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Sometimes, the newest technology provides a better way to connect with the wisdom of the past. 

Such is the case with primary source digital archives. Advanced digitization and intelligent content management 
technologies have moved beyond simply preserving rare and unique research. Now, it brings that work to life.

Unlike journals, which present a history of research and analyses published over time, digital archives tell the story 
behind the findings—presenting not only the original research, but all the data, papers, illustrations, ideas and 
other materials that went into the creation of those publications. Instead of only accessing scholarly output, 
today’s primary source digital archives enable researchers to mentally travel back in time; immersing themselves 
into the content as if they were there—and do it all without going any further than their laptops or libraries. 

However, because these resources are so unique, their adoption can come with a learning curve.

To better understand the current challenges and opportunities around adopting primary source digital archives, 
in August of 2018, the Wiley Digital Archives team conducted an in-depth survey that included researchers, 
students, faculty members and librarians worldwide. 

The user group sampling of 1,496 included 1,060 graduate students and 732 faculty members, as well as a smaller 
number of undergraduate students, post-doctorate fellows and research scientists. All had used primary sources 
in the past.

The purchasing group sampling included 272 librarians whose institutions had previously 
purchased primary source digital archives. The bulk of these respondents hailed from 
research- and teaching-intensive universities, with a smaller percentage representing 
specialized research institutes and community colleges.  

This paper summarizes our findings, addresses the challenges, and also offers 
practical advice on how to get the most out of this new wealth of content.

P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E  D I G I T A L  A R C H I V E S :  T H E  C H A L L E N G E S ,  O P P O R T U N I T I E S , 
A N D  B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  T O  P R O M O T E  U S A G E
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When a library acquires journals or similar materials, librarians often measure the return on that investment based 
on sheer volume of use. So, it ’s not surprising that many try to cost-justify a digital archive purchase the same 
way—and are frustrated by the numbers.

Although primary source archives serve a diverse group of researchers, they never produce the same usage 
reports as journals that serve a broader market. On the surface, this could make primary course archives seem 
like they cost too much per user.

But, consider what would happen if the institution didn’t have these digital archives readily available. In that 
scenario, the only way researchers could access the information they needed would be to secure a grant and 
physically travel to the archive locale. A grant to fund that travel could easily top $10,000. Yet, only one person 
would benefit from that expenditure. While that student or faculty researcher could be so profoundly impacted by 
the experience that he or she bases his or her career or tenure on that niche research area, a primary source 
digital archive opens that same, possibly life-changing, opportunity to an institution’s entire research community. 
So, the impact is compounded. 

The users also have a more streamlined experience. Because every local archive is organized differently, there’s 
always the possibility that a researcher could travel all the way to a site and still not find what he or she is looking 
for. A digital archive is consistently well organized and categorized, so researchers can more easily find what 
they’re looking for, and often, discover information that they didn’t even know was available. 

Ultimately, the value and ultimate cost justification for digitized primary sources is not usage quantity, but the quality of 
research, learning and insight that comes out of it. Librarians can help drive more students and researchers to use these 
resources through awareness initiatives, but should never base the overall success on volume alone. 

There’s a perception that archives are only valuable to researchers in the humanities and social sciences fields. 
The fact is, archives are naturally cross-disciplinary, which broadens their use to include myriad areas of study.

You don’t have to look much further than our own survey participants to see the proof.

It ’s interesting to note that, although the librarians we surveyed were heavily skewed toward the humanities, 
the 1,496 digital archive users’ areas of study were almost equally dispersed among health sciences, life sciences, 
physical sciences, and social sciences & humanities.

Effectively Measuring a Digital Archive’s Value  

Maximizing Impact by Engaging Users in Multiple Disciplines
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While current research will always add value, innovators are increasingly looking to the past to uncover theoretical 
concepts that were unfinished, under-supported, or simply ahead of their time. Because current primary source 
digital archives provide a deep dive into the thought process behind the presented theories, contemporary 
researchers can truly understand the cognitive process of the individuals who produced the idea. They can see 
multiple illustrations as the idea evolved; understand how it was tested, and why it failed or succeeded. 
Then, they can apply their own knowledge to that foundational information, and sometimes, carry that early 
concept to the finish line.

It is not a rare occurrence for past ideas to foreshadow current innovation. 

One notable example is the Hyperloop, famed entrepreneur Elon Musk’s concept for a vacuum-and-maglev-powered 
train that would travel through a tube. Although the idea sounds futuristic, the concept for air-pressure-driven 
transportation actually originated in the late 17th century with inventor George Medhurst1. So, the modern-day idea 
had its roots firmly planted in the past.

The user diversity within this survey group is reflective of the larger community now utilizing these archives. As more of 
these resources are constructed and presented with a multi-disciplinary focus, the more interest they’re generating 
among a wider berth of students, researchers and faculty. As a result, more departments, and more users can benefit 
from a single archive, with each group approaching the content from their own perspectives and interests. 

With a multi-disciplinary construct, an archive that’s heavily focused on the studies from an anthropology society could 
be equally utilized in the areas of psychology, medicine, genealogy and biology, as well as anthropology. This broader 
organization of content compounds the value and return-on-investment of the archive, because it can be leveraged by a 
wider user base. It also offers up the potential for cross-departmental research projects, where these make sense.

Recognizing the Value of Both Past and Current Research

Subject area distribution of those who use primary sources

1 https://www.businessinsider.com/history-hyperloop-pneumatic-tubes-as-transportation-2017-8#throughout-the-mid-1850s-several-more-
pneumatic-railways-were-built-in-dublin-london-and-paris-the-london-pneumatic-despatch-system-was-meant-to-transport-parcels-but-it-was-
large-enough-to-carry-people-too-to-mark-its-opening-the-duke-of-buckingham-traveled-through-it-in-1865-2
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Combining yesterday’s concepts with the knowledge of today could bring breakthroughs in multiple areas, 
including medicine, technology and psychology, as well as transportation. So, current research, as well as primary 
source theories, both have significant roles in driving innovation. 

Just as important, the insight of the past, and a heightened understanding of the theory’s backstory could reshape 
a researcher’s perspective, so he or she approaches a project in a different way. That mental shift could have a 
monumental impact on the resulting work. 

Instead of focusing primarily on print, the dominant purchasing strategy among librarians today is to include both print 
and digital materials, as well as video content. And those non-traditional purchases continue to grow.

A full 65 percent of the librarians responding to the Wiley survey reported purchasing digital archives within the past 
two years, with those purchases prompted by user requests.

Understanding How Students and Researchers 
Discover Digital Archives

Before looking at how researchers find and use digital archives, let’s spend a little time on those who don’t—and why. 

Initially, the Wiley team sent the survey to 2,362 faculty, students, researchers, and only 1,496 met the criteria for 
analysis, which was having used digital archives. Eight hundred sixty-six of those respondents—more than one-third of 
the original survey group—did not use digital archives. 

Costs and lack of availability, along with deficient metadata and the “time intensiveness” of finding and accessing these 
sources, were a few of  the most common reasons for non-use. 

Those non-users offering free responses cited increased ease of access and use, less paperwork, complete metadata 
and free access as the factors that would most likely prompt them to start using primary sources. 

The Most Common Barriers to Digital Archive Use
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A full 31 percent of the librarians surveyed provided on-demand, ad-hoc services for primary sources and, if primary 
sources were unavailable, librarians helped researchers secure an inter-library loan. Although librarians are putting a lot 
of work into getting the appropriate resources for their researchers, more often than not, the researchers are turning to 
colleagues, instead of librarians, for help, which could drive down primary source usage.       

Search methods for primary sources

In the Wiley survey, respondents said they sought out digital archives through Google searches (21 percent), follow up 
from citations or published mentions (14 percent) and by consulting the online library catalogue (13 percent), long before 
they consulted the librarian. 

This propensity for independent search could result in a significant disconnect. Librarians may not realize the full extent 
of the need for primary source materials in specific areas.  At the same time, because they’re looking for options on their 
own, users might not be aware of the full breadth of resources available through their own libraries.

21% 14% 13% 12% 10% 8%
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While it’s true that user groups might talk to librarians to recommend desired digital archive purchases, when it comes 
to searching for digital archive availability, the preference is clearly self-serve. 

Last purchased primary sources
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In the past, email was the communication vehicle of choice when librarians added a new journal or digital archive 
to the institution’s existing arsenal of resources. While that method of outreach is still effective with faculty 
members, the Wiley survey indicates that undergraduate and graduate students are far less likely to read, 
or find content through, traditional emails or newsletters. Most discover new content organically, by browsing 
through the library website.

Looking Beyond Email to Inform Faculty, Students 
and Researchers About New Digital Archives 

By engaging with the user group—either online or in person or both—and acting as intermediaries between digitized 
primary sources and the individuals seeking out this information, librarians have an opportunity to transform the 
primary source acquisition and search process. They could drive awareness, adoption and more effectively stay up-to-
speed on current resource needs to make better purchasing choices, and more effectively connect users with other 
resources they may have missed on their own.

Alternative sources of primary sources 
in case of unavailability

31% 30% 28% 32% 32%36% 21% 21% 18% 22% 21%25% 16% 19% 19% 14% 10%12%

Ask a friend/colleague for access Personal society membershipInterlibrary loan

14% 13% 14% 15% 21%13%

Visit archives in person

4% 4% 7% 4% 3%6%

Other

13% 14% 14% 12% 13%8%
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Some of the surveyed librarians now place banners on the library websites to increase awareness. Others are 
considering engaging social media channels to get the word out—and “shared” among other interested students 
and researchers. Whereas an email may be forwarded to another student, if it is even read, the very nature of 
social media ensures that more people will be exposed to the information more quickly. So, it’s an excellent vehicle 
for multiplying the awareness factor, particularly among students.

In the Wiley survey, we asked the user group and librarians to rank their most common challenge while teaching, 
studying or conducting research. The number one issue cited by both groups was accessing primary source materials.

The Critical Role of the Librarian in Digital Archive Adoption

Informing patrons about new primary source collections
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Specific emails to 
relevant faculty 
informing them 
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25%
Web banner on 
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about new 
content
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the library 
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new primary 
sources
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User challenges in using primary sources

None

5% 3% 3%

Accessing 
primary sources

Analyzing & 
interpreting primary 

sources

Integrating 
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Acquiring digital/
physical copies of 

the artifacts

35% 23% 18% 17%37% 20% 14% 25%43% 35% 15%

Teaching ResearchersStudents
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The reasons for the challenge were varied, ranging from prohibitive costs to the complexity involved in finding the 
needed resources. Responses included:

Other respondents cited issues with incomplete scans, poor documentation and translation; as well as the length 
of time required for an inter-library loan. One respondent was unclear how to process the data, because either the 
software was unavailable or the information presented was not of academic quality. 

To be effective, archives have to be well-organized, complete, easy to navigate and available to researchers 
wherever they choose to do their work. 

*Not asked of researchers

 Many sites with primary 
sources are blocked by 
our Information Services 
department, so I must 
search these from my 
home computer.

 Sometimes the information 
isn’t readily available, so 
I have to pull from multiple 
sources. The time and trouble 
in tracking them alone are 
challenges.

To have access, in general, 
to primary resources is easy, 
but is very, very difficult in the 
sense of costs. You can find 
the right source or document 
with the information that you 
need, but to have access to 
that information, you need the 
complete document, in many 
cases, you have to pay for it.



Although the faculty members surveyed encourage the use of primary sources to add a new dimension to research, 
few formally make it a part of their course’s learning objective. However, a little collaboration between faculty and 
librarians could effectively change that narrative. 

Expanding Primary Source Use in the Classroom 
through Faculty/Librarian Collaboration

Users and librarians were also in sync on the second greatest challenge: analyzing and interpreting primary sources.

The fact is, although researchers and students recognize the need for digital archives, they also are looking for help on 
how to effectively use them.  How much help they need depends on a number of factors, which could range from the 
complexity of their research to their own experience to the amount of help they’re getting from faculty members.

Librarians have a real opportunity to provide relevant services to enable users to more effectively incorporate 
primary sources into their research. For example, they can offer workshops and instructional sessions to explain 
how to begin exploring archived material. They can develop blogs and web-based guides on search how-to’s; as 
well as offer online, interactive chats, during which students and researchers can ask questions.  

The more librarians can take the mystery out of fully utilizing primary sources, the more they maximize the value of 
these resources, and strengthen their roles as resource consultant at the institution. As a result, more researchers, 
students and faculty will take advantage of the librarian’s insight, as well as currently underutilized resources.

Perceived user challenges in using primary sources

19%
Analyzing and 
interpreting digital 
primary sources

29%
Finding appropriate 
digital primary sources

21%
Accessing digital 
primary sources

17%
Interaction with the digital 
platforms for primary 
sources

12%
Format of the 
digitized sources
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Unlocking the Potential of Digital Archives
Today, digital archives bring new perspective to students and research fellows alike; giving them a window into the 
minds of innovators past; providing the insight that could inspire the next big breakthrough.

By actively promoting and educating users on fully utilizing these expansive resources, librarians can help institutions 
maximize their value, and expose users to a world of possibilities they may have never experienced before.

For more information on Wiley Digital Archives, please visit wileydigitalarchives.com 

In some institutions, librarians are proactively reaching out to faculty members to help them integrate primary source 
research into their courses. Then, they’re providing in-class events to talk about the digital archives available for 
upcoming projects, as well as walking students through exercises on how to use these resources. Just as important, 
they’re helping students understand how to utilize what they discover as a catalyst for their own critical thinking. 

These professor-librarian partnerships not only expose more students to best practices for using digital archives, 
but also encourage teachers to formalize the use of primary sources in their curriculum.  All of which expands the 
use and elevates the role of these resources. 

Primary sources as part of course’s learning objective
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Yes, use primary 
sources in teaching
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Yes, but not formally
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