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ABSTRACT
Sam Houston State University’s Special Collections (SHSU) needed a way to expose 
finding aids to more users.  Using social media to promote online awareness, while 
simultaneously improving search engine result rankings for the finding aids, seemed 
like a potential solution to this problem.  With this goal in mind, SHSU researchers 
selected ten social media sites to test the assumption that posting information about 
finding aids to social media would be an effective marketing strategy. Following three 
months of posting information about finding aids while tracking user traffic to find-
ing aids from social media sites, the research findings indicate that a combination of 
certain social media sites, in this case WordPress, Facebook, and Twitter, provides a 
better marketing strategy for getting the word out about archival collections. 
Additionally, the researchers confirm that posting to social media improves search 
engine result rankings for the finding aids.  Overall, the SHSU researchers’ results 
concur with the perception that using social media tools is an effective marketing 
strategy for an organization desiring to promote online awareness and improve 
search engine result rankings for finding aids.
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In 2011, Sam Houston State University (SHSU) Special Collections held many 
interesting and notable manuscript collections, but with no online presence, 

no publicly accessible finding aids, and no outreach strategy, the department 
was a hidden gem. After doing research on the best archival description meth-
ods and finding aids platforms, the special collections librarian implemented 
Describing Archives: A Content Standard1 and the descriptive tool Archon2 in 
2012. By 2013, the Special Collections team had processed and described twenty 
archival collections and placed full finding aids online using Archon.3 Despite 
these efforts, the department still hoped to become better known in the online 
research environment. Specifically, Special Collections needed a way to promote 
finding aids to potential users, and social media seemed like the best and most 
affordable way to do this. In addition, while Google was indexing the Archon 
finding aids, this indexing was not producing prominent hits in Google’s search 
results, which is problematic in today’s research environment.

In response to these problems, the special collections librarian, digital 
resources librarian, and electronic resources librarian (henceforth known as 
the research team) designed a study to explore how well social media func-
tions as a way to increase awareness of special collections, increase traffic to 
finding aids, and, inadvertently to some extent, improve Google search results. 
The team’s best guess was that social media would help promote the finding 
aids. But would this expectation hold up? And what other interesting observa-
tions might be made regarding questions about the differences in social media 
platforms for promoting special collections, as well as other possibilities such 
as improving Google search results? In an attempt to address these questions, 
the research team’s study measured traffic to the finding aids via social media 
posts. The team did discover that some platforms were more successful than 
others in promoting the finding aids.

Literature Review

Presently, social media has permeated all forms of communication and the 
online world. Likewise, the adoption of social media by libraries, museums, and 
archival institutions for the most part mirrors mainstream adoption of social 
media.4 Concurrently, the literature regarding social media is profuse. However, 
a large body of this literature, whether business or library oriented, focuses 
primarily on the importance and implementation of social media, whereas peer- 
reviewed research studies on social media are relatively scarce.5 Understandably 
then, a research study on the subject of using social media to market archival 
finding aids hosted on the open source application Archon provides a relatively 
unique look into what in practice is a mainstream marketing tool for libraries 
and other archival institutions.
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The operating assumption with social media is that it offers an economical 
means to communicate, whether between users and other users, or institutions 
and users. In other words, social media provides a tool for marketing. Susanna 
R. Campbell, Ismet Anitsal, and M. Meral Anitsal conducted interviews to under-
stand why users value social media. One of the reasons included the value in 
having “[a]ccess to many people.”6 In particular, social media has provided an 
important bridge for contact and communication with customers. Campbell 
et al. wrote, “Just as people use social media sites to keep in touch with their 
friends, companies can use them to keep in touch with customers.”7 They also  
observed that social media provides “inexpensive advertising.”8 Nonetheless, 
despite this expectation for advertising, users noted annoyance with advertis-
ing in social media, which led Campbell’s group to admonish businesses for 
oversaturating social media with advertising.9

All this supports what would be considered an economic motivating factor 
in marketing for libraries and archives. As Sean Heylinger, Juli McLoone, and 
Nikki Lynn Thomas found, repositories primarily use social media for market-
ing collections.10 Second, the researchers found, social media is used for mar-
keting events.11 Yosra Akrimi and Romdhane Khemakhem explained that users 
find confidence and value within their social media networks that consequently 
promote a utilitarian value to users (and marketers) through shared content. 
This motivation for spreading the word, of course, is an important aspect of 
marketing that multiplies the marketer’s audience exponentially, in what can 
often be personal networks of shared interests.12

The library literature contains some case studies and analyses regarding 
social media and marketing. Shakeel Ahmand Khan and Rubina Bhatti con-
ducted a survey of librarians and LIS school professors to determine percep-
tions on using social media for library marketing. Despite a small research 
focus (essentially two universities in Pakistan), the responses indicated a con-
sistently “positive” opinion about the importance of social media for library 
marketing.13 In another study, Lili Luo, Yuan Wang, and Lifeng Han evaluated 
the effectiveness of a marketing video on students. They concluded that the 
content must connect to the students’ experiences and be presented with a 
“humorous, light-hearted, and refreshing style.”14 Their findings pertained to 
the content of the marketing video and, by extension, may be applicable to con-
tent creation on other social media platforms. Selene Colburn and Laura Haines 
conducted another study on video and social media for marketing in libraries. 
They analyzed the promotional messages and view counts of YouTube videos 
about libraries or created by libraries and librarians. The findings highlight 
important factors in successful videos and are summarized as follows: “Identify 
strategic promotional goals.” “Set measurable goals and make an assessment 
plan.” “Link to the video frequently and in relevant locations.” “Showcase the 
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library’s most unique collections.” “Participate in online discussion.” “Engage 
patrons as content creators.” “Use humor.” “Invest in production values.”15 
Dianna E. Sachs, Edward J. Eckel, and Kathleen A. Langan conducted a user 
survey to determine the value of a library’s Facebook page. Results were typ-
ical of other writings on social media where Facebook was used primarily for 
marketing library events and services, but at the same time meant to provide 
a bridge for communication between the library and users. Other observations 
included obstacles a Facebook presence might create that are unique to insti-
tutions since Facebook was originally intended and is generally used as a per-
sonal networking system.16

Mira Foster, Hesper Wilson, Nicole Allensworth, and Diane T. Sands studied 
the marketing value of social media for promoting LibGuides. Before beginning 
the data collection phase of the study, assessments were made of the LibGuides 
and their creators along with beginning usage statistics. Following this, they set 
up Google Analytics to capture usage statistics of the LibGuides during a mar-
keting period when the LibGuides were promoted via blog postings, Facebook, 
Twitter, and email. While results were generally inconclusive because of the 
small amount of data collected over brief periods of time, social media contacts 
like Facebook or email to specific users of shared interest appear to have a 
higher success rate.17

Adam Crymble analyzed the links and content posted by archivists and 
archival organizations on Facebook and Twitter. He concluded that Facebook 
and Twitter provide different strengths and weaknesses as communication 
tools and suggested the importance of using the different social media plat-
forms with strategically different approaches. Areas for consideration included 
audience type, longevity, and time investment for producing posts.18 Melanie 
Griffin and Tomaro I. Taylor analyzed the social media sites of 125 Association of 
Research Libraries special collections repositories to assess the return on invest-
ment (ROI) social media offers these collections. They concluded that

ARL special collections achieve moderate success when using social media to 
publicize institutional holdings, events, and activities. Success, determined by 
number of departmental posts and the resulting likes, shares, and comments 
from external users, can be realized as potential gains . . . to staff invest-
ment, whereby special collections use of social media indicates demonstrable 
increases in visibility within and external to the parent organization.19

Methodology

With the aforementioned goals of increasing awareness and search result 
rankings for finding aids using social media, the research team selected ten 
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social media sites to disseminate information about SHSU archival collections. 
Seven social media sites were chosen using Alexa rankings.20 The research team 
also included three social media sites that were not listed in the top twenty at 
the time (WordPress, Pinterest, and Historypin), because they had been touted 
in the literature as a way of attracting interest to collections.21 The complete list 
of social media sites used during the research phase is

•• WordPress
•• Tumblr
•• Facebook
•• Google+
•• Myspace
•• Flickr
•• LinkedIn
•• Pinterest
•• Historypin
•• Twitter

Before the project could begin in earnest, the team worked to understand 
the nature of each site and how best to use its unique features. Each community 
has its own characteristics and set of rules, and each site’s users are interested 
in different things.

After selecting the sites, the research team spent six months attracting 
followers and promoting general archival content on each site. The research 
team avoided posting finding aids during this phase for two reasons. First, the 
team wanted to avoid potential duplication or contamination by earlier posts, 
and, second, the team wanted to reserve the finding aids and the content they 
represent for the research phase. During this time, the research team posted 
about a wide range of materials from SHSU collections, often choosing visually 
interesting materials. When posting, the team changed the tone from academic 
to humorous when the content or the nature of the social media site dictated. 
The team also followed fellow institutions or users who showed an interest 
in archival topics or in subject matter represented in SHSU’s collection. By so 
doing, the team was able to draw attention to SHSU sites as well as see what 
worked well for other institutions. This approach was instrumental in building 
followers.

To monitor the traffic from the social media sites to the Archon finding 
aids, the research team chose Google Analytics, which tracked many of the nec-
essary data elements using its “campaign” feature. The research team added 
tracking code provided by Google Analytics to the Archon footer template, 
which reproduced the tracking code on each page of the Archon website. The 
team then added customized values into the parameters available for a Google 
Analytics campaign into the finding aid URL, which was later embedded within 
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the social media post. The code contained information about the campaign  
(ex. utm_campaign=archon), the type of traffic (ex. utm_medium=referral), and 
the source (ex. utm_source=tumblr). From this the team was able to collect 
information on where visitors were coming from, what they viewed, and how 
long they stayed on each site. When referring to posts on social media sites and 
the data collected from the Google Analytics embedded coding, this article uses 
the term “tracking URL.”

After building an audience and learning the various eccentricities of each 
social media community, the research team crafted posts using information 
from the biographical/historical and scope and content notes of each selected 
finding aid. In addition, images from each collection accompanied these descrip-
tions. Finally, the tracking URL was included, usually at the bottom of the post. 
The team used the full URL instead of a shortened version because not all sites 
have the same permissions for displaying links. Because of the nature of each 
social media site, the posts had to be modified from site to site. No matter 
the modification, each post always contained some biographical and historical 
information and the tracking URL.

Once posts with the appropriate description and tracking URL were 
created, the team began the twelve-week research phase, which lasted from 
October 2013 to December 2013. Every Tuesday morning between 10:00 a.m. and 
10:30 a.m., a post was released on each site featuring the selected finding aid 
for that week. The research team chose this time because Tuesday is positive for 
workplace productivity, it avoids some of the glut of social media postings, and 
it worked with other workplace duties and workflows of the primary poster (the 
digital resources librarian).

The finding aid for each week was chosen based on its topic and its pos-
sible appeal within the social media community. The research team planned a 
release schedule for the finding aids, spreading out collections that featured 
similar topical content throughout the research phase.

In addition, the research team crafted an email to submit to selected list-
servs, asking listserv participants to visit the Archon site. The email contained 
a tracking URL like the social media posts. The research team selected two list-
servs, the Archives and Archivists List and Arkansas History List.22 The team 
chose these two listservs because of their reputation for activity among their 
members and because the team was able to obtain the number of subscribers 
for each listserv (631 and 306 respectively). The email contained information 
about SHSU’s Archon page, how SHSU Special Collections was using Archon to 
link collections to item-level descriptions in CONTENTdm, and, finally, the track-
ing URL.23 This broad email was sent to each listserv on October 9, 2013, and was 
distributed only once to avoid any appearance of spamming.
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To catch anyone who may have missed the tracking URLs posted on the list-
servs or embedded on the social media posts, the team posted a survey on the 
Archon site asking how visitors had found the Archon site, what kind of users 
they were, and if they had specific research interests. The team used the survey 
software SurveyMonkey to host and conduct the survey. This survey appeared 
as a pop-up on the homepage of the Archon site. With only fifteen responses 
almost entirely coming from the listserv emails, the results of this survey did 
not add significantly to the study’s findings.

WordPress

The research team started by establishing a WordPress blog. The team 
chose WordPress because of its popularity in the blogging community and 
because of its social media flexibility (it allows the poster to share content on 
other social media platforms). WordPress is set up as a website and publishing 
platform. It uses a rich text editor to publish content and allows flexibility in 
the design of the blog by adding widgets and in the ability to change CSS code. 
Users of the free online platform (which the team used) have a news feed, the 
ability to follow blogs, and the ability to search tagged articles.

With WordPress, tags play a key role in discoverability. Not only are tags 
a way for users to find a post, they play a part in the indexing of posts in 
search engines. Significantly, test searches for finding aids found WordPress 
posts based on the terms that had been tagged. Tags are one way to reach those 
outside the WordPress community and gain followers.

One of the key differences between WordPress and other social media sites 
is that a visitor does not have to be a member of WordPress to follow the posts. 
WordPress allowed the team to place a widget allowing users to subscribe via 
email instead of going through the site as a member. Visitors also have the abil-
ity to share posts through a number of social media outlets (such as Facebook, 
Twitter, etc.) using buttons embedded in each post. These features allowed the 
team to reach a wider audience.

As for the content itself, the research team experimented with various 
lengths of posts: some went into great detail and contained numerous images, 
while others were short and only contained one image. The team also created 
humorous GIFs from collection materials. GIF (Graphics Interchange Format) is 
a bitmap image format that supports animations and is widely used throughout 
the Web. In the team’s experience, in-depth posts received greater attention, 
especially when properly tagged. Short, flashy posts with GIFs did well within 
the WordPress community, but lacked a broader audience. For an example of a 
blog post with text from the finding aid’s biographical/historical note and scope 
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and contents note in addition to a visual from the collection and the tracking 
URL, please see Figure 1.

Tumblr

Tumblr is a micro-blogging platform with a stronger and more connected 
community atmosphere than WordPress. Users publish and post material as if 
it were a blogging platform, but the interface (or dashboard) for members of the 
Tumblr community relies heavily on the newsfeed style. The Tumblr blogs that 

FIGURE 1. This WordPress blog post contains text from the 
finding aid’s biographical/historical note and scope and con-
tents note in addition to a visual from the collection and the 
tracking URL.
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a person follows are presented as a scrolling list of posts. This means anyone 
posting on Tumblr must stand out among all the other content providers a user 
may be following. This may be a challenge for institutions that may not have 
the time and staff to post large amounts of content throughout the day so that 
the Tumblr audience will notice. Timing, organization, and a niche play heavily 
in creating a successful Tumblr following.

Upon joining Tumblr, the research team sought out related organizations 
and began cultivating relationships with other Tumblr entities by “favorit-
ing” and sharing their materials. The team also reached out to colleagues in 
the library and archival fields who maintain personal Tumblr accounts. These 
librarians and archivists, affectionately called “Tumblrarians,” have taken their 
descriptive and organizational skills to Tumblr and act as curators of con-
tent, even creating controlled vocabularies for library and archives content on 
Tumblr. Tumblrarians maintain an active community of users who share arti-
cles, research materials, and anything library related.24 Using their controlled 
vocabularies is a smart way to begin a relationship with them.

For a community like Tumblr, fun, entertaining, or eccentric content is 
often best. As mentioned earlier, posts from Tumblr will appear in a follow-
er’s newsfeed. Most followers see content streams from hundreds of Tumblr 
accounts, so quirky material may help an institution stand out in a crowded 
newsfeed. Items such as miniature or uniquely made books received attention 
from the Tumblr community.25 Posts with GIFs also helped increase activity 
among followers and bring in new audiences.26 Among the Tumblr commu-
nity, GIFs are ubiquitous, drawing from movies, television, and so on. They are 
often humorous or drive home a point that a poster is trying to make. Using 
Photoshop, the team created short animation GIFs of SHSU’s miniature and 
uniquely made books, as well as humorously animated GIFs from a large art col-
lection in the archives. These GIFs were well received, and several were selected 
to be featured on Tumblr Radar (a showcase of posts selected by Tumblr that 
appears on each user’s dashboard).

When the team began the research phase, these experiences were incor-
porated into a strategy for posting finding aids. The team included the same 
images and long-form description from WordPress and tagged them with locally 
controlled vocabulary as well as vocabulary curated by the Tumblrarians. When 
possible, the team converted images into animated GIFs to try to attract more 
attention.

Facebook

The library at SHSU already maintained an active Facebook account, and 
the research team opted to post content to this feed. While this account already 
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had an audience, SHSU Special Collections had not posted there before. To 
increase campus awareness of SHSU Special Collections in preparation for the 
research phase, the team posted about archival stories, events, and materials 
(with modified or shortened posts taken from Tumblr and WordPress) every 
Tuesday and Thursday, trying to signal to users that Tuesdays and Thursdays 
were about archives even before the research phase began.

Unlike WordPress or Tumblr, Facebook is not conducive to lengthy, his-
torical descriptions of collections. In fact, because most users view items in 
their newsfeeds and newsfeed versions are truncated with “read more,” which 
eliminates quite a bit of the post, these posts were necessarily shorter. Using 
the descriptions constructed from the biographical/historical and scope and 
content notes, the team shortened the posts to enough basic information to 
tell a user what a collection was about and what types of materials it con-
tained. Often, the team simply posted the image in Facebook’s photo album 
and included the shortened description with the tracking URL. See Figure 2 for 
an example post.

Google+ and Myspace

The research team created an account for both Google+ and Myspace 
and posted content that mirrored the Facebook posts. Myspace, a once popu-
lar site, continues to decline despite its purchase by a group including Justin 
Timberlake.27 The research team tried locating other archival or historical insti-
tutions on Myspace but had little luck. To appeal to Myspace’s musical commu-
nity, the team crafted music playlists, so if someone found the site, it would 
seem active and interesting. Fellow archival institutions could be found on 
Google+, so the team added them to SHSU Special Collections’ circle of Google+ 
friends.

As they had done on Tumblr and WordPress, the team posted about events, 
archival materials, images, and so forth on Google+ and Myspace to build audi-
ences before the research phase began. While the number of followers for each 
of these platforms was not significant, Google+ did help postings get indexed by 
Google. When it came to the research phase, the team used the same strategy 
as it did with Facebook by posting images with truncated descriptions, hoping 
to avoid dreaded “read more” abbreviated posts.

Flickr

Flickr has historically been used to promote archival collections and 
is a popular tool used to crowdsource image tagging. A number of topic- or 
genre-specific groups exist within Flickr that can be used to post archival 
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images and enhance marketing success. The research team joined two groups 
(ArchivesOnFlickr and Archives and Archivists on Flickr) because of their recent 
activity and their rights restrictions, which enabled the team to post images 
with copyright restrictions. The team posted to those groups leading up to the 
research phase. When the research phase began, the team posted preselected 
images along with a full description of the collection. Because of how photos 
in Flickr are first viewed in a photo stream with only images and titles, the 
full length of the description is always a link away. The team simply uploaded 

FIGURE 2. This typical Facebook post contains text and an image.
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images to the SHSU Flickr account in addition to the group accounts and added 
descriptive tags.

LinkedIn

Like Flickr, LinkedIn maintains a number of active archival groups that 
the research team joined, including the “historians, librarians, and archivists” 
group, as well as a group associated with SHSU. The team also created its own 
group. The research team determined that LinkedIn has a more formal com-
munity atmosphere and decided to post once in each group, though the team 
did post weekly content to the project-specific LinkedIn group. LinkedIn focuses 
on information rather than visual elements, so the team had difficulty adding 
images, and the descriptions had to be shortened to meet a character limit. The 
team also had difficulty attracting users to its group. LinkedIn is closely tied to 
the business community, and the group-specific page had very little business 
focus. LinkedIn can be a venue for sharing archival topics, but the groups with 
more activity, such as the “historians, librarians, and archivists” LinkedIn group, 
have a professional focus.

Pinterest

Pinterest has become one of the hot new social media sites in the last few 
years with users pinning photos of crafts, recipes, and more on their boards for 
followers to share. Increasingly, users from historical and archival institutions 
have become involved by posting largely visual content. Following the steps 
established on the other sites, the team located images, created several topical 
boards, and followed other institutions. The team was able to streamline the 
workflow by using embedded features in Tumblr, Facebook, and Flickr to pin 
items to the SHSU board. Pinterest does have a limit of 500 characters, so brev-
ity is key. Descriptions need to be short and contain key subject terms for users 
to locate the pins. Pinterest differs from most of the social media sites in that 
it does not provide the ability to tag posts or a clear method for posting pins 
so that they appear on the main (highly visible) subject boards. The approach 
to Pinterest during the research phase did not change; the team uploaded the 
images along with a description and tracking URL.

Historypin

Historypin focuses on creating collections or virtual tours by pinning 
images to a geographical location. On Historypin, users can follow other 
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archival institutions, but much of the focus is on a channel or page. The 
research team built up content on the SHSU channel, creating a handful of 
collections and pinning materials to maps. When it came time to post finding 
aids, it was possible to place the full description and link along with relevant 
subject terms and dates. However, not all the images selected had a geographi-
cal element, which made pinning the item to a map difficult. When it came to 
placing the items on a map without a geographical element, the team pinned 
these items to the library’s location. Historypin generated views to materials 
before the research phase but lacked the communal aspect that benefits other 
social media sites.

Twitter

Although the SHSU Library maintains an active Twitter account, it is used 
for general library publicity and announcements. The research team decided 
to establish an archives-specific Twitter account and posted to both during the 
research phase. To increase the presence of this new account, the team followed 
Twitter accounts associated with libraries and archives, and personal accounts 
associated with librarians and archivists in the hope that they would in return 
follow the SHSU Archives account. This method resulted in increased Twitter 
followers. During the building phase, the team highlighted materials from the 
general archival collections, posted links to output on Tumblr and WordPress, 
and shared posts from other institutions.

Much like Tumblr and Facebook, Twitter shows tweets in a newsfeed 
format, and, because of a constant stream of content, the team determined that 
it would be impossible to catch users’ attention with one finding aid post per 
week. Therefore, the team continued posting about other materials in the col-
lections in addition to the weekly finding aid posts during the research phase. 
Instead of a flood of visuals, Twitter is a flood of text, and visuals are helpful. Of 
course, Twitter is well known for its 140-character limit. Adding an image and 
a link to the tweet severely decreases the available number of characters. See 
Figure 3 for an example tweet.

FIGURE 3. This typical tweet invites users to view a finding aid at the Archon site.
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Findings

After establishing a presence on ten social media platforms and building 
followers for six months, the team began the research phase in October 2013. 
Using Google Analytics, the team examined which methods of social media out-
reach would yield the most “click-throughs.” A click-through is when a user 
accesses a finding aid by clicking on a tracking URL.

The main advantage for implementing a Web-based finding aid pro-
gram like Archon or ArchivesSpace is the potential for increased Web visibil-
ity. Certainly one of the main reasons the team at SHSU implemented Archon 
was the potential to improve Google search results. Before the research project, 
SHSU’s finding aids were already indexed by Google and appeared in Google 
search results. However, the ranking of SHSU finding aids on Google often left 
the finding aid on the second page of results or lower. Additionally, the research 
team desired further modes of visibility beyond Google rankings, including 
increased awareness of SHSU Special Collections materials within the national 
research community.

Google Analytics collects information about traffic to finding aids from 
various sources, including traditional search engines (Google, Bing, Yahoo, etc.); 
referrals, which include all traffic from outside websites that contain links 
to finding aids such as the library website; the digital collections websites; 
LibGuides and the like; the listserv posts with tracking URLs; and, finally, traffic 
from designated social media sites also with tracking URLs. Figure 4 shows the 
basic breakdown of website traffic.

FIGURE 4. Web traffic generating to the Archon Finding Aids site is broken down in this pie chart.
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There were a total of 512 visits to the Archon Finding Aids site during the 
research phase. As Figure 4 illustrates, the click-throughs to finding aids pro-
duced by search engines equaled traffic from social media platforms. In addition, 
by posting once to two listservs (Archives and Archivists with 631 subscribers 
at the time of the post and Arkansas History with 306 subscribers), the finding 
aids received a large one-time burst of activity with 183 click-throughs. Referral 
traffic (from other static websites like the library website, LibGuides, the digital 
resources website, etc.) resulted in 115 click-throughs. The referral traffic pro-
vided a constant source of click-throughs and seems sustainable. Social media 
traffic, traffic produced by clicking through a social media post via a tracking 
URL, resulted in 109 click-throughs.

The research reveals three social media platforms that stand above the 
rest in facilitating archival research: WordPress, Facebook, and Twitter. See 
Figure 5 for a full breakdown of click-throughs by social media platform. With 
thirty click-throughs and a large number of interactions with users, WordPress 
was the most successful social media platform for marketing archival research 
materials in an online environment. WordPress allows for a detailed write-up 
on each finding aid pulled from both the biographical/historical and scope 
and contents notes along with flexible options for presenting visual content. 
A WordPress entry is also easy to find and has an intuitive interface for many 
users. Facebook is, for now, the most popular social media site in the world.28 
Facebook allows for a brief introduction to the finding aid with an image. 
The research team used the SHSU Library Facebook page with an established 
local audience—these users are loyal and interested in local research topics. 
With twenty-five click-throughs, Facebook was a close second to WordPress. 
Finally, Twitter surprised the research team. Despite the limited 140-character 

FIGURE 5. This graph shows a breakdown of click-throughs by social media site.
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version of the biographical/historical note with the tracking URL, the team 
was impressed that eighteen people clicked through to a finding aid from 
Twitter.

Next, LinkedIn with sixteen click-throughs, Tumblr with ten, and Google+ 
with five click-throughs were less successful but yielded a revealing set of results 
nonetheless. In particular, the sixteen click-throughs from LinkedIn occurred on 
the same day as a result of a post sent to specific groups of archives and history 
enthusiasts. Because the LinkedIn community is more defined—assuming mem-
bership in archives or history-specific LinkedIn groups—going to these groups 
again and again may not be sustainable. Tumblr, with ten click-throughs and 
a great deal of interaction with users, was a surprise. Though the number of 
click-throughs was a third of that of WordPress, Tumblr is popular and effective 
as a general purpose marketing and outreach tool. The research team also antic-
ipates that, as the Tumblr community grows, the number of people who click 
through will increase. Google+ garnered almost no interest from researchers 
but did generate five click-throughs. However, Google+ is an important factor in 
increasing one’s rank in Google indexing.29

Finally, Myspace with three click-throughs, Flickr and Historypin with one 
each, and Pinterest with zero round out the list of social media platforms. The 
research suggests that current users are not active on Myspace in a way that is 
useful for promoting finding aids. Flickr has the wonderful capability of display-
ing high-resolution images but does not display text or links without clicking 
into the post. This may partially explain the failure of Flickr to produce click-
throughs. The population of users on Historypin is not interacting with posts so 
far. Similarly, Pinterest users did not respond to pinned finding aids. For both 
Historypin and Pinterest, the interface and core community interests may be 
contributing factors. Further, the small image with a limited description and 
a nearly invisible or cut-off tracking URL might not encourage click-throughs. 
Pinterest users are often surfing Pinterest for recipes or craft ideas (although a 
community of people who pin historical images by theme or era is growing).30

Social Media Followers

Figure 6 shows the number of social media followers compared to click-
throughs generated by each platform. The chart shows that, although some 
sites had a higher number of followers, this did not always result in more click-
throughs. The team is interested in further research into sites with higher num-
bers of users and how running a similar experiment with a larger audience 
might change the number of click-throughs.31

At the outset of the research project, certain finding aids—for example, Wild 
Dog (a Beat Generation poetry collection), or the SHSU Map Collection—seemed 
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to be probable online success stories, because they comprise highly visual, 
engaging content. The SHSU Map Collection did in fact garner the most click-
throughs with fourteen (posted on December 3, 2013). The SHSU Map Collection 
posts contain vivid, detailed visual content and cover popular research topics 
such as railroads and Texas history. The SHSU Map Collection posts also gen-
erated the most user activity by far, with forty-two likes and reblogs. The Wild 
Dog collection generated four click-throughs and the second highest number of 
likes and reblogs with thirteen (see Table 1 for a breakdown of user activity by 
collection).

Table 1. User Activity by Collection

Finding Aid Activity Date Posted

Map Collection 42 likes/reblogs/etc. December 3, 2013

Wild Dog Magazine Collection 13 likes/reblogs/etc. October 29, 2013

World War I Artifact Collection 12 likes/reblogs/etc. December 17, 2013

Sanford Bates Collection (Crimi-
nal Justice)

6 likes/reblogs/etc. October 15, 2013

John Warren Smith Papers 
(Research Collection)

5 likes/reblogs/etc. November 26, 2013

3 others tied 4 likes/reblogs/etc.

FIGURE 6. This chart compares the number of social media followers to click-throughs generated by each 
platform.
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While criminal justice is SHSU Special Collections’ foremost collection 
development area due to SHSU’s premier College of Criminal Justice, the research 
team was unsure how many click-throughs criminal justice collections would 
generate. However, three criminal justice collections—Austin MacCormick (with 
ten click-throughs, posted November 5, 2013), James V. Bennett (with nine click-
throughs, posted October 8, 2013), and Ruiz vs. Estelle (with eight click-throughs, 
posted November 12, 2013)—were in the second-highest category of click-through 
success. Post date did not seem to affect success rate.

Finally, the local history collection, the John Warren Smith Papers (with 
eight click-throughs, posted November 26, 2013) and the Sanford Bates Collection, 
another criminal justice collection (with seven click-throughs, posted October 
15, 2013) round out the list of click-through success stories. The apparent popu-
larity of the John Warren Smith Papers seems to be an anomaly best explained 
by local history researchers who might be interested in its contents, which are 
rich in Huntsville and Walker County history. Researchers clicking through to 
finding aids from IP addresses in Walker County, Texas, generated more views 
than any other point of origin. The research team’s IP addresses were elimi-
nated from Google Analytics’ tracking. Table 2 shows the breakdown of click-
throughs by collection.

Table 2. Click-throughs by Collection

Finding Aid Click-throughs Date Posted

Map Collection 14 December 3, 2013

Austin MacCormick (Criminal Justice) 10 November 5, 2013

James V. Bennett Collection (Criminal 
Justice)

9 October 8, 2013

Ruiz vs. Estelle Collection (Criminal 
Justice)

8 November 12, 2013

John Warren Smith Papers (Research 
Collection)

8 November 26, 2013

Sanford Bates Collection (Criminal Justice) 7 October 15, 2013

While click-throughs are the barometer of success for marketing finding 
aids, many social media posts were viewed without resulting in click-throughs 
to finding aids. See Figure 7 for an analysis of one popular collection’s views 
versus click-throughs on Facebook, Flickr, Google+, and Historypin.

User Behavior

Users reacted to posts in some predictable and some less than predictable 
ways. Users were most active on the first day the finding aids were posted on 
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the social media sites (Tuesday). There were on average forty click-throughs on 
Tuesdays, seventeen click-throughs on Wednesdays, twenty-two click-throughs on 
Thursdays, ten click-throughs on Fridays, two click-throughs on Saturdays, ten 
click-throughs on Sundays, and eight click-throughs on Mondays (see Table 3).

Table 3. Click-throughs vs. Day of the Week

Day of the week Click-throughs

Tuesday 40

Wednesday 17

Thursday 22

Friday 10

Saturday 2

Sunday 10

Monday 8

Significantly, the average duration of users on the social media platforms 
indicated they were looking at research material, not jumping into the site 
and jumping right out. The average duration of a user on Twitter was 00:02:28 
(eighteen click-throughs/users total). The average duration of a user on LinkedIn 

FIGURE 7. This analysis of views of and click-throughs to the SHSU Map Collection shows Flickr the clear 
leader.
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was 00:02:06 (sixteen click-throughs/users total). The average duration of a user 
on Facebook was 00:02:05 (twenty-five click-throughs/users total). The average 
duration of a user on WordPress was 00:01:33 (thirty click-throughs/users total). 
The average duration of a user on Tumblr was 00:01:25 (ten click-throughs/users 
total). Other sites had an average duration of a few seconds (see Table 4).

Table 4. Click-through Duration

Social Media Site Click-throughs Duration

Historypin 1 00:08:46

Twitter 18 00:02:28

LinkedIn 16 00:02:06

Facebook 25 00:02:05

WordPress Blog 30 00:01:33

Tumblr 10 00:01:25

Interestingly, most users were viewing these finding aids on personal com-
puters. In fact, only 9 out of 109 click-throughs were generated from mobile 
devices. This was one of the surprising results from this study. The research 
team anticipated many users would use apps (specifically the Twitter or Tumblr 
app) on their mobile devices to access these finding aids. WordPress generated 
twenty click-throughs from a Microsoft Windows PC, five click-throughs from 
a Macintosh PC, and three click-throughs from an Apple iOS (mobile device). 
Twitter generated sixteen click-throughs from a Microsoft Windows PC and 
two click-throughs from a Macintosh PC. Facebook generated fourteen click-
throughs from a Linux PC, ten click-throughs from a Microsoft Windows PC, 
and one click-through from an Apple iOS mobile device.

Practical Applications

This study considered a successful user interaction to be someone viewing 
a post on a social media platform hosted by SHSU Special Collections and click-
ing through to the finding aid, with the end goal that, if that finding aid was 
pertinent to their research, they would visit SHSU Special Collections to conduct 
archival research. An additional goal was to increase visibility and accessibility 
to archival collections at SHSU. While many archival repositories are known 
to a specific audience (local community, campus community, or international 
researching community), many repositories wish to expand their reach to new 
potential researchers. This was certainly the case at SHSU, and the research 
team believes many other institutions are in a similar push to enhance their 
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impact and reach. In addition, in a research environment where many users, 
even high-level researchers including PhD students and faculty members, expect 
to be able to start and, in some instances, complete their surveys of resources 
online, placing archival collections or at least finding aids to those collections 
in a Google-search environment is an important and, some would argue, imper-
ative step forward. For today’s researchers, page rankings matter, so getting 
Archon finding aids bumped up to the first page and increasing the number of 
access points on that first page are significant results. 32

Indeed, the researchers saw that posting finding aids on social media does 
increase the ranking of those finding aids on Google. Not only is the finding 
aid itself higher in the search results, but the additional social media posts 
create multiple points of entry for each finding aid. For instance, before the 
research project, the Sanford Bates finding aid was indexed on the second page 
of Google search results. Now, the finding aid is on the first page of search 
results alongside two additional points of entry for potential scholars to find the 

FIGURE 8. SHSU maintains links for three of the top five results on the first page of a Google search for 
Sanford Bates. 
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Bates Collection at SHSU. Indeed, as seen in Figure 8, SHSU maintains links for 
three of the top five results on the first page, including two WordPress entries. 
Specifically, this list was generated by typing in Sanford Bates, a relatively unique 
name. For collection titles with less unique names, the results lists are less 
packed with SHSU finding aids and social media posts. For instance, a search 
for Wild Dog Collection resulted in two out of the top ten results (including the 
Archon finding aid link and, perhaps significantly, a Google+ post from SHSU), 
but the first page also lists many other non-SHSU links posts about wild dogs 
and the like.

Recommendations

Though posting to the listservs produced the highest ROI (with 183 click-
throughs to the finding aids generated from a one-time post), listservs and 
LinkedIn are great resources for announcing collections or events but do not 
provide an ongoing marketing tool for finding aids.

Posts about finding aids on sites like Flickr, Pinterest, and Historypin were 
viewed at a steady rate (probably due to interactive ease and visual content) but 
did not result in a significant number of click-throughs. Thus, though they have 
a place in an overall marketing strategy, the ROI for marketing finding aids is 
not high.

Similarly, Tumblr, Facebook, and Twitter were viewed and received a medi-
um-high number of click-throughs. Tumblr attracted the fewest click-throughs 
among these, but it was the most interactive interface for user involvement with 
the archival collections online. Because of this, the team believes that Tumblr 
will continue to grow as a valuable online community for marketing finding 
aids. Conversely, Historypin and Myspace were not successful for marketing 
finding aids. Facebook and Twitter were reliable sources of both views and click-
throughs and worked well together for posting and marketing finding aids. 
Finally, with the most click-throughs per follower and the most interactions 
with followers, WordPress provides an impetus to continue posting finding aids 
for marketing purposes.

One of the interesting outcomes of this study involves Google+. At first, 
Google+ was headed for the dustbin. With little user interest and only five click-
throughs, the platform seemed a bad fit for marketing finding aids. However, 
Google+ posts seem to have great staying power on the first page of search 
results on Google. Admittedly, a Google product producing robust search results 
is not overly surprising. The extent to which Google+ is affecting Google’s search 
algorithm compared to other social media platforms seems a worthy question 
for future research.33
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Social Media Success

After a year of social media efforts, awareness of SHSU Special Collections 
has increased within both the local and campus communities. More students, 
faculty, and local community members are contacting the archives for research 
help. Notably, a researcher traveled four hours to use three large manuscript 
collections. When the special collections librarian asked him how he found 
these collections, he admitted to reading all about them on WordPress. A mas-
ter’s student in history, the patron was unfamiliar with finding aids, however, 
and was unable to navigate one. He had never clicked-through to a finding aid 
from the WordPress posts. This reveals a potential user behavior in that those 
unfamiliar with finding aids might read posts and simply not click-through due 
to a lack of familiarity. While in-house reference interactions were not a focus 
of this study, this interaction was informative to the research team. While anec-
dotal, it reveals that some researchers might visit SHSU Special Collections or 
access online collection materials because of a general awareness of the collec-
tion rather than a specific interaction with a finding aid.

Since the end of the research phase in December 2013, the digital resources 
librarian has maintained all ten social media platforms in anticipation of fur-
ther research. Additionally, the digital resources librarian continues to engage 
with users by following their accounts, liking posts, and reblogging their mate-
rials. Since the research phase ceased, SHSU’s Tumblr and WordPress accounts 
have experienced massive growth. The Tumblr site was a trending blog twice 
and appeared on Tumblr Radar three times. At the end of the research phase in 
December 2013, the SHSU Tumblr site had 146 followers and 8,034 followers as 
of September 2014. The WordPress blog went from 172 followers in December 
2013 to 5,707 as of September 2014. The Twitter and Pinterest accounts also have 
more followers. While building followers was not a specific goal of the research 
phase, the efforts undertaken during the build up to the research phase and 
during the research phase did enhance the quality and quantity of online inter-
action (and the number of followers).

SHSU Special Collections plans to maintain WordPress and Tumblr sites 
and contribute to the shared SHSU Library Facebook and Twitter accounts. 
According to the research findings, this is the best recipe for success in mar-
keting finding aids on social media. While Google+ did not produce the click-
through results the researchers would have liked, it does have potential for 
increasing general outreach since Google+ posts appear higher in Google search 
results. The research team will therefore maintain the Google+ site for the time 
being as staff time allows.
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Conclusion

In libraries and archives, daily work can be summarized as solving prob-
lems using the best information available. The research team believes that this 
research project provides a solution to an essential problem facing archives, 
namely, how to promote and market finding aids and the collections they repre-
sent in an increasingly congested information environment. The heart of archi-
val work is arranging and describing collections, but if people do not access 
these collections, the effort seems ill spent. After three months tracking every 
click-through from ten social media sites, this study indicates that a combina-
tion of WordPress, Facebook, and Twitter provides the best marketing strategy 
for getting the word out about finding aids. With WordPress blog posts and 
modified posts to Facebook and Twitter, archivists could, with relative ease and 
within the time constraints we all face, promote finding aids on social media 
and get a solid ROI.
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