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Introduction
The ability of individuals to acquire information whether for personal or academic purposes 
has been of paramount importance (Ferran-Ferrer, Minguillion & Perez 2013; Sookhtanlo, 
Mohammadi & Rezvanfar 2009). In order to facilitate the availability of information to targeted 
users, information providers over the years have come up with information structures known 
as information systems. These information systems provide structures of data and information 
organisation in print and electronic forms to help information access (Ikoja-Odango & Mostert 
2006). Previously, the major concern was how information seekers used information systems 
rather than needs and behaviour that individuals displayed when interacting with the systems 
(Wilson 2000).

However, there has been a paradigm shift from studying information systems to information-
seeking behaviour. For example, in the middle of the 20th century, the Royal Society Scientific 
Information Conference (1948) gave birth to the modern study of human information behaviours in 
the process of seeking information. The conference expressed the need for scientific researchers to 
understand how people use information in relation to their work (Wilson 2000). In the 1960s, library 
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information researchers extended the concept of information-
seeking behaviour to other professions (Guclu & Can 2015). 
Information behaviours involve the identification of an 
information needs, seeking information to satisfy the needs 
and information-seeking  behaviours that are manifested 
during the process of information seeking and use, and 
channels used in the process of information seeking 
(Ferran-Ferrer et al. 2013; Kuhlthau 1993; Shyu & Pern 2013). 
Wilson’s 1999 model of information behaviour explains that 
information-seeking behaviour is a subset of information 
behaviour and information search is a subset of information- 
seeking behaviour (Adio & Arinola 2012). Ikoja-Odongo and 
Mostert (2006) add that information-seeking behaviour as a 
subset of information behaviour involves understanding of 
how people seek information and use it, what channels they 
use to find information and what the factors are that encourage 
and discourage the use of information. Individuals perform 
specific actions in order to satisfy their information needs 
(Savolainen 2007; Tella 2009).

Studies in information behaviour and information seeking 
help in identifying information needs, understanding of 
factors that influence the use of information and challenges 
that users face when seeking information, thereby helping to 
design good information services (Adio & Arinola 2012; 
Khalil-Maliki & Azhar 2011; Singhi & Rani 2013; Whitmire 
2001). In addition, studies in information-seeking behaviour 
help information providers to come up with appropriate 
information systems that may enhance information access 
for different groups of users for improved performance 
(Ferran-Ferrer et al. 2013; Ikoja-Odongo & Mostert 2006). 
For,  example, in the security domain, understanding the 
information-seeking seeking behaviour of police officers has 
the potential to enhance security through the provision of the 
information environment that responds to their security 
needs (Guclu & Can 2015).

Undergraduate students have different information needs 
and they display different information behaviours when 
searching information to satisfy their needs. These 
information behaviours are influenced by different factors 
(Nwobasi, Uwa & Ossai-Onah 2013). Mizrachi and Bates 
(2013) state that:

… different information styles may be more of a result of cognitive 
and affective differences and students have individualist 
approach to their information behaviours … driven by 
accessibility, urgency and work flow factors … [and also] … 
affected by individual personalities and affections as well as by 
time pressures and constrains. (p. 1605)

More so, literature shows that undergraduate students have 
different information needs, display different information 
behaviour and encounter various challenges when meeting 
their needs because of different reasons (Baro, Onyenania & 
Osaheni 2010; Chaura 2014; Karas & Green 2007; Saad & 
Zainab 2009; Sookhtanlo, Mohammadi & Rezvanfar 2009). It 
is for the aforementioned reasons that a study was conducted 
to understand the information-seeking behaviour of a unique 
group of students (security studies) in Malawi. This was 

done in spite of numerous studies that have been conducted 
to demystify the information-seeking behaviours of students 
in different countries and fields of studies (Baro et al. 2010; 
Chaura 2014; Karas & Green 2007; Saad & Zainab 2009; 
Sookhtanlo et al. 2009).

Problem statement
The problem of this study arises from two scenarios. Firstly, 
one of the researchers who is also a lecturer in the Centre for 
Security Studies has on several occasions noted students’ 
confusion each time they are given an assignment. For 
instance, despite being provided with a list of recommended 
and prescribed texts (information sources) for the course, and 
the assignments in particular, students still come back to the 
lecturers to seek further clarifications and advice on how to 
find suitable information. In addition, students have pointed 
out that there is usually very little information on security 
issues on the Internet because security issues are considered 
to be sensitive. Secondly, the other two researchers who are 
qualified library professionals and lecturers in the Department 
of Library and Information Science at Mzuzu University 
have noted that some students seem to be more confused 
when using information resources in the library and from 
other sources such as the Internet. The students usually flood 
the Readers Service Librarian Office seeking help on issues 
related to information seeking. It is against this backdrop that 
this study was conducted to demystify the information- 
seeking behaviour of undergraduate students, with security 
studies as a case study. Despite preliminary literature 
showing that a study on information behaviour was 
conducted by Chaura (2014) at Mzuzu University, this study 
differs from that of Chaura (2014) in that he investigated the 
information behaviour of all students from all departments 
and left out students from the Centre of Security Studies, 
perhaps because it was not within the scope of his study. 
Several studies show that students have different information 
needs and display different information-seeking behaviours 
(Baro et al. 2010; Chaura 2014; Karas & Green 2007; Saad & 
Zainab 2009; Sookhtanlo et al. 2009); hence, there is a need to 
understand the information-seeking behaviour of security 
studies students in this study.

In light of the research gap, the study was guided by three 
research questions as follows:

•	 What are the information needs of security studies 
students at Mzuzu University?

•	 What are the information sources and information seeking 
patterns of security studies students at Mzuzu University?

•	 What are the challenges that affect security studies 
students’ access and use of information at Mzuzu 
University?

Literature review
Information needs of students
Kuhlthau (1993:161) defines information need as any gap 
between an individual’s knowledge about a problem and 
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what an individual needs to know in order to effectively 
solve an existing problem. Students in university need 
information to meet their academic, professional and 
personal needs. Therefore, it is certain that an information 
need is a driving force behind an individual’s desire to seek 
information (Ajiboye & Tella 2007; Chaura 2014; Kakai, 
Ikoja-Odongo & Kigonga-Bukenya 2004). For example, 
Kakai et al. (2004) reported that students at Makerere 
University in Uganda needed information to prepare for 
examinations and tests, to complement lecture notes and 
to  accomplish research projects in order to fulfil their 
information needs. In a similar study, Ajiboye and Tella 
(2007) found that university students rated academic 
information as the most sought-after information, followed 
by personal development information which was not noted 
in an earlier study by Kakai et al. (2004).

Furthermore, studies conducted by Oladokun and Aina 
(2009) on information needs of continuing students at the 
University of Botswana and Chawinga and Zozie (2016) on 
information needs of open and distance learners at Mzuzu 
University, found that students mainly needed information 
to accomplish their course activities and general educational 
purposes. For example, students sought information for 
further studies and sources of scholarship and information 
for job opportunities. It is noted through literature review 
that university students, whether full time or distant 
students, mostly need information to satisfy their academic 
needs (see Chawinga & Zozie 2016; Kakai et al. 2004; Nkomo, 
Ocholla & Jacobs 2011; Oladokun & Aina 2009).

Information sources and information-
seeking patterns
An information source is an important component of the 
concept or process in the domain of information seeking. 
Previously, a library was the key source of information for 
most of the university students. However, the Internet has 
now overtaken the library and is surely proving to be the 
most used source of information (Vezzosi 2009:69). Other 
studies have shown that the Internet is the most common 
source of information for university students in various 
countries, such as Israel (Greenberg & Bar-llan 2014), 
Botswana (Ajiboye & Tella 2007) and Malawi (Chawinga & 
Zozie 2016). However, credible online information sources 
are rarely consulted by students. For example, Nkomo et al.’s 
(2011) study revealed a low exploitation of websites or online 
databases that hosted scholarly materials. In addition to the 
Internet, other resources include lecture notes, lecturers, 
colleagues and library resources (Baro et al. 2010; Chawinga 
& Zozie 2016; Oladokun & Aina 2009).

Challenges that affect access and use 
of information
The majority of prior research has shown that university 
students’ information-seeking activities and use are 
affected by several challenges. In their study, Abrahamson 
and Goodman-Delahunty (2014:9) found that one of the 
impediments to information sharing within the policing 

sector in Canada is unwillingness by some officers to share 
critical information ‘due to personal attitudes, values, beliefs, 
and/or actions’. In addition, students’ ability to identify 
credible sources of information online is another reason. 
Prior studies, such as the ones by Nkomo et al. (2011) in two 
South African universities and Karobilli, Malliadri and 
Zapounidou (2011) in Israel, reveal that students unknowingly 
used online databases and websites that do not host credible 
information resources and rarely used scholarly databases or 
e-journals for their academic activities. Furthermore, Duncan 
and Holtslander (2012) noted students’ inability to formulate 
keywords as search terms or phrases as an outstanding 
challenge. Similarly, Bhatti (2008) reported that students 
usually face difficulties in finding library materials in shelves. 
Chaura (2014:25) concluded that ‘lack of information literacy 
skills was the reason students fail to find relevant materials to 
satisfy their information needs’.

Theoretical framework: The 
information search process model
Lester (2005:461) argues that theoretical frameworks help 
researchers to competently answer the why questions which 
the researcher can simply guess or fail to offer any meaningful 
explanation to the outcomes of the study. There are many and 
well-accepted models used to study information-seeking 
behaviour in various social settings. Information-seeking 
behaviour models were developed to help researchers 
understand circumstances that predict actions by individuals 
seeking information. Some of such notable models include 
those by Wilson (1981), Krikelas (1983) and Kuhlthau (1993). 
This study is underpinned by a rather very old but still very 
relevant model called the information search process (ISP) 
model, which was propounded by Kuhlthau (1993). The key 
motivational factor behind the development of the ISP model 
was an observation by Kuhlthau about high school students’ 
seemingly confusion and anxiety when searching information 
in the library for accomplishing school assignments in the 
United States of America (Kuhlthau 1993). This model 
provides an overview of the information search experience 
by the user at the cognitive (thoughts), affective (feelings) 
and physical (actions) levels. According to Byström and 
Jarvelin (1995:192), as individuals search for information, 
they experience three realms of activity: physical (action 
taken), affective (feelings experienced) and cognitive 
(thoughts about processes and content).

The process of information search is viewed through six 
stages: task initiation, selection, exploration, focus formulation, 
collection and presentation (Kuhlthau, Heinström & Todd 
2008). As individuals go through the six stages of ISP, they also 
experience the cognitive, affective and specific actions that come 
into play with varying intensities depending on the phase in the 
information process. For instance, individuals experience 
feelings of ‘uncertainty, frustration and confusion’ in the early 
phases of task initiation. However, as individuals go through 
the other phases, such as focus formulation, they report feeling 
confident and convinced of the information gathered. Therefore, 
the ISP model provides a holistic perspective of the information 
users (Kundu 2017:399)
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The ISP model was preferred over other existing information-
seeking models because of its ability to address all research 
questions of this study. More importantly, the model has been 
successfully used by many previous studies to understand 
the information-seeking behaviour of undergraduate students 
(Chaura 2014; Hildegard 2006). Kuhlthau et al. (2008:68) 
concluded that an ISP is a task model of information behaviour 
that describes how people search information to accomplish a 
task within a specific period of time. The model espouses that 
there is always uncertainty when an individual starts the 
process of searching information and such an  uncertainty 
diminishes as an understanding increases. Figure 1 presents 
a summary of the ISP model.

Methodology
In investigating the research questions, we employed a case 
study method because the contextual nature of the study 
required that an in-depth examination of the problem should 
be carried out (Punch 1998:150). Thus, in order to investigate 
the complex issues surrounding information-seeking 
behaviour of security studies students, we collected both 
qualitative and quantitative data, a technique referred to as 
mixed methods by the research community (Muijs 2010:8).

Target population
In the study data from security studies students at Mzuzu 
University were collected. There were only level 1, level 2 and 
level 3 students when data were collected. Level 4 students 
had recently finished their studies and thus it was not possible 
for the researchers to collect data from this group. All students 
in the three levels were included in the study. The age range of 
the respondents in this study was 25–40 years. All the students 
in the centre are referred to as ‘upgrading students’, meaning 
that they qualify to join the university by considering their 
work experience in the security sector in addition to having 
good grades in the Malawi School Certificate of Education 
(MSCE). The programme is flexible such as that students could 
exit or graduate with diplomas at year 2 or with a bachelor’s 
degree at level 4. Most of the students are drawn from state 
security bodies, such as the Malawi Army, the Malawi Police 
Service, Malawi Prisons, the Department of Immigration and 
the National Intelligence Bureau.

Data collection: Questionnaires and focus 
group discussions
To collect qualitative and quantitative data, two data 
collection instruments – a questionnaire and a focus group 
interview guide – were used. The questionnaire mostly 
collected quantitative data and it mainly included closed-
ended questions where the respondents were required to tick 
answers that were applicable to their information-seeking 
activities. The questionnaire for quantitative data were 
custom made specifically to solicit necessary information 
from students from the security sector. Apart from the 
background information section which had five preliminary 
questions, the questionnaire had three sections that solicited 
data on various aspects of students’ information-seeking 
activities. The first section solicited data on the information 
needs of security studies students’ information needs, the 
second section gathered data on information sources 
and  seeking patterns of security studies students and the 
final section had a set of questions that collected data on the 
challenges that security studies students faced in accessing 
and using information from various sources and formats.

We conducted focus group discussions (FGDs) with students 
from each of the three classes. FGD 1 (level 1) had six 
members, FGD 2 (level 2) had five members and FGD 3 
(level 3) had six members. While our intention was to record 
discussions from each group, only FGD 1 members accepted 
to be recorded, whereas FGD 2 and FGD 3 members did not 
provide their consent to record the discussions. Thus, we 
only took notes for FGD 2 and FGD 3. On average, each 
group session lasted between 38 and 50 min. Although many 
prior similar studies had used interviews to gather qualitative 
data, we opted for focus groups for two key reasons. 
Firstly, focus groups have been heralded ‘to be very effective 
in drawing upon respondents’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, 
experiences’ (Kurniawan, Mahmud & Nugroho 2006:991). 
Secondly, focus groups have the ability to encourage 
participants to collectively reflect more on the topic than 
what they would do in individual interviews (Morgan 1997) 
because as participants listen to other members, they tend 
to  reflect on their opinions and beliefs and contribute to 
the  topic with more fresh and better ideas. Focus groups 

Source: Kuhlthau, C., Maniotes, L. & Caspari, A., 2012, Guided inquiry design: A framework for inquiry in your school, Libraries Unlimited, California

FIGURE 1: Summary of the information search process model.
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questions were guided by the key themes of the study, 
which included information needs, information seeking and 
patterns and challenges that affect security studies students’ 
information-seeking behaviour.

Sampling techniques
A purposive non-probability sampling technique was used 
to select respondents for the questionnaire because the 
researchers were targeting security studies students only as 
rich data sources, given the nature of the research questions 
of this study. On the other hand, it was not possible to include 
every participant in the FGD. The respondents were sampled 
through convenient sampling, were security studies students 
from the security bodies and were selected based on their 
availability, willingness to participate and easy access 
(Etikan, Musa & Alkassim 2016).

Data analysis
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
software was used to analyse quantitative data by producing 
frequencies and percentages. In our opinion, Microsoft Excel 
produces more appealing figures and charts than SPSS; 
hence, some data were exported from SPSS to Microsoft 
Excel to produce charts and figures that could depict the 
frequencies and percentages. Qualitative data collected 
through focus groups were analysed thematically. Thematic 
analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting 
patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke 2006). Data 
collected through FGDs were also transcribed into a word 
document. In the present study, thematic analysis was 
performed through identifying commonly recurring and 
prevalent themes, which assisted in answering the research 
questions. Both qualitative and quantitate data were 
analysed through the lens of the ISP model (Kuhlthau 1993). 
To arrive at more credible and objective conclusions from 
the  study, we validated (or triangulated) quantitative data 
collected through questionnaires and qualitative data 
collected through focus groups.

Ethical consideration	
Ethical clearance was obtained from the Director of Research 
at Mzuzu University, Malawi.

Results and discussion
Information needs of security studies students
Students were asked to indicate the reasons they need 
information in their general life affairs. The results showed 
that most students with a score of 85 (98.8%) need information 
mainly for accomplishing academic activities, followed by 
information for career development, which was cited by 
54  (62.8%) students, and information for further education 
after diploma and degree programmes with a score of 
46 (53.5%). According to the findings, it is logical to conclude 
that students mind less about entertainment because only a 
small number of students with a score of 21 (24.4%) said that 

they needed information for general purposes, such as 
entertainment. Findings from the questionnaire are well 
supported by those from FGDs, as evidenced by a comment 
from one of the participants from FGD 1, who said: ‘we mostly 
seek information for assignments, and to pass examinations’. 
The current findings give credence to prior studies that have 
shown that students need information for academic activities 
more than for general purposes (Baro et al. 2010; Chaura 
2014; Kakai et al. 2004; Nkomo et al. 2011; Oladokun & Aina 
2009). This implies that the security studies students are 
active information seekers who are fully aware of the 
purpose  of collecting information. Furthermore, there is a 
manifestation of Kuhlthau’s model, sense of direction under 
the collection phase and also the documentation of pertinent 
information, as students seem to focus mostly on information 
for academic purposes (Kuhlthau et al. 2012).

Findings from FGDs also revealed that students need 
information to accomplish work tasks on security activities, 
as evidenced in the following comment from one of the three 
FGDs: ‘As a security studies students we need information 
to follow current affairs that will help us in decision making 
especially in careers such as intelligence’. This implies that 
being upgrading students they need information not only 
for academic purposes but also for their workplace. 
Information seeking and gathering is a key component of 
their work as they gather information related to criminal 
activities and general intelligence. The information gathering 
is useful for securing lives of individuals, property and also 
the state. It is clear from the study that much of the work in 
the security sector relies on information gathering. On the 
other hand, the focus on information for work purposes is a 
departure from the literature which argues that 
undergraduate students  focus on academic information 
(Chawinga & Zozie 2016; Kakai et al. 2004; Nkomo et al. 
2011; Oladokun & Aina 2009). Therefore, upgrading 
undergraduate students have additional information needs 
that go beyond their academic needs. Hence, there is a need 
to design information interventions that would enhance 
their information search experience, based on some of the 
pointers provided by Kuhlthau’s model.

Furthermore, results from the questionnaire revealed that a 
meager number of 22 (25.6%) students needed information 
for jobs seeking and 32 (37.2%) needed information for 
scholarship. Those who are self-sponsored students are most 
likely to look for information on scholarships, while those 
who are fully sponsored are less likely to do so. This may be 
attributed to the fact most of the students are already 
employed by the Malawi government as police officers, 
intelligence officers, prison officers, immigration officers and 
army officers and some are sponsored by the same 
government. Therefore, these students pursue security 
studies courses at Mzuzu University in order to add more 
knowledge and skills to improve their work and most likely 
to go through the ISP model as highlighted by Kuhlthau. 
Hence, there is the need to include specific interventions that 
would enhance learning of these students.
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As revealed in the preceding section, 85 (98.8%) students 
needed information for academic purposes. In that regard, a 
follow-up item required students to indicate the types of 
academic activities that they accomplished using the 
information they sought. The findings are presented in 
Figure 2. An analysis of the findings in Figure 2 reveals that 
most students need information to accomplish assignments, 
followed by end of semester examinations. Half of the 
students need information to prepare for mid-term tests. This 
agrees with our experience as lecturers. A few students need 
information for mid-term tests because most lecturers at 
Mzuzu University prefer administering written assignments 
(either group or individual) to students rather than mid-term 
tests. A cross-tabulation of the results revealed that most of 
the respondents who needed information for the research 
project were in level 3. Results from the FGDs showed that 
level 3 students needed this information because they were 
developing their proposals.

Information sources and seeking patterns
As revealed in the previous sections, most of the students 
needed information to accomplish various academic activities. 
We thus asked students to cite places where they seek 
information from. Results showed that the majority of 
students with a score of 77(89.5%) use the Internet as a 
source  of information, followed by friends and lecturers, 
which had a score of 64 (74.4%) each, and the departmental 
library with a score of 37 (43.0%). Only 32 (37.2%) students 
indicated that they seek information from the Mzuzu 
University Library. Results from the FGDs showed that most 
of the students did not use the library because it lacked books 
pertinent to their discipline. This is echoed in the following 
verbatim: ‘some library books are very few, so when you 
have an assignment and are given 2h only, to use the reserve 
books it is not adequate’, and another who agreed said: 
‘because of the shortage of the books we rely on the Internet’. 
Prior studies have also showed that students at Mzuzu 
University prefer Internet as a source of information. These 
findings are supported by a study on information-seeking 
behaviour of distance learning students at Mzuzu University 
by Chawinga and Zozie (2016), which found that 207 (80.5%) 
students used the Internet as a source of information. 

These  results give credence to anecdotal evidence that the 
Internet is overtaking the library as a source of information 
for students. There is a need to assist students to use credible 
Internet sources for information in order to reduce the use of 
credible sources as highlighted by Karobilli et al. (2011). The 
presence of the Internet is also an indication that the Internet 
is slowly replacing the use of hard copy textbook as one can 
access the information on the phone or laptop without 
physically visiting the library.

Overreliance on the Internet as a source of information in this 
study may also be attributed to network infrastructure with 
free high-speed Internet to students at Mzuzu University 
(Chawinga 2017; Chawinga & Zinn 2015, 2016; Chawinga & 
Zozie 2016).

Considering that the majority of students used Internet as 
a  source of information, we asked them to mention the 
places  from which they accessed it. The findings revealed 
that 66 (76.7%) students accessed the Internet via university 
computer laboratories, 63 (73.3%) accessed it through their 
mobile phones, 42 (48.8%) accessed it in the Mzuzu University 
Library Internet room, 16 (18.6%) accessed from friends’ 
phones and only 7 (8.1%) students indicated that they 
accessed it in the Mzuzu University American Corner. Focus 
group discussions revealed that students’ choices on where 
to access Internet were based on convenience from classes, 
speed of Internet and cost. Compared to the findings by 
Chawinga and Ngwira (2015), the use of the Mzuzu 
University American Corner as a source of Internet has 
drastically declined from 75% to 8.1%. Thus, its decline in use 
by students is attributed to the introduction of many 
computer laboratories within the teaching area with high-
speed Internet on Mzuzu University campus where students 
access Internet for free.

We asked students to indicate the information-seeking 
activities that they employ when starting an information 
search. Results presented in Table 1 show that the majority of 
students with scores of 76 (88.4%), 50 (58.2%) and 40 (46.6%) 
search the Internet first, consult classmates and browse the 
library shelves, respectively. These results give credence to 
the findings discussed in the previous sections about the 
popularly of the Internet where we reported that the Internet 
was the most preferred source of information by students. 
Greenberg and Bar-llan (2014) also found that students in 
Israeli universities mostly used search engines as a source of 
information. Again, the use of the library by students as a 
source of information is proved low because, according to the 
findings presented in Table 1, less than half of the students 
accessed the library. Worse still, the number of students 
who consulted the library staff as a starting point for their 
information search is very small, that is, 16 (18.6%). Given the 
linkage between their academic information search and work 
place, there may be a need to further explore this linkage. 
Therefore, there is a need to do further research to understand 
the security studies students’ use of the Mzuzu University 
Library, the linkage between academic information and their 
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work, and to devise strategies to boost its use. This is 
important because George, Bright and Hulbert (2006:1) 
advised that for a library to be able to provide better services 
meeting the needs of its users, there is a need to understand 
their information behaviours.

Kuhlthau’s ISP model highlights that individuals usually 
develop some feelings when they embark on an information 
search. These feelings include uncertainty, anxiety, optimism, 
confusion, frustration, doubt and relief (Kuhlthau 1993:43). 
In the current study, we asked students to indicate if they 
experienced these feeling during an information search, and 
the results are summarised in Figure 3. The results show that 
the common feelings that most students develop include 
anxiety, optimism, uncertainty and excitement, with scores of 
83 (96.5%), 79 (91.9%), 64 (74.4%) and 63 (73.3%), respectively. 
Results from FGDs showed that level 1 students developed 
confusion and doubt. The most interesting finding as 
presented in Figure 2 is that some students develop feelings 
that they will fail in an assignment. A further analysis of the 
results showed that the small number of students (7; 8.1%) 
who indicated that they feel that they can fail in an assignment 
were from level 1. The reason is that level 1 students are new 
in the university and are not very familiar with writing 
assignments and hence the feeling, whereas levels 2 and 3 
students are used to search information for accomplishing 
their assignments. In fact, results from FGDs showed that 
students in level 1 were less experienced in searching for 
information to accomplish their academic activities. This 
agrees well with Chaura’s (2014) study which found that 
senior students, especially those in level 3, are more likely to 
feel optimistic in passing an assignment because they 
(students) are accustomed to doing assignments.

The results therefore confirm some of Kuhlthau’s ISP elements 
(anxiety, optimism, uncertainty, excitement, confusion and 
doubt) and fail to conform to other elements such as frustration 
and relief. We suggest that the fact that most students used 
Internet as a key source of information may have contributed 
to the reason some elements of the ISP did not affect students. 
After all, the ISP model was developed from a study that 
targeted students who used print-based materials in a typical 
traditional library (Kuhlthau 1993:43).

Students were also asked to indicate what they do when they 
fail to find information they need at the first attempt. A 
thematic analysis of the results showed that 84 (97.7%) 
students changed search terms or keywords, 41 (47.7%) 
students found out from friends and 36(41.9%) students 

consulted their lecturers issuing a particular assignment and 
only 7 (8.1%) students tried to look for such information at 
another library. The most interesting result is that no students 
mentioned that they ‘do nothing’. This result is not surprising 
because every student would want to pass, hence their 
efforts  to find alternatives in accessing information for 
accomplishing their assignments. In addition, this may also 
be attributed to upgrading security students’, especially 
those from police and intelligence services, persistent nature 
of seeking information when discharging of their duties, no 
matter the obstacles they may encounter. Therefore, students’ 
experience outside the academic work has influence on their 
information-seeking behaviour.

Interpreting these findings through the lens of the model 
informing this study, it is easy to understand why students 
have to explore other means after their first attempt to find the 
information is unsuccessful. According to the ISP Model, 
when users have knowledge gaps about a topic, they have to 
do all they can to find the information (Kuhlthau 1993:161).

According to the findings, students do not look for 
information from other libraries because of three key reasons. 
Firstly, Mzuzu University is the only university in Mzuzu 
City that offers academic-related information resources. 
Secondly, Mzuzu University is the only university offering 
security studies; hence, it is not easy to find such information 
at any other information centre in Malawi. Finally, students’ 
preference of Internet as a source of information means that 
they do not see any reason for trying at other libraries. After 
all, according to the findings, only a small number of students 
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TABLE 1: Information-seeking seeking strategies.
Information seeking strategies Very often Often Rarely Never Not sure

f % f % f % f % f %

Search engines 64 74.4 12 14.0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Consult a classmate 20 23.3 30 34.9 24 27.9 3 3.5 3 3.5
Shelf browsing (print books, journals) 20 23.3 20 23.3 22 25.6 7 8.1 4 4.7
Consult a lecturer’s recommended list 20 23.3 19 22.1 23 26.7 7 8.1 7 8.1
Library’s website e-journals database 10 11.6 20 23.3 17 19.8 23 26.7 5 5.8
Consult a librarian 7 8.1 9 10.5 23 26.7 24 27.9 8 9.3
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use the Mzuzu University Library which is located right on 
the campus where these students reside.

Challenges
The last questionnaire item solicited students’ views on the 
challenges they faced in their information-seeking activities. 
Results presented in Figure 4 show clearly that the challenges 
are Internet related, mainly because results presented in 
previous sections have showed that this group of students 
mostly use the Internet as a source of information. Lack of 
Internet search skills is the major problem, with a score of 
78  (90.7%), followed by confusion because of too much 
information on the Internet with a score of 71 (82.6%) and, 
finally, the problem of poor Internet, with a score of 53 (61.6%). 
The problem of poor Internet search skills and the information 
explosion are seen as related in this study. For instance, in all 
three FGDs, it was pointed out that the students face 
technological challenges, making it difficult to search and 
evaluate information. From these results, we conclude that 
students have poor online literacy skills; hence they are 
overwhelmed by the amount of information available on the 
Internet. Other researchers, such as Chawinga and Zozie 
(2016), expressed concern over students’ lack of competency 
in searching and evaluating information available on the 
Internet. They (Chawinga & Zozie 2016:9) worry that Internet 
is a complex and dynamic landscape full of all sorts of 
information and questions, and  ideally, that students should 
possess ideal information literacy skills to distinguish between 
good and bad sources of information sourced from the 
Internet. However, these results are not exceptional to security 
studies students at Mzuzu University because Brindesi, 
Monopoli and Kapidakis (2013) also found that students at 
the University of Athens were not very good at evaluating 
online information and lacked information searching skills. 
Lack of online literacy skills seems to be a common problem 
amongst undergraduate students because Duncan and 
Holtslander (2012) equally found that students had problems 
in formulating appropriate keywords as search words or 
phrases. Students’ failure to effectively find the right 
information can frustrate them, an element that is highlighted 

by the ISP, a model informing this  study. Nkomo et al. 
(2011:293) claim that if students are property trained, they will 
have little difficulties in searching credible scholarly websites 
which contain peer reviewed information.

This study also uncovered some challenges arising from 
the  use of Internet resources. In all three the FGDs, 
students  mentioned congestion in the university Internet 
laboratories, network problems and limited Wi-Fi. 
A  participant from FGD 1 mentioned that ‘usually, from 
07:30 to 16:30, classes are in progress and when [we are] free 
after 16:30, ICT labs [computer laboratories] are closed, hence 
access is limited.’ Worse still, these computer laboratories are 
not enough because participants from all the FGDs mentioned 
that these computer laboratories are mostly congested and 
the Internet becomes very slow and Wi-Fi is not reliable 
because the range of access points is restricted to a few places 
on the campus. As revealed during the FGD, for students 
who attempt to use the Internet in the library, they are equally 
met with convincing challenges, which include poor Internet 
connection, limited time given to each student to use the 
Internet, old computers and each student having allocated 
only 50 MB of Internet data usage and the library becomes 
too congested when other computer laboratories are closed 
after 16:30. Based on these challenges, it can be argued that 
despite student preference of the Internet as a source of 
information, there is a need to address the aforementioned 
challenges so that the negative feelings highlighted by 
Kuhlthau’s model are reduced and the Internet use achieves 
positive results. This calls for frequent refresher courses that 
orient students towards better use of the Internet. There is 
also a need to have competent library staff to support the 
students regarding the Internet use.

Conclusion and recommendations
The study has demonstrated that the Internet is the most 
popular form of information sources amongst undergraduate 
security studies students. The results also showed varying 
student feelings across the three levels. For instance, some 
level 1 students developed feelings or fears of failing an 
assignment. The study also confirmed four key feelings: 
anxiety, optimism, uncertainty and excitement, which were 
suggested by Kuhlthau’s information processing model. The 
findings showed that students lack online information 
literacy skills and, consequently, they get overwhelmed and 
confused by the avalanche of information available on the 
Internet. The study established that apart from limited 
Wi-Fi and shortage of computer laboratories, poor Internet 
was another notable challenge. Unlike previous studies, 
this study established that information needs of upgrading 
security studies students are focussed more on academic and 
work-related activities. Information seeking and gathering is 
a key component of their work as they gather information 
related to criminal activities and general intelligence. 
Upgrading undergraduate students have additional 
information needs that go beyond their academic needs. 
There is a need to design information interventions that 

3.5%

4.7%

22.1%

39.5%

52.3%

61.6%

82.6%

90.7%

0 20 40 60 80

Lack of library staff support

Inadequacy of library
 opening hours

High costs of Internet 
data bundles

Important books are on
 library short loan

Lack of essen�al textbooks
 in the library

Poor Internet

Confusion with too  much
 informa�on on Internet

Lack of Internet search skills

Number of respondents (n)

Ch
al

le
ng

es

FIGURE 4: Challenges that students face in searching for information.

http://www.sajim.co.za�


Page 9 of 10 Original Research

http://www.sajim.co.za Open Access

would enhance their information search experience based on 
some of the pointers provided by Kuhlthau’s model.

In view of the above discussion, it can be argued that the 
Internet is becoming a popular source of information in the 
21st century; hence, there is a need to provide e-support 
that would reduce students’ negative feelings and enhance 
their Internet search process, thereby improving the quality 
of education.

The study makes three key recommendations. Firstly, the 
Centre for Security Studies should work hand in hand 
with  the Mzuzu University Library and the Department of 
Information Science to introduce information literacy 
courses, with a major component on searching and evaluating 
online information resources. Finally, the Centre for Security 
Studies should set up a computer laboratory where students 
can access Internet instead of going to other laboratories on 
the campus. The library should consider expanding its 
computer laboratories to reduce congestions. Finally, Mzuzu 
University should consider extending opening hours for 
computer laboratories so that students can have access to 
them for longer periods of the day.
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