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Learningto Love Our Users:
A Challengeto the Profession and a Model for Practice

In akeynote addressin 1999 at a Nationa Preservation Office conference in London, Seamus
Ross held out awonderful vison for the future of scholarship in the digital age. He proffered

that “digital archives combined with new technologies’ would “ liberalise scholarship.” He
went on to predict that they would “ enable simultaneous access to a range of sources (both
local and distant) and facilitate the use of research methods not possible with conventionally

printed or hand written records.” 2

Much of the remainder of his paper discussed the barriers to this grand future due to the
fragility of digitd dataand media and our meager achievementsto date in the area of digita
preservation. Many others from around the globe warn of the dangers to our cuturd heritage
and scientific data store that the evanescent nature of digital objects poses:® Yet, physicd and
intellectua preservation of digitd materids are but the most obvious impediments to the long-
term and ubiquitous use of archived digita data. The gap of understanding, the lack of
“common ground” between user and archivist, that Beth Y akel* has discussed, especidly as
electronic materials become part and parcd of the repository landscape, will inhibit the
provison of effective, user-oriented access to primary resource materias even when these
objectsretain al their bits and bytes in the origina order and are certified as authentic records
of the past. Brenda Dervin® and Carol Kuhlthaf have written extensively on the nature and
process of sense-making and information seeking. They have emphasized the role informeation
gaps have in influencing user behavior and how information professonas can assst

individuas in fulfilling their information nesds.



Exploring user information needs and information seeking-behaviors and closing the gap of
understanding between users and archivists concerning archiva purpose and practice are
inextricably linked to both the provison of access and long-term preservation in the digitd
world. Paul Conway, an expert in user studies, provides what may be the most thought-
provoking discusson of the reationship between digital preservation and access to date. He
dates, “In the digitd world, preservetion is the crestion of digital products worth maintaining
over time”” Here he argues, “preservation is aredlity and not merely ametaphor for or
symbol of access”® He goes on to trace the evolution of the relationship of preservation and
access over the ladt fifty years, explaining how librarians and archivists once saw preservation
and access as mutualy exclugive activities. With digitd information, however, these activities
are compatible and have merged into “the act of preserving access’ to digital objects.® Cornell
University’s Preservation Department, while not dlaiming digitization to be preservetion,
nonetheless strongly argues for the creation of rich digital masters for imaging projects so that
these can be used to generate “use” copies.*® Here presarvation is fadilitating long-term

access,

Angdika Menne-Haritz, Director of the Archives School of Marburg, Germany, goes a step
further in observing that “access’ signals “the reformulation of an archiva paradigm.”**
“Access’ she argues, is “the key that dlows archives to acquire a profile as service oriented
competent professondly managed inditutions.” More fundamentally, access changes “the
views of archiva thinking and supports the shift from the difference between past and future
to the new difference of closed or available which roots the archiva professon definitdy in

the present.”*? This paradigm shift is manifest in dl archivists do. Menne-Haritz concludes



that “every archiva function can be concelved in anew way that makesit even better ... if it

is subordinated to the aim of making the holdings available™®

Access, often an archiva afterthought is coming to the fore and there is a growing recognition
“that preservation and access are intricately entwined in the digital world.”** Preservation is
only haf of the story; access and use are equdly important and require our atention if digital
materids are to have long and useful lives. Indeed, access and use are the raison d' étre of all
repositories, digita or otherwise. No matter how precious archivigts believe their unique
holdingsto be, if no one were to ever use them they would be worthless. VVaue accrues out of
use or the likelihood for use. Else Freeman Finch stressesthat “Use is our reason for being”
in Advocating Archives.'® Thus, dl archivists do in their daily work, from acquiring
collections, to digitizing materids, to creating finding aids, to providing reference service,

must support access and the potential thereof. As Conway argues, this relationship becomes
gronger in the digital arena. Here use vaidates and becomes preservation becauise repositories
will only take the necessary effort to physicaly and intellectudly preserve those materids that

are used over time.1®

So, what does dl this have to do with thetitle of this article; with archivigs learning to love
their users? Very smply, optimized provision of access, and thus preservation of assetsin the
digital environment, lies at the nexus of a keen knowledge of both archival materias and
archival users. It is built on a user- and materias-informed set of sandards, practices, and
repository functions including collection devel opment, gppraisal, description, reference
sarvice, user education, and outreach. In the new digita paradigm, users need access and

materias need users if they are to survive any extended length of time.



Archivigs and librarians have along history of focusng on materids. Both types of
repositories, as well as museums, describe their collectionsin terms of volumes or number of
items, collections, or linear feet. Donors and distinguished guests are dways shown the
collection treasures. More fundamentally, everyday ingtitutiona practices revolve around
collections. Descriptive tools, such as archiva finding aids and Library of Congress Subject
Headings, are built around materids. The former around whet istypicdly found in archiva
collections; the latter around works held within the Library of Congress sarting over a
century ago. Either of these tools are user-oriented only in a casud, haphazard way because
knowledge of user behaviors, preferences, and practices has not been explicitly built into their
design. Access palicies, including regigtration forms a archives, are built around ensuring

security of the collection rather than explicitly providing accessto it.

In order to provide optimized access to collections, archivists must know more about their
users and gain this information in amore systematic and scientific way. In his 2000 SAA
presidentia address Thomas Hickerson presented ten chalenges for the archiva profession,
among them, making holdings more accessible and usable. He argued that “Focusing on our
users implies that we acknowledge the primacy of their needs and respond by utilizing
methods that address those needs.”” In order to learn more about users, archivists must take
the time and expend the resources to conduct user studies. For thisto happen consstently,
archivists must come to respect, vaue, and yes, “love’ their repository’susers at least as
much as the materiasthey curate. This respect and love will then be manifestina
redllocation of resources from curating objects and records, toward listening to and learning

about users and their information needs, discovery strategies, and use behaviors.



While the gap between user and archivigt has dways impeded scholarship and informeation

seeking as Y akel hasrevealed in her respondents’ lack of a clear understand of what an
archivesislet done afinding aid,'® the required reference interview within physical

repositories has helped to facilitate discovery of materias and has established something of a
common framework of policies and procedures!® Y e, the reference interview, the primary

means by which archivigts have come to know their users, is a very limited knowledge

dicitation technique with dl but the most skilled reference gtaff. In a 1930 textbook on library
reference, James Wyer wrote that the reference “cross examination” was tantamount to “library
mindreading” and that it was the librarian’s job *“to know how to give people what they do not
know they want!™ In 1968, Robert Taylor in an article on question negotiation and

information seeking, described the reference interview as “ one of the most complex acts of

human communicetion,” for in this act “one person tries to describe for another person not

something he knows, but rather something he does not know.”%!

As limited as the common understanding and framework that the in-house reference interview

may establish, we can assume that this groundwork will be lesswell developed when end

users query repositories through remote reference services®? and perhaps totally missing when

users search for and interpret materials on their own from their desktops®® Because most

users of archives as demonstrated by the Yakel study, and especially those who chance upon
repositories and materials on the Web, are likely to have poorly articulated mental models of the
archival environment and culture, it is fair to surmise that the mindreading act, both on the part
of the archivist and the user, is more difficult when the user does not visit the repository. Lacking

any sort of reference exchange, the archival web site will, of necessity, function as the archivist



and the mindreading must be represented in instructional and informational content and design

and navigation tools that anticipate the user’s needs and behaviors.

While the potentia for the facilitation of worldwide, interactive, interconnected scholarship is
today far greater than at any previoustime in history, the roles both archivists and scholars
must play in this scenario are more challenging and more complex than ever before. If
scholarship and discovery and use of primary resources are to flourish in the digital
environment, archivists and curators must embrace their users — learning more about their
information needs and seeking behaviors and incorporate this knowledge into the design of
their websites and digital products, especidly user indruction materids. Happily, the
demands for explicit relationship building in the digitd arenawhere archivis and user may
never see one another should aso inform and improve the relationships that archivists have

with those individuas who venture into their repositories.

Although both Y akel and Southwell?* are able to cite literature printed during the last 20 years
that has discussed the importance of user studies and users, one has to look fairly hard to find
it. Yakel notes*“examinations of users have been athemein the archiva literature for

decades.” While there have been cdls for doing user studies, especidly Conway’s now classic
1986 “ Facts and Frameworks’ article in the American Archivist,?® William Maher’s and Roy
Turnbaugh's discussions of the use and significance of user studies for archives published in
The Midwestern Archivist, aso in 1986,° and Bruce Dearstyne' s challenge to the profession
to determine the use of archivesin 1987, there have been very few reports of actua user
studies?® Significantly, only one study listed in Y akel’ s paper predates Conway’ s theoretical
congderation of why and how we should do user studies and that is Michad Stevens articlein

Georgia Archive on the “Historian and the Archival Finding Aid” in 1977.%° In interviews



conducted with archivists last summer concerning how historians find primary resources and
how archives are providing remote resources and services, | found only one out of thirty
repositories had conducted a user study in recent memory. It isonly now with work such as
that from Y akd and Southwell, dong with a University of North Carolina at Chape Hill —
University of Glasgow study of historians’ information seeking behaviors*® and other studies
by Wendy Duff and colleagues at the University of Toronto, 3! that user studies— at the
conceptud, design, and implementation levels— a individud repositories and at the nationa
and even internationd levels are being conducted in any discernable number. One has aso

had to search hard to find the sessions at conferences reporting on user sudies among the
myriad of presentations on descriptive practices and standards, but this is Sarting to change as

well 32

There seemsto be arecognition that we should know more about users — that thisis a good
thing in the abstract — but, given the number and variety of both users and archives, very little
implementation of this recognition within repositoriesis evident. Thisfact leads to a series of
questions, the answers to which could significantly change our understanding of our users and
archivd practice. These questions are followed by discussion of amode that builds on

Y ake’s call for more and better user education and a chalenge to the professon. The mode
places the archival user in anew relationship with the repository; anew relationship that
demands new roles, atitudes, knowledge, and skillsfor both archivists and usersif cultura

indtitutions are to support the liberdized scholarship of which Seamus Ross speaks.

1. Why have archivists paid relatively little attention to users, being satisfied with anecdotal

and casual evidence regarding them and their information-seeking behaviors?



Many archivists might respond that they smply do not have the time to conduct user
sudies. Others would argue that they dready “know” their repository’ s users quite well as
they talk with them every day and that anecdota evidence is sufficient. Others would
admit that they have never done a systematic user study and that they fear it would be
difficult and time consuming and probably involve alot of statistics and number

crunching.

Yakd and Southwdl| dl reved that archivists do not know their users very well through
casud, if intengve, reference interactions. These are not the same as carefully conducted
user studies designed to dicit specific types of information about users that archivigts can
subsequently employ to improve practice and products. The myth isthat conducting such
sudiesis hard — perhaps impossible for anyone who has not taken a classin satigtics; is
very time consuming; and it is probably awaste of time that could otherwise be spent
processing collections. Theredlity isthat knowing more about users will yied sgnificant
improvements and benefits on many fronts, including cultivation of potentiad donors.
Asking people about what they are doing, how satisfied they are with the product and
process, and how improvements might be made is an excdlent way of telling them the
repository cares about them and the qudity of service it provides. Moreover, this data, if
andyzed and used to inform change, has the potentid to improve dl aspects of archiva

practice.

Interestingly, most repositories aready collect agood dedl of information concerning their
users through signed user agreements. These forms are often employed as a security
device — to know who clients are and how to contact them, but they aso frequently ask

about the purpose of the visit and the materials requested. Repositories dso have in-house



usersfill in cdl dips and the like to keep track of each item requested, used, and
reshelved. To date, very few repositories do much with this data besides possbly
generating annua report statistics on matters such astotal numbers of users, how many
come from the home ingtitution, how many are faculty members, how many are from the
genera public, etc. For those repositories with very little gaff, andyss of thisexising
data with possible redesign of these formsto collect more useful information more
efficiently would not represent alarge resource investment. Sharing of well-designed
forms could go far toward facilitating collection of this data. Baker presented a
comprehensve user assessment system for the Manuscript Department at the University
of North Carolinaa Chapd Hill involving arevised reader registration form, research
room daily log, an on-Site patron materials use form, and a user satisfaction survey. Data
from all these collection toolsis to be kept in an integrated database.®* Megan Phillips
and Shayera Tangri provide related information on how users identity manuscript department

holdings. **

For repositories with more resources, conducting a focused user survey with alimited
number of questions or interviewing users ether individudly or in focus groupsis quite
feasble. Severd good texts can help the archivist with question writing and
administration of the data collection tools.*® Again, sharing of study design and findings
broadly across repositories and within the archiva literature will make these tasks much

easer and produce a body of results from which broader generdizations can be drawn.
. Why have archivists paid more attention to their materials than to their users?

The archivesworld, and certainly the library world too, have long had love affairs with

materids, with collections, with thar “treasures.” In archives, this romance hasresulted in



policies and practices that serve to preserve materias, both in terms of security
consderations and daily wear-and-tear. White gloves are worn with some materids; only
pencils and laptop computers are dlowed in reading rooms, some materials require the use
of specid stands and supports to be viewed; reading rooms are often monitored by closed
circuit cameras to prevent theft. Access has long been seen to be the enemy and antipathy
of preservation. While the argument that “ users cannot be served if collections are not
preserved,” is fundamentally sound, its effects have reached far beyond issues of physica

preservation to dl manner of repostory policy and procedures.

This reverence for materias has aso resulted in repository workflows designed to
maximize the amount of materias processed. Many archivids argue that they cannot
conduct more outreach or provide more user educeation elements on their repository web
pages because they would be taking time from their main task of processing collections.
Theredity is, of course, that abit more time spent in education or outreach could regp
enormous benefits for dl users, and increase the number of users and qudity of use of the

myriad of collections aready processed.

Perhaps most importantly, especialy in this day of networked access wherein users locate
materids by searching the full text of dectronic finding aids, thislove affair has produced
materids- oriented descriptive tools designed to capture the essence of the object of the
archivid’s affection, that is, the collections. Two elements of description are particularly
sdient here— the form and Structure of the descriptive tool and the content, the actual
words and phrases, used within that container. Y akel’s study provides ample evidence that
archivigts have made many fase assumptions as to how users view, understand, and use

finding ads. While Duff and Johnson have found that historians use and highly vaue

10



finding aids® they also had respondents tell them that finding aids were often complex
and did not facilitate research.” Archivists smply have taken it for granted that the finding
ad isastrangparent atool for thelr usersasit isfor them. With just one smadl study we are
seeing that the gap between archivists understanding of afinding aid and its usefulness
and the perceptions of users can be quite Sgnificant. Undoubtedly, this gap will be larger
with atypica sample of remote users than with individuals who come to repositories. It is
time, with more and more varied user input, to assess the form of the archivd finding aid
and to potentidly redesigniit or at least provide educationd tools and explanations for

users of dl levels who encounter them in both repositories and on the Web.

The second dement of description that needs andysis, isthe actua content that populates
archivd finding aids, MARC records, and other descriptive tools. Optimized description
must flow from knowledge about users as well as from the materials repositories collect.
Many archivists and librarians will argue that descriptive tools must be true to the
materias they describe, and that they must do this as objectively as possible — describing
what is there among the papers, files, tapes, photographs, what is there in the repository.
Whilethisis partidly true, there is no such thing as objective description. No such thing
as an objective surrogete for an origina object, especidly when the origind is
consderably longer and more detailed than the representation. Representations,
condensations, and abstracts, by nature are subjective and abstractions. This subjective
nature comes from the processor’ s vision of the collection and his or her interpretation of
the collection. While the archividt’s expert knowledge (often the processing archivigt will
be the world's expert in the materid of the collection) isinvauable in the descriptive

process, it isonly part of the picture. How that interpretation and representation are
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expressed may have a profound impact on how users view the collection and, moreover,
with networked resources, their ahility to locate materias at al.*® How can we optimize

descriptive practice without knowing about users as well as our materids?

It is axiomatic in the world of user-centered design that products and services should be built
around users and not make potential and actual customers, clients, and other users bend to
the will of the system, product or service. Understanding user information needs and
behaviors is essential to creating optimized information products and services. Gould, Boies,
and Lewis detail a usability design process that involves four elements: early focus on users;
integrated design; early — and continual — user testing; and iterative design. They point out
“several lines of evidence indicate that this usability design process leads to systems,
applications, and products that are easy to learn, contain the right functions, are well liked,
and safe. The process is now well known; nearly all human factors people endorse it...”*

Thomas Sheridan, in Technological Forecasting and Social Change, argues that design of complex

technologies should be seen as being “of, by, and for people.” He notes that

With regard to the for preposition, it should be evident to any thinking, feeling human
being that technology is applied for the benefit of people. It should also be evident that
effort to elicit and accommodate the preferences of various affected parties will support

this ideal .

Weadl know of productsthat are hard to use — such as a stove with corrugated chrome on
the back part where the burner knobs are located. No one who ever cleaned the top of a
dove after frying something would ever design it thisway, yet they have beenin the
marketplace. More relevant to this discusson, no one who ever asked anyone who had

used a stove for frying would ever have designed it thisway. All the designer had to do

12



was ak... We can a0 think of the e ementary schooal library reference counter that was
indaled a full adult height for dients who were ages six through deven. Ultimately, a
ramp ingtaled in front of the counter solved the problem, but dl the architect had to do
was examine some fairly basic and easy to predict data about the potentia users, their
typicd height. It is now time that archivists ook to their users to improve the profession’s
descriptive practices and provide better access to the precious materids. As noted above,

inthedigitl age, use may very well be preservation.

3. How can archivists embrace new technologies without first understanding user needs

and behaviors?

Another object of affection for some archivists, and perhaps an object of fear for others, is
technology. While archivigts espouse the notion that distributed access is the primary
driver behind creating dectronic finding aids and implementing Encoded Archiva
Description (EAD), much of the atraction is with technology itsdf, both in the form of an
amogt fetishigtic celebration of it and afear of being left behind and being caled a
Luddite. Repositories are presently spending large amounts of time, energy, financid
resources, and angst to creste and maintain avirtua presence** Many are doing thiswith
unquestioned belief in the form, function, and utility of the finding aid and in the vaue of
technology.*? Where does the user fit into this? Does it not seem prudent to find out more
about users, including how they perceive and employ finding aids and how they might like

to see these improved before embarking on expensive technology projects?

Southwell’ s report on the user study she conducted at the Western Historica Collection
(WHC) notes that the WHC rejected doing alarge-scale EAD project asit was deemed to

be too costly. Profession-wide studies might tell us that users do not employ EAD
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capabilities or indeed, astudy of EAD use might tell us the expense redlly would be
judtified, even a the WHC. Perhaps, because many of the WHC' s users are ill
employing an outdated collection guide, resources should be directed toward updating this
tool, or perhaps they should be directed toward other outreach and educationa activities

that would help users and potentia users find collection materids.

4. “Why don’t archivists seek to understand usersin a way that could truly facilitate their

research?”

Perhaps because they are imperfect and at times difficult and cranky, and often ask
questions for which archivists have no answers, we seem to hold our users, the true reason
for repositories’ being, | would argue, in relaively low regard. We know and document
little about them, their information-seeking and use patterns, their preparation and training
to use eectronic finding tools, and even their perceived success and failure in our
ingtitutions. In discussing outreach and user practices with thirty archivists during the
summer of 2001, | discovered only one repository had conducted a user study in recent
memory. Thisfinding points to the importance and rarity of studies such as the one that

the Western Historical Collection conducted.

Beyond the “We don't have time” and “we don’t know how to do user sudies’ reasons
that archivigs give for not collecting user data, there probably liesthe belief that they are
smply not necessary. The digitd revolution and unmediated access to finding guides and
materids, however, makes user information essential and a centerpiece of repository

knowledge if archivigts are to effect optimized discovery, retrieva, evauation, and use of

arcchivd mateids.
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A Model for Reference, Outreach, and User Education in the 21** Century Repository.

Both the user’s and archivist’s roles must evolve if the 21* century repository is to fulfill the
promise of liberalizing scholarship and research. Because the user will often be physically
removed from the repository at least at the point of searching for information; and because the
curator/archividt/librarian may no longer directly mediate the referencel research transaction;

and because the repository isnow adigital publisher exerting time, effort, and sgnificant

financia resources in creating digital objects; the mode for reference service changes. The
archivist must know more about the potential user before the user ever finds the archives and
both parties must exert more effort in the equation to facilitate and accomplish high qudity
research. In the traditiond library/archives reference scenario, the researcher discovered the
archives (through citations, word or mouth, repository guides, etc.) and posed queries and
requests for materias to the archivist who mediated between the user and the collection. (See
Figure 1) The user, be it ascholar or a school child, had to contact the repository for access to
materids, whether the request came in person, over the phone, through afax, or more recently

through eectronic mail.

In each of these scenarios, the archividt is there, interceding on behaf of both the user
(providing access to the collection) and the collection (ensuring preservation and security). In
thismodd and in dl the various of ways the user can contact the repoditory, the archivigt is
aways at hand to help clarify, retrieve, and educate on the spot. Thisisthe mode
Schellenberg articulated in 1965 when he observed, “No matter how well finding aids are
prepared, they cannot impart al the knowledge that isin the head of the well-informed
archivist.”® In 1982, Mary Jo Pugh took exception with this traditional approach, stating that

the “myth of the immorta, omniscient, indispensable reference archivis” had to be examined.
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Arguing for improved descriptive and reference practice, she went on to note, “ Current
practice relies too heavily on the subject knowledge and memory of the individud archivig,
and is too dependent on the personalities of the researcher and the archivist.”** Much more of
the collection informetion that made the archivist a gatekeeper and an integrd part of the
archives reference process, whether the results were successful or not, needed to be stored in

finding tools better oriented to users needs.

While the traditionad modd in which the archivist mediates directly between the user and the
collection will exist aslong as there are paper-based origind recordsin archives to which
users mugt travel, the emerging virtud archives environment demands that the archivig,
ironicaly, become more omniscient than either Schellenberg or Pugh imagined. The archivist
must now know agreat deal about the repository’ s users as well as collections and become an
expert a document surrogation and information retrieval. To make matters more chalenging,

this omniscience must now be anticipatory.

Networked access to finding aids and actual collection materias, housed on extensve
repository web sites demands anew archiva reference modd. In Figure 2 we see awide
range of users with disparate backgrounds, questions, and experiences searching for
information. Some will know precisdly where to search — looking ether for known items of
information or known repositories. Others will cast their queries to web search engines that
will return hits from archiva web sites. Still otherswill sumble across repository web Stesin
ther tripsto parent indtitutions or jumping from link to link in reference lists. Regardless of
their path, people will encounter archives from many directions, most with an information
need, be it specific or vague. The top triangle in the model represents the diversity of users

who will discovery archiva materids, culminating in the lower point that istheir query. The
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lower triangle represents the repository with itswedth of collections, only asmall portion of
which may be dearly visble through finding guides and indructional materid at the apex of
the triangle. The most successful version of this diagram is when the two triangles overlap as
much as possible and the archivigt is fully aware of the user’ s information needs and search
behaviors and the user is able to access the full richness of the collection and the repository’s

services as seen in Figure 3.
In thismodel the user must become:

*Theraison d ére for the repository.

*A more independent researcher.

*A more adept searcher & linguist.

*A skilled computer user.

*An adept question asker.

*The focus for system interface and services.

*The focus for selection & collection devel opment.
*A recipient of anticipatory user ingruction.

In this modd the archivis must become:
A researcher of user needs and information-seeking behaviors.

A silled indexer and abstractor, designing finding tools that reflect holdingsin a
way that facilitate resource discovery and use.

An expert online searcher who can assst remote users with this task.

An educator, designing learning materias that researchers will encounter on the
repository web Ste without ever going to the repository.

A web designer, or at least someone who can evauate web design and specify
requirements to a designer.

A keen evauator of repository services and user SuUccess.

In thismodd, archivists spend agood dedl of time devising user education tools, be they
“how-t0” guides on websites, frequently asked question lists (FAQS), lists of related

repogitories, or just more clear finding aids. Along with being collection managers, archivists

17



become educators who know and provide for their clientele through well-designed web sites
anticipating user needs and containing ingructiona eements that archivists once could impart
to their clients only when they came to the repository. A large portion of this education will of
necessity be directed at helping researcher learn to find primary resources. Thiswill involve
preparing finding tools that capture the essence of collectionsin arange of well congtructed
finding tools that speak the language of users and their needs and becoming expert searchers

of digital information so that they can pass these skills on to their clients.

In astudy of web-based user education, JlI Katte found that most archival repository web
gtes are woefully lacking in ingructiona materids. Significantly for new archives users
finding materials on the web she notes, “ The least implemented user education information
typeisfinding ad interpretation information. Only one indtitution of the thirty in the sample
offersany kind of help for users who may not understand whet afinding aid is or how to use
it to navigate a collection.”*® She goes on to offer amode for web-based archival user
education involving amatrix of resource and information types for incluson. This type of
study is extremely important for the 21% century archives and dearly illustrates the need for

more and better user studies upon which to build repository services.
A Challengeto the Archival Profession.

We have dl heard the argument, and may have even made it, “we just don't have the time and
saff resourcesto do user studies.” | challenge the archival professon to rethink this
datement. What isit that archivists wouldn’t be doing if they conducted astudy of their
users? Mogly likdy, they would be processing another collection or converting old finding
aldsto an eectronic format. Again, the profession has long prioritized the processing and

describing of materials above knowing users. Let’sthink again. If archivisgs a each
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repository took the time required to process one collection during the next year and rather,
spent that time on a study that told them who their users are, how they search for information,
from what types of user education they would most benefit, and how archivists could design
future finding tools to best facilitate research, would this not lay the foundation for
ggnificantly improved policies and practices a each repository? Would this not be more

vauable than processing one more collection?

Let'sextend thisideajust abit. What if archivists did these studies, took a bit moretimeto
write them up, and shared them with the professon asawhole? Would the potential effects
not be enormous? Academics such as Y akdl, Duff, Johnson, and Tibbo cannot do all these
sudies. While we may be able to design mode studies or conduct collaborative, nationd, and
internationd research, every repository should be studying its own usersfor itsdf and sharing
the findings with the larger archiva community, digtributing the effort to build this

knowledge base across the profession.
Conclusions.

In many respects, archivigs have taken users for granted in the research/resource equation.
Without rigorous and varied user studies, knowledge of users of archiva materids has been,
while at sometimes intense and persond, anecdota and often superficid. As a profession, we
have little idea as to searching behaviors, use of language — a growing concern with eectronic
searching — or even the usefulness of something we hold as fundamentd asafinding ad. Itis
quite telling that when EAD was being designed no one asked the very basic question —isthe
finding aid an ided retrieval and descriptive tool? — before launching into al the work of
figuring out how to encodeit.*® This should give archivists some pause, particularly as many

inditutions are plunging headlong into expensve encoding projects. Thisis not to say that
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finding aids and epecidly dectronic finding aids are not useful, but again, close andysis of
how people use them and how they might like to augment or dter them should inform the

production of even better discovery tools.

Y akel darts off her discusson with the notion of “common ground.” While smilar
disciplinary training and expertise often lead to a shared knowledge base and perspectives—
i.e, higorians or chemidts, a least within disciplinary subfields and specidties, know alot of

the same facts - that does not mean that they do their work in the same way; does not mean that
they know the historical or chemical landscape in the same fashion; does not mean that they use the
same research methodol ogies, approaches, or tools; and certainly does not mean that they would
universally know much about how to use archivd or library tools for information discovery and
evaluation. Needless to say, the more diverse a user population, and that is exactly what archivists are
seeing with those who come to repositories virtualy (including the generd public, K-12 students and
teachers, genealogists, and scholars), the less we know about their backgrounds, how they will
approach and view the archiva experience, and what their native information seeking and analysis
behaviors are. Thus, the less well prepared archivists are to facilitate their information seeking,

evauation, and use.

If there isto be common ground between archivists and this array of users, we must come to know
more about them and prepare learning aids as well asfinding aids. As Yakel points out, if thereisto be
common ground and common understanding, archivists must be the ones to take the lead in this dance,
asking questions and providing information proactively. We know that most library and archives users
are reticent to ask questions or don’t ask very good questions. That is, they don’t aways ask the
questions that are most helpful in finding the information they need. Y akel’ s work shows us many
archiva clients, even those who come into the repository physicaly, do not even have a clear or deep
understanding of what an archivesis, nor what afinding aid is, or how or why it is structured asiit is.

In this age of the unmediated search, archivists must assume arole as educators as well as curators;
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they must come to love their users as they have long loved their collections. The first step in this

romance is to make the user study as ubiquitous as the repository guide.
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