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Lehrstuhl Digital Library

The article provides an overview of the “Lehrstuhl” (pro-
fessorship) for digital libraries at the Berlin School of Li-
brary and Information Science. The “Lehrstuhl” teaches
both bachelor and masters students, and offers support
for its doctoral students. The main areas of teaching are
(1) research methods, with a particular focus on statistics
and ethnography, and (2) digital libraries, with a focus
on the development, scope, structure and metadata stand-
ards of digital libraries. Research covers the areas of
long-term digital archiving – including “digital cultural
migration”. The Berlin School is a partner of the LOCKSS
(“Lots Of Copies Keep Stuff Safe”) long-term archiving
network. A second research focus is on information be-
havior especially in the digital environment, and using
ethnographic methods. Other research areas include the
impact of copyright legislation and the history of infor-
mation.
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Lehrstuhl Digitale Bibliothek
Der Beitrag gibt einen Überblick über den Lehrstuhl
„Digitale Bibliothek“ am Institut für Bibliotheks- und In-
formationswissenschaft. Gelehrt wird im Bachelor- und
im Master-Studiengang sowie im postgradualen Fernstu-
dium des Instituts. Der Lehrstuhl betreut zahlreiche
Doktoranden. Die Schwerpunkte der Lehre liegen (1) im
Bereich Forschungsmethoden, mit einem besonderen
Schwerpunkt auf statistischen und auf ethnologischen
Methoden, und (2) im Bereich Digitale Bibliotheken
(Entwicklung, Standards, Metadaten). Die Forschungs-
aktivitäten des Lehrstuhls richten sich auf den Bereich
Digitale Langzeitarchivierung einschließlich der Frage
nach kultureller Migration. Das Institut ist deutscher
Partner im LOCKSS („Lots Of Copies Keep Stuff Save“)
Netzwerk für digitale Langzeitarchivierung. Der zweite
Forschungsschwerpunkt liegt im Bereich Nutzerfor-
schung, vorwiegend im digitalen Umfeld und unter Ein-
satz von ethnologischen Methoden. Weitere Forschungs-
bereiche sind die Auswirkungen des Urheberrechts auf
die Informationspraxis und die Geschichte der Informa-
tion.

Deskriptoren: Hochschulausbildung, Bibliothek; Digital,
Archivierung, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Biblio-
thekswissenschaft, Informationswissenschaft

La chaire bibliothèques numériques
L’article présente la chaire bibliothèques numériques à
l’IBI (« Institut für Bibliotheks- und Informationswissen-
schaft »), l’Institut de bibliothéconomie et des sciences
de l’information. La chaire propose des études de niveau
bachelor et master, ainsi que des études du troisième cy-
cle en enseignement à distance. Elle encadre également
de nombreux doctorants. Les principaux domaines d’en-
seignement sont: (1) les méthodes de recherche, avec
une attention particulière sur les statistiques et l’ethno-
graphie, et (2) les bibliothèques numériques, avec une at-
tention sur le développement, les normes et les métadon-
nées. La recherche couvre le domaine de l’archivage à
long terme ; y compris la « migration culturelle numé-
rique ». L’institut fait partie du LOCKSS (« Lots Of Copies
Keep Stuff Safe »), un réseau spécialisé dans l’archivage
numérique. Un second axe de recherche se situe au ni-
veau de l’étude du comportement des utilisateurs, en
particulier dans l’environnement numérique et en faisant
appel à des méthodes ethnologiques. D’autres sujets de
recherche étudient l’influence des droits d’auteurs dans
le domaine de l’information, ainsi que l’histoire de l’in-
formation.

Mots-clés: Humboldt Université Berlin, cursus, science
de l’information, bibliothèque numérique, archivage

Introduction

The goal of this article is to introduce readers to the
“Lehrstuhl Digitale Bibliothek”, which was created in
2006. This is not a scholarly article, but rather an over-
view. Readers who want to look at some of the scholarly
content should consult the publications listed in the ref-
erences. In this article I will occasionally use the first
person for cases when I am the sole or principle actor,
otherwise I will use the term “Lehrstuhl” to describe col-
lective projects. Since Lehrstuhl has no meaningful Eng-
lish equivalent, I will use the German term.
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A digital library has two conflicting meanings. One
refers to the independent digital collections that libraries,
museums, and archives construct from their own collec-
tions. The other refers to the digital future of information
organizations, including all cultural heritage institutions.
While print on paper continues to fill the shelves of
bookstores, scholarly information has become increas-
ingly digital, and the use of academic journals has be-
come almost entirely so, even if many libraries still col-
lect paper copies. At the same time the sale of e-reading
devices and electronic books and magazines intended for
the general public has made significant progress toward
general acceptance.

Libraries today cannot function without computers
even to organize and locate paper materials, and as more
and more content is offered exclusively in digital form,
the transition to a truly digital library will become even
more pronounced. The same is true for research data,
which funding agencies recognize today as an essential
part of scholarly publication and which libraries will
need to accommodate in the future, if they are to remain
content providers for researchers from all fields.

Teaching and research form the key components of
any Lehrstuhl. The remainder of this article will address
select elements from both.

Teaching

The following section will discuss curriculum elements
where the Lehrstuhl has particular responsibility at the
masters, bachelors, and doctoral level.

Masters

The Lehrstuhl is responsible for the two required courses
in the standard MA program. Because these courses are
the only required courses, they have disproportional in-
fluence on all students. It is important to remember that
these courses evolve regularly. The goal is to keep stu-
dents apprised of the latest issues and ideas, and not to
fall into a routine of presenting materials that students
could equally well read on their own.

The first of the required courses addresses research
methods. The initial goal was to give students a broad
overview of the range of methods that researchers at the
Berlin School of Library and Information Science use for
their scholarly work. This made the point that library
and information science draws broadly from many disci-
plinary backgrounds, mainly in the social sciences and

computing, but the approach provided too little focus
and did not guarantee that students had the tools neces-
sary to write a genuine contribution to scholarship as
their master’s thesis. For this reason the course now fo-
cuses primarily on two topics.

The first is statistics, which has become as basic a
component of scholarly education as reading and writ-
ing. The emphasis is not on deriving the mathematical
proofs, but on understanding fundamental concepts like
population, sampling, variables, and inference testing.
These concepts often seem simple, but many studies fail
because authors have not clearly identified their popula-
tions or have employed sampling techniques so flawed
that their results are arguably meaningless. Students
learn how to choose the right population, and how to de-
fine it so that it makes sense for statistical analysis. They
learn also how to create a representative sample and
how to test whether a convenience sample is sufficiently
representative to be meaningful. Bayesian statistics re-
ceive attention along with conventional descriptive and
inferential statistics. These are offered in a module on re-
search methods, which will likely put even more empha-
sis on statistical analysis in coming years. A key point in
the discussions about statistics is that these basic princi-
ples apply beyond purely quantitative studies and
should be used in qualitative studies as well. Bayesian
statistics received particular attention last year, in part
because of their well-publicized and successful use in
predicting the US Presidential election, but more particu-
larly because Bayesian methods allow scholars to incor-
porate prior expectations from a wide range of studies
that could not otherwise readily be incorporated into an
analysis – a very typical situation in library and informa-
tion science.

The second methodology to receive special emphasis
is ethnography, in particular in the form of cultural
anthropology as practiced by Clifford Geertz and his fol-
lowers. The interest in using ethnographic methods to
study libraries in particular began in the late 1990s in
the US thanks to the work of Bonnie Nardi and Vicky
O’Day (Nardi and O’Day, 1999) and has grown signifi-
cantly in the ensuing years thanks especially to the work
of Nancy Foster (Foster, 2007). Students are taught how
to collect ethnographic data through observation and in-
terviews, and they learn how to integrate survey data
and quantitative information to develop a fuller under-
standing of particular user cultures, sub-cultures and mi-
cro-cultures. The ethnographic approach is as much as
anything a way of seeing, hearing, and thinking, and it
is well-suited to librarians and other professionals who
must deal with the information needs of a broader so-
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ciety. Human-computer-interaction can also be studied
using ethnographic methods, but more specific ap-
proaches also come into play, including talk-aloud tests,
extreme discount usability testing, and eye-tracking stud-
ies. Experimentation is also increasingly an element of
HCI (human-computer interaction), in which log-files or
other computer records are kept and analyzed statisti-
cally. Ethnographic methods have wide applications in
other parts of information science, especially where mar-
keting is involved.

Depending on the skills and interests of the students,
other methodologies may also be discussed in the
course, in particular computing-based techniques for in-
formation retrieval and legal issues having to do with
copyright. One of the advantages of the Berlin School is
that we can and do tailor courses to a certain extent to
the strengths and interests of the students.

The second required course is on digital libraries.
The focus of lecture portion of the course has long been
getting students to develop their own definitions of digi-
tal libraries, instead of providing one for them. Digital
libraries have changed substantially in their scope and
purpose during the last decade. Students helped to de-
velop a definition in a 2006 class that was later pub-
lished as an article (Seadle, 2007), but this definition
now seems too limited. The article is used nonetheless
both as an example of how students can think about the
issue and as an example of change. The course looks his-
torically at the development of the concept of digital li-
braries, which involves the development of computing
capabilities and network infrastructure. It is important
that the students understand, for example, that the Inter-
net existed long before the World Wide Web, and that
our current Internet Protocol was not the only network
option for providing access to content, but rather an op-
tion among many that survived in the international mar-
ketplace. The final weeks of the course generally look
beyond traditional collection-based digital libraries to
content providers like Europeana, Google Books, and
even Amazon.

The seminar that accompanies the lecture has fo-
cused on the semantic web, in particular the capabilities
of the Resource Description Framework (RDF)1, and on
other standard metadata structures that underlie the ac-
cess to networked information. It is important for stu-
dents to understand the role of metadata in the comput-
ing infrastructure, especially at a time when the number

of metadata standards has grown to the point that few
actual common standards exist.

The Lehrstuhl is also actively involved in teaching in
the Postgraduales Fernstudium, which may best be trans-
lated into English as “executive education”, since stu-
dents are expected to have positions and/or experience
and are generally seeking higher level positions. A digital
library course is part of the curriculum and follows a si-
milar pattern to the course described above. Another key
course is “what is library and information science”,
which explores how the field defines itself and uses a
quantitative source, namely the iConferences, in the final
session for determining who and what defines the field
internationally. User studies and human-computer inter-
action are also taught, with an emphasis on ethno-
graphic methods.

Bachelors

The Lehrstuhl offers regular courses at the bachelor’s
level. (See, Umlauf, 2013 in this issue) This article will dis-
cuss only two. The first is called Information and Society
and addresses the issue from the broadest possible per-
spective. Among the topics is an overview of library and
information science organizations in Germany and other
countries, in particular the US and often France or the
UK, depending on the lecturer and that person’s exper-
tise. The goal is for students to understand the range of
organizations and acronyms they will encounter in their
student as well as in their professional life, and to under-
stand how very differently these organizations are struc-
tured in other countries. The American Library Associa-
tion is, for example, primarily an individual-membership
organization with a federal structure that includes divi-
sions such as the Library Information Technology Asso-
ciation, and the Association of Research Libraries is open
only to the top research libraries by invitation and elec-
tion, but covers Canadian in addition to US-American li-
braries.

The Lehrstuhl also offers an introductory required
course called Grundlagen der Informations- und Kommu-
nikationstechnologie, which introduces students to the
basics of computer programming in either Perl or Java. It
is important that students can write simple programs to
extract information from digital sources, and both lan-
guages provide a shell for students to use Regular Ex-
pressions, which gives them a standard and highly flex-
ible tool for identifying complex word and letter patterns
within a machine-readable corpus. These programming
skills feed into the teaching and research of other groups
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at the Berlin School, in particular Information Retrieval
and Knowledge Management. Many students come to li-
brary and information science programs with preconcep-
tions that they will primarily be reading and writing, and
they must learn how intensely modern libraries and
other information services depend on computing techni-
ques and computer-based services. Students who know
at least the basics of programming have a better prepara-
tion for their future jobs.

Doctorate

Teaching at the doctoral level traditionally plays a mini-
mal role at German universities, when courses are off-
ered at all. The Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin has
established a Graduate School that offers a wide range of
training and support for doctoral students. The Lehrstuhl
also offers a research colloquium together with the Lehr-
stuhl for Information Retrieval and the Royal School of
Library and Information Science in Copenhagen.2 The
twin goals of the colloquium are to discuss research me-
thods and offer training in them, and to give doctoral
students a forum where they can get feedback about
their projects and their drafts from other doctoral stu-
dents as well as from professors who may not be on their
committee.

The Lehrstuhl does not formally limit the research
methodologies and approaches that doctoral students
may take, but as a practical matter there is a strong em-
phasis on ethnographic methods and on statistical tools.
Those using ethnographic methods are generally pur-
suing a qualitative method and need to focus on inter-
view techniques and to think about how to analyze the
results, which may mean classifying transcripts, but that
is only one of many approaches. Those engaging in expe-
riments using either methods out of psychology or behav-
ioral economics are doing fundamentally quantitative
research and need more intensive statistical training,
particularly an understanding of how they can use infe-
rential statistics to answer research questions. Some of
this training is available in other units of the university,
but the research colloquium gives an opportunity to sha-
pe the training specifically to the needs of students doing
library and information science research, and allows an
individual focus on the dissertation projects.

American style doctoral programs regularly offer the-
se kinds of colloquia and special programs, and more

and more German universities are offering extended sup-
port for their doctoral students, in part because interdis-
ciplinary research is growing and professors can no lon-
ger expect that doctoral students will have had all of the
research training they need during their bachelors or
masters programs, especially since these programs tend
to be shorter and more intensely focused than the old
Magister. While the colloquium offers advantages for
doctoral students who reside in or near Berlin and can
come regularly, the more traditional German doctoral
student who has a job and may live in another city can-
not readily profit from it. Video conference could be an
option for future participation, as well as more distance
education content in courseware management systems li-
ke Moodle.3

Research

The following sections will discuss a series of research
projects and topics involving the Lehrstuhl and its doc-
toral students.

Digital Archiving

Long term digital archiving involves a broad range of to-
pics, some of which are more library focused, such as
collection strategies, and others are more computer sci-
ence and engineering focused because they involve sto-
rage methods and integrity checking. The Lehrstuhl re-
search involves both. Much of the discourse in the field
is based on marketing claims from vendors and from out-
dated concerns that grow out of bad personal experi-
ences with backups. The Lehrstuhl research aims at
greater transparency in the claims and in the discourse
about archiving generally, with a particular emphasis on
the need for more publication of research results in peer-
reviewed journals. An often repeated claim is, for exam-
ple, that bit-preservation is easy. In fact a simple mathe-
matical analysis of bit rot can show that the problem is
very real for data held over long periods of time (See Ro-
senthal, 2005). Much concern about format change exists
especially among librarians, but there is in fact little evi-
dence of format-obsolescence for publication formats on
the Web. (See Rosenthal 2010).

Two issues of concern for archiving are whether pu-
blishers favor one archiving system over another. In or-
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3 http://moodle.hu-berlin.de/
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der to move the discourse out of the realm of vendor
claims, I did a numerical study using data from the web-
sites of Portico4, LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe
from Stanford University)5 and CLOCKSS (Controlled
LOCKSS)6. Since LOCKSS and CLOCKSS are just different
business models for the same software, their results were
pooled.

“The details of these statistics are by no means completely
reliable. They rely on matches based on assumptions that the
entries in the tables for over 25,637 titles are so accurate that
the matches performed against them are reliable. It is impor-
tant to remember that the processing understates duplication.
Nonetheless a few striking results deserve comment.

The first of these results is the degree to which publishers,
especially large publishers, are ready to work with multiple
archiving systems. … Smaller publishers are in a different si-
tuation. For them the membership costs in multiple archiving
systems are sums as significant as for libraries – and for the
very small publishers even more problematic. Very small pu-
blishers also have no scholarly or engineering basis for choos-
ing one or another system. The preference for LOCKSS should
be seen in significant measure as a financial decision.” (Sead-
le, 2011)

Authenticity is another complex archiving topic where
the definition is far from precise and the measures in the
digital world vary in significant ways from those for ana-
log works.

“Authenticity in the physical world implies genuineness, and
with physical objects a sense that it is the actual original, but
the concepts of authentic, genuine, and original grow less cle-
ar the more closely an object is examined. Is, for example, a
contemporary printed copy of Charles Dickens’ novel “Oliver
Twist” authentic? Likely it contains many of the original
words, but some words and phrases from the initial publica-
tion were corrected in later editions. …. Even in the physical
world the concept of authenticity rapidly becomes open-ended
once it is divorced from a specific object: this work in this
version at this time.” (Seadle, 2012)

Digital authenticity is of course not about specific ob-
jects, but about copies and versions. One of the key differ-
ences is that a trusted repository plays a key role in ana-
log authenticity, but trust plays no role or even a
negative role in digital authenticity, since any digital
work may be rendered inauthentic by internal or external
attack. At the Vatican Workshop on “Long-Term Preser-
vation... From the Stars?”, I argued that:

“Today we measure authenticity chiefly with:
– check-sums or hash-values that show that copies are

identical
– log file provenance records

These measures are intolerant of the changes (e. g. aging, res-
toration or editing) that are acceptable as part of analog mea-
sures of authenticity.” (Seadle, 2012)

The relative intolerance of the measures is potentially a
problem, because the working concept of authenticity
has considerable flexibility. Nonetheless tying authentici-
ty to a strict definition of digital integrity has the virtue
of bringing it closer to notions about the integrity of phy-
sical artifacts, though even with original artifacts the to-
leration for change (restoration in paintings, for exam-
ple) is far greater than these digital measures allow.

Digital Cultural Migration

The idea of cultural migration is new to digital archiving.
It is an ethnographic concept that extends the idea of
format migration. The goal of format migration is to ma-
ke sure that future generations can open files in 100 or
more years. The goal of digital cultural migration is to
help future readers and users understand the content
and its layers of meanings. The problem of cultural mi-
gration is easy to understand by looking at the past. Over
time words can change their denotation or connotation.
Today publishers automatically do a form of cultural mi-
gration by providing notes in older books to explain the
language and to explain references to places or political
events that readers may not find familiar. Not all works
suffer equally from the need for footnotes or explana-
tions, of course. Most of Jane Austen’s novels require little
explanation today. The problem is not limited to text. Ga-
mes, movies, pictures, even music can grow to seem old-
fashioned and visual or musical references can become
obscure.

Recognizing the need for digital cultural migration is
arguably one of the jobs of a digital curator with appro-
priate ethnographic and technical training. While format
migration is comparatively easy to recognize when a file
is no longer readable, the need for cultural migration is
harder to identify because it involves a complex of cul-
tural factors. It may well be possible to write software to
discover potential problems with names, places and
well-known word changes, but other kind of cultural va-
riance are harder to identify, even for humans, humor for
example. Not all cultural phenomena can reasonably be
migrated any more than all words are translatable. None-
theless factual gaps can be solved with links to informa-



4 http://www.portico.org/digital-preservation/
5 http://www.lockss.org/
6 http://www.clockss.org/clockss/Home
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tion sources (the equivalent of a footnote) and the inten-
tion that something is humorous can be flagged, even if
no laugh results. Michel Foucault, the French historian,
addressed the problem of cultural comprehension over
much longer periods, during which our sense-making
mechanisms change so fundamentally that causal link-
ages no longer make sense.

As with format migration, archives and curators have
a choice between prophylactic and just-in-time migra-
tion. Either on-the-fly or prophylactic digital cultural mi-
gration could work for factual references, though the pro-
phylactic linkages would require regular testing and
updating. On-the-fly probably works best for facts. For
more complex cultural topics, especially non-text based
ones, an automated solution for digital cultural migra-
tion requires a degree of machine intelligence that does
not yet exist. For now the only solution here is for cura-
tors to make decisions and create prophylactic metadata
to explain the intent of the context [1].

LuKII

The Lehrstuhl played a leading role in the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft-funded LuKII (LOCKSS und KO-
PAL: Infrastruktur und Interoperabilität) project.7 (See
also Kindling and Schirmbacher, 2013 in this issue,
pp. 127–136) LOCKSS and kopal are long term archiving
systems with very different technical and organizational
structures, and different priorities. This gave an opportu-
nity to combine their strengths as well as to develop in-
teroperability methods that would work generally. The
official goals of the project were:

“Specifically this project proposes interoperability between
the open-source elements of two existing archiving systems
(LOCKSS and KOPAL) in order to combine cost-effective bit
stream preservation with an established tool for usability
maintenance and format migration.

Based on these goals the chief elements of this project are: 1) to
establish a cost-effective LOCKSS network in Germany including
infrastructure to provide ongoing technical support and man-
agement for LOCKSS and its variants (e. g. CLOCKSS); 2) to con-
ceptualize and implement interoperability between LOCKSS and
KOPAL in order to combine cost-effective bitstream preservation
with well-developed usability preservation tools; and 3) to test
the interoperability prototype by archiving data from German in-
stitutional repositories.” (Seadle, 2009)

The project is in its final phases with most of its major
goals completed. In working on the third goal of har-

vesting open access repositories, the LuKII team beca-
me aware of legal issues that affected the scale of the
test.

Law and Information

Legal issues have always been a factor for libraries and
other information and cultural organizations, but the is-
sues have become more urgent in a world where digital
information is available ubiquitously. Before coming to
Berlin I wrote a column on copyright issues in US law
from the perspective of a user and ethnographic obser-
ver, and explicitly not from the viewpoint of a lawyer.
Library and information science research may affect
how laws are written, but the primary goal of my re-
search has been to examine how people understand
and interpret the rules. The rules for the use of pro-
tected materials are comparatively clear and strict in
Germany. The rules for “fair use” in the US and for
“fair dealing” in UK law allow far greater flexibility,
and these laws also matter for German scholars, since
significant amounts of scholarly information is digitally
available in the Anglo-American domain. Another area
of international significance is the set of rules for hand-
ling orphan works, that is, works that are presumably
still under copyright protection, but for whom no rights
holder can be found. This is particularly a problem with
Web-based materials, where the true author may not be
listed or may be hard to detect. Differing national rules
about work-for-hire (in the US) and moral rights bring
additional complications.

An area of particular interest is the technology
used to detect putative copyright violations, among
them “honey pots” that appear to offer free copyright-
protected contents, but are in fact set up to capture
the IP address of people downloading them. Young
people with a limited understanding of the legal issues
involved especially fall into the trap. While these hon-
ey pots catch consumers, there is little evidence that
they hinder major abusers. The technology of detection
applies not only to companies trying to protect their
intellectual assets, but also to plagiarism detection,
which has become a broad and politically sensitive to-
pic. A number of software companies offer tools to de-
tect copying, but even the best of them have weak-
nesses, especially in technical areas where ways of
expressing research results may be highly standardized.
The systems often work better for English than for Ger-
man, because they have more English content for com-
parison.
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Information History

Library history is an old and well-established field, but
information history has only started to attract attention
as information specialists began to look at their own
past. Elke Greifeneder and I assembled an issue of Libra-
ry Hi Tech (volume 30, number 4) that reviewed the last
thirty years, during which many contemporary Internet
resources were established. Gabriele Metzler of the His-
tory Department at Humboldt-Universität and I are col-
laborating on research program that assembles inter-
views and other documentation, including project
proposals, to build a resource that will serve future re-
searchers. Part of the plan is to link names and places
automatically with references using the Resource Des-
cription Framework (RDF) to facilitate discovery. The ran-
ge of information that should ideally be collected is
broad, and includes not only existing versions of digital
artifacts, but earlier versions, log file data about the us-
age, and user reactions. Some information has already
been lost, and some judgment about what is ultimately
necessary must be exercised because of the cost of col-
lecting rather than the cost of storage.

The history of the digital present is a history of choi-
ces, many of which were far from obvious at the time
and some of which may ultimately have been less than
ideal. Its development can only be understood in the
context of the time, the tools available, the ideas in
people’s minds, and the resources available. The cold
war, for example, influenced the development of the in-
ternet, which began as a military research project that
needed to be robust during a nuclear war. Fears and mis-
conceptions have equally influenced developments, for
example bad personal experiences with rapid changes in
early file formats influenced priorities for long term digi-
tal archiving. The machine-intelligence models of the
1990s and their failure to deliver on expectations has
convinced many researchers that machines will never be
able to comprehend natural language meaningfully, even
though the statistical and database models used by Goo-
gle and in the IBM Watson vs. Jeopardy contest give pro-
mise for new developments.

Information Behavior

The research of the Lehrstuhl is ultimately about how
people interact with information. This is especially true
for the legal and historical research, and plays a major
role in digital cultural migration. One of the best exam-
ples of cutting edge research in the Lehrstuhl comes from

the dissertation of a former staff member, Elke Greifen-
eder, now a professor at the Royal School of Library and
Information Science in Copenhagen. Greifeneder (2012)
wrote:

“User studies in digital libraries face two fundamental chal-
lenges. The first is the necessity of running more user studies
in an online environment. Users can access digital library col-
lections and services worldwide and the services should be
usable at any time, because users access these services at a
time and place of their choice. Online studies enable re-
searchers to be separated from their participants in space
(synchronous tests) and/or in time (asynchronous tests). This
need for more online studies is coupled with a second need, a
demand to test under realistic conditions outside of laborato-
ries in users’ natural environment.”

This is fundamental research into how user research can
reliably be carried out in online environments, and was
awarded the Verein zur Förderung der Informationswis-
senschaft8 dissertation prize in 2013.

A great deal of statistically invalid research is done
on online environments. There is a reasonable argument
to be made that any results are better than none, but the
work of Greifeneder argues strongly in favor of more ri-
gorous statistical models and testing that takes the test-
environment into account.

Conclusion

Digital libraries are no longer the logical focal point for
research that they seemed to be in 2006, partly because
they have grown well beyond their original scope and fo-
cus. Digital libraries arguably today encompass every-
thing in the networked world. Nonetheless the focus of
research in the Lehrstuhl has remained consistently focus-
ed on the user. Technology obviously plays a significant
role, but focusing research on one limited aspect of how
information technology facilitates developments threa-
tens to narrow the scholarly focus to an application-lev-
el. For this Lehrstuhl the technology remains plastic and
humans remain in the forefront of the inquiry.

Notes

[1] Most of this text comes from materials I prepared for
students studying long term digital archiving at the Ber-
lin School of Library and Information Science.



8 http://www.vfi-online.org/
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