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Abstract: 
Purpose: This empirical study explores information need and the process of an information 
practice of socially withdrawal people in a text-based online message board by particularly 
focusing on “Gap” situation appeared in their messages. 
Design/Method/Approach: A mixture of a narrative inquiry approach and a discourse analysis 
were used to analyze 10 cases of the written description posed. 
Findings: Three constituent elements: Self-disclosure, Gap and Information need were 
consecutively appeared in many posts. In addition, these three elements were connected with 
each other and developed the process of information practices of hikikomori user in an online 
message board. 
Originality/value: this study provides one of useful analytical methods in order to identify an 
obscure concept of information need in context of socially marginal people’s information 
practice in a virtual environment. 
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1. Introduction 
In Japan, recent studies and reports on the socially withdrawal people, aka. hikikomori, show 
that they avoid all social contacts (Saito 2013; Furlong 2008) and resulting in being in the 
socially isolated situation even though many of them are regularly receiving an amount of 
information through the internet at home. This implies that a huge gap exists between their 
information needs in everyday life and the available information sources for achieving social 
independence. In library and information science field, though, only one study (Haasio 2015) 
has been made about the information practices of hikikomori in Finnish context, which the 
author felt a strong need for studying hikikomori’s information practice in Japanese context and 
exploring the reason for this dissatisfaction between their information needs and information 
resources. 
 
One of the information practices of socially withdrawal people in Japan can frequently be seen 
in a virtual environment such as an online discussion forum and a message board, through 
which they seek, acquire, use, and share information; their physical course of actions cannot 
be observed because they are usually in home-bound situation and does not appear. The 
author thus decided that this study should explore information need and the process of an 
information practice within a virtual environment such as an online discussion forum or a 
message board. 
 
Identifying information need in specific context is however difficult because “it exists inside 
someone’s head and must be inferred by any interested observer while a search is in process 



or after it has taken place” (Case 2016), and thus requires a proper operational framework to 
interpret meaning of information need in context, such as decision-making (Fidel 2012. pp.88-
96), problem solving and work-related task performance (Kuhulthau & Vakkari 1999; Vakkari 
2003; Savolainen 2017), and sense-making theory (Cole 2011). This study utilized a sense-
making theory, especially “gap” situation as an operational framework to identify information 
need and the process of information practice in context of socially withdrawal people. 
 
2. Purpose 
This research aimed at capturing a process of hikikomori people’s information behavior in the 
context of an online community from user-perspective.  
1) how does “gap” occur in an interaction between hikikomori users? what is gap about? What 

is a role of gap, and how does it play?  
2) how does an information need occur and form through the process of interaction in an 

online message board? 
 
3. Methods 
Data used in this study was a text-based online message board called Hikkyin2ch 
(https://matsuri.2ch.net/hikky/) which is designed for socially withdrawn people whose place is 
only home with no any particular social relations with other people. The position of this online 
community is in the middle between a loose form of a simple chat room and a solid form of a 
question-answer types of a discussion forum: users not only use it on a regular basis for a 
chitchat-type of conversation with no particular purpose, but also use it for a serious question-
answer type of discussion with an intention to solve a problem that they have. Such dual 
nature of data enabled the author to identify hikikomori people’s information need in their 
everyday life practice as close as possible. The author decided that an empirical and case-
oriented research was appropriate for achieving research purposes mentioned above, and 
thus intentionally selected 10 cases of the written description posed by hikikomori users 
including both relatively long individual’s narrative and question-answer dialogue between 
members. 
 
The author utilized a mixture of a narrative inquiry approach and a discourse analysis as the 
methodological tool. A narrative inquiry approach is one of analytical methods “for interpreting 
texts that have in common a storied form” (Riessman 2008) and was suitable for analyzing 
individual narrative to explore how and why information need occurred, and what exactly “gap” 
is about in particular context from user cognitive perspective. Discourse analysis on the other 
hand was well suitable for studying discursive constructions of information (Tuominen & 
Savolainen 1997) and it in fact enabled the author to capture the process of information 
practice from a question-answer dialogue. In either case, data was analyzed both thematically 
and structurally. 
 
4. Findings 
The finding of this empirical study revealed three constituent elements within the process of 
information practices in hikikomori context: self-disclosure, gap, and gap-related information 
need. 
 
4.1 Self-disclosure 

https://matsuri.2ch.net/hikky/


The finding showed that many discursive interactions between hikikomori users in a message 
boards often started the practice of self-disclosure to other people through which a user 
disclosed his/her problematic situation in everyday life context. Self-disclosure sometimes 
appeared just after (or before) posting a question. Types of self-disclosure varied: some user 
confessed his/her privacy-related issue, or some even revealed secrecy about family 
members. The practice of self-disclosure was conducted in a frank and honest manner, which 
is understandable because of anonymity of this online message board. Interestingly, the 
practice of self-disclosure about a problematic situation appeared not only in the first posting 
but in several locations, and even continued for a long time in his/her one posting, which 
resulted in forming a large amount of description of an individual’s life story, or narrative. 
 
4.2 Gap 
What was noteworthy is that user’s narrative contained not only a description of self-disclosure 
(and it also contained a description in a question format in some cases.), but also the other 
type of description, “gap”. In user’s narrative, a description about gap often appeared after a 
description of self-disclosure. That is, in most cases, user’s narrative was composed of the unit 
of two descriptions: self-disclosure (first) and gap (second). In addition, in the case of a large 
portion of narrative, there were several units of self-disclosure and gap, and these units 
appeared consecutively. Put it another way, gap was located in between first self-disclosure 
and second (third, fourth….) self-disclosure, and these all units mediated by gap were linked 
and formed a process. 
 
4.3 Information need(gap-related) 
Several information needs were identified from the constructive structure of self-disclosure and 
gap. Some information needs were easily found because a direct question had already been 
provided, but most information needs were embedded in context of the subject of problematic 
situation. Fortunately, the author found several detailed narratives contained description(s) 
about an ideal situation that a user wanted in the future (that was part of gap), identified 
subject or theme of an ideal situation by using a narrative inquiry approach, and translated 
each subject or theme of gap into subject of information need. When user’s gap changed to 
the next one, his/her gap-related information need also changed. Like a linkage of several 
gaps, each gap-related information need was also connected with each other and formed a 
process of information need. In most cases, a process of information needs ended up with 
reaching a certain answer or response from other member(s) and then closed the interaction of 
information practice. 
 
5. Summary and future work 
This empirical study identified gap situation and information need of people with the hikikomori 
condition from their data of the posting message to an online message board. In addition to 
gap and information need, hikikomori user’s practice of self-disclosure about his/her 
problematic situation as a prior action to recognizing gap situation was also identified. In many 
cases that this study analyzed, these three elements were appeared consecutively and 
connected with each other, which finally reached a response from other members. The author 
concluded that these consecutive transition of three constituent elements: self-disclosure, gap 
and information need, developed the process of information practices of hikikomori user in an 
online message board. 



 
Identifying subject or theme of gap in the process is quite important because a hikikomori user 
frequently avoided providing a message in direct question format, instead, an information need 
was embedded in the context of their life story, composed of a description of self-disclosure 
and gap. In addition, the function of self-disclosure is also important component for identifying 
gap and therefore information need, because the more a hikikomori user discloses his/her 
problematic situation, the more a chance of occurring gap situation may increase. 
 
Although this study focused on a socially marginal people’s information practice in a virtual 
environment from user cognitive perspective, further study needed from a social context 
perspective and a content perspective in order to grasp whole picture of an information 
practice in a virtual environment in the context of socially withdrawal people. 
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