.0 %) of the respondents 

strongly disagreed and 12 (6.0 %) disagreed.  
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4.1.7.2 Same amount of time 

The researcher also aimed to find out from the respondents if they spent about the 

same amount of time accessing information electronically sources of information 

compared to manually. The outcomes are presented diagrammatically below 

 

 

 
 

 FIGURE 4- 4: SAME AMOUNT OF TIME 

 

From the entire group of participants 19 (9.5 %) of respondents strongly disagreed 

that they spent the same amount of time when they accessed information using 

electronic sources of information compared to non- electronic sources of information, 

while 82 (41 %) of respondents disagreed with the statement, 40 (20 %) of 

respondents neither agreed nor disagreed whereas 36 (18 %) agreed to the 

statement ;17 (8.5%) of respondents strongly agreed, while 6 (3 %) did not respond 

to the question.  

 

4.1.7.3 It takes more time 

 Additionally, the researcher sought to find out from the respondents if electronic 

sources of information consume more time when gathering and sorting information. 
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The statistics representing the participants’ answers are presented in Figure 4.6 

below 

 
 
FIGURE 4- 5:IT TAKES MORE TIME 

 

The responses shown in Figure 4.6 above indicate that 87 (43.5%) of the 

respondents disagreed that they spent more time when accessing information using 

electronic sources of information, where as 40 (20 %) of the respondents agreed to 

the statement, while 34 (17%) neither agreed nor disagreed; 19 (9.5 %) respondents 

strongly agreed while 13 (6.5 %) respondents strongly disagreed with the statement 

and 7 (3.5%) respondents did not respond to the question.  



121 
 

4.1.8 Frequency of information seeking activities  

 

Information seeking activities involves searching for information using external and 

internal sources, human and documentary sources or formal and informal sources of 

information. In this study external sources of information are referred to as the 

sources that are not owned by the university and were borrowed from other 

institutions either in print or electronically using the Inter library loan. Internal sources 

are referred to as sources that are found in the university library or departmental 

libraries of postgraduate students, formal sources are referred to as databases, 

books, journals, etc. Informal sources are referred to newspapers, Internet search 

engines, colleagues etc. Respondents were asked how frequently were they 

involved in the following information seeking activities and the outcomes are 

presented in the following sections.. 

4.1.8.1   Internet  

 

According to the National Research Council Staff Committee on the Internet in the 

Evolving Information Infrastructure (2001), Internet refers to diverse sets of 

independent networks interlinked to provide its users with the appearance of a 

single, uniform network. The networks that compose the Internet share a common 

architecture and software protocols that enable communication within among the 

constituent networks. Internet has been termed a technological revolution whose 

effects are as pervasive and important as modern transportation and electricity 

(Berghel) as cited by Chee- Wai & Angela (1999). With the support of browsers such 

as Google, Yahoo (Pfaffenberger) as cited by Chee- Wai & Angela (1999), people all 
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over the world are accessing what appears to be a limitless source of information. 

Search engines help to sort through information available on the Internet, but has 

this far failed to shoulder any responsibility for the content which appears on the 

pages they present on their indexes.  Internet lacks any transparency to clarify how 

results were found and how they are connected to the search terms. The internet 

user is confronted with an exponentially growing mass of information that makes it 

more difficult to find appropriate responses to targeted queries (Machill; Neuberger & 

Schindler, 2003). The responses of the participants are presented in Figure 4.7 

below.  

 
 
FIGURE 4- 6: FREQUENCY OF INTERNET SEARCH 

 

The researcher aimed to find out how frequently the respondents used the Internet 

when seeking information. Figure 4.7 above indicates that the majority of 

respondents 105 (52.5 %) searched the Internet on a daily basis, followed by 74 (37 

%) of respondents searched the Internet weekly, followed by 18 (9.0 %) of 

respondents searched the Internet monthly and 3 (1.5 %) of respondents searched 
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the Internet quarterly. These findings indicate that postgraduate students relied more 

on the internet when seeking information for academic and non academic purposes.  

4.1.8. 2 Academic & Scholarly search engines 

 

Academic & scholarly search engines provide a simple way to broadly search for 

scholarly literature in many disciplines, such as  peer-reviewed papers, theses, 

books, abstracts and articles from academic publishers, professional societies, 

preprint repositories, universities and other scholarly organizations. Chakravarty & 

Randhawa (2006) explains that these search engines help in identifying the most 

relevant research across the world of scholarly research. Figure 4.8 below present 

the responses of participants about the frequency they searched Academic & 

Scholarly search engines. 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 4- 7: FREQUENCY OF ACADEMIC & SCHOLARLY SEARCH ENGINES 
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Figure 4.8 above indicates that 50 (25 %) of the respondents searched academic 

and scholarly search engines on a daily basis, 49 (24.5 %) on a weekly basis, 33 

(16.5 %) on a monthly basis, 30 (15 %) quarterly whereas 37 (18.5 %) indicated that 

they had never used academic and scholar search engines, 1 (.5 %) respondent did 

not respond to the question. These findings illustrate that postgraduate students did 

not make use of academic & scholarly search engines adequately; they tend to use 

the internet more frequently than the academic & scholarly search engines whereas 

these search engines are more relevant to academic information needs. According 

to these figures, respondents were neglecting these information sources; this 

indicates that postgraduate students have little knowledge about information sources 

that will cater for their academic information needs.   

4.1.8.3 Online Public Access Library Catalogue (OPAC) 

 

OPAC is a computerized library catalogue which is the primary automated point of 

connection between library users and those information resources which the library 

and or the network of libraries own (Wells, 2007; 386-394). OPAC has a necessary 

role in promoting access to library collections, maintaining a consistent and 

authoritative form of bibliographic control and providing a targeted information 

environment for specific client groups, (Calhoun in Wells, 2007).Through the OPAC, 

library users can identify information sources that are available in that particular 

library or networks of libraries or libraries worldwide throughout the world and also 

provide links to electronic sources of information. OPAC serves as navigation to the 

library shelves by directing the user to where the physical information source is 

located in the library through a call number. In view of the fact that the OPAC is 

regarded as the gateway to the library information sources, the researcher wanted to 
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find out how frequently the respondents searched the OPAC when seeking for 

information and figure 4.9 below  present the findings. 

    

 
 
 FIGURE 4- 8: FREQUENCY OF OPAC SEARCH 

94 (47 %) of the respondents searched the OPAC daily, 74 (37 %) searched the 

OPAC weekly, 20 (10 %) indicated they searched the OPAC monthly, 4 (2 %) of 

respondents searched the OPAC quarterly, while 7 (3.5 %) of respondents indicated 

that they have never used the OPAC, and 1 (0.5) did not respond to the question..  

In general, frequency of use of OPAC were very low despite the assistance that 

online catalogues provide by pointing users to scholarly and scientific information 

found  in a library and network of libraries such as SEALS libraries. This could 

indicate that library use is declining. However, it could also indicate that library 

instruction and orientation programmes are ineffective. The other reason may be that 

these students know where to find their books on the shelves, for example, Social 

science students knows that their books are on shelf 300, Theology students knows 

that their books are on 200, Library and Information science students knows that 

their books are found on 025 according to the Dewey Decimal Classification Scheme 
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(DDC) that the libraries of these two institutions are using when classifying the library 

materials for shelf arrangements.  

 

But this is not always the case because the DDC is always upgrading as new 

editions replace old ones and new numbers may replace old ones in the scheme.  

Librarians then reclassify those materials and allocate new numbers for them. 

Searching the OPAC would save the user, time by helping them to find the physical 

library materials on the right shelf without any waste of time. Successful online 

catalogue searches are very dependent on a user’s computer skills and his/her 

knowledge of OPACs’ features (skills that respondents perhaps do not possess). 

4.1.8.4 Databases search 

 

In this study, databases are referred to as collections of scientific articles, journals, 

dissertations, reviews, abstracts etc. that are stored in an “online file” database for 

easy access of scientific information. UFH and RU purchased a massive amount of 

databases for students’ academic information needs e.g EBSCO HOST, Science 

direct, Emerald e.tc for every field of study be it Education, Library & Information 

Science, Social sciences among others. Using a database allows users to search for 

information in an organized collection. The user benefits from these databases 

because they provide more relevant results, through the use of subject headings and 

descriptors or other search indexes. In view of the fact that databases provide 

relevant scholastic information, the researcher wanted to find out how frequently the 

postgraduate students search the databases when seeking information and the 

results are presented in the diagram below. 
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FIGURE 4- 9: FREQUENCY OF DATABASES SEARCH 

On the issues of databases search, chart 4.10 above indicates that 70 (35 %)  

respondents searched databases quarterly, 55 (27.5 %) respondents searched 

databases weekly.33 (16.5 %) respondents  has never used  databases, 23 (11.5) 

respondents  searched databases monthly while 17 (8.5 %) respondents searched 

databases  daily and 2 (1 %) respondent  did not respond to the question. Most 

respondents who responded “Never” were part time students and their age ranged 

from 41-50.  

 

Generally the use of databases was unexpectedly low. These universities spent a lot 

of money on licenses paid to online database vendors for quality services that 

students appear not to make use of. It seems therefore that valuable information 

(contained in databases) is abandoned in favour of easier-to-use but often less 

reliable, accurate, and objective sources of information like Internet. These findings 

indicate that respondents possess low to medium level of information-seeking skills 
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and also indicate that postgraduate information literacy programmes of these two 

universities were ineffective at the time of the study. 

4.1.8.5 Library shelf browsing 

 

Respondents were asked how frequently they were involved in library shelf browsing 

when seeking for information for academic purposes. This means how frequently 

they searched physical sources of information, for example monographs, serials and 

DVD’s etcetera in the library. Browsing the library shelves is one way of discovering 

sources of information in that particular library. The frequencies are shown in chart 

4.11 below.  

 

 

 

 
 
FIGURE 4- 10: FREQUENCY OF LIBRARY SHELF BROWSING 

 

Chart 4.11 above shows the frequency at which post graduate students browsed the 

library shelves and 105 (52 %) respondents browsed the library shelves daily, 60 (30 

%) of the respondents browsed weekly, 18 (9.0 %) browsed the library shelves 



129 
 

montly, 9 (4.5 %) respondents browsed the library shelves quarterly, whereas 8 (4 

%) respondents indicated that they had never browsed library shelves. In contrary to 

the OPAC search, these findings demonstrate that postgraduate students made use 

of the library, though the majority started with shelf browsing rather than the OPAC, 

Library shelf browsing can be an infinite task if one does not know the particular shelf 

of the required books. Another purpose of orientation programmes is to introduce 

library users to OPAC. Lack of OPAC skills might therefore mean that these 

respondents never attended orientation programmes during their undergraduate 

study or maybe they graduated from other institutions. In general postgraduate 

students utilize the library physical collection.  

4.1.8.6 Consulting colleagues 

 

 According to Gralewska –Vickery (1976:267) information sources can also be 

classified as external and internal sources, human and documentary sources or 

formal and informal sources of information. In this study colleagues are referred to 

humans and informal sources such as fellow postgraduate students at the same 

institution and from other institutions. Some of these colleagues could be met 

through social networks. In view of the fact that colleagues from other institutions or 

even the same institution can have information that they have acquired through 

workshops, conferences or social networks, the researcher wanted to find out how 

frequently did postgraduate students consult  their colleagues to acquire information, 

verbally or though social networks. The diagram below illustrates the outcome. 



130 
 

 
 
FIGURE 4- 11: FREQUENCY OF CONSULTING COLLEAGUES 

 

On the issue of how frequently postgraduate students consulted colleagues when 

seeking for information, chart 4.12 above shows that 74 (37%) respondents 

consulted colleagues weekly, 60 (30 %) consulted colleagues monthly, 38 (19 %) 

respondents consulted colleagues daily, 18 (9 %) consulted quarterly while 4 (2 %) 

respondents indicated that they had never consulted colleagues and 6 (3 %) 

respondents did not respond to the question.  An information literate person utilises 

all information sources that are available to him/her, colleagues can also help others 

by sharing information and or recommend the link where relevant information can be 

accessed. At an average these respondents showed that they did consult colleagues 

to share and acquire information. 

4.1.8.7 Consulting librarians 

 

In the current study, librarians are referred to as qualified information specialists. 

That is people who went through training in the field of library and information 

science, who are information literate and capable of transferring the knowledge they 
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acquired through training and experiences to the community they serve. These 

people are to be found in the library, they are there among other duties to serve the 

university community by purchasing information sources according to the needs of 

the university community, to support teaching, learning, research and to help library 

users to access information from all sources. Librarians are the “gateway” to 

information since they can also help the users to access information sources from 

other libraries through Inter Library Loans (ILL). The researcher wanted to find out 

how frequent did postgraduate students consult librarians when seeking for 

information and the diagram below shows the statistics. 

 

 

 
 
FIGURE: 4.13 FREQUENCY OF CONSULTING LIBRARIANS 

 

The diagram above reveals that 60 (30 %) respondents never consulted  librarians 

for help when searching for information,48 (24 %) respondents consulted librarians 

quarterly, 42 (21 %) respondents consulted librarians  weekly, 25 (12.5 %) 

respondents consulted librarians monthly, 15 (7.5 %) respondents consulted 
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librarians daily  whereas  10 (5 %) did not respond to the question. Generally, reports 

of consulting librarians were very low. This could indicate that library instruction and 

orientation programmes of these institutions were ineffective in view of the fact that, 

respondents did not know what the librarians are there for. At postgraduate level, 

students should be aware that librarians can purchase information sources for their 

academic needs, can borrow information sources from other institutions on their 

behalf and they can approach librarians for individual information literacy training, 

etcetera. 

4.1.8.8 Consulting the reference list at the end of an article, 

book or journal 

 

In this study, reference lists are referred to as references and bibliographies. That is, 

those are the lists of information sources that the author consulted and cited when 

writing a particular article, book or journal. These lists can help users to access 

information from those sources that the author has consulted. They can serve as a 

“gateway” to other sources through citation pearl growing search strategy. With the 

citation pearl growing search strategy, the starting point when searching for 

information is one relevant document, the idea of this search strategy is to find more 

similar documents to the already found reference lists. This helps searchers to find 

more relevant articles through the listed authors; this may also help the user to get 

primary information from the authors that are cited. With reference to the above 

mentioned, the researcher wanted to find out how frequent did postgraduate 

students consult the reference lists. The frequencies are shown in Figure 4.14 below  
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FIGURE 4- 12: FIGURE: 4.14 FREQUENCY OF CONSULTING REFERENCE LISTS 

 

Figure 4.14 above reveal that 69 (34.5%) respondents consulted reference lists 

monthly, 67 (33.5%) respondents consulted reference lists weekly, 24 (12.0%) 

respondents consulted reference lists daily, 23 (11.5%) respondents consulted 

reference lists quarterly, whereas 11 (5.5 %) respondents had never consulted a 

reference list and 6 (3.0 %) respondents  did not respond to the question. This 

indicates that respondents were not applying all search strategies when looking for 

information. An information literate user utilises all search strategies to acquire 

sufficient and relevant information for his/ her information needs. These results may 

also indicate that the respondents did not have sufficient information seeking skills. 

4.1.8.9 Consulting e-mail alerts 

 

Email alerts are free services offered by scientific databases to provide researchers 

with a time saving solution to keep abreast with new online issues which are of 
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interest to them. To receive these free emails alerts the researcher must register his 

/her details online on the database and state his/her information needs. An e-mail 

will be sent to the researcher’s inbox at the time of online publication or when there 

is new information that matches the query of the researcher and this allows the 

researcher to browse the latest content immediately. E-mail alerts may also be used 

to update the researcher when new information related to her/his search is available. 

The diagram below illustrates whether or not postgraduate students utilized e-mail 

alerts.    

 

 

 
 
FIGURE 4- 13: FREQUENCY OF CONSULTING EMAIL ALERTS 

 

Email alerts proved to be most unpopular to postgraduate students. Findings reveal 

that 97 (48.5 %) had never used email alerts 30 (15 %) used email alerts daily, 27 

(13.5 %) used email alerts weekly, 22 (11 %) used email alerts monthly, 17 (8.5 %) 

used email alerts quarterly while 7 (3.5 %) did not respond to the question. An 

information literate person knows where to find relevant information; thus findings in 

this study reveal that these respondents’ relied more on social networks than 
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scientific database services. It is possible that the use of these email alerts is low 

because students were unaware of their existence. This however demonstrates that 

postgraduate students might not be well acquainted with information seeking skills. 

This also shows low levels of information literacy, perhaps because the information 

literacy programmes of these two universities were not effective. 

4.1.9 Time spent on information gathering activities 

Respondents were asked to indicate the approximate amount of time they spent per 

week on information gathering activities. One of the objectives of this study was to 

find out the type of activities postgraduate students engage in when seeking 

information. This kind of data may be essential to their university libraries so that 

they may invest more on what their students utilise and spent more time on. 

Students were required to select as many information gathering activities as may 

apply to them. Findings are indicated in Table 4.5 below 
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TABLE 4- 5: TIME SPENT ON INFORMATION GATHERING ACTIVITIES 

 

Information gathering 

activities 

Amount of time spent per week  (Hours) 

0-3 

hours 

4-6 hours 7-9 hours Morethan10 

hours 

Reading emails 131 53 11 05 

Photocopying 113 63 18 01 

Conferring with fellow 

students 

74 77 42 03 

Reading books, article 56 61 62 18 

Searching electronic 

databases/ books & 

journals 

46 48 22 14 

Searching the Internet 31 46 58  65 

Table 4.5 above indicates that 131 (65.5 %) respondents read emails for information 

gathering 0-3 hrs per week, 53 (26.5 %) read emails 4-6 hours, 11 (5.5 %) read 

emails 7-9 hours while 5 (2.5 %) respondents read emails more than 10 hours per 

week. With regard to photocopying materials for academic information gathering, 

findings reveal that 113 (56.5 %) respondents spent 0-3 hours per week 

photocopying information, 63 (31.5 %) respondents spent 4-6 hours per week 

photocopying, 18 ( 9.0 %) respondents spent 7-9 hours per week photocopying and  

1 (.5 %) respondent spent  more than 10 hours per week photocopying. When it 

comes to conferring with fellow students it was reported that 74 (37 %) respondents 

spent 0-3 hours per week discussing with fellow students to gather information. 77 

(38.5 %)  respondents spent 4-6 hours, 42 ( 21.0 %) spent 7-9 hours,  while 3 ( 1.5 

%) respondents spent more than 10 hours per week conferring with fellow students.  
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In response to the question on reading books and articles to gather information, 56 

(28.0 %) participants  spent 0-3 hours per week reading books and articles, 61 ( 30.5 

%) spent 4-6 hours, 62 (31.0 %) spent 7-9 hours whereas 18 (9.0 %) spent more 

than 10 hours per week. Concerning searching electronic databases, 46 (23.0 %) 

respondents spent 0-3 hours per week searching electronic databases to retrieve 

information, 48 (24 %) spent 4-6 hours, 22 (11 %) spent 7-9 hours, while 14 ( 7.0 %) 

spent more than 10 hours per week searching electronic databases to gather 

information. Internet usage rated highly with 31 (15.5 %) respondents spending 0-3 

hours per week searching the internet for information gathering, 46 (23 %) 

respondents 4-6 hours per week, 58 (29 %) respondents 7-9 hours while 65 (32.5 %) 

respondents spent more than 10 hours per week searching the internet to retrieve 

relevant information for academic purposes. These findings indicate that in general 

respondents spent time in all the above mentioned information gathering activities 

though internet usage takes the lead.  

Respondents spent most of their time surfing the internet to retrieve information for 

academic purposes even though the libraries spent more money subscribing to 

electronic sources. This implies that library marketing programmes were not effective 

or did not reach to all postgraduate students. Additionally it is possible that some 

students did not use university email addresses and thus when the libraries 

marketed their services through emails, those students could not be reached, as a 

results they were not aware of the newly subscribed databases, electronic journals 

and books etc of interest to them. 
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4.1.10  Factors  that influence choice of information sources 

The study sought to establish the factors which influenced postgraduate students’ 

choice of information sources. Four options were given and these are 

lecturer/supervisor recommendation readings, librarians’ recommendations, fellow 

students’ suggestions and previous experience. Students were required to select as 

many sources as may apply to them. The outcomes of this variable are presented in 

Figure 4.15 below.  

Factors that determine postgraduate students choice of 
information source  

 

 

FIGURE 4- 14: FACTORS THAT DETERMINE CHOICE OF INFORMATION SOURCE  

Figure 4.15 above indicates most respondents’ choices 178 (89 %) were determined 

by lecturers/supervisors’ recommended readings, 163 (81.5 %) of respondents’ 

choice of information source were determined by previous experience, 90 (45.0 %) 
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were determined by fellow students suggestions, whereas 51 (25.5 %) of 

respondents’ choices of an information source were determined by librarians. 

Postgraduate students indicate a high level of dependency on the 

lecturers/supervisor’s recommendations, followed by fellow student’s suggestions, 

followed by their own experiences and lastly librarian’s recommendations.  

 

This might be caused by poor information seeking skills. At postgraduate level all 

students must be able to independently search appropriate information without 

depending on lectures /supervisors recommendations, fellow students or previous 

experience because unlike undergraduate students, postgraduate students have to 

gather more information and study independently.  

   

4.1.11 Awareness of current developments  

 

Postgraduate students need to keep track of current trends in their fields of study 

and understand the scholarly body of knowledge on a deeper level in order to 

become better researchers and share their knowledge through publishing. Current 

developments also shape postgraduate students’ information seeking behaviour 

hence respondents were asked about the channels they use to keep ahead with 

current developments. These findings are presented in Figure 4.16 below. 
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FIGURE 4- 15 :KEEP ABREAST OF CURRENT DEVELOPMENT 

Figure 4.16 above indicates that 94 (47.%) of the respondents  made use of Internet 

to keep abreast with new developments in their areas of study, 71 (35.5 %)  used 

Journals, 15 (7.5 %) used databases, 7 (3.5 %) used email alerts, 4 (2 %) used 

abstracting tools, 2 (1.0 %) used library  display, 2 (1.0 %) respondents used Current 

Awareness Services (CAS) in the library and  5 (2.5 %) did not respond to the 

question. These figures illustrate that most respondents relied on the internet for 

almost everything and tended to ignore library displays and current awareness 

services in the library. The reason for this might be lack of library services marketing. 

The channels that were outlined by students like workshops, meetings, conferences 

and circulars are good platforms for keeping on track of current developments and 

knowledge sharing among postgraduate students.  

4.1.12 Search techniques for obtaining relevant information 

 

Search techniques are methods that are offered by scientific databases to help users 

to retrieve relevant information. Search techniques help the Information Retrieval 

System to recall precise information according to and beyond the index term that the 
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indexer used to store information in that particular information retrieval system. In 

relation to this variable, respondents were asked about search techniques that they 

use to retrieve relevant information from electronic sources. Respondents were 

asked to select as many answers as may apply to them. Findings are presented in 

Table 4.6 below. 

 
TABLE 4- 6: SEARCH TECHNIQUES CONSULTED 

 

Search techniques  Number of respondents  Percentages 

One  keyword 116 58      

More than one keywords 97 48.5   

Phrase search 57 28.5   

Boolean operators  38 19.0  

Proximity search 23 11.5  

Truncation 24 12.0  

Search within results  53 26.5 

Find similar results 54 27  

Search within specific date range 84 42  

 

Table 4.6 above indicates that the majority 116 (58 %) of the  respondents  made 

use of  one keyword for retrieving relevant information for their academic purposes, 

97 (48.5 %) respondents used  more than one keyword, 57 (28.5 %) respondents  

used a phrase search, 38 (19.0 %) respondents used Boolean operators, 23 (11.5 

%) respondents used proximity operators, 24 (12 %) respondents  used Truncation, 

53 (26.5 %) used  search within similar results, 54 (27 %) find similar results 

whereas  84 (42 %) used search within a specific date range. According to these 

findings, postgraduate students possess low to medium information literacy skills. 

This is because an information literate person makes use of all search techniques in 

order to obtain relevant information. Scientific databases offer search techniques to 

help users to find relevant information as quickly as possible. 
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The main purpose of information literacy programmes offered by academic libraries 

is to teach the university community how to make use of search strategies and 

search techniques. These findings therefore show that information literacy programs 

at these two universities are not effective. The other reason might be that 

respondents did not attend information literacy instructions during their 

undergraduate study maybe because they did not know the importance of 

information literacy instructions or maybe they did not have time to attend.  Another 

possibility is that they are from other institutions that do not offer information literacy 

instructions.   

4.1.13 Modifying  a search  

Most scientific databases offer a search results page that displays a list of article that 

fit the search terms. Users thus can modify their search if the search results do not 

include the information that they are looking for in order and to make it more specific 

to match the user’s query. In the light of this information, respondents were asked if 

they ever modify their search strategies when they search electronic sources of 

information and their responses are presented below 
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.    

 
FIGURE 4- 16: MODIFY A SEARCH 

 

Figure 4.17 above indicates that the majority of respondents 103 (51.5 %) 

sometimes modify their search strategies, 37 (18.5 %) respondents always modify 

their search strategies, 30 (15 %) respondents rarely modify their search strategies 

whereas 5 (2.5 %) respondents never modified their search strategies and 25 (12.5 

%) did not respond to the question. Most respondents sometimes modified their 

search strategies. An information literate person must always modify the search 

strategies in order to retrieve accurate information.These findings therefore show 

that the respondents have low to medium level   information literacy. 

4.1.14 Methods employed to modify search strategies or 

techniques 

 

A search strategy is an overall plan or approach to find information and to solve an 

information need. This relates to having good guidelines that will lead to a successful 

search output by identifying the appropriate search tools and search techniques. In 
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other words a strategy is a plan and a technique is a method. There are various 

methods that information seekers can make use of to modify search strategies to 

obtain relevant information. Respondents were asked how they modified their search 

strategies; in cases their searches did not return satisfactory results. Respondents 

were instructed to select as many answers as may apply to them from a given list of 

answers. The findings are illustrated in Table 4.7 below 

 

TABLE 4- 7: METHODS UTILIZED TO MODIFY SEARCH STRATEGIES 

 

Methods Number of 
respondents 

         
Percentages 

I choose different keyword/ keywords 103 51.5 

I choose different source of information 157 78.5 

I change search technique 65 32.5 

I presume there are no satisfactory results and stop the 

search process 

29 14.5 

 

Table 4.7 reveals that 103 (51.5 %) respondents chose different keywords; the 

majority of respondents 157 (78.5 %) chose different information source, 65 (32.5 %) 

respondents changed the search techniques while 29 (14.5 %) respondents 

presumed there were no satisfactory results and stopped the search process. These 

findings show that most respondents opted for a different source of information if 

they failed to get relevant information from the first sources. The reason for this 

might be that the respondents thought the information source they first used was not 

relevant, nevertheless there were still some other techniques and strategies that they 

should have applied using the same source of information if they possessed high 

information seeking skills. These skills can be obtained by attending information 
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literacy programmes. The study shows that the majority of respondents have not 

attended information literacy offered by their institutions or they might have but   the 

programmes are not effective and require to be reviewed.    

4.1.15 The frequency of evaluating the quality of an 

information source 

 

Evaluating an information source before using it can save the user time of reading 

the whole document that might not be useful to him/ her. In view of the fact that the 

study is about information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students, the 

researcher wanted to find out all activities and methods that postgraduate students 

applied in obtaining relevant information from the sources they used. The rate of 

recurrence that postgraduate students evaluated the quality of an information source 

is also an important attribute of information seeking behaviour. 

 

A relevant information source to the user query will help the user to obtain relevant 

information as easily and quickly as possible. There are many aspects of evaluating 

an information source and in this study the participants were given following options: 

article title, journal title, thematic descriptors, abstract and the reference list to 

choose from to determine how frequently they evaluated the source. Table 4.8. 

below shows the findings. 
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TABLE 4- 8: EVALUATING THE QUALITY OF AN INFORMATION SOURCE 

Aspect                                                   

  Frequency 

  

All the time Frequently Fairly frequently Seldom  Never 

Article title 80 75 22 12 08  

   

Journal 

title 

71 74 27 14 08 

Thematic 

descriptor 

20 29 64 25 42 

Abstract 45 78 34 12 18 

Reference 

list 

34 51 64 24 13 

 

 

Table 4.8 above indicates that 80 (40 %) of the  respondents evaluated the quality of 

an information source using the article title all the time, 75 (37.5 %) used  the article 

title frequently, 22 (11.0 %) respondents evaluated the quality of an information 

source by the title fairly frequently, 12 (6.0 %) respondents  seldom/ rarely evaluated 

the quality of an information source  by an article title, 08 ( 4.0 %) respondents had 

never evaluated the quality of an information source by an article title, while 71 (35.5 

%) respondents evaluated the quality of an information source  by the journal title all 

the time; 74 (37.0 %) respondents however evaluated the quality of an information 

source using the  journal title frequently, 27 (13.5 %) respondents evaluated the 

quality of an information source by a journal  title fairly frequently, 14 (7.0 %) 
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respondents  seldom evaluated the quality of an information source; Of all the 

respondents who participated in the study,  08 (4.0 %) respondents never evaluated 

the quality of an information source by the journal  title, whereas 20 (10 %) 

respondents evaluated the quality of an information source using a thematic 

descriptor always, while 29 (14.5 %) respondents evaluated the quality of an 

information source by a thematic descriptor frequently, 64 ( 32 %) used a thematic 

descriptor fairly frequently and  25 (12.5 %) respondents seldom evaluated the 

quality of an information source by thematic descriptor. 

 

In the study,  42 (21 %) respondents never evaluated the quality of an information 

source by thematic descriptor, whilst 45 ( 22.5 %) respondents evaluated the quality 

of an information source using an abstract all the time,  78 (39 %) respondents 

evaluated the quality of an information source by an abstract frequently, 34 (17 %) 

respondents evaluated the quality of an information source by an abstract fairly 

frequently, 12 (6 %) seldom evaluated  the quality of an information source by an 

abstract and  18 ( 9 %) respondents never evaluated the quality of an information  

source by  an abstract. With regard to the use of reference lists  34 (17 %) 

respondents evaluated the quality of an information source using  reference lists all 

the time, whilst 51 (25.5 %) respondents evaluated the quality of an information 

source by a reference list frequently, 64 ( 32 %) evaluated the quality of an 

information source by a reference list fairly frequently, 24 (12 %) seldom evaluated 

the quality of an information source by  reference list and  13 (6.5 %) respondents 

never evaluated the quality of information source by a reference list..  
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 In general, the findings reveal that on average respondents used all the above 

mentioned aspects to evaluate the quality of an information source, which is good 

behaviour of seeking information.  

4.1.16 Frequency of utilizing available information sources  

 

UFH and RU offer a wide range of information sources to support teaching, learning 

and research. Postgraduate students and the whole university community have 

access to all the information sources from the library, computer laboratories and 

university residences that has wireless connection. These information sources can 

also be accessed out of campus through the user’s passwords that are provided by 

the university library. Postgraduate students have more benefits because they can 

also access information sources that are not available in their academic libraries 

through interlibrary loans. Based on the information sources available for 

postgraduate students, the researcher wanted to find out how frequent postgraduate 

student made use of these information sources to retrieve relevant information for 

their academic use. The outcomes might help these institutions to purchase more of 

the information sources that are frequently used by the students. Table 4.9 below 

presents the results.  
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Table 4- 9: Utilizing Information Sources 

 

 

Information 

source  

                                                  

  Frequency 

  

All the time Frequently Fairly frequently Seldom  Never 

Internet 

search 

engines e.g. 

Google, 

Yahoo etc. 

94 85 17 01 02 

    

Academic 

and scholarly 

search 

engines e.g. 

Google 

scholar, DIVA 

etc. 

47 51 38 34 26 

Electronic 

journals, 

scientific 

databases, 

electronic 

books etc 

54 32 26 63 22 

Print books 56 47 16 13 04 

Print Journals 47 30 19 16 05 

 

 

Table 4.9 above indicates that 94 (47 %) respondents used internet all the time to 

retrieve relevant academic information, 85 (42.5 %) used internet frequently, 17 (8.5 

%) used internet fairly frequently, 1 (.5 %) respondents seldom used the internet and 

2 (1.0%) never used internet to retrieve relevant information for academic purposes. 
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Regarding academic and scholarly search engines findings indicate that 47 (23.5 %) 

respondents used academic and scholarly search engines all the time, 51(25.5 %) 

respondents used academic and scholarly search engines frequently, 38 (19%) 

respondents used academic and scholarly search engines fairly frequently, 34 (17 

%) respondents seldom used academic and scholarly search engines  while 26 (13 

%)  respondents never used academic and scholarly search engines to retrieve 

relevant information for academic use.  

 

With regard to  electronic journals, scientific databases, electronic books, this study 

found  that 54 (27 %) respondents used  electronic journals, scientific databases, 

electronic books all the time, 32 (16 %) respondents used  electronic journals, 

scientific databases, electronic books frequently, 26 (13 %) fairly frequently, 63 (31.5 

%) seldom used electronic journals, scientific databases, electronic books whereas 

22 ( 11 %) never used electronic journals, scientific databases, electronic books  to 

retrieve relevant information for academic use. On the subject of print books findings 

revealed that 56 (28 %) respondents used print books all the time, 47 ( 23.5 %) 

respondents used print books frequently, 16 (8 %) respondents used print books  

fairly frequently, 13 (6.5 %) seldom used print books whereas 4 (2 %) respondents  

reported that they had never used print books to retrieve relevant information for 

academic purposes.  

 

Concerning print journals this study noted that 47 (23.5 %) respondents used print 

journals all the time, 30 (15 %) used print journals frequently, 19 (9.5 %) respondents 

used print journals fairly frequently, 16 (8 %) respondents seldom  used print  

journals and 05 ( 2.5 %) respondents reported that they never used print journals  to 
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retrieve relevant information for academic use. From the findings, it seems most 

postgraduate students made use of internet to retrieve relevant information for 

academic use; whereas the two universities use a lot of money to purchase licenses 

for scientific databases and electronic sources as well as print books and journals to 

support teaching, learning and research but many students even at postgraduate 

level still use internet. The rationale behind the use of internet might be its 

accessibility and students do not require passwords to access it, while print books 

are heavy and one has to browse shelves to access them. Furthermore books can 

only be borrowed for a specific period whereas with internet anyone can access it 

any time convenient for them.  

4.1.17 Feelings and emotions when the search did not produce 

relevant information 

The last question was framed around the ISP model by Kuhlthau (1991). The ISP 

model does not only focus on the information seeking process but also on the 

emotions, thoughts, expressions and mood of the user when he or she searches for 

information. Respondents were asked to affirm their emotions and feelings in cases 

they did not find relevant information from their searches.The following options were 

provided as choices: frustrated, confused, disappointed, and demotivated.The 

question was presented in a five point Lickert scale from 1 Strongly Disagree (SD), 2 

Disagree (D), 3 neither Disagree nor Agree (N), 4 Agree (A) to 5 Strongly Agree (A). 

The findings are presented in Table 4.10 below 



152 
 

Table 4- 10: Feelings and emotions when the search does not produce relevant results: 

Emotions Responses 

Strongly 

Disagree (SD) 

Disagree 

(D) 

Neither Agree 

nor Disagree 

(N) 

Agree Strongly 
Agree  
 
(SA) 

Frustrated 9 8 12 73 98 

Confused 10 13 34 54 89 

Disappointed 11 9 26 64 90 

Demotivated 19 25 24 39 93 

 

4.1.17.1 Feelings of Frustration 

 

Table 4.10 indicates that 98 (49 %) respondents strongly agreed, 73 (36.5 %) 

agreed, 12 (6 %) neither disagreed nor agreed (N), 8 (4 %) disagreed (D), 9 (4.5 %) 

strongly disagreed (SD).  

4.1.17.2 Confusion 

 

When asked if they felt confused in case the search did not produce relevant 

information, given the 5 point Lickert scale from strongly disagree (SD) to strongly 

agree (SA) Table 4.9  indicates that 89 (44.5 %)  strongly agreed (SA), 54 (27.0 %) 

agreed (A), 34 (17 %) neither disagree nor agree (N), 13 (6.5 %) disagreed (D), 10 

(5 %) strongly disagreed (SD).  

4.1.17.3 Disappointment  

 

When asked if they feel disappointed in case the search did not produce relevant 

information, given the 5 point Lickert scale from strongly disagreed (SD) to strongly 
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agreed (SA) Table 4.10 indicates that the majority of respondents 90 (45 %) 

answered strongly agreed (SA), 64 (32 %) agree (A), 26 (13 %) neither disagreed 

nor agreed (N), 9 (4.5 &) disagreed (D), 11 (5.5 %) strongly disagreed (SD).  

4.1.17.4 Feeling demotivated                           

 

When asked if they felt demotivated in case the search did not produce relevant 

information, the majority of the respondents 93 (46.5 %) strongly agreed (SA), 39 

(19.5) agreed (A), 24 (12 %) neither agreed nor disagreed (N) 25 (12.5 %) 

(disagreed (D), 19 (9.5 %) strongly disagreed (SD) 

 

In general, respondents strongly agreed that they felt frustrated, confused, 

disappointed and demotivated if they did not find relevant information for their 

searches. This is because information seeking can be complex especially if the 

person who is seeking information is not well acquainted with information seeking 

strategies. The outcomes of the study  validate Kuhlthau (1991)’s ISP model which 

does not only focus on the information seeking processes but also on emotions, 

thoughts and expression of the users when searching information 

 

4.2 Section 2: Interview results 

4.2.1 Introduction 

Qualitative data obtained from the focus groups were analyzed and interpreted and 

subsequently presented in this section. This combination is called triangulation. The 

two research instruments were used together because of their ability to crossover or 

complement each other. The questionnaire was successfully used to reach a large 

population, while the interviews were used to gain qualitative data on the information 
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seeking behaviour of postgraduate students. The researcher conducted a limited 

number of focus group interviews with postgraduate students at RU and UFH. A total 

of seven focus groups of five members each were conducted. 

 

 Leedy & Ormrod (2001:150) are of the view that data analysis in qualitative research 

is a systematic process of selecting, categorizing, synthesizing and interpreting data 

to provide explanations of the single phenomenon of interest. McMillan & 

Schumacher (1997: 500-503) also indicate that qualitative data analysis often takes 

the form of written language.  White (2002) further indicates that it can also take on 

other forms, e.g. video recording where the analysis is aimed at identifying units of 

meaning (themes) and by reading the data sentence to identify the storyline. 

Sentences or graphs which support the story line were then underlined. Central 

sentences that support the central theme were identified as well as categorized and 

subcategorized. Direct quotations from the data were used to support the story line. 

The report of the results was represented in a descriptive or narrative form. In this 

study, the transcribed interviews and tapes were analyzed using narratives 

qualitative methods. 

 

4.2.2 Sources of Information preferred by postgraduate 

students 

Postgraduate students were interviewed to determine sources of information they 

preferred among all sources of information that their universities offers, ranging from 

books, journals, internet, databases etc. Generally the majority of respondents 

preferred internet. Respondents felt that information from the internet was up to date 

as opposed to information from library books which are outdated. The internet was 
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also preferred by respondents because of its convenience as one may “access 

everything at one place”. Respondents also said that they “preferred Internet 

because books are heavy and cumbersome”. Nevertheless printed information 

sources are still in use. 

4.2.3 Points of access to electronic sources  

 

Respondents were asked to identify places where they conveniently accessed 

electronic sources of information. Among others, the university library was identified 

as the most convenient place for respondents to access electronic sources of 

information. This trend of conveniently accessing electronic sources of information 

where it is most convenient for the user was supported by the following statements : 

Respondent no 1 said “Internet cafes are too expensive”, respondent no 2 “We were 

Born Before Technology (BBT) we prefer university library because we wait for 

librarians or anyone to come and help us with searching information”. Respondents 

number 3 explains that “we cannot access electronic sources of information at the 

residence because some residences do not have wireless”. When asked to specify 

other places where they access electronic sources of information, respondent 

mentioned KFC outlets and Mark & Bean where he bought a meal and asked for an 

internet voucher which is free of charge. He also mentioned that at times he used his 

mobile phone or IPAD to access internet. Generally the university library and 

computer laboratories were conveniently used by respondents. Lack of knowledge 

and or money may contribute to these points of access to electronic sources 

because university registered students can access electronic sources of information 

anyway and produce a password where it is required. 
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4.2.4 Views about electronic sources of information 

Respondents were asked to indicate their views about electronic sources of 

information.  

4.2.4.1 Electronic sources make it easy to access information 

 

Respondents were asked to elaborate their views about electronic sources of 

information and also to state the effect of electronic sources of information on 

information retrieval. The question was posed in a five point Lickert scale from 

strongly disagree to strongly agree. Generally respondents agreed that electronic 

sources of information made it easy to access information. This was also supported 

by the following views from respondent 1 “Electronic sources make it easy if you 

know what you are looking for”. Respondent no 2 added that it is “Easy if you know 

where to start”, respondent 3 elaborated that “It depends on what you are looking 

for” and respondent number 4 explained that “It is easy to use electronic sources 

because you cut and paste”. These findings showed that postgraduate students 

thought that electronic sources of information made it easy to access information 

especially if one knows how to access information using information technology. 

 

4.2.4.2 Same amount of time 

 The researcher also aimed to find out from the respondents if they spent about the 

same amount of time accessing information electronically sources of information 

compared to manually. Responses indicated that the majority of respondents 

disagreed to the statement. This was also supported by the following statements: 

respondent number 1 said it is “not easy if you don’t know how to access 

information”. Respondent 2 was on the view that   “Electronic sources of information 

are quick to access”, while respondent number 3 stated that “if the internet is slow, 
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electronic sources can take time to access”. These findings show that the majority of 

postgraduate students appreciate electronic sources of information. 

 

4.2.4.3 It takes more time 

Furthermore, the researcher sought to find out from the respondents if electronic 

sources of information consume more time when gathering and sorting information. 

Respondents indicated that the consumption of time is caused by other factors and 

supported their views with the following statements: respondent number 1 explained 

that “It takes time when you don’t know what to do and wait for someone to come 

and help with computers” and respondent number 2 added that “it takes more time 

when the internet is slow”. Respondent number 3 concurred with the above views 

that “It takes time if the computers in the lab are fully occupied and one must wait for 

someone to leave” 

4.2.5 Frequency of information seeking activities 

Respondents were asked how frequently they were involved in the following 

information seeking activities:  

4.2.5.1 Internet search 

Responses indicated that the majority of respondents searched the Internet on a 

daily basis. Some respondents (part time postgraduate students) indicated that they 

searched the Internet only when there was a need e.g. when they had to write 

assignments. Respondents also made the following statements:  respondent number 

1 explained that “There is always something new on the Internet.” Respondent 2 

added that “When I open the computer I start by Google” and respondent 3 said 

“Google makes life easier”. Respondent 4 stated that “Every day we check if there is 

anything new on the Internet” and respondent said “I read news on the Internet 
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everyday”. These findings indicate that postgraduate students trust information that 

is available on the Internet above other sources of information that are available for 

them. 

4.2.5.2 OPAC 

Findings indicated that in general OPAC was not used frequently by postgraduate 

students. Respondents also made the following statements: respondent number 

1said “I search the OPAC when I am looking for outdated books that I wants to refer 

on”. Respondent number 2 said “I search the OPAC only when I am in the library 

and have assignments” and respondent 3 explained that “I don’t normally search the 

OPAC since I know where to find Education books”. Respondent no in turn said “ I 

don’t really search the OPAC, I go straight to the shelves when I am looking for 

books” and  respondent 5 elaborated that  “ I don’t search OPAC since I am using 

electronic sources”. These indicates that postgraduate students do not understand 

the importance of OPAC in their libraries 

4.2.5.3 Databases search 

Findings indicated that, generally postgraduate students did not make use of 

databases frequently. The following statements were also made: respondent 1 said 

“databases are tricky” and respondent 2 explained that “We don’t use these 

databases we are Born Before Technology (BBT)”. Respondent no 3 explained that 

“when searching databases sometimes the information that you are looking for is not 

available, only the abstract and the abstract do not have full information”. The 

researcher further asked the respondent that, in case they find only abstracts on the 

databases what do they do? Respondent 3 elaborated that “I become frustrated and 

post it on my face book status” and respondents number 4 revealed that “we are not 

familiar with those databases”.  
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4.2.5.4 Library shelf browsing 

This study found out that respondents did browse the library shelves frequently and 

made the following statements respondent number 1 said “when the lecturers 

recommend books that we can use, we go to browse the library shelves”, and others 

supported the respondent. The findings indicates that postgraduate students did 

utilize the library print materials to obtain information they need. 

4.2.5.5 Consulting colleagues 

Findings indicated that postgraduate students did not consult colleagues frequently. 

The following statements were also made: respondent 1explained that “I consult 

colleagues only when I missed a lecture and looking for some lecture notes”. All 

respondents concurred with the statement. 

4.2.5.6 Consulting librarians 

Findings indicated that, generally postgraduate students did not consult librarians 

frequently and made the following statements: respondent number 1 said “There is 

only one librarian for the whole faculty, even those who consulted her or him never 

got help because we are too many, every time when you go to check your 

information she / he is still busy until we give up” and respondent 2 revealed that 

“The last time I consulted the librarian I did not get help, I assumed she was busy”. 

Respondent no 3 explained that “I don’t usually consult librarians”. Respondent 4 

concurred saying “same applies to me I don’t really consult librarians” and 

respondent number 5 elaborated that “I consult librarians if I did not get information”. 

All respondents agreed to these statements. These results indicate that 

postgraduate students did not consider the importance of librarians in their libraries. 
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4.2.5.7 Consulting email alerts 

Findings indicated that in general, postgraduate students did not have an idea of 

what email alerts were, the following statements were made: respondent number 1 

said “I never heard of emails alerts”, respondent 2 explained “I am not sure I know 

about email alerts”. Respondent 3 questioned “what are those email alerts?” and 

other respondents agreed to the statement. When asked to specify any other 

information activity they utilized respondent 4 mentioned lever box and Research 

gat, face book and other social networks. 

 

4.2.6 Factors that influences choices of information sources 

Respondents were asked to identify factors which influence their choice of 

information source. The following options were given, Lecturer/Supervisor‘s 

recommended readings; Librarians recommendations; Fellow students suggestions; 

Previous experience. The following statements were made: respondent  1 said 

“Supervisors and lecturers recommendations guides us to the books and articles that 

have relevant information” while respondent 2 explained “I don’t really consult a 

librarian, unless if I can’t find a book on the shelf”. Respondent number 3 added that 

“when we are gathered for a lecture we share information on which sources to 

consult for that particular task that the lecturer gave us in class or for our researches” 

and respondent number 4 shared that “sometimes I post what I am looking for on my 

face page and ask for suggestions from my friends”. Respondent 5 elaborated that “I 

go for something that has been working for me for example I started using internet 

since I came to varsity and it has been working for me”. All respondents agreed to 

the statements. 
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4.2.7 Awareness of current trends  

Respondents were asked about the channels they use to keep ahead with current 

developments and findings were as followed: Respondent no 1 commented that “I 

Google everything” and other participants agreed with this statement. Some post 

graduate students from the department of education indicated that they keep track of 

current developments in their areas of study by attending workshops and cluster 

meetings, conferences as well as reading circulars and pamphlets that were 

distributed by the national  department and district offices. 

 

4.2.8 Search techniques for obtaining relevant information 

Respondents were asked to identify the search techniques that they used to retrieve 

relevant information when using electronic sources of information and the following 

statements were made: respondent 1 stated that “I need training on how to use 

those search techniques” and respondent 2 said “Google does not require those 

search techniques”. Respondent number 3 explained that “I use one keyword and 

follow suggestions from the computer”. All participants agreed to the statements. 

 

4.2.9 Methods employed to modify search strategies or search 

techniques 

Respondents were asked to identify methods they used to modify their search 

strategies; in cases their searches did not return satisfactory results and the 

following statements were made: respondent 1 said “I choose different keywords and 

follow suggestions” and respondent number 2 explained “I normally opt for different 

information source for example i switch from internet to a journal or vice versa”. 

Respondent 3 added that “I presume there are no satisfactory results and 
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respondent number 4 stated “I think the library must give us training at the beginning 

of the year as a compulsory module because I remember there was a call for 

students to attend information literacy training but we did not go because we didn’t 

have time as we were attending our accredited modules.” Other participants agreed 

with the statements. 

4.2.10 Evaluating the quality of an information source 

 

Respondents were asked to indicate how they evaluate the quality of an information 

source, given the options below: article title; journal title; thematic descriptor; abstract 

and reference list. The following statements were made: respondent 1 said “from the 

title of an article, I know if that is what I want” and respondent number 2 stated that 

“The title of an article can give a clue of what the article is about”. Respondent 

number 3 commented that “Yes, abstract can say a lot about the quality of an 

article”and respondent 4 explained “I usually consider all of the above”. All the other 

respondents agreed with the statements.  

4.2.11 Feelings and emotions when the search did not produce 

relevant information 

Respondents were asked to state their emotions and feelings in cases they did not 

find relevant information from their searches. The following options were provided as 

choices 

4.2.11.1 Frustration 

Respondents indicated that they did feel frustrated in case their searches did not 

retrieve relevant information. When asked what they did when feeling frustrated 



163 
 

respondent 1 said “I give up on the search and post it on my face book page”.  

Respondent 2 on the other hand explained that “I go to the librarian and submit my 

topic even though they take time until you give up”. The whole group agreed with the 

statements. 

4.2.11.2 Confusion  

When asked what they did when confused, respondents made the following 

statements: respondent 1 stated that “I take a break” and respondent 2 said “I just 

don’t know what to do any more”. Respondent number 3 explained that “I don’t get 

confused at all, I just change the information source” and respondent 4 elaborated 

that “I go to the lecturer and tell him/her that I cannot find information” 

4.2.11.3 Disappointment  

 

To demonstrate their level of disappointment when the search did not retrieve 

relevant information respondents made the following statements: respondent number 

1 said “It is so disappointing if you do not get relevant information and you have 

spent the whole day looking” and respondent 2 added “I post it on face book” and 

respondent number 3 explained that “I consult my lecturer” and respondent number 

4 stated “I just think of the time I have wasted”. All respondents agreed with the 

statements. Generally the respondents felt frustrated, confused, disappointed and 

demotivated after spending a lot of time retrieving irrelevant information. Holiday & 

Quin (2004) also concur that participants often felt frustrated because of the 

perception that information seeking is an easy task.    
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4.2.12 Chapter Summary 

 

The data presented in this chapter were gathered through questionnaires and 

interviews to determine information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students at   

Rhodes University and the University of Fort Hare.To analyse data, the researcher 

used the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) Data were presented in 

tables and charts as well as narratives when the quantitative data overlapped to 

qualitative data. Direct quotations from the respondents were also used to support 

the story line. The analysis helped in obtaining imperative information on how 

postgraduate students behaved in the selected universities when seeking for 

information as well as the sources of information that the participants consulted or 

valued most. Among other findings, the presented data indicated that information 

seeking behaviour of the participants may to a large extent be shaped by the   

information skills of an individual. The results presented here provide the background 

for the discussion of the findings in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 : DISCUSSIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses and interprets data that were presented in the previous 

chapter to show how the findings contribute to the existing body of knowledge. 

According to Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (1998:196) interpretation is a process by which 

a researcher attaches meaning to collected data and findings and compares that 

meaning to other authors. The main objective of this chapter is to bring the findings 

into the fold of the existing literature regarding information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students. This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the research 

questions and the research objectives which are as follows: 

 To find out information sources that postgraduate students value most and 

determine where they find such sources. 

 To identify the activities postgraduate students engage in when seeking for 

information. 

 To establish the factors which influence postgraduate students’ information 

seeking behaviour 

 To determine methods postgraduate students use to obtain relevant 

information 

 To discover ways that postgraduate students utilize information 
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5.2 Respondents’ Profiles 

 

5.2.1 Gender 

 

Section A of the questionnaire and interview sessions opened with the respondents’ 

demographic backgrounds. This section illustrated that out of 200 respondents, 116 

(58 %) were females and 84 (42 %) were males. However the researcher concludes 

that information seeking behaviour of postgraduate students does not depend on 

gender. The researcher also noted that male postgraduate students did not show 

interest in participating in research though it should be noted that the effect of gender 

on behaviour is not investigated.  In a study by Chowdhury et al. (2011) that also 

investigated information seeking behaviour in an academic environment a similar 

response rate was recorded whereby out of 668 respondents 51% were females 

while 49 % were males. In another study on information seeking among 

postgraduate students by Okello-Obura & Ikoja –Odongo (2010) out of 25 

participants 52% were females while 48 % were males. This indicates that male 

students are not interested in involving themselves or participating in most activities 

that takes place around them. 

5.2.2 Age 

 

Out of 200 respondents 94 (47 %) were in the age bracket 21-30; 69 (34.5 %) were 

in the age bracket 31-40 and 37 (18.5 %) were in the age bracket 41-50.  Regarding 

age, the findings of the study reveal that those aged between 21-40 years were 

registered as full-time students and preferred electronic sources of information over 

print. These findings corroborate statements from some of the respondents such as 

“books are too heavy to carry”. “With the Internet you access information from one 
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place”. This age category is also regarded as “Generation Y”. The findings from the 

current study corroborate the findings of Adams (2009) that report that “Generation 

Y” students enter the university with knowledge of how to use the different 

technological tools available to them. In general, younger generations have more 

exposure to electronic screens, computer screens, television, movies and video 

games (Weiler, 2004:46) than students from previous generations and are 

accustomed to the use of the internet when finding their information. Most 

“Generation Y” students belong to online social networks such as Face book and can 

be assumed to use these networks to find information. In contrast with “Generation 

Y” students, postgraduate students in the age category of 41-50, who studied on a 

part-time basis valued or preferred print sources of information over electronic 

sources of information.  

 

These verbatim statements taken from some of the students support this view, “with 

books we are sure of the author and the content”. We are Born Before Technology 

(BBT) we don’t really know how to use technology”. “When I am in the library or 

computer laboratory, I always wait for someone to come and help me with the 

searches, while with books I can do it myself”. This confirms Niemela- Nyrhinen 

(2007)’s study on the factors affecting acceptance of mobile content services among 

mature customers in Finland. Niemela- Nyrhinen (2007)’s findings revealed that 

older people encountered technology anxiety.His findings were supported by the 

following quotes “I have avoided technology because it is unfamiliar to me”.  “I feel 

apprehensive about using technology”. “I have difficulty understanding most 

technological matters” Technological terminology sounds like confusing jargon to 

me”.  
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The findings from literature related to the impact of age on attitudes toward ICT 

usage are mixed. A study of Internet use in an academic library environment by 

Rosenthal & Spiegelman (1996) at New York state university found out that older 

librarians were less likely to use the Internet (Rosenthal & Spiegelman, 1996). 

Spacey, Goulding, & Murray, (2003) reported that younger workers had higher 

average intention to use the Internet and ease of use scores than their older 

counterparts. Positive perceptions of one's computer skills might relate to the 

familiarity younger workers have with ICT since it is used extensively at school, 

college and university. Hence Swann (2003) observes, “Information Communications 

Technology (ICT) is so recent that most people over the age of 28 have not had the 

benefit of computer training in their own schooling”. Dyck & Smither (1994) in their 

study of age differences in computer anxiety: the role of computer experiences, 

gender and education at Cornell University found a significant relationship between 

age and levels of computer anxiety.  

 

In another study by Czaja et al. (2006) that examined  factors predicting the use of 

technology  in the United States  it was  noted that older and middle aged adults had 

lower self-efficacy with respect to use of computers and higher computer anxiety 

than did younger adults. Maurer (2001)  in his study of career relevant learning and 

development, workers age and belief about self-efficiency for development at 

Georgia Institute of technology, school of psychology, discovered that older 

participants reported lower self-efficacy for career-related training, revealing age 

related declines for specific efficacies. Conversely, in the study of Teo (2008) on pre 

service teachers attitudes towards computer use in Singapore it was reported that 
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pre-service teacher’s attitudes toward computer usage were age-related. This 

researcher concludes that although some studies on age and computer anxiety were 

conducted long ago, it takes time for older generation to learn new things especially 

technology and postgraduate students at UFH and RU are not an exception. This is 

stated in view of the fact that most respondents are primary school teachers and did 

not use technology at their workplaces and also most postgraduate students were 

raised in rural areas at a time when technology was not popular. 

5.3 Valued and or preffered  information sources  

 

People consider source preferences in the early phase of the information seeking 

process, while relevance judgments are made in the later phase of that process, 

often in conjunction with the process of information use. Julien & Michels (2004) 

identified two major criteria of source selection in ELIS contexts, that is, ease and 

speed of use, and value of information.  Fisher et al. (2005) and Fisher, Landry & 

Naumer (2006) drew similar conclusions in a study on information grounds among 

college students both undergraduate and postgraduate students at the University of 

Washington, USA. The participants were asked to explain the reasons for the source 

or information seeking habit and they identified preference criteria such as “gives 

reliable information/trustworthy”, “quick to contact/access/convenient”, “inexpensive”, 

“easy to use or communicate with”, and “knows me and understands my needs. 

 

 In the current study, the researcher revealed that the majority of respondents 91 

(45.5 %) preferred Internet in their early phase of information seeking. This 

revelation is supported by research that was conducted at the Dublin City University 

Ireland by Kerins, Madden & Fulton (2004). The scholars found out that the majority 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306457307000556#bib19
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of the respondents reported that the Internet was the first source of information they 

used for a project. Similarly a study of incoming first-year undergraduate students in 

Quebec Mittermeyer (2003) also found that many respondents used the Internet 

extensively for finding course-related information. Khathi (2009) in her study of 

information seeking behaviour of students at University of Western Cape (UWC) also 

discovered that, the first source that the students approached was the Internet, 

which may include Google. In another study on information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students at the University of Botswana Ajiboye & Tella (2006) also 

revealed that Internet was the most consulted source.  

 

A study by Niemand (2010) on information seeking habits of information and 

knowledge management students at the University of Johannesburg found that 

students utilized the Internet to gain access to the World Wide Web to perform 

various tasks. Forty per cent of the respondents indicated that the Internet was 

utilised to gain access to information relating to course work, homework and/or 

research. Twenty per cent of the respondents indicated that the Internet was used to 

gain access to electronic mail. A study conducted by Clink, Crawford & de Vicente 

(2004) investigated the use and awareness of electronic information services by 

students at Glasgow Caledonian and also found out that the Internet was the most 

widely used source. They also stated that the non-use of electronic information 

services was due to difficulty of access or use. Another study by Liu & Ye Yang 

(2004) on factors influencing distance education graduate students use of 

information sources: A user study that was conducted at Texas A & M University 

(TAMU) at college station found that when the respondents were asked to select one 

of the listed sources as their primary information source for their distance education, 
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coursework and other academic activities the highest percentage of them (49.7 

percent) chose the Internet as their primary information source. A study by Saiti & 

Prokopiadou (2008) on postgraduate student and learning environments: user’s 

perceptions regarding the choice of information sources at the University of Athens, 

Greece also revealed that when postgraduate students were questioned as to 

whether they would use a library or the internet as a primary information source, the 

vast majority (77.3%) chose the internet. The remaining respondents (22.7%) chose 

the library. Haglund & Olsson (2008) performed an observational study at three 

universities in Stockholm Sweden in order to understand the information needs of 

young university researchers.  

 

The results of their study showed that researchers used Google for everything and 

they had confidence that they could manage on their own. The students relied 

heavily on immediate access to electronic information. Another study of Doctoral 

students’ information behaviour: an exploratory study at the University of Parma 

(Italy) by Vessoni (2008) found that nearly all the doctoral students reported that the 

internet was their first and favourite point of access to any type of information, both 

for their everyday life and for their research work and Google appeared to be the 

starting point for information seeking in most situations.  

 

Even if many students stated that they were familiar with databases, catalogues and 

online journals, almost all named Google as a crucial information tool. In all the 

above studies, internet was described as an immense and indistinct space where 

information is quickly available to everybody, but students appeared to be aware of 
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the difference between free and fee resources, referred and unreferred documents 

and in general between scientific and popular information. 

5.4  Access to electronic sources of information  

 

Generally students prefers to access information sources at a convenient, less 

charge and user friendly places  where they can get help whenever they need it. 

Marchionini (1989:54) suggested that studies of where people look for information 

highlight the interaction between personal factors, such as experience and 

knowledge with their ability to fulfil their information needs. The findings from this 

study reveal that 90.5 % of the respondents accessed electronic sources of 

information in the university library compared to other options. This is corroborated 

by some of the direct quotes taken from some of the respondents such as “We are 

Born Before Technology (BBT) and we prefer university library because we wait for 

librarians or anyone to come and help us with searches”, “Internet cafes are too 

expensive”.   

 

Another finding was that the two universities had separate postgraduate students’ 

computer laboratories but there were no qualified research librarians based in the 

computer laboratories to help postgraduate students with information search. 

Another issue is that not all postgraduate students’ residencies had free internet 

access (wireless connection) and the library databases were password protected. 

This made it difficult for students to access information from other places other than 

the university library.The outcomes of this research are corroborated by research 

conducted by Soyizwapi’s (2005: 68) that found out 53.1% of the students viewed 

the password requirement for the use of some of the databases as a problem while 
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46.9 % students were concerned about limited off-campus access to internet. A 

similar study by Jagarnath (2004:29) reported students viewed as problematic the 

fact that online databases were password-controlled, as this  limited access to only 

one or two users at a time. Some were IP (Internet Protocol) controlled, meaning 

students could only access them from within the campus and not from home or 

anywhere outside the institution. 

5.5 Views about electronic sources of information 

 

In this study, postgraduate students’ views on electronic sources of information vary. 

Given the options ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree on the five-point 

Lickert scale, 41% of the respondents agreed that electronic sources of information 

made it easy to access information, though they emphasised that it was easy to 

search information if one knew where to start or when one  is information and 

computer literate. They also reported that it takes more time to gather information 

from electronic sources of information when the Internet is slow. Mawindo (2005: 

103) also found that accessing electronic resources was a major problem among the 

users. Forty-eight percent (48%) of  students responded in her study indicated that 

major problems included: limited access to computer terminals (95.8%); slowness of 

the Internet given that the server was always down (77.1%) lack of computer skills to 

effectively search and retrieve information while  (39.6%) reported that  staff  were 

not always available to help.  

5.6 Frequency of use of different determinants  

 

The current study established that students consult information sources that they can 

utilise and feel comfortable with more often. Spink, Ozmutlu, & Ozmutlu (2002) 
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concur with this contention and add that the practice of seeking information within 

the ever changing technological environment may be referred to as, ‘multitasking 

information behaviour’. The findings of this study reveal  that the majority of 

respondents (52.5%) searched the Internet  and browsed the library shelves on a 

daily basis followed by OPAC search where it was found that (47 %) searched the 

Open Public Access Library Catalogue (OPAC) daily, followed by academic scholarly 

search engines like Google scholar where 25 % indicated that they used it daily. 

Only 8.5% of the respondents reported that they searched the library databases daily 

and 19 % reported consulting a colleague daily whereas 7.5% reported consulting a 

librarian daily and (15%) reported consulting email alerts daily. Lastly 15.5% reported 

consulting the lecturer’s recommended readings daily. A similar study by Niemand 

(2010) at the University of Johannesburg found that the near instantaneous nature of 

the environment frequented by digital natives has created a situation where these 

individuals have come to expect a very high level of responsiveness in the use of 

online services as part of their day-to-day activities within the hyper connected 

environment. In Niemand (2010)’s study 40% of the respondents reported that they 

used the Internet on a daily basis.  

 

Another study on the factors that influence Information seeking behaviour of Greek 

graduate students at the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (AUTH) by Korobili, 

Malliari & Zapounidou (2011) revealed that with regard to specific activities, 

“searching search engines” was found to be the most common method used by 

graduate students followed by “consulting reference bibliography by a professor” and 

“use of personal printed sources.” It seems that searching databases, consulting a 

librarian and using personalized/alerting services were very seldom used, perhaps 
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once or twice in six months on average. Another study by Ge (2010) on information 

seeking behaviour in the digital age: A multidisciplinary study of academic 

researchers in the social sciences and humanities at Tennessee State University 

(TSU) found that among the eight types of electronic information resources; the Web 

was used by the majority (96.7%) participants for research and information-gathering 

purposes. 

5.7 Factors that influence choice of information source/s 

 

Students identify the articles they read through different methods. Some articles 

might be recommended by friends or colleagues. A researcher might identify an 

article through searching a general database, such as Science direct or a subject- 

specific database like Emerald. An article might also be identified through email 

alerts a user receives or through browsing e-journals websites. Following the 

references in other resources might also result in finding more articles. Conducting 

pearl growing search strategy may also help users to retrieve relevant and related 

articles to the ones they already have. Students’ choices of information source/s 

were determined by several factors and time and conveniences were some of those 

factors. In today's information age, evidence suggests that information tends to 

overwhelm people and users of information systems want to find information quickly 

and conveniently.  

 

Convenience is a situational criterion in peoples' choices and actions during all 

stages of the information-seeking process. (Connaway, Dickey & Radford, 2011). 

The concept of convenience can include people’s choice of an information source, 

their satisfaction with the source and its ease of use, and their time horizon in 
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information seeking. This study revealed that 89 % of the respondents’ choice of 

information source was determined by lecturer/ supervisor’s recommended reading 

list, followed by 81.5 % determined by previous experience and  45.5 % were  

influenced by fellow students suggestions, while 25.5 % were guided  by librarians’ 

recommendations.  

 

The researcher’s impression is that, postgraduate students’ choices of information 

source were largely influenced by convenience. From the findings of this study it 

seems like postgraduate students found their lecturers and supervisors to be more 

convenient than the librarians and or searching information by themselves. 

Correspondingly Kakai, Ikoja- Odongo and Kigongo-Bukenya (2004) in their study 

observed that most students concentrated on using particular materials 

recommended by either their lecturers or colleagues who have used them before, 

rather than searching to find the most appropriate document to use. Another study 

by Jaggers, Tallman & Waddell (1991) that investigated the library services to 

distance education students of Northern Arizona University found that among all 

information sources available in their library, more students used the instructor-

provided materials than any other source. This study also revealed that even at this 

information age where massive amounts of information are available, students still 

rely heavily on lecturers and supervisors recommended materials rather than 

discovering new information sources by themselves. 

5.8 Keeping up to date  

 

Postgraduate students rely on different methods for keeping abreast or up to date 

with new developments in their respectful fields of study. Some may rely on the word 
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of mouth and what they heard from their friends and colleagues. Some rely on 

meetings held within their departments or research groups and some attend 

conferences for that purpose. (Jamali & Nicholas, 2010) Besides interpersonal 

communication methods, there are also print and electronic resources which 

postgraduate students use. Using email alerts, journals, conducting regular or semi-

regular searches in databases such as browsing e-resource collections, library 

displays are other methods that can be used for keeping up-to-date. The current 

study revealed that (47%) of the postgraduate students used the internet for keeping 

abreast with the development in their fields of study while only 1.0 % relied on the 

library display and Current Awareness Services (CAS). Although other information 

sources were identified, respondents of this study reported to rely mostly on the 

Internet for keeping up to date with trend in their fields. 

5.9 Search techniques used by postgraduate students  

 

Search techniques are ways of using search terms in finding required information 

from online sources. Search techniques play an important role in web information 

retrieval. To retrieve relevant information, the user should poses search skills that 

include being familiar with search strategies and apply relevant search techniques. 

The importance of search preparation and the application of search techniques helps 

the user to have successful and focused searches so as to save time and effort while 

undertaking online information searches. This study discovered that keywords were 

the most popular techniques used by postgraduate students at RU and UFH. 

Boolean operators; truncation and proximity operators were seldom used for 

retrieving relevant information by postgraduate students. 
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This demonstrates a low to medium level of information seeking skills. Postgraduate 

students in the study did not seem to be well acquainted with information retrieval 

activities or information source evaluation techniques. They probably may have not 

attended any of the information literacy programs delivered by their institutions 

libraries which aim at training the attendees in information retrieval techniques. A 

similar study by Korobili, Malliari & Zapounidou (2011) that focuses on postgraduate 

students’ information seeking behaviour at the Aristotle University of Thesaloniki also 

found that the majority of respondents (66.4 %) used more than one keyword very 

often to retrieve relevant information. Boolean operators, truncation and proximity 

operators were seldom used for retrieving relevant information.This is consistent with 

the findings of Kerin, Malden & Fulton (2004) Makani & WooShue (2006) and 

Vezzosi (2009)  (as cited in Korobili, Malliari & Zapounidou, 2011) whereby the 

students in this  study did not invest time and effort in using “complex tools” in their 

research process. By complex tools this researcher is referring to search techniques 

such as truncation, wildcard, proximity among others that requires a person who is 

trained and is information literate to apply these tools or techniques. 

5.10 Modifying search strategies and techniques 

 

With rapid developments of internet technologies and Web explosion, searching for 

useful information from huge amounts of web pages can be an extremely difficult 

task. Information that is available and accessible online is massive. To make 

maximum use of this information and to avoid frustration while looking for relevant 

information, the user should poses search skills that include familiarity with search 

techniques and the ability to modify search strategies and techniques. When one 
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searches for an item, he/ she may have a lot of results to look at. One can modify or 

limit the search to narrow the list of results.  

 

In this study, the researcher noted that more than half (51.5%) of the respondents 

sometimes modified their search strategies and only 18.5% of the respondents said 

they  always modified  their search strategies while 15 % reported that they rarely 

modified their search strategies. A similar study by Korobili, Malliari and Zapounidou 

(2011) also found that a significant percentage of respondents in their study (42.3%) 

had never or very seldom modified the initial statement if the results were not 

satisfactory. For modification of initial search more than half of the respondents in 

this study (51.5 %) chose different keywords. This researcher concludes that the 

postgraduate students who participated in this study did not attend any of the 

information literacy programs delivered by their institution libraries. The information 

literacy programmes mainly aim at training attendees in information retrieval 

techniques so as to find relevant information. The other reason may be that the time 

allocated was not adequate, in cases where they attended information literacy 

programs. 

 5.11 Evaluating the quality of an information source 

 

Even though there is evidence that RU & UFH postgraduate students information 

literacy skills are of low to medium level, most respondents' criteria for evaluating the 

relevance of the records obtained were the title of the source the majority (40 %) 

always consider the title of the source, followed by an abstract and reference list to 

verify the authenticity of the information source. 
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5.12 The feeling when a search did not produce relevant 

results 

 

Close to half of the respondents (49 %) strongly agreed that they felt frustrated when 

their search did not produce relevant results, while 44.5 % of respondents reported 

that they felt confused and 45% respondents said they felt disappointed. The 

researcher would like to point out that it is clear that, postgraduate student at RU and 

UFH need more information literacy trainings in order to be able to apply relevant 

search strategies and techniques to retrieve relevant information and avoid 

frustration. Frustration is one of the common feelings present when students do not 

know how to search. Adams (2009) opines that, this might result in submitting 

ghastly or incomplete assignments because students did not know how to search or 

how to differentiate between useful and not so useful information. 

5.13 Chapter Summary 

 

In this chapter, discussions of the findings of the study were presented. Findings 

from the study showed that postgraduate students in the selected institutions 

possess low to medium information literacy skills. While technology makes it easy to 

retrieve information and the two universities have got a massive amount of 

information in digital format, the researcher would like to point out that part-time 

postgraduate students who participated in the study were of the older generation and   

showed some signs of technophobia during interviews. They also referred to 

themselves as the “Born Before Technology” (BBT) generation.The findings 

illustrated that the two universities do not have enough subjects and research 

librarians to train postgraduate students in information literacy. During interview 

students from the University of Fort Hare mentioned that there was only one subject 
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librarian allocated for their faculties who could not attend to all their queries. As a 

result, the students reported that they did not consult the librarians for help when 

seeking information because they did not get much help. The findings of this present 

study were in overall consistent with previous studies. 
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CHAPTER  6 : CONCLUSIONS  AND  RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 6.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter provides a summary, conclusions, recommendations and directions for 

further research. The study set out to investigate the information seeking behaviour 

of postgraduate students at two universities in Eastern Cape, namely; the University 

of Fort Hare and Rhodes University. A summary for each objective is provided, in 

each case highlighting various observations and important findings. The objectives of 

the study were: 

 To find out information sources that postgraduate students value most and 

identify where they find such sources. 

  To determine the kind of activities postgraduate students engage in when 

seeking information. 

 To establish factors which influence postgraduate students’ information 

seeking behaviour 

 To determine methods that postgraduate students use to satisfy their 

information needs 

  

6.2 Summary of the findings 

 

This section summarises the findings with respect to the objectives of the study. The 

findings suggest the following answers to the four main objectives which were 

reformulated into four research questions which guided this study 
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6.2.1 Information sources that postgraduate students value 

most and where they find them 

 

The study found out that postgraduate students mostly valued the internet as a 

reliable source of information. Google as a search engine was regarded by most 

postgraduate students as a reliable navigation tool. The study also revealed that 

older students especially those who were registered as part-time students still valued 

print sources of information because they were not technology savvy, though their 

institutions provide computers and computer laboratories for them. The reasons for 

this kind of information seeking behaviour may be that the older postgraduate 

students were not formally introduced to technologies at an early age. Another 

possible explanation for this information seeking behaviour is that currently there are 

no formal postgraduate information and computer literacy programmes in action for 

postgraduate students in these two universities.   

 

The researcher had the impression that university libraries do not offer computer 

literacy programmes to postgraduate students because they assume that all 

postgraduate students have basic computer skills. It may also be assumed that all 

postgraduate students know where they may find information resources without 

necessarily being helped by library staff. The university library was the preferred 

place where postgraduate students accessed the Internet though the universities 

offer postgraduate students computer laboratories and there is wireless connectivity 

in some of the students’ residences inside the universities. 
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6.2.2 Activities postgraduate students engage in when 

seeking information. 

 

The researcher established that postgraduate students spent most of their time 

surfing the Internet on a daily and weekly basis to gather information for academic 

use even though their institutions libraries spent more money on subscribing to 

electronic sources of information and purchasing print sources. The reason for this 

information seeking behaviour may be that postgraduate students were not aware of 

those sources of information that their institution libraries has, or their libraries did 

not purchase or subscribe to the sources of information in their discipline 

Postgraduate students in the department of Theology reported that the library did not 

subscribe to most databases in their field. As stated by Talja et al. (2007), the 

availability of different types of resources in the field of study can also have an 

impact on the information seeking behaviour of scholars in a field of study. Findings 

of this study concur with Talja et al. (2007) point of view. This implies that these 

libraries’ needs analysis were not effective.  

 

Needs Analysis is the process of identifying and evaluating needs in a community or 

other defined population of people. In this study the population of people is 

postgraduate students. The identification of need is a process of describing the 

“problems” of a target population and possible solutions to these problems. A need 

has been described as a gap “what is” and “what should be” (Witkin & Altschuld, 

1995). The libraries should fill in those gaps by providing required sources of 

information for their users but for the libraries to do so, they must identify the needs 

first. 
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6.2.3 Factors that influence postgraduate students’ 

information seeking behaviour  

Findings from the study indicated that postgraduate students’ choices of information 

source were determined by lecturer/ supervisor recommended reading lists, followed 

by previous experience. The researcher observed that postgraduate students’ choice 

of information source was influenced by convenience. If they have been using a 

source of information during their undergraduate study they continued using the 

same source throughout their postgraduate studies. It is the observation of this 

researcher that postgraduate students did not consider the fact that at postgraduate 

level they had to locate and manage significantly more sources of information than 

undergraduate students have to.  

Ironically as stated by Benson (1995); Simpson (1998) one of the main objectives of 

graduate education is to teach students to understand the scholarly body of 

knowledge in their respective disciplines on a deeper level and prepare them to be 

independent researchers. As a result research expectations should be much higher 

at postgraduate level than at the undergraduate level. Postgraduate students must 

be able to find information beyond their textbooks and course reserves, so they must 

have more understanding about publishing cycles and be knowledgeable in how 

information is generated and organized from a variety of sources. Postgraduate 

students in this study did not possess skills to find information independently and 

beyond their course outlines. 
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6.2.4   Methods that postgraduate students use to obtain 

relevant information 

In this study, it was established that postgraduate students sometimes modified their 

search strategies to obtain relevant information or results and that after they modified 

their strategies; they chose different keywords to try and find relevant results. Other 

search techniques like truncation, proximity and Boolean search strategies were 

seldom used. The researcher concluded that the postgraduate students who 

participated in this study may not have attended any of the information literacy 

programs delivered by their institutions libraries. Such programmes aimed at training 

the attendees in information retrieval techniques and search strategies so as to find 

relevant information. The other reason may be that if they attended information 

literacy programs, the time allocated was not enough or they may have taught 

themselves information literacy through online tutorials as these two universities 

libraries offer information literacy through online tutorials. 

6.3 Conceptual framework as allied to the findings  

 

The researcher noted that not all participants in this study engaged in all the stages 

of ISP as identified by Kuhlthau (1991, 1993). However the respondents in the study 

felt frustrated when their searches did not return relevant results. The stages of ISP 

do not focus only on the information seeking tasks but also on how the person feels 

when busy conducting the searches. This includes emotions, thoughts, expressions 

and the mood the user is in when searching for information. Librarians should make 

postgraduate students aware when they approach them as the last resort, that 
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uncertainty is a common experience in the search process. This can help them to 

calm down when their searches do not produce relevant results.  

6.4 Conclusions 

The study aimed at investigating the information seeking behaviour of postgraduate 

students at the University of Fort Hare and Rhodes University. The purpose of the 

study was to establish how postgraduate students go about seeking information for 

academic purposes, the information sources they valued, the techniques they used 

to retrieve information and the factors that contributed to their information seeking 

behaviour.It was clear from the findings that although postgraduate students 

benefited from the ease of access to information offered by electronic sources, many 

of them demonstrated low to medium level information literacy or information 

searching skills. They depended mainly on internet search engines like Google 

rather than academic databases that libraries at their institutions offered. The fact 

that many postgraduate students used keywords to retrieve relevant information was 

evidence of information illiteracy.  

Nonetheless many postgraduate students were confident that they could 

independently search information as they knew how to. Although information seeking 

behaviour and age were not investigated in this study, it was noted that  the younger 

generation with age ranges  from 21-30 years preferred internet or electronic 

sources rather than print sources of information. The older generation with ages 

ranges from 41-50 years in contrast were uncomfortable with computer and other 

technologies. They therefore opted for print sources of information, as they reported 

that they were comfortable with them and can utilise these sources without any help. 

The fact that many postgraduate students at random browsed library shelves when 
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looking for print sources of information rather than starting from the OPAC is 

evidence that library orientations in these universities libraries were not effective. 

OPAC is a navigator in any library to help users to locate physical library materials 

on the shelf.   

 
Another finding is that there were no adequate numbers of subject or faculty 

librarians specifically designated to serve certain subject clusters or certain faculties. 

The respondents indicated that they did not consult librarians most of the times 

because as they did not get any help from them even when they consulted. 

Postgraduate students at Rhodes University indicated they were not interested in 

consulting librarians for help when seeking for information. However some students 

indicated that they consulted librarians only when they were looking for outdated 

sources of information for the purpose of historical research. They also occasionally 

consulted them as a last resort after failing to find any relevant information after long 

searches.  

6.5. Recommendations 

Based on the findings and conclusions of the study, the researcher makes the 

following recommendations 

 Computer literacy programmes 

The two universities should take into consideration that postgraduate students join 

the universities from diverse backgrounds some postgraduate students multitask as 

they carry out work and family responsibilities in addition to their education 

responsibilities and some have been away from academia from a long time. As a 
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result they need more support and training on how to use the library in order to 

successfully search for information. These universities should initiate optional 

computer literacy programmes for postgraduates students who are interested since 

the study also established that most mature students showed signs of technophobia 

and they also reported that they are the “Born Before Technology” generation. The 

universities should not assume that all postgraduate students are computer literate 

and even if they are computer literate, they still need advanced training as 

technology changes constantly. Postgraduate students should be encouraged to use 

blackboard and to learn through other teaching and learning technologies. Part time 

postgraduate students should be given extra attention according to their 

backgrounds. 

 

 Orientations 

Orientations for postgraduate students may be done throughout the year, especially 

at RU because postgraduate enrolment is done throughout the year.  Orientation 

programmes are designed to help students adjust to university life and may 

ultimately improve retention rates, graduation rates and good grade points. Rhoades 

& Hartsell (2008) also opine that orientations may create students’ perceptions of 

academic libraries and librarians. Students’ orientation provides librarians with an 

ideal opportunity to be more innovative and proactive in creating first impressions of 

library resources and services. When librarians become more involved in orientation 

programs, positive interaction with students may improve. A number of studies have 

shown that the success of such programmes sharpens the students’ information 

skills as a result they perform well in their studies. For instance, Busby, Gammel & 

Jeffcoat (2002) reports, that “at Stephen F. Austin State University, students who 
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attended orientations were evidenced to be familiar with university resources like the 

library and how to utilise it. Effective orientation programmes are one way that 

students adjust to university life and the earlier students learn about the library, the 

sooner they begin to utilise it and its services to improve their research skills 

(Rhoades & Hartsell, 2008). Tenofsky (2007) is of the view that “librarians can make 

a difference in the students’ lives. This collaboration will benefit not only the library 

and the students, but also the institutions with its retention efforts”. This study also 

established that postgraduate students in this study reported that they browsed the 

library shelves before or without consulting the OPAC or University catalogue. 

Library orientations can help in this regard by showing the students the starting point 

when seeking for information in the library and also teach them that the call numbers 

on the spine of physical library materials may change due to reclassification, so 

users must always check the OPAC to locate the material in the library. 

 

 Mentorship programmes  

The study recommends mentorship programmes for postgraduate students. A 

mentor is a person who give others support and advice, usually the person who has 

successfully gone through what the mentees are going through. For example post 

doctoral students or lecturers can help to mentor postgraduate students and give 

them moral, academic support and courage to finish their postgraduate studies  

 

 Extended  information  literacy programmes 

The study also recommends the introduction of extended information literacy 

programmes that will reach to all postgraduate students. At the time of this study, the 

two universities offered information literacy tutorials online. Information literacy is 

more effective when it is taught face to face; even more effective in a classroom set 
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up. The librarians should first give instructions on information literacy before 

introducing the online version. This researcher recommends that universities in 

collaboration with their libraries should offer a compulsory and accredited information 

literacy module to all students and an advanced module at postgraduate level 

regardless of the structure of the postgraduate academic programme – by 

coursework or by research. Information literacy is more than teaching students how 

to use the library but also how to apply different search strategies and search 

techniques in order to retrieve relevant results. An information literate person is a 

lifelong learner who is able to find, evaluate and use information effectively to think 

critically and make informed decisions. (ALA, 1999, 2000) 

 

 Research Librarians  

 

The study established that students preferred or found the university library 

convenience to access electronic sources rather than computer laboratories and 

other places because they could ask for help from librarians if they were stuck when 

looking for information. The libraries for these universities should employ qualified 

research librarians. The libraries should spend time skilling up their staff in order for 

them to serve the present academic generation and support research in the 

institutions of higher learning. The librarian of the twenty first century must be a 

researcher. Choi & Rusmussen (2006) are on the view that the future of academic 

libraries will be digital one where the successful librarian will be flexible, adaptable 

and multi-skilled in order to survive in an environment of constant and rapid change. 

Research librarian’s duties should be to make sure that users are aware of 

information resources that the library offers. These librarians should use and offer 

their technological skills and knowledge to meet the specific research needs of 
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individuals. They should also be quite adept at helping people to retrieve information 

from all sources of information and to keep up with the ever changing information 

technology as well as maintaining library databases.  

  

 Consultation 

Libraries as university community service providers should apply Batho pele 

principles of service delivery and one of Batho pele principles according to the South 

African bill of rights is consultation. Thus the researcher recommends that the 

academic libraries of RU and UFH should also apply Batho pele principles as 

indicated by the constitution of South Africa. 

 

 The librarians should consult and approach academics and ask for their research 

profiles as well as for those of their postgraduate students and course outlines so as 

to help gather relevant information from vendors and search the already available 

information to support research, by so doing they will purchase and subscribe to 

databases that are needed by the users. This will also serve dormant and 

unexpressed information needs. 

 

 Library marketing 

 

RU and UFH libraries should design library marketing programmes which include the 

dynamic marketing plans and active library marketing teams. These libraries should 

use all available communication channels including community radio stations like 

Forte fm and Fort Hare news among others to market their services with the aim of 

reaching the entire UFH community. Libraries should also use all the national events 
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like national library week, national book day, etc. to market their services. Proper 

library marketing improves planning, organizing, disseminating and controlling of 

information services on a proactive and user oriented way to ensure users 

satisfaction while achieving the objectives of the institution.  

6.6 Areas for further study   

 

 Further research 

Further research could broaden the criteria of this study and explore how 

postgraduate students at all SEALS libraries behave in their activities to meet their 

information needs for academic purposes. The study population in later studies could 

also be widened to get clearer indications of information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students in all faculties. 

 Case study research 

Since this study used survey research design and the survey surface the situation 

and again with reference to the findings of the study, the researcher also 

recommends case study research at any of the SEALS libraries where information 

should be drawn in detail about how postgraduate students behave in their activities 

to meet their information needs so as to get a clear picture of postgraduate students’ 

information seeking behaviour by direct observation and in-depth interviews. 

6.7. Final Conclusion 

The study established that postgraduate students in the faculties of HSS and 

Education at Rhodes University and University of Fort Hare had low information 

literacy skills. Academics and librarians should work together to ensure that 

postgraduate students are catered for and also consider their diverse backgrounds. 
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It was also demonstrated that age plays a major role in information seeking 

behaviour especially where technology is concerned. Older students should be given 

attention when comes to technologies, information seeking and information literacy 

skills. These university libraries should evaluate their information literacy programs in 

order to determine whether they achieve their objectives and visions. The study also 

recommended a case study research on information literacy programs of these 

universities.  

 

The researcher also recommended that libraries should create research librarian 

positions and hire more subject or faculty librarians. Libraries should also evaluate 

their marketing strategies and ensure that they reach  all students and all students 

should be aware of the services offered. Students should be made aware  that  

libraries are institutions’ core information centres and that librarians are there to help 

them to use the library and to retrieve information from all sources of information. 

Thus librarians must not be used as a last resort but as a starting point. By so doing 

the librarians will identify gaps in information seeking skills of students and train them 

to be independent researchers.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: Cover letter 

 

Dear Participant, 

My name is Madireng Monyela, a postgraduate student in the Department of Library 

and Information Science, under the direction and supervision of Prof. Ondari-

Okemwa at the University of Fort Hare, Alice Campus. 

I am conducting a research study in fulfilment of the requirement of a Masters 

degree.My study title is “Information seeking behaviour of postgraduate 

students: A study of two universities in Eastern Cape, South Africa” 

I am asking you to participate by answering the questions in the attached 

questionnaire. It will take about 20 minutes to answer the questionnaire that is 

attached. Please understand that you are not being forced to take part in this study 

and the choice of whether you participate or not, is yours alone. However, I would 

really appreciate it if you do share your thoughts with me. If you choose not to take 

part in answering these questions, you will not be affected in anyway. If you agree to 

participate, you can stop at any time should you not feel like continuing, as a result 

there will be no penalties and you will NOT be prejudiced in ANY way. Confidentiality 

will be observed always. 

I will not be recording your name anywhere on the questionnaire and no one will be 

able to link you to the answers you give. The information will remain confidential and 

there will be no follow ups on the answers you give. The main objectives of the study 
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are to find out information sources that postgraduate students value most and where 

they find such sources, to find out the activities postgraduate students engage in 

when seeking for information, to establish the factors which influence postgraduate 

students’ information seeking behaviour and to determine methods that postgraduate 

students use to obtain relevant information. Based on the findings, ways will be 

suggested on how to support postgraduate students from diverse backgrounds with 

academic information seeking. The study will be confined to UFH and RU and 

hopefully the findings will be applicable to other SEALS libraries as and even other 

institutions and help the institutions to revise their academic support programmes 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

Principal Researcher: Madireng Monyela 

Contacts : 040 602 2212  / 0795543583  /0835345316 

Email  : mmonyela@ufh.ac.za 

 

 

 

Supervisor : Prof E.M Ondari-Okemwa 

Contacts : 040 602 2437 

Email :eondari@ufh.ac.za 

      

mailto:mmonyela@ufh.ac.za
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INFORMED CONSENT 

 

I hereby agree to participate in research regarding Information seeking behaviour of 

postgraduate students: A study of two universities in Eastern Cape, South Africa. I 

understand that I am participating freely and without being forced in any way to do 

so. I also understand that I can pull out from participating in this interview or the 

questionnaire at any point should I not want to continue and that this decision will not 

in any way affect me negatively. 

 

I understand that this is a research project whose purpose is not necessarily to 

benefit me personally. 

 

I have received the telephone number of a person to contact should I need to speak 

about any issues which may arise in this   questionnaire / interview. 

 

I understand that this consent form will not be linked to the questionnaire, and that 

my answers will remain confidential. 

 

I understand that if at all possible, feedback will be given to my University on the 

results of the completed research. 
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…………………………….. 

Signature of participant    Date:………………….. 

 

I hereby agree to the tape recording of my participation in the study  

 

 

…………………………….. 

Signature of participant    Date:………………….. 
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Appendix 2 : Questionnaire 

 

INFORMATION SEEKING BEHAVIOUR OF POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS: A 

STUDY OF TWO UNIVERSITIES IN EASTERN CAPE, SOUTH AFRICA. 

 Section A 

1. DEMOCRAPHIC BACKGROUND 

       Please tick on the appropriate answer 

1.1 What is your gender?        

Male           Female  

1.2 What is your age bracket? 

 

      21-30              31-40              41-50                  51+ 

 

1.3 Level of Study                          P/G Diploma                     Honours          Masters          

PhD                           Post Doc 

 

Other – (please Specify)------------------------------------------------- 

 

1.4 University     Fort Hare                                                Rhodes University  

 

1.5 Campus, please specify--------------------------------------------- 

1.6 Faculty---------------------------------------------------- 
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1.7 Department--------------------------------------------- 

1.8 Type of study   Full time                              Part time 

1.9 For how long have you been in the current programme? 

 Less than a year      1year           2 years                   3 years         More than 

three years 

 

 

SECTION B 

INFORMATION SOURCES THAT POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS VALUE MOST 

AND WHERE THEY FIND THEM 

2. Which information sources do you value  the  most? (Please choose one 

answer that is most appropriate) 

Internet search engines 

e.g Google, yahoo,  

 

Academic and Scholar 

search engines e.g DiVA, 

Google scholar  

 

Scientific Databases and 

or electronic journals, 

electronic books  

 

 Printed books, Journals, 

Newspapers, etc. 
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Other (please specify) 

 

    

3. Where do you conveniently access print sources of information? (Books, Journals, 

Newspapers, Magazine, e.t.c ) (Please select as many answers as may apply) 

University Library  

Departmental  Library  

Public  Library  

Home  

Any other place (please specify)  

 

4. Where do you conveniently access electronic sources of information? (Scientific 

databases, electronic books, electronic journals,  e.t.c) (Please select as many 

answers as may apply) 

University Library  

Computer lab  

 Internet café  

Home  

Mobile phones  

Public Library  

Any other place (Please specify)  
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5. In your opinion, do electronic sources of information make it easy or more difficult 

to access and use information? Please respond by circling your answer following 

statements using the 5–point Lickert scale below, where 1 = Strongly Disagree 

(SD), 2 =Disagree (D), 3=Neither Disagree nor Agree (N), 4= Agree (A), and 5= 

Strongly Agree (SA) 

 
Strongly 

disagree 

(SD) 

Disagree 

(D) 

Neither 

Disagree 

/ Nor Agree 

(N) 

Agree 

(A) 

Strongly 

agree 

(SA) 

Easy 1 2 3 4 5 

I spend about the 

same amount of 

time on accessing 

and using  

information with or 

without electronic 

sources 

1 2 3 4 5 

It takes more time 

to gather and sort 

through information 

1 2 3 4 5 
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SECTION C 

INFORMATION SEEKING ACTIVITIES POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS ENGAGE 

IN 

6. How frequently are you involved in each of the following information seeking 

activities? 

  
Daily weekly 

monthl

y 

Quart

erly 
Never 

Search Internet  search engines, 

e.g. Google, Yahoo 

     

Search Academic and Scholar 

search engines e.g.  DiVA, Google 

scholar 

     

Search Online Public Access 

Catalogue 

(OPAC) 

     

Search databases e.g. Science 

Direct, EBSCO host, ERIC 

(EBSCO) 

     

Library shelf browsing (e.g. printed 

books, journals, newspapers, etc.) 
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Consult a colleague      

Consult a librarian      

Consult  lecturer’s recommended 

reading list/bibliography 

     

Consult the references' list at the 

end of articles and/or books 

     

Alerting services (Email alerts, 

saved searches alerts, etc) offered 

by scientific databases 

     

Other (please specify)      

 

 

7. Indicate the approximate amount of time you spend per week in the following 

information gathering activities 

 0-3 hrs 4-6 hrs 7-9 hrs More than 10 

hrs 

Reading e-mail 

s 

    

Photocopying     

Conferring with 

fellow students 
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or other 

experts 

Reading 

books, articles 

    

Searching 

electronic 

databases 

    

Searching the 

Internet 

    

Searching the 

OPAC  

    

Consulting with 

supervisors 

    

Attending 

lectures 

    

Other ( please 

specify) 
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SECTION D 

FACTORS WHICH INFLUENCE POSTGRADUATE INFORMATION SEEKING 

8. What determines your choice of Information sources? (Please select as many 

answers as may apply) 

Lectures /Supervisors recommended 

reading  

 

Librarians recommendations  

Fellow students suggestions  

Previous experience  

Other  (Please specify)  

 

9.  How do you keep abreast of current developments in your field of study? (Please 

select one answer that you consider most applicable) 

Scanning of current ,print    or 

online journals 

 E-mail alerts  

Scanning recent issues of 

abstracting tools 

 Services from library e.g. CAS  

Internet  Databases  

Library display  Other   (please specify)  
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SECTION E 

METHODS THAT POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS APPLY IN OBTAINING 

RELEVANT INFORMATION 

10. Which of the following search techniques do you use for retrieving relevant 

information?  (Please select as many techniques as may apply) 

One keyword  

More than one keywords   

A phrase (using quotation marks)  

Boolean operators (AND – OR –

NOT) 

 

Proximity operators  

Truncation (e.g. librar*)  

Search within results  

Find similar results  

Search within a specific date 

range 

 

Other (please specify) 

 

 

 

11. (a) Do you ever modify your search strategies? 

Always                                Sometimes              Rarely        Never   
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11. (b) In case your initial search does not return satisfactory results, how do you 

modify your search strategy? Please select as many answers as may apply 

I choose different keyword/keywords   

I choose different information sources 

(e.g. search engine, database, journal 

provider)  

 

I change search technique (e.g. I use 

Boolean operators, truncation, search of 

phrase instead of keywords, etc.) 

 

I presume there are no satisfactory 

results and stop the search process 

 

Other (please specify)   

 

12. How frequent do the following factors affect you in evaluating the quality of an 

information source? 

 All the 

time 
Frequently 

Fairly 

frequently 
Seldom Never 

Article title      

Journal's title      

Thematic descriptors      

Abstract      

Other authors' views about  

the source/article, etc. 

     

References lists      

Other (please specify)      
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13. How frequent do you use the following sources to find relevant information? 

 All the 

time 
Frequently 

Fairly 

frequently 
Seldom Never 

 Internet search engines 

e.g. Google, Yahoo  

     

Academic and Scholar 

search engines e.g.  

DiVA, Google scholar. 

     

Electronic 

journals/databases, 

electronic books 

     

Print Books      

Print Journals      
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14. (a) In case  you do not find relevant information from your searches, how do you 

feel?  Please respond by circling your answer following statements using the 5-point 

Lickert scale below where 1 = Strongly Disagree (SD), 2 =Disagree (D), 3=Neither 

disagree nor Agree (N), 4= Agree (A), and 5= Strongly Agree (SA) 

 Strongly 
disagree 
(SD) 

 

Disagree 
(D) 

Neither 
Disagree 

/ Nor Agree 
(N) 

Agree 
(A) 

Strongly 
agree 
(SA) 

Frustrated 1 2 3 4 5 

Confused 1 2 3 4 5 

Disappointed 1 2 3 4 5 

Pessimistic 1 2 3 4 5 

Demotivated 1 2 3 4 5 

 

14 (b) When you find relevant information from your searches, how do you feel? 

Please respond by circling your answer following statements using the  5–point 

Lickert scale  below where 1 = Strongly Disagree (SD), 2 =Disagree (D), 3=Neither 

disagree nor Agree (N), 4= Agree (A), and 5= Strongly Agree 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

(SD) 

Disagree 
(D) 

Neither 
Disagree 

/ Nor Agree 
(N) 

Agree 
(A) 

Strongly 
agree 
(SA) 

Confident 1 2 3 4 5 

Satisfied 1 2 3 4 5 

Optimistic 1 2 3 4 5 

Motivated 1 2 3 4 5 

 

    

THANK                                     YOU 
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Appendix 3 : RU Ethical Clearance Certificate 

 

 
 Rhodes University Ethical Standards Committee, Rhodes University, P O Box 94, 
Grahamstown, 6140  

M.Goebel@ru.ac.za 

 

 
 21 Sep 2012  
Dear Miss Monyela,  
Ethics Clearance: 2012Q2-9  
Principal Investigators: Madireng Monyela  
This letter confirms that the research proposal with tracking numbers 2012Q2-9 

“Information seeking behaviour of postgraduate Students” was given ethics 

clearance by the chair of the Rhodes University Ethical Standards Committee. 

 
 Please ensure that the ethical standards committee is notified should any 
substantive change(s) be made, for whatever reason, during the research process. 
This includes changes in investigators. Please also ensure that a brief report is 
submitted to the ethics committee on completion of the research. The purpose of this 
report is to indicate whether or not the research was conducted successfully, if any 
aspects could not be completed, or if any problems arose that the ethical standards 
committee should be aware of. If a thesis or dissertation arising from this research is 
submitted to the library’s electronic theses and dissertations (ETD) repository, please 
notify the committee of the date of submission and/or any reference or cataloguing 
number allocated.  
Yours sincerely 

 
 Rhodes University Ethical Standards Committee, Rhodes University, P O Box 94, 
Grahamstown, 6140  

 
Yours sincerely  
Professor M. Göbel: Chairperson RUESC.  
Note:  
1. This clearance is valid from the date on this letter to the time of completion of data 
collection.  
2. The ethics committee cannot grant retrospective ethics clearance.  
3. Progress reports should be submitted annually unless otherwise specified in the 

clearance letter. 

 

mailto:M.Goebel@ru.ac.za
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Appendix 4  : UFH Ethical Clearance Certificate 

 

 


