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Abstract

This study analyzed college students’ reactions toward the issues of personal information.
Students’ needs and seeking behaviors for personal information were assessed. Relevant literature was
reviewed for framing the research questions and designing the questionnaire items for survey. Survey
subjects were students from an university at northern Taiwan. A set of questionnaire items were used
to collect research data. Statistical analysis from 252 valid data reveals some items were highly rated:
Students reflected highly for their need of knowledge under the security threat of personal information
(M = 4.29). They reacted strongly on acquiring knowledge and resources through the Internet (M = 4.24).
They preferred the use of resources clear and easy to be understood (M = 4.04). However, most students
had low level faith toward either government or non-governmental organizations in securing their personal
information (M < 3.0 for most items). More effort among education and government should be emphasized
in the future to improve personal use and reduce uncertainty in the use of personal information.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

With advances in information technology,
the increasingly convenient access to personal
information (PI) highlights the importance of
information security. The use of computers in
governmental and private agencies to develop
customer profiles has become popular. The
collection of PI, including individuals’ names,
addresses, telephone numbers, financial data,
medical records, and other information, is
increasingly common.

Young college students presumably prefer
living and working in completely digital
information environments (Mizrachi & Bates,
2013). However, questions about the risks
entailed in the flow of PI has begun to elucidate
the tension between the Internet’s benefits and
harms. Although college students are mostly
intensive Internet users, they might not be fully
aware of the issues related to PI. When applying
for or participating in various online services
provided by organizations, many individuals
often ignore the privacy policies. They might
also skip reading the terms about the control and
security management that recommend how users
should check, correct, and approve how their PI
is managed and used by organizations (Obar &
Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2016).

With the increasing emphasis on information
literacys, it is also crucial for individuals to protect
their own PI. Many organizations and social
groups commonly offer opportunities and invite
members to become involved in diverse online
activities. Students are also frequently requested
to provide PI in order to use online services. The
individual management of PI is closely related to
daily life among college students.

In this study, college students’ responses
toward the use of PI were analyzed. Students’
needs and PI-seeking behaviors were assessed.
The relevant literature was reviewed to
formulate the research questions and design
of the questionnaire items for survey. Survey
participants were students from a university
in northern Taiwan. A set of questionnaire
items was used to collect research data. In
this study, several research questions are
posed as follows:

e What are college students’ knowledge and
experiences in dealing with PI?

e How frequently do college students provide
their PI to organizations?

e To what extent do students trust the PI-
collecting organizations (including government
and nongovernmental organizations) in

managing PI?

Note. To cite this article in APA format: Liu, Y.-W., & ChanLin, L. (2017). College students’ information
needs and information seeking behaviors regarding personal information. Journal of Library and
Information Studies, 15(2), 101-133. doi: 10.6182/jlis.2017.15(2).101 [Text in Chinese].
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e What are college students’ information needs
toward PI?
e What are college students’ information

behaviors toward PI?

2. Methodology and Results

The survey questionnaire comprised several
parts: (1) background information about
respondents, (2) students’ understanding of PI,
(3) degree of trust in Pl-collecting organizations,
(4) frequency in providing PI, (5) comprehension
level about privacy policies (use of examples from
different organizations), (6) students’ information
needs regarding PI, and (7) students’ information
seeking behaviors regarding PI. Items in Parts
(3) to (7) were all in 5-point Likert scales. Prior
to formal data collection, a pilot study was
conducted. Based on the pilot study results and the
reactions from the respondents, the wording of the
questionnaire was modified and adjusted.

In the formal data collection, 252 valid
responses were collected among students. The
internal consistency of the questionnaire items
was measured using the Cronbach’s a among
subcategories in Parts (3), (4), (5), (6), and (7).
Results of Cronbach’s a analysis indicated
satisfactory results for all questionnaire items:
0.916 for Part (3) (13 items), 0.835 for Part (4) (13
items), 0.875 for Part (5) (10 items), 0.909 for Part
(6) (15 items), and 0.881 for Part (7) (35 items).

In Part (1), background information about
respondents, among 252 respondents, 58.3% were
female students and 41.7% were male students.
Their levels of study were distributed as follows:
33.7% were freshmen, 12.7% were sophomores,

25.8% were juniors, and 28.2% were seniors

Extended Abstract

and above. Most students (more than 80%) had
Facebook, Google, and Yahoo accounts.

In Part (2), students’ understanding of PI,
34.4% of the students answered 8 items correctly,
and only 9.1% answered all the items correctly.
The students had a fair level of agreement on
“I understood the purposes of gathering PI by
institutes” (M = 3.05, SD = 1.02), and they had
a low level of agreement on “I read the privacy
polices carefully prior to signing a term sheet” (M
=2.63, 8D = 1.03) and “The privacy and security
policies in PI were easy to comprehend” (M = 2.33,
SD =0.94).

In response to Part (3), degree of trust in PI-
collecting organizations, the students had a fair
degree of trust that the “Personal Information
Protection Act would secure my PI” (M = 3.05,
SD = 0.92). The students’ reactions toward all
items were lower than the median value, 3.0.
Among them, “I felt it was safe to provide PI to
nongovernmental organizations” was rated the
lowest (M = 1.98, SD = 0.85). In response to Part
(4), frequency in providing PI, “name” was the
most frequent item (M =3.93, SD = 1.02). Among
the privacy policy examples provided in Part (5),
the most and the least comprehensible examples
were “Organization B used one’s PI” (M = 3.39,
SD = 0.92) and “Organization F provided PI to
others” (M = 2.8, SD = 1.02), respectively.

In Part (6), varied aspects (including timing,
purpose, and content) of information needs of
PI were assessed. Among the questionnaire
items, the highest ratings were obtained for the
following: “when there were threats to my PI”
(M =401, SD = 0.96) for the timing aspect;
“protection of personal privacy” (M =4.19, SD =

0.88) for purpose; and “solution to cope with the
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threats” (M = 429, SD = 0.75) for information
content. Regarding Part (7), students’ information
behaviors in relation to PI, the behaviors
were examined from the aspect of approach,
type of information, principle of searching for
information, barriers, and solutions to cope with
barriers. From the students’ reactions, “searching
from the Internet” was the most frequently used
approach (M = 424, SD = 0.81). “Discussion
forum” was the most frequently used type of
information (M = 3.21, SD = 1.15). “Easy to
comprehend” was the most frequently used
principle of searching for information (M = 4.04,
SD = 0.84). Among varied difficulties noted by
the students, “too much information to identify
the useful one” was the highest rated barrier (M
= 3.5, §D = 0.96). Among various approaches to
solutions, “finding one’s own way” was rated as
the highest rating for coping with barriers (M =
3.85,58D =0.93).

3. Discussion and Conclusion

From the results of this research, most of the
college students had signed privacy policies.
Although the college students were able to identify
the protection objects covered by PI, they were
not knowledgeable about the actual application
of the policy. Most privacy statements provided
by organizations were lengthy and difficult to
comprehend. To shorten the time required to apply
for an account or obtain specific services, students
might quickly read through or even skip the
privacy policy without fully understanding what
they have agreed to.

The students exhibited a low degree of trust

in PI-collecting organizations. Although they had

a slightly higher degree of trust in government
agencies than nongovernmental organizations,
their trust level was not high for all agencies
and organizations. The sense of distrust among
students might stem from uncertainty about how
their PI would be handled, which creates threats
and insecurities. In relation to the protection of
PI, the policies for collecting PI should be more
transparent to individuals to ensure the safety
mechanism of handling PI.

The students required information on PI that
was easy to obtain, comprehend, and use. Search
Jrom the Internet was the most frequent behavior.
The students often encountered difficulties in
understanding complicated content. Hence, they
preferred information from discussion forums or chat
rooms because the content of these sources could be
easily understood and obtained relatively easily.

The results of this study imply that knowledge
in PI is required among college students.
Education institutions should emphasize the
importance of PI in information literacy education
and integrate the concepts of privacy-related
information into the regular curriculum, which
covers the topics of PI that college students are
commonly confronted with in their daily lives.
Creating peer-to-peer interactive learning and
information exchange opportunities through the
use of authoritative forums is necessary.

For Pl-collecting organizations, increasing
the trust level among individuals is necessary.
When issuing privacy policies, organizations
should consider the user’s ability to interpret
the meanings of policy terms and should avoid
using excessively complex terminology. College
students tend to reflect the demand for instant
access when faced with threats about PI. PI-
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collecting organizations should establish a
policy hyperlink on their websites so that users
can view and obtain the terms they agreed to.
Further consultations should be accessible from
the website, so that users can access required
information to solve the problems they encounter.

Future studies can expand the scope
and collect survey responses from different
universities—for instance, include graduate
students as participants to compare differences
among different groups of participants. A
qualitative approach can also be employed for
an in-depth analysis of PI among users.

This study is preliminary due to limited
personnel and time constraints. More follow-
up studies on PI are required to extend the
knowledge in this area. The findings and
recommendations of this study can offer
implications for the pedagogical implementation
of a PI curriculum to enhance information

literacy among college students.
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