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Abstract

This study attempts to investigate the information needs and use behavior of historians in
archives. The questionnaires and depth interview methods are pursued for a systematic investigation
and realization of opinions from the faculty of history school. Interviews are taken for analyzing
the information needs of historians and the difficulties of access archival collection. The results are
summarized as follows: (1) The gateways of historians to access research information are library
databases, catalogs and archival finding aids. (2) The materia types of often use by historians are
monograph, periodical and archives. (3) The strategy to find relevant archivesis to search by specific
person name or designated event name. (4) Browsing the architecture of categories and fonds are
helpful to realize the overview of research topics. (5) The difficulties of using archives are the
unfriendly retrieval system, digitization quality, integrity of the content, unclarity of classification and
description, and the access restrictions. Finally, the suggestions of archival collection development and
public service policies are proposed to be reference.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Historians constitute the major user group
of archives. In Taiwan, studies on archive users
are rare. A limited number of user surveys
had focused types of archival information,
information channels, and search processes,
but few had analyzed user feedbacks on
retrieval tools. The current study employed
both questionnaire survey and interview to
understand historians’ archival information
needs, motivations for use and search processes,
and opinions on retrieval tools. Findings
from the investigation may shed lights on the

planning of archives services.

2. M ethodology

This study used both questionnaire survey

and interview to collect data. The content of

the questionnaire focused on archives users’
research information needs, information seeking
behavior, usage of retrieval tools, usage of
digital archives, and difficulties encountered
during the use processes. The online
questionnaire was disseminated to the faculty
members of history departments (excluding
departments focusing on subject histories such
as arts history and political history) in Taiwan's
universities from June to December, 2012. A total
of 236 faculty members were notified. 72 valid
returns were used for the analysis (the return
rate was 30.5%). All respondents were at the
rank of assistant professor or higher.

Following the questionnaire survey, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with
eleven voluntary participants who had archives

use experiences. The most senior participant
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had worked in academiafor more than 25 years,
and the most junior 6-10 years. Their archives
use frequency ranged from 1-5 times to more
than 20 times each year. The interview focused
on their information needs, use motivations, use
behavior, and how they perceive the influences

of archives on their research.

3. Findings
3.1 Archival Information Needs
3.1.1 Archival information needs during the
research processes
Table 1 shows when respondents needed
archival information during their research
processes. Archival information was most
needed in the stages of literature review
(34.7%) and drafting report (19.4%). Interview
participants suggested that archival information

was significant to history research in that it

serves as foods for thoughts for a particular
historical event, it is unique information, and
that is represented official perspective.
3.1.2 Channels of information for research

Table 2 shows the information channels
as indicated by survey respondents for their
research. Abstracts, indexes, and bibliographical
databases were the most used channels (68.1%),
followed by other institutes’ or library’s
catalogs (56.9%). The finding suggests that
Taiwan's historians relied more on formal
resources than informal information channels.
3.1.3 Frequently used research materials

The results of the request to check all
sources of information considered important
to research are proposed in table 3. The rank
order of the first three types of material was
identical: books, journal articles, archives

and records.

Table 1. Archival Information Needs by Frequency Distribution

Research Stage Frequency Percentage (%)
Gestation of research ideas 12 16.7
Literature review 25 34.7
Identifying key events 1 14
Reading and digestion of research materials 10 139
Drafting paper 14 194
Other 14
Non-response 9 125
Total 72 100
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Table2. Information Channels by Frequency Distribution

Information channel Frequency Percentage (%)
Abstracts, indexes and hibliographical databases 49 68.1
Other ingtitutes or library’s online catalogs 41 56.9
Archival finding aidg/retrieval systems 27 375
Subject bibliographies or compilations of topical materials 26 36.1
Respondent’ s university library catalog 25 34.7
Conference publications 19 26.4
Consulting librarians 14 194
Colleagues, academic experts 1 15.3
Bookstores 10 139
Web browsing 9 125
Browsing government web sites 9 125
Commercial web sites of books and journals 5 6.9
Browsing the library stacks 4 5.6
By accident 2 2.8
Other 3 4.2

3.2 Archival information seeking behavior

As to the types of institutions from which
respondents obtained research information,
libraries, museums, and Internet search engines
were the top three. Archives were not used as
much (only 30 respondents “aways’ or “often”
used archives). In regards to retrieval tools used
to locate information, Table 4 shows the tools
respondents frequently used and those they
perceived to be most effective in obtaining
relevant information. The finding suggests
that Taiwan historians appear to depend upon

library databases and catalogs for finding
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research materials more frequently than
archival finding aids.

Interviews showed that participants
demonstrated the following behavioral
characteristics in archival information seeking.
First, they used mainly names and events as
search keys to locate information. Second,
they browsed the classification schemes to
gain a whole picture of the resources, then
proceeded to locating the files. Third, they may
obtain serendipitous information when sharing
experiences with colleagues or in reading.

Fourth, they hoped to be able to do shelf
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Table 3. Usesof Research Materials by Weighted Scores

Research Materials

Frequency Weighted Scores

Books

Journal articles
Archives and records
Manuscripts

Degree theses
Conference papers
Newspapers
Government documents
Internet resources
Audiovisual materials
Personal records (diaries, artifacts)
Statistics

Genealogical sources
Photographs

Maps

Ord interviews
Microfilms

65 7.3
71 7.1
45 6.8
18 6.4
50 6.0
35 5.7
31 5.6
20 5.3
31 5.0
22 5.0
21 4.9
13 4.8

8 48
13 42

4 45
15 45
15 45

browsing in archival inventories. Fifth, they
often knew how to use Internet for information

verification purposes.

3.3 Usesof retrieval toolsfor archival information
Questionnaire results showed that
respondents preferred electronic (59.7%) to
paper-based (38.9%) archival finding aids. Table
5 shows the preferred archival information
sources by frequency distribution.
During online retrieval, respondents

tended to alter search terms or limit material
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types when facing excessive information.
Few used other search strategies or consulted
reference staff (see Table 6).

The respondents considered lacking full
texts and the imprecise archival description
and classification as the major problems of the
current archival online finding aids (Table 7).

Asto the use of digitized archival content,
more than half of the interviewees considered
the original documents as important for closer
examination of their arrangement order.

Questionnaire survey showed that respondents
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Table4. TheFrequently Used and More Effective Retrieval Toolsfor Respondents

Retrieval Tools Frequent Users Percentage (%) Pi:fic\:/t?\(jeas Percentage (%)
Library databases 21 29.2 26 36.1
O bhogoptiesin atne works 19 24 17 226
Library catalogs 12 16.7 9 125
Archival finding aids 7 9.7 9 125
Internet resources (e.g., Google, Yahoo) 7 9.7 8 11.1
Other 1 14 0 0
Non-response 5 6.9 3 4.2
Tota 72 100 72 100
Table5. ThePreferred OnlineArchival Information Sources

Online archival information sources frequency Percentage (%)
Searching the library catalog of the respondent’ s affiliated

institution 22 306
Searching archival online finding aids via Internet 19 26.4
Searching an organization’s Web site perceived to contain archival

information 14 19.4
Searching Internet search engines for linking relevant archival

retrieval systems or collections ! 9.7
Searching union catalogs of libraries 6 8.3
Searching union catal ogs of archives 1 14
Non-response 3 4.2
Total 72 100
rarely got informed by libraries and archives used physical archives. Table 9 shows that most
training courses and workshops (Table 8). respondents searched catalogs first before going

to a particular archives institution (Table 9).
3.4 Use of archives Table 10 shows the types of requests made by
The following results were based on the respondents to archives staff.

54 questionnaire respondents who had actually
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Table6. Online Search Behavior in Excessive Recall

Behavior Frequency Percentage (%)
Use other search terms 24 333
Limit search resultsin certain material types 17 23.6
Browse the search results from the first page 16 22.2
Limit search results by dates 10 13.9
Consult reference staff 2 2.8
Other 1 14
Non-response 2 2.8
Total 72 100

Table7. Archival Online Finding Aids Problems Perceived as I mportant for Respondents

Problems Frequency Percentage (%)
No full texts 56 77.8
Imprecise content description or classification 18 25.0
Unableto gain an overview of the archives context 11 15.3
Don’t know how to act in the search interface 10 13.9
Unable to browse the archives hierarchically 6 8.3
No hints on search terms 5 6.9
Other 5 6.9

Table 8. Information Channelsfor Digital Archival Information

Channels Frequency Percentage (%)
Library or archives catalogs 51 79.7
Peers, colleagues, experts 33 51.6
Internet browsing 30 46.9
Database providers 23 35.9
Courses and workshops offered by libraries or archives 14 21.9
Reference staff 3 4.7
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Table9. Search Behavior for Physical Archival Collections

Behavior Frequency Percentage (%)
Search catalogs before visiting the physical archives 38 704
Goto afrequently vidited physfica?l archives ar!d ask thg rgfagwce 6 11
staff to find relevant content in itsinventory or in other ingtitutions
Go to an archives possibly owning what is needed and search
finding aids at reading room 4 4
Use Internet search engines to find archives and browse online 3 5.6
Other 1 18
Non-responses 2 3.7
Tota 54 100
Table 10. Typesof Requests Made by Respondentsto Archives Staff
Request type Frequency Percentage(%)
Inquire on archival retrieval 32 44.4
Ask for interlibrary loan or copyright legislation 25 34.7
Ask for the possibility of shelf browsing 19 26.4
Inquire on the research topic 8.3
Referral to foreign archives 5.6
Other 14

The most visited physical archives
institutions in Taiwan were the National
Library (54.5%), Archives of Institute of
Modern History, Academia Sinica (41.8%),
National Palace Museum (38.1%), Archives
of Institute of Taiwan History, Academia
Sinica (30.9%), Taiwan Historica (27.3%),
Academia Historica (25.5%), National
Archives Administration (12.7%), KMT
Party History Institute (7.3%). Nearly 40%
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of the respondents “always” (22.2%) or
“often” (14.8%) used foreign archives in
their research.

Problems with the use of the physical
archives included the limitations of access to
the archival content, the comprehensiveness of
the archives collections, the user friendliness
issues of search interfaces, the digitization
quality of digital archives content, and the

quality of archival arrangement and description.
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Table11. Problemswith Accessing Archives

Problems Frequency Percentage (%)
Unable to find what is needed 36 66.7
Disperse locations of archives collections 25 46.3
Access limitations to certain archives collections 22 40.7
Lack of finding aids 20 37.0
Limitations on copying the original documents 17 315
Sources in fragile condition not available 15 27.8
Limitations on the quantity allowed for viewing or copying 15 27.8
Poor digitization quality or misplaced content 14 25.9
Missing information in the archival content 14 25.9
Unable to access the original documents 13 24.1
Unfriendly search interface 11 20.4

Table12. Improvements Most Needed by the Respondents

Improvement Frequency Percentage (%)
Finding aids link to fulltext 14 25.9
Unable to locate the relevant archives or unavailable 13 24.0
Unfriendly online finding aids 7 13.0
Limitations on accessing the original documents 6 111
Unaware of archival collection institutions 2 37
Limitations on the quantity of access 2 37
Reference staff unable to offer help 2 37
Other 1 1.9
Non-response 7 13.0
Total 54 100
Table 11 and 12 show the problems that need to 4. Conclusion and Suggestions

be improved in archives. Based on the research findings, the

author suggests that, first, the current archival
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online finding aids should improve the display
of contextual information, especially on the
support of collections browsing. Second, the
archival online systems should improve on
the search vocabulary suggestions, the name
authority control, and browsing hierarchically.
Third, the online access limitations and the
quality of digitization needs to be improved
to advance archives use. Fourth, the reference
staff needs more professional training in order
to offer effective assistance. Finally, inter-
organizational and international cooperation of

archivesis desired to benefit history researchers.
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