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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this study was to identify the information needs and information seeking behaviour of 

international students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg Campus (UKZNP). The 

study assisted in identifying different information services offered by the International Student Office 

(ISO). It also d etermined various information s eeking s ituations involved in  relation to  a cademic 

needs and personal issues of international students. 

The approach that the researcher undertook was a triangulation approach where both quantitative and 

qualitative d ata w ere collected. I nstruments used f or d ata co llection w ere a se lf-administered 

questionnaire an d sem i-structured i nterview. A s ample s ize of  150 i nternational s tudents w as 

surveyed, w ith 137 s tudents responding, g iving a  r esponse rate o f 91.3 %. T he H ead of the 

International S tudent O ffice ( HISO) w as al so interviewed. The v alidity a nd r eliability o f t he 

instrument were established by pre-testing the questionnaire with four international students enrolled 

at U KZNP. T he q uantitative d ata w as an alysed using S PSS an d the q ualitative d ata w as analysed 

using thematic content analysis. The international students’ information seeking behaviour was 

identified using Wilson’s (1999) model of information behaviour which suited the group under study.   

The outcome of the study revealed that more than half, 62.7%, of academic needs were characterized 

by two situations, namely, the registration process (32.2%) and issues around lectures (30.5%). Other 

main i ssues d iscussed w ere b ased o n i nformation l iteracy sk ills an d E nglish l anguage p roblems 

experienced b y i nternational s tudents enrolled a t U KZNP. In t erms o f p ersonal i ssues, a m ajority 

(60.2%) o f respondents mentioned e ither a ccommodation ( 34.9%) or  h ealth i ssues ( 25.3%). A  

minority, just on 30%, of the respondents resided on campus and for the majority of the respondents 

who l ived of f c ampus, accessing t he L ibrary an d co mputer L ANs af ter h ours was not  pos sible a s 

transport at n ight was not always available. Thus the accommodation need was r egarded as a very 

significant problem. T he s tudy i ndicated that t wo main s ources used in r elation t o a cademic needs 

were library resources and information from the F aculty o ffices, w hile the most used source by 

international students for their personal issues was the consultation of colleagues. Based on the results 

and c onclusions o f the study, r ecommendations for a ction a nd further r esearch w ere m ade. 

Recommendations i ncluded the need t o c onsider a t emporary r egistration pe riod dur ing w hich the 

complex requirements of the registration process could be pursued and satisfied by the students and, 

in r esponse to the a ccommodation c risis e xperienced by  s tudents, consideration b e g iven t o the 

Student Housing Office giving priority to first year international students in particular when allocating 

rooms. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the study 
 

1.0 Introduction 

 

Chapter 1, t he introductory chapter, provides the background to the study and an outline of 

the research problem. This is followed by the research questions, the significance of the study 

as well as its scope and limitations. Definitions of key terms used in the study are provided 

followed b y a  di scussion of  t he U KZN pol icy on i nternational s tudents. F inally, t he 

methodology used in the study is outlined and the structure of the thesis is briefly delineated. 

 

1.1 Background to the study 

 

The background to the s tudy provides the foundation for the whole s tudy. The background 

comprises a discussion of international students globally and, more specifically, international 

students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN).   

 

1.1.1 International students worldwide 

 

Globally, t he enrolment of  i nternational s tudents i s not  r egarded a s a  r ecent uni versity 

phenomenon. The 2007 figures for the number of students leaving their home countries for 

their higher education abroad was around 2.8 million (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2009). 

This r epresents an i ncrease of  4.6% on t he pr evious year and growth of  a lmost 53% since 

1999. Interestingly, this survey has revealed that almost two thirds of international students 

were enrolled i n s even co untries, n amely, t he U nited S tates o f A merica ( USA), U nited 

Kingdom (UK), F rance, G ermany, A ustralia, C hina a nd J apan. F urthermore, t his r eport of  

trends i n i nternational s tudent m obility ha s i ndicated t hat C hina w as t he l argest s ource of  

students g oing abroad for t heir s tudies w ith a lmost 40,000 s tudents, a nd t he t wo t op hos t 

countries for those Chinese students were the USA (21.4%) and the UK (12.6%).   
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The Institute of  International E ducation ( 2009) s tates t hat “ the num ber of  i nternational 

students at Colleges and Universities in the United States of America (USA) increased by 8% 

to an all-time high of 671,616 in the 2008/09 academic year. This was the largest percentage 

increase i n i nternational s tudent e nrolment s ince 1980 -1981, a nd m arked t he t hird 

consecutive year of significant growth with increases of 7% in 2007-2008 and 3% in 2006-

2007”. International s tudents have diverse language, cultural, and educational backgrounds. 

According to the Texas Woman's University (TWU) International Education Office's student 

statistics, 80 pe rcent of students in 2007 w ere female and 20 pe rcent male. They were from 

61 c ountries; 62 pe rcent w ere graduate s tudents, w hile 38 pe rcent of  the s tudents w ere 

undergraduates (Yi 2007: 666). 

Through connecting communities around the world, globalisation can contribute to both the 

context and content of economic activity (Lewis, Thornhill, and Saunders 2003: 36; Held et 

al. 1999: 2). Although the concept of globalisation is not new, in the new millennium it still 

has a crucial impact on education (Ohmae 2005 and Muller, Cloete and Badat 2001).  Moloi, 

Gravett and P etersen ( 2009) l ooked at t he i mpact of  globalisation w ithin t he c ontext of  

education i n S outh A frica. T hey not ed t hat S outh A frican uni versities a lways ne ed c ore 

alliances and ne tworks with ot her hi gher e ducation i nstitutions a round t he w orld. They 

concluded t hat t hese a lliances a nd ne tworks w ill c reate oppor tunities i n t erms of  s haring 

knowledge and s kills and a lso bui ld economic s trength. In l ine with t his t hought, 

internationalisation of  t he hi gher education s ector a cross t he w orld ha s r epresented an 

essential el ement f or each n ation’s d evelopment a nd t his a pplies e qually to S outh A frican 

universities. T he s urvey c onducted by Botha ( 2010) s hows t hat compatibility often exists 

between internationalisation and Africanisation of higher education in South Africa.  

 

1.1.2 International students and the University of KwaZulu-Natal   

 

The University of Natal was founded in Pietermaritzburg as Natal University College in 1910 

with 57 students’ enrolled (Brookes and Webb 1965: 247) and the UKZN was formed on 1 

January 2004 as a result of the merger between the University of Natal and the University of 

Durban-Westville.  T he U KZN ha s f ive campuses, f our i n t he Durban a rea ( Edgewood 

Campus since 2001, Nelson R. Mandela School of Medicine, Howard College and Westville 

Campus) and one in Pietermaritzburg (Pather 2004: 20). 



3 
 

The m ission of  U KZN is t o be  t he “ premier U niversity of  A frican s cholarship” ( UKZN 

2011a). T he U niversity aims t o c ontinue t o s eek g lobal pa rtnerships t hat pr ovide 

opportunities for both local and international students, and the staff. UKZN has a total student 

population of approximately 42000, 20% of whom are postgraduates. The internationalisation 

of the university is focused primarily on its postgraduate enrolments which comprise 14% of 

the t otal pos tgraduate e nrolments, w hile i nternational u ndergraduate enrolments c omprise 

only four percent of the total undergraduate enrolments (UKZN 2011a). 

In t he c ontext of  s upporting a nd assisting t he s ignificant num ber o f i nternational s tudents 

who c ome f rom a ll ove r t he w orld t o s tudy a t U KZN, t he U niversity h as in itiated th ree 

international s tudent of fices ( ISO) which are located a t the Westville, Howard College and 

Pietermaritzburg cam puses. T hese t hree o ffices ar e i n charge o f as sisting i nternational 

students registered on all five campuses. As far as this study is concerned, the ISO functions 

as a channel of communication by interconnecting the University authorities (advisors) with a 

significant n umber o f i nternational s tudents s tudying a t th e in stitution. A ccording to  th e 

UKZN mis sion s tatement ( 2004) “ the vi sion o f t he U niversity of KwaZulu-Natal is  to  

combine its global strength both in scholarship and research with a focused emphasis on the 

African renaissance”. It is in terms of this mission that the UKZN Pietermaritzburg Campus 

(UKZNP) h as an  ISO to a ssist in ternational s tudents mo st o f w hom are f rom t he A frican 

continent. I n the 2011 a cademic y ear, on t he Pietermaritzburg c ampus, 828 international 

students from A frica were r egistered, out o f a total num ber of  866  international s tudents 

(Marais 2011). International students on t he Pietermaritzburg Campus thus form a large and 

arguably important cohort. Their information needs should therefore not be neglected. 

 

1.2 Problem statement 

 

International students at UKZNP face a range of difficulties as regards meeting a variety of 

information ne eds i n b oth t he a cademic and personal s pheres of  t heir l ives, a nd t heir 

information seeking behaviour is affected by a wide variety of factors. 

International students at the UKZNP are divided into two main categories. The first category 

is students pr edominantly from A merica a nd E urope w ho a re on a  uni versity e xchange 

programme, and s tay for a  s hort pe riod o f one  s emester. The ot her category of s tudents 
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comprises the one s w ho s tay f or an e ntire de gree a nd t hey are largely students f rom ot her 

African countries. The language of communication and teaching at UKZN is English. Most 

of t he i nternational s tudents do not  s peak E nglish a s t heir m other t ongue. T he r esearcher 

agrees with Stilwell (1991: 20) when she states that “every society has specific needs and the 

provision of the information to assist this society to meet these needs should be in a form and 

language t hat i s us eful t o t hem”. T his a pplies e qually t o t he i nternational s tudents on the 

Pietermaritzburg C ampus. For e xample, t he English l anguage which i s commonly us ed on 

campus i s a  s econd or  e ven t hird l anguage t o t he m ajority of s uch s tudents. T his w ill 

immediately create communication barriers and make the satisfaction of information needs of 

these students more difficult. It is inevitable that these international students, being far away 

from home, will have questions about a range of issues that need answers. These students are 

new to South Africa (and possibly university “life”) and hence will need information to assist 

them to adjust and settle on campus and in the broader society of which UKZN is a part.  

Given the above problem, the aim of the study was to investigate the information needs and 

information s eeking be haviour of  i nternational s tudents a t U KZN’s P ietermaritzburg 

Campus. In doing so the study was guided by the following research questions. 

 

1.3 Research questions  

 

1.3.1 What is the demographic profile and academic level of study of international students at 

UKZNP?  

1.3.2 What are the languages spoken by international students?  

1.3.3 What kinds of information needs do international students have? 

1.3.4 How do international students obtain the information they need? 

1.3.5 Where do international students find the information they are seeking? 

1.3.6 What problems do international students experience in terms of acquiring information?  

1.3.7 What steps is UKZNP undertaking to improve services for the international students?  

1.3.8 How can services that are offered to international students be improved?  
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1.4 Rationale of the study 

 

Since t he r esearcher i s one o f t he m embers o f t he co mmunity o f i nternational s tudents at  

UKZNP, he has first-hand experience of the problems which international students face. The 

fact that international students have different educational, cultural and language backgrounds, 

does suggest t hat t hey h ave a va riety of  i nformation needs i n t he South African university 

context. W hile pr evious s tudies c oncerning t he information ne eds o f i nternational s tudents 

have be en unde rtaken (see C hapter 2) t hey have be en c onducted a t t he P ost-graduate 

Diploma level and are concomitantly small in scale. The present study intends to take these 

studies forward and provide a more comprehensive and in depth study in terms of identifying 

the information needs and information seeking behaviour of the international students on the 

Pietermaritzburg campus. As pointed out, the international students form a significant cohort 

of students on UKZNP and it is hoped that the findings of the study will benefit both these 

and f uture s tudents. T he f indings m ay b e a ble t o a ssist the U niversity i n i mproving 

information delivery systems and at the same time contribute to ensuring the quick and easy 

integration of international students at UKZNP.  

 

1.5 Delimitations and limitations   

 

Creswell (1994a: 105) opines that “boundaries are necessary in a study to provide direction 

for the terms used, for the scope of the study and for the potential audience”.  In similar vein, 

Locke, S ilverman a nd S pirduso ( 2010: 41)  poi nt o ut th at a ll s tudies h ave in herent 

delimitations and limita tions. The limita tions may be lis ted in  a  s eparate section o r s imply 

discussed a s t hey a rise. If t hey a re f ew i n nu mber a nd pe rfectly obv ious, t he l atter i s 

desirable. The study was delimited to the Pietermaritzburg Campus of UKZN, South Africa 

because o f t he t ime constraints o f a co urse work m asters, l imited f inancial r esources and 

access to s tudy participants. Leedy and Ormrod (2001: 103)  maintain that t ime and money 

constraints a re c ommon to  a ll r esearch s tudies. The s tudy comprised a s ample o f all 

international students registered for the 2011 academic year on the Pietermaritzburg Campus, 

including both undergraduate and postgraduate students (see Chapter 3).  
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1.6 Definition of key terms 

 

In the context of this study the working definitions of certain key terms need to be provided. 

These are listed and defined below. 

 

1.6.1 Information  

 

Information has been defined di fferently b y many scholars.  C ase (2002: 62) , for example, 

defines i nformation “ as data t hat h as b een gathered, p rocessed an d analysed t o p rovide a  

useful result called information”. According to Saracevic and Wood (1981: 11) information is 

the meaning that a human assigns to data by means of the known conventions used in their 

representation” and mostly the definition is influenced by the discipline with which they are 

associated. K aniki ( 2001: 191) , c oming f rom a n i nformation s tudies p erspective, de fines 

information a s “ideas, f acts, i maginative works of t he m ind and d ata o f va lue, p otentially 

useful i n de cision m aking, qu estion a nswering and pr oblem s olving. It leads t o a  s tate o f 

knowing”. In this study the preferred definition is the latter definition. 

 

1.6.2 Information needs 

 

Feather and Sturges (1997: 216) provide a definition of information needs which is adopted 

in this study. The authors define information needs as “the expression used in a wide range of 

ways t o r efer t o a ny c ontext w here i nformation i s s ought a nd i t r epresents a ll f orms of  

information seeking”. Needs vary within society and individuals, and needs keep on changing 

over a period of time. Case (2002: 69) regards an information need as “a function of extrinsic 

uncertainty p roduced b y a  pe rceived di screpancy between t he i ndividual’s c urrent l evel of  

certainty about important environmental objects and criterion state that he seeks to achieve.” 

Once t here i s unc ertainty, t here i s a  ne ed t o c arry out  s ome ki nd of  i nformation s earch i n 

order to solve the information problem which gave r ise to the uncertainty. Nicholas (2000: 

20) maintains that information needs arise when a person recognises a gap in his/her state of 

knowledge a nd w ishes t o r esolve t he a nomaly”. W hen a  s pecific s ituation or  que stion i s 
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addressed b y a n i ndividual, t hen t he n eeded i nformation i f a vailable, accessed an d u sed, 

contributes to answering the question or solving the problem. Ben-Haim (2006: 16) points out 

that the information gap can be a severe form of uncertainty and it rises up between what is 

known a nd w hat ne eds t o be  know n i n or der t o m ake fully competent de cisions. T hus, 

information has the potential to reduce the uncertainty of the international students who study 

at t he U KZNP while a lso h elping th em to  ma ke s ense o f  s pecific s ituations in  w hich 

decisions have to be made or problems have to be solved (Cleaver 1987: 29).  

 

1.6.3 Information seeking 

 

Case (2002: 5)  defines information seeking as “a conscious effort to acquire information in 

response to a need or a gap in your knowledge”. Whenever the person realises that there is an 

information gap in his/her state of mind, the willing point of bridging that gap comes in and it 

may l ead t o s eeking and a pplying i nformation from va rious s ources. A ccording t o Ikoja-

Odongo a nd M ostert ( 2006: 148)  i nformation s eekers m ay t ake p ersonal r esponsibility f or 

their own information seeking processes or they may decide to work through an intermediary. 

The definition adopted in the study is that provided by Case above.   

 

1.6.4 Information seeking behaviour 

 

Davis (2000: 57) defines information seeking behaviour as “an activity of an individual that 

is undertaken to identify a m essage that satisfies a p erceived need”. In o ther words, and in 

terms of approach adopted for this study, information behaviour describes “those activities a 

person may engage in when identifying his or her own needs for information, searching for 

such i nformation i n a ny w ay, and us ing or  t ransforming t hat i nformation” ( Wilson 1999:  

249). T herefore, t he effort t o s atisfy t he pe rceived ne ed r esults i n i nformation s eeking 

behaviour.  
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1.7 UKZN policy on international students 

 

As not ed a bove, i nternational s tudents on t he P ietermaritzburg C ampus f orm a  l arge a nd 

arguably i mportant popu lation ( over 866  i n t otal for t he 2011 a cademic year). The UKZN 

policy on i nternational students i s c urrently b eing r evised i n o rder t o r eflect t he “new” 

institution. A ccording t o U KZN ( 2011b), be sides t he t hree campus international s tudent 

offices ( as i ndicated above; t heir r oles a re d iscussed i n C hapter 2), t here are also f ive 

supportive i nternational relations offices centrally s ituated at  the Howard C ollege C ampus 

which offer the following key services: 

 The International R elations O ffice i s responsible f or pr oviding l eadership i n ke y 

operations, in terms of academic collaborations linkages, marketing of UKZN to the 

international community and recruitment and enrolment of  international s tudents. In 

addition, t he of fice h as to e nsure t hat t he i nternational s tudents a re pr ovided w ith 

efficient and professional services. 

 

 The International A dvice O ffice is  in  charge of  coordinating i nternational vi sits f or 

purposes of  f uture c ollaborations a nd unde rtakes s pecial pr ojects f or p urposes of  

internationalising the university. 

 

 The International S tudent A pplications O ffice ha s t he dut y o f e nsuring t hat 

international students a re a ssisted t hrough t he c omplete a dmissions pr ocess f rom 

enquiries, s election, a cceptance, t o r egistration. The of fice also a ssists a nd a dvises 

with assessment and evaluation of international credentials. 

 

 The S tudent E xchange/Study Abroad C oordination O ffice ha s a r esponsibility f or 

promotion a nd m arketing o f t he s tudent exchange pr ogramme t o bot h l ocal U KZN 

students a nd i ncoming i nternational s tudents. T he of fice m anages a ll aspects of  t he 

student e xchange and s tudy a broad pr ogrammes f or bot h i ncoming a nd out going 

students. 

 

 The International School and Short Term Programme Co-ordination Office deals with 

enquiries a bout in ternational a ffiliation, lia ises w ith s chools h osting a ffiliates a nd 

supervises registration of international affiliates. 
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1.8 Methodology  

 

This study combined the two main research approaches, namely qualitative and quantitative 

with the use of two survey instruments to gather data, namely a questionnaire (administered 

to international students) and an interview (with the Head of the ISO). These two instruments 

were d eemed ap propriate f or g athering t he d ata n ecessary for an swering t he r esearch 

questions. The combination of two or more approaches of data collection procedures within a 

single s tudy i s know n a s m ethodological t riangulation ( Werner 20 04: 28) . T he t wo 

approaches allow for  m ore in-depth investigation of a situation and reinforce the collection 

of da ta f or be tter a nalysis of  r esearch qu estions a nd i ncrease t he va lidity of  t he findings 

(Babbie and Mouton 2001: 275). Questionnaires to international students at UKZNP and an 

interview (with the Head of the ISO) were used as data collection instruments. The sample of 

150 i nternational s tudents w as identified vi a a  non-probability s ampling m ethod na mely 

snowballing. Babbie an d M outon ( 2001: 167)  s tate t hat “ snowball r efers t o t he pr ocess o f 

accumulation as  ea ch l ocated s ubject s uggests o ther s ubjects”. A t otal of  137 (91.3%) 

questionnaires were completed and returned by international students. The Head of the ISO 

was interviewed. The research methodology is described in detail in Chapter 3. 

 

1.9 Study outline 

 

The study comprises a further five chapters:  

Chapter 2 puts forward the conceptual framework used for the study, namely, the Wilson’s 

(1999) model of information seeking behaviour. This chapter also provides a  review of  the 

literature related to the study. 

Chapter 3 presents the research design and methodology. It, amongst other issues, discusses 

the approach adopted, the data collection procedures, and the validity and reliability of the 

instruments used in the collection of the data. 

 Chapter 4 presents t he f indings of  t he research a s de termined f rom t he i nternational 

students’ questionnaire and the interview with the Head of the International Student Office. 
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Chapter 5 discusses the results as presented in Chapter 4 in light of the literature review and 

the research questions underpinning the study. 

Chapter 6, the final chapter, provides conclusions and recommendations for practice. 

 

1.10 Summary of the Chapter  

 

This chapter introduced the current study which is an investigation into the information needs 

and information seeking behaviour of  international s tudents at the Pietermaritzburg campus 

of the University of KwaZulu-Natal. It provided a statement of the problem with which the 

study was concerned, the background to the study and the key research questions asked. The 

key terms were clearly defined in order to avoid any ambiguity and confusion of the meaning 

attributed to  e ach te rm used in  th e s tudy. Delimitations a nd limitations o f th e s tudy a long 

with a brief historical background to the study were also provided. The structure of the study 

has been indicated as six chapters.  
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Chapter 2: Conceptual framework and literature review 

 

2.0 Introduction 

 

This chapter contains the conceptual framework of the s tudy and the l iterature review. The 

latter covers scholarly studies related to information needs and information seeking behaviour 

of identified groups of people, namely, university students as a whole and then specifically, 

international students. The conceptual underpinning for the study was provided by Wilson’s 

model of  i nformation b ehaviour a nd t his i s d iscussed. T his di scussion is f ollowed b y t he 

identification of  m ajor s ources o f i nformation us ed b y i nternational s tudents a nd t he 

challenges associated with doing so. Special attention is given to university library resources 

and s ervices. P roblems e xperienced b y i nternational s tudents r elating t o t heir i nformation 

behaviour are provided.  

 

2.1 Conceptual framework  

 

A theoretical framework influences how researchers design a study and how they collect and 

analyse t he da ta (Understanding Research 2004:  143) . W ithin t he t heoretical f ramework of  

information seeking, this study adopted the conceptual framework of information behaviour 

as represented by Wilson’s model (1981). An investigation of information seeking concepts 

will lead to a  better understanding of  university students’ information seeking behaviour in 

relation to existing information systems. Wilson (1999: 250) pointed out that the models and 

theories proposed by certain researchers, including but not limited to Wilson (1981), Belkin, 

Oddy a nd Brooks (1982), Ellis (1989), Kuhlthau (1991) and D ervin 1992, ha ve ga ined 

strength a s t hey ha ve be en a dopted as t he b asis f or f urther r esearch b y o ther s cholars. F or 

instance, r eference i s m ade t o t he t heoretical f ramework d eveloped b y Belkin, Oddy a nd 

Brooks ( 1982), na mely, t he A nomalous S tate of  K nowledge ( ASK). This t heoretical 

framework is useful in research investigating or assessing information needs.  

As poi nted out , Wilson’s ( 1981) m odel of  i nformation be haviour unde rpinned t he pr esent 

study. In t his m odel, i nformation ne ed, i nformation s eeking, i nformation e xchange, and 

information use are integrated into a flow diagram. This model is based upon two key points. 
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First, the model looks at information need as a secondary need that arises out of a more basic 

or primary need; and second, during the process of discovering information to satisfy a need, 

the information seeker tends to meet with barriers of different kinds (Wilson 1999: 252). The 

barriers include, but are not limited, to personal, interpersonal, and environmental barriers.  

Wilson’s model has been revised and updated over a period of time (from the 1981 model to 

the 1999 model). Wilson (1999: 251) indicated that the information seeker may or may not be 

successful at finding relevant information. If successful, the individual then makes use of the 

information f ound a nd may either f ully or  pa rtially s atisfy t he pe rceived ne ed. Failure t o 

satisfy the perceived need mostly leads to reiterating the search process. Wilson (1999: 250) 

further described the model as “a framework for thinking about a  problem and may evolve 

into a statement of the relationships among theoretical propositions”.  

The r esearcher r egards Wilson’s m odel t o be  m ore c omprehensive and a ppropriate t o t he 

problem a nd popul ation unde r s tudy t han ot her m odels ( the r eason for choosing W ilson’s 

1999 m odel i s pr ovided be low i n t he l ast pa ragraph of  t his S ection 2.1) . T he di agram of  

Wilson’s (1999) model of information behaviour is provided below. 

Figure 1 Wilson's 1999 model of information behaviour   

Source: Wilson, T. D. (1999). Models in information behaviour research. Page 251. 
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Seyama ( 2009: 18)  poi nted out  t hat Wilson’s 1999 m odel i llustrates t hat pa rt of  t he 

information seeking behaviour may involve other people through information exchange and 

the i nformation p erceived a s us eful m ay b e either pa ssed t o ot her p eople or  us ed b y t he 

information seeker him or  herself. The point does make sense for the purpose of  this s tudy 

given that the information seeking behaviour of international students on the Pietermaritzburg 

Campus of  U KZN will i nevitably i nvolve di fferent pe ople an d v arious o ffices where 

information can be obtained. 

  

The r eason f or c hoosing W ilson’s 1999 m odel i s be cause i t a llows for a  d escription a nd 

explanation of  us ers’ i nformation be haviour. Wilson’s m odel ha s be en de veloped a nd 

updated ( from t he 198 1, 1994, 1996, 1997 models t o t he 1999 m odel) a nd ha s be en 

successfully applied b y different r esearchers at  d ifferent p eriods o f t ime. F or ex ample, t he 

model w as us ed b y Yang ( 2007), i n hi s s tudy o f i nformation s eeking be haviour of  

international students for career decision making at the University of Tennessee. The model 

was a lso a pplied w ithin the S outh A frican c ontext b y M ostert a nd O cholla ( 2005) i n t heir 

investigation of the information needs and information seeking behaviour of parliamentarians 

in S outh Africa. S pecifically, th e mo del w as f ruitfully u sed w ithin th e U KZN c ontext b y 

Seyama ( 2009) i n he r s tudy o f i nformation s eeking be haviour of  s tudents w ith vi sual 

impairments at the University. 

 

2.2 Literature review  

 

Wisker ( 2001: 129)  a rgues t hat a  l iterature review i s a n e ssential pa rt of  pl anning one ’s 

research a nd t hat i t a lso he lps de velop one ’s ow n l ine of  t hought. M ore s pecifically, t he 

review o f related lite rature in tends to  s ituate the research within existing research, indicate 

where the present study fits into the broader debates, thereby justifying the significance of the 

study (Pather 2004: 72) and identify and fill gaps in the researcher’s knowledge. In a similar 

vein, Terre Blanche, Durrheim and Painter (2006: 19) maintain that the purpose of a literature 

review is “to put your research project into the context by showing how it fits into a particular 

field”.  

The b eneficial r esults o f co nducting a g ood r eview o f r elated l iterature h ave b een cl early 

highlighted b y r esearchers Kaniki (2001) and S tilwell (2004). Stilwell ( 2000: 173)  poi nted 
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out t hat “ a good l iterature r eview ne eds t o i ndicate t he di fferent vi ews, a greements, 

disagreements and trends of thought on the topic of research and be accurately portrayed and 

acknowledged in th e te xt”. The lite rature s earch in volves th e s ystematic id entification, 

location a nd analysis of  doc uments containing i nformation r elated t o t he r esearch p roblem 

(Gay 1976: 29). 

In this literature review, the nature of the international student will be elaborated upon as well 

as a n ove rview of  t he role of  i nternational s tudent of fices. R esearch i nto t he i nformation 

needs and information sources used by international students will be identified and the major 

problems experienced by them in terms of acquiring information will be outlined. This will 

be f ollowed b y a r eview of  t he s cholarly s tudies on t he i nformation s eeking b ehaviour o f 

international students. 

 

2.2.1 International students in the South African context  

 

The pot ential be nefits o f ha ving i nternational s tudents at u niversities in  h ost c ountries are 

linked t o s kill migration, e conomic g rowth, pu blic di plomacy and, m ore i mportantly, t o 

research and innovation for a knowledge society (Daly 2011: 60).   

Kishun (2007: 456) indicated that international s tudent numbers in South Africa have more 

than quadrupled during the dozen years of democracy from around 12 500 in 1994 to nearly 

53 000 in 2005 which represented more than 7% of the total higher education student body of 

730 00 0. I nterestingly, Sehoole (2006: 10) not ed th at in ternational s tudents f rom A frica 

represented 82.1% of the total number of foreign students. Most students from the Southern 

African D evelopment Community ( SADC) c ountries w ere r egistered f or unde rgraduate 

courses, while students from other African countries were mainly registered for postgraduate 

degrees. Students from t he S outhern A frica r egion were a lso dr awn t o h igher education i n 

South Africa on account of proximity, cultural and linguistic links, and quality of educational 

resources (Mpinganjira 2011: 2182). No major research has been undertaken in South Africa 

on the nature and needs of international students.  
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2.2.2 The role of the International Student Offices 

 

Kishun ( 2006: 8)  poi nted out  t hat “ the r esponsibilities, pos itions a nd r eporting o f s taff 

managing i nternational offices di ffer f rom i nstitution t o i nstitution”. K ishun ( 2006) a dded 

that S outh A frican uni versities ha d r ealised t he ne cessity o f i ncreasing t he num ber of  

international of fices i n order t o correctly manage t he i nflux of  i nternational s tudents w ho 

entered South African higher education institutions after the 1994 democratic election.  

UKZN has r ecognised t he important role o f t he i nternational of fice and, a s mentioned, t he 

University established three International Student Offices (ISOs) to serve all five campuses. 

The International Student Office is a d epartment within Student Services. The Office on t he 

Pietermaritzburg C ampus pr ovides a  num ber of  s ervices t o i nternational s tudents. T hese 

include applying for medical aid cover for students who do not  come with such cover, study 

visa-permit a pplications and e xtensions. O ther s ervices pr ovided i nclude the r eceiving a nd 

sending of  faxes a nd r egistered m ail ( free of  c harge) from or  t o hom e c ountries. F oreign 

exchange students are assisted with familiarization of the campus and surrounding areas and 

collection from the airport. In cases of death, the office helps with the relevant documentation 

to repatriate the late international students to their country of origin (Marais 2011).  

 

2.2.3 Information needs of international students 

 

Yi ( 2007), i n hi s s tudy of i nternational s tudent perceptions of  i nformation ne eds a nd us e 

examines in formation n eeds o f in ternational s tudents s tudying in  the United S tates o f 

America an d whether e ducation level, a ge an d g ender af fected their i nformation us e. T he 

study r evealed t hat i nternational s tudents ne ed i nformation t hat s upports t heir a cademic 

courses and those with a higher education level (postgraduate) use databases, remote access 

to lib rary o fferings and e -journals more f requently t han international s tudents with a lower 

education level (undergraduate).  

 

The f indings of  t he a bove s tudy a lso i ndicated that i nternational s tudents ha ve di fferent 

language, educational, and cultural backgrounds, which in turn create a variety of information 

needs. These information needs were further grouped into four categories, such as: 
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• Information for solving academic problems for classes;  

• Information for improving library skills; 

• Information for improving English proficiency; and  

• Information concerning software applications. 

 

Leder and Forgasz (2004: 194) in their study of  Australia and mature international students 

there found t hat f or i nternational s tudents, information ne eds a re c onsistently ba sed on t he 

differences in their home backgrounds and financial circumstances. Leder and Forgasz (2004: 

196) a dded th at in ternational s tudents te nd to  s uffer f rom a la ck o f familiarity w ith th e 

processes associated with the new academic environment in their host countries and lack of 

an immediate support network with their family members left behind in home countries. It is 

evident that international students have not only academic related information needs but they 

also look for information to resolve or meet their personal needs or social life issues.    

 

2.2.4 Main sources of information used by international students 

 

Case (2002: 12) acknowledged that one essential distinction that is made in the literature on 

information seeking is between “formal and informal sources of information”.  C ase (2002: 

12) specified that formal sources refer to books, textbooks, dictionaries and encyclopaedias, 

while informal sources tend to be family, friends, and colleagues. In this context, the findings 

of the study investigating experiences of international students in New Zealand conducted by 

Ward a nd M asgoret ( 2004: 51)  poi nt out  t hat “ informal s ources a re s een a s m ore r eadily 

available than formal ones”. 

 

The r esearch c arried out  b y A bdoulaye (2002: 193)  i ndicated t hat t he  f ormal s ources o f 

information that were mostly consulted for classes by African students studying in Malaysia, 

were l ibrary books, pe riodicals, t extbooks, Internet, t he Online P ublic A ccess C atalogue 

(OPAC), l ecturers’ ha ndbooks a nd not es, l ibrarians, onl ine da tabases, a nd consulting 

colleagues. In a ddition, Y i ( 2007: 668)  f ound t hat i nternational s tudents obt ained t he 

information needed mainly from the following sources: consulting librarians and classmates 

or f riends, us ing t he Internet, us ing l ibrary resources and s ervices, a nd br owsing onl ine 

resources. Further discussion of some of the resources mentioned above follows below. 
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2.2.4.1 Library resources and services used by international students 

 

The findings of the research conducted by Allen (1993) in his study of international students 

in acad emic l ibraries: a u se s urvey focused on unde rstanding t he c haracteristics of  

international s tudents a nd t heir l ibrary us e, has provided a  general pi cture of  i nternational 

students’ perceptions of  l ibrary use.  T he f indings point out that being considered as a  safe 

place t o s tudy w as t he m ain r eason f or i nternational s tudents us ing t he l ibrary. T he 

availability of the library’s resources and services was the other factor accounting for its use. 

The l atter us e i s pe rhaps uns urprising given t he i mportance of  t he l ibrary i n t he academic 

endeavour and the use of both print and electronic resources by international students in this 

regard has been pointed out by  Song (2004) and Majid and Kassim (2000).  

In terms of library services, Abdoulaye (2002: 193) describes library services mostly used by 

international s tudents a t a ll l evels of  s tudy ( both unde rgraduate and pos tgraduate) a s 

including c irculation, p hotocopying a nd reference services. I nterlibrary l oan a nd online 

searching s ervices are mainly u sed b y p ostgraduate s tudents p articularly f or t heir r esearch 

projects. In a similar vein, Jackson (2005: 203) pointed out that some library services “such 

as interlibrary loan, librarian reference-by-appointment, and live online reference” are new to 

international s tudents, “ whereas s ervices a nd c oncepts s uch t he r eference de sk a nd ope n 

stacks are understood”. 

 

2.2.4.2 Internet sources and electronic databases 

 

As e arly a s 1995, B ane a nd Milheim ( 1995: 1 ) ma intained th at th e “ Web is  the la rgest 

electronic information resource in the world”. Foley (2010) investigated the barriers faced by 

international students in their use of a small Irish academic library and the study revealed that 

resources used b y international s tudents t o f ind information for c lass a ssignments i ncluded 

mainly Internet (Web) search engines used by 86.2% of respondents and books used by 60% 

of respondents. In comparison ‘academic’ electronic databases and E-books were used by a 

small percentage of  the international s tudents, namely, 20% and 26.2% respectively (Foley 

2010: 37).  
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In t he U nited S tates, Song ( 2004) i n hi s c omparative s tudy on t he i nformation-seeking 

behaviours of  dom estic a nd i nternational bus iness s tudents r evealed that m ost of  t he 

international s tudents in itially d o th eir in formation s earching th rough either G oogle o r 

Yahoo, whereas domestic students do their searching, in the main, from the library web page. 

Yi (2007: 669)  indicated that “ the search engines most used by international s tudents were 

Google a nd Y ahoo”.  S ong ( 2004) a lso hi ghlighted t hat  international s tudents ne ed t o b e 

educated ab out t he fact t hat s earch en gines s uch as  G oogle an d Yahoo d o n ot s earch 

specialised and proprietary databases on which students can completely and totally rely. 

 

2.2.4.3 Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC) source 

 

In te rms o f c onsulting th e O nline P ublic A ccess C atalogue ( OPAC) a s a source of  

information, Liao, F inn, a nd Lu ( 2007: 23 ) po int out  t hat “ more i nternational gr aduate 

students t han A merican s tudents f ind i nformation i n l ibrary books  a nd t he l ibrary onl ine 

catalogue plays a more important role in international students’ information seeking”. In this 

regard, T am, C ox a nd Bussey ( 2009: 358)  hi ghlight t hat “ international s tudents ha ve qui te 

specific needs f rom Online Public Access Catalogues”. Furthermore, in the next generation 

OPAC features could enable students to save their time, could be easy to use and relevant to 

their search (Tam, Cox and Bussey 2009). Abdoulaye’s (2002: 193) findings underscore the 

importance of the OPAC as well as it was the most highly used information source or channel 

for African Masters’ and PhD students studying in Malaysia when searching for books and 

journals relating to their research projects.   

 

2.2.4.4 Librarians, lecturers and colleagues 

 

Neerputh, Leach a nd Hoskins ( 2006: 61)  poi nt out  t hat i t i s i mportant t hat l ibrarians 

understand t he g eneral i nterests o f t he acad emic i nstitution an d meet t he s pecific n eeds o f 

each patron. Jackson (2005: 205)  argues that “ librarians can p rovide a  solid foundation for 

international s tudent success b y developing and increasing l ibrary efforts and p rograms for 

this t arget group”. In this regard, Kumar and Suresh (2000: 333)  suggest that “Having one 

contact person who . . . is perceived as approachable and interested in (international students) 
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will go a long way towards improving communication, and bui lding a positive relationship 

between the library and the international student body”.  

 

Lecturers and colleagues as sources of information were also consulted by African students 

while t hey w ere s tudying i n M alaysia (Abdoulaye 2002:  193) . Lecturers w ere c onsulted 

during class time and even after class or seminar sessions for more explanation, for example, 

in unde rstanding an assignment t opic. In a ddition, Lewthwaite ( 1996: 1 83) m aintains t hat 

international s tudents a re a ssisted b y academic and s taff s upport, f or i nstance, s upervisors, 

and mentors but hostel administrators also support international students.  

 

2.2.4.5 Offices used by international students 

 

Ward a nd M asgoret ( 2004: 44)  i n t heir s tudy i nvestigated t he e xperiences of  i nternational 

students in New Zealand. They point out that international students frequently use university-

based offices and these offices include counselling, sport union, health and funding centres, 

housing office and international student office.  

 

2.2.5. Major problems experienced by international students 

 

International s tudent groups have b een a  focus o f s tudy for many researchers over t he l ast 

decade (Liao, Finn and Lu 2007; Hughes 2005; Wang and Frank 2002). The researchers have 

identified, in the main, three major barriers experienced by international students with regard 

to a cquiring i nformation, na mely, l anguage and communication i ssues, c ultural i ssues a nd 

information l iteracy s kills ( Onwuegbuzie 1997 ; S ong 2004) . O ther p roblems i dentified 

include l ibrary anxiety, communication pr oblems, s ocial a nd p ersonal u ncertainties ( Burns 

1991; Brown 2000; Baron and Strount-Dapaz 2001). 

Dunne (2009: 226) found that host students, interestingly, perceived international students to 

be more engaged with the academic subject matter, having a strong work ethic, and having 

comprehensible goals a nd obj ectives f or t heir e ducational experience. Indeed, i n t erms of  

responsibility, i nternational s tudents w ork unde r gr eater p ressure t han h ost s tudents. T hese 
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include pressures to succeed academically, financial pressures to pay high tuition fees and to 

meet the high cost of living in host countries and, finally, family pressures (Dune 2009: 227).  

 

2.2.5.1 Language and communication issues 

 

Language skill in this study refers to the skill in  writing, reading, speaking and listening in 

English, which is the foundation of effective communication in the university context. Foley 

(2010: 10) indicates that “most international students come from countries where English is 

neither an of ficial l anguage nor  a  medium of  instruction”. According to Bilal (1989) in hi s 

study  based on international students’ acquisition of library research skills in relation to their 

English l anguage pr oficiency, he  revealed th at in ternational s tudents w ith E nglish a s th eir 

second l anguage h ad ha lf t he r eading c omprehension of  home s tudents a nd even poo r or al 

comprehension s kills. A s f ar a s t he pr esent s tudy i s c oncerned l anguage m ay either be  a n 

open door for students who have the language proficiency to easily communicate or it can be 

a b arrier o f c ommunication to  th ose w ho a re s till s truggling w ith it.  What m akes E nglish 

particularly difficult for foreign students is because for some of them English is not only the 

2nd or 3rd language but it may even be their first time to communicate in English regularly.  

The study recognises that English is the official language of instruction at UKZN and that it 

is not , as noted above, the f irst language for the majority of international s tudents (or even 

local s tudents) enrolled a t UKZN. This can ne gatively i nfluence communication, s earching 

and l earning be tween i nternational s tudents a nd t he U niversity s ystem w hich i n t urn c an 

impact on information related issues. In response, UKZN has initiated access programmes to 

assist t hose hos t s tudents w ho c ome from di sadvantaged s chools, a nd t hose i nternational 

students w ho c ome f rom c ountries w here E nglish is  n either a n o fficial la nguage n or a 

medium o f in struction in or der t o i mprove t heir a cademic und erstanding a nd, i mportantly,  

their English language skills. 
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2.2.5.2 Cultural and financial issues 

 

International s tudents ar e ex pected t o a djust t o a  ne w c ountry’s e ducation a nd c ultural 

dimensions ( Baron a nd S trount-Dapaz 2001) . M u ( 2007: 573) , f or e xample, s tates t hat 

“cultural a nd c ommunication di fferences m ake international s tudents u ncertain about t he 

subject r esources and s ervices av ailable i n a  l ibrary.” However, s tudies f ocussing on i nter-

cultural c ontexts i n hi gher e ducation ha ve r evealed t hat i nternational s tudents w ish a nd 

expect t o ha ve contact and bui ld up f riendships w ith hos t s tudents ( Ward, B ochner and 

Furnham 2001; Smart, Volet and Ang 2000) and that contact and friendships can contribute 

to t he g ood a cademic performance and pr ompt s ocio-cultural a daption of  i nternational 

students (Kudo and Simkin 2003).  

Brux and Fry (2009: 521) in their s tudy of  interests, i ssues and constraints of multicultural 

students s tudying a broad ha ve hi ghlighted f inances a s t he m ain c onstraint f aced b y 

international s tudents. T his c ould be  a pplicable to i nternational s tudents a t U KZN as w ell 

given t hat i t i s m ore e xpensive f or f oreign s tudents t o s tudy h ere an d there ar e different 

financial deadlines to meet. (See the UKZN website in this regard at www.ukzn.ac.za.)  

 

2.2.5.3 Information literacy issues 

 

Siddiqui (2011: 57) states that “today information technology has developed rapidly and has 

had a huge i mpact on  a ccess t o i nformation a nd on i nformation s eeking be haviour”.  

Generally, i nformation l iteracy s kills i nclude know ledge a bout a nd t he a bility t o us e 

information a nd c ommunication t echnology ( ICTs). International s tudents c ome f rom 

different c ountries, some of  w hich are d eveloped whilst some a re d eveloping c ountries. 

Therefore, their level of ICT knowledge and skill and exposure to such formats and resources 

is varied and this can influence their ability to easily access information.   

The survey conducted on factors that influence information seeking behaviour of students by 

Korobili, M alliari a nd Zapounidou ( 2011) hi ghlighted t he ne ed for i mproving t he l evel of  

graduate s tudents' i nformation l iteracy s kills. In t his c ontext, Mu ( 2007: 575)  s uggested 

information pr ogrammes t hat c ould de velop i nformation l iteracy s kills of  i nternational 
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students for their academic purposes, and these included: library orientation which can  he lp 

familiarise th em w ith th e lib rary environment; lib rary r esource in troduction; s earching t he 

library catalogue; l ocating i nformation us ing a  r ange of  pr int a nd e lectronic r esources; 

information retrieval skills; critical skills for evaluating information retrieved; proper citing; 

and providing follow-up sessions. 

 

2.2.6 Preferred information format 

 

Liao, Finn and Lu (2007: 11) noted that students prefer using electronic resources rather than 

print-based one s. T hey f urther i dentified t he ke y factors t hat ha ve i nfluenced bot h 

international s tudents and American s tudents while making t he choice o f el ectronic format 

over pr int. S tudents, f or e xample, c onsidered a ccessibility as a  m ore i mportant f actor t han 

stability. Online resources were seen as allowing flexible access and electronic resources also 

provided a full-text searching facility. It must be noted that the authors did not differentiate 

the preferences of international students from those of the host students and it is assumed that 

the findings applied similarly to both sets of students. 

 

2.2.7 Initiatives to improve information services 

 

In t erms of  s upportive i nitiatives, t he or ientation pr ogramme of fered b y uni versities, 

including UKZN, at the beginning of the academic year is a helpful introduction to academic 

and social-life expectations of international students (Lewthwaite 1996: 175). In other words, 

Ward a nd M asgoret ( 2004: 48)  s trongly suggest that “institutions need to  in itiate mo re 

thorough and c omprehensive s trategies for d isseminating i nformation t o i nternational 

students” and a s r esult th is in itiative c an h elp t o ke ep i nternational s tudents a ware of  t he 

services designed for them. 
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2.2.8 Studies on information seeking behaviour of international students 

 

The literature search revealed that a l imited number of studies have been conducted in South 

Africa co ncerning i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking b ehaviour of  i nternational 

students i n t ertiary i nstitutions ( see be low f or di scussion of  t hese s tudies). T he num ber of  

relevant international studies is also limited (see, for example, Song 2004; Abdoulaye 2002; 

Hughes 2005 and Jackson 2005). It is evident that many of the studies are library focused and 

secondly, t hat t here i s a n eed f or f urther r esearch i n t his ar ea at  b oth a n ational an d 

international level. It is also evident that problems faced by local students may mirror those 

faced by international ones with regard to needs and information seeking behaviour (Hughes 

2005: 172). 

Liao, Finn and Lu (2007) explored the process involved in information seeking behaviour of 

international graduate s tudents ve rsus A merican g raduate s tudents a nd t he i nformation 

seeking pr ocess w as di vided i nto t hree s tages, na mely, i nitiating, s earching and l ocating 

stages.  

The purpose of the initiating stage was to identify the exact starting point of the information-

seeking pr ocess f or each s tudent. Almost 5 0% o f in ternational s tudents in dicated th ey 

initiated searching from the Internet. Their second choice (16.5%) was electronic resources 

(including e lectronic j ournals, da tabases, a nd electronic t heses a nd d issertations), w hile 

40.6% of American respondents tended to search electronic resources first.  

In t he s earching s tage most o nline r esources a re a ccessed v ia t he Internet (WWW), (the 

Internet w as t he m ost f requently us ed i nformation r esource b y i nternational s tudents). T he 

study found that the top two favourite web s earching tools were s earch engines and online 

reference tools. In addition, the three least favourite tools used by international students were 

Web directories, online discussion forums, and weblogs.  

In the locating s tage research shows that the top three information sources for international 

students were journals, library sponsored e-resources, and library books. The study indicated 

that both groups of respondents preferred electronic formats over print resources because the 

former p ermitted mo re flexible a ccess ( a c haracteristic o f e lectronic f ormats me ntioned 

above). 
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As indicated below, other studies have been carried out on the information seeking behaviour 

of international students at UKZN. As with the current research, these studies went beyond 

the l ibrary s ituation a nd hi ghlighted i nformation ne eds a nd b ehaviour i n t he U niversity 

context as a whole. These studies were conducted at the Post-graduate Diploma level, not the 

masters or PhD level, and were small in scale.  T he most common finding of these previous 

studies was the information gap between the University administration and the international 

students a s i nformation s eekers. A n e xample i n t his r egard w as t he l ack of  i nformation 

regarding the extra charges that international students had to pay in terms of a student service 

levy  of R 1 800 per annum. Other important findings of the studies are highlighted below. 

Chisa ( 2004) a nd M uhambe ( 2009) i n t heir r esearch f ound t hat t he “ best” s ource o f 

information on c ampus f or i nternational s tudents w as c olleagues, especially f or a cademic 

purposes. T hey both hi ghlighted that academic in formation w as th e p rime in formation 

required by the international students who study at UKZN. 

Essentially, in formation s eeking s ituations r elated m ainly to a cademic needs f or 77%  of 

international students whilst the remaining 23% highlighted personal issues (Mkhwebu 2008: 

10). In addition, t he m ajor s ources us ed t o s atisfy academic ne eds w ere dom inated b y 

discussing w ith c lassmates (53.3%), c onsulting l ecturers ( 20%) a nd us ing l ibrary f acilities 

(16.6%) as opposed to  interacting with friends for personal needs reported by (40%) of the 

respondents (Mkhwebu 2008: 11).    

Asah (2000) and Chisa (2004) i n t heir r esearch identified as a key problem the pe rception 

held by a large number of international students, that preferential attention was l ikely to be 

given to international students who were part of the University’s exchange programmes.  

Accommodation was also identified by students in these studies as a problem. However, the 

extent of  the problem did tend to vary in each o f the s tudies. Both Asah (2000) and Chisa 

(2004) f ound t hat 24%  of  t he s tudents s urveyed i dentified i t a s a  pr oblem, w hilst t he 

percentage w as 6%  of  s tudents i n t he study don e b y Letsoalo ( 2006) and, f inally 13%  i n 

Muhambe’s (2009) research.  

The other main problems identified during previous studies were poor l ibrary guidance and 

the lack of ability for searching and retrieving online information via online databases on the 

Internet (Chisa 2004 and Muhambe 2009). 
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Muhambe ( 2009) e mphasised t hat due  t o t he l arge num ber of  i nternational s tudents a t 

UKZNP, t here w as a  n eed t o f urther i nvestigate t heir i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation 

seeking behaviour more fully, a need which this study is responding to.  

 

2.3 Summary of the Chapter 

 

This chapter presented the conceptual framework for the s tudy, namely, Wilson’s model of  

information be haviour a nd i ts a ppropriateness w as out lined. In t he r eview of  t he r elated 

literature which followed, the nature of the “international student” was discussed as was the 

role of  i nternational s tudent of fices. R esearch i nto t he i nformation needs of  a nd t he 

information s ources us ed b y i nternational s tudents i n di fferent contexts w as i dentified. 

Library resources and services were the main focus of many international studies. This was 

followed b y a  di scussion of  t he p roblems f aced b y i nternational s tudents; i n pa rticular, 

language and communication problems were highlighted together with information literacy, 

cultural and financial issues.  The chapter ended with a review of the few studies which have 

been undertaken on t he information seeking behaviour of  international s tudents at UKZNP. 

These s tudies have b een conducted at t he P ost-graduate D iploma l evel and w ere s mall i n 

scale. Where applicable, relevant points clarified in the literature review will be considered in 

the interpretation and discussing of the research findings.   
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Chapter 3: Research methodology 

 

3.0 Introduction 

 

Chapter 1 described the background of the study, the research problem as well as the purpose 

and r esearch qu estions of  t he s tudy. T his de scription w as f ollowed by t he c onceptual 

framework and the literature related to the study presented in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 pr esents 

the research methodology that was used to address the research p roblem and to answer the 

research que stions. T his c hapter i ncludes t he d esign of  t he s tudy, t he choice of  m ethod, 

population, s ampling, d ata c ollection i nstruments a nd m ethods us ed for d ata an alysis. 

Validity and reliability considerations followed. The research instruments adopted were that 

of a questionnaire and an interview due to the nature of the problem under investigation. 

 

3.1 Research design 

 

A r esearch d esign i s a plan o r b lueprint o f h ow a researcher s ystematically collects and 

examines the data required to answer the research questions (Babbie and Mouton 2001: 74). 

This vi ew i s s hared b y Terre Blanche an d Durrheim (1999: 29)  who d escribe a  research 

design as a strategic framework for action that serves as a bridge between research questions 

and the execution or implementation of the research. Therefore, “designing a study involves 

multiple decisions about the way in which the data will be collected and analysed to ensure 

that th e f inal r eport an swers t he i nitial r esearch q uestion” ( Terre B lanche, Durrheim and 

Painter 2006: 35). Kothari (2004: 5) states that “qualitative and quantitative are the two basic 

paradigms o f r esearch”.  T hese t wo paradigms o r approaches were investigated in order t o 

determine an appropriate m ethodological approach t o a pply i n t he s tudy. R esearch 

methodologies r evolve a round t wo m ajor a pproaches, na mely qua litative a nd qua ntitative 

(Creswell 1994b: 1). B oth qua litative a nd qua ntitative a pproaches w ere a pplied in  th is 

research. 

Glesne a nd P eshkin ( 1992: 7)  s tate t hat t he pur pose of  us ing a  qu alitative a pproach i s t o 

contextualize and interpret results us ing induction to derive possible explanations based on  

observed phenomena while the quantitative approach involves collecting numerical data that 
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can be counted. The quantitative paradigm has provided a significant part of the foundation 

upon w hich t he s ocial s ciences h ave be en e rected ( Locke, S ilverman and S pirduso 1998:  

124). Basically, quantitative research makes sense in s ituations where we know in advance 

the important variables and when we are able to know how to control and measure them. But 

in s ituations w here w e find it is  d ifficult to  id entify th e imp ortant v ariables a nd h ow to  

measure t hem, w e n eed to e ngage i n t he ki nds o f ope n-ended, i nductive exploration m ade 

possible by qualitative research (Terre Blanche, Durrheim and Painter 2006: 272). 

Gummesson (2000: 18) notes that the concept of the qualitative approach was brought to the 

fore by T homas K uhn, in t he e arly 1960s , and c an be  us ed t o represent " people's va lue 

judgments, norms, s tandards, f rames of  reference, perspectives, ideologies, myths, theories, 

and approved procedures that govern their thinking and action".  

The study focused on obt aining qualitative information as well as statistical data concerning 

the i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking be haviour of  i nternational s tudents. D ata 

collection t echniques w hich w ere u sed i n t he s tudy w ere a s emi-structured i nterview an d 

survey que stionnaire. T he t wo uni ts of  a nalysis us ed i n t he s tudy w ere t he i nternational 

students a nd t he H ead of the International S tudents O ffice, both on t he P ietermaritzburg 

Campus.  

 

3.2 Choice of method 

 

The combination of two or more methodologies in a single study is described by Babbie and 

Mouton ( 2001: 257)  a s m ethodological t riangulation w hich m ay l ead to m ore va lid a nd 

reliable findings; and such triangulation can overcome the potential bias and sterility of single 

method approaches (Hussey and Hussey 1997). When used in combination, both qualitative 

and qua ntitative da ta yield a  m ore c omplete a nalysis, a nd t hey complement e ach ot her 

(Creswell, F etters a nd Ivankova 2004) . T he a pplication of  qua litative a nd qua ntitative 

methodologies to a research problem was applied and the resultant benefits from triangulating 

qualitative and quantitative methodologies were evidenced (Mangan, Lalwani, and Gardner 

2004: 567).  

Sarantakos (1998: 168) describes the main reasons for using triangulation. These include: to 

obtain a  va riety of  i nformation on t he same i ssues; t o us e t he strengths of  e ach m ethod t o 
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overcome t he d eficiencies o f t he o ther; an d t o ach ieve a h igher d egree o f v alidity an d 

reliability. In a ddition, many studies a dvocate methodological t riangulation be cause on t he 

one s ide i t br idges i ssues of  reliability and validity, and on t he other s ide, i t contributes to 

better understanding of the problem (Glesne and Peshkin 1992).  

The current study employed the survey method. Neuman (2009: 144) notes that “surveys are 

the most widely us ed da ta-gathering t echnique i n t he s ocial s ciences and o ther fields”.   

Surveys a re concerned with collecting data di rectly f rom people about instances in varying 

situations and circumstances (Robson 1993: 49). The survey method is characterised as either 

cross-sectional or  l ongitudinal (Schutt 1996:  130). A longitudinal survey is used when one  

intends to describe change over time. On the other hand a cross-sectional survey focuses on 

the s tate o f affairs in the population a t just one  point in time. The present s tudy adopted a  

cross-sectional approach. The survey method was used in the current research as it best suited 

the nature of  the research problem under investigation. This method was also deemed most 

suitable for gaining access to the international students. Furthermore, the survey design was 

chosen b ecause i t i s economical, i n t he s ense t hat i t enables t he r esearcher t o gather 

information on a  once-off basis i n order t o de fine t he na ture of  existing conditions (Simba 

2006: 52). It is also noted that survey research is very popular is South Africa (Babbie and 

Mouton 2001: 231). 

Babbie and M outon ( 2001: 263)  a cknowledge t hat s urveys ha ve s pecial s trengths a nd 

weaknesses w hich t he r esearcher s hould t ake i nto a ccount w hen de ciding t he a ppropriate 

research m ethod. Strengths include: s urveys are p articularly useful in de scribing t he 

characteristics of a large population; surveys make large samples feasible; and standardized 

questionnaires have an important strength with regard to measurement generally. Weaknesses 

include:  standardized questionnaire items often represent the least common denominator in 

assessing pe ople’s a ttitudes, or ientations, c ircumstances, a nd e xperiences; s urveys c annot  

measure social action; and they can only gather self-report of recalled past action.  In terms of 

the pr esent s tudy t he r esearcher w as o f t he opinion t hat t he s trengths of  t he s urvey 

outweighed t he w eaknesses a nd a s s uch t he s urvey w as a n appropriate m ethod f or t he 

problem investigated.  
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3.3 Research population 

 

Ngulube (2003: 201) defines the population of a study as “a set of objects, whether animate 

or i nanimate, which a re the focus o f t he r esearch and about which the r esearcher wants t o 

determine some characteristics”. According to Babbie and Mouton (2001: 173) a population 

is defined as “the theoretically specified aggregation of study elements”. In addition, Busha 

and Harter (1980: 57) define population as “any group of persons, objects or institutions that 

have at least one characteristic in common”. The latter definition is more appropriate for this 

current research in the sense that international students represent a group of persons who have 

a common characteristic of being foreigners and studying at the same university (UKZNP). In 

social science research what or who is studied is more precisely called the units of analysis. 

Welman, K ruger a nd M itchel ( 2005: 25)  de fine uni ts of  a nalysis a s “those e lements w e 

examine i n o rder t o cr eate s ummary d escriptions o f al l s uch u nits an d explain d ifferences 

among t hem”. A ccording t o Babbie a nd M outon ( 2001: 84)  t he uni t of  a nalysis r efers t o 

“what of your study: what object, phenomenon, entity, process, or event you are interested in 

investigating”. As noted above, two different populations were targeted for this research, the 

international students and the Head of the International Student Office. 

 

3.3.1 Population size 

 

Babbie and Mouton (2001: 174) define the study population as “that aggregation of elements 

from which the sample is actually selected”. There were 866 international students registered 

in the 2011 a cademic year on t he Pietermaritzburg Campus (Marais 2011). Ngulube (2003: 

201) points out that depending on t he size of the population and the purpose of the study, a 

researcher can study the whole universe or a subset of the population. Commonly, the whole 

population tends to be studied should it total less than 100 (Leedy 1997: 211). In this regard, 

Powell (1997: 67) states that “a study of a whole population is referred to as a census”. Given 

the large size of the population in the present study, a census was not an option and sampling 

was deemed necessary.  

The participants comprised both undergraduate and postgraduate international s tudents who 

were registered in al l faculties. They ei ther fell under the University exchange programmes 
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(there were 38 such s tudents for the first semester and the registration for second semester 

was s till taking place) o r be longed to the normal degree programmes (of which there were 

828 students).  

 

3.3.2 Sample  

 

Gravetter and Forzano (2009: 144) define sampling as “the process of selecting individuals to 

participate i n a r esearch s tudy”. S aunders, Lewis a nd T hornhill ( 2003: 151)  s tate t hat 

sampling pr ovides a va lid a lternative t o a  c ensus w hen t here a re bud get c onstraints, time  

constraints or when it seems impractical to survey the entire population. Krejcie and Morgan 

(1970) point out that with a population size of 850, the sample size would be 265. However, 

due to the limited financial resources, time constraints and the nature of the MIS Coursework 

thesis a smaller sample size of 150 students was targeted as being manageable and it was this 

number of students who were approached.  It is acknowledged that reducing the sample size 

would have an impact on the generalizability of the results. As Newell (1993: 96) points out 

“a sample size should not be very small because it would not be possible to generalize about 

the results of  the s tudy”. It i s also acknowledged that the non-probability sampling method 

adopted ( see be low) a lso had implications for t he generalizability o f r esults (Gravetter and 

Forzano 2009:  152 ) and as  a consequence b eing ab le t o ar gue t hat t he f indings ar e 

representative of  t he popul ation of  i nternational s tudents r egistered a t U KZNP c annot be  

done with any certainty. 

To ove rcome t he c hallenge of  a possible l ow r esponse r ate a ssociated with que stionnaire 

based surveys (Neuman 2009: 168) the researcher contacted the population to inform them of 

the study before the questionnaires were distributed. The 150 students were identified via a  

non-probability s ampling m ethod n amely, s nowballing, a nd t his w as us ed t o r each t he 

targeted s ample s ize. B abbie a nd M outon ( 2001: 167)  s tate t hat “ snowball r efers t o t he 

process o f a ccumulation as  each  l ocated s ubject s uggests ot her s ubjects”. T he H ead of  the 

International Student Office was also interviewed.   

An e ffort w as m ade t o e nsure t hat bot h und ergraduate a nd pos tgraduate s tudents w ere 

represented as w ell as those o n ex change p rogrammes an d t hose r egistered f or d egree 

purposes. In order to identify and gain access to the international students, use was made of 
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the va rious s tudent a ssociations or  c lubs, ba sed on t heir c ountries of  or igin w hich a ll 

international students belong to. Contact was made with the chairpersons of these clubs and 

international students were contacted with the assistance of the chairpersons. Once students 

had b een co ntacted t hey were asked b y t he researcher t o r ecommend other i nternational 

students w ho t hey kne w. S tudents w ho f ell und er t he exchange p rogramme cat egory were 

identified w ith t he a ssistance of  t he S tudent H ousing D ivision. Such s tudents a re 

accommodated in the various university residences.  

The snowball approach was very useful for this research because it allowed the researcher to 

reach a targeted sample quickly which would under normal circumstances have been a s low 

process ( to i dentify i nternational s tudents a mong ot her university s tudents). E fforts w ere 

made to ensure that the proportion of students in terms of year of study, gender and country 

of origin reflected as much as possible that of the whole population but as mentioned above 

generalizability of  t he r esults c annot be  assumed. O ne of  t he r easons f or doi ng s o i s t he 

possibility that first year international students, for example, may have information needs and 

information s eeking b ehaviour t hat di ffer f rom  t hose of  t he m ore senior i nternational 

students at UKZN. 

 

3.4 Data collection instruments 

 

Terre Blanche a nd Durrheim ( 1999: 45)  poi nt out  t hat “ data i s ba sic m aterial w ith which 

researchers w ork”. In t he s tudy, da ta c ollection instruments c omprised a  s elf-administered 

questionnaire a nd a  s emi-structured i nterview. T he que stionnaires w ere d elivered t o 

respondents (international students) by hand, and wherever possible, respondents were asked 

to complete the questionnaire immediately. If this was not possible, arrangements were made 

to collect the questionnaire at a later date. 

 

3.4.1 Semi-structured interview 

 

Conducting an interview is a more natural form of interacting with people than making them 

complete a que stionnaire ( Terre B lanche, D urrheim, a nd P ainter 2006:  297). H olstein a nd 
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Gubrium (2003: 176) define an interview as “an in-depth conversation between participants 

and the researcher”. The most popular kind of interview is a semi-structured one, where the 

researcher develops an interview schedule in advance (Terre Blanche, Durrheim, and Painter 

2006: 298) and this was applicable to the present study. 

 

3.4.1.1 Advantages of the semi-structured interview 

   

Humphrey a nd Lee ( 2004: 289)  i ndicate t hat the semi-structured i nterview pr ovides s ome 

advantages i ncluding a llowing “ the i nterviewees a  de gree of  f reedom t o e xplain t heir 

thoughts, to highlight areas of particular interest and expertise that they felt they had, as well 

as to enable certain responses to be questioned in greater depth”.   

The s emi-structured i nterview w ith t he H ead of the International S tudents O ffice w as 

recorded via a t ape recorder (once permission to do so was granted by the Head). Nachmias 

and Nachmias (1982: 153) s tressed that social science data are obtained when investigators 

record obs ervations a bout phe nomena be ing s tudied, or  ha ve t he obs ervations r ecorded f or 

them. T erre Blanche, D urrheim, a nd P ainter (2006: 298)  ha ve a lso poi nted out  s ome 

advantages of recording, namely: recording allows the researcher to keep a full record of the 

interview w ithout h aving to  b e d istracted b y d etailed n ote-keeping a nd i t a lso s hows t he 

interviewees that the researcher takes seriously what they say. The interview was conducted 

in a f ace-to-face s etting w hich is  th e mo st c ommon me thod o f c ollecting interview data 

(Babbie and Mouton 2001: 249). The interview schedule consisted of 13 questions (Appendix 

4) and the Head of the International Student Office was requested to provide an explanation 

of certain matters, as full as possible.  

 

3.4.1.2 Disadvantages of the semi-structured interview 

 

The semi-structured interview also has some disadvantages. Babbie and Mouton (2001: 249) 

maintain that “most face-to-face interviews require more than one interviewer, although you 

might undertake a small scale interview survey yourself” (which the present study did). Cone 

and Foster (1998: 20) indicate that the semi-structured interview highly depends on the skills 
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of the interviewer. However, Babbie and Mouton (2001: 289)  highlight that sometimes the 

interviewer puts the respondent (interviewee) under pressure to look good and sometimes the 

question is asked in a particular context that omits the most relevant answers altogether.   

 

3.4.2 Self-administered questionnaire 

 

Ngulube ( 2003: 205)  hi ghlighted t hat que stionnaire s urveys a re t he m ost us ed r esearch 

method available to the social scientists interested in collecting primary data for describing a 

population t oo l arge t o obs erve directly. S urveys a re m ostly us ed i n s tudies t hat ha ve 

individuals as the units of analysis, as does this current study. 

Through the use of the questionnaire, critical incidents experienced by international students 

were explored. A ccording t o C ase ( 2002: 105) a cr itical i ncident t echnique “ex amines a  

memorable information seeking episode”. The questionnaire designed by Kaniki (1995) used 

such a technique and it has also been successfully applied in other studies. All questionnaires 

were in English as the language which is commonly used on the Pietermaritzburg Campus. 

 

3.4.2.1 Advantages of the self-administrated questionnaire 

 

One of the advantages of a questionnaire is that when carefully constructed and standardized 

it pr ovides da ta i n t he s ame f orm f rom all respondents ( Babbie a nd M outon 2001:  232) . 

Another a dvantage i s t hat t he s elf-administered que stionnaire c an be  c ompleted w ith or  

without t he r esearcher b eing p resent ( Lewis-Beck 1994:  3)  a nd t his w as a pplicable t o t he 

present s tudy as i ndicated above. Powell (1997: 84) maintains that questionnaires facilitate 

accessibility and collection of large amounts of data and information in a short period of time 

and t hey are not  e xpensive t o a dminister. Babbie a nd M outon ( 2001: 232)  a rgue t hat s elf-

administered questionnaires al low t he r esearcher t o ach ieve a h igher r esponse r ate w ith a  

literate popul ation w hich ha s a  r ecognizable a ddress. E specially w hen t he que stionnaire i s 

appropriately worded, it can produce sufficient and relevant information for the benefit of the 

study. 

 



34 
 

3.4.2.2 Disadvantages of the self-administrated questionnaire 

 

Kothari (2004: 113) points out that self-administrated questionnaires have limitations due to 

the fact that respondents must be able to read the questions, understand and answer them. In 

order t o p revent t his i ssue, a ll que stionnaires w ere d esigned i n t he E nglish l anguage, t he 

official language used at UKZN, Pietermaritzburg Campus. Neuman (2000: 259) highlights 

that “ if t he r espondents are not  i nterested i n t he t opic, t he r esponse r ate w ould t end t o be  

lower, since there is no one to make follow up” (in the present study the purpose of the study 

was explained to respondents before they completed the questionnaire). It was an advantage 

to personally hand the questionnaires to the respondents and, if necessary, answer any queries 

they might have had. In addition, Neuman (2000: 273)  a lso points to “ the cost involved in 

terms of money and time consumed while the researcher is sending reminders in the form of 

letters o r p hone cal ls”. But a s i ndicated a bove, this w as not  a n i ssue i n the present s tudy 

because m ost q uestionnaires w ere co llected i mmediately and o nly a f ew o f t hem w ere 

collected at a later date.  

 

3.4.3 Forms of questions 

 

Powell (1997: 126)  maintains that survey questions can be either forced choice (closed) o r 

open-ended questions. Both types of questions were used in the questionnaire. The two types 

of questions are briefly discussed below. 

 

3.4.3.1 Open-ended questions 

 

Open questions are defined as those questions that allow individuals to respond in a way they 

wish to (Powell 1997: 127). Ngulube (2003: 211) highlights that “open-ended questions give 

the respondents opportunity to explain their opinions without being limited by predetermined 

responses”. Open-ended questions allow the respondents to be free to express their thought 

and f eelings i n t heir o wn w ords. Busha and H arter ( 1980: 70)  hi ghlight t hat t his f reedom 

allows the researcher to elicit the respondents’ views on t he topic under study. Heather and 
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Stone (1985: 21) maintain that “open-ended questions produce responses that can be included 

in a  r esearch r eport t o m ake t he r eport m ore i nteresting”. T herefore, ope n-ended que stions 

were used in the questionnaire where the range of choices could not be predetermined. 

 

3.4.3.2 Closed questions (forced choice) 

 

Babbie a nd M outon ( 2001: 233)  poi nt out  t hat w ith c losed or  s tructured que stions, t he 

respondent is asked to select an answer from among a list provided by the researcher and they 

are very popular because they provide a greater uniformity of responses and are more easily 

processed. Additionally, when the relevant answers to a  given question are relatively cl ear, 

this should lead to better understanding. Closed questions are valuable, especially in a large 

sample and the results of the investigation can be available fairly quickly (de Vos 2002: 179).   

Babbie and M outon ( 2001: 234)  i ndicate t hat i n t he c onstruction of  closed que stions, t he 

researcher s hould be  guided b y t he t wo s tructural r equirements, na mely, t he r esponse 

categories provided should include all the possible responses that might be expected and the 

respondents s hould not  f eel c ompelled t o s elect m ore t han on e un less t he que stion 

specifically requires it.  

A disadvantage of  c losed que stions is that r espondents m ay b e f orced t o s elect i naccurate 

answers (Powell 1997:  95). O n t he ot her ha nd, a dvantages of  closed questions a re t hat 

responses can easily be entered in a computer, saving time and money and they are less time-

consuming for the respondents to complete (Newell 1993: 101). Closed questions were used 

in t he que stionnaire w here t he r esponses t o qu estions w ere r egarded a s s traightforward. 

Respondents were also given an “other” option in some of those questions.   

 

3.4.4 Content of questionnaire used in the study 

 

The que stionnaire c omprised t hree sections with 27 que stions i n t otal (Appendix 2). T he 

sections were as follows: 
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Section 1 de termined t he ba ckground i nformation of  t he r espondents s uch a s gender, a ge, 

respondent’s country of origin, home language, English language problems as well as English 

is official language used at the UKZN, level of study and residence. 

Section 2 sought t o ob tain da ta r elated t o information ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking 

behaviour o f i nternational s tudents. A s t his s ection w as d ealing w ith th e ma jor p art o f th e 

study, i t was divided into two subsections:  Subsection A collected information concerning 

the in formation s eeking s ituations in  r elation to  a cademic n eeds of  i nternational s tudents. 

Subsection B collected information concerning the information seeking situations in relation 

to personal needs of international students. 

Section 3, t he f inal s ection, i nvestigated i nformation r elated t o t he I nternational S tudents 

Office and its information service delivery. This section also gathered respondent’s views and 

additional comments. 

 

3.4.5 Pre-testing of questionnaire 

 

Powell (1997: 105) states that pre-testing allows the researcher to identify questionnaire items 

that t end t o be  m isunderstood b y t he r espondents a nd h ence l ead t o t he om ission of  

information that i s needed. Babbie and Mouton (2001: 244) maintain that there is always a 

possibility of error, regardless of how carefully the researcher designed the questionnaire. In 

order t o ove rcome a ll possible s hortcomings when administrating t he que stionnaire, t he 

researcher pre-tested the questionnaire before administrating it to the respondents. Pre-testing 

plays an imp ortant role in  ma ximizing th e r eliability a nd v alidity of t he d ata c ollection 

instruments ( Ngulube 20 03: 215) .  T he qu estionnaire w as pr e-tested o n three i nternational 

students enrolled in the normal degree programme and one international student enrolled in 

the u niversity exchange p rogramme. Q uestionnaires w ere h and-delivered t o t he f our 

international s tudents a nd th ree o f th em w ere c ollected imme diately a fter c ompletion, o ne 

was collected after an interval of two days. 

Czaja and Blair (2005: 24) maintain that “the pre-test results should be used to improve the 

study and i mplementation pl ans”. In ot her w ords, t he pre-test pr ovided t he out comes t hat 

helped t he r esearcher t o i mprove t he que stionnaire. F or i nstance, que stion 2 a sked t he 

respondents t heir a ge. T hree of  t he f our pr e-test pa rticipants di d not  a nswer t his que stion 
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refusing to give their exact age. As a result, the researcher changed this question by asking 

respondents t o i ndicate w hich a ge r ange ( category) t hey f ell i nto a nd t his w as de emed 

acceptable by respondents. Another example refers to question 23 of the questionnaire which 

was presented in the form of a t able after pre-testing the questionnaire. The modification of 

this format was done with the a im of  separating each independent e lement of  this question 

thereby m aking i t c learer a nd s impler for t he respondents t o a nswer. In addition, m inor 

editorial and grammatical changes were made. Copies of the questionnaire were then made 

and administrated to the study population.  

 

3.4.6 Administering the questionnaire 

 

As not ed above que stionnaires w ere ha nd-delivered t o r espondents w ho ha d b een i nitially 

identified via the chairpersons of  the various international s tudent associations or  clubs. As 

mentioned que stionnaires w ere, i n t he m ain, c ompleted i mmediately. Where t his w as not  

done, arrangements were made to collect the completed questionnaires at a later date (within 

two to four days). Distribution of the questionnaires was done during a three week period in 

the second half of the second semester of 2011. As mentioned above, the exchange students 

were identified with the assistance of Student Housing and these respondents were contacted 

at their place of residence in the presence of the Residence Assistants. 

 

3.4.7 Response rate  

 

Babbie and Mouton (2001: 261) maintain that a response rate of 50% is adequate for analysis 

and reporting, while response rates of 60% are good and 70% are very good. Williams (2003) 

points out that a response rate of 20% for a self-administrated questionnaire is sufficient for 

reporting and analysing findings. Of the 150 copies of  questionnaires distributed, 137 w ere 

completed an d returned thus yielding a  ve ry good r esponse rate of  91.3 %. T he di fference 

(8.7%) of not returned questionnaires resulted from those few respondents who preferred to 

complete and submit the questionnaires at a later date (as indicated above) and who did not 

do so. 
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3.5 Data analysis 

 

Rose a nd S ullivan (1993: 4)  de fine d ata a nalysis a s t he pr actical application of  formal 

mathematical procedures to the analysis of social science data. In order to start the process of 

data analysis, the researcher needs to put the collected data in a different form to what it was 

when it was collected (Neuman 2000: 134). This is known as coding. Before doing so each 

completed questionnaire was evaluated to check for missing data and ambiguity and errors in 

the responses. The questionnaire responses were then coded and entered into the computer for 

subsequent pr ocessing us ing t he s tatistical pr ogram S PSS. A s B ell ( 1999) poi nts out  t he 

program i s us eful f or generating de scriptive and f requency t ables – a fo rm o f d ata 

presentation which was mostly used in the present study.   

Coding of  t he r esponses t o c losed que stions i s r elatively s traightforward. It i s l ess s o w ith 

responses to open questions. Content analysis according to Powell (1991: 164) is the “best” 

approach to adopt in this regard. Content analysis was thus used to interpret the responses to 

the open questions in the questionnaire and the i nterview. Babbie and Mouton (2001: 492)  

point out that “content analysis is usually divided into two types, namely relational analysis 

and c onceptual a nalysis”. T he l atter w as us ed f or t his s tudy. M ore s pecifically, i t i nvolves 

reading and re-reading one’s texts (responses), and trying to make sense of the patterns and 

themes that emerge from one’s data (Babbie and Mouton 2001: 493). Through the process of 

content analysis meaningful response categories for the responses to the open questions in the 

questionnaire w ere created ( Saunders, Lewis a nd T hornhill 2003:  380) .  T he r esponse 

categories w ere coded t hus a llowing f or c omputer i nput a nd subsequent pr ocessing o f t he 

responses. 

 

3.6 Reliability and validity: evaluation of the method used 

 

It i s necessary t o ev aluate a research m ethod i n order t o determine whether i t s uccessfully 

measured what it intended to measure or not. Evaluation of the method requires assessing the 

reliability and validity of the research method used (Gravetter and Forzano 2009: 75).  

Ngulube ( 2005: 136 ) d efined reliability “as t he de gree t o w hich a  p articular t echnique 

consistently measures what it sets out to measure while yielding the same results each time”. 
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Terre Blanche and Durrheim (1999: 61) indicated that “validity refers to the degree to which 

research r esults a re s ound”. A ccording t o N euman ( 2000: 171)  r eliability i s a ne cessary 

precondition of  va lidity. O ne o f t he m ost c ommon w ays of  he lping t o e nsure va lidity i s 

through c onducting a  pre-test of  t he r esearch i nstruments. A s m entioned a bove, t he 

questionnaire was pre-tested and the formulation of  questions was reviewed for c larity and 

simplicity in  r elation to  the r esearch qu estions ( Baker 1988:  19) .  D oing t he pr e-testing in  

advance (Babbie and Mouton 2001: 244) eliminated ambiguity and created the opportunity to 

maximize the validity and thus the reliability of the research instrument (Ngulube 2003: 215).  

 

3.7 Summary of the Chapter 

 

This chapter covered the methodology used in this study. The data of the study were collected 

using bot h qua ntitative a nd qua litative m ethods, na mely, a  s elf-administered que stionnaire 

and interview schedule respectively. The chapter discussed the use of the survey method and 

the advantages and disadvantages of the method.  The types of questions asked were outlined. 

The population was described and the use of the snowball sampling technique was justified. 

The pre-test of the questionnaire was discussed and this was followed by a brief description 

of how the questionnaire was administered. It w as not ed that a  ve ry good response rate of  

over 90%  of  t he t argeted s ample of  150 w as achieved. T he C hapter e nded w ith a  br ief 

discussion of  the analysis of  the data and an evaluation of  the research method in terms of 

reliability and validity. The findings of the study are presented in the next chapter, Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Research results 

 

4.0 Introduction 

 

Chapter 4 presents the research findings (data presentation). The results were drawn from the 

self-administrated qu estionnaire given t o t he i nternational s tudents and a s emi-structured 

interview with the Head of the International Student Office at UKZNP.  The purpose behind 

each question that was asked is explained and the results are provided. 

 

4.1 Response rate 

 

Of t he 150  copies o f qu estionnaires di stributed to t he i dentified i nternational s tudents, 137 

were r eturned yielding a r esponse r ate of  91.3 %. C onsidering t he s ample s ize o f 1 50 

international s tudents, t his hi gh r esponse rate i s e xplained b y t he va rious m easures 

undertaken t o e nsure p articipation a s m entioned i n C hapter 3. In e ach i nstance b elow, t he 

symbol N  i ndicates t he total pos sible num ber of  r espondents t hat s hould ha ve an swered a 

particular question. The Head of the International Student Office at UKZNP was interviewed 

as indicated in Chapter 3. 

 

4.2 Questionnaire results 

 

The questionnaire designed for international students had three main sections as described in 

the previous Chapter. It must be noted that questions 6, 7,  12, 14, 17,  19, 22, 24, 25, 26 a nd 

27 w ere ope n ended q uestions t hat a llowed r espondents t o provide m ultiple r esponses. 

Figures are rounded-off to one decimal place.  
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Section 1 

 

4.3 Background information  

 

Ten questions in the questionnaire were designed to collect background information on the 

participants. Questions 1 t o 4 were designed to provide demographic information. Questions 

5 to 7 focussed on the use of English as an official language at UKZN. Finally, questions 8 to 

10 obtained information on the category and programme of study of each respondent as well 

as where t he respondents r esided. The ba ckground information on t he r espondents enabled 

the researcher to gain a clear image of the population under study. 

 

4.3.1 Gender and age 

 

The i nformation i n t his s ection de als with th e gender and a ge r ange of pa rticipants. In 

questions 1 a nd 2 r espondents were asked to specify their gender and age.  T he results a re 

provided in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 Gender and age distribution 

N=137 

 

 

Age categories 

 

Total 18-22 23-27 28-32 33-37 38-42 43+ 

 

Gender 

Male  22 36 11 5 1 4 79 

 27.8% 45.6% 13.9% 6.3% 1.3% 5.1% 100% 

Female  26 16 7 6 2 1 58 

 44.8% 27.6% 12.1% 10.3% 3.4% 1.7% 100% 

Total   48 52 18 11 3 5 137 

 35.0% 38.0% 13.1% 8.0% 2.2% 3.6% 100% 
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Of t he 137 i nternational s tudents w ho a nswered t he que stionnaire, a s light majority, 79  

(57.7%) w ere m ale a nd 58 ( 42.3%) w ere female. T able 1 s hows t hat a m ajority o f t he 

respondents (100 or 73 %), w ere f rom the age groups 18 -22 and 23 -27 years.  The h ighest 

number of international students who responded to the questionnaire was between the ages of 

23-27 a t 52 ( 38%). T he a ge group o f 18 -22 years w ith 48 ( 35%) respondents w as s econd 

highest. The lowest number of  respondents three (2.2%) and five (3.6%) were those in the 

categories 38-42 and over 43 years respectively. The findings revealed that the most common 

age group for males was 23-27 at 36 (45.6%) and the least common age category was 38-42 

with one  r espondent ( 1.3%). T he m ost c ommon a ge group f or f emales w as 18 -22 a t 26 

(44.8%) and with the least common age category being over 43 years at one (1.7%). 

 

4.3.2 Respondent’s country of origin  

 

Table 2 be low reflects the numbers of respondents based on t heir country of origin. Table 2 

indicates t hat t he hi ghest num ber of  i nternational s tudents w ho r esponded w ere f rom 

Zimbabwe with 56 (40.9%) and those from Rwanda with 17 (12.4%). This was followed by 

students from Nigeria with nine (6.6%), Lesotho and United States of America (USA) with 7 

(5.1%) e ach, f ollowed by S waziland a nd T anzania w ith 6 ( 4.4%) e ach. T hereafter, t he 

findings showed that the lowest number of respondents was characterised by one respondent 

from e ach o f t he fi ve f ollowing c ountries: Angola, C ameroon, E thiopia, G hana a nd 

Mozambique. 
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Table 2 Country of origin 

N=137 

Country Frequency Percentage  

Zimbabwe 56 40.9% 

Rwanda 17 12.4% 

Nigeria 9 6.6% 

Lesotho 7 5.1% 

USA 7 5.1% 

Swaziland 6 4.4% 

Tanzania 6 4.4% 

Kenya 5 3.6% 

DRC 4 2.9% 

Burundi 3 2.2% 

Sudan 3 2.2% 

Zambia 3 2.2% 

Botswana 2 1.5% 

Malawi 2 1.5% 

Uganda 2 1.5% 

Angola 1 0.7% 

Cameroon 1 0.7% 

Ethiopia 1 0.7% 

Ghana 1 0.7% 

Mozambique 1 0.7% 

Total  137 100% 

 

4.3.3 Home language 

 

The home languages of the respondents are depicted in Table 3 below. 
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Table 3 Home language 

N=137 

Language Frequency Percentage 

Shona 43 31.4% 

Kinyarwanda 17 12.4% 

English 16 11.7% 

Swahili 13 9.5% 

Sesotho 7 5.1% 

Ndebele 6 4.4% 

Siswati 6 4.4% 

Arabic 4 2.9% 

Labo 4 2.9% 

Kirundi 3 2.2% 

Portuguese 3 2.2% 

Bemba 2 1.5% 

French 2 1.5% 

Tswana 2 1.5% 

Other languages 9 6.6% 

Total 137 100% 

 

Table 3 a bove, i ndicated t hat t he f our hom e l anguages m ost c ommonly s poken b y 

respondents were Shona with 43 (31.4%), Kinyarwanda 7 (12.4%), English 16 (11.7%), and 

Swahili 13 (11.7). Bemba, French and Tswana were each spoken by two respondents. There 

were also nine (6.6%) home languages reported by only one  respondent for each language. 

These w ere categorised unde r t he “ Other” l anguage group. A  b reakdown of  t hese ot her 

languages is as follows (the home country is also given):  

• Nigeria: Igala, Hamantan and Isawa, (three languages or 2.2%); 

• Uganda: Luganda and Runyolo, (two languages or 1.5%); 

• Malawi: Tumbuku and Chichewa, (two languages or 1.5%); 

• Kenya: Kikuyu, (one language or 0.7% ); and 

• Ghana: Fante, (one language or 0.7%).  
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4.3.4 English language problems

English is the official language at UKZN. Questions 5 and 6 were asked in order to identify 

respondents who experienced English language problems while at university and what those 

problems were. Figure 2 s hows that of the 137 r espondents, 114 ( 83.2%) did not encounter 

language problems, while the remaining 23 (16.8%) experienced such problems.  

Figure 2 English language problems

N = 137

Question 6 was an open ended question and asked respondents to indicate their key problems 

with the English language. Respondents could provide multiple responses. The key English 

language p roblems i dentified b y respondents were grouped i nto f our m ain c ategories, 

namely, writing (of essays and assignments), reading (of academic materials), understanding 

(of l ecture s essions a nd reading m aterials) a nd s peaking or  c ommunicating ( with lecturers 

and c olleagues). S ome respondents pr ovided m ore t han one  a nswer thus a total of  46  

responses was provided by the 23 respondents who answered this question.
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Table 4 Major English language problems 

N=23 

English problems Frequency  Percentage of 
respondents  

Writing 14  60.9% 

Speaking  13  56.5% 

Understanding 11  47.8% 

Reading 8  34.8% 

*Total 46  200% 

 (* Multiple responses received) 

Table 4 indicates that the four categories of problems highlighted, received similar attention. 

Writing i n E nglish w as the l anguage pr oblem m ost e xperienced b y 1 4 ( 60.9%) of  t he 23 

respondents, followed b y speaking in English (56.5% or 13 r espondents); understanding in 

English (47.8% or 11 r espondents). Reading i n E nglish w as the least f requent language 

problem e xperienced f or e ight ( 34.8%) r espondents. S ome E nglish l anguage ba rriers 

highlighted by respondents are reflected below: 

• A first year international student explained how he cannot clearly express the details 

about w hat he ne eds w hile he  i s l ooking f or he lp w ith hi s a cademic w ork, f or 

example, c onsulting w ith a  l ecturer t o g et a  be tter unde rstanding of  a n a ssignment 

topic. 

• Another f irst year i nternational s tudent expressed that “commonly m y p oor English 

language background still affects the way of communicating with my lecturers”. She 

added that every student could normally enjoy participating in group work discussion 

with ot her c lassmates, a s f ar a s i t c reates oppor tunity t o get m ore e xplanations a nd 

useful examples from colleagues. Yet she said that “I had to take time and think two 

times before giving contribution because my grammar was not good and I ended up 

keeping quiet most of the time”.  

 

• A post-graduate international student expressed that as far as he did his undergraduate 

studies back home in the French language; i t became an issue for him while he was 

searching relevant electronic journal articles for the dissertation and writing research 

proposal. He noted that “most of time I think in French and try to write in English”. 
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However, he declared that his supervisor had played a vital role in understanding his 

language pr oblem a nd a ssisting hi m m ost of  the t ime w hich of  c ourse c reated 

“psychological support for my school work”.   

 

4.3.5 Resolution of English language problems 

 

Question 7 a sked respondents t o s pecify t he m easures unde rtaken i n o rder t o resolve t he 

English language problems experienced. The results are indicated in table 5 be low. Twenty 

three respondents provided solutions, some more than one solution, resulting in a total of 38 

responses. The solutions offered were grouped into seven categories. 

Table 5 Measures applied to resolve English language problems 

N=23 

Solutions to language problems Frequency  Percentage of 
respondents  

Improving spelling and grammar 12 52.2% 

Practicing reading skills 8 34.8% 

Communication with colleagues 6 26.1% 

Language Centre 5 21.7% 

Consult lecturers 3 13.0% 

Library video room 2 8.7% 

TV and Radio news 2 8.7% 

*Total 38 165.2% 

 (* Multiple responses received) 

Table 5 s hows t hat t he highest m easure e ngaged b y respondents w as b ased on i mproving 

spelling and grammar with 12 ( 52.2%) doing so. The library video room and TV and Radio 

news were the lowest used measures with two (8.7%) respondents doing so in each instance. 
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4.3.6 Level of study and category programme 

 

The respondents were asked to specify their l evel of  s tudy (undergraduate or  pos tgraduate) 

and category of study (normal degree programme or exchange programme).  

Table 6 Respondents by level and category of study 

N=137 

Level of study Student category Total 

Normal degree Exchange 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Undergraduate 86 62.8% 7  5.1% 93  67.9% 

Postgraduate 44 32.1 % 0  0.0% 44  32.1% 

Total 130 94.9% 7  5.1% 137  100% 

 

Table 6 i ndicates t hat f rom t he t otal of  137 r espondents, 130 ( 94.9%) e nrolled unde r t he 

normal de gree pr ogramme. O f t hese 86 ( 62.8%) w ere unde rgraduate a nd 44  ( 32.1%) 

postgraduate international s tudents. Seven (5.1%) international s tudents (all f rom the USA) 

were registered under the university exchange p rogramme and they were al l undergraduate 

students. More specifically, undergraduate respondents were also asked to indicate their year 

of s tudy and pos tgraduate s tudents w ere a sked t o s pecify t heir pr evious unde rgraduate 

institutions. Table 7 below classifies the undergraduate respondents according to their year of 

study (1, 2, 3 and 4th year). It also indicates the number of postgraduate respondents who did 

their undergraduate studies at UKZN and those who did not. 
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Table 7 Year of study and undergraduate institution 

N=137 

Year of study and place of undergraduate study Frequency  Percentage of  

respondents 

Undergraduate First Year 36 26.3% 

Second Year 23 16.8% 

Third Year 30 21.9% 

Fourth Year 4 2.9% 

Sub-total  93 67.9% 

Postgraduate Undergraduate study at UKZN  19 13.9% 

Undergraduate study not at UKZN 25 18.2% 

Sub-total 44 32.1% 

Total 137 100% 

 

Table 7 shows that of the 93 unde rgraduate respondents, the majority, 36 (38.7%) were first 

year s tudents, f ollowed by 30 ( 32.3%) in third y ear a nd 23 ( 24.7%) i n t heir s econd year. 

There were four (4.3%) undergraduate respondents who were in their fourth year. Of the 44 

postgraduate respondents, the larger number of 25 (56.8%) did their undergraduate studies at 

an institution other than UKZN.  

 

4.3.7 Residence 

 

The i nternational s tudent r espondents w ere a sked w hether t hey w ere s taying i n t he 

university’s residences or not. Ninety-five respondents (69.3 %) were staying in off-campus 

accommodation a nd 42 (30.7 % ) w ere s taying i n t he va rious ha lls of  r esidence. A ll s even 

international s tudent r espondents e nrolled unde r t he uni versity exchange pr ogramme w ere 

accommodated in the university’s residences. 
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Section 2 

 

4.4 Information needs and information seeking behaviour of international students 

 

Based on the literature presented in chapter two, the assumption was that, while international 

students were at  UKZN they would experience two types of needs – one related to academic 

studies (for example, registration process and issues around lectures); and the other related to 

personal issues (for example accommodation and health issues.) The purpose of this section 

was to f ind out  from respondents using the critical incident technique (see Chapter 3)  what 

important situation or instance they had  experienced at UKZN and what kind of things they 

needed t o f ind out , l earn or  know  i n t his s ituation. For i nstance, t hey m ay ha ve ne eded t o 

make a  de cision, f ind an a nswer t o a  que stion, s olve a  pr oblem or  try t o unde rstand 

something.  

 

Subsection A 

 

4.4.1 Information needs related to academic studies 

 

This subsection specifically provides for the presentation of data concerned with information 

seeking situations in relation to the academic studies of international students at UKZN.  It 

reflects the fundamental information sources that were consulted by respondents in order to 

resolve their information needs. Respondents were asked whether they were successful or not 

at resolving their information needs. They were also asked to identify the major challenges 

experienced and finally, their preferred information format in terms of academic information 

needs. 
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4.4.1.1 Information seeking situation for academic studies 

 

Question 11 a sked r espondents t o de scribe s ituations or  i nstances w here they h ad r equired 

information to deal with a situation or to solve a problem or to make decisions specifically 

concerning their academic studies. The critical incident technique was applied with the aim of 

assisting the respondents to recall their information needs. 

A total of  118 r espondents were able to provide an incident. Table 8 be low shows that the 

registration p rocess w as th e mo st r eported a cademic is sue w ith 38 (32.2%) r espondents 

having experienced a  critical i ncident concerning the process. This was f ollowed b y i ssues 

around lectures with 36 ( 30.5%), instances related to assignments and tests was highlighted 

by 19 ( 16.1%). Research and dissertation issues were mentioned by 16 ( 13.6%). A funding 

issue w as r eported b y 1 3 ( 11%) r espondents a nd t he l east m entioned s ituation w as t hat of  

information l iteracy with 6 ( 5.1%) respondents doing so. However, as will be noted below, 

‘Assignments and t ests’ an d ‘ Research and d issertations’ r eflected in formation lite racy 

shortcomings on the part of the respondents.  

Table 8 Major information seeking situation as regards academic issues 

N=118 

 

Situation Frequency Percentage of 

respondents 

Registration process 38 32.2% 

Issues around lectures 36 30.5% 

Assignments and tests 19 16.1% 

Research and dissertations 13 11% 

Financing studies 8 6.8% 

Information literacy skills 4 3.4% 

Total 118 100% 
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4.4.1.2 Sources of information consulted 

 

Question 12, an open ended question in which respondents could provide multiple responses, 

sought to establish the main sources of information consulted by the respondents in relation 

to th eir a cademic s tudies. The 203 r esponses i n t erms of  s ources of  i nformation c onsulted 

from 118 respondents were grouped into 13 categories. These sources are provided in Table 9 

below.  

Table 9 Major sources of information 

N=118 

 

Sources of information Frequency  Percentage of 

respondents 

Library resources and services 41 34.7% 

Faculty Offices 35 29.7% 

Internet 23 19.5% 

International Student Office (ISO) 21 17.8% 

Lecturers 20 16.9% 

Librarians 20 16.9% 

Colleagues  20 16.9% 

Student Counseling Centre 6 5.1% 

Student Funding Centre 5 4.2% 

Student Representative Council (SRC)  4 3.4% 

International Students Associations 4 3.4% 

LAN Assistants (help desk) 2 1.7% 

Risk Management Services (RMS) 2 1.7% 

*Total 203 171.9% 

 (* Multiple responses received)  

Table 9 s hows t hat f rom t he t otal of  118 r espondents, t he m ost f requently us ed s ource of  

information was library resources and services. A large number of international students, 41 

(34.7%) used l ibrary resources and services. This was followed by 35 (29.7%) respondents 

who consulted Faculty Offices. Twenty three (19.5%) respondents used the Internet and 21  
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(17.8%) consulted the International Student Office (ISO). Lecturers, librarians and colleagues 

were each consulted by 20 (16.9%) respondents in relation to their academic studies. 

 

4.4.1.3 Success with information source consulted  

 

Question 13 was asked in order to establish the number of respondents who were successful 

with the information sources consulted by them. Table 10 shows that from a total of 118 who 

answered t his que stion, 101 ( 73.7%) were s uccessful a nd onl y 17 ( 12.4%) w ere not  

successful with the sources they had consulted for their academic studies.  

Table 10 Success with sources consulted 

    N=118 

Response Frequency Percentage 

Yes 101 73.7% 

No 17 12.4% 

Total 118 100% 

 

4.4.1.4 Major problems experienced by respondents 

 

Question 14, an open question, asked the respondents what problems they experienced during 

the pr ocess of  consulting i nformation s ources i n or der t o s atisfy t heir information ne eds 

related to their academic s tudies. Respondents could l ist more than one  problem. Fifty two 

respondents answered this question and provided a total of 60 responses between them. 
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Table 11 Major problems experienced by respondents 

N=52 

 

Problems experienced Frequency Percentage of  

respondents 

Information literacy skills 21 40.4% 

English language problem 15 28.8% 

Delay of services delivered 8 15.4% 

Unstable Internet and GroupWise 7 13.5% 

No overnight use of library and LAN   5 9.6% 

Time table clashes 4 7.6% 

*Total 60 115.3% 

 (* Multiple responses received) 

Table 11 s hows t hat f rom t he t otal of  52 r espondents w ho a nswered t his que stion, 

information l iteracy s kills w as t he m ost f requently experienced pr oblem r eported b y 21 

(40.4%) respondents. This was followed by the English language problem mentioned by 15 

(28.8%) r espondents. D elay o f s ervices de livered b y t he ISO, t he D epartment of  H ome 

Affairs and the Ingwe Insurance Company (in terms of medical aid cover) was reported by 

eight (15.4%) respondents. Unstable Internet and GroupWise (email service) problems were 

reported b y s even ( 13.5%) r espondents. T he l imited t ime f or us ing t he l ibrary a nd LAN 

(overnight) was reported by five (9.6%) respondents who were staying off campus. The least 

mentioned problem was time table clashes reported by four (7.6%) respondents in relation to 

their academic studies.  

 

4.4.1.5 Most preferred information format for academic studies 

 

Table 12 shows that the most preferred information format listed by 58 (42.3%) respondents 

was the electronic format. It was followed by the face-to-face format reported by 44 (32.1%) 

respondents. The print format was preferred by 33 (24.1%) respondents and the audio format, 

the least preferred information format of respondents, with only two (1.5%) mentioning it. 
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Table 12 Preferred information format 

N=137 

Information format Frequency Percentage 

Electronic  58 42.3% 

Face-to-face  44 32.1% 

Print  33 24.1% 

Audio  2 1.5% 

Total 137 100% 

 

 4.4.1.6 Reasons for information format preference 

 

The respondents were further asked to provide a reason/s for their format preference.  

The 58 respondents who preferred the electronic format provided the following reasons: 

• Accessibility reported by 35 (60.3%); 

• Ease of use  reported by 19 (32.8%); and  

• Cost effectiveness reported by four (6.9%) respondents. 

 

The 44 respondents who preferred the face-to-face format provided the following reasons: 

• Open discussion opportunity reported by 28 (63.6%); and 

• Getting quick feedback or answer reported by 16 (36.4%) respondents.  

 

The 33 respondents who preferred the print format provided the following reasons: 

• Permanence  reported by 24 (72.7%); and 

• Trustworthiness reported by nine (27.3%) respondents.   

 

Finally, t he t wo respondents w ho pr eferred t he a udio f ormat di d not  give a r eason for 

preferring this information format. 
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Subsection B 

 

4.4.2 Information needs related to personal issues 

 

This Subsection provides the results relating to the personal issues of international students at 

UKZN. It considered the basic information sources that were consulted by the respondents in 

order to resolve a given instance identified. Respondents were asked whether the information 

obtained w as us eful or  not. A s i n S ubsection A  a bove, r espondents a lso hi ghlighted th eir 

preferred information format. 

 

4.4.2.1 Information seeking situation for personal issues 

 

Question 16 a sked r espondents t o de scribe s ituations or  i nstances w here they h ad r equired 

information to deal with a situation or to solve a problem or to make a decision specifically 

concerning their personal issues. The critical incident technique was applied with the aim of 

assisting the respondents to recall their information needs. 

Table 13 Major information seeking situation for personal issues 

N=83 

Seeking situation Frequency Percentage 

Accommodation  29 34.9% 

Health issues 21 25.3% 

Family issues 16 19.3% 

Entertainment 9 10.8% 

Culture issues 5 6% 

Security issues 3 3.7% 

Total  83 100% 

     

Table 13 a bove shows that from a total of 83 r espondents, accommodation was the instance 

related t o pe rsonal i ssues m ost r eported b y respondents w ith 29 ( 34.9%) of  t he 8 3 
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respondents w ho de scribed a n i nstance, doi ng s o. T his w as f ollowed b y h ealth i ssues 

mentioned b y 21 ( 25.3%) r espondents a nd f amily i ssues, m entioned b y 16 ( 19.3%). O ther 

instances mentioned related to entertainment, culture and security issues.  

 

4.4.2.2 Major information sources 

 

Question 17, a n ope n e nded que stion, s ought t o e stablish t he m ajor i nformation s ource/s 

consulted by the respondents in relation to their personal issues. The results are depicted in 

Table 14 be low. The 83 respondents provided a total of 110 responses which were grouped 

into 12 information source categories. 

Table 14 Major information sources used by respondents 

N=83 

 

Information sources Frequency  Percentage of  

respondents 

Colleagues 22 26.5% 

International student Office (ISO) 20 24.1% 

Student Housing Office 16 19.3% 

Internet 16 19.3% 

Student Counselling Centre 12 14.5% 

Campus Clinic Centre 8 9.6% 

Social networks 6 7.2% 

Student Representative Council 4 4.8% 

Campus Sport Union 2 2.4% 

International Student Associations 2 2.4% 

Risk Management Service 1 1.2% 

Notice board 1 1.2% 

*Total 110 132.5% 

 (* Multiple responses received) 
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Table 14 s hows t hat f rom t he t otal of  83 r espondents, 22 ( 26.5%) i nternational s tudents 

consulted t heir c olleagues. T his w as f ollowed b y 20 ( 24.1%) s tudents who c onsulted t he 

International Student Office. Two information sources, namely, the Student Housing Office 

and t he Internet w ere c onsulted b y t he s ame nu mber of  r espondents - 16 ( 19.3%). T welve 

(14.5%) consulted the Student Counselling Centre. Eight (%) respondents used the Campus 

Clinic C entre a nd s ix ( 7.2%) us ed s ocial ne tworks s uch a s F acebook, T witter, M ixt a nd 

MySpace. 

4.4.2.3 Information obtained useful or not

Question 18 w as a sked in or der to establish whether t he information obt ained w as us eful. 

Figure 3 be low shows that of  the 83 i nternational s tudents who answered this question, the 

majority, 68 (82%) found the information obtained to be useful for resolving their personal 

issues while 15 (18%) did not. 

Figure 3 Usefulness of information obtained

4.4.2.4 Reasons for information obtained to be not useful

Of the 15 international students who specified that information obtained was not useful, only 

one ( 6.7%) di d not  pr ovide a  r eason. T he r emaining 14 ( 93.3%) respondents pr ovided t he 

following reasons:
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• List of  p rivate l andlords obt ained f rom Student Housing w as not  upda ted ( four o r 

28.6%);  

• Not easy to communicate with some classmates who like to speak IsiZulu most of the 

time (three or 21.4%); 

• Hard to communicate with family members (three or 21.4%);  

• Slow Internet connectivity and limited wireless coverage (two or 14.3%); and 

• Too much irrelevant results from the Internet (two or 14.3%). 

 

4.4.2.5 Preferred information format for personal issues 

 

Table 15 shows that the most preferred information format for resolving personal issues listed 

by 6 5 ( 47.4%) r espondents w as t he f ace-to-face f ormat. It was followed b y t he el ectronic 

format highlighted by 60 (43.8%) respondents. The print format was preferred by 10 (7.3%). 

The audio format was the least preferred format in relation to personal issues listed by only 

two (1.5%) respondents. 

Table 15 Preferred information format 

N=137 

Information format Frequency Percentage 

Face-to-face 65 47.4% 

Electronic 60 43.8% 

Print 10 7.3% 

Audio 2 1.5% 

Total  137 100% 
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Section 3 

 

4.5 International Student Office and additional comments 

 

Section 3 pr ovided information related to the International S tudent Office ( ISO) which has 

the r esponsibility o f a ssisting in ternational s tudents r egistered o n th e P ietermaritzburg 

Campus. The final question asked for any additional comments from the respondents. 

 

4.5.1 Information related to International Student Office  

 

International students were asked whether they were aware of ISO services or not; and what 

channels were used in order to find out about those services. They were also asked to rate the 

usefulness of those services and to elaborate on the reasons why some services (if any) were 

not useful to them.  

 

4.5.1.1 Awareness of ISO’s services 

 

Question 21, w as a sked t o de termine t he num ber of  r espondents w ho were aware of  t he 

available services offered by ISO on the Pietermaritzburg Campus. Figure 4 shows that from 

a t otal of  137 w ho answered t his que stion, 10 3 ( 75.2%) r espondents were aware and 34  

(24.8%) were not aware of the services provided by the ISO. 
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Figure 4 Awareness of ISO services

4.5.1.2 Channels used to find out about ISO’s services

Question 22 a sked t he r espondents how  t hey got t o know  a bout I SO’s services. T able 16  

shows t hat t he m ost f requently l isted channel was t he Faculty O ffice, m entioned by 37 

(35.9%) of the 103 respondents who answered the question. Colleagues were the second most 

used channel b y 29 (28.2%) r espondents. The ISO i tself was l isted b y 27 (26.2%) and the 

UKZN website by eight (7.8%) respondents. The least listed channel mentioned by only two 

(1.9%) respondents was the Student Counselling Centre.

Table 16 Channels used to know about ISO's services

N=103

Channels used Frequency Percentage

Faculty Office 37 35.9%

Colleagues 29 28.2%

International Student Office 27 26.2%

UKZN Website 8 7.8%

Student Counselling Centre 2 1.9%

Total 103 100%



62 
 

4.5.1.3   Usefulness  of ISO’s services  

 

Question 23 a sked respondents to indicate the extent to which four services provided by the 

ISO a re or  had been of  use to them. The respondents were provided with a  l ist of  the four 

services and there was an opt ion to l ist other services. The results are depicted in Table 17 

below. 

Table 17 Usefulness of ISO's services offered to respondents 

N=118 

Services Very useful Useful Not useful Total number 

of respondents 

Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

Study visa-permit 44  
 

37.3% 54 45.8% 20  16.9% 118  100% 

Medical aid cover 43  
 

36.4% 52 44.1% 23  19.5% 118  100% 

International clearance 53 
  

44.9% 53  44.9% 12  10.2% 118  100% 

Faxes and registered mail 24  
 

20.4% 49  41.5% 45  38.1% 118  100% 

 

Table 17 shows that the majority of respondents found the services they used to be ‘useful’ as 

opposed to ‘very useful’ or ‘not useful’ with only 21.8% finding services not useful. The vast 

majority of  t he 118 r espondents w ho r ated the ‘ Study vi sa-permit’ a pplications a nd 

extensions service considered the service to be either very useful or useful - 98 (83.1%).  I n 

terms of the service ‘Applying for medical aid cover’, again a significant majority 95 (80.5%) 

rated t his s ervice as e ither ve ry useful or  us eful. T he l arge num ber of  106 ( 89.8%) 

respondents r ated t he ‘International cl earance’ s ervice as ei ther ve ry useful or  as us eful. 

Finally, a smaller majority 73 (61.9%) rated the ‘Faxes and registered mail’ services as either 

very useful or useful. No respondents specified any other service. 

4.5.1.4   Reasons for considering ISO’s services not useful 

 

Question 24, a n open ended question, asked respondents to provide a reason/s for why they 

considered services to be not  useful. Many of the reasons given were not  the “fault” of  the 
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ISO i tself but  poi nted t o ot her of fices i nvolved s uch a s t he D epartment of  H ome A ffairs, 

Embassy Office and Insurance Companies.  

Twenty (16.9%) respondents considered services related to the Study visa-permit applications 

and extensions not useful.  The following reasons were provided: 

• Small number of ISO staff to follow up (11or 55%); 

• Home Affairs’ workers were not friendly and unwilling to assist (4 or 20%); 

• Too much waiting t ime to get feedback from the Department of Home Affairs (3 or  

15%);  and 

• Difficult to get support from Embassy Office (2 or 10%). 

Twenty-three (19.5%) r espondents c onsidered M edical a id c over s ervices not  us eful. T hey 

provided the following reasons: 

• Too few life insurance companies involved (13 or 56.5% );  

• Application took long time to start using medical cover policy (5 or 21.7%);  

• High medical aid premium charges (3 or 13.1%); and 

• Not easy to get refunding of money paid off in emergency cases (2 or 8.7%). 

Twelve ( 10.2%) r espondents c onsidered International cl earance s ervices n ot u seful. T hey 

provided the following reasons: 

• Delay of  receiving t he two pr e-requested documents, i ncluding s tudy visa-permit 

from Home Affairs and Medical aid cover from the insurance company (6 or 50%);  

• Not a llowed te mporary registration w hile w aiting for the a bove doc uments ( 3 or  

25%); 

• Insufficient employees in the International Student Office (2 or 16.7%);  

• No international student in the ISO as advisor (1 or 8.3%). 

Forty-five ( 38.1%) r espondents c onsidered Faxes a nd r egistered m ail s ervices not  us eful. 

They provided the following reasons: 

• Irregularity of Faxes and registered mail services (37 or 82.2%); and 

• Lack of  p rivacy f or r eceived m essages be fore be ing collected b y s tudents ( 8 or  

17.8%).  
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4.5.1.5 Respondent’s suggestions for the provision of other ISO’s services 

 

Question 25, a n open question, asked respondents to indicate whether there were any other 

services that they thought the ISO should be providing. 

Table 18 Additional ISO services suggested by respondents 

N=49 

Additional ISO services Frequency Percentage of  

respondents 

Follow up other service providers 18 36.7% 

Regular workshop and meetings  14 28.6% 

Funding special events 9 18.4% 

Communication via GroupWise 8 16.3% 

Reduce international levy 7 14.3% 

Provide equipped interaction room 5 10.2% 

Connection with private companies   5 10.2% 

*Total 66 134.7% 

 (* Multiple responses received) 

Of t he 103  international s tudents who d eclared t hat t hey w ere aware of  the ISO’s s ervices 

asked unde r que stion 21, 49 ( 47.6%) ga ve a  r esponse. The 66 r esponses w ere s orted i nto 

seven categories. Table 18 above shows that 18 ( 36.7%) of the 49 r espondents reported the 

need for the ISO to “follow up” with other service providers, that is, to overcome the likely 

delay in services delivered to international s tudents. For example, ISO should be in regular 

communication w ith t he H ousing O ffice a bout accommodation i ssues. F ourteen (28.6%) 

respondents s uggested t he ne ed f or r egular w orkshops a nd m eetings on m aking s tudents 

aware about available services for them. Nine (18.4%) expressed the need for funded special 

events such as  cu ltural an d i ndependence d ays w hich m ight f acilitate s ocial i nteraction 

between l ocal a nd i nternational s tudents. E ight ( 16.3%) respondents e xpressed t he 

importance of  c ommunication be tween t he ISO a nd i nternational s tudents t hrough 

GroupWise, the University’s email system. Seven (14.3%) expressed the need for the ISO to 

address the reduction of the international levy. The provision of a well-equipped interaction 

room (with computers and information resources) and connecting international students with 
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private companies ( to c reate scholarship oppor tunities) were each reported by five (10.2%) 

respondents. 

 

4.5.1.6 Respondents’ suggestions for improvement of services  

 

Question 26, a n ope n q uestion, a sked r espondents t o i ndicate i f t here was a ny w ay t hat 

services for international students could be improved as well as give any further comments. 

Table 19 s hows t hat f rom t he t otal num ber of  42 r espondents w ho pr ovided a t otal of  80  

suggestions, 23  ( 54.8%) r espondents r eported t he ne cessity of i ncreasing the University’s 

residences. Eighteen (42.9%) indicated that the Registration Appeals Committee should assist 

both l ocal s tudents and international s tudents.  S eventeen (40.5%) highlighted the need for 

allowing ope n c ompetition f rom m any l ife i nsurance c ompanies f or o ffering m edical ai d 

cover to international students. Ten (23.8%) expressed the need for bursary and scholarship 

support. S even ( 16.7%) reported t hat U KZN c ould de velop a  be tter l evel of  c ollaboration 

with the Department of Home Affairs and five (11.1%) respondents highlighted the benefit of 

having tours around the Campus. 

Table 19 Improvements of UKZNP services to international students 

N=42 

Improvement to services Frequency Percentage of  

respondents 

Increase residences 23 54.8% 

Registration Appeals Committee  18 42.9% 

Many life insurance companies 17 40.5% 

Bursary and scholarship supports 10 23.8% 

Collaboration with Home Affairs  7 16.7% 

Tours around Campus 5 11.1% 

*Total 80 189.8% 

(* Multiple responses received) 
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4.5.2. Additional comments 

 

Question 27 a sked r espondents t o pr ovide any additional c omments. T welve r espondents 

provided the following comments: 

• UKZN S tudent H ousing O ffice s hould p rioritize i nternational s tudents w hen 

allocating students in residences, especially first year students who are coming to the 

University for the first time (seven or 58.3%);  

 

• UKZN has to make international students aware of all the services available to them 

in order to ensure the maximum utilization of these services (given that many of the 

services were expensive to implement) (five or 41.7%);  

 
• It w ould be  be tter i f i nternational s tudents t hemselves be came pa rt of  pr oviding 

support to other students. These students understand much better the situation of their 

friends s ince t hey a re o ne of  t hem. They could a lso assist t he ISO especially a t t he 

beginning of  e ach s emester w hen t here i s a  l ong qu eue of  s tudents w aiting t o get 

assistance from the Office (four or 33.3%);  

 

• All i nternational s tudents s hould a ttend t he or ientation pr ogramme i n or der t o get 

information about t he s ervices of fered b y the va rious uni ts on c ampus and that t his 

could greatly assist in terms of who to approach in the future when trying to satisfy an 

information need (four or 33.3%);  

 

• Social a nd c ultural i nterchange e vents a ccommodating bot h l ocal s tudents a nd 

international students need to be arranged (three or 25%);  

 

• The pr ovision of  a ccommodation a t a  l ower co st for t he va cation pe riod t o 

international s tudents who s tay i n c ampus residences. The suggestion w as based on 

the limited budget for some international students who might not afford the travelling 

cost f or each e nd of  s emester t o go hom e a nd come ba ck  t o uni versity  for j ust a  

period of one month (two or 16.7%); and  
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• Increasing the number o f computers in the l ibrary and extension of  wireless around 

the campus including all the halls of residence (two or 16.7%). 

 

4.6 Results from the interview with the Head of the International Student Office  

 

The results f rom the i nterview are p resented according to t he o rder o f t he questions i n t he 

semi-structured interview schedule (Appendix 4). The interview was divided into sections as 

was the survey questionnaire for international students. The first part (questions one and two) 

related to general information concerning the HISO. The second part consisted of questions 

three t o e leven and focused on s ervices provided b y the ISO to i nternational s tudents. The 

third and f inal part of  the interview comprised questions 12 a nd 13.  Question 12 a sked the 

HISO to e laborate on t he cooperation that might exist be tween the ISO and other UKZNP 

offices i n relation t o t he s ervices of fered t o i nternational s tudents. Q uestion 13 a sked t he 

HISO to make further comments.  

 

4.6.1 General information 

 

This s ection pr ovided i nformation a bout t he l ength of  s ervice and f requency of  a ssisting 

international s tudents w ith s ervices pr ovided b y International S tudent O ffice on  

Pietermaritzburg Campus. 

 

4.6.1.1 Length of service 

 

The H ISO w as asked t he l ength of  t ime s he ha d s pent w orking f or the ISO on 

Pietermaritzburg Campus in order to determine whether the length of time had influenced her 

ability to support the international students. The HISO had worked for the Office for a period 

of over five years.  
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4.6.1.2 Frequency of assisting international students 

 

The respondent was asked to state how often she assisted the international students in order to 

determine he r e xperience i n w orking w ith i nternational s tudents. T he r espondent r eplied 

“very often”, pointing out that international students were coming to the Office looking for 

multiple ki nds of  s upport. T he r espondent m entioned t hat s tudents “ came i n a bundance” 

mostly at the beginning of each semester. 

 

4.6.2 Services provided by the International Student Office (ISO) 

 

Question 3, a n ope n question, a sked w hat s ervices w ere pr ovided b y the ISO t o t he 

international students enrolled on the Pietermaritzburg Campus. 

The r espondent hi ghlighted t he m ajor s ervices provided b y ISO t o i nternational s tudents. 

These were: 

• Assistance with applications and extension of study visa-permits from the Department 

of Home Affairs;  

• Assistance with applications for medical aid cover from life insurance companies;  

• Assistance with emergency faxes, registered mail and telephone calls which allow the 

students t o c ommunicate w ith th eir e mbassy f or o fficial d ocuments e specially 

passport q ueries a nd to  c ommunicate w ith r elatives f or f amily-related issues, f or 

instance, in cases of illness  or even death; 

• Offering in ternational c learance to  s tudents which a llows th em to  register fo r t heir 

studies; and  

• Provision of  guidance and advice in relation to the r ight sources to be  consulted by 

international s tudents de pending on t he na ture of  t heir pr oblem. F or e xample: 

consultation of the Faculty Office for registration process, Risk Management Services 

(RMS) f or s tudent c ard a ccess, H ousing O ffice f or a ccommodation i ssues, a nd 

advising t hem on how  t o us e t he i nter l ibrary l oan s ervice f or  obt aining a cademic 

materials from other universities.  
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4.6.2.1 Awareness of ISO services  

 

The r espondent w as a sked i f t he i nternational s tudents e nrolled on t he P ietermaritzburg 

Campus were aware of the services provided by the ISO. 

The HISO answered that most international students knew of the services offered by the ISO. 

In addition, she said: 

Based on t he fact that each international student before being allowed to register for 

his/her studies on the campus has to first get international clearance which is offered 

by t he International S tudent O ffice. T his m eans t hat t he s tudent g ets t o kno w our  

services one way or another. 

 

4.6.2.2 Strategies used by ISO to make students aware of its services 

 

The r espondent i ndicated t hat t he ISO m akes international s tudents a ware of available 

services through the following strategies: 

• During orientation for international students each semester; 

• Issuing international student guides (handbooks); 

• Advertising through the UKZN website; 

• Campus notice boards around the campus; and 

• International culture day for international students (once a year). 

However, t he respondent a cknowledged t hat s ome i nternational s tudents do not  t ake t he 

importance of participating in orientation programmes seriously enough. She said that “some 

students r ely m ore on t heir f riends t han attending or ientation pr ogrammes”. C onsequently, 

they might not get all the information they need or as effectively as they would have had they 

participated in the official university programmes themselves. 
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4.6.2.3 Services most used by international students and main reason for this use 

 

Questions 5 a nd 6, a sked t he r espondent t o s pecify s ervices t hat w ere us ed t he m ost b y 

international students and the reason/s for this usage. The respondent reported that normally 

all s ervices t hat h ad b een i ndicated b y h er a bove ar e frequently u sed b y i nternational 

students. T he r eason w as t he f act t hat a n umber o f t hese s ervices a re, i n ef fect, l egal 

requirements and students had no choice but to do what was legally required.  

 

4.6.2.4 Under-utilized services and reasons for this 

 

Questions 7 a nd 8 a sked the respondent to identify the services offered by the ISO that she 

considered a re under-utilized and i f possible to elaborate on t he l ikely cause of  that under-

utilization. The respondent stated that: 

It is not easy for me to identify which service is under-utilized or not because there is 

no specific measurement to measure the level of usage from one service to another. 

However, the respondent added that the ISO was presenting to the university management a 

project proposal for es tablishing a s pecific resource centre ( room space with well equipped 

computers a nd i nformation r esources) t o accommodate t he ne eds of  i nternational s tudents. 

Whether this would take place or not was still in doubt because of budget constraints and the 

university restructuring which was in process.  

 

4.6.2.5 Challenges in the provision of ISO services 

 

Questions 9 a nd 10, a sked t he r espondent t o s pecify t he c hallenges i n t he pr ovision of  

services to international students.  

The r espondent r eported t hat i nsufficient f unds m ay h andicap s ome us eful i nformation 

services as i ndicated a lso i n S ection 4.6.2.4 a bove. A nother c hallenge w as t he r enewal of  

study visas. In this regard the HISO said: 
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The Department of Home Affairs has a huge delay because now everything goes to 

Pretoria, an d w e t ry t o g et s omeone f rom t he D epartment t o c ome during t he 

orientation programme and explain to students what is going on but they don’t come. 

A t hird c hallenge m entioned b y t he r espondent w as s tudent’s non -participation in  th e 

orientation programmes. Another challenge was the i ssue of  s tudents not  willing to ask for 

help with the result that students found themselves in a more difficult situation than they were 

supposed to be. The respondent here gave an example of one international student who kept 

quiet while her passport  expired and only came a month later to look for assistance because 

she needed to go back home for the holidays. Surprisingly, when the HISO asked the student 

the reason why she did not renew her passport at the right time, the answer was that “I was 

busy w ith m y e xams”! The H ISO t old t he s tudent t o g o t o he r E mbassy H ead O ffice i n 

Pretoria a nd e xplain pe rsonally h er c ase be cause i t w as he r onl y opt ion. T he e xpense, in 

terms of both time and money could have been easily avoided.  

Finally, the respondent stated that the ISO keeps on r eminding international students of  the 

importance of staying up-to-date with their documentation, to read the information available 

to them and to ask for help whenever they are in need either in terms of their academic work 

or their personal lives.  

 

4.6.2.6 Initiatives for service provision 

   

Question 11 a sked the respondent if there were any current initiatives regarding information 

services for the international students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

The H ISO poi nted out that t he ne w pol icy regarding i nternational s tudents w as almost 

completed. S he not ed t hat s ince t he m erger b etween t he U niversity of N atal and t he 

University o f D urban-Westville, no ne w pol icy had be en de veloped t o r eflect t he “new” 

institution. T he H ISO w as, how ever, c oncerned t hat t he pr esent r estructuring o f t he 

University could a ffect many s trategic pl ans i ncluding t he n ew pol icy. Finally, s he added 

that: 

After realizing that international students do not regularly visit the UKZN website and 

read information about our  services, we are in process of  making a  DVD about our  
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services for t hem and w e decided to a lso print a  small handbook. Hopefully, at the 

beginning of  ne xt year ( 2012), these t ools w ill help us  t o e ven a ccommodate t hose 

students who may come to our office after the orientation programme. 

 

4.6.3 Cooperation of the ISO with other student services and additional comments 

 

The respondent was asked to elaborate more about the existing collaboration between the ISO 

and other student service providers on campus. Beyond that, the respondent was also invited 

to give additional information regarding services that are offered to international students. 

 

4.6.3.1 Cooperation of the ISO with other student services 

 

Question 12, a sked the Head of the International Student Office to elaborate more about the 

cooperation t hat m ight e xist be tween t he ISO and ot her s tudent s ervices on c ampus, f or 

example t he S tudent Counselling C entre a nd S tudent R epresentative C ouncil ( SRC),  w ith 

regard to the international students. 

The respondent s tated that “definitely there is inevitable collaboration between the ISO and 

other student service providers on c ampus”. The respondent noted that basically all services 

provided to students by the various university departments were designed for the benefit of 

everyone, whether one was a local student or an international student. Beyond that, the ISO is 

in charge of  a ssisting international s tudents on a  da ily basis because t hey might f ace some 

specific challenges. The respondent gave an example of  a first year international student who 

may not  know  anyone o n  hi s/her f irst da y of  arriving on c ampus, “ This pe rson of  c ourse 

needs  special attention and welcome support” she added. 

 

4.6.3.2 Additional comments 

 

Question 13, a sked t he HISO t o m ake ad ditional co mments r egarding s ervices t hat ar e 

provided for international students.  
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The r espondent hi ghlighted t hat a ll i nternational s tudents ne ed t o know  t he be nefits t hat 

might be  br ought b y arriving on c ampus on t ime a nd t heir i nvolvement in  a n o rientation 

programme. In addition, the respondent emphasized that international students need to show 

an interest in the cultural day held on campus once a year given that it is as an opportunity to 

share an d  cel ebrate d iversity. S he ad ded t hat o ther e vents c ould be  a rranged w ith be tter 

budget support from the University. 

 

4.7 Summary of the Chapter 

 

In this chapter the questionnaire and interview results were presented. The information needs 

of i nternational s tudents a nd t heir information seeking behaviour a t the U KZNP were 

identified a nd de picted using t ables a nd charts. T he i nformation ne eds were grouped i nto 

academic ne eds a nd pe rsonal i ssues. T he c ritical i ncident t echnique helped t o i dentify 

information seeking behaviour of international students. The results of the interview with the 

HISO were presented. It is evident from the results of both the questionnaire and interview 

that t here i s a  ne ed f or t he U KZN t o c ontinue pa ying attention t o i nformation s ervices 

designed for international students. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion of results 

 

5.0 Introduction 

 

Chapter 5 reflects on the findings of the study presented in Chapter 4 which are considered in 

the l ight of  t he research pr oblem pr esented i n C hapter 1 and t he l iterature review. T he 

purpose of t his s tudy was t o i nvestigate t he i nformation ne eds and i nformation s eeking 

behaviour of  i nternational s tudents on the P ietermaritzburg C ampus of  the University o f 

KwaZulu-Natal (UKZNP).  

The research intended to answer the following questions: 

• What i s t he d emographic p rofile an d acad emic l evel o f s tudy o f i nternational s tudents at  

UKZNP? 

• What are the languages spoken by international students?  

• What kinds of information needs do international students have? 

• How do international students obtain the information they need? 

• Where do international students find the information they are seeking? 

• What problems do international students experience in terms of acquiring information? 

• What steps is UKZNP undertaking to improve services for the international students?  

• How can services that are offered to international students be improved? 

The discussion in this chapter is structured around the above research questions. The results 

discussed i n t his c hapter a re t hose pr esented i n C hapter 4 w hich were derived f rom t he 

questionnaires completed by a sample of international students at UKZNP and the interview 

with t he H ead of  International S tudent O ffice ( HISO) on  t he c ampus. T he i nformation 

behaviour model that was referred to in Chapter 2 is used as a framework for discussing the 

international students’ information seeking behaviour patterns for both academic studies and 

personal issues. As noted in Chapter 3, it is acknowledged that the sampling process used was 

not a random one and thus no c laims can be made concerning the representativeness of the 

sample and subsequent findings with regard to the total population of international students at 
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UKZNP. However, the researcher is of the opinion that the findings do go some way toward 

reflecting th e v iews o f these s tudents a nd t hus are of  va lue t o t he r elevant a uthorities a t 

UKZNP.  

 

5.1 Background information  

 

This s ection pr ovides a  pi cture of  w ho t he i nternational s tudents w ho r esponded t o t he 

questionnaire a re. In do ing s o, t his s ection e xplores t he f indings r elating to  r espondents’ 

demographic i nformation i ncluding gender, a ge, c ountry of o rigin a nd hom e l anguages 

spoken.  Information about the Head of the International Student Office (HISO) at UKZNP is 

also given. 

 

5.1.1 Demographic profile of the respondents 

 

The s tudy focussed on  i nternational s tudents, whether und ergraduate or  pos tgraduate, 

enrolled at UKZNP. In terms of gender a majority of respondents were male: 79 (57.7%) of 

respondents were males and 58 (42.3%) were females. In terms of age, a majority 100 (73%) 

of t he respondents were f rom t he a ge group 18 -22 a nd 23 -27 years and onl y eight ( 5.8%) 

respondents w ere ove r 38 years. T his s plit pr obably r eflects s tudents’ a ge di stribution 

generally w ith t ertiary study b eing d irected at  “ younger” p ersons. M arriage an d f amily 

responsibilities possibly account for the few respondents over 38 years particularly given the 

distances and time away from families involved. In terms of level of study, there were more 

undergraduate international students, 93 (67.9%) respondents than postgraduate international 

students, 44 ( 32.1%) respondents. F irst year i nternational s tudents r epresented t he l argest 

number of  r espondents as r eflected i n s ection 4 .3.6 a nd t his s uggested a greater n eed f or 

information given that these students were likely to be new, both to South Africa and to the 

tertiary education environment, that is, UKZN. 

In t erms of  pl ace of  r esidence 69.3%  of  respondents w ere s taying i n of f-campus 

accommodation a nd onl y 30.7% of  r espondents w ere s taying i n t he i nstitutions’ h alls o f 
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residence. T his c ould a lert us  t o t he a ccommodation i ssue r aised b y l arge num ber o f 

respondents (as reflected in Section 4.3.7 of Chapter 4). 

The H ISO ha d worked for t he O ffice for a  p eriod of  ove r f ive years. This, a rguably, i s 

sufficient time for t he H ISO as a  s ervice p rovider t o develop good background knowledge 

about t he i nformation seeking s ituations experienced b y the i nternational s tudents e ither i n 

relation to their academic studies or personal issues. 

 

5.1.2 Country of origin and home languages 

 

The respondents in terms of country of origin were largely from the African continent except 

those international students who were in an exchange programme and they were all from the 

United States of America (USA). The results of the study indicated that Zimbabwean students 

represented t he l argest number of  r espondents with 56 ( 40.9%) r espondents. T his c ould 

reflect the fact that in terms of home languages spoken by respondents, the Shona language 

which is spoken by most of the Zimbabwean students rather than the Ndebele language, was 

the hom e l anguage s poken b y t he l argest num ber of  i nternational s tudent r espondents a s 

shown (see Section 4.3.3 of Chapter 4).  

Apart from the seven American students, two students from Nigeria and seven students from 

Zimbabwe r eported E nglish as  t heir h ome l anguage ( see T able 3 ). G enerally s peaking, 

respondents, other than the American students, had as their own home language, a language 

other than English.  

The f indings presented under Section 4.3.2 o f Chapter 4 r einforced the point expressed b y 

Sehoole (2006: 10) in  the literature review. He noted that historically international s tudents 

from A frica r epresented 81.2% of  t he t otal of  f oreign s tudents r egistered a t S outh A frican 

universities ( which o f c ourse includes U KZN). In t his r egard, t he f indings of  t he s tudy 

showed t hat 94.9%  of  the r espondents w ere from A frican countries a nd onl y 5.1%  o f 

respondents were from outside of African, in this instance the USA.  

Kishun (2007) also not ed t hat m ost s tudents f rom th e Southern A frican D evelopment 

Community ( SADC) c ountries were registered for unde rgraduate courses, w hile s tudents 

from other African countries were mainly registered for postgraduate degrees. However, the 
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present study noted that even international students from other parts of the world might come 

to study in South Africa as undergraduate students, for example American students registered 

at UKZNP for the 2011 academic year were all undergraduate students.  

Furthermore, Mpinganjira ( 2011: 2182 ) a dded that region (SADC) students w ere d rawn t o 

higher education in South Africa on a ccount of  proximity, cultural and l inguistic l inks, and 

quality o f e ducational r esources. A ll t hese i ndicators w ere i ndicated i n t he r esults of  t he 

current study. For instance, in terms of proximity, Zimbabwean students represented almost a 

half (45.5%) of the total number of international students registered on t he Pietermaritzburg 

Campus ( Marais 2011 ). In t erms o f c ultural l inks, i t c ould be  argued t hat s tudents f rom 

Lesotho and Swaziland do easily integrate into South African culture. In terms of l inguistic 

links, the Ndebele home language spoken by some of the Zimbabwean students was similar 

to the IsiZulu language spoken by many South African students enrolled at UKZNP.  

 

5.2 English language problems 

 

Foley ( 2010: 10)  poi nted out  t hat “ most i nternational s tudents c ome f rom c ountries w here 

English i s ne ither an of ficial l anguage nor  a  m edium of  i nstruction” a s r eflected i n t he 

Section 2.2.4.1 of  the l iterature review. In terms of English language problems, 23 ( 16.8%) 

respondents reported experiencing such problems which arguably had a negative impact on 

their ac ademic p erformance. T he m ajor E nglish l anguage p roblems ex perienced b y 

respondents included but were not limited to: writing (of essays and assignments), reading (of 

academic materials), understanding (of lecture sessions and reading materials) and speaking 

or communicating (with lecturers and colleagues). 

Ikoja-Odongo a nd M ostert ( 2006: 148)  hi ghlighted t hat i nformation seekers m ay t ake 

personal responsibility for their own processes or otherwise they decide to work through an 

intermediary in order to respond to a  certain s ituation or  to solve an identified problem. In 

this c ontext, th e r esults o f th e s tudy revealed that in t erms of  s olving E nglish l anguage 

problems,   i nternational s tudents a pplied bot h t he a bove s trategies a s r eflected i n 4.3.5 of  

Chapter 4.  B y t aking p ersonal r esponsibility i nternational s tudents pr acticed t heir r eading 

skills a nd improved t heir s pelling a nd gr ammar through t he us e of  l ibrary books, j ournals, 
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dictionaries a nd encyclopaedias. S tudents also worked t hrough i ntermediaries a s another 

strategy by attending the English Language Centre on Campus and consulting lecturers.  

 

5.3 Responses to the research questions  as regards information seeking behaviour 

 

Based on the results from the questionnaires for international students and the semi-structured 

interview with the HISO, there  was a common understanding on the part of the respondents 

about the importance of referring to multiple information systems whether formal or informal 

which in turn depended on the nature of  the critical instance identified by the international 

students a s i nformation s eekers. In t his c ontext, t he i nformation s eeking be haviour m odel 

adapted f rom W ilson’s ( 1999) m odel r epresented a  s olid ba ckground f or the di scussion of  

results in this chapter. 

 

5.4 Information seeking behaviour     

 

In t his s ection, i nformation s eeking b ehaviour d escribes t he di fferent a ctions i nternational 

students may engage in when identifying their own needs for information, seeking for such 

information in any way, and using that information (Wilson 1999: 249). The effort to satisfy 

the perceived need would result in information seeking behaviour. Information behaviour of 

international s tudents w as c learly e vident t hrough t he f ollowing major c omponents: 

information ne eds, i nformation s eeking b ehaviour a nd i nformation us e f or m eeting t he 

perceived information need. For better understanding, the respondents’ needs were placed in 

two m ain cat egories, n amely, n eeds r elating t o acad emic s tudies and n eeds relating t o 

personal issues.  

 

5.4.1 Information needs related to academic studies 

 

This section discusses the results relating to the respondents’ information needs in relation to 

their academic studies. Discussed are the information seeking situations, sources consulted by 
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respondents a nd t he s uccess of  s ources us ed, ke y factors t hat i nfluenced t heir i nformation 

behaviour and the information format they look for and prefer.  

 

5.4.1.1 Information seeking situations for academic studies 

 

Davies ( 2007: 788)  i ndicated t hat s tudents m ay draw i nformation f rom t he i nstitution’s 

resources f or a v ariety of p urposes i n t heir d aily routine activities, s uch as  acad emic a nd 

living i ssues. In t his c ontext, a cademic i nformation ne eds a re a n i mportant pa rt of  e very 

student’s l ife, including of course international s tudents. Kaniki (2001: 195)  highlights that 

people will often remember what they consider to be critical to them. As discussed in Chapter 

3 t he c ritical i ncident t echnique w as a pplied i n or der t o he lp t he r espondents t o r emember 

information needs relating to their academic studies.  

Registration w as th e mo st lis ted in formation s eeking s ituation id entified b y 3 2.2% o f t he 

international s tudent respondents. They particularly underlined the key preliminary services 

involved i n t he r egistration pr ocess s uch as i nternational c learance of fered b y t he 

International Student Office (ISO) and financial clearance delivered by the Student Funding 

Centre. These were the two main documents requested by the Faculty Office before issuing 

registration c learance to  th e in ternational s tudent. D efinitely, r egistration c learance was 

considered important because it was not only proof of being registered at the UKZNP  but it 

also allowed the registered student to get access through the Risk Management Office (RMS) 

to university facilities, including access to the library, access to the LANs for computers and 

Internet ne tworking, a ccess t o t he U niversity email s ystem ( GroupWise), a ccess to  th e 

University buildings for entering  lecture venues and, also importantly, access to the campus 

residences for those international students who were accommodated by UKZNP. 

In order to obtain international clearance from the ISO, international students had to produce 

three documents, namely, a valid passport; a study visa-permit from the Department of Home 

Affairs, and medical a id cover i ssued by a  South African insurance company. Similarly, in 

order t o get financial clearance f rom t he Student Funding C entre, t he i nternational s tudent 

had to ensure that there were no outstanding fees that he/she owed the University. In addition, 

international students are charged an international levy of R1 800 pe r year by the UKZN (a 
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source of  m uch di scontent a nd c onfusion a mong s tudents) a nd t his a mount ha d t o be  pa id 

before registering at UKZN.  

The registration process was not  onl y t he most mentioned c ritical i ncident but  r espondents 

also h ighlighted its  in evitable n egative i mpact o n t heir acad emic l ives a s a w hole.  In o ne 

instance, a  respondent i ndicated t hat due  t o out standing f ees f or hi s s econd year of  s tudy 

(which was through no f ault of his own) he was not allowed to register for his third year. In 

this regard, he said that: 

I had suffered more when I was told that the international students were prohibited to 

get assistance f rom th e Registration A ppeals C ommittee ( RAC) ( as lo cal s tudents 

could do). In fact, I could not manage to register until the outstanding amount would 

be settled. 

Fortunately, he had generated support from the Student Representative Council (SRC) Office 

who ha d ne gotiated w ith uni versity m anagement t o a llow l ate r egistration f or bot h l ocal 

students and international students enrolled at UKZNP.  

The study revealed th at a ll th e r equirements lis ted h ad to  b e me t b y every in ternational 

student be fore b eing allowed to register at U KZN. T hus t he r egistration p rocess w as an  

important pa rt of  the academic ne eds of  t he i nternational s tudents. R espondents i dentified 

some key issues experienced during their registration process. These issues included but were 

not limited to  th e h uge delay o f w aiting for th e s tudy v isa-permit f rom the D epartment o f 

Home Affairs as each application had to be sent to Pretoria, and the poor service provided by 

the Ingwe Insurance Company providing the medical a id cover i nternational s tudents w ere 

obliged to have. For example, it was pointed out that the company did not help in emergency 

situations – a second year s tudent had an accident and he had to cover the hospital charges 

himself without being refunded by the company. 

Issues ar ound l ectures w ere al so r aised b y 30.5% of  respondents. T hey referred t o t heir 

limited ability to  understand lecturers while they were giving explanations and illustrations 

during cl ass t ime p articularly w hen t echnical t erms w ere b eing u sed. F or s ome o f t he 

respondents this occurred even after class (during consultation hours). It is evident that this 

issue links in with the lack of English language skills.  

Respondents also highlighted the challenges related to information literacy skills which could 

handicap an d retard t heir acad emic p erformance s ince t hey co uld n ot ea sily m anage t o d o 
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what was expected of them by the lecturers. For example, the lack of such skills impacted on 

their ability to browse the Internet and search library databases to get the relevant academic 

resources including books and journals. Not being able to do s o or  not  being able to do s o 

efficiently an d ef fectively undermined their g etting a  be tter unde rstanding of  t he l ecture 

notes, be ing a ble t o c omplete t heir a ssignments, a nd pr eparing f or t ests a nd e xams. F or 

example, a first year international student revealed that she did her first practical quiz in the 

computer l ab but  failed t o submit i t onl ine be cause of  not  kno wing ho w t o pe rform t he 

process of online submission and received a mark of zero. At the end of the semester the quiz 

mark was added to o ther assignments to calculate the class mark. Thus her class mark was 

lower than it should have been due to her not having what could be considered an important 

information literacy type skill. 

Similarly most postgraduate international students were, due to a lack of information literacy 

skills, s truggling to  collect u seful o nline in formation r elated t o t heir r esearch p rojects o r 

dissertations. They had noted the role which information literacy skills could play in fulfilling 

academic t asks.  O ther acad emic i ssues i dentified b y r espondents i ncluded ch anging t heir 

study programme (from one school to another school), changing modules, identifying major 

subjects from elective subjects and difficulties in locating lecture venues.  

In terms of information seeking situations in relation to their assignments, preparation of tests 

and r esearch pr ojects ( dissertations an d t heses), i nternational s tudents w ere o ften s eeking 

information through intermediary support, such as l ibrarians, l ecturers and colleagues. This 

will be elaborated on in the section below dealing with sources used by such students.    

International student respondents also specified financial issues concerning their studies. For 

example, one student who was doing her fourth and final undergraduate year pointed out that 

due to her country’s financial crisis, her local currency has decreased in value to the extent 

that her parents’ savings reserved for her s tudies could no l onger cover t he charges as was 

planned. Consequently, she indicated that her parents had decided to stop paying school fees 

for her young sister to enable them to pay for the final year of her degree. She added that she 

was hopeful that her sister would go back to school the following year.  

Similarly, a second year student pointed out that:  
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At t he be ginning I w as s ponsored b y m y f amily, but  unf ortunately my father’s 

business had been corrupted. Since my first year academic records were good, it has 

created chance for me to obtain a scholarship from my government for further studies. 

Moreover, the respondents pointed out that while academic fees were very high there were no 

other m eans of  f inancial s upport unl ike f or l ocal s tudents w ho h ad access t o bu rsaries, 

scholarships and financial aid. 

 

5.4.1.2 Sources of information consulted 

 

International s tudents a rticulated c omplex phe nomena of  i nformation b ehaviour a nd i t w as 

difficult to separate information seeking situations from major information sources consulted 

by respondents in this study. 

The f indings r evealed t hat t he t op t hree s ources c onsulted b y i nternational s tudents f or 

meeting their information needs related to their academic studies were library resources and 

services ( 34.7% of  r espondents), F aculty O ffices ( 29.7%) a nd Internet facilities ( 19.5%). 

Other sources used by international students were lecturers, subject librarians and colleagues 

each used by the same percentage of respondents, namely, 16.9%. The International Student 

Office was r eported b y 17.8% of  r espondents a s a  s ource us ed f or academic i nformation 

needs. 

The results indicated that there was no one  specific information source which could be seen 

as the “best” source for each academic instance. In other words, it was found that the source 

consulted t o m eet a  pa rticular s ituation w ould depend on t he na ture of  t he a cademic ne ed. 

The s tudy found t hat b oth f ormal a nd i nformal s ources w ere consulted b y international 

students f or m eeting t heir i nformation ne eds as reflected i n S ection 2.2. 4 of  t he l iterature 

review. For instance, formal sources used by international students were dominated by library 

resources a nd i nformal s ources w ere dom inated b y c ommunicating w ith co lleagues ( see 

Table 9). 

In t erms of  l ibrary resources a nd s ervices f or m eeting a cademic s tudy ne eds, r espondents 

were benefiting f rom various l ibrary facilities, such as, a s afe place to s tudy, searching for 

books and journals through the Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC), borrowing library 
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materials, sometimes meeting with classmates for group discussions related to their studies in 

the designated library discussion rooms, and using the Academic Reserves collection. Other 

library s ervices m entioned b y r espondents w ere Inter Library Loan (ILL), phot ocopy and 

printing, and the issue desk for borrowing books and reservation services.  

Undergraduate international students, in particular, mostly used the library as a s afe place to 

study or to do assignments while postgraduate students visited the library to consult subject 

librarians and borrow library books and journals. In terms of library services, undergraduate 

respondents w ere ba sically i n t he l ibrary to do  pr inting a nd t o m ake photocopies, w hile 

postgraduate respondents often needed to make use of the Inter Library Loan (ILL) service.   

The respondents identified other non-library sources consulted for meeting academic needs, 

such a s t he S tudent C ounselling C entre, t he S tudent R epresentative C ouncil ( SRC), t he 

Student Funding Centre, and the international s tudent associations to which they belonged. 

Interestingly, one second year student said that “once I am in Student Counselling Centre, I 

fill [sic] like I am home with my family and I can ask whatever I want to know” – a comment 

which underscores t he i mportance o f t he SCC a s a  source of  i nformation (and pr esumably 

counselling) beyond the purely academic.  

The Head of  the International S tudent Office (HISO) noted that the or ientation programme 

would provide the international students with the opportunity to know all about the university 

services av ailable f or them, es pecially “to s atisfy t heir a cademic n eeds” s he ad ded. 

Unfortunately, s he de clared t hat s ome of  t hese s tudents, r ather t han p articipating in  th e 

orientation activities, referred to their relatives and f riends for information and advice. The 

problem w ith t his a pproach i s t hat r elatives a nd f riends m ight a lso not  ha ve s ufficient 

information because of changes which were taking place over time.  

The H ISO s tated t hat b eyond t he or ientation pr ogramme, t he ISO pr ovided i nternational 

student guides (pamphlets) and the office also encouraged international students to come and 

ask for information. In this regard, she said that:  

Very often they will come for College or Faculty questions or any question about the 

University. Here, we try to help as much as we can and even if we cannot answer, we 

will tell them where to go for help.  

In addition, the HISO made the point that every international student should pass through the 

ISO in order to have international clearance which allowed him or her to register for studies 



84 
 

at UKZNP. However, t he problem was that some s tudents s till did not  ask for i nformation 

and the ISO staff could not identify who was in need of help or who was not.  

 

5.4.1.3 Success with information sources consulted 

 

In Section 2.1.2 of  the l iterature review, Wilson (1999: 251)  indicated that the information 

seeker may have ei ther success o r failure in f inding relevant information. He added that, i f 

successful, the individual (here the international student) then makes use of the information 

found a nd m ay either f ully or  p artially s atisfy the pe rceived n eed. Failure t o s atisfy t he 

perceived need mostly leads to the point of restarting the search process.  

To illustrate this, a first year international student needed to open a bank account so that her 

scholarship f unds ( from he r c ountry of  or igin) c ould be  t ransferred s afely t hrough t he 

electronic b anking s ystem. S he as ked h er colleagues ( senior s tudents) a bout t he ba sic 

documents r equired b y t he bank, but  t he i nformation received f rom them did not  he lp he r. 

She had been told to go to the bank with a copy of the registration clearance and her passport. 

However, onc e a t t he ba nk, t he customer s ervice of ficer s ent he r ba ck t o l ook f or a  

Commissioner of Oaths. This she did the following day obtaining the relevant signature from 

the Alexandra Road Police Station.  When returning to the bank she was served by another 

person who r equested h er to  a lso p rovide an o fficial le tter f rom th e university. Finally she 

obtained a letter from the ISO and managed to open her bank account. Thus, she was able to 

receive he r s cholarship f unds. T he s upport f rom the ISO was t hus a  s uccess ( see Figure 5  

below which is an adapted form of Wilson’s 1999 model as reflected in Figure 1 i n Chapter 

2) and underscores the important role that the ISO can play in meeting the information needs 

of i nternational s tudents. It a lso underscores t he point made above that f amily and f riends, 

when used as sources of information, can be unreliable.     

The s tudy revealed that 85.6% of international s tudent respondents satisfied their perceived 

information ne eds, but  t here w as no s pecification of  w hether t hey were f ully or pa rtially 

satisfied be cause t he r esearch que stion di d not  a sk t his l evel of  de tail. O nly 14.4 % of  

respondents i ndicated t hat t hey w ere not  s uccessful. T he m ain pr oblems t hat i nfluenced 

information s eeking be haviour of  i nternational s tudents a re i dentified i n S ection 5.4.1.4  

below. 
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Figure 5 Success of ISO as one of the sources consulted by an international student  
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The English language problem was again highlighted by the international s tudents as a  key 

factor influencing their information seeking behaviour relating to academic needs, as already 

noted under Section 5.2 of this chapter. 

The delay in t erms of  services delivered to international s tudents was a lso a  problem. This 

delay included mainly the time needed for renewing a study visa permit from the Department 

of H ome Affairs a nd t he a pplication for m edical a id cover f rom t he Ingwe Insurance 

Company. The insufficient number of ISO staff (only two) impacted on the services delivered 

especially at  t he b eginning o f the acad emic year g iven that the num ber of  i nternational 

students needing assistance would increase at that time. 

 

5.4.1.5 Preferred information format for academic studies 

 

The findings revealed that international students used various information source formats for 

meeting t heir a cademic n eeds. T hese f ormats i ncluded el ectronic, face-to-face, pr int and 

audio formats. Generally, the electronic format was the most preferred format for academic 

purposes a nd i t w as s uggested b y almost a  ha lf ( 42.3%) of  r espondents. T he r espondents 

preferred face-to-face sources when they were consulting their lecturers and other academic 

supporters s uch a s t he Academic D evelopment Office ( ADO), m entors and l ibrarians. T he 

face-to-face sources tended to be the more preferred sources used than the print format which 

was normally based on print books from the library and print notes from lecturers. The audio 

format was only preferred by 1.5% of respondents and they did not  provide any reason for 

their p reference. T he r easons w hy i nternational s tudents p referred a p articular s ource ar e 

given below.  

 

5.4.1.6 Reasons for preferring information format 

 

Various r easons w hy a  p articular f ormat w as preferred were given b y the i nternational 

students. T he e lectronic f ormat w as pr eferred b y the r espondents f or t hree m ain r easons: 

accessibility, e ase o f u se an d co st ef fectiveness. International s tudents m aintained t hat 

electronic resources were available from remote access without visiting the library physically 



87 
 

and, in addition, the services were available 24 hours a day. As a result, electronic resources 

allowed th e u ser to  min imize th e c ost in  te rms of mo ney a nd time  c onsumption be cause 

he/she might get information online at a cheap price or without cost. Ease of use was another 

reason for choosing electronic resources because some international students recognized the 

facility o f s earching b y keywords, limitin g s earch r esults by t ime ( year) o r ar ea o f s tudy 

(place or  di scipline) a nd us ing m ultiple l anguage opt ions w hile s earching f or onl ine 

information. In this regard, a first year student made use of the language option as she was 

searching for el ectronic j ournal articles for her p sychology assignment in both English and 

French. 

Face-to-face s ources of  i nformation w ere pr eferred b y i nternational s tudents f or t wo m ain 

reasons. Firstly, they enabled open discussions with classmates and, secondly, getting quick 

feedback or  answers f rom l ecturers w hen s tudents w ere c onsulting for t heir a ssignment 

topics. P rint s ources w ere a lso a cknowledged b y international s tudents f or t wo i mportant 

reasons:  permanency or stability of print material and trustworthiness based on knowing the 

author or publisher of the work which electronic resources often did not have. Print sources 

were also of  us e t o t he i nternational s tudents who s tayed of f c ampus a s t hey c ould t ake 

library books home, for example, read them and do their assignments there as they were not 

able to access the library and LAN overnight (as reflected in Section 4.4.1.4). However, print 

resources were less preferred than electronic resources.  

 

5.4.2 Information needs related to personal issues 

 

International s tudents mentioned multiple information seeking s ituations in  relation to  their 

academic ne eds a s i ndicated a bove. It w as c onsidered i mportant t o t ake i nto a ccount bot h 

academic needs and personal issues as both these factors could work hand in hand for good 

academic performance of international s tudents at UKZN. Thus personal information needs 

of in ternational s tudents w ere id entified a s w ell a gain ma king u se o f t he c ritical in cident 

technique. As with academic needs, this technique was used for the purpose of  helping the 

respondents to remember information needs in relation to their personal issues.  
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5.4.2.1 Information seeking situations for personal issues 

 

Accommodation w as t he ne ed m ost i dentified b y i nternational s tudent r espondents. A s 

reflected in Section 4.3.7 a minority (30.7%) of the respondents resided on campus with just 

under 70% (69.3%) of them staying off campus. Staying off campus was not through choice 

but due to respondents’ failure to get on-campus accommodation. The accommodation need 

was regarded as a very sensitive problem in that academic work invariably required students 

to us e t he l ibrary a nd LAN c omputers. For i nstance, a  pos tgraduate i nternational s tudent 

reported t hat a s he  di d not  ge t a ccommodation on c ampus, h e w as staying i n pr ivate 

accommodation ( in t own) a nd w as a lways us ing publ ic t ransport t o a nd f rom c ampus. H e 

pointed out  t hat t he t axis w ere onl y available i n t he e arly e vening. As h e w as a ttending 

classes during the day, the only real opportunity he got for accessing both library databases 

and websites in one of the LANs was after hours. Due to the need to use “public” transport in 

the ear ly evening h e w as u nable t o d o t he n ecessary r esearch an d as a  co nsequence w as 

unable to present his research proposal timeously.  

Another f irst year in ternational s tudent c omplained t hat w hen s he f irst arrived s he di d not  

know anyone on  campus and she was not  of fered residence accommodation. She was onl y 

given a list of landlords of private residences whom she called without any success. She was 

“forced” to s tay in a  hotel in the city at great expense (both accommodation and t ransport) 

and i t w as onl y after two weeks t hat she managed to f ind pr ivate a ccommodation c lose t o 

campus. While this example does underscore the importance of international students doing 

their “ homework” b efore a rriving a t U KZNP it d oes illu strate th e d ifficulties th at 

international students can experience that ultimately impacts on their academic performance. 

Information a bout he alth s ervices pr ovided b y U KZN f eatured a mong t he i nternational 

student’s ne eds. T wo m ain c entres on  C ampus were i dentified n amely, the C ampus C linic 

and t he S tudent C ounselling C entre.  C ompulsory medical a id c over i ssued b y on e of  t he 

South African insurance companies was one of the prerequisites for being able to register. It 

was a lso an a rea of  c oncern on  t he p art o f i nternational s tudents i n t hat t he a pplication 

process f or t he c over could t ake a  l ong t ime. In a ddition i t a ppeared a s i f s ome of  

international s tudents did not  properly read the documentation given to foreign s tudents. In 

this regard, a first year international student ending up paying twice for medical aid cover in 

that he was required to pay for the cover provided by the South African insurance company 
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while before he came to university he had al ready paid for medical aid to one of  his home 

insurance companies. The issue was that foreign insurance companies were not accepted by 

the UKZN.  

A f urther m edical aid i ssue i dentified b y s ome of i nternational s tudents w as ba sed on t he 

perceived monopoly the Ingwe Insurance Company had. Students were under the impression 

that this was the only company involved and thus they ended up applying to it. According to 

the H ISO s tudents c ould ge t m edical aid c over f rom a ny S outh African l ife i nsurance 

company. The HISO pointed to the problem of new students getting information from their 

senior pe ers w ho w ere i n t he m ain us ing t he s ervices of  t he one  c ompany a nd t hus 

recommended i t. N ot goi ng be yond t heir f ellow s tudents t o t he ISO i tself a s a  s ource o f 

information was limiting their choices with regard to medical cover. The HISO pointed out 

that t hought w as b eing g iven t o s electing a  l imited num ber ( two or  t hree) o f i nsurance 

companies which would be allowed to offer medical aid cover to international students from 

2012. T his w ould pr ovide f or s ome choice but  also f or t ighter c ontrol of t he m edical a id 

cover issue.  

In t erms of  family i ssues, i nternational s tudents were coming f rom di fferent c ountries and 

they did not come with their family members. Most of international students were not even 

able to go back home for vacation periods because of the high cost of travel, especially those 

who had to buy air tickets (long distance). Some did not go back home until they had finished 

their d egrees – very d ifficult g iven th at t here a re s tudents w ho a re m arried w ith young 

children. H owever, t he Internet f acilities pr ovided b y t he uni versity allowed i nternational 

students to  communicate with their families, especially through email and the use o f social 

networks (as reflected in Section 4.4.2.2). 

Other information seeking situations were specified in terms of participating in entertainment 

(recreational) activities around the campus. Sport is a way of opening up interaction between 

international s tudents th emselves a nd a lso w ith South A frican s tudents on t he ot her s ide. 

Another personal issue referred to by 6% of respondents was language in that to some extent 

international students were not totally free to engage in exchanging ideas with local students 

who s poke IsiZulu, a l anguage not unde rstood by t he i nternational s tudents. T he i ssue of  

security was reported by only 3.7% of respondents and it was really connected to the problem 

of not being accommodated in residence as there was no s ecurity assistance provided to off 
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campus students. Those who were staying in residence could be accompanied at any time of 

night from the library or LAN to their rooms by security personnel. 

 

5.4.2.2 Sources of information used 

 

The use of information sources was considered as well as other components of information 

seeking behaviour. Therefore, after identifying the needs of international students in relation 

to pe rsonal i ssues, t he n ext s tep w as t o f ind out  w hich s ources of  i nformation t hey us ed. 

Personal ne eds c an b e s atisfied b y c onsulting bot h f ormal a nd i nformal s ources of  

information.  

Formal sources of  i nformation that t he i nternational s tudents consulted were dominated b y 

university o ffices s uch as t he ISO, S tudent H ousing O ffice, C ampus Clinic a nd S tudent 

Counselling C entre. T hree ot her s ervices us ed were t he S tudent R epresentative C ouncil 

(SRC), Sports Union and the international s tudent associations. Electronic sources used for 

personal n eeds were based on the use o f the Internet ( 19.3% of r espondents), es pecially 

searching on websites and sending or receiving email. Google Talk was used by some of the 

respondents, as was social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter. Informal sources 

were ch aracterised b y c ommunication w ith co lleagues ( classmates an d f riends) u sed b y 

26.5% of respondents and this was the source most used by international students in order to 

satisfy their personal needs.  

   

5.4.2.3 Success with information source consulted 

 

The sources consulted differed in nature from one source to another. Interestingly, 82% of the 

respondents f ound t he s ource of  i nformation c onsulted t o be  s uccessful f or m eeting t heir 

personal needs and only 18% of respondents did not find the source to be successful. 

When asked why the sources were not  successful various reasons were given. Respondents 

referred to outdated information with one example given of a list of landlords provided by the 

Housing Office w hich contained i ncorrect t elephone num bers. A nother r eason w as t he 

inability to speak IsiZulu which limited communication with fellow South African students. 
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Finally, the lack of information literacy was raised in terms of a limited ability to search and 

properly evaluate electronic resources.  

 

5.4.2.4 Preferred information format for personal issues 

 

International s tudents pr eferred obt aining information f ace-to-face r ather t han consulting 

electronic and print sources for resolving personal issues. The reason was mainly the ability 

to have open discussion and be able to share opinions whether to the specific topic or to life 

in general. For instance, a postgraduate international student stated that “if I am face-to-face, 

my i nterlocutor can  correct s traight t he errors or can  easily h elp m e t o ex press w hat i s 

difficult for me”. In addition, a second year international student stated that face-to-face gives 

her t he oppor tunity t o u nderstand i nformation t hat s he m ay h ave m isinterpreted be cause i t 

allows her to ask questions for more clarification.  

  

5.5 The International Student Office (ISO) and its services  

 

The ISO has a responsibility of assisting international students registered on campus. In doing 

so t he ISO r epresents a  c hannel of  c ommunication a nd i nterconnects t he U niversity 

authorities ( advisors) w ith a  s ignificant num ber of  i nternational s tudents s tudying a t t he 

UKZNP.  

 

5.5.1 Awareness of the ISO’s services and channels used 

 

The 103 (75.2%) respondents who indicated that they were aware of ISO’s services specified 

how they got to know about those services. Just on 36% of respondents stated that they were 

informed about ISO services from the Faculty Office. This is perhaps understandable as most 

international students, once they arrive on campus, first to go to the Faculty Office to try and 

register b efore d oing an ything el se. H owever o nce getting t here, t hey are i nformed o f t he 

necessity of starting the registration process from the ISO as the first stage of registration. 
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Twenty eight pe rcent o f r espondents w ere i nformed a bout t he ISO’s s ervices b y t heir 

colleagues who w ere s enior s tudents ( returning s tudents) s uch as c lassmates, f riends and 

relatives on c ampus.  T wenty six percent of respondents stated that they knew of the ISO’s 

services f rom the office i tself. The HISO highlighted that her office used various s trategies 

for informing the international students about its services such as participating in orientation 

programmes, us ing t he UKZN W ebsite, i nternational s tudent g uides ( small ha ndbook) a nd 

campus notice boards. 

 

5.5.2 ISO’s services considered of use 

  

Three of the four services l isted in the questionnaire were regarded as  e ither very useful or  

useful by a vast majority (80% and above) of the 118 r espondents. The faxes and registered 

mail s ervices w ere th e le ast u seful w ith ju st o n 6 2% o f r espondents in dicating th eir 

usefulness.  

The H ISO s tated t hat t he i nternational cl earance, s tudy vi sa-permit an d medical ai d co ver 

services w ere f requently u sed b y i nternational s tudents b ecause t hese t hree s ervices w ere 

legal r equirements. In o ther w ords, t hese s ervices w ere s pecifically d esigned f or as sisting 

international s tudents dur ing t heir r egistration on c ampus a nd t heir f urther s tay i n S outh 

Africa. It w as ev ident t hat t hese s ervices h ad an i mportant i mpact o n t he d aily l ife o f 

international students on campus – in both the academic and personal spheres. 

 

5.5.3 Reasons for considering the ISO’s services not useful 

 

Almost forty percent of respondents considered faxes and registered mail services not useful. 

In providing reasons for their rating, they pointed to the irregularity of faxes and registered 

mail services and the l ack of p rivacy for received messages which were housed in the ISO 

before being collected by students.  

Just on t wenty percent of respondents considered the applying for medical aid cover service 

not us eful. T hey pr ovided t he following r easons: i nsufficient l ife i nsurance co mpanies 

involved (the HISO disagreed with them on this point and she invited the students to ask for 
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information when they have confusion), length of time for the application to be approved and, 

finally, the high premiums charged. 

Seventeen p ercent o f r espondents c onsidered services r elated t o t he s tudy vi sa-permit 

applications a nd e xtensions not  us eful.  T hey provided t he f ollowing reasons: t he s mall 

number of  ISO s taff (only two) to follow up, t he huge delay o f getting responses f rom the 

Department of Home Affairs and the difficulty of getting support from their Embassy Office. 

A m inority (10.2%) of  respondents c onsidered i nternational c learance s ervices not  us eful. 

They p rovided t he f ollowing r easons: t he de lay i n r eceiving t he two pr e-requested 

documents, including the study visa-permit from the Department of Home Affairs, the delay 

in r eceiving m edical ai d co ver from t he i nsurance co mpany, n ot b eing allowed t emporary 

registration w hile w aiting for the a bove do cuments. T he ne ed for having a n i nternational 

student in the ISO as an advisor because he/she can more easily understand their needs as one 

of them was pointed to. 

 

5.5.4 Other services the ISO should be providing 

 

Of the 49 respondents who suggested the provision of other ISO’s services, eighteen (36.7%) 

respondents reported the need for the ISO to “follow up” with other service providers, that is, 

to avoid the likely delay in services delivered to international students. For example, the ISO 

should more regularly communicate with t he H ousing Office about accommodation i ssues. 

Fourteen (28.6%) r espondents s uggested t he ne ed f or r egular w orkshops a nd m eetings on  

making s tudents aware of available services for them. Nine (18.4%) respondents expressed 

the need for funding of special events such as cultural and independence days which might 

facilitate s ocial in teraction b etween lo cal and in ternational s tudents. E ight (16.3%) 

respondents hi ghlighted the ne ed t o m ake i ncreasing us e of  G roupWise, t he U niversity’s 

email system. Seven (14.3%) respondents raised the issue of reducing the international levy.  
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5.5.5 Under-utilization of ISO’s services 

 

The H ISO i ndicated t hat s ince t here d id n ot ex ist  a s pecific m easure t o d etermine w hich 

service was used, how often and at which level, it was not  possible for her to specify which  

services were under-utilised or not. The Officer indicated that faxes and registered mails were 

used irregularly.  They tended to only be used in times of emergency for example, the serious 

illness of an international student that needed to be communicated to family members back 

home. She noted the ISO was looking for funds to support a  project to establish a  specific 

resource c entre (a r oom w ith w ell e quipped c omputers a nd i nformation r esources) t o 

accommodate the needs of international students and to facilitate interaction for themselves. 

Whether this would take place or not was still in doubt because of budget constraints and the 

University restructuring which was underway.  

 

5.5.6 Ways to improve services to international students at UKZNP 

 

Of the 42 r espondents who indicated the need to improve services to international students, 

more than half (54.8%) maintained the necessity of increasing the number of residences at the 

UKZNP because of  the large number of  s tudents who could not  be accommodated. Just on 

43% of  r espondents i ndicated t hat t he R egistration A ppeals C ommittee s hould a ssist bot h 

local s tudents a nd i nternational s tudents. F orty o ne pe rcent of  r espondents hi ghlighted t he 

need to allow open competition among life insurance companies to offer medical aid cover to 

international s tudents ( here, a s m entioned, the HISO i ndicated t hat s tudents w ere i n f act  

allowed t o l ook f or a ny S outh A frican c ompany). O ther s uggestions pr esented i n t erms of  

improving s ervices w ere t he pr ovision of  f inancial s upport ( bursaries and s cholarships) t o 

international students who were struggling financially while they had good academic records, 

the de velopment o f m ore f ormal c ollaboration b etween t he U KZN and t he D epartment of  

Home Affairs and, finally, the need for having tours around the Campus. 
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5.5.7 Challenges in the provision of ISO services 

 

The HISO indicated that insufficient funds handicapped provision of some useful information 

services that could be provided by the ISO. Another challenge was the huge delay in waiting 

for study visa-permits from the Department of Home Affairs in Pretoria.  A  third challenge 

mentioned b y t he H ISO w as t he s tudents who di d not  pa rticipate in t he or ientation 

programmes where much useful information was disseminated. The fourth challenge was the 

issue of  s tudents not  willing to ask for help which resulted in their finding themselves in a  

more difficult situation than they were supposed to be. Finally, the challenge of international 

students being reminded about the importance of staying up-to-date with their documentation, 

to r ead t he i nformation available t o t hem and t o a sk f or he lp w henever they were i n ne ed 

either in terms of their academic work or their personal lives, was pointed to.  

 

5.5.8 Initiatives for service provision 

   

The H ISO poi nted out  t hat t he n ew University policy regarding i nternational s tudents w as 

almost completed. She indicated that the existing policy was established before the merger 

between t he University of N atal a nd t he University of D urban-Westville u nderscoring th e 

need for a new pol icy t o reflect the “new” institution. The HISO was, however, concerned 

that the present restructuring of the University could affect many strategic plans including the 

new pol icy. S he a dded that t he ISO was i n pr ocess of  m aking a  D VD a bout t he ISO’s 

services and would continue providing small printed handbooks (student guides).  

 

5.5.9 Cooperation of the ISO with other student services 

 

The ISO  m aintained close c ooperation w ith ot her s tudent s ervices o n campus, i ncluding 

University management (for example the Faculty Office) and other service providers such as 

the Housing Office, Campus Clinic and Counselling Centre and even student representatives 

especially t he S tudent R epresentative C ouncil ( SRC). In this c ontext, t he H ISO not ed t hat 

basically all s ervices pr ovided a round t he campus w ere d esigned f or every s tudent but  
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beyond that, the ISO was there for assisting international s tudents on a  daily basis because 

they might face some specific challenges.  

 

5.5.10 Additional comments 

 

Only 12 (less t han t en pe rcent) r espondents pr ovided f urther c omments a nd t hese w ere 

categorised in four groups. Since the respondents were allowed to give as many comments as 

they wanted, multiple responses were received and analysed. There was need to increase on-

campus a ccommodation, m ore e specially f or f irst year i nternational s tudents w ho a re not  

familiar w ith t he ne w e nvironment. T he s econd c ategory of  comments w as ba sed on t he 

importance of  a wareness of  U KZN’s s upport s ervices i n g eneral a nd ISO’s s ervices 

specifically de signed f or i nternational s tudents. T he t hird c ategory of c omments w as 

concerned with the involvement of an international student in services designed for them (for 

example international student advisor working part-time at the ISO). Additionally, the HISO 

gave c omments t hat a ll i nternational s tudents ne ed t o know  t he b enefits of  a rriving on  

campus on t ime a nd t heir i nvolvement i n a n or ientation pr ogramme. S he s tated t hat 

international students need to show an interest in the cultural day held on campus once a year 

given that it is as an opportunity to share and celebrate diversity. She ended up by saying that 

she hoped that other events could be arranged with better budget support from the University. 

In most cases, the information from the questionnaires and the interview complemented each 

other. For instance, both international s tudents and the HISO had agreed upon t he negative 

impact o f the long r egistration process for academic s tudies and p ersonal needs due to t he 

delay of s tudy vi sa-permit i ssued b y t he Department of  H ome A ffairs a nd poor  s ervices 

related to medical aid cover offered by the Ingwe Insurance Company. However, the H ISO 

denied the i ssue o f a monopoly for applying for medical aid cover. She was also sincerely 

concerned with the role of the orientation programme in order to make international students 

aware of the s ervices designed for t hem; in ternational students were co nsulting colleagues 

more than other sources of information around the campus and those provided by the ISO. 
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5.6 Summary of the Chapter 

 

This chapter comprised a discussion of the findings as contained in Chapter Four. The basis 

for t he di scussion w as provided b y t he r esearch que stions unde rpinning t he s tudy which 

revolved around understanding the characteristics of international students at UKZNP, their 

information ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking be haviour a nd how  t he International S tudent 

Office p rovided s upport f or t hese s tudents. The discussion of  t he f indings s hows t hat bot h 

formal a nd i nformal sources o f i nformation were c onsulted b y i nternational s tudents. 

Wilson’s 1999 m odel us ed f or t his s tudy s uccessfully r eflects t hat t he information s eeker 

(here t he i nternational student) m ay us e a  va riety of  i nformation s ources, s ervices an d 

systems in an effort to take a decision or to solve a problem. In the concluding chapter which 

follows, a summary of major results and conclusions are provided and suggestions for further 

research are made. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusions and recommendations 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

The pur pose of  t he s tudy was t o i dentify t he i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking 

behaviour of international s tudents on t he Pietermaritzburg Campus of UKZN. In this f inal 

chapter a  s ummary of  t he s tudy w ill be  g iven, conclusions r eached w ill be  pr ovided a nd 

recommendations will be made in response to the analysis of data and interpretation of results 

covered in Chapters 4 and 5.  

 

6.2 Revisiting the research questions 

 

International students at the UKZNP experience a range of problems with regard to meeting a 

variety of  i nformation n eeds i n bot h t he a cademic a nd pe rsonal aspects of t heir l ives, a nd 

their i nformation s eeking be haviour i s a ffected b y a n e xtensive va riety of factors ( as 

indicated in Section 1.2  and also reflected in Chapter 4 ). Not all problems and information 

needs a re uni que t o i nternational s tudents b ut t here a re s everal t hat a re s pecific t o 

international s tudents g iven t he l egal r equirements f or s tudying i n S outh A frica. Very f ew 

studies r egarding t he i nformation ne eds of  i nternational s tudents ha ve b een unde rtaken i n 

South Africa. 

 

The research questions which underpinned the study are:  

• What is the demographic profile and academic level of study of international students 

at UKZNP?  

• What are the languages spoken by international students?  

• What kinds of information needs do international students have? 

• How do international students obtain the information they need? 

• Where do international students find the information they are seeking? 
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• What pr oblems do i nternational s tudents e xperience i n t erms of  a cquiring 

information?  

• What steps is UKZNP doing to improve services for the international students?  

• How can services that are offered to international students be improved?  

 

6.3 Summary of the study 

 

Chapter 1, the introductory chapter, provided a background to the study and an outline of the 

research problem. This was followed by the purpose of the study and the research questions 

were given. The significance of the study as well as its scope and limitations were presented. 

Definitions of  ke y t erms us ed i n t he s tudy were pr ovided. A  further i ssue di scussed w as 

UKZN’s pol icy on international s tudents. Finally, in this chapter, the s tructure of  the s tudy 

was briefly delineated. 

Chapter 2 i nvolved t he conceptual framework u sed f or t he s tudy and t he l iterature r eview 

relating t o i nternational s tudents a nd i nformation s eeking be haviour. T he c onceptual 

framework was based on Wilson’s 1999 model of information behaviour. The Wilson’s 1999 

model has been successfully used by other researchers, namely, Seyama (2009), Mostert and 

Ocholla (2005) in South Africa and Yang (2007) in the USA (as indicated in Section 2.1).  

In the literature review, the concept of the international student and an overview of the role of 

international s tudent of fices w ere di scussed. T he i nformation n eeds and t he s ources of  

information us ed b y i nternational s tudents f or a cademic a nd pe rsonal pur poses w ere 

identified. The latter included the Internet and electronic databases, the Online Public Access 

Catalogue ( OPAC), l ibrarians, l ecturers, co lleagues an d u niversity o ffices. T he m ajor 

problems experienced by international s tudents in terms of  acquiring information were also 

identified. T hese i ncluded l anguage, c ommunication, c ultural a nd f inancial i ssues, a nd 

information l iteracy s kills. T his w as f ollowed b y a r eview of  t he s cholarly studies on t he 

information seeking behaviour of international students. 

The r esearch d esign a nd m ethods a dopted i n t he s tudy were di scussed in C hapter 3. T he 

approach that the researcher undertook was a triangulation approach where both quantitative 

and q ualitative d ata w ere collected. Instruments u sed f or d ata co llection w ere a s elf-
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administered questionnaire and semi-structured interview. The validity and reliability of the 

study w ere es tablished by p re-testing th e q uestionnaire w ith four s tudents drawn fro m the 

international students enrolled at the UKZNP. The quantitative data was analysed using SPSS 

version 1.9 and the qualitative data was analysed using thematic content analysis. 

In C hapter 4, t he r esults of  t he s urvey of  137 i nternational s tudents w ere pr esented a nd i n 

most cases tables were used to present the data. Results of the interview were also presented.  

Chapter 5 discussed the results of study which were presented in Chapter 4. The discussion of 

the findings was considered in the light of the research questions underpinning the study, the 

literature a nd t he c onceptual f ramework. T he s tudy f ound t hat the hi ghest pe rcentage of 

international s tudents us ed l ibrary r esources as sources of  i nformation in r elation to  th eir 

academic s tudies, w hile i n t erms o f satisfying t heir p ersonal n eeds t he m ain s ource of 

information used was consultation of colleagues.  

 

6.4 Conclusions  

 

The c onclusions r eached a re guided b y t he r esearch q uestions o f t he s tudy. T he research 

questions unde rpinning t he s tudy a nd t he c onclusions r elating t o each q uestion a re given. 

There were important outcomes from the survey of the 137 i nternational s tudents and from 

the interview w ith th e Head o f the International S tudent O ffice a t t he U KZNP and t he 

following conclusion were drawn: 

 

6.4.1 Wh at i s t he d emographic p rofile an d a cademic l evel of  s tudy of  i nternational 

students at UKZNP?  

 

• Just m ore t han ha lf, 57. 7%, of  i nternational s tudents w ho pa rticipated in  th e s tudy 

were m ales. IEASA (2012: 15 ) notes i n i ts 20 12 r eport on hi gher e ducation t hat 

women form more than half of  enrolments in higher education institutions in South 

Africa ( 57%). G enerally, t he “ younger generation” c omprised a  l arge pr oportion of  

the t otal pa rticipants of  international s tudents. A  majority (73%) o f t he r espondents 

were f rom t he a ge groups 18 -27 years of  w hom 68%  w ere unde rgraduates. T his i s 
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concomitant with a drive within South Africa to increase the percentage of students in 

higher e ducation w ithin the 18 -24 ag e group of  the popul ation ( IEASA 2012: 15). 

First year international students represented a majority of undergraduate respondents 

while a minority was in their fourth year. These first year students were not only new 

to South Africa but also new to the tertiary education environment that was UKZN so 

would be experiencing many similar ‘settling in’ problems as any other student new 

to the higher education environment. ‘Settling i n’ problems however, a ffect a ll new 

students to varying degrees. 

 

•  Of the 44 postgraduate students who took part in the study, 19 (42%) had done their 

undergraduate studies at UKZN. It is presumed that these students would have more 

knowledge about the information resources available at UKZN than those new to the 

environment. For t hose postgraduates n ew t o U KZN, pr essures w ould be hi gh i n 

terms of not only adjusting to the range of new environments that any new student has 

to, but being competent at accessing and using formal academic resources at a m ore 

advanced l evel a nd t hen be ing a ble t o w rite a  t hesis i n t he E nglish l anguage. T hus 

these s tudents w ould n eed i n-depth o rientation a nd s upport f rom l ibrarians a nd 

lecturers. In other words, the current short library orientation organised by the ISO is 

insufficient. Further in-depth t raining, a lthough o ffered b y some departments, needs 

to be ensured across the range of disciplines in which students are enrolled.  

 

6.4.2 What are the languages spoken by international students? 

 

This question created the opportunity to have some understanding of the linguistic impact on 

information seeking given that English is the official language used at UKZNP.  C ountry of 

origin and home language were investigated. 

• Just on 95%  of respondents were from African countries and the rest of respondents 

were from the USA. Zimbabwe represented almost a half of respondents from African 

continent. This supports the statistics provided by IEASA (2012: 9) that indicates that 

almost 72%  of  i nternational s tudents c ome f rom S ADC c ountries where E nglish is  

commonly spoken even though it is not the mother tongue. The main home languages 

for Zimbabweans are S hona a nd N debele a nd thus t hese w ere t he m ost c ommon 
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languages l isted as h ome l anguages b y p articipants. T he N debele l anguage h as a 

linguistic link with IsiZulu (a language spoken by many students at UKZNP). 

 

• The m ajor l anguage pr oblem f or pa rticipants w as a  pr oblem w ith t he E nglish 

language which w as low pr oficiency i n t he us e of  E nglish. T he s tudy s upports the 

necessary role of a compulsory English test for foreign applicants to UKZN, in order 

to de termine s upport t o be  pr ovided b y t he U KZNP E nglish Language C entre. 

Problems of  l anguage and in particular the use of  English are not  unique to foreign 

students a s m ost South Africans d o not  ha ve E nglish a s t he m other t ongue a nd a re 

faced with English as the medium of instruction at UKZN. 

  

6.4.3 What kinds of information needs do international students have? 

 

This was a key question. Information needs of international students were grouped into two 

main categories, namely, academic needs and personal issues. The critical incident technique 

was then used to identify information seeking situations in relation to these two categories. 

 

• Academic information needs centred on the registration process (32% of respondents) 

(including l egal r equirements s uch a s a study visa p ermit, m edical ai d co ver and 

international cl earance) followed b y i ssues r elating t o l ectures, t ests, a ssignments, 

research and theses (combined total of 58% of respondents). The study did not flesh 

out the detail of the nature of needs with the above issues. 

 

• Information ne eds of  i nternational s tudents i n t erms of  t heir pe rsonal i ssues w ere 

dominated by two major information seeking situations, namely accommodation (less 

than a third of  respondents were s taying in on-campus residences) and health i ssues 

(reflecting m edical aid cover services). In terms of  accommodation i ssue, the HISO 

pointed out that “local students are not given preference in terms of accommodation 

on campus” and thus the international students are not prejudiced in terms of gaining 

access t o o n-campus a ccommodation. Medical ai d co ver i s a n eed p articular t o 

international students. Family issues were also listed due to the fact that international 
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students were staying far away from their family members while they were studying 

at UKZNP. 

 

6.4.4 How do international students obtain the information they need? 

 

This que stion a scertained i nformation on t he r espondents’ pr eferred f ormat of  i nformation 

sources. 

• The s tudy found t hat a  wide va riety o f r esources w ere consulted i n or der t o m eet 

academic information needs and the preferred format appeared to be direct personal 

contact. Responses were grouped into no less than 13 categories of sources and these 

ranged f rom p redominantly f ace-to-face f acilities o ffered s uch as  t he ISO, S tudent 

Counselling a nd t he S tudents R epresentative Council, pe ople c ontacts s uch a s 

lecturers a nd l ibrarians t o f ormal i nformation s ources s uch a s l ibrary r esources. In 

terms o f me eting a cademic ne eds vi a publ ished i nformation r esources, 42.3%  of  

respondents preferred the e lectronic format to pr int format, pr int be ing p referred b y  

just on a  quarter of  respondents. The main r eason for t his preference was based on  

ease o f accessibility and usability, minimal cost of the e lectronic format rather than 

only r elying on s tability of  pr int f ormat a nd r estricted l ibrary hour s. From t he 203 

responses pr ovided i t is c lear t hat t he r espondents us ed m ultiple s ources o f 

information depending on the nature of  the information need. Library resources and 

services were the most commonly sought sources of formal information.  

 

• A m ajority o f r espondents i ndicated t hat t heir i nformation ne eds w ere m et b y t he 

options available to them to consult although the degree of success was not indicated. 

Problems related not  di rectly t o t he sources of  i nformation themselves but  r ather t o 

information literacy and English language (60% of responses) thus indicating a need 

for enhanced support in these areas. 

 

• The s tudy revealed t hat i n r elation t o pe rsonal issues e xperienced b y i nternational 

students, m ost r espondents us ed c ampus f acilities a nd c olleagues t o r esolve s uch 

problems. When asked about the preferred format for answering personal information 

needs, an almost equal number of respondents answered ‘electronic format’ and ‘face-
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to-face f ormat’ w hich somewhat c ontradicts t he a nswers pr ovided i n t erms o f 

preferred s ources of  i nformation. It i s not  c lear how  r espondents i nterpreted t his 

question. It is possible that a face-to-face consultation had various dimensions such as 

an onl ine form or  email be ing a  follow up  to a n i nitial query. The main reason for 

face-to-face preference was the potential for open discussion and quick feedback.  

 

6.4.5 Where do international students find the information they are seeking? 

 

This que stion i s c losely related t o t he p revious o ne. T his que stion e nabled one  t o i dentify 

sources us ed b y i nternational s tudents i n or der t o unde rstand t heir i nformation s eeking 

behaviour. 

• In terms of formal academic needs, the study found that the top source of information 

used was the library; which makes sense given that the library is the central source of 

academic lite rature a nd in p articular s ubscription lite rature in  p rint a nd o nline. The 

Faculty Office was used mostly for registration and changing courses (subjects) from 

one study discipline to another. The Internet was another source used by almost half 

of i nternational s tudents w ho us ed l ibrary resources i n r elation t o t heir a cademic 

needs a lthough i t i s not  c lear how  r espondents i nterpreted w hat w as m eant b y t he 

concept of the Internet. 

 

• Interestingly, lecturers, librarians and colleagues were used for academic purposes at 

the same level of consultation. Face-to-face contact provides the opportunity for direct 

feedback as well as discussion. This could also help to understand the important point 

of consulting a variety of information sources in order to do academic work properly. 

For instance after the lecturer has explained the assignment topic, the next step might 

be to go to the library and look for assistance from librarians.  

 
• Personal information needs were predominantly met by face-to-face interactions with 

colleagues and formal f acilities such as the various information of fices available on 

campus. 

 
• In t erms of  success or  f ailure in making use of  the information found to satisfy the 

perceived ne ed, i f successful t he need i s (obviously) s atisfied and i f not  successful, 
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the f ailure to  s atisfy th e p erceived n eed mo stly leads to  th e p oint o f r estarting th e 

search process (Wilson 1999: 251).  Section 5.4.1.3 justified the applicability of  the 

Wilson’s 1999 m odel t o t he pr esent s tudy whereby i nternational s tudents c ould 

consult multiple s ources of i nformation at d ifferent s teps in o rder to  s atisfy th eir 

perceived needs (see Figure 5 above).    

 

6.4.6 Wh at p roblems d o i nternational students e xperience i n t erms of  ac quiring 

information? 

 

This question was asked to determine the challenges experienced by international students in 

their information seeking process. 

• Almost three quarters (69.2%) of the problems experienced by international students 

were either based on the lack of information literacy skills or the English language. 

Information literacy impacted on their ability to browse the Internet and search library 

databases to obtain relevant academic resources (this could explain the importance of 

strengthening the library training programme). English also impacted on their ability 

to unde rstand t echnical t erms us ed b y l ecturers ( vocabulary and gr ammar pr oblems 

and this could justify the use of English test results for decision making).  

 

• The next most significant problem for international students was the delay in terms of 

services r endered t o i nternational s tudents s uch a s m edical a id c overage, obt aining 

visas and so forth which are legal requirements. Some of these matters are beyond the 

control of the University.  For example, the study visa permit took a long time to get 

from t he D epartment o f H ome A ffairs i n P retoria. T hese i ssues a re uni que t o 

international students.  

 

6.4.7 Wh at s teps is U KZNP undertaking to i mprove s ervices f or t he i nternational 

students? 

 

This q uestion w as as ked t o d etermine w hether t here w ere an y current i nitiatives f or 

improving information services provided by UKZN to international students. 
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The H ead o f t he International S tudent O ffice ( HISO) i ndicated t hat t he O ffice m akes 

international students aware of available services through the following strategies: 

• During orientation for international students each semester and through the issuing of 

international s tudent guides ( handbooks) e ven i f t he i nternational s tudent a rrived t o 

study after the orientation programme. 

 

• The HISO pointed out that the new policy regarding international students was almost 

completed. She expected the new policy which would reflect the new institution to be 

implemented in the 2012 academic year.  

 

6.4.8 How can services that are offered to international students be improved?  

 

This question contributed toward providing appropriate recommendations by the respondents 

given in the section below. 

• More than half, 58.3% of the 42 respondents who provided suggestions reported the 

necessity o f i ncreasing U niversity’s residences b ecause o f t he l arge number o f 

students w ho c annot be  a ccommodated. T hese students w ere not  a ble to us e t he 

library and LAN overnight because of  the often long distance between their pr ivate 

accommodation and campus. In addition, transport and security are not arranged for 

this category of student.  

 

•  Generally, the study revealed that both the ISO and international students have a gap 

to bridge in terms of providing and acquiring information. For instance, a majority of 

international students became aware of ISO services through the Faculty Office rather 

than from the ISO itself. It appeared that there was a lack of coordination in terms of 

the ISO i nforming s tudents a bout t he m ultiple s ources o f i nformation and s ervices 

available to them and what was particularly relevant such as attending the orientation 

programme for international students.  
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6.5 Recommendations 

 

In t he l ight of  t he findings of  t he p revious c hapters a nd t he c onclusions m ade a bove, t he 

following recommendations are made to assist in improving information services rendered to 

international s tudents a t U KZNP. T his w ill b e followed b y r ecommendations f or f urther 

research. 

• Registration i s a  complex pr ocess as i t i nvolves m any l egally required doc uments 

provided b y va rious of fices ( both on a nd of f c ampus).  O ffices of f c ampus w hich 

include t he D epartment of  H ome A ffairs ( study visa-permit) and t he S outh A frican 

life insurance companies (medical aid cover) take a long time to deliver their services. 

Offices on campus, namely the International Student Office (international clearance), 

Student Funding C entre ( financial clearance) and t he F aculty Office ( registration 

clearance) ar e ch aracterized b y l ong q ueues es pecially d uring t he f irst f ew d ays o f 

each semester. Given the complexity pointed to above, international s tudents cannot 

fulfil all these requirements within a few days, and it is suggested that they should be 

allowed t o ha ve t emporary r egistration, f or e xample a  m onth, t o s ort out  t he 

registration process (especially first year international students).   

 

• It is evident that information literacy skills are a basic requirement not only for good 

academic performance but for problem resolution outside of the academic sphere. It 

is a lso e vident th at in ternational s tudents e nrolled a t U KZN and in  p articular f irst 

years are struggling because of their limited (if any) and varied information literacy 

skills. In t his r egard, i nformation l iteracy which i s of fered a s an e lective s ubject 

should be changed to being a compulsory subject for every first year and new student. 

 

• Postgraduate international students who did their undergraduate studies at a university 

other t han U KZN t end t o s truggle i n t erms of  making pr oper us e of  t he r esources 

available a t U KZN f or t heir di ssertations. C onsideration i s g iven b y t he l ibrary t o 

designing library orientation programme which introduces these students to the many 

resources both in print and electronic format available to them. In many instances this 

is just an orientation, what is  needed is more time for formal training. Alternatively 
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special l ibrary o rientation a nd t raining pr ogrammes c ould be  a dapted a nd f urther 

consideration could be given to making attendance compulsory.    

 

• English is the official language used at UKZNP. Irrespective of whether one is doing 

undergraduate o r pos tgraduate s tudy, i t i s n ecessary t o unde rstand one s l ecturers, 

communicate with supervisors and access the various resources which are in print and 

electronic f ormat. The initiatives w hich a re in  p lace ( for example th e E nglish 

competency t est) n eed to continue a nd consideration needs t o be  given to how  

students w ith le ss th an id eal E nglish s kills c an be  s upported i n t he a cademic 

endeavour in addition to the provision of formal language courses. 

 
•  Accommodation is  a  c ritical p roblem e xperienced b y ma ny in ternational s tudents. 

The UKZN could increase the number of residences available. Consideration could be 

given to the Student Housing Office giving priority to first year international students 

in particular when allocating the rooms. However, new international students have to 

apply s eparately for un iversity a ccommodation ( on t ime) a nd a lso t he r eturning 

international students should confirm their residences before they leave for holidays.  

 

• International s tudents n eed t o b e m ade b etter a ware o f t he b enefits t hat accr ue b y 

arriving on c ampus on t ime a nd b y t heir i nvolvement i n a n or ientation pr ogramme 

designed specifically for them at the beginning of each semester. 

 

• The International S tudent O ffice ha s i nsufficient s taff ( only t wo) c ompared t o t he 

large popul ation of  i nternational s tudents t o be  s erved. T he U KZN c ould e mploy 

more people within this Office. It is suggested that a senior international student could 

be involved in terms of service delivery through the hiring of a student as an advisor 

working part-time at the ISO and this person would help the ISO’s staff to provide at 

appropriate times the necessary services needed by international students. 
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6.6 Suggestions for further research 

 

The following further studies are suggested: 

• Given that some international students are not aware of the services designed for them 

around the campus, i t i s suggested that a  s tudy should be  conducted to find out  the 

reasons for this lack of awareness. 

 

• It is  a lso suggested that similar s tudies be replicated a t o ther residential universities 

with in ternational s tudent c ohorts to  d etermine w hether s imilar r esults w ill b e 

forthcoming and how these institutions are dealing with the information related issues 

of such students. 

 

• The Library i s the most heavily used resource by international s tudents for meeting 

their academic needs. It is thus suggested that an in-depth study be done to investigate 

the international students’ perceptions and use of the Library at UKZNP. 

 

6.7 Summary of the Chapter 

 

This c hapter pr ovided an ove rview o f t he e ntire s tudy i nto t he i nformation ne eds and 

information seeking behaviour of international students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, 

Pietermaritzburg campus. The research problem and research questions were revisited and the 

major r esearch findings w ere p resented. C onclusions a bout t he f indings w ere formulated. 

Recommendations f or i mprovements t o s ervices f or i nternational s tudents a s w ell a s 

recommendations f or f urther r esearch w ere a lso pr ovided. R ecommendations w ere m ade 

which c ould r eflect t he role a nd r esponsibility o f e ither U KZNP a s an information s ervice 

provider o r i nternational s tudents a s i nformation s eekers. T he p articipation of  i nternational 

students in the orientation programme is repeatedly pointed out to be important in the sense 

that al l s ervice p roviders u sually ex plain t heir p otential s ervices r eserved f or i nternational 

students. Finally, suggestions for further studies were made. 
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Appendix 1:   Letter of consent for the international students 

         5 October 2011 

 

I, Moïse Majyambere, am a student currently registered for a Masters of Information Studies 
Degree at  t he P ietermaritzburg cam pus o f t he U niversity of  K waZulu-Natal ( UKZN). T he 
topic o f m y th esis is : “ The i nformation n eeds an d information s eeking b ehaviour of  
international students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg Campus.” 

You ar e i nvited t o p articipate i n t he r esearch which w ill be  c onducted i n m y pe rsonal 
capacity. T he pur pose o f t his s tudy i s t o i dentify t he i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation 
seeking behaviour of international students. The research will assist in determining whether 
the services that are provided by the University meet your information needs or not, and to 
identify problems that you come across as you seek information. The findings may be able to 
assist the university to improve information delivery systems and at the same time, contribute 
to ensuring the quick and easy integration of international students at UKZNP Campus. 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with 
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. Please note that 
your na me w ill not  be  i ncluded i n t he r eport a nd your c onfidentiality w ill be  m aintained 
throughout the study. 

Your participation in answering the questions is completely voluntary. You have the right to 
withdraw a t a ny t ime d uring t he s tudy. I appreciate th e time  a nd e ffort it w ould ta ke to  
participate in this study.  

Thank you. 

Yours sincerely, 

Moïse Majyambere  

Email: 208524104 @ukzn.ac.za  

Please complete this form 

I.................................................................................................. ( Full na mes of  pa rticipant) 
hereby confirm that I understand the contents of this document and the nature of the research 
project, and I consent to participate in the research project. 

I understand that I am at liberty to withdraw from the project at any time, should I so desire. 

Signature of Participant: ..................................... 

Date: ................................................................... 

Email: ………………………………….………. 
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Appendix 2: International student’s questionnaire 

 

I am a s tudent a t t he University of K waZulu-Natal, P ietermaritzburg Campus s tudying 
towards a Master of Information Studies Degree. The purpose of my research is to identify 
the information needs and information seeking behaviour of international students on 
the Pietermaritzburg Campus of UKZN. The findings may be able to assist the University 
to imp rove in formation delivery s ystems a nd a t th e s ame time , c ontribute to  e nsuring th e 
quick and easy integration of international students at UKZNP Campus. 

I w ill be e xtremely grateful i f you c ould assist m e i n t his e ndeavour b y answering t he 
following que stions. T he t ime f or c ompleting t he que stionnaire w ill be  a pproximately 1 5 
minutes. Your answers will be kept confidential. 

Instructions for completing the questionnaire  

a. Unless otherwise instructed, please place a tick or a cross in the space provided. 

b. Where you are required to answer in your own words, please use the space provided. 

Section 1- Background information 

1. Gender   0......... Male 

    1.......... Female 

2. Age   �  18-22 �  23-27 �  28-32 �  33-37 �  38-42 �  43+   

3. What is your country of origin? ……………………….. 

4. What is your home language?  ……………….….  

5. Given that English is the official language at UKZN do you encounter any language 
problems with your studies at this institution? 

0……….. Yes 

1……….. No (If no please go to Q 8) 

6. Could you briefly explain the type of problem(s) you encounter? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. Are you doing anything to resolve this (these) problem (s)?  

0……….. Yes 

1……….. No 
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If yes please briefly describe what you are doing. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8. What is your present level of study? 

0........... Undergraduate (please specify year of study)……………….. 

1……… Postgraduate. Please specify the institution where you did your undergraduate 
studies………………………………….................... 

9. What category of international student are you? 

0………… Normal degree programmes 

1.............. University exchange programmes 

10. Where are you staying? 

0.............. Off campus 

1............ University residence. 

Section 2 - Information ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking be haviour o f i nternational 
students 

While at UKZN there are essentially two types of needs – one related to academic studies (for 
example, r egistration p rocess, l ectures, as signments et c.); an d t he o ther r elated t o p ersonal 
issues ( such a s f amily, a ccommodation, he alth, r ecreational a ctivities, e tc.) The pur pose of  
this section is to find out from you what important situation or instance you experienced this 
year, a nd w hat ki nd of  t hings you n eeded t o f ind out , l earn or  know  i n this s ituation. F or 
example, you m ay h ave ne eded t o m ake a  de cision, f ind a n a nswer t o a  que stion, s olve a  
problem or try to understand something.  

A.  First of all an information seeking situation/ critical instance in relation to your 
academic studies 

11. Please describe a major situation/instance that required you to find information related to 
your academic studies at UKZN? 
......................................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................................................... 

12. How or where or from whom did you go about finding information to resolve the 
situation/instance? (If applicable you may give more than one source of information.) 
......................................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................................
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......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................  

13. Were you successful?  

0……… Yes  

1…….. No  

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

14. What problems did you encounter? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

15. In relation to satisfying information needs concerning your studies which information 
format is the most preferable to you? (Please tick only one) 

0……….. Print 

1……….. Electronic 

2………. Face-to-face 

3…….…. Audio  

4………. Other (Please specify) 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

Please could you briefly state why that format is preferable to you? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

B. Secondly an information seeking situation/ critical instance in relation to personal 
issues 

16. Please describe a major situation/instance where you had a need to find information 
related to your personal issues at UKZN. 
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......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

17. How or where or from whom did you go about finding information to resolve the 
situation/instance? (If applicable you may give more than one source of information.)  

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

18. Was the information obtained useful? 

0………… Yes (if yes please go to Q 20) 

1………… No  

19. If the information obtained was not useful, why was that the case? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

20. In relation to satisfying information needs concerning your personal issues which 
information format is the most preferable to you? (Please tick only one) 

0……….. Print 

1……….. Electronic  

2……….. Face-to face 

3…….…. Audio  

4………. Other (Please specify) 
………………………………………………………………………………..…………….…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Section 3- Information related to International Students Office (ISO) 

21. Are you aware of the services that are provided by International Students Office (ISO)? 

0……… Yes 

1……… No  

22. If yes, how did you get to know about those services? 
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......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

23. Among the services that are provided by the ISO, which ones are and have been of use to 
you?  

Study visa-permit applications and extensions very useful   useful  not useful 

Applying for medical aid cover very useful   useful  not useful 

International clearance very useful   useful  not useful 

Faxes and registered mail services very useful   useful  not useful 

 

Other service/s? Please specify and indicate its/their usefulness 

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

24. If you indicated any service/s which was/were not useful to you in question 23 above 
could you briefly explain why it/they was/were not useful? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

25. Are there any other services that you think that the ISO should be providing (but is not?) 
Please list the service/s below.  

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

26. Is there any way that services for international students can be improved at the UKZN-
PMB? If so, please elaborate 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

27. Any other comments? Please elaborate. 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

Thank you very much for your time. 
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Appendix 3: Letter of consent for the Head of International Student Office 

 

                   22 October 2011 

I, Moïse Majyambere, am a student currently registered for a Masters of Information Studies 
Degree at the P ietermaritzburg campus of the University o f KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN).  T he 
topic o f m y th esis is : “The i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation s eeking be haviour o f 
international students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg Campus.” 

You a re i nvited t o pa rticipate i n t he r esearch which w ill be  c onducted i n m y pe rsonal 
capacity. T he pur pose o f t his s tudy i s t o i dentify t he i nformation ne eds a nd i nformation 
seeking be haviour of  i nternational s tudents. T he r esearch w ill a lso assist i n i dentifying 
different information services offered by the International Student Office, and it will help in 
determining whether those services that are provided by the University meet the information 
needs of  i nternational s tudents or  not . T he f indings m ay be  able t o a ssist t he uni versity t o 
improve information delivery systems and at the same time, contribute to ensuring the quick 
and easy integration of international students at UKZNP Campus. 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with 
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. Please note that 
your na me w ill not  be  i ncluded i n t he r eport a nd your c onfidentiality w ill be  m aintained 
throughout the study. 

Your participation in answering the questions is completely voluntary. You have the right to 
withdraw at a ny time  d uring th e s tudy. I appreciate th e time  a nd e ffort it w ould ta ke to  
participate in this study.  

Thank you. 

Yours sincerely, 

Moise Majyambere  

Email: 208524104 @ukzn.ac.za 

 

Please complete this form 

I.................................................................................................. ( full na mes of  pa rticipant) 
hereby confirm that I understand the contents of this document and the nature of the research 
project, and I consent to participating in the research project. 

I understand that I am at liberty to withdraw from the project at any time, should I so desire. 

 

Signature of Participant: ................................................ 

Date: ........................................................ 

Email: ………………………………………. 
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Appendix 4: Interview schedule for the Head of International Student Office 

 

I am a s tudent a t t he University of K waZulu-Natal, P ietermaritzburg Campus s tudying 
towards a Master of  Information Studies Degree. The purpose of my research is to identify 
the i nformation n eeds a nd i nformation s eeking behaviour o f i nternational s tudents on t he 
Pietermaritzburg C ampus o f U KZN. T he f indings m ay b e a ble to  a ssist th e u niversity to  
improve information delivery systems and at the same time, contribute to ensuring the quick 
and easy integration of international students at UKZNP Campus. 

I will be extremely grateful if you would allow me to interview you as part of my research. 
The interview should take no longer than 15 minutes.  

1. How long have you been working for the International Students Office? 

...................................................................................................................... 

2. How often do you assist international students? 

[  ] Very often  [  ] Often [  ] Sometimes  [  ] Rarely [  ] Not at all 

3. What services are provided by the International Students Office? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

4. Are the international students aware of such services? 

[  ] Yes   [  ] No 

4.1. If yes, how do you make international students aware about the available services? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

4.2. If no, w hat do you t hink a re t he r easons f or ( some) s tudents not  being a ware of  t he 
services? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................................... 
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5. Which services are mostly utilised? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

6. In your opinion why these services are utilised the most? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

7. Which services are under-utilised? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

8. In your opinion why are these services under-utilised? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................................... 

9. W hat w ould you s ay are t he p roblems e xperienced i n t he pr ovision of  s ervices t o 
international students? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

10. Is there anything being done to address these problems? If so, please elaborate. 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 
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11. Are there any new initiatives regarding information services for international students?  If 
so, please elaborate 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

12. Do you cooperate (either formally or informally) with any other student services on 
campus e.g. Student Counselling Centre, Student Representative Council (SRC), etc, with 
regard to the international students? 

[  ] Yes   [  ] No 

12.1. If yes, please could you explain the nature of this cooperation? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

12.2. If no, please could you specify the reasons for the lack of this cooperation? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

13. Are there any other comments that you would like to make? 

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................... 

 

Thank you very much for your time. 
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