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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] This study investigates the information-seeking behav-
ior of visually impaired users in work task contexts, theoretically expanding the
perspectives and content of research on information-seeking behavior among
visually impaired users, and providing a theoretical basis for improving infor-
mation services for disadvantaged groups.

[Method/Process] Employing classical grounded theory, this research conducts
an investigation into the information-seeking behavior of visually impaired users
in work task contexts, constructs an information-seeking behavior model for
visually impaired users in such contexts, and extracts the characteristics of their
information-seeking behavior.

[Results/Conclusions] The information-seeking behavior process of visually im-
paired users in work task contexts primarily comprises four stages, and their
information-seeking behavior is not a singular linear process. The information-
seeking behavior of visually impaired users exhibits diverse information-seeking
motivations, demonstrating characteristics of simplified goal-directed searching,
normalized non-goal-directed browsing, and singularized informal communica-
tion, obtaining different information content through different types of help-
seeking.
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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] This study investigates the information seeking be-
havior of visually impaired users in work-task contexts, aiming to theoretically
expand the perspective and content of research on visually impaired users’ in-
formation seeking behavior and provide a theoretical basis for improving in-
formation services for disadvantaged groups. [Method/Process] Employing
classical grounded theory, this study examines the information seeking behavior
of visually impaired users in work-task contexts, constructs a process model of
their information seeking behavior, and identifies the key characteristics of this
behavior. [Result/Conclusion] The information seeking process of visually
impaired users in work-task contexts comprises four main stages, and their in-
formation seeking behavior is not a simple linear process. These users exhibit
different information seeking motivations, demonstrating characteristics such as
simplified goal-oriented retrieval, normalized non-goal-oriented browsing, and
simplified informal communication. They obtain different types of information
content through different help-seeking patterns.

Keywords: visually impaired user, information seeking, information behavior,
task context

1. Introduction
In recent years, rapid advances in information technology and continuous im-
provements in social security mechanisms, coupled with government emphasis on
employment for people with disabilities, have created an increasingly inclusive
social environment that encourages more visually impaired individuals to partici-
pate in employment, entrepreneurship, and professional work. Existing research
on visually impaired users’ information behavior has primarily focused on their
daily life and academic information seeking, internet and assistive technology
usage patterns, and the construction and validation of information seeking be-
havior models. However, the subgroup of visually impaired individuals engaged
in professional work has not received adequate scholarly attention. While a few
scholars have tested the applicability of existing information behavior models
to visually impaired populations and constructed dedicated models, research
on visually impaired users’ information seeking behavior in professional work
contexts remains scarce.

In task-oriented information seeking research, studies have concentrated on task
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classification methods and the impact of tasks on information behavior. Re-
searchers have recognized that tasks significantly influence information seeking
behavior, and task-oriented information seeking models have explained how dif-
ferent task variables affect users’ information seeking processes. Nevertheless,
these studies have been limited to non-visually impaired populations, excluding
visually impaired users from investigation.

This study examines the information seeking behavior of visually impaired users
in work-task contexts, seeking to theoretically expand the perspective and con-
tent of research in this area, provide a theoretical basis for improving infor-
mation services for disadvantaged groups, and offer references for advancing
China’s information accessibility initiatives.

2. Literature Review
In summary, no existing research has investigated the processes and behavioral
characteristics of visually impaired users’ information seeking in work-task con-
texts. Therefore, this study focuses specifically on the information seeking pro-
cesses and behavioral characteristics of visually impaired users in professional
work-task contexts, constructing a theoretical framework for their information
seeking behavior in these situations.

Current research on visually impaired users’ information behavior has examined
daily life and academic information seeking from a user perspective, investigated
internet usage and assistive technology adoption from an information technol-
ogy perspective, and explored the applicability of existing information behavior
models to this population. However, research on visually impaired users’ infor-
mation seeking in professional work contexts remains notably absent.

3. Research Methods and Data Sources
3.1 Research Strategy

This study follows the grounded theory research strategy to investigate visually
impaired users’ information seeking behavior in work-task contexts. Grounded
theory was formally introduced by B. G. Glaser and A. L. Strauss in their 1967
publication The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Over time, three related yet
distinct schools have emerged: Glaser’s classical grounded theory, Strauss and
Corbin’s procedural grounded theory, and Charmaz’s constructivist grounded
theory. The primary difference among these lies in their coding processes. Given
the limited systematic research and theoretical foundation on visually impaired
users’ information seeking behavior, this study adopts classical grounded theory
to explore this phenomenon in work-task contexts.

3.2 Data Collection Methods

3.2.1 Semi-structured Interviews Appropriate interview participants were
selected based on a predetermined interview guide to conduct in-depth semi-
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structured interviews about their information seeking behavior processes and
characteristics in work-task contexts. All interviews were conducted one-on-
one, either face-to-face or via video calls.

3.2.2 Observation The researchers entered some participants’ work environ-
ments to observe their information seeking behaviors, systematically recording
their information seeking activities and interactions with others to collect con-
textual background information.

3.3 Sample Selection

Based on the study’s definition of visually impaired users and ethical consid-
erations, the sample selection criteria were established as: holding a People’s
Republic of China Disability Certificate (for visual impairment); currently en-
gaged in professional work that utilizes specialized knowledge or skills to obtain
reasonable compensation; capable of free communication; having full capacity
for civil conduct; and consenting to participate in the study.

Following grounded theory requirements, the study employed purposive sam-
pling in the early stage by requesting recommendations from staff at a dis-
trict Disabled Persons’ Federation, then selecting participants based on occu-
pation and degree of visual impairment. In the middle stage, snowball sam-
pling was used, starting with selected participants to identify additional partici-
pants through their networks. In the later stage, theoretical sampling—a unique
method in grounded theory—was employed for data collection. Theoretical sat-
uration was reached with 26 participants, at which point no new conceptual
categories emerged. Sample demographic characteristics are shown in Table 1 ,
and occupational types are presented in Table 2 .

3.4 Reliability and Validity Measures

To ensure reliability, two measures were implemented: (1) triangulation, using
different methods to investigate the same participants and comparing results
for consistency; and (2) faithful analysis of original data without preset answers
or fabricated facts, with some participants invited to review the data collection
and analysis process.

To ensure validity, two measures were adopted: (1) reflexivity, maintaining a
“blank mind” by suspending personal assumptions throughout the research while
maintaining rational sensitivity to integrate knowledge, action, and reflection;
and (2) “outsider” review, inviting some participants from related studies to
review the research process, data, and results as outsiders to eliminate blind
spots.
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4. Manual Coding
After initial data collection, the researchers organized and manually coded the
original interview data by conceptualizing sentences and segments through la-
beling. Since initial concepts derived directly from participants’ words were
relatively low-level, numerous, and partially overlapping, related concepts were
further summarized and refined to achieve conceptual categorization. A sample
of manual coding is shown in Table 3 .

5. Category Extraction
Focusing on two research questions—“What processes do visually impaired users
experience in information seeking in work-task contexts?” and “What are the
characteristics of their information seeking behavior?”—this study analyzed in-
terview and observation data from 26 visually impaired individuals through
coding analysis. Categories were extracted at multiple levels, including four
main categories (startup, preparation, implementation, and help-seeking) and
several subcategories. This yielded the core concept of information seeking be-
havior process, and based on this, a theoretical framework for visually impaired
users’ information seeking behavior in work-task contexts was established, as
shown in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper].

6. Empirical Results
Based on this theoretical framework (Figure 1), the study employed theoreti-
cal coding from classical grounded theory to compare and summarize the rela-
tionships among categories obtained through substantive coding, constructing
a model of visually impaired users’ information seeking process in work-task
contexts, as shown in Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper].

6.1 Information Seeking Process

As shown in Figure 2, the information seeking process of visually impaired users
in work-task contexts can be divided into four stages: (1) Startup stage:
generation of information seeking motivation, where strong information needs
become conscious and transform into motivation—the fundamental driving force
of information behavior; (2) Preparation stage: information source selection,
where users evaluate and filter sources based on their needs; (3) Implemen-
tation stage: execution of information seeking strategies through externalized
activities to obtain information; and (4) Help-seeking stage: seeking external
assistance when encountering difficulties.

The “startup—preparation—implementation—help-seeking” process is non-
linear and cyclical. Visually impaired users may complete the process after the
first three stages, transition to help-seeking after any of the first three stages, or
cycle through all stages repeatedly until their information needs are satisfied.
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6.1.1 Startup → Help-seeking As described by Y-M-14 (massage thera-
pist): “If I encounter a patient and I’m uncertain about the diagnosis or treat-
ment technique, I directly ask my senior colleague.” With only two years of
experience, Y-M-14 transitions directly from startup to help-seeking when fac-
ing clinical questions.

6.1.2 Startup → Preparation → Help-seeking As described by Z-M-08
(music composer): “Sometimes I need online materials or e-books, but I can’t
use computers, so my students help me download them and record them onto
my audiobook player.” Music composition requires continuous theoretical en-
richment, and after generating motivation and selecting sources, Z-M-08 seeks
student assistance to obtain music theory materials.

6.1.3 Startup → Preparation → Implementation → Help-seeking As
described by H-M-19 (massage therapist): “I don’t wait for difficult cases to look
up information. When there are no patients, I read books (braille materials)
to compile training textbooks for blind massage practitioners. The materials
at hand are insufficient, so I need to search online. When I can’t manage
computers or internet, I ask students for help—they can find and download
materials for me.” With rich experience and senior professional title, H-M-19
generates motivation, selects sources, and conducts independent searches, but
still transitions to help-seeking rather than concluding the process.

6.1.4 Startup → Preparation → Implementation → Help-seeking (Cy-
cling) Visually impaired users may not end their information seeking after
the help-seeking stage. When needs remain unmet, new seeking motivations
emerge, returning them to the startup stage. As described by D-M-16 (massage
therapist): “I participated in compiling a teaching textbook on massage therapy
that needed blind teachers’ involvement. I found inconsistent explanations of
some knowledge points across different books, so I needed to read more books
and compare them with my clinical experience. I also searched online medical
professional websites and accessed papers through our hospital’s paid database.
After finding information, I could ask people—moving up from colleagues and
friends to teachers and finally experts—then return to search for more mate-
rials myself.” D-M-16’s information seeking is not a simple linear process but
demonstrates cyclical patterns when information needs are unmet.

6.2 Characteristics of Information Seeking Behavior

6.2.1 Startup Stage: Information Seeking Motivation Information seek-
ing motivation is the direct cause and driving force of information behavior,
capable of motivating and promoting effective information actions. The study
found that visually impaired users generate two distinct types of information
needs when completing specific work tasks or changing their knowledge struc-
tures, which in turn stimulate corresponding information seeking motivations.
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(1) Task-driven motivation. This refers to information needs generated to
solve specific work problems or complete particular tasks. As L-D-21 (clerical
worker) described: “Once a blind person from our Disabled Persons’ Federation
asked for my help finding a storefront. Since I can see a little—enough to
see luminous screens on phones and computers—I searched online for rental
information.”

(2) Knowledge accumulation motivation. Beyond completing specific
tasks, visually impaired users have information needs related to learning and
changing their knowledge states. This motivation is closely related to work-
based learning and aims to accumulate knowledge relevant to their profession.
As Z-D-01 (teacher) explained: “I subscribe to Health and Life and similar
magazines, which provide many materials I can use in my ethics classes.”

6.2.2 Preparation Stage: Information Source Selection After generat-
ing information needs and motivations, visually impaired users transition to the
preparation stage, where they filter appropriate information sources. Based on
usage patterns, this study categorizes information sources by carrier type into
traditional sources, new sources, and interpersonal sources, and by language
format into ordinary text and braille.

(1) Centralized selection of new information sources. The internet has
become a crucial channel for visually impaired users. With advances in inter-
net and assistive technologies, new web-based sources are increasingly favored.
Their selection shows clear concentration: (a) widespread use of search engines
and electronic literature; (b) minority use of blogs and forums; (c) occasional
use of digital libraries; and (d) rare use of academic databases.

(2) Personalized selection of traditional information sources. While
utilization of new sources is high and traditional source use is declining, vi-
sually impaired users have not abandoned traditional sources. Their selection
demonstrates personalization, with books, journals, newspapers, and informa-
tion institutions all serving as sources.

(3) Localized selection of interpersonal information sources. Visually
impaired users follow a proximity principle, first relying on their own knowledge
accumulation, then accessing information through social and professional circles.

(4) Preference for ordinary text formats. Despite varying degrees of vi-
sual impairment and braille proficiency, most participants prefer ordinary text
sources, occasionally supplemented by braille. This shift relates to insufficient
braille publication volume, limited variety, outdated content, and the develop-
ment of internet and assistive technologies.

(5) Diversified source selection. Visually impaired users typically employ
multiple sources rather than relying on a single one. Higher education levels
correlate with richer source selection, while lower education levels correlate with
more limited, interpersonal-dependent source choices.
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6.2.3 Implementation Stage: Information Seeking Execution This
stage involves actual information seeking behaviors after source selection. Anal-
ysis reveals three strategies: goal-oriented retrieval, non-goal-oriented browsing,
and interpersonal communication.

(1) Simplified goal-oriented retrieval. Retrieval is a purposeful, planned
behavior with clearly expressed needs. Visually impaired users demonstrate
distinctive approaches, requiring screen-reading software and relying on auditory
rather than visual information. Simple keyword searches are most common, with
preference for clean interfaces and bookmarked sites. Advanced techniques and
academic databases are rarely used.

(2) Normalized non-goal-oriented browsing in electronic contexts. Be-
yond solving specific problems, visually impaired users engage in browsing ac-
tivities guided by work domains and interests, typically without specific goals.
Browsing and information encountering often alternate to accumulate domain
knowledge, primarily limited to electronic resources.

(3) Simplified informal communication. In library and information sci-
ence, interpersonal communication divides into formal and informal types, dis-
tinguished by whether scientific literature systems mediate the exchange. In-
terpersonal communication is crucial for visually impaired users, who prefer
informal channels like meetings and online communication, with relatively sin-
gular forms.

6.2.4 Help-seeking Stage Broadly defined, help-seeking involves actively
requesting assistance, advice, or support. This stage involves visually impaired
users seeking help for information location and acquisition. Help content directly
relates to work tasks and can be categorized as autonomous or dependent help-
seeking.

(1) Diversified autonomous help-seeking. Autonomous help-seeking aims
to enhance the seeker’s capabilities for independent future problem-solving. Par-
ticipants commonly engage in this to obtain information or skills, seeking help
from diverse sources including family, colleagues, students, teachers, and experts
at conferences or training sessions.

(2) Singular dependent help-seeking. Dependent help-seeking relies on
others to directly solve problems without concern for methods or processes.
Participants primarily use this for supportive help or device usage, with help-
seeking objects typically limited to cohabiting family members.

7. Conclusion and Discussion
7.1 Research Conclusions

Using grounded theory and 26 visually impaired participants, this study’s con-
ceptual analysis through substantive and theoretical coding reveals: (1) The
information seeking process comprises four non-linear stages; (2) Users exhibit
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task-driven or knowledge accumulation motivations; (3) They prefer internet-
based new sources while maintaining personalized traditional source use; (4)
They demonstrate simplified goal-oriented retrieval, normalized non-goal brows-
ing, and simplified informal communication; (5) They employ different help-
seeking types to obtain different information content.

7.2 Comparative Analysis

Compared to non-visually impaired users in work-task contexts, visually im-
paired users show distinct individual differences. They require assistive tools
like screen readers for web and electronic resources, primarily using keyword
searches rather than advanced techniques. Interpersonal communication serves
as an important channel beyond just help-seeking. Help-seeking purposes may
involve either direct problem-solving or capability enhancement, with work tasks
influencing help content and determining help type.

Compared to daily life and academic information seeking contexts, work-task
contexts generate more purposeful motivations closely related to work tasks or
domain knowledge. While primarily using new sources, users maintain personal-
ized traditional source use, follow proximity principles for interpersonal sources,
and pursue source diversification.

7.3 Research Limitations

This study has limitations. First, although participants covered 10 occupations,
massage therapists were disproportionately represented, limiting sample diver-
sity. Future research should expand sampling scope, increase sample size and
occupational diversity, and incorporate factors like degree of visual impairment,
causes of blindness, and information literacy training. Second, while classical
grounded theory was employed and original data were faithfully followed, the
researchers’ coding and analytical capabilities may have limitations requiring
further validation.

7.4 Implications and Recommendations

Due to visual impairment, visually impaired users must rely on other senses or
assistive technologies, creating information access difficulties and placing them
in an unequal information environment. Visually impaired services in China
started relatively late, with staff professional skills, psychological acceptance,
and service levels needing improvement. Lack of relevant services or knowledge
about accessing them limits professional capabilities.

Public libraries bear social education responsibilities and should incorporate
disability services into basic service scopes with long-term, regular information
and education services. Recommendations include: developing accessible digital
library platforms with simple interfaces for remote resource retrieval; construct-
ing library websites using accessible design standards; providing free reference
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services through proxy searching, home delivery, and format conversion; form-
ing information mutual aid alliances with university libraries and China Braille
Library; and collaborating with government, enterprises, and Disabled Persons’
Federations to garner broader social support.
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