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A Study of Health Information Behavior of
Visually Impaired People

Shih-Chuan Chen”

[ Abstract ]

The channel and devicefor visually impaired peopleto seek health information
have been improved due to the development of technology and the Internet. But,
most information is presented in the formats which are not always easily accessible
to them. Health information is frequently needed in people's daily lives. Therefore,
to explore the heath information behavior of visually impaired people is an
important research topic.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in this study, with 15 participants
recruited via personal communication network. This study found that visualy
impaired people have a considerable degree of demand for health information. It
can be summarized into five types of health information needs. medical information,
dietary information, general daily health information, drug information, and sports
information. Informatin sources are also quite extensive, including the Internet,
social media, radio, books, magazines, doctors, and friends and relatives.
Participants reported that they mostly seek information by themselves, with
assistances from other people sometimes. They faced obstacles in the process of
information seeking, such as language barriers, input errors, and inadequate
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interfaces. They suggested that the interfaces should be simple and friendly for the
visually impaired people. Moreover, they recommended mobile apps would be
convenient for them to access health information related radio programs via cell
phones.

Keywords
Visually impaired people, Information behavior, Health information,
Information needs, Information sources

[ Summary ]
I ntroduction

With the advance of technology and network, channels for visually
impaired people acquiring health information are improved. Nevertheless, in
comparison with other people, visually impaired people would encounter more
problems and have to overcome lots of barriers. The acquisition and provision
of information is the key in reducing inequality in society and health care. For
visually impaired people, the acquisition of information stands for not
completely relying on othersin life. Nonetheless, the information is not easily
acquired. The common information presentation is not necessarily suitable for
visually impaired people. Health information is a primary part of daily life
information that the discussion of visually impaired people’ health information
behavior is an important research issue. Current research on visually impaired
people focuses on information format or tool, but seldom studies the behavior
of visually impaired people searching for health information. This study aims
to analyze visually impaired people's needs for health information, understand
the used information sources, and discuss the difficultiesin searching for health
information.

Text-based questionnaire is not easy for visually impaired people;
interview is therefore adopted in this study. In consideration of the
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inconvenience of visually impaired people requiring others’ company for going
out, the interview is preceded through phone calls. Through the interpersonal
relationship of acquainted visually impaired people of the researcher, those
meeting the interview conditions are recruited; and, with snowballing, the
interviewees are sought through the acquainted friends of the respondents,
including 10 male and 5 femal e interviewees.

It is discovered in this research that visually impaired people’ needs for
health information could be classified into medical information, diet
information, general daily life health information, drug information, and sports
information. The information sources are broad, including network, broadcast,
community media, books, magazines, doctors, and friends, in terms of the use
frequency. The information sources present the advantages and limits. For
instance, the interviewees regard network as an important and convenient health
information source, but the large amount of information is the shortcoming.
Besides, the correctness is hardly to distinguish; it relies on individual
information literacy that the authority, objectivity, and expertise are relatively
short. Similarly, broadcast is also an important and convenient information
source. For the interviewees, it is comparatively inconvenient to read online or
paper-based data that they are used to listen to broadcast in life or at work for
the information acquisition. Nevertheless, they could not choose the broadcast
content that the objectivity and coverage are inadequate. Doctors are important
information sources, with authority, objectivity, and expertise. However, it is
not convenient for visualy impaired people seeing doctors; they need the
company of family members or friends that is appears inadequate convenience
and novelty. Restricted to the reading methods, books and magazines should be
listenable and readable for visually impaired people that the use frequency is
rather low. The interviewees reveal that they would search health information
according to the characteristics of information sources.

Most interviewees reveal that they would acquire information by
themselves, but would still need others’ assistance sometimes. The difficulties
for visually impaired people searching health information contain language
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disorder and key-in error, unfriendly webpage design, and difficulty to
recognize information correctness. The interviewees reveal that, due to visual
impairment, they often type wrong characters to affect the search result, and
health information with proper nouns in foreign languages would be hard to
understand. When listening to webpage contents, visually impaired people
would not be able to understand graphic contents. It is therefore suggested to
simplify the search or interface design and establish a simple search mode for
visually impaired people's easy information search. Besides, images should be
replaced with texts or increased explanations for the convenient listening. The
correctness of health information is extremely important. However, inconsistent
health information contents enhance the difficulty in recognizing the
information. It is not easy for ordinary people recognizing the correctness of
health information; it would be more difficult for visually impaired people
acquiring health information and even recognizing the correctness. It is
suggested that hospitals should increase LINE or community platforms for the
interaction, where people could ask questions and acquire answers from
professionals. Moreover, it would be more convenient for visually impaired
people listening to radio programs through mobile phone APP.

Health information has become essential information in people’sdaily life,
and it isthe samefor visually impaired people. Visually impaired people’'s needs
for health information and the information sources are analyzed, and the barriers
to health information search and use for visually impaired people are pointed
out in this study. The research results would help health information providers
understand the information needs and information search behaviors of visually
impaired people. It is expected that such providers could establish more
convenient and friendly information service. Being restricted to manpower, the
number of interviewees in this study is limited. The future research could
increase the number of interviewees, including age groups, gender balance, and
more different occupational background. Furthermore, the future research could
design search tasks related to health information and invite interviewees for the
search to observe the information behavior and deeply understand the health

33



Journal of InfoLib and Archives 12:1 (June 2020)

information search behavior of visually impaired people and the encountered
difficulties.
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