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Abstract

Introduction. This reported study is a part of a larger
project. The research objective considered in the present
paper is information behaviour and everyday hassles among
youth in Taiwan.
Method. The sample consisted of 133 children, including
sixty-five girls and sixty-eight boys, in fifth- and sixth-grade
classrooms in a public elementary school in an urban
community in Taiwan. This study employed a semi-
structured journal adopted from Sorensen's coping research.
The journal contained eight questions.
Analysis. The aim of this study was description and
conceptualization. Both qualitative and quantitative analyses
were used to explain and describe the phenomenon. Daily
problems were coded and analysed based on established
coping research in psychology. In analysing data regarding
children's information behaviour and coping, the method of
open coding was used because typologies of children's
information behaviour and coping were unavailable.
Findings. Children in this study reported fifteen categories
of everyday hassles and exhibited four different types of
related information behaviour.
Conclusion. These findings have implications for children's
services.
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Introduction

This study is a part of a larger project. The research objective considered in the
present paper is information behaviour and everyday 'hassles' [an American
colloquialism signifying problems of varying difficulty] among youth in Taiwan. It
is based on a case-study carried out in a local public elementary school. The
research objective has been chosen for one main reason: children's information
behaviour regarding their everyday hassles are seldom studied within library and
information science. Virtually no basic research has examined how (or if) young
people use or seek information to cope with their problems and challenges and
what role information plays in children's daily lives when they encounter various
problems.

In order to address the aforementioned issues, the following research questions
guided the investigation.

What everyday hassles do children in Taiwan encounter? How do children
cope with these hassles?

How do these children interact (or not interact) with information in this
everyday, coping context? What information behaviour do these children
exhibit in coping with their everyday hassles?

The above questions were chosen for exploration for two major reasons. First,
although information behaviour can be culturally situated, the experiences of
children in one culture can still help provide the building blocks for extended
future studies that analyse, explain, and compare similar experiences among
children in other cultures. Secondly, examining children's information behaviour
to cope with daily-life hassles sheds light on the understanding of children's daily-
life coping and relevant information services for them.

Definitions and related works

As there has been relatively little writing and effort devoted directly to
understanding the information behaviour and everyday problems of children, not
to mention, specifically, children in Taiwan, this literature review depends largely
upon studies and concepts that are implicitly relevant. These studies provide the
background to link together children's coping, daily hassles, and information
behaviour.

Information behaviour

Wilson defines human information behaviour as,

the totality of human behaviour in relation to sources and channels



of information, including both active and passive information
seeking and information use. Thus, it includes face-to-face
communication with others, as well as the passive reception of
information as in, for example, watching TV advertisements,
without any intention to act on the information given. (Wilson
2000: 49)

In other words, human information behaviour looks at how, or if, one person
interacts or does not interact with information in different situations. Information
seeking, information use, information blunting, and other information-related
behaviour all fall within this concept.

Everyday hassles

Everyday hassles are 'irritating, frustrating, distressing demands that in some
degree characterize everyday transactions' (Kanner et al. 1981: 9). These studies
focus on problems and difficulties confronting the child that 'do not pose a serious
threat to him or her' (Seiffge-Krenke 1995: 12). It has also been found that
everyday hassles are better predictors of children's health (Kanner et al. 1981).
Kanner et al. (1981) studied hassles and uplifts in 9- and 11-year-old children, and
developed the children's hassles scale, consisting of twenty-five items covering the
areas of family, school, friends, and play in children's lives. Two other studies have
developed instruments to tap children's hassles: the Early Adolescent School Role
Strain Inventory (Fenzel 1989) and the Adolescent Hassles Inventory (Bobo et al.
1986), both highlighting school, peer, and parents as critical components in
children's everyday hassles. School-related stressors were most frequently
reported, followed by interpersonal stressors such as conflicts with parents,
siblings, and peers (Anda et al. 2000; Donaldson et al. 2000).

Information seeking as coping

In coping literature, information seeking is defined as 'behaviour that involves
obtaining information about the stressor' (Ryan-Wenger 1992: 261). It has been
studied mostly as a response 'to the stresses of disease and disability', and so has
a strong medical or clinical application. Coping scholars see information-seeking
an adaptive process to 'learn more about a stressful situation or condition,
including its course, causes, consequences, and meaning as well as strategies for
intervention and remediation' (Skinner et al. 2003: 243), and the methods
involved include reading, observation, and asking others (Skinner and Zimmer-
Gembeck 2007). In today's world the internet is also used both for information
seeking and entertainment in response to stress. For instance, Leung (2007) found
that the use of the Internet can provide children with mood management.

Mixed results have been found regarding the influence of information seeking as a
coping strategy for children in clinical settings. For example, studies have shown
that either information-seeking or providing information-based interventions can



yield a broad range of benefits to pediatric patients (Peterson 1989), to children in
managing stress related to surgery (LaMontagne et al. 1997), and to children who
undergo psychological adjustment to medical procedures (Lazebnik et al. 1994).
On the other hand, information avoidance is also found to be a good strategy for
some children in dealing with surgery-related stress (Hubert et al. 1988).

Everyday life information seeking

Savolainen's (1995: 266-267) model of 'everyday life information seeking' refers to

the acquisition of various informational (both cognitive and
expressive) elements which people employ to orient themselves in
daily life or to solve problems not directly connected with the
performance of occupational tasks'. The three major elements to
highlight in this short quote are: the acquisition of information (or
information seeking), non-occupational problems, and problem
solving. The three elements point to the goal of ELIS—'the mastery
of life (Sovalainen 1995: 254).

or, the activities to take care of life. Savolainen sees information seeking as an
integral component of mastery of life because it '[facilitates] problem solving' and
thus helps keep things in order. Therefore, the major questions pursued in
everyday life information research are: How do people seek information to keep
their daily-life activities in order?

In the past decade, in its research in the area of children and adolescents, everyday
life information seeking has particularly focused on their information-seeking and
needs, such as adolescent girls' daily life information needs (Poston-Anderson and
Edwards 1993), adolescent girls' health information use (Todd 1999), children's
daily life information needs (Walter 1994), teenagers' career decision making
(Julien 1999), and urban teenagers' daily life information needs (Agosto and
Hughes-Hassell 2006). The broader and more comprehensive concept,
information behaviour, has seldom been examined among youth. Information
behaviour studies examining adult groups, such as Chatman's (1996) theory of
non-users in information poverty and Pettigrew's (1999) concept of information
ground where people simultaneously exchange information in a social setting,
have not yet been extended to the study of children's information behaviour.

Method

The main objective of this study is to explore children's personal experiences and
their interaction with information in coping with their everyday hassles. Therefore,
a qualitative method was used to collect data. Both qualitative and quantitative
methods were employed to analyse data in order to obtain a richer understanding
of this phenomenon.

Survey instruments and subjects



The sensitive subject of this study does not easily lend itself to interviews. Journal
keeping make it easier to ensure confidentiality and privacy and provide a safer
environment for disclosure and exploration of sensitive issues related to coping. In
order to elicit children's reports of everyday hassles and their coping-related
information behaviour, this study employed a semi-structured journal adopted
from Sorensen's (1993: 83) coping research. The journal contained eight questions.
The first four questions were taken from Sorensen's journal items, which were to
elicit the participant's daily-life worries and how he or she coped with them. The
first four questions also helped set up the context for the current study by asking
the participant to describe the thing that upset him that day and what he did
about it. The investigator of the present study designed and added questions five
to eight in order to examine how children interact or do not interact with
information. The survey question protocol was tested in a pilot study and revised
accordingly. Journal questions and responses were translated and back-translated
between English and Chinese, the official language in Taiwan, by a native Chinese-
speaking translator. Content accuracy was verified by another bilingual
(Chinese/English) scholar.

Participants included 133 children, 65 girls and 68 boys, in fifth- and sixth-grade
classrooms in a public elementary school in an urban community in Taiwan.
Participating children kept the journal in Chinese for five days during regular
school days.

Data analysis

Both qualitative and quantitative analyses were employed to interpret data. In this
study, responses about children's daily hassles were coded and analysed based on
Sorensen's (1993: 87-89) coping conceptualization. In studying children's daily-life
stress and coping, Sorensen identified sixteen categories of daily-life stressors. The
daily-life stressors of children included school, home chores, interruption,
organizational demands, environmental discomfort, health care visits,
disappointment, physical symptoms, cognitive-emotional discomforts, personal
responsibility, friends, siblings, parental demands, family concerns, school teacher,
and family members. After coding children's daily life hassles, frequencies of
categories were recorded to examine major trends and to enhance the descriptions.

Another method, open coding (Strauss and Corbin 1990), was employed to analyse
responses about children's information seeking and coping because typologies
about them were unavailable. During open coding 'the data are broken down into
discrete parts, closely examined, compared for similarities and differences, and
questions are asked about the phenomena as reflected in the data' (Strauss and
Corbin 1990: 62). To test the reliability of the coding categories, two other scholars
coded 50 randomly selected responses, respectively, based on the investigator's
coding scheme that provided both definitions and examples. The intercoder
reliability was 0.87 and 0.92 respectively, according to Miles and Huberman's



(1994) reliability formula. Thus, the reliability of coding process was adequate.

Findings and discussion

The total number of daily journal responses from children was 532. Of these
responses, 257 were from girls, and 268 were from boys.

Children's everyday hassles

Sorensen's hassle taxonomy was able to capture most of the daily-life worries
children reported. There were minor modifications of the taxonomy in order to
better represent the data of this study. Two categories, self image and animal/pet,
were added to exhaust data coding. Three categories in Sorensen's taxonomy were
not noted among children's responses in this study. They were health care visits,
parental demands and family members. Descriptions of the categories follow in
Table 1. Categories of daily-life worries listing occurrence are shown in Table 2.

Everyday
hassles

Definition Examples

School

Included stressors of 'the school
atmosphere in general, as well as
homework, tests, school projects,

special assignments, and
particular school subjects'
(Sorensen 1993: 87-88).

'math class', 'English
class', 'may fail in many

courses', 'exam
performance', etc.

Home chores
Tasks children had to help at

home
'house cleaning', 'clean

up the room', etc.

Interruption

Represented the 'annoying,
unpredictable interruption of plans
or ongoing activities' ( Sorensen

1993: 88)

'I wanted to watch TV,
but had to practice

piano'.

Organizational
demands

Included 'time or task demands of
scouting, sports, dancing lessons,
etc'. (Sorensen 1993: 88) In this

study, demands from extra-
curricular activities outside of

school such as piano lessons were
placed under this category.

'piano lesson', 'jogging',
'swimming lesson', etc.

Environmental
discomfort

Referred to 'annoyances such as
weather conditions or particular

foods' (Sorensen 1993: 88).

'it's raining', 'it is so hot
today', why do I have to
stand under the sun for
the whole ceremony?'

Disappointment

Included 'apparent internal threats
to the child's plans, desires, and
hopes, and also disappointments

in personal performance'.

'I didn't get into a group
with my good friend',
'I'm bad at playing

computer games', I did a
lousy job in art craft',

'my brother's year book
is bigger than mine!',

etc.

Physical
symptoms

Included 'injuries, illness, or other
physical complaints such as

fatigue or hunger' (Sorensen

'My knees hurt', 'I got a
cold', 'I need more



Table 1: Children's everyday hassles

1993: 88).
sleep', etc.

Self image
Referred to physical appearance
as a source of children's worries

'my height/weight', 'what
to wear to the party', 'I
have to put on brace!',

etc.

Cognitive-
emotional

discomforts

'Cognitive-emotional discomforts'
indicated specific fears, feelings of

lack of control, a sense of
injustice, and unidentifiable unrest
or boredom (Sorensen 1993: 88-

89).

'I have to fly alone back
home', 'I'm worried

about my future', 'I hate
to do the same things

every day', etc.

Personal
responsibility

Focused on 'the child's sense of
disappointment in self' (Sorensen
1993: 89). It is different from the
'Disappointment' category in that
this category takes 'responsibility'
to the degree of 'blame' or even

'guilt'.

'I'm so dumb that I
forgot to bring my

swimming gears', 'I don't
know why I write so

slowly', I lost my exam
sheet!', etc.

Friends

Contained descriptions of the
'bothersome behaviour of friends,

as well as concerns in the
relationship' (Sorensen 1993: 89).

'friendship', 'My friend
betrayed me', 'my friend
spoke sill behind me',

etc.

Family
concerns

Focused largely on family
relationships and illness of family

members.

'dad's illness', 'dad
fought with mom', 'my

brother's school
performance', etc.

School teacher The relationship with the teacher
'One of my teachers is

retiring', 'the teacher got
mad', etc.

Animal
Indicated that the source of

worries was from animals or pets.
'My dog'.

Hassle
Total
(%)

School 45.3

Home chores 0.13

Interruption 0.25

Organizational demands 1

Environmental
discomfort

3.76

Disappointment 22.71

Physical symptoms 3.51

Self image 0.5

Cognitive-emotional
discomforts

8.16

Personal responsibility 5.27

Friends 6.52



Table 2: Children's everyday
hassles: by type

*Total not equal to 100.00 due to
rounding error.

Siblings 1.13

Family concerns 1.26

School teacher 0.38

Animal 0.13

Total* 100.01

Interestingly, school-related hassles were also most frequently reported (45.3%)
among these children. These children worried about their academic performance
in general, their test scores in specific courses such as math and English (which is
a foreign language in Taiwan), the homework assignments, and the variety or
talent show in school. It seemed to indicate that school is a global stressor that
most, if not all, children experience.

Unlike their counterparts in Anglophonic cultures, who viewed interpersonal
issues as one of the top daily hassles, children in this study seemed to be more
comfortable with interpersonal issues among friends and siblings. Only 6.52% of
the respondents reported having troubles with friends, and sibling concerns were
even lower (1.13%). In contrast, what troubled them more was disappointment of
some plans or hopes, as well as disappointment in self performance. In this study,
more than 22% of children expressed different types of disappointment. Some
examples included 'I didn't get into the same group with my best friends in the
fieldtrip', 'we lost a ball game today', 'I didn't have enough money to buy gifts for
my brother', 'I did a lousy job in my art craft', etc. It's not clear why children in
this study had a higher level of disappointment. Perhaps they were more anxious
about or had higher expectation towards certain things, or perhaps it is culturally
situated.

Information-seeking and children's everyday hassles

Twenty eight responses reported information-seeking to cope with daily life during
the survey period. Among these cases, three looked for information from text
materials such as the internet and the newspaper; the remainder sought for
instrumental advice or information from interpersonal sources. (Table 3)

What upset me today
was…

so I… Total

how to find a summer
job

went online to look for some
information.

1

where to go in summer looked for some websites. 1

today's weather looked it up in the newspaper. 1

what to dress in the
party

talked to my friend and got some
ideas.

1



Table 3: Cases of information seeking

myself I asked for advice from others. 1

romantic feelings looked for advice from friends. 1

what to do in the party kept asking my friends for advice. 2

homework assignment(s)
asked family members/friends for
advice.

20

It was not surprising to find that most of the cases (20 out of 28) have to do with
homework assignments, which were a major hassle to the participating children.
Interestingly, all such cases referred to interpersonal advice seeking, instead of
factual type of information seeking. This may be because of the types of homework
assignments they have, or because they shared particular learning styles.

Information behaviour in the everyday context

The low occurrence of active information seeking in this study seemed to indicate
that information played a very limited role when children dealt with their everyday
hassles. However, the analysis of children's rationales behind their actions (i.e.,
'When I feel upset, I would... because...') unveiled a rich body of various
information behaviour. Four major information behaviour emerged during the
course of analysis.

1. Goal-driven information seeking. This type of information-seeking is
oriented to achieve a certain goal and includes four sub-types.

First, Information seeking for problem solving. In some cases, children
would actively seek particular information or advice from books or from
the Internet to solve problems. It resembled Savolenein's everyday life
information seeking in that children sought various types of
information to solve their daily-life problems and to keep their daily-
life activities in order. For instance, a girl in this study wrote,

[I would seek information when I feel upset because] I
would look for specific books to read because after
reading I usually have different thoughts... Last time
when my best friend stopped talking to me, I found a
story that had a similar situation, which offered many
different solutions. That's why I like going to the library
when I feel bad. Reading gives me different thoughts,
which help me think about what to do to solve the
problem.

Secondly, Information seeking for escape. Some children seek and read
a variety of materials in order to escape from or to forget worries. The
goal of such information seeking was simply not to face or think about
the problems at all. In other words, they were seeking information
about a totally different subject in order to avoid thinking about the



problems that bothered them. One example was from a boy, who wrote
'I would look for particular comic books to make me laugh. Then I
would forget my worries!' In such cases, the goal of the information
seeking was simply to not to face or think about the problems at all.

Thirdly, Information seeking for a transition. Instead of a complete
escape, children sometimes seek information, oftentimes through
reading books, in order to temporarily disengage themselves from the
current worries with an apparent goal to cognition restructuring. The
strategy serves as a transition or a bridge to potential problem solving.
Children in these cases reported using reading to calm them down so
that they may face the problem later. A typical example is from a boy,
who wrote 'I would find some books to read to calm me down. I need
a break so that I can think later'

Finally, Information seeking to change mood. This type of information
seeking is not necessarily related to problem solving, but information is
sought and used to change mood or feel better. For instance, 'Reading
[a specific book] makes me happy, and I feel relaxed and less upset
after reading it'.

2. Emotion-driven information seeking. The act of information seeking is
motivated by emotions, especially negative ones or feelings of helplessness.
No specific information-seeking goals are identified in these cases; children
seek information because they feel troubled and helpless. As a boy described
in his journal, 'I'm just upset... I don't know what else to do, so I'll try
anything'. However, it is unclear what the boy sought and what goals, if any,
he would like to achieve through information seeking.

3. Efficiency-driven information seeking. The act of information seeking is
initiated by efficiency judgment. Children, in this case, seek information to
cope with daily-life problems because 'it [information-seeking] is
convenient, fast, and easy'. Again, no specific goals or emotions are
identified here.

4. Information avoidance. In dealing with daily-life hassles, sometimes
children do not want to seek and/or use information at all for a variety of
reasons. Some major reasons include personal perceptions of information,
social constraints, or personal preference over other coping methods. For
children who perceive information as useless and unhelpful, their purposeful
information avoidance is similar to Miller's (1987: 345) information blunting
in clinical treatment, where some cancer patients choose not to deal with
threatening information. One example was from a girl who experienced a big
earthquake:

It [Information] is useless. It wouldn't erase my old memory...
I experienced a big earthquake when I was little and almost
got buried by the collapsing building. Would information keep



the bad memory away from me? I don't think so…

Information in these cases was perceived as being unhelpful, or even
harmful, to the participants, and so these children chose to keep them away
from relevant information. In other cases, children may not want to seek and
use information to deal with their hassles because of their personal
preference over other coping methods. For example, as a boy described, 'I
would prefer running and wearing myself out. I don't want to think about
the problem at all'. Still, children's information avoidance could result from
social constraints. They did not want to seek information because they did
not have access to desirable information and they were not allowed to go
online. Some examples include 'We don't have money to buy a computer', 'I
can't get to the library', and 'My mom doesn't allow me to use the Internet'.

These four types of information behaviour together point out that information
plays different roles in this particular coping-with-daily-life context; it is more
than problem-solving as was discussed in literature. Apparently, in coping with
daily-life issues, information-seeking serves a much more complicated and
sophisticated role than was understood. Problem-solving is not, and should not be,
the only component in addressing information seeking and coping.

Conclusion and implications

This study is unique in that it is one of the first to examine children's daily hassles
and relevant information behaviour in this context, and in that it goes beyond the
typical stress and coping investigation scheme to examine children's interaction
with information in coping with their everyday hassles and the rationale behind
their information-related strategies, which provide a more meaningful context for
understanding their information needs in their daily lives.

Findings of this study revealed a wide range of children's goals in coping with their
daily life, from confrontation (e.g., problem solving) to escape or denial. Because
children aimed at different goals, the type of information they needed varied.
When a child looked for information to solve his problem, information on that
specific topic was what he needed. This is the typical problem-need equation seen
in many library and information science studies. However, problem confrontation
was not always the child's goal, and so information about that topic was not
necessarily what the child needed. When a child wanted to calm down first and
face the problem later, the information he needed could be anything that attracted
his attention at that moment. When a child wanted to escape from the worry, the
information he needed would be anything but that topic.

Children who seek information because it is seen as fast and convenient seem to
belong to those who know what their needs or goals are. In contrast, children
whose information-seeking is emotion-driven seemed to have very vague or even



unspecified information needs. They might be aware of their problems, but did not
seem to develop a focus yet for information seeking. Perhaps they had the visceral
or conscious need described by Taylor (1968) or the anomalous state of knowledge
proposed by Belkin et al. (1980), and they were exploring their needs through
information seeking. After, or during the course of information seeking, they may
develop a focus or a goal.

These behaviour show that children's information needs in coping with daily
hassles are not always subject- or topic-based. Subject- or topic-based information
concepts seem to be helpful only to those who seek information for problem-
solving. For children who seek information to escape or to find a transition and for
children who seek information because they are too confused or bored, there are
no specific subjects or topics that match their needs. In other words, the problems
or issues that bothered or upset them may not always be the topics or needs of
their information seeking. How to provide information to children who want to
escape, who need a break, or who are feeling clueless needs to be explored.

Another issue emerged from the findings is the need of information behaviour
theory for children. Current coping and information seeking theories, established
from studies on adults, are unable to capture and explain the various kinds of
information behaviour children exhibited in this study. Children's information
behaviour goes beyond problem-focused as understood by psychology scholars but,
unfortunately, results of this study point out that such information seeking is too
narrow to understand children's information behaviour in this particular coping
context. This study also showed that children do not always need to solve the
problems in order to master their lives. Children in this study did seek information
to keep their lives in order; although they sought information for various reasons,
problem-solving was only one of them. This indicates that the boundaries of
everyday life information seeking need extending, particularly for different
developmental groups.

Lastly, there is a need to replicate the study with different populations. Some
potential studies might include efforts to increase diversity and representativeness,
including different cultural backgrounds and age-groups. Because the seeking and
use of information can be culturally situated (Hofstede 1980), children in Taiwan
may exhibit different information behaviour from their Anglophonic counterparts.
A cross-cultural comparison could assess how, and if, children with different
cultural backgrounds choose alternative paths in coping with their everyday
hassles. By conducting additional research and extending the findings of this
study, and by helping children develop the information seeking skills that they
should have, giving them the flexibility of non problem-focused information
seeking, and understanding their need of information avoidance, information
providers can do a great deal to assist children in their personal growth and in
their well-being.
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