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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to examine information seeking behavior of visually
impaired people using the library. This study also seeks to discover how visu-
ally impaired people use libraries whilst analyzing the barriers and problems
they experience, and whether libraries actually meet their needs. The Research
Jframework of this study followed the Sense-Making theory, which is problem-
solving oriented. Subjects for this research were chosen from the visually
impaired users of the National Taiwan Library (NTL). This study used semi-
structured interviews and questionnaires to collect data, including 23 individu-
al interviewees (15 were blind, 8 were partially sighted, aged from 24 to 83) and
280 participants for the survey study (210 were blind, 70 were partially sighted,
aged from 9 to 67). Based on the results, the authors of this paper offered some
practical suggestions to NTL for the quality and service of collections, librarians,
services, and equipments and environments. The authors also offered some sug-
gestions to visual disability service units and government departments in order to
serve as references for improving services for visually impaired people.

Keywords: Visually impaired people; National Taiwan Library; Sense-Making
theory, Information seeking behavior; Public libraries.

SUMMARY

Motivation and Objective

The purpose of this study is to examine information seeking behavior of
visually impaired people using the library. This study also seeks to discover how
visually impaired people use libraries whilst analyzing the barriers and problems

* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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they experience, and whether libraries actually meet their needs. The research
framework of this study followed the Sense-Making theory, which is problem-
solving oriented. The theory of Sense-Making has been developed by Brenda
Dervin and colleagues since 1972. It is defined as a methodology for studying
from the perspective of the user, focusing on the process, and examining how us-
ers construct sense and meanings of their experiences. Subjects for this research
were chosen from the visually impaired users of the National Taiwan Library (NTL).
The results of the study were analyzed for future service evaluation, and recommen-
dations were given for improving NTL’s services for visually impaired people.

Literature Review

1. Information seeking behavior of visually impaired people

The information needs of visually impaired people cover daily life, includ-
ing medical and health related problems, career, curriculum, study, social issues,
government affairs, and others, such as information for self improvement, self
confidence, self assessment, knowledge for specific areas, and spiritual growth.
Barriers to impede visually impaired people seeking information can be summa-
rized from four different aspects: individual disability, human relations problem,
deficiency of information media, and environmental limitation.

2. Public library services to visually impaired people

The problems of public library services to visually impaired people general-
ly include the followings: (1) visually impaired people cannot normally have their
needs met by a one-stop contact; (2) new services developed by the mainstream
operation may remain unknown to blind and partially sighted people; (3) there is
an overreliance on voluntary workers’ goodwill; (4) visually impaired people may
not benefit from the professional skills of librarians (Kinnell & Creaser, 2001).
Library programs for visually impaired people in Taiwan were developed 30 years
later than those developed in the western countries about a hundred years ago.
Therefore, there are several problems to be overcome concerning staff, budget,
material collection, law restriction, insufficient or outdated equipments, etc. (Lu,
Tze-Ling, 1991; Kuo, Li-Ling, 1994; Weng, Wang-chen, 2002).

3. Sense-making approach

Sense-Making is implemented within the Sense-Making triangle, which
encapsulates the Sense-Making metaphor in a picture of the human (individu-
ally or collectively) moving from a situation (time-space) across a gap by mak-
ing a bridge, and moving onto the other side of the bridge. The three points of
this triangle are situation, gap/bridge, and outcome. Sense-Making assumes that
the resource which sense-makers use is seen as leading to useful outcomes and



312 Journal of Educational Media & Library Sciences 47 : 3 (Spring 2010)

sometimes to hurtful and non-useful outcomes. The foundational interviewing
approach, the one most aligned with Sense-Making’s theory, is called the micro-
moment time-line interview. The respondent is examined in detailed along the
basic time-line in a situation and then asked to choose the most important event,
question, or contact in relation to identifiable outcome (Dervin, 1999a, 1999b).

Methodology

This study used both semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to col-
lect data. At the beginning, the research was conducted using purposeful sam-
pling method. The authors selected and interviewed 23 volunteers obtained from
the reader records of 2007 to analyze the visually impaired users’ behaviors in the
NTL library. Next, the authors designed a questionnaire based on the interview
results for 1,025 visually impaired borrowers from 2005 to 2007 by employing
the stratified sampling method. The borrowers were divided into four groups,
which are people who had 72 times, 36 times, 18 times, and less than 18 times of
borrowing records within 3 years. The sampling was conducted with 5% confi-
dence interval and 95% confident level for the population. As a result, there were
280 library users (210 were blind, 70 were partially sighted, aged from 9 to 67)
participated in the second phase of the study.

Results and Conclusion

The results of the study can be summarized and categorized as follows:
1.0bjectives of the visually impaired library user:

(1)The subjects used libraries mainly to meet the information needs of
their daily lives. Other motives were to obtain knowledge, to improve
one’s self and spirit, or to seek comfort of mind. The major reasons for
reduced use or stopped use of libraries were because the subjects had
little or no time and had chosen to use the Internet.

(2)Experiences of the visually impaired as a library user:

a. In 2008, the subjects mostly used NTL and visual disability service
units in the colleges where they studied. The major reasons for re-
duced use or stopped use of libraries were that the subjects had little
or no time and chosen to use the Internet.

b. 95.7% of the subjects thought that NTL met their information needs
or helped them. On the other hand, a major reason of dissatisfaction
was that the materials found were not up to the users’ expectations.

c. As compared with other libraries in use by the subjects, NTL may
benefit from improvement in following four areas: better collection
development, details in cataologing, introduction of collection, and
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media packages.

d. Past experience of using NTL had an effect for subjects in their pref-
erences for using NTL. When there was negative past experience,
the subjects revealed that they would choose to use more than one
library, use other libraries, stop using NTL completely, or think that
NTL was not important for them.

e. The major types of media for the subjects to acquire information
were audio materials (tapes or MP3), the Internet, and the text files.
Various media were used with different frequencies and the study
shows that two out of five subjects rarely used the Internet on a daily
basis.

f. Gender, health, capability, and living conditions were found to make
a difference on subjects’ use of the reading media, libraries/visual
disability service units, and NTL’s services and equipments.

(3)Deficiency or lack of proper media was the most common obstacle
for the subjects in their use of libraries, whilst looking for help from a
librarian was found to be one of the most common ways to solve this
problem.

(4)Visually impaired users’ expectations of NTL: For the subjects being
studied, the most important services were library lending services.
Therefore, enriched holdings, new collections, and better quality of
collections are the areas that should be improved.

(5)To some subjects, NTL was only one of many resources they would
use. To some, without services from NTL there would be a significant
reduction in resources that they could use, especially in the recreational
materials that are made available to them. In other words, NTL may
play a major role in the subjects’ life and work.

2.A service strategy of meeting the needs of the visually impaired: The
visually impaired look forward to an increase in the collections of novels,
essays, information on health and medical treatments, inspirations,
reference works, applied materials for living in general, and magazines.
The subjects also expressed that they hope these resources can be provided
by MP3 format and as Internet resources, and suggest the digital texts can
be made available to them by traditional mail, Internet, or e-mail.

3.Priorities for service improvement: The subjects believed that service
for information retrieval has the highest priority; cooperation with other
libraries and reading services for visually impaired come in the second;
paid express services and study groups are the third from the list of the
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priorities. It is also noted that gender, health, level of ability, and living
conditions were found to influence the frequency of using NTL and the
degrees to which NTL’s services were needed.

Suggestions

Based on the results, the authors offered some suggestions to NTL, including
the following aspects: 1. Library collection: The library should enhance medical
and health collections, reference books, daily life application collections; produce
or purchase MP3 resources, sound CDs, and brailed books; keep informed of the
publishing market; digitize the recording collections; stay alert for new arrivals
and provide brief introduction of the library collections; and provide multimedia
collections; 2. Librarians: Librarians who serve visually impaired people should
strengthen professional services and share their experiences with other organiza-
tions; 3. Library services: The library should expand services to those visually
impaired people who are not qualified to get handicapped identifications; propose
programs of library instructions and relevant computer learning courses; design
new services; integrate online resources; promote programs of visually impaired
services, and cooperate with other libraries; 4. Equipments: Proper hardware
and software equipments should be purchased; 5. Facilities: Handicapped user
friendly facilities and an easily accessible environment in and outside of the
library building should be created and improved.

Based on this study, the authors also offered some suggestions to other
libraries, visual disability service units, and government authorities to serve
as references for improving services for visually impaired people. The sug-
gestions include: 1. For other libraries and charitable organizations: Regulate
feasible and flexible loan rules, display floor plan of collection location, converge
the social resources initiatively, and communicate with other libraries; 2. For
government authorities: Assign a designated government unit to integrate all rel-
evant resources, impose rules and standards, be responsible for the entire budget
allocation and manpower distribution; the unit should also integrate medical and
health systems, manage affairs among census offices, libraries, visually impaired
schools, and concerned charitable organizations.
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