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This study investigates the health information needs and
health information behaviors of vocational students enrolled in a
vocational school in Xinyi District, Taipei City through interviews.
The results found vocational students had health information needs
in physical, psychological and social aspects, and they needed daily
health information. They used simple ways to seek, screen and
evaluate information, and were not able to adopt search strategies and
retrieval skills flexibly. They tended to use information that is easy to
be understood and utilized preferentially. The most frequently used
health information source channel was the Internet, followed by their
interpersonal network. The main difficulties they encountered in the
search process were unable to find information, describe their health
information needs and judge the quality of information. This indicates
the health literacy of vocational students was insufficient and they
encountered obstacles in using some health information source channels,
which further caused their health information needs not being able to
meet. This study suggests it is critical to enhance vocational students'
health literacy, reduce the barriers to using existing information source
channels, and equip vocational students with the knowledge of various
health information sources channels. In this way, vocational students
will be able to use health literacy and multiple channels to acquire

information for their own health needs.
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High school years, as a transitional period between children and adults,
are at a special stage in young people’ s growth. The obvious physical
maturity drives them to pay more attention to the changes in height, weight
and appearance. Heavy schoolwork load also causes various psychological
pressures. Meanwhile, peer influence is rising. The needs of interpersonal
relationships and changes in family relationships repeatedly affect students
in senior high schools and vocational high schools. In the past, high school
students were regarded as a healthy population group in general, thus their
health information needs were often neglected. However, high school students
actually have their own unique demands for health information; if their health
information needs cannot be properly satisfied, it may cause social problems
or affect the life quality of young people in the future. In the 1980s, scholars
overseas had already conducted studies on the health information needs and
health information behaviors of adolescents, but there were few domestic
studies in Taiwan. In those rare studies, vocational high school students were
rarely focused as the studied subjects. In studies on general information needs
and information behaviors, health information may be discussed; however,
health information actually involves more personal and private facets, such as
physical, psychological and social relationships, which may result in different

information needs and information behaviors. In addition, an important
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question remains unanswered. Will the differences in customs and conditions
in domestic and overseas environments, as well as the differences between
education in senior high schools and vocational high schools, also have impacts
on the health information needs and health information behaviors of vocational
high school students?

The present study seeks to explore the following research questions about
the health information needs and behaviors of vocational high school students
in Taiwan.

1. What are the health information needs of the vocational high school

students?

2. What are the behaviors of seeking, screening, evaluating, and using
health information when vocational high school students have health
information needs?

3. What are the considerations of vocational high school students when
they choose to use health information channels?

4. What are the difficulties and obstacles encountered by vocational
high school students when seeking health information and how do
they deal with problems?

In-depth interviews were conducted on 15 students enrolled in a
vocational high school in Xinyi District, Taipei City. Ten of the participants
were females, and five were males. Among the 15 students, there were four
in the first grade, six in the second grade and five in the third grade. Six of
them majored in business, three in design, three in languages, and three in
information.

From the research results, four conclusions were generated. First of all, the
vocational high school students had cognition and major needs for everyday
health information, mostly related to disease diagnosis and treatment, health
education, health promotion, social adaptation, etc., as well as the physical
health concerns. However, due to the heavy loads of vocational education and
the social stereotype of considering vocational high school students having
poor academic performance, vocational high schools tended to have more
complex psychological and social health problems; this suggested that the
information needs of mental health and social health of this student group
cannot be ignored. From our study it revealed that most of their needs were

not serious or urgent; sometimes it only involved satisfying their thirst for
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knowledge. When having major health information needs, they tended to refer
to the official medical services through their parents or schools. Thus, their
needs for health information on illness care, medical institutions, or health
insurance were relatively not obvious. Secondly, vocational high school students
might use convenient and fixed methods in information seeking, screening
and evaluation, and thus could not flexibly adapt to various search strategies
and retrieval skills. Even though having learned search strategies and retrieval
skills, they still preferred single-keyword searches and rarely used Boolean
operations. The reason was that they did not realize how useful these strategies
and skills were, instead they considered them troublesome to use, which might
also cause more difficulties and obstacles in the process of seeking information.
Meanwhile, their literacy skills of evaluating information quality were also
slightly insufficient, and few vocational high school students would further
verify the search results. This showed that although having a preliminary
knowledge of health literacy, they still preferred to use simple methods for
processing the collected information.

Thirdly, the most frequently used health information channel was the
Internet, followed by their interpersonal networks. Although the Internet was
the first priority channel for vocational high school students to obtain health
information, they were more inclined to ask acquaintances or search in libraries
for social health issues such as interpersonal relationships and life education.
This showed that the characteristics, advantages and disadvantages of each
channel would affect the priority and willingness of use for vocational high
school students. However, the selected channels were actually decided by the
convenience of acquisition and use, or the depth and severity of the health
information needs. It revealed that vocational high school students tended to
acquire information more in accordance with their own health needs through
different channels. Lastly, the main difficulties encountered by vocational
high school students in the search process involved being unable to locate
information, describe their health information needs and evaluate the quality of
information. Although some of these vocational high school students reported
that they had learned search strategies and retrieval skills, they still tended to
use single and generic keywords in actual search process; that was probably
why they were unable to locate needed information with search strategies

and retrieval skills. These students dealt with difficulties and obstacles in both
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positive and negative ways. Their positive ways included changing keywords,
changing information platforms, or changing channels, such as asking their
peers. However, when there were not urgent needs for health information, they
might avoid searching or give up their health information needs.

To sum up, this research focused on the health information needs and
health information behaviors of vocational high school students who have been
neglected in the past. In our study it revealed that the health information needs
of vocational high school students relied on their health information cognition,
and they needed mostly everyday health information. Due to the heavy loads
of vocational education and the burden of social stereotypes, vocational high
school students also had needs regarding psychological and social health
concerns (such as interpersonal relationships and life education). Although they
preferred to seck health information on the Internet, they tended to prioritize
the actual uses based on characteristics, advantages and disadvantages of each
channel, and they would use different sources according to the type, depth and
severity of health information needs to obtain information more suitable for
their needs.

The results of this study revealed that it is critical to enhance vocational
high school students’ health literacy, reduce the barriers to using existing
information channels, and equip them with knowledge of various health
information channels. In this way, vocational high school students will be able
to utilize their improved health literacy skills and multiple channels to acquire
information that meets their own health information needs.

Some recommendations for future research directions are also proposed. In
this research, we only focus on a vocational high school in Xinyi District, Taipei
City, which is the political, economic, educational, and cultural center of Taipei
City, with abundant resources. However, in previous studies it was pointed out
that young people in non-urban and rural areas might have different needs for
health information (Liu et al., 2020). Therefore, it is recommended to choose
vocational high schools in different regions as research sites in the future to
investigate the differences of students’ health information needs. In addition,
in this study it revealed that vocational high school students need health
information related to life education, which involves more sensitive issues,
such as life and death. If vocational high school students are not able to acquire

information through appropriate channels and flexibly use health literacy
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knowledge to screen and verify the quality of information, it is likely that they
would find inappropriate information in other channels and this might cause
serious consequences. Few studies have focused on Taiwanese vocational high
school students, thus, it is suggested that in future research it is worth further
investigating health information needs and health information behaviors in life

education for vocational high school students.

36



