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A Study of the Information Seeking Behavior of Communication
Graduate Students in Their Research Processes
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Abstract

Thesis is the research outcome that a graduate student spends most of his or her time and energies
to achieve. Therefore, the research process of student’s thesis writing is an important topic to be
investigated. The main purpose of this study is to explore graduate students’ information seeking
behavior during the process of thesis writing. Ten graduate students in the field of communication
were interviewed, and their information horizon maps as well as bibliographical references were
analyzed also. Results showed that the library, as a formal channel, is the primary source for graduate
students. The documents that they used most often were theses and dissertations, monographs, and
journals. In addition to the formal channels, social network also played as a very important role in
students’ research process. The networks even changed their information seeking behaviors in formal
channels. Students reported several problems encountered in the research process, such as lacking
of the background knowledge of the interdisciplinary, being unable to find out the core and relevant
documents from the search results, etc. In conclusion, graduate students’ information seeking behavior
changed at different stages in the research process.

Keywords: Information Horizon; Information Seeking Behavior; Communication Studies; Graduate
Students; Research Process
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The degree thesis is a requirement that
a graduate student spends most of his or her
time and energies to accomplish. In general,
formulating a research topic, writing up the
proposal and the final thesis are tasks that
students have to complete in the thesis research
process. Research process is a series of activities
in which a researcher encounters problems and
figures out ways to solve the problems. Studies
found that experienced researchers and graduate
students have different information needs and
use different information gathering methods
during their research processes. Graduate
students usually encounter difficulties in the

selection, search, and evaluation of information.

The information seeking behavior of graduate
students is an important topic worthy of
investigation.

Communication graduate students were
selected as the target in this study. As a multi-
disciplinary field, communication studies focus
on issues related to information transmission
and distribution. This study explored
communication graduate students’ information
seeking behavior during the process of thesis
writing. The research questions included the
following: What are the sources of information
in the graduate students’ thesis research in
communication studies? How do they rate the
importance and convenience of those sources?

What types of documents do they use? How do
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they acquire the needed documents? Does their
information seeking behavior vary in different

periods of thesis writing?

2. Methodology

The research process of thesis writing
was divided into three stages in this study: the
thesis topic formulating stage, the proposal
writing stage, and the post-proposal defense
stage. Ten graduate students from the College
of Communication, National Cheng-chih
University, were interviewed. Five majored
in journalism and five majored in radio
and television. All of the interviewees had
successfully passed the proposal defense at the
time of this study. Each interview was about an
hour long and the conversations were recorded
for later analyses.

During the interviews, the students were
asked to draw an information horizon map to
depict the information sources consulted for
the thesis writing purposes. They were also
asked about the types of materials used during
the three stages. They were further asked to
rate the importance and convenience of the
sources and document types on a scale of O to
10 points. Finally, each participant was asked
to provide the bibliography of his/her thesis
proposal and explained where he/she acquired

the documents.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1 The Thesis Topic Formulating Stage

Most participants reported that they
developed their thesis topics out of coursework.
To avoid repeating a prior research and to evaluate
the feasibility of a proposed topic, they used the
physical library collections, library databases,
and the National Digital Library of Theses and
Dissertations in Taiwan for literature surveys.
Social networks are also important in this period.
Participants consulted the advisors, senior students
who had gone through the processes, and peer
classmates to decide on their thesis topics. Internet
is another source for information that requires
timeliness and updatedness, especially that of the
current industry practices, e.g., reviews of the
film awards, status quo of the communication
industries. Among the sources, the National
Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations in
Taiwan was rated as the most important; the
Internet was rated as the most convenient.

Participants used monographs and internet
resources more often during this period. They
reported that monographs provided fundamental
concepts and useful references. Theses were
rated as the most important document type,
followed by books, journals, reference tools,
and internet resources. Although the internet
resources were rated as the most convenient
document type, its importance was not inferiorly

rated in comparison to other document types.
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3.2 The Proposal Writing Stage

At this stage the participants needed a
large number of documents. They used various
sources to gather information. Most participants
reported that the university library on campus
is the major and the most important source.
They also used the National Central Library
and other university libraries. For participants
whose thesis topics were about the communication
industries and social issues, websites of the interested
topics were another important source. Only a
few participants mentioned that they obtained
information from their advisors and peer colleagues.
The importance of social networks in this period was
less than that in thesis topic formulating.

Participants rated journals as the most
important document type at this stage, followed
by books, theses, internet resources, and
reference tools. And the most convenient

document type was Internet resources.

3.3 The Post-Proposal Defense Stage
Participants reported that their information
seeking activities decreased after their
thesis proposals were approved. In response
to comments from the thesis committee,
participants either had to modify the research
designs or expand the literature review.
Participants used the same search strategies as
in the previous stages. Advisors, libraries, and

Internet were the main sources at this stage.
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3.4 Document Search Strategies

As mentioned above, participants
developed thesis topics from coursework. To
identify and locate relevant documents, many
participants reported that they typically started
with the textbooks and other books they read in
the courses. They used the bibliographies of the
books to identify potential literatures. Keyword
search was carried out when searching in
databases and the Internet. But keyword selection
varied in different stages. Broader and conceptual
terms were used in the topic formulating stage,
while more specific and focused terms were used

in the proposal writing stage.

3.5 Difficulties Encountered during the
Research Process

The thesis topics of several participants
were of the multi-disciplinary nature. For
example, one participant studied news of
medical technologies, and the other studied
the digitization of cable TV. During the
topic formulating stage, these participants
encountered difficulties in gaining knowledge of
the other subject fields that were unfamiliar to
them but were highly relevant to their research.
They had to collect and read a large number of
documents, and the major difficulties lie in the
potential misunderstanding of key concepts and
in missing the core documents of those fields.

Participants modified and adjusted research
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focus during the proposal writing stage. Their
difficulties included the identification of truly
relevant documents from a bulk of literatures of
potential relevancy.

The library was a major resource of
information. However, it might fail to supply
the needed documents at the right time. Due to
the multi-disciplinary nature of communication
studies, the core and classic literatures of
this field were also popular for students from
other fields like marketing and management.
Some participants were unfamiliar with library
databases. Keywords search in those databases
could become a problem when participants had
to search for multilingual documents.

Based on the findings of this study,
Figure 1 shows the variation of sources that the

communication studies graduate students used

in the different stages of thesis research. Figure

2 shows the variation of document types.

4. Conclusion

This study investigates communication
studies graduate students’ information
seeking behaviors during their thesis research.
Variations existed in sources and document
types in different stages. For example,
advisors were one of the major sources in the
stage of topic formulation, but it became less
importance when students started to write up
the proposals. It again became an important
source after the proposal was approved.
Besides, while monographs were used most
often in topic formulation, journal became the
most frequently used document type in the

proposal writing stage. Keyword selection in
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Figure 1. Information Sources Consulted at Exploratory Stage



A Study of the Information Seeking Behavior of Communication Graduate Students in Their Research Processes

@ Monographs

M Reference books

A Journals

X Theses & Dissertations

X Web resources

10
X
9 X
> |
§ 8 4,
<
6
5
5 6 7 8
Importance

10

Figure 2. Information Sources Consulted at Writing Stage

database search also varied in different stages.
Context, situation, and social networks were
found to be major factors which affect graduate
students’ information seeking behavior during
their research processes.

Although students rated Internet as the
most convenient source in information seeking,
the library remained the most important
source in various stages of the thesis research.
However, participants reported several problems
in using library resources. Library would
need to enhance their information services
and instructional programs to assist graduate
students to achieve their research goals.

This study employed in-depth interviews
combining information horizon maps drawn by
interviewees. We considered the methodology
effective in studying information seeking

behavior. We also recommend that future
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studies may focus on students’ information
seeking behavior in the last stage of thesis
writing so that fuller understanding may be

achieved.
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