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Summary

Experiences:
The context: access to the BnF web archives
Who consults the web archives?
What are they looking for?

Expectations:
How do non-users imagine the web 
archives?
What services do they look for?
How can we respond to users’ needs?
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Access to the BnF web 
archives

Onsite access only (for IP rights and 
data protection act enforcement)
Access is restricted to “researchers”

Not only scholars, but all citizens that 
have a demonstrated need to access 
web archives

Access is provided on all computers in 
all BnF research reading rooms since 
2009
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Access to the BnF web 
archives

Three ways of consulting archives:
URL searching
(Very limited) full-text searching
« Guided tours », selections of sites 
by librarians
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Use cases of the web archives

Consultation remains stable but 
limited: 30-50 visits per month
Use cases noted during the 
accreditation process in 2008-2010
Mixture of research projects, 
individual questions and simple 
curiosity
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What are users looking for?

Researchers in political and social sciences 
are the most frequent visitors
Many researchers studying election 
campaigns and the role of the Internet

In particular Presidential elections in 2002 
and 2007 : blogs, caricatures…
European referendum in 2005 and European 
elections in 2009
Much of this material no longer existed 
online
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What are users looking for?

Other research themes:
Representation of housing projects in 
the media, in video games and online
Reactions to riots in 2008
Museum access for disabled people
Amateur writers’ websites
Marketing, for example craftspeople 
selling their work online
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What are users looking for?

Professional or personal searches:
How to start an Internet project
Web design and graphic design
Health information on the Internet
Website of a ceramics factory…
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Users’ reactions

Positive:
Most users found what they were looking for and were 
pleased to discover this resource
Several users said they found the archives clear and 
simple to use

Negative:
Impossible to copy files for further use
Missing content, or difficulty in accessing content 
(Flash, videos…)
Lack of information on the reason for collecting a 
given URL on a given date
Lack of information on quality of a given capture
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Potential users of BnF web 
archives

Study in late 2010/early 2011 based on in-
depth interviews with 15 individuals who 
had never used the web archives
Five researchers, five professionals and five 
average users of the library
Aims:

Examine practice in research on the web
Explore perceptions of web archiving
Identify new approaches to constituting 
archives and new tool and services
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Researchers and the web

Researchers use the web but often as 
a way of exploring new areas or 
communicating with peers
Citing web-based material still seen 
with suspicion: 

How to define what is important?
How to cite stable, « authentic »
sources?
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Perceptions of web archiving

Value of maintaining the « memory » of the 
web clear to researchers
Ethical questions: public/private
Problems with imagining or representing a 
web archive:

The web is fluid, seems opposed to idea of a 
« static » archive
Some confusion with « archives » on 
websites
Paper archive is not necessarily a model: 
web archiving more like the oral tradition
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Content and selection

Selection of some kind necessary 
faced with the mass of data on the web
To make a meaningful archive, the 
choices made must be clear and fully 
described
Various approaches proposed

by theme, by what is 
« groundbreaking », by popularity, by 
Google search results…
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Information needs and 
potential services

Document the collection process and describe 
the archive

Vital for understanding the nature of the 
archive

Cooperation with communities
Work with researchers to improve focused 
crawling

Provide tools for data analysis
Beyond searching researchers need to 
analyse data
Researchers may already have tools that 
could be used in the BnF (in the limits of what 
the law allows)
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What we do well… and less 
well

A lot of content (from 1996-present, 50-80 Tb each 
year since 2010)
Well-defined selection policy

…but not visible in the archives
Access to all research users

…but only on-site
…no possibility of reusing files
…no permanent links for citation

Search by URL for specific site
…but no full-text searching
…no tools for link analysis, semantic analysis
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Changes in access to the 
BnF web archives

With publication of decree access is 
no longer “experimental”
Programme of improvements in the 
access interface begins this year
Access will be opened in main 
regional libraries
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Questions ?



Screenshots of BnF 
web archives interface
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