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Preparing for examinations 84 159 243 34.6 65.4 100 

Writing research proposal/project 95 148 243 39.1 60.9 100 

 

Results showed that 139 (57.2%) respondents indicated that as fourth year 

students they needed information for their day to day studies.  

One hundred and eighteen (48.6%) respondents needed information to update 

their knowledge. However, slightly more respondents 125 (51.4%) indicated that 

they did not need information for updating their knowledge.  

In terms of information needs for writing assignments, 109 (44.9%) respondents 

indicated that they needed information for writing assignments compared to 134 

(55.1%) respondents who indicated that they did not need it.  

Results also depicted that 159 (65.4%) respondents did not need and 84 (34.6%) 

needed information for preparing to write examinations. The difference is 

significant enough to indicate that respondents did not need information for 

preparing for examinations with a Binomial test result of .000.  

One hundred and forty eight (60.9%) and 95 (39.1%) respondents indicated that 

they did not need and needed information for writing research proposals/projects 

respectively.   

From the findings presented above it is apparent that the major information need 

of fourth year students at Mzuzu University was to support their day-to-day 

studies.  This finding is consistent with the earlier findings of Kakai, Ikoja-

Odongo and Kigonga-Bukenya (2004), Ajiboye and Tella (2007), Baro, 

Onyenania and Osaheni (2010) and Oladukun and Aina (2009) who concluded 

that the main information need of students was academic information to support 

their studies. 

However, many students did not realize the importance of using information. 

Only 44.9% needed information for writing assignments, 34.6% for preparing for 

examinations and 39.1% for writing a research proposal/project.  
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4.3 Information sources 

Undergraduate students at universities use and rely on different sources of 

information for the many assessment tasks that need to be completed. Choice of 

which information source to use may depend on many factors.  

4.3.1 Printed versus online digital sources 

Question 6 of the questionnaire sought to determine from respondents the type of 

information sources they preferred. They had to indicate preference between 

printed information sources (like books) and online digital information sources 

(like Internet).  

Figure 6 below reflects that only 98 (40.3%) respondents’ preferred printed 

sources of information while 151 (62.1%) preferred online web based sources of 

information. 

Figure 6: Information source preference 

 

These findings confirm similar findings by Lee, Paik and Joo (2012) whose study 

revealed that online resources were more frequently selected than other types of 

sources. Furthermore, findings by George, Bright and Hulbert (2006, p.13) noted 

that almost all (94%) students preferred online digital resources. 
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There are several possible explanations for this result. Firstly it can be attributed 

to the fact that 56% of the respondents were aged 20-24. Thus they are part of the 

Internet generation – students who are characterized as being technology savvy, 

own electronic devices like tablets, uses ICT tools and have been using the 

Internet since a very early age. Secondly it can be speculated that because of the 

acute lack or shortage of essential textbook as indicated in chapter one, students 

are forced to find alternative information sources. 

4.3.2 Online digital information sources 

In this multiple follow up question, respondents who indicated that they preferred 

online digital sources were further asked to indicate which online digital sources 

they preferred. Results presented in Table 6 below, revealed that from the 100 

students who answered the question, most of them (59%) preferred to use general 

search engines. Others preferred to use Google Scholar (47%), e-books (43%), e-

journals (34) and subscription databases (6%).  

The majority of the students (94%) did not prefer using subscription database or 

e-journals (66%).  Although 59% of the students indicated that they use general 

search engines, only 47% indicated Google scholar usage. These findings are 

consistent with those of Karobilli, Malliadri and Zapounidou (2011, p.161) and 

Nkomo, Ocholla and Jacobs (2011, p.294) who found that there was low usage of 

databases and subject portals by students compared to ordinary websites. 

Table 4: Preferred online digital sources 

N=100 

Source Yes % No % Total % 

E-books 43 43 57 57 100 100 

General search engines & websites 59 59 41 41 100 100 

E-journals 34 34 66 66 100 100 

Google scholar 
47 47 53 53 100 100 
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Subscription database 
6 6 94 94 100 100 

 

Students in their final year of study and embarking on their proposal writing are 

expected to use subscription databases. This may imply that students were not 

aware of the importance of journal articles in their academic information seeking 

process. This presents doubt if at all the students went through information 

literacy education classes. Another reason could be that most students accessed 

the Internet from their hand held devices (mostly mobile phones and a few from 

their laptops and dongles).These devices could not access e-journals or 

subscription databases as these sources can only be accessed through the Internet 

protocol address of the university library. To access e-journals you need to 

register your institution’s Internet protocol address. 

4.3.3 Acquiring information 

The multiple response question number 7 solicited data regarding where 

respondents acquired the information. The question had several options from 

which the respondents had to choose. The options from where they could obtain 

information were: Mzuzu University Library, Departmental libraries, Internet, 

friends and lecturers. The results are presented in Table 5 below: 

Table 5: Where information is obtained 

N=243 

 University 

Library 

Departmental 

Library 

Internet Friends Lecturer 

 f % f % f % f % f % 

Yes 188 77.4 21 8.6 165 67.9 42 17.3 35 14.4 

No 55 22.6 222 91.4 78 32.1 201 82.7 208 85.6 

Total 243 100 243 100 243 100 243 100 243 100 
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The findings, as reflected in the table above, revealed that majority of the students 

(77.4%) obtained information from the Mzuzu University library. One hundred 

and sixty five (67.9%) respondents obtained information from the Internet, 42 

(17.3%) from friends, 35 (14.4%) from lecturers and 21 (8.6%) from departmental 

libraries.  

4.3.3.1 Places where Internet is accessed 

Respondents who indicated that they retrieved information from the Internet were 

further asked where they access it. The options presented were: Mzuzu University 

Internet room (located in the main Library complex), ICT Departmental Internet 

laboratory (an ICT teaching laboratory), the American corner (located in the 

annex of the main library), mobile smart phone, Internet cafes in town, friends and 

other. One hundred and seventy seven students responded to the question. Table 6 

below is a summary of the responses.  

Table 6: Where Internet is accessed 

N=177 

 Mzuzu 

Universit

y Internet 

Room 

ICT 

Depart-

mental 

Internet  

Lab 

American 

Corner 

Mobile 

smart 

phone 

Internet 

Cafes in 

town 

Friends Other 

 f % f % f % F % f % f % f % 

Yes 62 35 11 6.2 42 23.7 123 69.5 15 8.5 15 8.5 10 17.7 

No 115 65 166 93.8 135 76.3 54 30.5 162 91.5 162 91.5   

Tot 177 10

0 

177 100 177 100 177 100 177 100 177 100   

 

From Table 6 it is clear that the majority of the students (69.7%) accessed the 

Internet from their mobile smart phones. Others accessed it from the Mzuzu 
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University Internet room (35%), the American corner (23.7%), Internet cafes in 

town (8.5%), friends (8.5%) and from the ICT department laboratory (8.5%). 

The 10 respondents (17.7%) who chose the option ‘other’ indicated that they 

accessed it from their laptops using a mobile Internet dongle.  

4.3.4 Sources of information relied most upon for course work and research 

activities 

The objective of question9 was to determine which sources of information the 

respondents relied upon most during their course work and research activities. 

Results are reflected in Figure 7below. 

Figure 7: Source most relied upon. 

 

The findings revealed that the majority of the students (64.6%) relied on the 

Internet for their information. This was followed by lecture notes (60.3%), short 

loan books (58.1%), textbooks (49.8%), library open shelves books (45.9%) and 

research projects (22.7%). An earlier finding in this study has also shown that 

students also obtained their information from the Internet. 

The findings on the reliance on the Internet was in conformity with the findings of 

Adio and Adeola (2012, p.27) and Vezzosi (2009, p.69) who discovered that the 
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Internet was the most preferred source of information by students. However, these 

findings did not support the study of Oladokun and Aina (2009, p.45) who found 

that the majority of the students (71%) preferred print formats. 

The fact that most students (52.8%), did not rely on the library’s printed and e-

journals as a source of information corresponded with the earlier findings in this 

study. Two possible explanations for this may be suggested.  The first might be 

that library user education program was not comprehensive enough. This is 

reflected in the failure of these senior students in using all the information 

resources available for instance journals. The other reason could be the cost of 

using the Internet to access e-journals. Students are required to pay a fee of 35MK 

(equivalent of 1Rand) to access the Internet. This has proved to be a deterrent to 

access as many students did not have additional money. 

4.4 Information behaviour 

University students behave in different ways when seeking information. This 

section sought to gain a better understanding of the information behaviour of 

students. It included their information seeking practices in the library and on the 

Internet, the retrieval tools used for locating both print and online information and 

the frequency of information seeking activities. 

4.4.1 Information seeking activities used when starting a search. 

Question 10 asked respondents to mention the first activity they engaged in when 

searching for information.  

It is clear from Figure 8 below that the majority of students (55.6%) searched the 

Internet first.  The rest of the students browsed the library shelves (16%), 

consulted the recommended list of books (13.6%), consulted the course lecturer 

(6.2%), searched the library website (4.9%), consulted a friend (2.5%) and 

consulted the reference list at the end of an article or a book (1.2%). The finding 

that students would search the Internet first before doing anything else was 

consistent with the findings of O’Brien and Symons (2007, p. 413) who revealed 

that the web is often the information tool of choice of 79% of their respondents. 
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The reason thereof can probably be attributed to the fact that websites are easy to 

use and information is retrieved quicker. 

Figure 8: First information seeking activity 

 

4.4.2 General conduct of information search (steps undertaken) 

Question 11 was an open ended question which sought to determine how students 

generally go about searching for information and if there was a general pattern 

(steps) that the students followed. Only 176 participants responded to this 

question. Sample responses received are categorised in Table7 below.  

Table 7: General conduct of information search 

Category Samples of responses 

Recommended list 

of books 

 Consulting recommended list on the course outline 

 By consulting the recommended textbooks 

 Checking prescribed and recommended list of 

books on the course outline and then go into the 

library to start searching for the information.  

 I go for recommended books then reference 

Search engine-

Google 

 Ask a question on Google 

 Type the question on Google search 
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 Google it. 

 Downloading e-books related to the topic from 

books. 

 Browsing on the opera-mini. 

 By using Google. 

Index of book  Search the topic, consult the index find 

 Browsing book in content and index section. 

 By going through table of contents and index. 

Through OPAC  Go on the OPAC; enter title or author of book, then 

go where the books are found. 

 OPAC then the shelves. 

 In case of library, I search books on the OPAC to 

find the call number then browse the shelves. 

From books and 

Internet 

 Borrowing books from the library, sharing ideas 

and Google 

 Looking in books then surf on Internet 

 Google the topic in question and check the table of 

contents in library books. 

 I read different books plus internet searching 

Others  Encarta student Microsoft 2009 

 Questionnaires 

 Qualitative method. 

 Mostly I use serendipity. 

 

The responses are summarized in Figure 9 below. 
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Figure 9: How respondents search for information. 

 

 

The findings revealed that the majority of the students (45.5%) used the search 

engine Google, while 17.6% of the students would go straight to browsing the 

library shelves, 9.7% of the students used the online public access catalogue in the 

library and 11.3% of the students combined browsing books in the library and 

using the search engine Google. One student described the process as “first I 

Google to see if the information is available and see the other related topics, then 

books”. Another stated “by punching the relevant phrase or question on Google 

search engine on the Internet. Additionally, another put it as if Google can and is 

the only source of information by saying “I usually search on Google and Google 

gives me everything”.  

It is apparent from the statements above that students relied on Google for most of 

their information needs. The study had also established earlier on that students 

mostly search the Internet first (55.6%) when seeking for information. This 

finding was in conformity with the findings of Denison and Montgomery (2012, 

p.381) who identified three unique groups of information seekers.  One of these 

groups was the extrinsic motivators who blindly trust the reliability of free 

Internet resources and did not know how to access other information sources.  
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From this current study it was clear that students were dependent on the search 

engine Google and were not using scholarly databases. Similarly, Greenberg and 

Bar-llan (2013) reported that the Internet through search engines (especially 

Google) was found to be the primary way students in Israel search for 

information. 

These findings additionally tended to agree with the findings of Julien (2009, 

p.5059) who noted that the current crop of students preferred searching for online 

information sources. The study further claimed that this was because of easy 

access and attractiveness. Students will use Google more than any other 

databases. It can be suggested, therefore, that during their first year, possibly these 

students did not acquire proper searching skills during user education program. 

4.4.3 Retrieval tools for locating information 

The objective of this multiple answer question 12 was to solicit data pertaining to 

the retrieval tools students used to locate other information. Responses are 

summarised in Figure 10 below. 

Figure 10: Retrieval tool used for locating information. 
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The findings presented in Figure 10 above revealed that more students 136 

(56.2%) used search engines than 109 (45%) students who used the OPAC to 

locate information. However, the findings also showed that only 20.2% of 

respondents asked the librarians for information, 3.7% used indexing databases 

and 1.7% used periodical indexes. Although the library provided several retrieval 

tools for locating information, students mainly made use of search engines and the 

OPAC. This may suggest that students are not taught enough regarding the use of 

retrieval tools available for finding information. 

4.4.4 Frequency of using retrieval tools for locating information 

Question 13 requested respondents to rate the frequency of using the identified 

retrieval tools. The options presented were: use of search engines, the library 

website, browsing shelves, consulting a classmate, consulting a lecturer’s list or 

consulting a librarian to locate information. Responses are tabled below. 

Table 8: Frequency of using retrieval tools for locating information 

N=227 

 Search 

engines 

Library 

website 

Shelf 

browsing 

Consult 

classmate 

Consult 

lecturer list 

Consult 

librarian 

 f % f. % f % f % f % f % 

Very 

often 

123 54.2 17 7.5 69 30.4 30 13.2 65 28.6 21 9.3 

Often 73 32.2 54 23.7 94 41.4 115 50.7 94 41.4 46 20.3 

Seldom 27 11.9 78 34.4 49 21.6 73 32.2 49 21.6 107 47.1 

Never 4 1.8 78 34.4 15 6.6 9 4 19 8.4 53 23.3 

Total 227 100 227 100 227 100 227 100 227 100 227 100 

 

In as far as frequency of use of retrieval tools is concerned results in Table 8above 

revealed that most students very often used search engines. One hundred and 

twenty three students often used search engines. They were followed by shelf 
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browsing (30.4%), consulting a lecturer’s list (28.6%), consulting a librarian 

(9.3%) and consulting the library website (7.5%). This was also reflected by the 

fact that 53% and 34.4% of students respectively never consulted a librarian or 

used the library website. This agrees once again with the findings of Nkomo, 

Ocholla and Jacobs (2011, p.293) who noted that students tended to rely on search 

engines and not the library website or librarians for information retrieval. 

4.4.5 Searching strategies on the Internet 

Question 14 requested respondents to indicate which search strategies they 

employed when searching for information on the Internet. Below in Figure 11are 

the results from the responses. 

Figure 11: Internet searching strategies 

 

The findings revealed that the majority of the students (47.7%) employed a 

keyword search strategy when searching on the internet. One hundred and six 

(44%) students used phrase searching and 72 (29.9%) typed in the full topic of 

assessment tasks in the search box. It seemed students were unaware of advanced 

search strategies as 98.3% indicated that they did not use truncation. Additionally, 

88.8% did not use Boolean. This was in agreement with findings by Brindesi, 

Monopoli and Kapisakis (2013, p.791) who indicated that students could be 

termed as ordinary searchers as they tended to use only one or two terms, with no 
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use of advanced searching techniques like Boolean logic. These findings implied 

that Mzuzu University students were not competent at seeking information online 

and questions if students were taught how to search for online information 

properly. 

4.5 Conforming to Kulthau’s ISP model 

This section wanted to determine if at all the students conformed to the emotions 

or feelings identified in the initiation stage where anxiety is common, the 

exploration stage to see if students indeed passed through the “Dip” and the 

search closure stage of Kulthau’s ISP model. Some of the feelings identified by 

Kuhlthau were: uncertainty, anxiety, optimism, confusion, frustration, doubt and 

relief (Kuhlthau, 1993, p.43). 

4.5.1 Feelings at the onset of information search 

Question 15 requested respondents to indicate the feelings they experienced when 

they were about to embark on searching for information. 

Table 9: Feelings at onset of a search 

N=243 

Emotion Yes No 

f % f % 

Anxiety 29 11.9 214 88.1 

Uncertain 50 20.6 193 79.4 

Afraid of failing 14 5.8 229 94.2 

Excited 31 12.8 212 87.2 

Optimistic 87 35.8 156 64.2 

Confused 12 4.9 231 95.1 

Doubtful 25 10.3 218 89.7 
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Very sure 58 23.9 185 76.1 

From Table 9 it can be deduced that the majority of the respondents did not 

experience negative feelings like confusion (95.1%), fears of failing (94.2%), 

anxiety (88.1%), doubtfulness (76.1%) or uncertainty (79.4%) at the onset of a 

search for information. The findings on the other hand also revealed that students 

were not excited (87.2%) or optimistic (64.2%) to start an information search.  

The majority of students (76.1%) also indicated that they feel very sure about their 

ability to find information. 

The findings, therefore, suggest that the students did not fully conform to 

Kuhlthau ISP. However, the findings of this study did also not support those of 

Vakkari (2001, p.295) who concluded that students when preparing a research 

proposal followed the stages in Kuhlthau’s ISP. The indication that students did 

not conform fully to Kuhlthau’s ISP could be attributed to the different countries 

where the research took place. While students in the USA were overwhelmed by 

the extent of information in different formats in well- equipped libraries, students 

in Malawi specifically did not have access to vast volumes of information. This is 

due to the meagre budgets allocated to the libraries to purchase books or subscribe 

to online resources. Hence, students were not overwhelmed with information as 

available information can be easily found. Mapulanga (2012, p. 120) observed the 

same in his study when he found that academic libraries in Malawi are 

inadequately funded. The University of Malawi libraries failed to subscribe to 

enough e-journals and to procure enough new books. This had resulted in students 

depending and scrambling for the few prescribed and recommended books 

available. 

4.5.2 Feelings when given an assignment 

Respondents were further asked to identify the feelings that they initially 

experienced when they were given an assignment. The findings are summarised in 

Figure 12 below on the next page: 
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Figure 12: Feelings when given an assignment. 

 

 

The findings revealed that after receiving an assignment, the minority of students 

experienced negative feelings like uncertainty (33%), anxiety (21%), afraid of 

failing (19.3%), doubtfulness (13%) and confusion (9.9%). Although the majority 

of students (82.3%) felt very sure of themselves, only 12.8% were excited and 

30.4% optimistic about the assignment. These findings were again in contrast with 

the feelings experienced by Kuhlthau’s students (Kuhlthau, 1993, p.42). The 

reason might be the respondents were more matured students and accustomed to 

doing assignments since they were fourth year students. 

4.5.3 Feelings when information could not be located 

Question 17 wanted to solicit data on the feelings of the students when they do not 

locate information that they needed.  Results are summarized in Figure 13below. 
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Figure 13: Feeling after failing to locate information 

 

Findings in Figure 13 above revealed that students felt frustrated (60.1%), 

desperate (20.6%), confused (17.3%), down (16%) or angry (1.2%) when they 

could not find information that they were seeking. This was in contrast with 

Kuhlthau’s model indicating that students normally experience confusion 

(Kuhlthau, 1993, p.42). 

4.5.4 Actions to access information 

The objective of question 18 was to determine how students reacted after they had 
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Table10 on the next page. 
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Table 10: Actions to access information 

N=231 

 Do not do 

anything 

Try another 

library/search 

engine. 

Find from 

a friend 

Consult 

the 

lecturer 

responsible 

Change 

search 

terms 

 f % f % f % f % f % 

Strongly 

agree 

9 3.9 82 35.5 60 26 67 29 136 58.9 

Agree 6 2.6 111 48.1 131 56.7 102 44.2 67 29 

Undecided 11 4.8 12 5.2 27 11.7 28 12.1 10 4.3 

Disagree 51 22.1 14 6.1 7 3 24 10.4 8 3.5 

Strongly 

disagree 

154 66.7 12 5.2 6 2.6 10 4.3 10 4.3 

Total 231 100 231 100 231 100 231 100 231 100 

 

Results in Table 10 above indicated that most respondents (66.7%) strongly 

disagree with the statement that they would do nothing when they could not get 

hold of the needed information. These findings revealed that students would try 

other ways to access the needed information by doing a new search with new 

search terms (87.9%), trying another library (83.6%), asking a friend (82.7%) or 

consulting the lecturer (73.2%). This is partly in agreement with the findings of 

Oladokun and Aina (2009, p.48) when they noted that the majority of students 

(90%) consulted their lecturers for information. This can be attributed to the trust 

that the students had in their lecturers. 
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4.5.5 Feelings when unable to access needed information 

The objective of question 21 was to find out from students what they felt when 

they were unable to access needed information.  

Findings in Figure 14 revealed that students experienced frustration (56%), 

disappointment (22.6%), confusion (13.2%), feeling down (15.6%) and 

uncertainty (3.3%) when they could not access the needed information. However, 

95.9% of the students resolved to not giving up.  These findings partly resonate 

the emotions that were identified by Kuhlthau in the exploration stage (Kuhlthau, 

1993, p.46). 

 

Figure 14: Feeling when unable to access information. 

 

4.5.6 Feeling to give up search process at some point 

The aim of question 22 was to further investigate whether students went through 

the exploration stage, which Kulhthau (1993, p.46) described as a difficult stage, 

where users experience the sense of inadequacy, and find the situation hopeless 

and frightening leading to the feeling of wanting to give up on a search. Students 

had to indicate whether they felt like giving up or not. 

On being asked whether they will abandon a search at some stage, the majority of 

students (67.1%) indicated that they did not feel like giving up at any stage. This 

finding was in contrast with Kuhthau predictions of high tendency to abandon the 
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search in the exploration stage (Kuhlthau, 1993, p 46). This can be attributed to 

the fact that it was common occurrence not to find information that the students 

look for due to, as already observed, inadequacy of information sources in the 

library. Hence students were used to not finding what they look for and to finding 

alternative sources of information on Internet. 

4.5.7 General feelings after the search process 

The overall aim of question number 23 was to gain insight into the feelings that 

the respondents went through after a search process. This was in line with the last 

stage, the search closure of Kulhthau’s ISP model (Kuhlthau, 1993, p.49). The 

results are presented in Figure 15 below. 

Figure 15: General feeling after search. 

 

 

The findings revealed that students experienced positive feelings of confidence 
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The fact that the majority of students (59.7%) felt confident after the search is in 

contrast with Denison and Montgomery, (2012, p. 380) who found the process of 

information searching and retrieval to be difficult and frustrating.  
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4.6 Obstacles in information seeking 

The objective of question 23 of the questionnaire was to investigate the obstacles 

that impeded students to successfully seek for information. The findings on this 

are presented in Table 11below. 

Table 11: Obstacles in information seeking 

N=230 

 Challenges/obstacles 

 Lack of 

time 

Unwillingn

ess of 

library 

staff 

Confusio

n because 

of too 

much 

informati

on 

Financial 

problems 

Inadequa

cy of 

library 

opening 

hours 

Not able 

to use 

Internet 

Lack of 

essential 

textbooks 

Rating f % f % f % f % f % f % f % 

Strongly 

agree 

50 21.7 16 7 20 8.7  8.7 76 33 15 6.5 19 8.3 124 58.3 

Agree 68 29.6 23 10 72 31.3 70 30.4 32 13.9 34 14.8 79 24.8 

Un 

decided 

17 7.4 55 23.9 44 19.1 15 6.5 26 11.3 15 6.5 6 6.5 

Disagree 34 14.8 88 38.3 61 26.5 49 21.3 98 42.6 75 32.6 14 4.8 

Strongly 

disagree 

61 26.5 48 20.9 33 14.3 20 8.7 59 25.7 87 37.8 7 5.7 

Total 23

0 

100 230 100 23

0 

100 23

0 

100 23

0 

100 23

0 

100 230 100 

 

The findings revealed that most students strongly agreed that the obstacles in the 

searching process were lack of text books (58.3%), financial problems (33%) and 

lack of time (21.7%).  In total, students strongly agreed and agreed that the 

obstacles in the searching process were lack of textbooks (83.1%), financial 

problems (63.4%), lack of time (51.3%), information overload (40%), 
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unavailability of the Internet (23.1%), limited library hours (20.4%) and 

unsatisfactory library staff support (17%). These findings correlated with Callinan 

(2005, p.94) who established that one of the biggest obstacle faced by final year 

Biochemistry students was accessing course textbooks from the long-term loan 

collection. They are also consonant with the findings of Oladokun and Aina 

(2009, p.48) who found that the Internet was significantly least used (25%) by 

students because of the cost attached to usage thereof. 

4.7 Correlation between gender and searching strategies on the Internet 

Halder, Ray and Chakrabarty (2010, p.242) identified gender as a possible 

influencing variable in information seeking. To find out if there were any 

differences in the searching strategies between genders, a cross tabulation was 

conducted between gender and search strategies. The findings are indicated in 

Table12. 

Table 12: Gender and searching strategies on the web   

N=241 

Type of search Gender 

 Male Female 

 Yes (f) % Yes (f) % 

Typing in phrase 64 31.1 43 35.2 

Using keywords 73 35.4 43 35.2 

Combining Boolean  17 8.2 10 8.3 

Using truncation 4 2 1 0.8 

Typing full topic title 48 23.3 25 20.5 

Totals 206 100 122 100 
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In Table 12 above, the findings show that the majority of students male 64 

(31.1%) and female 43 (35.2%) type in a phrase, and 73 (35.4%) male students 

and 43 (35.2%) female use keywords when searching on the web.  

The correlation test showed no statistically significant difference in the searching 

strategies of the male and female respondents (Chi-square test=.05). This finding 

is in contrast to the findings of Halder, Ray and Chakrabarty (2010, p.246) who 

found that there were significant differences, with respect to gender, in 

information seeking behaviour. However, overall results indicated that females 

may be better information seekers. Additionally, the study found that males 

tended to find search results accidently, while searches by females were more 

because women behaved cautiously in choosing search sources. Women were 

noted to use more operators than men in their formulation of search query and 

women were careful and thoroughly in their search strategies. In the study it was 

also noted that women were generally more satisfied with the obtained results 

than men (Maghferaty and Stock, 2010) 

4.8 Gender versus preferred sources of information 

The study further cross tabulated gender and preferred sources of information to 

see if there were any differences in source preference according to gender. The 

findings are presented in the table 13 below. 

Table 13: Gender versus preferred sources of information    

 

 

The findings in the table above clearly indicate that the majority of both male 

(57.9%) and female (64.9%) students preferred online sources of information. 

N=249 

Gender Online sources Printed sources Total 

 Yes (f) % Yes (f) % f % 

Male 88 57.9 64 42.1 152 100 

Female 63 64.9 34 35.1 97 100 
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There was no statistically significant difference (Chi-square test= .05)and it can, 

therefore, be concluded that there was no difference between male and female 

respondents regarding preference to sources of information. This finding is in 

contrast to the findings of Steinerova and Susol (2007) who found that women 

used library catalogues, reference resources, bibliographies and indexes more than 

men in their study of the use of information by library users in Slovakia. The 

study also noted that more men used the Internet as the first choice of resource 

than women. 

4.9 Faculty and Internet use 

This study has indicated that students relied heavily on the Internet as an 

information source. Internet usage was correlated against faculty to see if there 

were any differences. Results are presented below. 

Figure 16: Correlation between faculty and Internet use. 

 

 

 

 

The findings indicated that the Faculty of Education used the Internet more 

(38.8%) than any other faculty.  Internet usage by the Faculty of Environmental 

Sciences was 21.2%, Health 19.4%, Information and Communication Science 
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14.5% and Hospitality and Tourism 6.1%.However, there was no statistically 

difference among faculties in the use of Internet (Chi-square t=.05). 

The only notable finding was that the number of students who indicated that they 

used the Internet was equal to the number of students who indicated that they did 

not use the Internet in the Faculty of Hospitality and. This probably can be 

attributed to the fact that their course was more practical than theoretical and that 

students therefore depended more on textbooks.  

4.10 Correlation between gender and feelings when starting the search process. 

The study wanted to ascertain if there was a positive correlation between gender 

and feelings experienced when respondents started the search process. The 

findings are summarized in Table 14 below. 

Table 14: Correlation of gender and feeling when starting the search 

Gender Feelings 

 Anxious Uncertain Afraid of 

failing 

Excited Optimistic Total 

 f % f % f % f % f % f % 

Male 13 9.9 34 26 9 6.9 16 12.2 59 45 131 100 

Female 16 20 16 20 5 6.3 15 18.7 28 35 80 100 

 

These findings reflected that although both male (45%) and female (35%) 

students experienced optimism, both 26% and 20% respectively also experienced 

uncertainty at the onset of the search process. More female (20%) than male 

(9.9%) respondents experienced anxiety. The correlation between gender and 

feelings when starting a search was found not to be statistically significant (Chi-

square t=.05). In general, no differences in feelings experienced between male 

and female students can therefore be reported. 

 

 

 

 



71 

 

4.11 Chapter summary 

This chapter has presented, interpreted and discussed the findings of the study.  

Below is a summary of the findings: 

 A significant number (65.4%) of fourth year students needed information 

for their day-to-day-academic studies. 

 Most of the students (62.1%) preferred online digital information which 

they access via Google search engine from mainly the Mzuzu University 

library Internet room and on their handheld devices (mobile phones). 

 Most fourth year students did not prefer electronic journals (66%) or 

subscription databases (94%) as information sources. 

 Although the majority of students (77.4%) accessed information from the 

University library, a large percentage (67.9%) of students accessed 

information from the Internet as well. 

 Students relied on the Internet (64.5%), lecture notes (60.5%), short loan 

books (58%), textbooks (49.8%), library open shelves books (45.9%) and 

research projects (22.7%) as sources of information. 

 Most students (52.8%) did not rely on the library journals as a source of 

information. 

 The first step when searching for information was to do an Internet search 

(55.6%), browse the library shelves (16%) or consult the recommended list 

of books (13.6%). 

 As channel to locate information, students used search engines (56.2%) 

and the OPAC (45%). 

 When doing Internet searches, students employed as search strategies key 

word searching (47.7%), phrase searching (44%) or writing the full search 

sentence (29.9%).  

 The majority of students 98.3% and 88.8% did not use advanced search 

skills like truncation, and Boolean logic respectively. 

 Students did not fully conform to the Kuhlthau’s ISP model as the 

majority did not experience feelings of anxiety, uncertainty, confusion and 

doubtfulness during the different stages of the search process. 
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 A large number (60.1%) partly conform to the ISP model as they felt 

frustrated when they failed to access the required information. 

 The majority of the students (67.1%) did not feel like giving up when 

information where not found. This contrast with Kuhlthau’s ISP model. 

 Most of the students (59.7%) felt confident at the end of the search. 

 Most of the students agreed that lack of financial resources; essential 

textbooks and important books on short loan were obstacles in information 

seeking. 

 There was no any statistically significant difference between male and 

female students’ searching strategies. 

 There was no statistically difference between male and female students’ 

preference of information sources. 

 There is no significant difference among faculties in the use of Internet as 

a relied upon information source. 

The coming chapter will summarise, conclude and recommend in accordance 

with the findings of this study. 

 

 

 

 



73 

 

Chapter Five: Summary, conclusion and recommendations 

5.0 Introduction 

This chapter presents the summary of the major findings in the information 

behaviour of fourth year students of Mzuzu University in Malawi. It presents the 

conclusions drawn from the findings. It has suggested areas of further study and 

based on the conclusions, the chapter makes necessary recommendations. It 

finally ends with the final conclusions of the thesis’s findings. The following 

research questions were used to obtain the data: 

• What are the information needs of fourth year students of Mzuzu 

University, Malawi? 

• How do fourth year students seek and obtain their information? 

• What are the preferred sources of obtaining academic information in 

the University used by fourth year students of Mzuzu University, 

Malawi? 

• Do fourth year students of Mzuzu University conform to the initiation 

and exploration stages of the Information Search Process (ISP) model? 

• What are the obstacles faced during the information seeking process? 

5.1 Summary of findings 

5.1.1 Fourth year students’ information needs 

The study has found that significant number of fourth year students’ main 

information need was academic information which they use for their day to day 

studies. Only a few students needed information for writing assignments, 

preparing for examinations and for writing a research proposal. This finding was 

unexpected and contradictory. It can be suggested that although there were no 

serious concerns with the questionnaire during the pilot study, in the actual study 

respondents seemed to have failed to grasp what the question wanted to find out. 
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The respondents were targeted because they were embarking on their proposal 

writing, however, the answers they gave did not portray that.   

5.1.2 Information sources preferred and relied upon 

The study has established that the fourth year students preferred electronic 

information and relied specifically on general search engines like Google. 

It has also found that students did not prefer and did not use e-journals or printed 

journals available in the library. This might be due to lack of awareness of the 

important of these information sources in academic writing. 

After a cross tabulation of gender and information sources, the study noted that 

there was no statistically significant difference between male and female students 

in their preference of information sources. 

5.1.3 Fourth year student’s information seeking practices 

The study has found that the first activity fourth year students engaged in when 

searching for information was to search the Internet, to browse the library shelves 

and to consult recommended lists of books. 

The study has found that the searching skills of fourth year students were not that 

developed resulting in most of the students simply using Google and the OPAC as 

channels to locate information. 

The study has also found that, as a search strategy for finding information on the 

Internet, students only employed keyword searching, phrase searching and typed 

in a whole search sentence. They did not employ truncation and Boolean logic. 

Conclusively the study has also noted that there was no general pattern which the 

fourth year students followed in their information searching activities. 

5.1.4 Conforming to Kuhlthau’s ISP 

The study has found that the students did not fully conform to the ISP model as 

they did not feel anxious, uncertain, confused or doubtful in the initiation stage of 

searching for information. 
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They partly conformed to the ISP model as they were frustrated when they failed 

to locate the desired information. 

The majority of respondents did not feel like giving up when they failed to find 

the needed information. This is in contrast to the ISP model. 

5.1. 5 Obstacles 

This study has revealed some of the major obstacles in information seeking 

experienced by students such as lack of financial resources. The implication 

thereof was that, students either could not access the Internet or had to resort to 

accessing the Internet from their mobile phones as they are supposed to pay to 

access the Internet at the library’s Internet room. Students were unable to find 

scholarly information as access to databases could only be reached via the 

university‘s Internet,. Lack of essential textbooks and important books being 

placed on short loan were also another obstacle. 

5.2 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are suggested 

to improve the present status quo. 

 There is need for academic staff and librarians collaborations on what 

sources of information student should use. A policy should be adopted that 

all senior students should cite some journal articles in their 

reference/bibliographies. This would motivate students to include journal 

articles in their academic tasks. 

 Specialised training on the proper use of the Internet, databases and e-

journals is needed to ensure that students access information of quality.  

 The library should set up a new comprehensive mandatory information 

literacy program for all students in the university. 

 Embed information literacy training in the academic curriculum at all 

levels of study should be introduced. Assessing information literacy 

should be part of the general assessment policy. 
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 Remove the cost attached to the Internet access to allow full time access to 

all students.  

 The library should acquire more textbooks and e-books to ensure enough 

copies to accommodate the number of students.  

 The library should acquire more computers to enable students to access the 

Internet and online resources so that they should not be dependent on 

mobile phones with limited access. 

5.3 Study limitations 

As this was a mini-thesis, the researcher used a questionnaire to obtain the data 

for the study. This limited the data collected. Furthermore the researcher only 

targeted the students and did not interview the library staff to gain their views and 

input. 

5.4 Significance of study 

The present study has contributed to the knowledge base of information behaviour 

of undergraduate students in Malawi. It would assist the library to plan and 

establish services which would meet the needs of the students. 

5.5 Further study 

A further study needs to be conducted focusing on the use of information sources 

to understand why students do not use printed and e-journals. 

Another study can be conducted to evaluate the current Information Literacy 

program which is on offer as it has been established that students did not display 

enough characteristics of having acquired the necessary skills.  

A similar study involving all levels of study should be replicated. This study 

should include interviews with the library staff and students to fill in the gaps of 

some of the unanswered questions. 
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5.6 Conclusion 

Fourth year students are senior students who were assumed to be accomplished 

information seekers after studying for four years in the University. However, the 

study has found that their information behaviour is not as accomplished. The 

study has also noted that because of inadequate information literacy education, 

students were unaware of some information sources, were struggling to obtain 

information of quality and demonstrated heavy reliance on Google as an 

information source. 

The study can also conclude that the information behaviour of fourth year students 

was affected by lack of resources like essential textbooks which eventually drove 

them to rely and depend on Google for their information needs. 

The non-use of journals by senior students at an academic institution is a 

worrisome development. As the library is spending a significant percentage of its 

small budget on journal subscriptions, maximum usage of these information 

sources should be encouraged. 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire on the information behaviour of the third year students 

of Mzuzu University, Malawi. 

Section A: Personal Information 

1. Please indicate programme of study and Faculty (e.g. BSc.ED)-----------------------

----- 

 

2. Gender : Male   Female  

 

3. Age: 20-24[  ] 25-30 [  ] 31-34 [  ] 35-40 [  ] 40-above [   ] (Please tick your age) 

 

4. Residence Status:  On-Campus         Off-Campus 

Section B: Information needs 

5. Why do you need and seek information and sources of information? (Please tick 

where appropriate) 

a. For my day to day studies    [  ] 

b. For updating my knowledge   [  ] 

c. For writing assignments    [  ] 

d. To prepare for examinations   [  ] 

e. For writing my Research project/proposal [  ] 

f. Other (Please specify) -------------------------------------------------------------- 

Section C: Information sources 

6. Do you prefer printed information sources like (Books) or online/digital 

information sources like (Internet based information?)  Please tick the 

appropriate. 

a. Printed sources    [  ] 

b. Online digital sources    [  ]   

6.b. If you prefer printed information sources, which ones do you prefer? (Please tick 

the appropriate?-You can tick more than one) 

a. Textbooks      [  ] 

b. Short loan books     [  ] 

c. Journals      [  ] 

 

 

 

 



88 

 

d. Reference books     [  ] 

e. Newspapers     [  ] 

(Other please specify)--------------------------------------------------------------------- 

6.C. If you prefer electronic information sources, which ones do you prefer: (Please 

tick all which are appropriate) 

a. E-books     [  ] 

b. E-journals     [  ] 

c. Search engine (e.g. Google)   [  ]  

d. Google scholar    [  ] 

e. Subscription database   [  ] 

(Other please specify---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

7. Where do you obtain your information to assist you in writing your assignments 

and project proposal? (Please tick whichever is appropriate). 

a) Mzuzu University Library      [  ] 

b) Departmental library      [  ] 

c) The Internet      [  ] 

d) From friends      [  ] 

e) From the lecturer      [  ] 

Other (please explain) -------------------------------------------------------------------- 

8. If the answer to question 4 is the Internet, where do you access it? (Tick which is 

appropriate-you can tick more than once) 

a. Mzuzu University library Internet room   [  ] 

b. ICT department computer laboratory   [  ] 

c. American corner      [  ] 

d. My mobile phone      [  ] 

e. Internet Cafes in Town     [  ]   

f. From friends      [  ] 

 

Other (please specify) -------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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9. Which sources of information do you rely upon most for your course work and 

research activity?(Please tick one for each) 

 A lot Some Never 

Library open shelf 

books 

   

 

Library journal 

   

 

Internet 

   

Lecture notes 
   

Textbooks 
   

Research 

projects/theses  

   

Short loan books 
   

 

Section D: Information seeking behaviour 

10. Which information seeking activity/-ies do you use first when starting your 

search for information? 

a. Search the Web e.g. Google    [  ] 

b. Search Library website     [  ] 

c. Browsing the library shelves    [  ] 

d. Consult friend      [  ] 

e. Consult a lecturer      [  ] 

f. Consult recommended list    [  ] 

g. Consult reference list at the end of article  [  ] 

Other (please specify) ------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

11.  How do you generally conduct your search for information? ------------------ 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(Explain briefly the steps that you undertake) 

12. Please indicate by selecting the sources or channels listed below that you consult 

to locate information. 

a. Use Online catalogue (OPAC)    [  ] 

b. Search engine (e.g. Google)    [  ] 

c. Indexing database      [  ] 

d. Asking the librarian     [  ] 

e. Index at the back of a book    [  ] 

f. By using periodical indexes    [  ] 

Other (Please specify) ------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

13. How often do you use each of the following information seeking activities? 

 

  

Never 

 

Seldom 

 

Often 

Very 

often 

 

Search engines, e.g. Google     

Library’s website-e.g. e-journals, 

database 

    

Shelf browsing (print books, 

journals) 

    

Consult a classmate     

Consult a librarian     

Consult a lecturer’s recommended 

list 

    

Other (please specify) 
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14. How do you search for information on the web/Internet? Please tick any that is 

appropriate. 

 

a. Typing in a phrase       [  ] 

b. Using keywords       

 [  ] 

c. Combining keywords with Boolean operators (e.g. AND, OR & NOT)

 [  ] 

d. Using truncation method      

 [  ] 

e. Typing the full search term in the search box    [  ] 

 

Other (Please specify) ------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Section E: Conforming to Kulhthau’s ISP model of Information seeking behaviour 

15. How do you feel when you are about to start your search for information in 

general? (Please tick/circle whichever is appropriate) 

a. Anxiety     [  ] 

b. Uncertain    [  ] 

c. Afraid of failing   [  ]  

d. Excited     [  ] 

e. Optimistic    [  ] 

f. Confused    [  ] 

g. Doubtful    [  ] 

h. Very Sure    [  ] 

(Others please specify)------------------------------------------------------------------- 

16. When you are given an assignment, what are your feelings before you start the 

information searching process (You can tick more than one). 

 

a. Anxiety     [  ] 

b. Uncertain    [  ] 

c. Optimistic    [  ] 

d. Afraid of failing   [  ] 
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e. Doubtful    [  ] 

f. Very Sure    [  ] 

g. Excited     [  ] 

h. Confused    [  ] 

(Other please specify)--------------------------------------------------------------------- 

17. When you do not locate/find what you are looking for, how best can you describe 

your feelings? (Please tick which is appropriate) 

 

a. Frustrated     [  ] 

b. Down     [  ] 

c. Confused     [  ] 

d. Angry with myself    [  ] 

e. Desperate     [  ] 

(Others please specify)------------------------------------------------------------------- 

18. If I fail to search/get the desired topic or information I was looking for, I 

generally…(Tick which is appropriate) 

 

 Strongly 

agree 

Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

Do not do anything      

Try another 

library/search engine 

     

Find from a friend      

Consult the lecturer 

responsible 

     

Change search 

terms/keywords 

     

Other please specify      
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19. How often, when seeking for information especially in the university library do 

you need help? (Please tick appropriate). 

 

a. Very often      [  ] 

b. Often      [  ] 

c. Sometimes      [  ] 

d. Seldom      [  ] 

e. Never      [  ] 

20. How do you feel when you search for the relevant information but you cannot 

have access to it. (Tick which is appropriate) 

 

a. Frustrated      [  ] 

b. Down      [  ] 

c. Uncertain      [  ] 

d. Not too sure     [  ] 

e. Confused      [  ] 

f. Disappointed     [  ] 

g. Like abandoning the search    [  ] 

(Other please specify)--------------------------------------------------------------------- 

21. When searching for information for an academic assignment, do you ever 

feel at some stage to give up on your search for information?     

      YES    

      NO 

If the answer is yes, why? --------------------------------------------------------------- 

22. What are your general feelings after the task of searching information for your 

assignment and writing your project proposal? 

a. Confident      [  ] 

b. Expectant      [  ] 

c. Irritated      [  ] 

d. Elated      [  ] 

e. Excited      [  ] 

f. Uncertain      [  ] 

g. Less confident     [  ] 
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(Other please specify)--------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Section F: Obstacles/Challenges to Information seeking 

23. What do you think is the major obstacle in the way of meeting your information 

needs? (Tick the appropriate) 

 

 Strongly 

agree 

Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

Lack of time      

Unwillingness of library 

staff to help 

     

Confusion because of 

too much information 

     

Financial problem 

(cannot surf internet) 

     

Inadequacy of library 

opening hours 

     

Not able to use Internet 

(lack of skill) 

     

Lack of essential 

textbooks 

     

Important books are on 

short loan 

     

Other (please specify)      

Thank you very much for taking your time to answer this questionnaire. 

 

 

 

 

 


