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Inviting Knowledge: Enhancing Archival 
Discovery through Information Design

David J. Williams*

Information design—incorporating research in graphic design, typography, visualiza-
tion, and usability—is a user experience practice directly applicable to contemporary 
museums, libraries, and archives. Information design principles and guidelines im-
prove engagement at every point of service, effectively and efficiently complementing 
the mission of knowledge organizations. This historical survey explores information 
design in the context of contemporary user experience design, and provides an 
overview of information design principles and guidelines developed over 40 years 
of research and professional application. Applying elements of information design 
to archival finding aids enhances usability, while also preserving descriptive and 
contextual structures.

Introduction
Librarians and archivists are often called upon to practice design. Such activities can take various 
forms, from creating maps and signs to arranging services and spaces.1 From an organizational 
perspective, every policy or service created in a library can be regarded as a design decision.2 
These design activities often occur in environments subject to budgetary constraints and data-
driven accountability.3 When dedicated creative professionals are unavailable, librarians and 
archivists—regardless of training—are frequently called upon to contribute to the usability of 
their services, facilities, and instructional materials.

Concurrently, growth in the distribution of goods and services over the internet fueled 
corresponding growth in the field of user experience (UX) design, a comprehensive, holistic, 
and iterative practice devised to ameliorate every interaction with a product or service. As 
organizations with multiple avenues of interaction—both online and in-person—libraries and 
archives are ideally suited for designing and testing the full range of experiences they provide. 
However, a rigorous UX program is not always convenient for libraries because it requires 
commitment of resources and time.

In the absence of UX specialists, integrating UX into libraries and archives can begin with 
a review and evaluation of the language, text, and visual elements found throughout the or-
ganization, following the principles and guidelines of information design. Information design, 
a component of UX, features well-established principles and guidelines, low barriers to entry, 
and enhanced usability. This historical survey outlines the evolution and integration of several 
UX topics, revealing their practical and conceptual interrelationships, and offering a model for 
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expanding the practice of information design into the development of archival finding aids. 
Familiarity with information design and its relationship to other design practices will inspire 
measurable improvements in usability while paving the way for future UX activities.

The User Experience Ecology
Although the term “user experience” may have previously appeared in different contexts, 
engineer and cognitive psychologist Donald Norman is widely credited with popularizing 
the term in 1993 during his tenure with Apple Computer,4 where he advanced the philosophy 
of human-centered design and later adopted the broader, usability-focused concept of user-
centered design.5 Concurrently, Jakob Nielsen, an engineer and human-computer interaction 
specialist with Sun Microsystems, became one of the leading researchers in the emerging field 
of web usability. Human-computer interaction, derived from human factors engineering and 
cognitive psychology, grew in influence following the widespread availability of personal 
computing technologies and the rapid growth of the internet as a fundamental channel for 
exchanging goods, services, and information. Nielsen brought his interface design proficiency 
and interactivity expertise to the web, emphasizing the need for repeated and dedicated us-
ability testing.

Nielsen defined usability as the condition of being easy to learn, remember, and use, 
resulting in few errors and high user satisfaction. The International Organization for Stan-
dardization (ISO) regards usability as a quality of successful goal achievement. Norman added 
the concepts of familiarity and obviousness, through which a designed object suggests its 
usage by offering “perceived affordances.” These definitions were expanded to include the 
essential qualities of user experience design, in which individual goals are part of a larger, 
holistic process.6 In 1998, Nielsen and Norman formed a consulting partnership, the Nielsen 
Norman Group, positioning themselves as the leading authorities in research-based UX. Their 
discoveries resulted in a concise definition of the term: “‘User Experience’ encompasses all 
aspects of the end-user’s interaction with the company, its services, and its products.”7 Ad-
ditional definitions—from concise to broad—were advanced, with the consensus centering 
on the “holistic” nature of user experience. As web usability expert Steve Krug observed, “UX 
sees its role as taking the users’ needs into account at every stage of the product life cycle, 
from the time they see an ad on TV, through purchasing it and tracking its delivery online, 
and even returning it to a local branch store.”8

With roots in product development and web design, UX rapidly evolved into both a dy-
namic professional practice and a comprehensive research discipline.9 Like many conceptual 
fields, UX reflects the convergence of multiple practices, applying them to every aspect of an 
organization’s products and services.10 Today, UX specialists are increasingly contributing to 
public and academic libraries as core members of public service departments. The success of 
UX design has led to the development of numerous accredited and highly regarded academic 
programs, as shown in Table 1.

Information Design Practices
Although designing informational displays is a fundamental communication activity, as a 
field of research and professional practice, the formal origins of information design can be 
traced to the 1970s. Academic researchers in Europe and the United Kingdon envisioned a 
supportive discipline, with professional government and business sector practitioners apply-
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TABLE 1
User Experience Degrees and Programs Currently Offered in the United States

School Degrees Offered Relevant Courses
Academy of Art 
University

Master of Fine Arts Interaction Design, Product Design, User Experience, 
Visual Design

Art Center College 
of Design

Bachelor of Science, Master 
of Fine Arts

Design, Interaction Design, Human Factors, Design 
Psychology, Data Visualization, Human Computer 
Interaction, Product Design, Design Research, Writing 
for Interaction

Bentley University Master of Science Human Factors, Information Architecture, Testing 
and Assessment, User-Centered Design, Visualizing 
Information

California College 
of the Arts

Certificate in Interaction 
Design

Cognitive Science, Human Computer Interaction, 
Graphic Design, User Interface Design

California State 
University, Fullerton

Certificate of User 
Experience and Customer-
Centered Design

Design Thinking, Product Design

Carnegie Mellon 
University

Bachelor of Science, Master 
of Science, Master of 
Professionals Studies, PhD

Cognitive Science, Communications, Design, Human 
Computer Interaction, Human Factors, Interaction 
Design, Usability

DePaul University Master of Science Content Strategy, Human-Computer Interaction, 
Information/Data Visualization, Interaction Design, 
Information Architecture, Usability Evaluation, UX 
Strategy

Drexel University Bachelor of User 
Experience and Interaction 
Design

Cognitive Psychology, Content Management, Design, 
Design Thinking, Digital Media, Interaction Design, 
Human Factors, User-Centered Design, User Experience 
Design, User Interface Design, User Research

George Mason 
University

Master of Arts, PhD Cognitive Science, Human Factors, Psychology, 
Statistics

Georgia Tech Master of Science Communications, Human Computer Interaction, 
Industrial Design, Psychology

Indiana University Master of Science Human Computer Interaction, Interaction Design
Kennesaw State 
University

Bachelor of Science Design Thinking, Human-Centered Design, Interaction 
Design, User Interface Design, Visual Design

Kent University Master of Science Accessibility and Universal Design, Information 
Architecture, Interaction, Usability, User Experience 
Design

Michigan State 
University

Bachelor of Arts Content Strategy, Digital Rhetoric, Experience 
Architecture, Graphic Design, Information 
Architecture, Interaction Design

New Jersey Institute 
of Technology

Bachelor of Science Human Factors, Psychology, Usability, User 
Experience Design, Visual Design

New York University Bachelor of Integrated 
Digital Media, Master of 
Integrated Digital Media

Digital Audio Production, Digital Media, Visual Design
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TABLE 1
User Experience Degrees and Programs Currently Offered in the United States

School Degrees Offered Relevant Courses
Parsons School of 
Design

Bachelor of Fine Arts Design

Philadelphia 
University

Master of Science Cognitive Psychology, Digital Experience Design, 
Information Architecture, Interaction Design

Pratt Institute Certificate in UX/UI Mobile 
Design

Accessibility, Content Strategy, Digital Analytics, 
Information Architecture, Information Visualization, 
Usability, User Experience Design

Purdue University Bachelor of Computer 
Graphics Technology, 
Master of Computer 
Graphics Technology

Human Factors, Interaction Design, Usability, User 
Analysis, User-Centered Design, User Experience 
Design, Visual Design

Rutgers University Master of Information, 
Master of Business and 
Science

Communications, Visual Design, User Experience 
Design, Usability, Information Architecture, 
Interaction Design, Informatics, Information 
Visualization

San Jose State 
University

Master of Science Cognitive Psychology, Ergonomics, Human Computer 
Interaction, Interaction Design, User Interface Design

Santa Monica 
College

Bachelor of Interaction 
Design

Cognitive Psychology, Interaction Design, Product 
Design

Savannah College 
of Art and Design

Bachelor of Fine Arts Communications, Graphic Design, Human Computer 
Interaction, Information Architecture, Interface 
Design, Product Design, Typography, User Experience 
Design

The University of 
Baltimore

Master of Science Computers and Cognition, Information Architecture, 
Interaction, Interface Design

The University of 
Texas at Austin

Master of Science User Experience Design

Touro College Master of Arts Design Thinking, Interactive Design, UI/UX Design
Tufts University Master of Science Computer Graphics, Computer Interface Design, 

Human Computer Interaction, Human Factors, 
Visualization

University of 
California

Bachelor of Cognitive 
Science

Cognitive Science, Communications, Design

University of 
California, Los 
Angeles

Certificate in User 
Experience Design

Accessibility Design, Design Thinking, User 
Experience Design, User Interface Design

University 
of Maryland, 
Baltimore County

Master of Science, PhD Graphic Design, Human-Centered Computing, 
Systems Analysis and Design, User Interface Design

University of Miami Master of Fine Arts Human Centered Design, Human-Computer 
Interaction, Interaction Design, UX Research Methods

University of Utah Certificate in Human 
Factors

Cognitive Psychology, Human Factors
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ing their results to practical requirements such as traffic symbols and product labels.11 In the 
United States, technical communications researchers—developing repair manuals and product 
documentation—began integrating elements from other disciplines and practices, particularly 
typography and graphic design.12 These early practitioners referred to their work as “document 
design,” commonly regarding the textual components as scaffolding through which graphics 
and other visual disciplines could be expressed.13 Some writers and designers favored this 
term to distinguish their work from the information model developed by Claude Shannon, 
describing techniques for encoding messages within noisy communications channels.14

As the practice evolved, the concept of messages as fundamental units of information 
grew increasingly prominent, with content, language, and visual elements integral to message 
composition.15 Information, as conceptualized in the practice of message design, was consistent 
with definitions developed in the fields of information science and communications.16 Informa-
tion was understood as being composed of facts and data that can be managed, transmitted, 
and imparted with meaning in the form of patterns and relationships possessing the capacity 
to inform.17 Groundbreaking engineer and schematic designer Per Mollerup defined infor-
mation design as “explanation design,” the art of explaining facts with the aim of producing 
knowledge.18 Combining elements of both practical theory and theoretical practice, information 
design incorporates ideas from many external disciplines.19 As an academic discipline, informa-
tion design is cross-disciplinary and integrative, characteristics shared with user experience 
design.20 It is regarded by practitioners as an information discipline, comparable to Library and 
Information Science,21 and is considered complementary to information technology (just as 
building technology is complementary to architecture).22 Theoretically, information design is 
the process of facilitating understanding to help people achieve their goals,23 and the task of 
the information designer is to transform data into high-quality information.24 Functionally, 
information design is the way information is presented on a page or screen.25 Essentially, in-
formation design adds seeing to reading.26 Engineer and technical communications researcher 
George Hayhoe grouped information design practices according to technique:

1.	 Information design is a “design area,” similar to interior design,27 applying graphic 
design principles to information in order to communicate effectively.

2.	 Information design is a process, identifying, organizing, and composing information 
messages to achieve a goal.

TABLE 1
User Experience Degrees and Programs Currently Offered in the United States

School Degrees Offered Relevant Courses
University of 
Washington

Bachelor of Science, 
Master of Science, Master 
of Human-Computer 
Interaction and Design, 
PhD

Accessibility, Communications, Data Visualization, 
Human Centered Design, Human Computer 
Interaction, Information Visualization, Interaction 
Design, Product Design, Usability, User Centered 
Design, User Experience Design, Visual Literacy

University of 
Wisconsin

Bachelor of Science, Master 
of Science

Content Management, Data Science, Data 
Visualization, Human Factors, Technical 
Communications

Utah Valley 
University

Bachelor of Digital Media Digital Product Design, Interaction Design

Winthrop University Bachelor of Science Information Systems, User Experience Design
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3.	 Information design is a strategy, producing and improving internal communications, 
products, and services as part of an organizational mission.

All three interpretations are considered equally valid.28 Pioneering information design re-
searcher Rune Pettersson favored the second, empirical definition: “In order to satisfy the 
information needs of the intended receivers, information design comprises analysis, planning, 
presentation, and understanding of a message—its content, language, and form.”29

As information design evolved beyond technical communications, practitioners began 
to assimilate research from other disciplines and fields. The practice expanded to include 
typography, color theory, and graphics.30 Graphic design—incorporating layout, color, and 
visual elements—effectively amplifies information design. Visual design elements—increas-
ingly regarded as building blocks of contemporary web design—improve the effectiveness 
of information by aesthetically augmenting content.31 Symbols, pictures, and words com-
municate ideas and express visual relationships.32 The similarities and shared goals of these 
varied practices and specialties contribute to the effectiveness of both information design and 
user experience design, becoming information design “sub-fields,”33 and collectively forming 
the larger UX ecology illustrated in Figure 1. The usability, instructional design, and wayfinding 
domains are particularly useful to library and archives professionals.

FIGURE 1
The UX Ecology*

*green = user experience design; yellow = shared information design practices; red = specialties 
employed in commercial design; purple = instructional and learning systems development.
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Usability
Usability is one of the more prominent component elements of user experience, and the 
principles and methods developed by web usability experts, including Nielsen and Krug, 
are generally applicable to all information design products and library communications.34 
Emphasis is placed on the ongoing nature of usability practice, and testing is considered a 
cyclical, iterative activity informing decision-making.35 The optimal number of participants 
for qualitative usability testing was established as 15, but statistically meaningful qualita-
tive testing was accomplished with as few as five participants, producing usable results and 
facilitating frequent and ongoing test iterations.36 In business terms, these practices offer the 
added benefits of a low barrier to entry, as well as high return on investment.

In addition to classifying and developing information resources and services, the aca-
demic disciplines of library and information science have a long history of researching their 
effectiveness. However, libraries and archives with limited resources may find themselves 
unable to fully integrate UX into strategic planning. Usability, although a valuable assessment 
metric, is only a single element of the user experience.37 Considering the scope of the practice, 
assessing the effectiveness of UX design can involve complex and specialized survey instru-
ments. As media and technology supporting text has evolved beyond traditional concerns 
for print layout and typography, the criteria for evaluating visual communication usability 
has correspondingly increased in complexity.38 Having evolved in parallel, both usability 
and usability testing are considered essential facets of information design and of UX.39 Infor-
mation design, embraced by practitioners as a component of UX, produced a collection of 
principles, guidelines, and best practices for enhancing the usability of information products 
and resources. Information design limits complexity to the effective and efficient delivery of 
discrete messages, thus facilitating assessment. In the field of technical communications, us-
ability has always been part of an integrated program,40 and information artifacts—such as 
physical products or services—can be measured in terms of usability.

Instructional Design
Although instructional design, as a research domain, can be traced back to cognitive and be-
havioral psychology experiments conducted during World War II, it is increasingly regarded 
as an information design specialization.41 Many instructional design practices have been 
integrated directly into message design, including Smith and Ragan’s three-phase model of 
analysis, strategy, and evaluation.42 Both instructional and information design are concerned 
with discovering evidence-based principles for presenting verbal and visual information ef-
fectively. The primary distinction between the two practices is the emphasis on long-term 
outcomes for instruction compared to the immediate, short-term application of information. 
Either goal can be successfully accomplished by applying cognitive techniques that limit 
irrelevant materials and signals in favor of essential message processing, thus resulting in 
shared design methodologies.43

Wayfinding
UX researchers considered the benefits of expanding the practice to include both in-person 
services and physical spaces. This expansion proved particularly suitable for libraries, regard-
less of mission or membership, due in large part to the number of interaction opportunities 
present in a typical library environment.44 Wayfinding is a specialized subset of environmental 
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graphic design (EGD) —a practice rooted in architecture and urban planning—that is applied 
to built environments. EGD incorporates signs, symbols (usually in the form of pictographs), 
and other elements of information design.45 Wayfinding is a common undertaking in libraries, 
where the goal is to make resources easy to find and use.46 Signs and symbols assist people 
both in accomplishing tasks effectively and achieving goals, grouped into four categories: 
identification, direction, orientation, and regulation.47 The effective application of information 
design in signage complements EGD, showing users what they are seeking, and revealing 
things they do not know.48 In instances of signs being governed by legislation supporting 
people with disabilities, typography and visual composition become important information 
design elements of EGD.49

Information Design Guidelines
Information designers, such as Pettersson, have concluded that identifying consistent and firm 
rules for information design is essentially impossible, since information design is a combined 
discipline that incorporates research from a variety of fields.50 Despite this unavoidable com-
plexity, the statistician and data visualization pioneer Edward Tufte considers the underly-
ing principles of information design to be universal.51 Either way, decades of research and 
application have, at least, helped to establish substantial guidelines for information design. 
Such guidelines reflect a general consensus among practitioners regarding the universal 
principles that are applicable to information design projects, and that are common to their 
many specialized applications.

Messaging
Understanding the intended audience is necessary for an information design solution to suc-
ceed.52 An information set must be clearly understood by its user;53 badly designed information 
artifacts—those that do not consider the intended audience and/or its requirements—fre-
quently fail to reach the target user.54 In information design, communication is not complete 
until the intended receiver understands the message.55 The first step in message design is 
to identify the audience and define a message. Message design requires both gaining, and 
holding viewer, attention.56 Both a user’s understanding of a message, and the message itself, 
require evaluation when assessing its effectiveness.57 Establishing and emphasizing the es-
sential, decision-relevant meaning of information, referred to as the “gist” of the message, 
significantly improves evaluation and decision making.58

Plain Language
The main goal of information design is clarity of communication.59 To achieve this goal, early 
information designers approached text from the perspective of legibility. However, legibility 
is a difficult term to define. Legibility could describe comprehensibility, or could refer to the 
ability to clearly distinguish characters and words, independent of their meaning.60 Previous 
attempts to classify legibility resulted in numeric “readability” scores, using sentence length 
and syllables per word to measure the educational level required for text comprehension. 
These assessments proved popular—and were frequently integrated into word processing 
software—but eventually came to be regarded as antiquated, and based on flawed assump-
tions.61 Abstract words, jargon, long and complex sentences, passive constructions, and stilted 
language obstruct reading.62 Applying usability practices, document and information designers 
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developed guidelines for improving communication through written text, a practice labeled 
“plain language.” Popularized in web design and formalized into government legislation,63 
plain language soon became a standard information design assumption, and has been accepted 
as a fundamental component of practice.64

Typography
Typography clearly affects the comprehension and transmission of written information. Un-
derstanding this impact requires a deep understanding of visual perception and cognition, 
with results that can be difficult to interpret.65 Although the mechanics are unclear, research-
ers at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine recently concluded that people interpret 
typefaces as having an emotional “tone,” or personality, affecting how message content is 
processed. Precisely which characteristics impart these tones is unclear, but their effect is 
measurable.66 Potentially impacting this quality are factors such as font design characteris-
tics (e.g. the width and spacing of individual letters) which can influence reading acuity or 
text legibility.67 Balancing readability and legibility is as much art as science. Typography is 
a design art that requires creativity and skill, and it may not be easy to measure or analyze. 
Web designer Jeffrey Zeldman is credited with the statement, “Ninety percent of design is 
typography. The other 90 percent is whitespace.”68 The growth of digital typography brings 
tools and techniques to a wider audience, creating numerous opportunities for research and 
experimentation.

The principal goal of typography, however, is effective communication, making it an 
essential information design practice. Many helpful guidelines exist to support this goal. 
For example, the observation that the brightness contrast between the text and background 
is—independent of color—central to legibility.69 Additionally, text entirely in capital letters is 
difficult to read, because it provides fewer visual “cues” for identifying words, as individuals 
take in both the individual letters and overall “shape” of a word when reading.70 The ornamen-
tal shaped elements designed into serif fonts, on the other hand, make them better for body 
text, rendering the words and letters easier to distinguish.71 Beyond the discrete influence of 
typeface, the length of a text line affects readability. People read words in clusters, and move 
from one cluster to another. Lines of text that are too long slow the reading process.72 Lines 
that are too close together lead to the reader’s vision drifting to adjacent lines, breaking con-
centration.73 Lists are easy to parse.74 They are easier both to recall and to evaluate, and thus 
have a generally positive effect on conveying information.75 Mathematical signs and symbols, 
however, are not as easy to parse as alphabetical characters.76 The contrast achieved by differ-
ent sizes, shapes, forms, and weights of text content creates a visual hierarchy that organizes 
a document, improves comprehension, and helps the author manage how readers will view 
it.77 Chunking text elements into small, discrete pieces, and using clear, visible headings and 
graphics are key elements of technical communication accessibility, particularly for small 
displays.78

Visualization
Data visualization, the art of representing abstract data visually, is a popular practice in the 
fields of statistical analysis and the digital humanities. Tables outperform graphics when 
presenting small data sets, but visualization is an effective means for rendering large data 
sets into comprehensible and practical information.79 Infographics, in the form of transit 
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maps and network diagrams, are essential tools for the expeditious interpretation of complex 
information. These practices create visual relationships and patterns among data, leading to 
knowledge acquisition.80 Data visualization applied to message design places it solidly within 
the conventions of information design.81 Converting text into visual presentations—such as 
lists, tables, and maps—is considered an important skill for information designers.82 Well-
designed statistical graphics, expressed using data visualization techniques, satisfy the goal 
of communicating complexity with clarity.83

Graphics
Aesthetic considerations for enhancing the experience and perception of a message may 
improve its effectiveness.84 Information design does not ignore aesthetic principles, but they 
are not the primary focus. Nonetheless, well-structured content and visualizations are often 
deemed aesthetically pleasing.85 Introducing aesthetics into a systematic visual style does 
communicate meaning, and applying style standards cohesively contributes to a harmonious 
experience. Even small stylistic decisions, such as text justification, can alter the meaning and 
message conveyed.86 Carefully integrating words and pictures engages people more effectively 
than words or pictures alone.87 Color, images, lines, symbols, and text should be integrated 
into a meaningful whole, instead of being treated as individual elements.88 An example of this 
integration are pictographs—standardized visual elements commonly used in signage and 
EGD features—which are recognized and understood quickly.89 However, animated picto-
graphs, and animations in general, decrease recognition accuracy compared to static images.90

Images are easier to remember than text,91 and we perceive the entirety of an image, its ge-
stalt, beyond its individual parts.92 Visual design applies the graphic design principles of unity, 
gestalt, space, hierarchy, balance, contrast, scale, and continuity to information displays.93 Visual 
language, combining graphics and text, speaks to people holistically and emotionally.94 Visual 
messages are superior when the content is emotional, immediate, and spatial.95 The combina-
tion of an effectively articulated message—expressed clearly and presented with a harmonious 
consideration of visual and textual elements—is essential to contemporary information design.

Archival Finding Aids
Libraries and archives produce many information artifacts that support their operations and 
users. One example specific to archives and special collections is the finding aid. Finding aids 
are a specialized form of collection inventory designed to facilitate access to primary source 
materials, while maintaining intellectual control over their arrangement and representa-
tion. The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration defines finding aids as, “tools 
that help a user find information in a specific record group, collection, or series of archival 
materials.” Examples include inventories, container and folder lists, indexes, registers, and 
institutional guides, which are formally and informally published.96 The Society of American 
Archivists concisely defines a finding aid as “a description that typically consists of contextual 
and structural information about an archival source.”97

In contrast to traditional library print collections, archival holdings often contain diverse 
materials that require structural flexibility. Finding aids reveal a collection’s arrangement, 
which reflects how the contents are grouped and ordered. Depending on the source, materials 
can be organized based on the original order of accessioning, the subject areas covered, the 
material and media types, or other characteristics. Where the original order or provenance 
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is not provided, alphabetical, chronological, and subject-based arrangements are customary. 
The amount of detail recorded reflects the descriptive activities undertaken during initial and 
subsequent archival processing. 

An effective finding aid should assist researchers in expeditiously locating materials, 
regardless of complexity, and ideally without requiring assistance or intervention.98

Finding Aid Evolution
Until recently, archivists regarded finding aids as supplemental to their practice, assuming that 
their professional intervention and assistance would be necessary for most users.99 Although 
intended for all researchers, historians and genealogists are the primary consumers of archival 
collections. Traditional archivists brought knowledge of historical research methods to their 
practice, and historians are among those who find the structure and format of finding aids 
intuitive.100 As the practice of developing finding aids evolved, the need for standards became 
apparent, starting with standardized archival descriptions. After surveying the materials and 
determining their arrangement, archivists developed shared terminologies to identify the ele-
ments, features, and relationships within a collection. These standards formed guidelines for 
composing finding aids, and were defined both by the International Council on Archives as 
the General International Standard Archival Description (ISAD(G)), and, in the United States, 
the Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS). However, these standards were not 
designed for display formatting, or as content guidelines. Their primary audience was the 
archival community and, as a result, they could be regarded as input, not output, standards.101 
Another way to interpret these earlier standards is that they describe collections, but do not 
provide access. Intellectual control is achieved by documenting provenance and providing 
context.102 This was the finding aid’s dual inheritance: standards for internal management and 
preservation were adapted and applied without modification for use by external users. Many 
archives did not initially consider the practice of adapting materials for outside visitors, leading 
to inconsistent labeling and terminology.103 Consequently, even when institutions apply the 
same archival standards, the output of archival descriptions across institutions vary widely.104

Encoded Archival Description
By the mid-1990s, standards for describing and arranging archives and records were further 
codified and enhanced by the development of Encoded Archival Description (EAD), which 
was an initiative intended to provide similar control and discoverability to archival collections 
as Machine-Readable Cataloging (MARC) brought to library collections in electronic form.105 
EAD encourages coherence around established standards, and facilitates the exchange of col-
lection information data between search and discovery systems.106 However, adopting EAD is 
not sufficient if the implementation does not offer information that is understandable or help-
ful to users.107 Surveys conducted in 2007 indicated that research communities using archival 
collections still preferred traditional print finding aids.108 Ten years later, many researchers 
still expected access to printable copies of finding aids.109 As online access to information ex-
panded, users of archival and records collections began expecting a corresponding amount of 
self-directed item-level searching, regardless of arrangement.110 Current trends suggest that 
item-level description and representation is presumed from digital archival technologies.111 
Increasingly, researchers anticipate seeing digital surrogates of documents and photographs 
associated with finding aid descriptions.112 
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Expectations are evolving, however, and enhanced online finding aids, which support 
remote discovery, may become the exclusive point of access to collections.113 Unfortunately, 
the descriptive data archives provide are rarely user-friendly.114 If finding aids are intended to 
provide end-users with efficient and effective access to collections without archival assistance, 
then adopting information design practices is highly recommended.

Finding Aid Usability
Early efforts to evaluate the usability of archival tools and resources, as recently as 2002, 
were considered inadequate.115 At that time, usability training was rare even in archives that 
implemented EAD. The finding aids produced online using EAD were indistinguishable from 
earlier print versions.116 These preliminary tests revealed that end-users were not interested 
in systems that reproduced archival structures.117 Online users also demonstrated little pa-
tience for reading dense blocks of text typical of print finding aids.118 In 2006, user-centered 
design—a flourishing practice popularized by Nielsen and Norman—was still uncommon 
in online archival resources.119 Users increasingly expected web usability features in online 
archives, and they considered the simple transfer of print content to a screen interface sub-
optimal.120 By 2008, online finding aids continued to mirror their print counterparts in both 
content and appearance, offering limited functionality, as well as minimal browsing and 
searching features.121 Usability and information design received little attention. Novice us-
ers encountered dense paragraphs, few graphics, little white space or visual organization, 
confusing language, and professional jargon.122 Institutions that implemented even modest 
user interface improvements, including online navigational “wayfinding” indicators, yielded 
significantly better user experiences.123

Novice and Nonexpert Finding Aid Interaction
The development of EAD was initially expected to facilitate access to archival collections for 
inexperienced users.124 Online distribution granted access to more researchers, and collection 
information was no longer limited to expert archives users.125 Educators at every grade level, 
and in a variety of disciplines, increasingly encouraged and expected novice student research-
ers to incorporate primary source archival materials into their assignments.126 Non-experts, 
including secondary school students, are challenged to learn both new knowledge domains and 
the domain-specific metacognitive skills needed to analyze and internalize this knowledge.127 
Unlike subject-matter experts visiting an online finding aid, novice users seldom know exactly 
what they are looking for when initially approaching a collection.128 Non-experts quickly 
discover that finding aids generally reflect the archivists’ perspective on collections, which 
often differ substantially from their own.129 By 2010, novice archives users were increasingly 
conversant with internet technologies, and expected the availability of typical web-usability 
features—including sidebar menus, descriptive hover text, and supplementary help guides—
when visiting archives websites.130 For collections that offered such web-usability features, not 
only did keyword searching with controlled vocabularies grow in popularity, item-level search 
interfaces proved significantly more popular than engaging with and traversing the collection 
hierarchy.131 Today, for both expert and non-expert users, commercial search engines are the 
preferred tools for locating known items.132 With the growth of unmediated digital access to 
archival repositories, information design has become an effective means for providing access 
and promoting the value of these collections.
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Information Design and Finding Aids
In October 2005, William Paterson University of New Jersey (WPU) hosted the Nicholas 
Martini Conference on Local Government, a series of presentations and panels featuring his-
torians and elected public officials discussing regional political issues. For the conference, the 
university’s Cheng Library accessioned the personal papers and artifacts of Nicholas Martini, 
the former commissioner of Passaic County, and mayor of Passaic, New Jersey. Processing 
archivist Trudi Van Dyke organized, described, and compiled the guide, which provides a 
detailed representation of the collection. Because the collection lacked an original order, Van 
Dyke arranged the materials by subject into series and grouped chronologically, reflecting the 
practice of folder-level description. The result is a professional information product following 
best practices in archival description.133 At WPU, 45 percent of enrolled students represent 
the first generation attending university.134 Undergraduate students are often unfamiliar with 
primary source materials. Historians and political scientists experience little difficulty in inter-
preting the Martini Collection finding aid; however novice users, including many WPU fresh-
men, require guidance and direction. With the increasing availability of hybrid and distance 
education courses requiring self-directed access to online resources, such interventions are 

FIGURE 2
Print Collection Summary Description Page
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not guaranteed. Information design offers a means to overcome these limitations. A sample 
illustration of information design principles and guidelines applied to the Martini Collection 
finding aid demonstrates their effectiveness.

Two essential components of a finding aid are the collection summary (Figure 2) and 
series description (Figure 3). Many details provided in a standard summary, such as the 
author’s name and primary language, are administrative and not essential to novice users. 
Other elements can be contextually introduced. Displaying arrangement descriptions within 
an individual series and associating access terms with visitor information are methods for 
conditionally presenting these elements.

For non-experts, the goal is to efficiently determine a collection’s subject areas and content. 
Figure 4 simplifies the presentation of the online summary. The collection creator, title, and 
repository name are integrated into the page template. The extent and abstract are reformulated 
using plain language, and the dates—a frequent source of confusion for inexperienced read-
ers135—are expressed as a specific subset of coverage reflecting the collection’s central topic.

Figure 5 provides an alternative series description, eliminating long blocks of text in 
favor of brief messages. Plain language intended for specific audiences facilitates the quick 
scanning and evaluation of key details.

FIGURE 3
Print Series Description Page
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These sample documents introduce four additional information design practices:
1.	 Consistent visual style, highlighting the collection title, repository name, search fea-

ture, print format finding aid, and other recurring page elements.
2.	 Application of color for both aesthetic and functional purposes, with a high contrast 

scheme optionally mirroring wayfinding practices.

FIGURE 4
Custom Online Summary Description Demonstrating Information Design

FIGURE 5
Custom Online Series Description Demonstrating Information Design
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3.	 Inclusion of visual elements to supplement and complement text elements, promot-
ing effective engagement.

4.	 Implementation of useful typography, in the form of mixed case, varying font sizes 
and weights, and structured headings prioritizing content. Usability, readability, and 
comprehension improves significantly when distinct headings are applied.136

Conclusion
Digital archives and online archival resources, including electronic finding aids, are valuable 
contemporary developments that support information management and access. Develop-
ments in electronic standards and online finding aid dissemination have improved education. 
Data visualization offers further educational value to archives by increasing engagement 
and adding interactivity to primary source collections.137 Correspondingly, standards-based 
markup languages and related technologies innovate workflows by electronically extracting 
and transforming item-level metadata. Reformatting this content into a variety of representa-
tions provides multiple customized access points, while also preserving traditional archival 
description.138 Future enhancements to electronic standards in the form of integrated audience 
attributes can establish elements intended for alternative user communities, including surrogate 
images and plain-language messages clarifying the structure and components of a collection.

Where item-level description is limited or missing, collection search features will be corre-
spondingly deficient.139 Scanning and processing documents using optical character recognition 
technologies, although time-consuming and subject to preservation considerations, increases 
the volume of item-level content. The additional metadata produced by these activities greatly 
enhance collection discovery, and offset the negative effects of a limited, or absent, search text 
index.140 Information design provides the final step of the process, ensuring that the data are 
tested and distributed in a usable, user-friendly manner. In the absence of comprehensive 
digitization initiatives, skillfully designed information products will increase entry-level re-
searcher comfort with primary sources and improve educational outcomes.

Information design is an established and economical practice offering significant enhance-
ments to the overall usability and effectiveness of both physical and online environments. 
Proficiency in information design is readily attainable with immediate, measurable benefits. 
Applying information design guidelines and best practices to complex and confusing infor-
mation artifacts, in addition to positively impacting usability, has proven to be a relatively 
inexpensive investment that is easy to implement.141 As demonstrated using finding aid con-
tent from the Martini collection, librarians, archivists, and library users benefit substantially 
when incorporating information design into their professional activities.
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