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User An individual who uses the 
collections and services of a 
repository; a patron; a reader; a 
researcher; a searcher.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/user.html


Reference
A service to aid patrons in locating 
materials relevant to their interests; 
see reference interview.

In archives, like in libraries, the 
amount of reference work you do 
depends on your role/the kind of 
institution you serve.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/reference.html


Reading room

A physical space for users to 
access and handle noncirculating 
materials 

Reading room is the most common 
current use, and it is sometimes referred 
to as a document room, manuscript 
room, reference area, reference room, 
research area, research room, or search 
room. Larger archival facilities may have 
multiple rooms to enable use by format 
(for example, microform room, 
audiovisual room).

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/reading-room.html


Access The ability to locate relevant 
information through the use of 
catalogs, indexes, finding aids, or 
other tools.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/access.html


Accessibility The characteristic of being easily 
reached or used with a minimum of 
barriers.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/accessibility.html


Archivist and user goals are DIFFERENT

Archivists:

1. Preservation
2. Access

Patrons, users, researcher, readers:

1. Research
2. Analyze
3. Interpret
4. Write/create



In what circumstances can (or 
should) archivists do research (as 
opposed to reference) for a patron as 
part of regular duties?



Archival reference knowledges and 
competencies



Collection knowledges



Collection knowledges

Archivists can provide six kinds of information to users:

1. Information about the repository
2. Information about the holdings
3. Information from the holdings
4. Information about record creators
5. Referrals to other repositories or resources
6. Information about laws and ethics regarding the use of information



Interaction knowledges



User behavior

Who is using the archives’ 
materials? Why?

How are they contacting you? How 
are they asking the question?

Who is the asker to you?

● What is the precedent from 
previous requests?

● What is your range of realistic 
outcomes?





Assessment 
methodologies

How do archivists know what to 
retrieve for a user?

What are they asking for?

What do they actually need?

Can we answer the question?

Can someone else answer the 
question?

How much assistance are you 
willing to give?





Question 
negotiation

Assessment methodologies

Question Negotiation in the Archival Setting: The use of interpersonal communication 
techniques in the reference interview by Linda J. Long

"Ambiguity on the part of users is 
frequently rooted in feelings of 
uncertainty or fear of seeming 
ignorant"

"Negotiating the question provides the 
opportunity for users to clearly state 
the research need themselves; it also 
discourages archivists from jumping to 
unwarranted conclusions."

"the first step in question negotiation is 
to analyze the query into component 
parts as "givens" (the subject) and 
"wanteds" (the information needed)."

https://cuny-qc.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01CUNY_QC/1osl74v/cdi_proquest_journals_1289692357
https://cuny-qc.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01CUNY_QC/1osl74v/cdi_proquest_journals_1289692357








“The negotiation process is necessary, 
because it allows the patron to define the 
information need more precisely; this permits 
the reference specialist to match the actual 
need against finding aids and sources 
available.”



Information 
retrieval

How do archivists efficiently retrieve 
that material?

What’s in your archive?

How do you find materials?

How do you access materials?

How will the user access materials?





Appointments 
and hosting

Information retrieval

Scheduling:

● Is the college open?
● Is the archives open and available to host?
● Can the researcher get here?
● Can you accommodate walk-ins?

Preparing materials:

● Confirm needed materials, retrieve boxes, set up 
research station

How to get here:

● Directions to campus, to library, to archives
● Parking pass?

When the researcher is here:

● let Access services know researcher is coming
● explain handling instructions to researcher
● be mindful of researcher and materials





Relevant 
legalities

How does the archivist 
communicate to the user how to use 
the materials beyond the reference 
visit?

What are our policies?

● Digital access
● Publication

https://qc-cuny.libguides.com/c.php?g=1050138&p=7654794


Research knowledges



Domain 
knowledge Subject knowledge; an 

understanding of the subject being 
researched by a user.



Artifactual 
literacy

The ability to understand, 
contextualize, and interpret primary 
sources, in part by taking into 
consideration their physical 
characteristics.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/artifactual-literacy.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/artifactual-literacy.html


Archival 
intelligence

A person’s knowledge of archival 
principles, practices, and 
institutions, and an understanding 
of the relationship between primary 
sources and their surrogates.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/archival-intelligence.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/archival-intelligence.html


Researcher understanding of 
archives



Salenius, S. (2021). On Archival Research: Recovering and Rewriting History. 
The Case of Sarah Parker Remond. Transatlantica, 1(1). 
https://doi.org/10.4000/transatlantica.16939



Tesar, M. (2015). Ethics and truth in archival research. History of Education 
(Tavistock), 44(1), 101–114. https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760X.2014.918185



Schrag, Z. M. (2021). The Princeton guide to historical research. Princeton 
University Press.



In some ways, my research process was random, as I sifted through folders that might or might 
not yield information useful to my study. In other ways, this research process was ordered; I 
developed a list of materials to look through, adding to that list as I learned of new resources 
and searching through these documents sequentially, folder by folder, box by box. 

The method itself was organic, shaped by the research process itself and shaped by other key 
theoretical and pragmatic factors that I discuss in this chapter. In developing this method, I 
read what I could about archival methodology, but after finding few pragmatic suggestions for 
conducting archival research, I ultimately found it was my entry into the archives itself that 
shaped my approach most significantly.

Working in the Archives : Practical Research Methods for Rhetoric and Composition, edited by Alexis E. Ramsey, et al., Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/qc-ebooks/detail.action?docID=1354654.



Souchen, A. (2021). Missing from the record: historians, archival research and 
underwater munitions. Rethinking History, 25(3), 347–371. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642529.2021.1988249



Locating the disconnect



Ramsey, A. E., Sharer, W. B., L'Eplattenier, B., & Mastrangelo-, D. N. U. L. 
(Eds.). (2009). Working in the archives : Practical research methods for rhetoric 
and composition. Southern Illinois University Press.



Archival research as “a spiral or a series of concentric 
circles, getting both deeper (gathering more detail) and 
wider (learning new aspects related to your topic) as 
you explore the territory.

You will find yourself constantly returning to older 
sources armed with new perspectives that can take 
you closer to your goal.”



Have to help readjust research 
strategy from “what is sought” to 
“what emerges”



James Fenwick (2023) The exploitation of Sue Lyon: Lolita (1962), archival 
research, and questions for film history, Feminist Media Studies, 23:4, 
1786-1801, DOI: 10.1080/14680777.2021.1996422



For many researchers, however, the archivist’s processing of collections, which includes 
all work done by the archivist to make a collection available to researchers, remains a 
mystery…We believe that if archival researchers know how to recognize the outcomes 
of archivists’ processing and understand the principles behind processing decisions, 
they will have a better understanding of the archival materials they study. 

Understanding archival theory and principles and knowing the best practices derived 
from them will help researchers anticipate potential problems and assess the potential 
usefulness of the archival materials they consult.

Working in the Archives : Practical Research Methods for Rhetoric and Composition, edited by Alexis E. Ramsey, et al., Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/qc-ebooks/detail.action?docID=1354654.









Schrag, Z. M. (2021). The Princeton guide to historical research. Princeton 
University Press.



How do archivists bridge gaps in 
archival intelligence to the benefit of 
all users?

How do we convince users that 
archival intelligence is important?



How do we get users and researchers 
to see us and use us as archivists 
and not just as box jockeys?




