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Research Data Analysis

Cultural Heritage 
Institutions

Focus Group Interviews with Archivists
• 10 Interviews / 52 Archivists total
• Multiple archive types, positions ranging from 

entry level to leadership

Analysis focused on:
• Enabling and constraining factors related to 

creating archival description
• Enabling and constraining factors related to 

participating in aggregation
• Perceived value of aggregation



Research Data Analysis

Researchers

Two major sources of user data:
• Pop-Up survey

• Hosted on 12 Regional Aggregator sites
• 3300 complete, usable responses
• Gathered demographic and research needs info

• Semi-structured individual interviews
• 25 interviews, 45-60 min
• 5 user types: Academic, Advanced Academic, 

Professional, Personal Interest, Genealogist

Analysis focused on: 
• Describing and classifying users, based on needs, 

motivators, behaviors
• Benefits and challenges of using aggregators



CREATING, MAINTAINING, 
AND SHARING 
ARCHIVAL DESCRIPTIONS: 
THE EXPERIENCES AND VALUES 
OF US ARCHIVISTS



Focus Group Interview Summary
• 10 focus groups
• 52 participants total

– 24 participating in aggregation
– 28 not participating in aggregation
– Representing 27 states and District of Columbia

• Divided into five group types
– Leadership / Administrative
– Public Services & Tech Services, small institution
– Public Services & Tech Services, large institution
– Technical Services & Systems Responsibilities
– Very Small Institution / Lone Arrangers



Participants by Archive Type 
Academic archive 22
Museum library / archive 11
Government archive 6
Public library archive 4
Community archive 4
Historical society archive 3
Independent research library 2
International organization 1
Performing arts archive 1
Regional archive 1
Total 52

Carnegie Classifications Breakdown
• 2 worked at archives in 

Baccalaureate Colleges (1 Arts 
& Sciences Focus, 1 Diverse 
Fields)

• 5 worked in Master’s Colleges 
& Universities (2 M1, 3 M2)​

• 15 worked in Doctoral Universities 
(10 R1, 4 R2, 1 D/PU)



9
2

11 total 8 total

5
3

2

2
11

14

4

20 total

13 total

Participants 
by US Region



Aggregation Contributor Research Questions
• What are the enabling and constraining factors that influence 

whether organizations describe the archival collections in their 
care?

• What are the enabling or constraining factors that influence 
whether organizations contribute to an aggregation of archival 
description?

• What value does participation in an archival aggregation service 
bring to organizations?



• Please tell us about your role in working with archival collections at 
your institution.

• Please tell us briefly about how archival description gets produced 
and published in your institution.

• This question focuses on producing and publishing archival 
description where you work. What are the things that make 
producing and publishing archival description in your home 
institution easy or difficult? What are the things that support this 
work and make it easier, either that you have now or would like to 
have?

Final Protocol



Final Protocol (continued)
• Think about your current process / the hypothetical scenario where your 

home institution would contribute to an archival aggregation platform. What 
about the process is/would be easy? What about the process is/would be 
difficult?

• What makes/would make participation in a finding aid aggregation valuable 
for your institution? What makes/would make your participation in a finding 
aid aggregation valuable for your researchers? Do you think there are other 
things an aggregator could offer that would be valuable to your institution or 
researchers?

• If you had a magic wand and could create your ideal national-scale finding 
aid aggregation system, how would it work and what would it do?



Theme Analysis



Four Themes

• Things that constrain creating archival description

• Things that enable creating archival description

• Incentives to participate in aggregation (current or perceived) 

• Disincentives to participating in aggregation (current or 
perceived)



Codebook



Constraints
• Complex workflows / workarounds (n=29)
• Dealing with legacy description (n=19)
• Lack of control over IT / software (n=16)

Enablers
• Collection Management Systems (n=21)
• Worksheets / templates (n=14)
• Documentation / manuals (n=8)

n=number of focus group interview participants



Constraints

“...our library IT is baffled 
by our needs.”
-Special Collections Archivist, 
Academic archive, West 

Enablers

“ArchivesSpace makes 
it easy for us...It's been a 
sea change for us in 
terms of time savings."
-Supervisory Archivist, Academic 
archive, West



Incentives to participate
• Increased visibility / awareness of collections (n=25)
• Uncovering connections between collections (n=22)
• Ease of contributing records in an automated way (n=21)

Disincentives to participate
• Data requirements (n=19)
• Difficult to edit / update records (n=14)
• Difficult to submit records (n=8)

n=number of focus group interview participants



Incentives
“...we're so small and such 
a niche [topical archive] 
that we're not a destination 
necessarily for a lot of 
people.”
-Archivist, Independent research library, 
West

Disincentives
"We can't delete things. It is a 
process for us to delete, we have to 
put in a request and make sure that 
it gets taken down...We're doing an 
anti-racist descriptive practices 
deep-dive into all of our finding aids, 
we're having to do this whole 
process of uploading and editing 
over and over again."
-Special Collections archivist, 
Academic archive, West



Description constrainers
• Complex workflows / workarounds (n=29)
• Dealing with legacy description (n=19)
• Lack of control over IT / software (n=16)

Description enablers
• Collection Management Systems (n=21)
• Worksheets / templates (n=14)
• Documentation / manuals (n=8)

n=number of focus group interview 
participants 



WHY ARE USERS 
SEARCHING ARCHIVES ONLINE? 
RESULTS OF A USER SURVEY 
FROM 12 STATE AND REGIONAL 
ARCHIVAL FINDING AID 
AGGREGATORS (NAFAN)



Researchers: 
Research 

Questions

Who are the current users of finding aid 
aggregations? Do they align with the 
persona types and needs identified in 
recent archival persona work? 

What are the benefits and challenges 
users face when searching for 
descriptions of archival materials within 
finding aid aggregations?



Data that describe need

• Demographics: where are researchers located? How old 
are they? What is their profession?

• Purpose for researching: Why are they using the 
aggregation site?

• Behaviors: How frequently do they visit the site? Do they 
use other sites for their search? If yes, which ones?



Survey
Methods

Purpose
• Capture data on users of online 

aggregators
• Identify potential interviewees for 

qualitative data collection

Design
• Hosted by 12 aggregators
• Convenience sample

• Opt-in
• Opened March 18 - Closed on May 31
• ~3,300 responses



Survey
Questions

• Demographics
• How the user found the aggregator
• Purpose for research
• Type of material wanted for research
• Preference for digital vs. physical 

materials
• Impact of COVID on research



Pop-up Users, by profession



Pop-up Users, by project purpose

*Percentages do not sum to 100%



Top 5 professions by project purpose

*Percentages do not sum to 100%



How Pop-up Users found aggregator websites



How the top 5 professions found aggregator websites



How frequently pop-up users visit aggregator websites



Top 5 professions visit frequency to aggregator websites



Pop-up Users, by material preference

*Percentages do not sum to 100%



Top 5 professions by material preference

*Percentages do not sum to 100%



TwoStep Cluster Method



NAFAN User Clusters

• Archivist/Librarian & Other Professionals (N=559) – public and 
technical service archivists/librarians, journalists, writers, tradespeople

• Faculty and Other Doctoral Degrees (N=328) – faculty, post-
doc, independent researcher, museum professionals

• Family History Researchers (N=722)– local history, professional 
genealogist, hobby genealogist

• Personal Interest Researchers (N=711) – general search with a range of 
profession and education

• Undergraduate and Postgraduate Students (N=712) – Indicate their 
profession is undergraduate/postgraduate student



THE BROADEST POSSIBLE 
RANGE OF USERS: LEARNING 
ABOUT USERS OF 
ARCHIVAL AGGREGATIONS



• Extant studies focus on the needs of academics, 
especially historians and other humanists (Rhee, 2015)

• Literature investigating broader cross-section of archival 
users indicates that different researcher types have 
significantly different needs. (Duff, 2005)

• Archival software projects have developed 
personas reflecting a more diverse spectrum of 
researchers (ArcLight, 2017; Project Electron, 2019; 
ArchivesSpace, 2016)



Interview
Research 

Participant 
Selection

Sampled from pop-survey participants

25 interviews, 5 per persona type
• Archivist/Librarian,
• Faculty and Doctoral Degrees,
• Family History Researcher,
• Personal Interest Researcher,
• Undergraduates/Postgraduates



Interview
Research 
Methods

Semi-Structured, Virtual, 1-1 interviews, 45-
60 minutes

1 interviewer, 1 notetaker from research 
team

Interviews collected July - August 2021

Codebook developed through 
inductive/deductive approach March - June 
2022

Using QDA NVivo with a 3-coder team with 
coding running June - July 2022



Interview
Research 

Questions

Who are the current users of aggregated 
archival description?

Do current user types align with the persona 
types and needs identified in recent archival 
persona work (i.e., what characteristics are 
present vs not)?

Why are the current users trying to discover 
and access archival collections via aggregation 
of archival description?

How are current users discovering and 
accessing aggregations of archival description?

What are the benefits and challenges users 
face when searching archival description in 
aggregation?



Interview
Supplemental 

Research 
Questions

What future directions would users want 
archival aggregators to take?

What other tools are users using to 
discover or access archival materials and
description?



Codebook Themes
Discovery - Refers to the ways users search for and identify archival 
resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, Benefits)

Access - Refers to the ways users locate, retrieve, and use archival 
resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, Benefits, 
Types of Access)

Aggregators – Comments specific to archival aggregator use 
and knowledge



Codebook Themes
Needs – references to what may satisfy a user's information need
Motivators – references to what motivates users to seek archival
resources
Decision Making – user describes direct aspects impacting the 
process of making choices regarding archival research
Research Duration – timeframe of the user’s research that guides 
or influences a user’s pursuit of archival resources



Codebook Themes
Sources – mentions of specific information sources used in their 
research
Pandemic – instances and ways in which the pandemic impacted 
archival research
Magic Wand – any suggested changes, new additions, or ideal 
scenarios by users regarding archival aggregation systems



1. Please describe a typical research project and the research 

process you go through over the course of the project.

• Needs – references to what may satisfy a user's information 
need

• Motivators – references to what motivates users to seek archival
resources

• Research Duration – timeframe of the user’s research that 
guides or influences a user’s pursuit of archival resources



2. We identified you via a survey you took at [Aggregator in 
Month]. What were you looking for? Are there specific reasons 
or situations for which you use [Aggregator]?

• Aggregators – Comments specific to archival aggregator use
and knowledge



3. Please describe the ways you look for archival materials. 
What other resources and/or tools do you use to find archival 
materials?
• Discovery – Refers to the ways users search for and identify 

archival resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, 
Benefits)

• Sources – mentions of specific information sources used in their 
research

• Needs – references to what may satisfy a user's information need
• Motivators – references to what motivates users to seek archival

resources



4. Once you locate the description of archival material 
that interests you, what do you typically do next?
• Access - Refers to the ways users locate, retrieve, and use 

archival resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, 
Benefits, Types of Access)

• Decision Making – user describes direct aspects impacting the 
process of making choices regarding archival research

• Pandemic – instances and ways in which the pandemic impacted 
archival research



5. Think about a recent attempt to search for archival 
material for your research. What did you find particularly 
delightful about the experience? What did you find 
particularly frustrating?
• Pandemic – instances and ways in which the pandemic impacted 

archival research
• Discovery - Refers to the ways users search for and identify 

archival resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, 
Benefits)

• Access - Refers to the ways users locate, retrieve, and use 
archival resources (primary child codes: Challenges, Enablers, 
Benefits, Types of Access)



6. If you had a magic wand, what would be your ideal 
way of finding archival material for your research?

• Magic Wand – any suggested changes, new additions, or 
ideal scenarios by users regarding archival aggregation 
systems



Interview
Research 

Challenges

1. Persona types heavy overlap or lack of clarity in 
distinctions between previously identified roles

2. Users struggle to recognize or remember 
specific archival aggregator sites.

3. COVID-19 pandemic restrictions introduce 
extraordinary circumstance behaviors and 
responses (from both user & institution)

4. Users don't cleanly delineate between archival 
and non-archival research or formats



Interview
Insights

1. Users utilize a variety of non-aggregator 
sources to locate archival materials.

2. Decision making factors play a key role 
in how and if users pursue archival 
resources (in person or online)

3. Inequitable access to collections stems 
from structural and professional issues

4. Many users are aware of resource 
challenges and limitations of archival 
institutions
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THANK YOU!   ANY QUESTIONS ?
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