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Abstract: In this study we investigate the implementation
and challenges of accessing archives in the digital age.
Through an online survey and expert interviews, data were
collected from archival institutions, professional users, and
civil society organizations in all Council of Europe member
states. Thefindings reveal that digitization has had a positive
impact on document accessibility, providing convenience,
reducing workload, and improving user access. However,
only a small portion of archival holdings have been digitized,
highlighting the need for further efforts in this area. Data
protection and copyright present significant obstacles, with
the European General Data Protection Regulation leading
to access restrictions and legal uncertainties. Preservation,
interoperability, and organization of records pose chal-
lenges in the digital realm, and while artificial intelligence
shows promise in automating metadata creation and iden-
tifying sensitive materials, concerns about algorithmic bia-
ses and the need for additional checks are highlighted. To
enhance accessibility, user-friendly interfaces, cooperation
among memory preserving institution, and outreach to new
user groups are crucial, which can ensure the effective
preservation and accessibility of digital collections in the
digital age. We provide insights for policy-making and
archival institutions in navigating the evolving landscape of
accessibility.
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1 Introduction

Following the radical changes in the political systems of
Eastern Europe, there was a significant discussion in the
early 1990s regarding the function and philosophy of
archives (Körmendy 2007). The collapse of the authoritarian
socialist regimes in East-Central Europe led to a demand for
making previously inaccessible state documents available to
the public, which aimed to lay the foundation for reckoning
with the history of the ColdWar era at both institutional and
individual levels (Gruodytė and Gervienė 2015). However,
the political system changes did not automatically result in
the modernization of the legal system or the establishment
of democratic rule-of-law societies. The guarantee of human
rights, including legislative changes and judicial enforce-
ment, remained a lengthy and complex process, still unfin-
ished in certain countries today. Nonetheless, access to
information and archives became a symbol of moving away
from the dictatorial past during the significant political
transformations of the early 1990s (Majtényi et al. 2005;
Tyacke, Van Den Boeck, and Steendam 1995).

Recognizing the importance of access to archives, the
Council of Europe (CoE) took a significant step in 2000 by
adopting Recommendation No. R (2000) 13 on a European
Policy on Access to Archives (Council of Europe 2000). This
recommendation established the first international stan-
dard on a European policy for access to archives and, while
not legally binding, it expressed common principles that all
member states were expected to respect. It emphasized that
access to information and archives should be considered a
right rather than a privilege, aligning with the principles of
the rule of law, the demands of historians, and the aspira-
tions of civil society. In 2003/04, a pan-European survey and
analysis were conducted to assess the implementation of the
CoE recommendation, with the evaluation revealing signif-
icant shortcomings in meeting the recommended principles,
particularly in new democracies in East-Central Europe, as
well as that establishedWestern democracies had traditions
favoring archive secrecy or restricted user access in various
ways (Kecskeméti and Székely 2005).
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Iván Székely, Vera and Donald Blinken Open Society Archives, Central
European University – Budapest Campus, Arany Janos u. 32, 1051 Budapest,
Hungary
Murat Karaboga, Fraunhofer-Institut für System- und
Innovationsforschung ISI, Breslauer Straße 48, 76139 Karlsruhe, Germany

PDT&C 2024; 53(2): 61–71

Open Access. © 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://doi.org/10.1515/pdtc-2024-0003
mailto:michael.friedewald@isi.fraunhofer.de
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8295-9634
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8295-9634


Over the past 20 years, the archival world has under-
gone significant changes, primarily driven by new and
emerging technologies. The digitization of paper-based and
audio-visual documents has become a widespread practice
in archival institutions that have the necessary technical
and financial resources, while the uploading of digitized
documents to openly accessible platforms has further
enhanced accessibility. Finally, the acceptance of born-digital
documents, including formats different from traditional
documents such as databases or ephemeral documents,
has become essential. The impact of these technological
advancements on the accessibility of archives cannot be
overstated; digitization and online access have revolu-
tionized the way archival materials are stored, preserved,
and made available to users. It has opened up new possi-
bilities for researchers, historians, and the general public
to explore and engage with historical records (Hofman
2012; Székely 2015).

Since the 2004 pan-European survey, it was difficult to
assess comprehensively how the access situation in Europe
has changed and the role of new and emerging technologies
in these changes. The data situation regarding the digitiza-
tion of European archives is rather unsatisfactory; apart
from regular statements by archives themselves about their
progress in digitizing collections and processes, there have
only been a few systematic and transnational studies.
Following EU funded research such the ENUMERATE proj-
ect,1 the European Commission (2019) published a progress
report on the digitization and online accessibility of cultural
material and digital preservation in cultural heritage orga-
nizations a few years ago, which, however, does not specif-
ically address the conditions of archives.

In light of these developments, the Council of Europe
has commissioned a new study to answer, inter alia, the
following two research questions:
(1) What progress have the Council of Europe member

states made in implementing Recommendation R (2000)
13, and towhat extent do the digitization of conventional
holdings and the addition of digital documents in
particular contribute to accessibility?

(2) What are current and future challenges for accessi-
bility of archives, specifically considering the status of
digitization efforts, online access, and the technical and
curatorial challenges that may affect accessibility?

By responding to these questions our study does not only
broaden the knowledge of researchers and archivists, but
also that of CoE cultural policymakers, who can use it as a

basis for complementing the instruments that promote
archival accessibility in the digital world (Friedewald,
Székely, and Karaboga 2024).

The following section explains the approach taken in the
study, followed by two sections that present the empirical
results on digitization of archives and future challenges
respectively. Finally, we draw conclusions for archives and
policymakers.

2 Approach and Methodology

For the study, we conducted an online survey among
archives in the CoE member states and their users. The
design of the survey was based on the 2003/04 survey on the
same topic to enable result comparison.

Representatives from various stakeholder groups,
including national archives, regional andmunicipal archives,
academics (historians in particular), and civil society organi-
zationsworking for the protection of civil rights or freedomof
information, were asked to fill out the questionnaire2 for the
survey. For the topic of this article, however, we only use the
survey among the archives.

The questionnaire contained a total of 57 questions on 14
topics relating to accessibility of archives, including nine
questions on digitisation, digital documents, and remote
access. An invitation was sent to the 46 National Archives of
all CoE member states and selected regional and municipal
archives (see Table 1).3

The survey was conducted online using the professional
survey tool EFS Survey by Tivian.4 The fieldwork for the
survey took place from October 10 to November 4, 2022 and,
while the response rate among the National Archives was
reasonably high (85 %), the sample size remained relatively
small due to the limited population (see Table 1). Addition-
ally, 23 local and regional archives from 14 countries (61 %)
completed the questionnaire, with this article presenting
only descriptive statistics of the survey.

Following a typical multi-method approach, the survey
was complemented by six expert interviews, conducted in
January and February 2023 with representatives of a regional
and a national archive, academic experts from archivistics

1 https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/270939/en.

2 The questionnaire is available online at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.
7676589.
3 While the aimwas to reach as many national archives as possible, the
survey of regional andmunicipal archives primarily served to highlight
differences between Archives at different administrative levels.
4 https://www.tivian.com/.
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and digital history, a civil rights lawyer, and a data protection
commissioner. The aim of these interviewswas to validate the
quantitative survey results as well as identify and assess
future challenges.

3 Findings on the Current Status of
Digitization and Online Access to
Archives

According to our survey, the main technical challenge for
archives today is the digitization of information and the
digitalisation of internal processes. With computer tech-
nology, the amount of information has multiplied,5 which
includes born-digital documents as well as traditional doc-
uments in digital form. Some digital documents mimic
analogue ones while others are completely new for archives,
like databases or social media messages.

Computer technology and networks offer powerful tools
for storing, organizing, and retrieving information, making
it accessible to users. However, it was not until the spread of
the Internet in the early 2000s that this became practically
relevant for archives, libraries, and other cultural heritage
institutions, with these developments then starting to gain
momentum after the CoE Recommendation was adopted in
2000.

In the digital age, accessibility of archives encompasses
three primary dimensions: the availability of digital and
digitized documents, the possibility to remotely find and
access them, and the opportunity for users to receive online
support.6

3.1 Digital Documents

According to the survey results on the current state of digi-
tization, the majority of archives have a positive view of its
impact on document accessibility. The primary reason for
this positive assessment, cited by 73 % of archives, is the
ability to access documents through the Internet. Digitized
documents were also praised for their convenience, with
66 % of archives noting the advantage of eliminating the
need for physical retrieval and transfer; furthermore, 61 %
of respondents reported that digitization helps reduce the
workload of archive staff. However, 55 % of archives agree
that accessibility has only seen partial improvement thus
far, as only a small portion of their holdings have been
digitized or made remotely accessible.

Among the archives surveyed (42 in total, including 32
national and 10 regional/local archives), the proportion of
born-digital text documents in their collections remains
relatively low. Specifically, 86 % of archives reported that
less than 5 % of their holdings consist of born-digital text
documents, with an additional 9 % of archives reporting that
the share of born-digital text documents ranges between 5
and 15 %. However, one national and one municipal archive
reported that more than 50 % of their holdings are already
born-digital.

Archives have also made significant efforts to digitize
their analogue text documents (see Table 2). Among the
responding archives, 56 % (18 national and five regional/
local) have digitized less than 5 % of their analogue text
documents,while another 34% (10national and four regional/
local) have digitized between 5 and 15 % of their text docu-
ments, with a single national archive (2%) achieving a digi-
tization rate of between 25 and 50%. Additionally, two
national archives and one municipal archive reported that
they have already digitized more than 50% of their text
documents.

Born-digital AV (audio, video and film) documents
constitute a relatively small portion of the archives’ col-
lections, but their overall share is slightly larger than that
of text documents. Out of the 40 responding archives (30
national, 10 regional and local), 27 (68 %) have less than 5 %

Table : Response rates.

Contacted Responses Response rate (archives)

Archives Countries Archives Countries

National archives   N =   / = %
Regional and local archives   N =   / = %

5 According to official statistics, the volume of data created, captured,
copied, and processed worldwide has been growing exponentially from
two zettabytes in 2010 to 64 zettabytes in 2020; https://www.statista.com/
statistics/871513/worldwide-data-created/.
6 Among progressive contemporary archives, a good example is the
Blinken OSAArchivum (https://www.osaarchivum.org/), which offers all
three dimensions to its users.
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of their AV documents in born-digital format. In eight other
archives (23 %), the share of born-digital AV documents is
between 5 and 15 %, while two national Archives reported
that more than 50 % of their AV documents were digitally
created.

Regarding the digitization of analogue AV holdings, the
situation differs from that of text documents (see Table 2).
Among the responding archives, 64 % have digitized up to
5 % of their analogue AV documents, while another 21 %
have digitized between 5 and 15 % of their AV documents.
One national archive has digitized between 15 and 25 % of
their AV documents, with another archive falling within
the same range, while two more archives have digitized
between 25 and 50 % of their AV documents. The leading
national archive has already digitized more than 50 % of
their AV documents, while the twomost advancedmunicipal
archives have digitized between 25 and 50 % of their AV
documents.

According to Figure 1, 81 % of archives prioritize the
protection of vulnerable documents for digitization, fol-
lowed by 79 % wanting to make documents more accessible
to a wider range of users, often in response to user demands.
Efficiency gains in archivalmanagement werementioned by
only 31 % of respondents, with regular preservation and
migration of digital documents of primary importance to
26 % of archives. Only 31 % mentioned efficiency gains in
archival management, while 26 % digitize documents in the
course of regular preservation and migration activities.

The possibility to provide digital documents over the
Internet has posed new challenges for archives and other
cultural heritage institutions, including user involvement
in tasks like indexing archival material (Benoit, III and
Eveleigh 2019; Ridge 2014). This “participatory archives”
approach allows user contributions by enriching archival

holdings and fostering a collaborative community. The
Blinken OSA Archivum for instance has implemented two
interactive projects: the first, Yellow Star Houses,7 com-
memorates a forgotten chapter of the Holocaust in Buda-
pest, offering an interactive website with amap and related
documents, where users can contribute photos and personal
memories; the second project, Parallel Archive, enables
researchers to upload and share archival documents, facil-
itating collaboration and context enhancement.

The archives were asked if they involve users in
describing and/or commenting on archival documents
through crowdsourcing, with such user involvement practiced
in 23% of the National Archives and 33% of the regional and
local Archives. This includes tasks like transcribing and
indexing civil records, handwritten documents, and providing
content descriptions for photographs. Archives may rely on
volunteers, including amateur genealogists, or collaborate
with platforms like Wikimedia.

Regarding the risks associated with increased online
accessibility of documents, data protection and copyright
violations were the most commonly mentioned risks, with
both mentioned by 40 % of participants. Risks related to
national security and document forgery or modification
were considered less relevant, with only 12 % of participants
mentioning each of these risks.

3.2 Remote Access

In addition to digital documents, remote access to finding
aids and documents through the Internet is the second
important component of a digital archive. Among the sur-
veyed archives, 93 % provide online access to catalogues and
finding aids but, although this is a high percentage, the
extent of digital cross-references in the catalogues should
also be taken into account (Figure 2). In national archives,
only 11 % of online catalogues provide direct links to indi-
vidual digital documents, while 59 % offer only descriptions
of the documents. In contrast, larger regional and local
archives tend to have a higher percentage of catalogues
linking to digital documents, however, this may not be
representative of small and medium-sized archives in
regions and cities. Finally, we also asked whether the
archives offer artificial intelligence-based applications for
finding documents, with as many as 20 % of the national
Archives having such applications in use, with none of the
regional or local archives surveyed responding positively
to this question.

Table : Digitization of text and AV documents. Question: What per-
centage of your (analogue) text and AV holdings have been digitized?

<% –% –% –% >%

Text National
archives
(n = )

 (%)  (%)  (%)  (%)

Regional and
local archives
(n = )

 (%)  (%)  (%)

AV National
archives
(n = )

 (%)  (%)  (%)  (%)  (%)

Regional and
local archives
(n = )

 (%)  (%)  (%)

Source: Questionnaire for Archives, Question ., variables  and .

7 http://www.yellowstarhouses.org/.
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Regarding online access to digital documents, the
majority of archives (88 %) offer this service for free.
However, there are restrictions in place. In nearly half of
national archives (48 %) and the majority of regional and
local archives (90 %), not all digital documents are acces-
sible online; instead, only certain collections/series or
selected samples are available for online access (Figure 3).

3.3 Online Communication

Communication channels with archive staff are vital for
accessibility. As digitization and remote access increase, new
digital communication channels have emerged to facilitate
user requests and support, which include professional
consultation, reading room reservation, and on-demand
digitization requests (see Figure 4). Nearly all archives, both
national and regional/local, provide support through their
institutional website (90 % of national archives/100 % of
regional and local archives), direct email with the reference
archivist (79 %/90 %), and social networks (76 %/80 %).
However, real-time chat with the reference archivist

remains less common, available in only 15 % of the
responding national archives.

4 Challenges for the Future
Accessibility of Archives

In this section, we go beyond the description of the current
status and analyze the future challenges and opportunities
for the accessibility of archives in the digital age on the basis
of the literature and, above all, our interviews with experts.

Each step of the archiving process, as depicted in
Figure 5 below, is faced with new challenges due to the use
of digital technologies. These steps are crucial for archival
institutions and other memory-preserving organizations,
as they involve collecting, preserving, and providing access
to documents for research and other purposes.

Experts for digital archivistics such as Jaillant (2022) or
Andreas Fickers (interview) point out that discussions on
born-digital and digitized archives have been primarily led
by scholars from archival studies, with limited input from
other disciplines, particularly the users of archives. As a

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Regular preservaƟon and migraƟon of
digital documents

The logic of archival management

Responding on researchers’ demand

Provide documents to a larger user group

ConservaƟonal reasons

Number of Archives

NaƟonal Archives (n=33) Regional and local Archives (n=9)

Figure 1: Priority setting for digitisation.
Question: When defining priorities in digitizing
archival documents, which is of primary
importance in your institution? Source:
Questionnaire for Archives, Question 13.3,
variables 376–80.
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Links to individual documents

Links to other Archives’ collecƟons

Number of Archives

NaƟonal Archives (n=27) Regional and local Archives (n=8)

Figure 2: Cross-references in online catalogues.
Question: If your catalogues/finding aids are
available online, are there digital cross-
references? Source: Questionnaire for
Archives, Question 14.1.1, variable 351–54.
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result, the focus has beenmore on capturing and preserving
documents than prioritizing access to digital archives.

4.1 Increasing Scope of Data

Already at the stage of appraisal and selection, archives
face a dilemma: should they preserve everything due to

cheaper storage space and the potential future interest of
even seemingly irrelevant documents and data, or should
they continue to assess the current and future value of all
available data and preserve only the valuable ones? Some
argue that with the growth of the global information
infrastructure, all information can and will be stored
forever and accessible anytime, anywhere (Bell and Gem-
mell 2009).

Only selected samples

Complete collecƟons or series

Most, or all of the archival holdings
available online

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

Number of Archives

NaƟonal Archives (n=27) Regional and local Archives (n=10)

Figure 3: Free online access to digital
documents. Question: If you provide free
access to digital/digitized documents online,
which parts can be accessed free of charge?
Source: Questionnaire for Archives, Question
14.2.1, variable 357.
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Direct e-mail connecƟon with reference
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Providing informaƟon on your insƟtuƟonal
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NaƟonal (n=34) Regional and local archives (n=10)

Figure 4: Possibilities for online communication
with archives. Question: What kind of online
channels does your institution use for
communicating with archival users? Source:
Questionnaire for Archives, Question 14.3,
variable 363–66.
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Figure 5: Challenges for accessibility along the archival process chain.
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If you follow this though the question arises as towhether
society really needs specialized institutions like archives and
other memory institutions that collect, preserve, and make
information accessible. In response to this, Székely (2017, 11–
14) identifies six key arguments supporting the continued
relevance of archival institutions in the digital age:
(1) Institutional traditions and their embeddedness in the

cultural fabric of society;
(2) Ensuring the long-term functionality of documents and

data;
(3) The ability to preserve physical, non-digital copies;
(4) The importance of preserving the historical and infor-

mation technology context;
(5) The ongoing task of migrating document formats; and

finally,
(6) The important role of archival institutions in taking

institutional responsibility.

Experts generally do not consider “total recall” as an effec-
tive approach. Simply storing documents and information
without proper processing, cataloguing, and metadata
enrichment does not guarantee easy accessibility, an issue
which has been challenging for some time, even in the pre-
digital era, resulting in the development of procedures for
targeted selection or deletion (Mayer-Schönberger 2011).

Contemporary archives typically collect digital data and
documents from the recent past, making it challenging to
place them in a historical context. It is estimated that up to
20 % of digital documents will be archived, compared to 5 %
in analogue contexts (Convery 2014, 159; Moss and Gollins
2017, 7). However, there is a concern that the size of digital
collections may overwhelm smaller archives, as they may
lack the resources to properly catalogue and index them.

The volume of data raises the question of prioritizing
materials based on their importance and value. For example,
the Federal Archives in Germany prioritize digitizing hold-
ings from the National Socialist era due to high user demand
(Hänger, interview). Similarly, in the Netherlands, there is a
focus on digitizing holdings related to colonial history
(Jeurgens, interview). While prioritization is necessary to
ensure completeness for important topics in the digital
collection, there is a risk of marginalizing less prioritized
topics, leading to digitally inaccessible related documents.

4.2 Data Protection and Copyright Issues

The interviewed experts emphasized that the European Gen-
eral Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)8 is a primary challenge

and threat to archive accessibility to date. This perception is
influenced by the practical considerations and the stance of the
competent data protection authorities. In response to GDPR,
archives have often chosen to restrict access to potentially
sensitive documents entirely, fearing legal violations and pen-
alties, despite the previous successful handling of sensitive data
by researchers using the archives (Sipos, interview).9 Archives
feel uncertainty due to varying interpretations of GDPR re-
quirements across the EU, find existing guidelines (EAG 2018)
too abstract for their daily practice, and struggle to reconcile
the tensions between data protection laws, freedom of infor-
mation laws, and archive legislation.

Data protection concerns have led to the closure of
entire digital collections, as highlighted by Jaillant (2022,
420f.) in an interview study. For example, the email corre-
spondence of novelist Ian McEwan was transferred to a
private Archive in the US in 2014 and is not even listed in
finding aids. Even researchers who do have access to such
closed collections face difficulties in publishing their
research due to the time-consuming process of obtaining
consent or rights to use the information from individuals
involved. As a result, scholars tend to focus on more acces-
sible document collections when choosing their research
topics, a problem which affects not only born-digital docu-
ments but also digital copies of paper documents that were
previously accessible in reading rooms.

Even if documents are (digitally) sanitized, combining
them may still lead to the identification of individuals,
violating data protection rules. Artificial intelligence tools
can also uncover hidden patterns in data, potentially
exposing sensitive personal or business information.

In addition to data protection, archives hesitate to make
digital collections accessible for reasons beyond data pro-
tection. Copyright issues, especially when authors cannot be
located, pose significant challenges;10 evenwhen authors are
known, acquiring usage rights can be time-consuming,
causing archives to refrain fromproviding access to relevant
documents (Hänger, interview).

Finally, accessibility may be restricted not only due to
data protection and copyright concerns, but also because
there may be “records that are culturally sensitive, or have
offensive language in it, or are simply unpleasant to look at”
(Jaillant 2022, 425).

8 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj.

9 Sipos mentioned the case of Hungarian swim trainer László Kiss in
2016; https://www.reuters.com/article/csports-us-hungary-swimming-
coach-rape-idCAKCN0X41PO (accessed December 14, 2023).
10 It is important to emphasize that access for research and educational
purposes only may fall into the category of fair use and this possibility
can be offered in both physical and virtual (online) research rooms for
registered users.
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4.3 Preservation and Interoperability

More than 25 years ago, when the discussion about digital
archives started to spread, experts expressed concern about
the possibility of significant data loss. They warned about a
potential “digital dark age” due to the deterioration of stor-
agemedia likemagnetic tapes andfloppy disks, aswell as the
aging of computer hardware (Hedstrom 1997; Kuny 1997).
Additionally, the obsolescence of software and data formats
often posed a significant barrier to accessing born-digital
documents (Jaillant 2022, 423).

The current challenge is no longer focused on creating
computer-readable documents in preservation-friendly for-
mats like PDF/A. Instead, it lies in capturing and providing
content and data from outdated systems, including obsolete
email systems. Additionally, there is the question of deter-
mining the “original” version of a document, like a database,
and whether the authenticity relies on the original IT
environment and its technical properties (Friedewald and
Leimbach 2011).

Effective and efficient data capture relies on personnel
with the necessary skills, however, there is a shortage of
appropriate IT knowledge in this area (Fresa, Justrell, and
Prandoni 2015, 191; Kim 2018; Hänger, interview). Further-
more, ensuring the traceability of authenticity for born-
digital objects poses an additional obstacle (Poole 2015, 116).

4.4 Organization of Records

Organizing digital documents also poses challenges for
archives. The traditional concept of respect des fonds, where
archivists passively preserve documents, is challenged in the
digital realm, as digital collections often lack structure and
propermetadata, requiring amore active curatorial approach
for effective collection management (Jaillant 2022, 427f.).

Preservation and accessibility requirements are often in
conflict with each other, as storing documents in non-future-
proof formats necessitates repeated migration to ensure
future accessibility, while obsolete systems and fragile data
carriers, especially in the audio-visual field, pose additional
challenges. The use of coding-decoding algorithms (codecs)
can also impact the preservation of artistic qualities in video
recordings; to address these challenges, an international
community, knownas “NoTime ToWait!”, is developing new
open standards and technical tools.11

Standardized metadata schemes and adherence to in-
ternational standards are crucial for effective access to
digital documents across Archives. Open standards like the

OpenArchival Information System (OAIS) ReferenceModel12

and the Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard
(METS)13 are recommended. Elsewhere, the Open Archives
Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-PMH)14

enables the collection ofmetadata descriptions from various
archives, enabling the creation of services that utilize met-
adata from multiple sources. Metadata repositories act as
aggregated information sources, allowing users to search
within the repository and redirecting them to the original
archive for relevant results. Aggregator portals like Archives
Portal Europe15 and European16 provide integrated search
capabilities across cultural institutions and collections,
following similar principles.

In theory, the significant time gap between the crea-
tion of records and their opening up could encourage
archivists to make access to collections as user-friendly as
possible, while having ample time to process and organize
records should also allow for designing strategies to make
non-sensitive parts of the collections available sooner.
However, without a clear understanding of how a future
digital archive should be structured and the potential new
tasks it may have, the long periods of closure can result in a
hesitant “wait-and-see” attitude among archivists (Jaillant
2022, 429f.).

Within this context, experts highlight the notable dif-
ferences in internal procedures followed by Archives for
preservation and accessibility purposes (Hänger and Fick-
ers, interviews). Preservation of documents can often be
automated through mass processing techniques (scanning,
text recognition), but ensuring accessibility requires
time-consuming and challenging manual indexing and
cataloguing.

New concepts of descripting standards have been
developed, such as the “Records in Context” (ICA 2021),
which includes a conceptual model and an ontology, and
aims at enabling archival description to better capture the
complex relationships archival documents have with each
other and their creators, holders, and subjects. Linked
Open Data is another concept of the Semantic Web, offering
a common space for sharing data from repositories,
including archives of a certain kind (Bizer, Vidal, and Skaf-
Molli 2018). These concepts and the resulting standards
may modernize existing descripting standards in the
future, as well as inter-organizational cooperation,

11 https://mediaarea.net/NoTimeToWait.

12 http://www.oais.info/.
13 https://www.loc.gov/standards/mets/.
14 https://www.openarchives.org/pmh/.
15 https://www.archivesportaleurope.net/.
16 https://www.europeana.eu/.
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resulting in semantic interoperability and better accessi-
bility of data and document repositories.

4.5 Automation and the Use of Emerging
Technologies

As in other fields, there are high expectations for what
artificial intelligence and machine learning (AI/ML) can
achieve in the archival context. This was illustrated by
Colavizza et al. (2022), who reviewed six years of English-
language literature in the intersection of AI and archives,
and analyzed 53 relevant publications using the Records
Continuum model. Elsewhere, the journal AI and Society
devoted a thematic section on the topic, “AI use in Archives”
(e.g., Stapleton and Jaillant 2022). In this literature as well as
in our expert interviews, two aspects in particular were
mentionedwhere AI can improve the accessibility of (digital)
archives:
1) AI/ML can automate the creation of metadata, particu-

larly for large unstructured collections, which involves
capturing and organizing the content of documents to
provide a rough classification (Colavizza et al. 2022).
However, it is important to consider algorithmic bias, as
AI/ML learns biases inherent in the data. For instance, if
documents from the colonial period are classified, there
is a risk of reproducing European colonial terminology
and racist stereotypes (Luthra et al. 2023; Jeurgens,
interview).

2) AI/ML algorithms can automatically detect sensitive
materials and differentiate between problematic and
unproblematic content. They can also aid in indexing
and disclosing digital documents, as well as identi-
fying images like faces or buildings (Decker 2022).
However, given the probabilistic nature of detection,
there is a possibility that problematic documents may
not be identified. Consequently, additional checks are
required to prevent or minimize risks before making
documents public.

In addition to these application areas, there will be further
applications in the field of automatic person-, object-, and
location recognition, which will help researchers to search
and interactively enrich large archival collections. New types
of sorting, tagging, extraction, translation, text-to-speech, and
speech-to-text conversion of archival documents according to
criteria defined by researchers will bring new possibilities to
the work of users of archives.

4.6 User Interfaces

Creating a suitable interface for digital collections is vital for
document accessibility. This includes addressing archival
requirements to safeguard against modification or deletion,
while it is also important to conceal sensitive data based on
the user’s location and authorization, whether in a reading
room or online.

In addition to viewing the document itself, users
should have access to its broader or narrower context if
available, which facilitates “scalable reading” which is
especially useful for professional users. It enables them to
seamlessly switch (or zoom) from distance to close reading
(Fickers, interview; Fickers, Tatarinov, and Van Der Heijden
2022).

4.7 Cooperation of Memory Preserving
Institutions and Outreach Beyond
Traditional User Groups

Our survey primarily focused on traditional public archival
institutions, particularly national archives. In these archives,
it is important (though expensive and time-consuming) to
ensure interoperability at a higher level; the survey results
indicate a growing preference for online access among
archive users, which necessitates the presence and online
availability of digitized or born-digital documents. If
researchers only find a portion of the documents they seek,
they may expect the first archival institution to redirect
them to another institution with supplementary material
on the research topic, redirection which should be specific
to the direct continuation of the document series in question.
Developing such interoperable systems and standards, and
making entire digital collections available in this manner,
requires collaboration among institutions, however, these
institutions often compete for resources and professional
prestige, even if the benefits of these developments are
realized elsewhere or contribute to improving user access in
general. In the era of new types of archives, such as com-
munity archives or post-custodial archives, this collabora-
tion becomes even more necessary.

New services that enhance accessibility to archival
collections are attracting more users, but the demand is not
primarily from traditional user groups. Instead, it comes
from individuals with limited prior experience with
archives who have new expectations. It is crucial to create
appropriate accessibility methods for these users, which
may differ from those for professional users, and experts
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hope that archivists, librarians, and museum curators will
explore ways to generate increased interest in their col-
lections and specific topics in the future (Sipos, interview).
While exhibitions of original artifacts like handwritten
manuscripts have been successful in capturing interest,
digital documents lack the same materiality and aura.
Memory institutions must develop new approaches to
provide broader access to their collections for the public.

5 Conclusions

New and emerging technologies present both challenges and
opportunities for archives. Our pan-European study revealed
that public archives have only digitized a small portion of their
analogue records, and the number of born-digital records
remains low in most European public archives. The man-
agement of digital records and non-traditional documents,
including databases, websites, social media messages, and
ephemeral documents, presents archives not only with
theoretical problems but also concrete practical, technical,
and financial challenges.

In the archival paradigms of the present and the future,
providing access has become a primary objective. However,
fast and convenient access is leading to increased user
demands, and meeting these demands presents archives
with new challenges. A new generation of usersmay emerge,
some of whom may not even be able to read handwritten
documents (Roberto 2017) – even if they are digitised, and for
whom conversion facilities and special interfaces need to be
provided. The use of AI in archives holds promise for various
tasks such as document identification, document retrieval,
identification of places and people, automatic metadata
assignment, and the selection of documents containing
sensitive data, but it cannot and should not completely
replace human control.

To adequately address these challenges and leverage the
benefits of emerging technologies, archives need to clarify
their future goals, tasks, and visions. Thiswill enable them to
make necessary developments and provide the expertise
required to navigate the evolving landscape of archival
practices in the digital age.
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Székely, Iván. 2017. “DoArchives Have a Future in the Digital Age?” Journal of
Contemporary Archival Studies 4 (1): 17. https://elischolar.library.yale.
edu/jcas/vol4/iss2/1 (accessed March 30, 2024).

Tyacke, Sarah, Jan Van Den Boeck, and Ellen Steendam. 1995. “Archives in a
Democratic State.” Journal of the Society of Archivists 16 (2): 133–8.

Interviews

Andreas Fickers (Professor for Contemporary and Digital History at the
University of Luxembourg), interviewed by the authors, January 20,
2023.

Andrea Hänger (Vice President of the German Federal Archives),
interviewed by the authors, February 7, 2023.

Charles (K.J.P.F.M.) Jeurgens (Professor of archival studies at the University
of Amsterdam, the Netherlands), interviewed by the authors, January
26, 2023.

András Sipos (Main archivist of the Budapest City Archives, Hungary),
interviewed by the authors, January 26, 2023.

Preserving the Past, Enabling the Future 71

http://archive.ifla.org/IV/ifla63/63kuny1.pdf
http://archive.ifla.org/IV/ifla63/63kuny1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-02-2022-0038
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-02-2022-0038
https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/jcas/vol4/iss2/1
https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/jcas/vol4/iss2/1

	Preserving the Past, Enabling the Future: Assessing the European Policy on Access to Archives in the Digital Age
	1 Introduction
	2 Approach and Methodology
	3 Findings on the Current Status of Digitization and Online Access to Archives
	3.1 Digital Documents
	3.2 Remote Access
	3.3 Online Communication

	4 Challenges for the Future Accessibility of Archives
	4.1 Increasing Scope of Data
	4.2 Data Protection and Copyright Issues
	4.3 Preservation and Interoperability
	4.4 Organization of Records
	4.5 Automation and the Use of Emerging Technologies
	4.6 User Interfaces
	4.7 Cooperation of Memory Preserving Institutions and Outreach Beyond Traditional User Groups

	5 Conclusions
	References
	Interviews


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Euroscale Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 35
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 600
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1000
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.10000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU ()
    /ENN ()
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName (ISO Coated v2 \(ECI\))
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName <FEFF005B0048006F006800650020004100750066006C00F600730075006E0067005D>
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 8.503940
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


