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Research Questions ● How do archival researchers 
construct and articulate their 
information needs?

● How can themes and patterns 
from their language inform 
changes to archival description 
and delivery environments?



Reflexive Thematic 
Analysis

Methodology

● situated expertise

● iterative interaction 
with data to 
co-construct themes

● illustrative extracts 
from data

 



Dataset

● emailed inquiries 

● “first approaches”

● 2020-2025

=    1244 questions
● initial question field 
● question details 
● patron type
● subject area
● collection tags 
● date and time of submission

Reflexive Thematic 
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Methodology

● situated expertise
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Reflexive Thematic 
Analysis

Computational 
Analysis

Methodology

- R (tidytext and 
others)

- phrase frequency

- co-occurrence

- proximity

- statistical 
significance

● emailed inquiries 

● “first approaches”

● 2020-2025

=    1244 questions
● initial question field 
● question details 
● patron type
● subject area
● collection tags 
● date and time of submission

● situated expertise

● iterative interaction 
with data to 
co-construct themes

● illustrative extracts 
from data

 

Dataset



Lenses

Coding and Analysis

● patron type

● motivation

● material type

● READ scale

Language Codes

● hedging

● formality

● agency

● representation

● sentiment

● services and 
process

● justification

● searching 
behavior

● information / 
access need

Codes

● searching

● requesting

● access 
assumptions

● role assumptions

● conceptualizing



Theme 1: 

Users struggle to 
conceptualize archival 
collections.

● terminology slippage

● abstractions about arrangement 
and organization

● context of creation and use is 
not of interest

● entry points are personal names, 
dates, events, topics, and material types

“Can you please check the archives and see if you have any information on him?”



Theme 2: 

Users expect easy 
access to digitized 
materials at the item 
level.

● widespread expectation that 
digitization was already 
complete or easy/possible to 
complete

● want to be able to click on the 
folder title

● confused by aggregate 
description

“I can select it, but I don’t know how to actually view it”



Theme 3:

Archivists are often the 
last stop in a search.

● “homework”

● multiple discovery silos

● reporting of prior research

● justification / credentials

                         “try as I might, I have not been able to locate...”



Theme 4:  

Users have a range of 
ideas about the 
archivist’s role and the 
scope of services.

● willing to do the work

● requesting information from 
collections 

● specific, known items

● exploratory / ‘anything on’

● information aggregation

          “if I can research this myself online please let me know”



What might this mean for 
discovery, delivery, and 
description?

● representation of 
collections and services

● combined functionalities

● changes to descriptive standards

● removing professional silos



Next steps

● article in process

● potential future work with data

● proof-of-concept discovery environment



Thank you!

Welcoming your feedback:

anne.bahde@oregonstate.edu

adam.lindsley@oregonstate.edu
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