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Archival Discovery at NYU
Finding Aids ‘Bridge’

Sally Vermaaten

Gates Archive



2013 

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


2013 - Methods
● Literature review

● Ideation workshop and affinity grouping

● Peer system assessment

● High-level requirements

● Personas (started)



Proof of concept

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Prioritizing discovery with other system needs

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

1. Archival search and browse - Blacklight

2. Collection management - ArchivesSpace

3. Request and workflow management - Aeon

4. Special collections discovery - ???

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Bridge to a better user experience

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Methods - Heuristic evaluation

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Methods - Wireframing and feedback

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Prioritizing discovery with other system needs

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

1. Archival search and browse ✅
2. Collection management - ArchivesSpace 

3. Request and workflow management - Aeon

4. Special collections discovery - ???

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


2017 - Special Collections Discovery System



Takeaway #1

Where possible, share your user assessment data,  system 

evaluations, design artefacts, as well as code. Seek to build 

on the work of others rather than re-inventing wheels.

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Takeaway #2

Identifying and documenting user needs can be both an 

input into and impetus for software development and 

improvement projects.

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


Takeaway #3

Consider proof-of-concept approach and incremental, 

phased roll outs of different components.

specialcollections.library.nyu.edu    |    https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids | Sally Vermaaten

http://www.specialcollections.library.nyu.edu
https://github.com/NYULibraries/findingaids


ArchivesSpace Public User Interface
User Requirements and Assessment
  

susan pyzynski
associate librarian for technical services
houghton library, harvard university

emilie hardman
research, instruction & digital initiatives librarian
houghton library, harvard university



Beginning the Design Process, 2015
● ArchivesSpace starts the process to create a new PUI

● Mark Custer (Yale) agrees to lead the membership driven 
process

● May: a first call for volunteers goes out, a 14 member 
working group is formed

● Cherry Hill chosen as the design firm 

● June: the PUI Enhancement Working Group has first virtual 
meeting, design process runs through December 2015

In June, the 



ArchivesSpace PUI Design Working Group
Mark Custer, Yale University, Chair

Susan C. Pyzynski, Harvard University Cate Putrirskis, Ohio State University

Linda Hocking, Litchfield Historical Society Scott Schwartz, University of Illinois

Susan Luftschein, Univ. of Southern California Cory Nimer, Brigham Young University

Maura Carbone, Brandeis University Krista Ferrante, MITRE Corporation

Matt Francis, Penn State University Claryn Spies, Yale University 

Mariella Soprano, Calltech Elisa Piccio, Caltech

Dara Flinn, Rice University Jessica Dowd Crouch, Univ. of South Carolina



Collaboration
● Virtual meetings every two weeks with the working group 

and Cherry Hill

● Used GoToMeeting and Slack for the collaborative design 
process

● Careful documentation of design and decision-making 
through a public wiki 
https://archivesspace.atlassian.net/wiki/spaces/ADC/pages/6
6355216/Design+Phase

● Sought outside comments and contributions

● Reviewed and integrated all past functionality requests from 
members

https://archivesspace.atlassian.net/wiki/spaces/ADC/pages/66355216/Design+Phase
https://archivesspace.atlassian.net/wiki/spaces/ADC/pages/66355216/Design+Phase


First Round of User Testing
● Determined we should incorporate user testing of original 

ArchivesSpace front end in design process

● Harvard, Rice, and Yale performed user testing in 
conjunction with Cherry Hill

● Results were incorporated in the final Cherry Hill design

● Decided to do continuous user testing during the 
development phase of the PUI



User Testing: PUI Development Phase
● Development phase runs January 2016-June 2017

● Smaller Development Group formed: members from 
ASpace/Lyrasis, Hudson Molongo, Yale, Harvard

● Harvard volunteers to take the lead in user testing

● User testing carried out: July-November 2016

● Incorporation of test results into development process 
and decisions





UX at Harvard
User Research 
Center (2 FTE, 
including Senior 
Consultant)

Trained User 
Experience 
Consultants 
embedded in 7 
functional areas 
through Library



Methods
Moderated task-based usability testing

Unmoderated task-based usability testing

Guided Site Interviews

Card Sort

Modified Card Sort/Vocabulary-generating exercise







From Recommendations: 

For future development, it 
may be useful to think 
about ways that users can 
interact with the data in 
ways that offer them more 
personal and directly 
useful ways to sort and 
resort, filter, expand, and 
further explore.



ArcLight
ɸʎʎ˙ʕɸʖȵ˔ɸʖɯ ȵˀɑɵɸˮɛˆ
Mark A. Matienzo / @anarchivist / 28 July 2017
Collaboration & Interoperability Architect, Stanford University Libraries
For more information, visit http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

http://bit.ly/arclightproject


Description and objectives
● Project initiated by Stanford University in 2014 to address a 

long-standing interest in discovery/delivery of information in archives

● Support discovery of physical and digital objects

● Compatibility with and intended for integration with other systems, 
e.g. ArchivesSpace and Hydra-based repositories 

● Development, enhancement, and maintenance by the 
Blacklight/Hydra communities

● Maintain a community focus throughout the project

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



The ArcLight design process
● Process led by 2 UX designers in Stanford Libraries’ Digital Library 

Systems & Services group (Gary Geisler and Jennifer Vine)

● Followed a model for user-centered design developed and refined 
over time (see DLF 2014 presentation)

● Community-oriented, collaborative design process was an 
intentional choice and existed from the beginning
○ Informed by Stanford’s participation in open source projects

○ Opportunity for other institutions to identify needs and participate in work

○ Build interest and identify potential commitments for software development

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

https://www.slideshare.net/sul-dlss/a-usercentered-approach-to-designing-digital-library-applications


Design process contributors
Individuals

Gary Geisler, Stanford University Libraries
Wendy Hagenmaier, Georgia Tech

Nabeela Jaffer, University of Michigan
Mark Matienzo, Stanford University Libraries

Sarah Newhouse, Chemical Heritage Foundation
Kayla Ondracek, University of Michigan

Chris Powell, University of Michigan
John Rees, National Library of Medicine
Mike Shallcross, University of Michigan

Jennifer Vine, Stanford University Libraries
Laura Wilsey, Stanford University Libraries

Institutions

Bentley Historical Library (University of Michigan)
Chemical Heritage Foundation

Columbia University
Georgia Tech

Getty Research Institute
Indiana University

National Library of Medicine
New York University

Pennsylvania State University
Rockefeller Archives Center

Stanford University
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum

Yale University

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



Phase 2

Archivist interviews
End-user interviews
Interview analysis

Design process components
Discovery Information Architecture Visual Design

Phase 1

Environmental scan
Stakeholder goals
Interview planning

Phase 1

User needs
User personas

Requirements prioritization

Phase 2

Conceptual models
Conceptual sitemaps

Wireframes

Phase 1

Visual design mockups
Visual design style guide

Nov 2014 Feb 2015 May 2015 Summer 
2016

Oct 2016 Nov 2016 Jan 2017 Feb 2017 Feb 2017 Mar 2017 Apr 2017 Apr 2017 Jun 2017

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



● Idea/need: provide delivery of digital objects in context of description
● Environmental scan: investigate existing implementations and 

encoding practices
● Interview questions

○ Archivists
■ What proportion of [your repository’s collections] are digital archives or have some digital content?
■ Do you have requirements for linking finding aids to digital content? Do you currently do this? How?
■ How would like to see links to digital objects instantiated? In other words, if your finding aid links to a 

digital image, how would that digital image be displayed? What about other media types?

○ Researchers
■ How important to you is access to the digital content in an archival collection?
■ Do you choose an archival collection based on whether it includes digital content?

Tracing user needs
http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



Tracing needs: interviews 
Sample quotes from interview analysis on user needs

ArcLight, to the extent that it's feasible, we want to give the user access to the digital objects within ArcLight…  Pretty 
straight forward for something like images, even for video…Even an embeddable viewer…at some point. (Archivist)

I think the distinctions [where content is stored] are important for us … for knowing where things are, especially if there is 
a reprocessing project or we need to verify something. That’s what we use our current collections management database 
for… But probably I feel researchers don’t care where things live as long as they can have access to them (Archivist)

ArcLight probably can't have an embeddable viewer, accomplish delivery of every file format. The great thing about finding 
aids, is we have this link. For the most part, for crawls and [digital repository], [you] probably get a better view. (Archivist)

[Access to digital content is] super important if I can’t come to the archive. Even if I have the money to go to an archive, 
I’m only going to look at the stuff that isn’t digitized. (Researcher)

The other issue, I do think when things are digitized it's easy for them to… get the sense that they're not in a continuum 
next to other things or in folders or together in a way. Sometimes, it's very crucial how things are or left or either 
reorganized or whatever it is. The things that are nearby. (Researcher)

http://bit.ly/arclight-design-documents 

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

http://bit.ly/arclight-design-documents


Tracing needs: personas

http://bit.ly/arclight-design-documents 

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

http://bit.ly/arclight-design-documents


Tracing needs: requirements
http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



Tracing needs: wireframes
Initial design Revised design

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



Tracing needs: implementation

https://arclight-demo.projectblacklight.org/ 

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

https://arclight-demo.projectblacklight.org/


Observations
● Valuable to get early and frequent input on designs
● Overhead of collaboration sometimes slows things down; requires 

additional coordination
● Some parts of design process require deep UX or design expertise
● Fear of design by committee mitigated by demonstrating leadership 

while making adequate space for critical feedback
● Being heavily community-focused allowed for greater engagement 

and built more excitement

http://bit.ly/arclightproject 



Tɵȵʖʋ Yʞ˙!
Mark A. Matienzo / @anarchivist / 28 July 2017
Collaboration & Interoperability Architect, Stanford University Libraries
For more information, visit http://bit.ly/arclightproject 

http://bit.ly/arclightproject


Group discussion ground rules
● Only one person should speak at any given time

● Move up/Move up (switch your speaking and listening habits)

● No one knows everything; together we know a lot

● We can’t be articulate all the time

● Education, not argumentation

● Be mindful of time

● Discussion held under Chatham House Rule: 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/about/chatham-house-rule 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/about/chatham-house-rule


Discussion Questions
State of archival discovery

● How would you describe archival discovery at your current institution?

● What works well with your current archival discovery implementation? What helps your users to discover archival materials?

● What are the weaknesses with your archival discovery implementation or what do you want to improve? What challenges do 

users face in discovering archival materials?

User centered design and user assessment

● How do you see using user assessment/collaborative work as a way to address that?

● What are the challenges to doing that in your institution? 

● What are the weaknesses of using a user-centered approach?

● How do you think about your users? Who are and aren’t your users? Who are you designing for?

● Are there tools/techniques that would make it easier to lower the barrier to using user-centered design processes?

Collaborative work

● How has your department collaborated with other departments or institutions in the past?

● What are the barriers and opportunities you see to working collaboratively across institutions?

Google folder for notes documents: http://bit.ly/s403-discussion 

http://bit.ly/s403-discussion

