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Getting personal: shifting from traditional to
digital services without losing our human (inter)face

Christian van der Ven, Coordinator of
Digital Services and Innovation,
Brabant Historical Information Centre
(BHIC), ‘s-Hertogenbosch,
Netherlands

A lot has changed since archivists start-
ed exploring the Internet, published
catalogues online and (after some hesi-
tation) collections as well. Powered by
Web 2.0, meanwhile rapid changes oc-
curred in the way archivists and users
interact with each other online. These
exciting developments challenged the
former attitudes of colleagues world
wide. As archivists, we were stepping
outside our comfort zones, or letting the
general public step inside ours. Current-
ly we find ourselves at the next turning
point: entering a stage in which our web-
sites no longer merely offer convenient
ways for researchers to prepare for their
research at home, before they head for
reading rooms. No, websites have be-
come number one platforms for the ac-
tual research itself, with less need for
location visits.

This trend is supported by the outcome
of Dutch surveys amongst users of ar-
chives: in 2003, still 79% of the re-
spondents had visited a reading room
within the six months before the survey,
in 2013 that percentage had declined
dramatically to 49%, of whom 26% vis-
ited only once. However, the number of
visitors to websites of archives had at
the same time increased from 47% in
2003 to 82% a decade later. The way
users visit archives and do research (in
reading rooms or online) has turned
around between 2003 and 2013. An-
other interesting outcome of the sur-
vey: of all respondents who said to be
in need of support outside opening
hours of archives, 36% mentioned live
chat (68% mentioned e-mail) as a pre-
ferred way of receiving support. Yet cur-
rently only few Dutch archives provide
such a «personal» online support ser-
vice.

With that said, we reached a point
where we lost eye on the majority of us-
ers of archives, simply because these
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users have gradually been moving away
from visiting reading rooms, going on-
line. And we have not moved with them,
other than with database records and
scan images.

However, traditional reading rooms
offer more than what we currently offer
through virtual «reading rooms» on-
line. In fact, besides access to original
resources, the added value of «physi-
cal» reading rooms for its visitors has
always been in meeting other research-
ers, sharing information with each
other, and most of all face-to-face con-
tact with archivists for personal guid-
ance through a maze of access tools and

In all efforts of digitizing everything,
archivists are overlooking the one thing
valued most by our users: themselves.

archives. The Dutch survey report of
2013 states that visitors of reading
rooms value above all the expertise of
the available staff, followed by staff’s
friendliness and the quality of their an-
swers. All three aspects are missing in
virtual reading rooms. So in all efforts
of digitizing everything, archivists are
overlooking the one thing valued most
by our users: themselves.

The best services of archives have
always been personal attention and sup-
port of users. In today’s world rapidly
being digitized, society has started to
recognize the value of personal contact.
In the Netherlands, for example, shops
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and banks, where doing business on-
line is today’s standard, are advertising
their live (video) chat services even on
television. They use personal attention
for their digital customers as their
unique selling point. Since personal at-
tention can not be automated, as archi-
vists, we need to find ways of providing
personal support through virtual re-
search environments. In other words:
how can archives bring back the archi-
vist behind an online reference desk?

Currently BHIC provides two of
such services: chat and forum. Chathas
been provided from 2010 onwards, ser-
vice is from 7-10 PM on weekdays in
correspondence to the time frame dur-
ing which our website is attracting most
traffic. In 2015 until mid September, a
total of 1500 chats has been answered:
A perfect way for users of having per-
sonal assistance only a mouse click
away, while doing research in the vir-
tual reading room. Amongst users, chat
is one of the highest valued services
provided by BHIC. It is amazing what
a picture of a smiling archivist in the
corner of the screen does to a website
visitor.

Yet even more exciting is providing
service on forums. Not the most ad-
vanced tool one can imagine, however,
many of the most active online commu-
nities use forums as their platform. By
choosing its management strategy
wisely, BHIC has «grown» a very active
community on their forum, with close
to 1000 messages each month in many
topics. Itis now a site where users from

Christian van der Ven, MA, is known in the
Netherlands as «the digital archivist», for his
blog about archives and innovation, for found-
ing the Dutch Archives 2.0 network community,
and for co-initiating the «23 Things for Archi-
vists» web course in which archivists explored
Web 2.0 and social media. At the Brabant His-
torical Information Centre (BHIC), he is in-
volved in developing BHIC’s online strategy,
leading teams in exploring new ways of digital

services.



all over the world meet online, share
information, answer each other’s ques-
tions, and help newcomers with getting
their research started. Archivists act as
moderators, monitor if questions get
answers, keep in touch with active
members, and jump on discussion
threads where they can add value, for
example because of their specific knowl-
edge of collections or search strategies.

have

and

The community feels «at home» in the
forum, much like researchers feel at
home in our reading rooms. Its per-
sonal nature, human-to-human inter-
action, has made the forum one of the
biggest traffic attractions of BHIC web-
site. Where chat is a digital alternative
for the traditional reference desk, fo-
rums add mutual research assistance...
and a virtual coffee table too!
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Of course, services like chat and
forum have their share of influence on
the work of reference archivists at
BHIC. This is due not only to shift
hours and communication skills, but
most notable in the role archivists
«play» online. Instead of being a natu-
ral authority in answering reference
questions, for example in a forum, an
archivist is now just one of the many
other community members. Your an-
swer may not be the first or last, and
may certainly not be the best for this
question. Amongst users are many ex-
perts who may help «our» client better
than we can.

Although seemingly simple, fo-
rums provide powerful many-to-many
reference tools, in which archivists and

researchers collaborate. BHIC archi-

vists nowadays make use of the forum
in a way they could not have imagined
before, having become comfortable in
forwarding reference questions to the

forum community, where its users are
able to answer more questions, a lot
faster. Their trust in the community,
and loss of control over some of their
work processes, left archivists with the
benefit of spare time, now available for
reference requests which require their
specific knowledge and skills. Most of
all, each question gets the best, and
fastest, personal attention possible,
provided by either an archivist or an-
other member of the online commu-
nity.

However, as a profession, archivists
have explored only a few of the many
ways of enriching virtual reading rooms
with their personal «presence». In the
Netherlands, an education and research
project started, in which students,
teachers and archivists explore virtual
research environments from different
angles. One of the set themes being the
human/professional and its role within
this environment, its possible forms,
and added value. But while exploring,
learning more each day, for now my best
advice to colleagues anywhere would
be: Let’s get personal onlinel!

Contact: christian.van.der.ven@bhic.nl

Des services traditionnels aux services numériques sans perdre notre interface humaine

Les utilisateurs d’archives ont progressivement délaissé la visite des salles de lecture

et sont allés chercher leurs informations en ligne. Par contre, les archivistes n’ont pas

bougé avec eux. Dans leurs efforts de numérisation, les archivistes ont négligé I'élément

le plus apprécié des utilisateurs: eux-mémes. Alors, comment les archives peuvent-elles

ramener I'archiviste pour les utilisateurs — avec un service de référence en ligne?

Von den traditionellen zu digitalen Angeboten ohne unser menschliches Inter(face) zu

verlieren

Archivbenutzer haben sich schrittweise vom Besuch von Lesesilen im Archiv verab-

schiedet und sind online gegangen. Die Archivare haben ihre Nutzer aber nicht auf

diesen Weg begleitet. In ihren Bemiihungen alles zu digitalisieren, haben die Archivare

dasjenige iibersehen, was die Archivnutzer am meisten schitzen: die Archivare selbst.

So stellt sich die Frage, wie die Archive die Archivare wieder mit den Nutzern in Kontakt

bringen kénnen — mit einem Online-Beratungsdienst?
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