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Abstract. This paper reports a study of the characteristics, skills and competencies of 
historians, both amateur and professional, as users of archives. It makes two main comparisons: 
between professional historians and amateurs, typically genealogists and family historians; and 
between participants in Slovenia and in the United Kingdom. The study is in two parts. First, a 
detailed and comprehensive literature analysis, including information competencies of 
archivists where relevant, as well as those of users, to identify the main issues to be examined. 
Second, a Delphi study with a small panel of archivists from both countries, to establish 
consensus or divergence of opinion, and to explore the differences, if any, between amateur and 
professional historians, and will also investigate any national differences. The results show a 
high degree of consensus, and point to common issues in the skills and competencies needed by 
both groups, which should be explored in a larger study.  
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1 Introduction  

Better understanding of the characteristics, skills and competencies of archives users 
is particularly important at a time when archives are increasingly becoming digital, are 
providing services to remote users, and also as they begin to store data collections as 
well as more familiar archival documents. In this paper we focus on historians, both 
amateur and professional, as users of archives. 

2 Literature review and synthesis  

Historians (professional and amateur) are the most investigated among users of 
archives [1]. Studies have generally focused on professionals, while sometimes 
including amateurs; for example, a recent study by Washburn, Eckert, and Proffitt [2] 
on how archives users adopt social media included faculty, students and genealogists. 



Studies often aim at finding out the information practices of historians, their 
preferences regarding types and formats of materials, their attitude towards archivists 
and archives, and the varied purposes and impacts of archival research. As Case [3] 
put it, "Historical research in the archives is a multistage, iterative process. Historians 
may use a broad, “path-breaking” approach to research, proposing new ways of 
looking at old problems, or they may opt for a narrow, “microhistoric” approach, 
examining or documenting a specific community of interest or problem." Huvila [4] 
found that the empirical approach to studying archival users, in many cases historians, 
has strengthened in the new millennium, coincident with an increase in digital 
material in archives. These studies have generally used mixed qualitative and 
quantitative methods, including paper-based and web-based surveys, interviews, focus 
groups, observations, diaries, log analysis, and experiments [5, 6, 7, 8].  

Such studies have fallen into three groups [9]: materials/institution centred, 
focusing on materials used; product-centred, focusing on archival research results; and 
user-centred. This last group of studies, considering the characteristics, behaviour, 
competencies, etc. of archives users is of most relevance to our study. There are 
relatively few such studies, and these were the focus of this literature review, which 
resulted in a qualitative synthesis [10], identifying the themes for our subsequent 
empirical study.  

 Poole, in a major review of the literature of the area [5], gave an overview of 
studies of the interaction between historians and archivists over eight decades. 
Although studies show historians increasingly adopting digital tools, there is still a 
reliance on traditional means of following footnotes and references. Both primary and 
secondary materials are widely used: for all types of materials extent of use and 
perceived usefulness are not necessarily correlated. Several studies indicated that 
historians' information seeking strategies were less than optimal, and that it would be 
helpful if archivists were consulted to a greater extent, and earlier in the process. 
Poole concluded that the influence of digital technology, together with a better 
understanding of historians' information practices, will allow for more effective 
collaboration between historians and archivists in the future. He cited several studies 
calling for increased archival training and archival literacy, in the context of education 
of professional historians; see, in particular, Morris, Mykytiuk and Weiner [11]. More 
recently, Carini has proposed a framework for standards of information literacy in 
archives and special collections [12]. Poole's review also noted the significance for the 
future of the amateur historian and the citizen archivist. 

Early studies found that historians use informal and personal sources, as well as 
formal sources to locate and retrieve information [13, 14, 15, 16]. Beattie found that 
predominant sources used by Canadian historians for locating information were 
archivists, footnotes, and colleagues, not formal tools [17]. However, though informal 
sources were more frequently used by these historians “they are not more useful than 
the formal descriptive tools available.” Cole found that history doctoral students had 
different ways of processing information which affect their knowledge formulation: 
holistic and serialistic [18]. Another finding of Cole's study is that besides using 
textual materials these historians were increasingly using non-textual forms such as 
photographs and oral histories. A study by Stieg Dalton and Charnigo found that some 
information practices of historians have remained the same, such as finding 
information in book reviews, browsing, and carrying out comprehensive searches 



[19]. Although there was still a preference for printed sources, historians had begun to 
use digital databases, catalogues and indexes. 

These patterns appear not to have changed much in a decade, as Sinn & Soares 
noted that historians show similar information behaviors with digital collections [9]. 
Chassanoff claimed that it is not possible to identify from the literature which would 
be historians' preferred search and retrieval strategies in archival settings [8], 
However, she also found that historians' preferred ways of locating primary sources 
are finding aids, archivists and citation linking; the methods deemed most useful are 
not necessarily the most frequently used, due to experience, availability, etc. She also 
argued that "rather than focusing solely on frequency of use, or facilitating better 
search and retrieval methods, archivists should consider how information needs adapt 
and change as new knowledge is acquired." 

Duff identified patterns of user behaviour from the literature, finding that too little 
information was provided for effective archival reference service, and that finding aids 
were heavily consulted and highly valued, as were system help features [20], which 
substituted for the help of an archivist. Duff and Johnson explored the information 
behaviour of professional genealogists, finding researchers predominantly searching 
for personal names, sometimes place names, dates, and genres, only occasionally 
seeking advice from archivists and colleagues, and rarely consulting formal sources 
such as finding aids [21]. They identified barriers in the search process: the 
provenance-based organization of finding aids is not user friendly, especially to 
novice researchers, while distributed systems without a central search portal, and time 
constraints, were problematic. Freund and Toms carried out a lab-based study of ways 
in which historians and genealogists used printed and digital archive finding aids [22]. 
The participants used a variety of strategies for interacting with the finding aids; 
although they were generally successful in completing the tasks, there was some 
evidence that they were confused by an "archival world view" instantiated in the 
finding aids; see also [23] on findings aids as a distinct genre of document. 

Lybeck found that in digital archives researchers are beginning to show non-
traditional behaviours which has probably to do with their general experiences with 
using online databases, digital libraries, etc. [24]. Digital archives are increasingly 
seen as just another digital library [5]. Seadle made the point that the most basic 
information activity of historians - reading and scanning - is considerably altered as 
visits to physical libraries and archives are increasingly replaced by remote 
engagement with digital texts [25]. 

Tibbo found that US historians utilized a wide range of primary materials and also 
of sources and tools, from paper materials to online databases, web searching and 
repositories, but lacked knowledge of the content of digital sources, and even of the 
existence of electronic finding aids [26]. Recommendations were that archivists 
should become more proactive in user education and that they should dedicate more 
attention to archival finding aids tailoring them to the users’ needs; more recently 
Cook made a similar call for greater attention to the relative characteristics, 
knowledge and skills of historians and archivists, which would reflect in an enriched 
archival practice [27]. A similar study in the UK found that although historians work 
in different ways, there are still some common patterns of behavior and preferences; 
the main factor explaining historians’ information-retrieval behaviour is the type, or 
genre, of the information source [28]. 



Duff, Craig & Cherry carried out questionnaire studies of Canadian academic 
historians, finding that historians use what is available to them, but wish for more 
sources, particularly digital, use a variety of document types and formats, want a 
better and faster access to finding aids, and value archives for the completeness of 
their collections [29, 30]. Among the most valued sources were finding aids, 
footnotes, and archivists; most preferred to use the original format of materials, but 
also valued electronic access and digital reproduction. Chasanoff also investigated 
academic historians, using a web survey, finding an awareness of, and interest in, new 
technological developments, the quality of digitized materials, and recognition of the 
archivists' expertise in the digital environment [8]. Sinn and Soares found that 
historians’ sources of information about the existence of digital archival collections 
were mainly informal and personal [9].  

Sinn surveyed historians' experience and perception of digital archives, finding 
that they behave similarly to other users of digital libraries, generally finding about 
databases through informal means, and, if interested in the content, being prepared to 
learn to make best use of even an unfriendly interface [31]. They saw drawbacks and 
benefits in technology: drawbacks are mentioned in connection to poor quality of 
images, lack of diversity, non-searchability; benefits mainly in easing searching and 
access, saving time, and having items universally available. This, and other studies, 
show an increasing reliance on general web search engines, to find resources, rather 
than archive-specific systems [9, 26, 33, 34, 35]. Sinn and Soares (2014) therefore 
conclude that digital project developers should try to make their entire collection 
database indexable by search engines [9].  

Some studies also show that perceptions of historians towards digital materials is 
that they are not as reliable as traditional sources [36, 37, 38], and that digital 
technologies change patterns of behaviour [39].  Elena et al. found that historians 
exhibit quite sophisticated retrieval competences, concluding that the perceptions of 
historians that digital resources are less useful and less reliable may be related to the 
limitations in the functionalities of archival information retrieval systems [37].  

From this literature synthesis, the following themes emerge as needing further 
investigation with respect to historians' use of archives: the differences between 
amateurs and professionals; the changing relation between use of physical and digital 
materials; the user skills and competences needed, particularly in the digital 
environment; and the changing role of the archivist in supporting historians, as 
archives become increasingly digital. 

3 Research  

3.1  Research problem and research questions  
That there are significantly different issues in information literacies and competencies 
in the archival context is well established [40], and is confirmed by the literature 
analysis. This study made two comparisons of specific user groups: between 
professional historian and amateurs, the latter often skilled and sophisticated in their 
'serious leisure' information practices; and between participants in Slovenia and the 
United Kingdom, variations here perhaps resulting from differing national histories, 



cultures and political systems. The research questions were: 
1. What are the main types of archival materials used by historians?; are there 

differences between professionals and amateurs? 
2. What are the attitudes of historians towards physical archive materials, compared 

to digital materials?; are there differences between professionals and amateurs? 
3. What are the main skills and competences needed for effective use of archives?; 

are these competences and skills changing, and if so, how?  
4. Are there notable differences in skills and competences of archives use between 

amateur and professional users?; if so, how do these manifest? 
5. How, if at all, does the role of the archivist differ in supporting amateur and 

professional users?   
 
3.2  Methodology  
A Delphi study was used in this phase, being particularly valuable in identifying 
consensus or divergence of opinion, and increasingly used in information behaviour 
research [41]. The expert participants were archivists; the validity of using expert 
opinion of this sort to investigate archive users behaviour has been demonstrated 
(Vilar and Šauperl 2014, 2015). In Slovenia there were five participants, in the UK 
four, in both cases coming from national and regional archives. Although this number 
is relatively small for a Delphi study, it was sufficient to provide the necessary 
information for this initial study. The Slovenian participants were all professional 
archivists, with qualifications in history, and also had experience of working with 
users. In fact, the majority of archivists in Slovenia are historians, although in most 
Slovenian archives the reading room staff are not professional archivists, but rather 
“technical staff”, usually with only high school qualifications. Data was gathered in 
April and May 2016 using email for communication.  
 
There were two rounds, identical in both countries. In the first round the participants 
provided answers to five research questions above. In the second round the 
participants were shown a summary of answers from both countries, grouped around 
the same five thematic units, and invited to add or revise opinions, additional 
thoughts, and comments. Although the number of participants was small, there 
seemed to be a distinct difference in the second round responses, in that Slovenian 
participants were less comfortable expressing dissent or criticism. This may be due to 
a difference in the cultural traditions of the two countries, and may raise 
methodological issues; namely, it would be worth investigating further for its effect on 
use of Delphi and similar methods in culturally mixed settings. 

4 Results and discussion  

4.1 The main archival sources used by historians 
There was consensus in both countries that a very wide variety of sources are used 
which confirms findings of most older and newer studies.UK participants felt that 
archivists are not necessarily aware of those which are most important for, and used 



by, particular user group. Some Slovenian archivists mentioned “more popular” fonds, 
some of them specific for the particular archive. 

There was a lack of consensus in both countries as to whether this applied equally 
to all users. Some respondents felt it did, others thought it reasonable to distinguish 
professionals (likely to be more aware of the background to the documents being 
examined, and potentially prefer to focus on less well known sources) and amateurs 
(who may prefer well-known 'easy'-to-use sources, e.g. printed rather than handwritten 
(which may be difficult to read), and rely on secondary sources for background).  
 	
4.2 Attitudes of historians to physical and digital materials 
There was consensus in the UK, and general though not unanimous consensus in 
Slovenia, that there was no distinction between professionals and amateurs in this 
respect; but no consensus as to the nature of the preference. When asking this question 
we did not differentiate between digitized and born digital material. Neither did these 
differences appear from the participant’s responses. One viewpoint, more pronounced 
in Slovenia, was that both groups preferred digital materials for convenience and ease 
of use; a UK participant was surprised by this, and speculated that it might reflect 
different national practices in respect of digitisation, indexing and metadata. It should 
be noted that in Slovenia there are few digital collections of archival material or 
finding aids available online. It is possible that such user preference may be more 
pronounced when users do not realize exactly what 'online availability' means. This 
finding is also interesting in the light of other studies [36, 37, 38] which found some 
user reluctance towards digital materials. An alternative viewpoint, more pronounced 
in the UK, and later agreed with by one Slovenian participant, was that both groups 
preferred physical materials; although this situation is changing. Those Slovenian 
participants who believed that there was a difference in the preferences of professional 
and amateur users did not agree which preferred the digital and which the physical. 
UK participants, and one Slovenian, noted that amateurs sometimes had problems 
with interpretation of digital materials, not fully understanding the context of the page 
they were viewing. One participant noted high user expectations regarding technology 
("They are looking forward to digitization."). Another saw the value of digitisation of 
materials and metadata to facilitate access, while one also noted that digital surrogates 
are useful from preservation point of view. 

There was no consensus about the influence of age on this preference: while there 
was a residual liking for physical material among older users, and typically an 
automatic enthusiasm for digital among younger users, there was also an excitement 
among some younger users in accessing original physical items. 
 
4.3 Skills and competences of historians for the use of archives 
There was consensus in both countries that traditional archival skills and 
competencies had not lost their importance, but that they had been complemented by 
requirements for newer technology-related competencies. This is consistent with 
earlier findings [5, 24, 25, 26. 

In both countries, archival skills (e.g. understanding archive structure and 
processes, descriptions and finding aids, dealing with archivists, paleography, ability 
to read relevant old languages and scripts) and technical skills (e.g. understanding 
metadata, searching, handling digital images) were identified as important. One UK 



participant noted that the decline in knowledge of Latin, among archivists as well as 
researchers of both kinds, "renders vast sections of medieval and early modern 
archives increasingly inaccessible". This point does not seem to have been recognised 
before, and has implications for education and training of archivists. 

UK participants also identified general research skills (e.g. time management, 
note-taking, reference citing), and the need of some users (both amateur and 
professional) for very basic help in computer use, information searching, reading 
documents, and making photographic records. Some Slovenian archivists could not 
identify with these points, while some agreed. 

Slovenian participants identified as important a background knowledge of the 
geographical area, and of the social structure, significant individuals, administration 
history, and organisation of administration in general. One UK participant also 
identified with this need, as respects the complexities of the evolution of the Greater 
London area.  

  
4.4 The differences between professional and amateur historians 
For UK participants, there was a general, though not universal, consensus, that 
experience in archival research matters more than the professional/amateur distinction 
in all aspects, including technical skills, archive materials and structure, search 
techniques, dealing with archivists. This view was also expressed by a minority of 
Slovenian participants. Another view was that there may be differences between UK 
and Slovenian users as a consequence of different archives structures in each country, 
and also as a consequence of cultural differences which causes Slovenian users to 
come with very vague research ideas – the latter may be due to being less trained for 
higher-order thinking (such as critical attitude, creativity) during schooling and in 
everyday life (but this rather sociological view would certainly need further – 
thorough and interdisciplinary – investigation). 

For the Slovenian participants, there was no consensus as to whether there was any 
significant difference between amateurs and professionals; those who identified 
differences focused on the nature of the queries put to the archivist, professionals 
stating their needs more precisely and understanding better what is likely to be found. 
One participant remarked that the two groups generally address different kinds of 
research topics; similarly, one UK participant noted that the purpose and scope of the 
research outweighed other considerations. Two Slovenian participants noted that even 
among amateurs there are big differences: some are very skilled and thorough, but 
some are not.  

There was a general consensus in both countries that amateurs needed, and 
accepted, more assistance with selection and use of sources, with research process, 
and with specific skills such as reading old languages and difficult handwriting. 
However, there was also consensus that professionals, even if experienced, would 
sometimes benefit from the advice of an archivist, while some amateurs had 
considerable research skills. This is similar to earlier findings [5, 21].	
 
4.5 The role of the archivist in supporting historians 
There was consensus that there is a need to support both groups of users, and to have 
the same general attitude toward them. 



There was consensus in Slovenia, and near consensus in the UK, that there should 
be an explicit recognition that different types of user need different support: for 
example, amateurs may ask for more assistance and explanation throughout the whole 
process, but professionals, especially if inexperienced, may believe themselves more 
competent than they are, and not ask for archivists' help when they need it. A minority 
viewpoint, from the UK, is that there is not, and should not be, any difference in the 
assistance offered to different user groups; rather archivists should respond to 
individual needs.  

There was also some indication of consensus that archivists felt differently towards 
different types of user. UK participants commented that professional historians can be 
intimidating for archive staff, particularly because historians assume that all archivists 
have a high level of knowledge of all the collections. Since Slovenian archivists are 
typically historians, this issue does not arise to the same extent, although it was 
recognised by one Slovenian participant. As noted earlier, Slovenian reading room 
staff are typically neither archivists nor historians, and when help is needed, users 
have to address their questions not to them but to the archivists in charge of the 
specific collections or fonds.  

Another issue raised by one Slovenian participant was that archivists' help is not 
acknowledged when historians use parts of information from descriptions (e.g. 
element 3.2.2 Administrative/Biographical history from ISAD(g) prepared by 
archivists) and include them into their work without proper citing; this finding is in 
contrast to other studies [8, 29, 30], which all noted that the archivist's help was 
appreciated.  

It was also said that work with users is often gratifying and that archivists learn a 
lot from them. The Slovenian participants agreed that working with amateurs was 
particularly satisfying, perhaps because they appreciate archivist assistance more than 
professionals: "Working with an amateur historian is gratifying, since I can help 'the 
enthusiastic swimmer in the ocean'".   

5 Conclusions  

The main findings of our pilot Delphi study regarding archivists' opinions on amateur 
and professional historians can be summarised as follows: 
• There was high degree of consensus between the archivists in both countries in 

virtually all topics, with differing opinions only in detail. 
• The archivists believe that the two users groups are generally similar, and 

outweighed by personal characteristics and research needs. Differences are due to 
the historical and geographical context, legislative background and availability of 
material.  

• Both user groups need assistance, but in rather different ways. The needs of the 
amateur are more evident, perhaps because they are more readily expressed, but 
are not necessarily greater. 

• Both user groups use a wide variety of sources, professionals focusing more on  
primary sources for which specialized knowledge and skills are needed.  



• Traditional skills are still needed; some are being lost. New digital skills are 
needed; basic computer/information literacy skills are sometimes lacking 
regardless of user group. 

• The archivist/historian relation may be difficult for various reasons.  
 

Certain methodological issues regarding conduction of the Delphi study were also 
raised, stemming from cultural differences of the participants from the two countries. 
In case of working with respondents who are reluctant to share critical opinions, one 
should carefully consider the methods of eliciting these. We are also aware that users 
should not be studied indirectly via opinions of practitioners who work with them. 
However, due to archival community not being used to doing user studies, the Delphi 
study was chosen as a starting point. 

These findings suggest points for further investigation, since this Delphi study was 
only an initial step in our research, and as such does not allow generalizations. A 
detailed study of archival information practices in the two groups – if indeed it is valid 
to think of these groups, rather than individual practitioners – is necessary, focusing 
particularly on generational changes in attitudes, and on the changing role of the 
digital and the physical.  In terms of competencies, further study is needed on how 
best to impart both archival and research skills including basic computer/information 
literacy, and background knowledge, including language knowledge (especially of the 
languages needed for study of older materials), and the historical/geographical context 
necessary for adequate interpretation of the materials. There is also the issue of how 
best to support archivists in their role of supporting users.  
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