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Abstract 
This project uses archival reference inquiries to identify patterns in how people describe their 
archival information needs, and asks how these themes might inform the development of archival 
discovery tools and environments. Using an existing set of approximately 1250 anonymized 
reference questions submitted by members of the public and academic researchers to the Special 
Collections and Archives Research Center (SCARC) at OSU Libraries between 2020-2025, this 
study uses reflexive thematic analysis supplemented by computational analysis to examine how 
researchers state their information needs, how they show their expectations and assumptions 
about archival research, and how they reveal their attitudes towards archives and archivists. 
Themes relate to user conceptualization of archives and archival collections; expectations around 
digital access at the item level; searching behavior and anticipated outcomes; and understandings 
about the archivist’s role and scope of services. Implications for future discovery and delivery 
relate to actions around the representation of collections and services, combined platforms and 
functionalities, changes to descriptive standards, and the breakdown of professional silos.  
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