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Abstract
This article introduces two new approaches to email archiving within French public 
agencies undertaken between 2020 and 2023 at the University of Angers (France). It 
shows how a qualitative survey of producers’ practices and an NLP-based tool might 
provide the basis for new strategies for the appraisal and selection of email boxes 
and messages to be transferred to archives. The initial impetus was to overcome dif-
ficulties faced by French administrative records managers and archivists in locally 
implementing the appraisal framework known as the “Capstone” approach, which 
recommends gathering emails as electronic records and preserving for the long term 
only specific mailboxes selected in light of the function or position of the email 
account owner. While Capstone was adopted at the national scale in the French 
administration, major archival issues remain. Does an approach that focuses on the 
mailboxes of individuals holding strategic job positions correspond to the reality of 
bureaucratic work in France? And how should one define accountable criteria for 
identifying and appraising emails or mailboxes to be preserved on the basis of their 
enduring value? To address this, we combined two sociological methods, interviews 
and observation, and developed an interface for classifying messages using NLP. 
The combination of these two yielded some crucial elements to help archivists shift 
from the level of a single mailbox to that of a network: a better understanding of the 
practices of email producers, new criteria for selecting relevant mailboxes, and a 
new tool for archivists to appraise email archives.
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Introduction

This article introduces two new approaches to email archiving within French 
public agencies undertaken between 2020 and 2023 at the University of Angers 
(France). It shows how a qualitative survey that focused on producers’ practices 
along with the development of an NLP-based tool might help develop new strate-
gies for the appraisal and selection of emails boxes and messages to be transferred 
to archives. The initial impetus was to overcome difficulties faced by administra-
tive records managers and archivists in locally implementing the appraisal frame-
work known as the “Capstone” approach, which recommends gathering emails 
as electronic records, and preserving for the long term only specific mailboxes 
selected in light of the function or position of the email account owner (NARA 
2013).

Capstone was adopted at the national scale in the French administration fol-
lowing the work of the interdepartmental program Vitam, with the aim of man-
aging the volume of emails to be archived in such contexts, which can approach 
several hundred or even thousands of mailboxes (Ville 2023; Vitam 2013). How-
ever, major archival issues remain. First, does an approach that focuses on the 
mailboxes of individuals holding strategic job positions correspond to the reality 
of bureaucratic work in France? And second, how should one define accountable 
criteria for identifying and appraising emails or mailboxes to be preserved on the 
basis of their enduring value? Last, how can these choices be both verified and 
justified?

In our opinion, the difficulties faced by archivists and public record managers 
lie in a lack of empirical knowledge regarding the ways in which public agents 
produce and use emails to communicate and make decisions. How do agents use 
their electronic messaging services? What is the role of email in their profes-
sional communications? What value do producers attribute to this kind of docu-
ment within processes of public decision-making and information publication? 
What logics of classification are implemented?

To address this, we conducted a sociological survey that combined interviews 
and observation and developed an interface for examining and classifying mes-
sages using NLP methods adapted to the French language (Aït el Mekki et al. 2022; 
Grailles et al. 2022). The overall goal was to shift from the level of individual mail-
boxes to that of a network, in order to make sense of a volume of data too great to 
be comprehended at the human level of an archivist. We also sought to demonstrate 
the significance of recent research in the fields of personal information management, 
digital communication, and the sociology of work to discussions within archival sci-
ence on this subject. The combination of these two approaches has yielded some 
crucial elements to assist public record managers and archivists in identifying and 
appraising emails or mailboxes to be preserved on the basis of their enduring value: 
a better understanding of the practices of email producers; new criteria for selecting 
relevant mailboxes (based on the identification of personal management profiles); 
and a new interface that enables archivists to access and appraise e-mail records on 
the basis of the communication networks to which they belong.
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State of the art and literature review

The last 10 years have seen significant transformations in email archiving in France, 
in line with a more global trend. We first discuss the major developments in appraisal 
frameworks and tools that originated outside France beginning in the early 1990s. 
Next, we focus on email archiving practices currently in use in France and the dif-
ficulties faced by administrative records managers and archivists in implementing 
the appraisal framework known as “Capstone.” Finally, we address how research on 
behavior and management of personal information might help in better understand-
ing how public agents record and manage emails, and thus, how such research could 
be used to improve the selection and appraisal of mailboxes and messages.

Conceptual approaches, appraisal challenges, and technical solutions

In a recent article, Johnston et al. (2019) highlight the shift from a “print and file” 
strategy to an electronic-first email policy in the US federal administration between 
1990 and 2010. Following early litigation on the archival status of email records—
which as early as 1993 were no longer considered deletable “convenience copies” 
by local courts1—they show how various strategies were implemented to respond to 
the legal requirement to archive emails in their electronic forms. In the early 1990s, 
NARA issued rules that made “agencies responsible for providing training to staff to 
distinguish records from non-records” (Johnston et al. 2019, p 6). However, it soon 
became obvious that “the technology and practice capabilities for managing email 
in electronic form were just not feasible,” and that only a “print and file” approach 
could be implemented (Johnston et al. 2019, p 8). In 2003, the latter approach was 
nonetheless considered a failure following public exposure such as the “lost” Bush 
emails, when up to 22 million emails were lost due to insufficient records manage-
ment software (Burleigh 2016).

At the same time, the responsibility for email records selection and appraisal 
fell into the hands of professional archivists, and discussions of email preservation 
therefore became part of broader research on digital record preservation. In 2003, a 
decisive report was published by the Dutch National Archives, proposing consider-
ing email as pivotal example for defining what digital records are (Dutch National 
Archives 2003, p 6). In 2006, the Digital Curation Center of the UK proposed estab-
lishing a common framework for managing emails as archives (Pennock 2006). The 
Center emphasized the need to consider the entire life cycle of an email, and thus, 
all the actors involved in the life of electronic messages, with the aim of ensuring 
the authenticity and integrity of documents which, given their digital nature, easily 
“mutate” (Pennock 2006, p 9).

However, no clear strategy for appraising email records was proposed, other 
than ideally selecting them “at the source and at the point of receipt or creation” 
(Pennock 2006, p 18). In 2013, NARA promulgated a new policy, known as the 

1  Johnston et  al. (2019, p 6) described the District Court’s reasoning: “paper printouts were not exact 
copies of the originals as they did not reproduce transmission and receipt information that existed in 
electronic versions.”.
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“Capstone approach,” which would turn out to be absolutely pivotal (NARA 2013). 
It aimed to provide “an alternative after the failure of the ‘print and file’ approach, 
while also addressing the labor required of users to distinguish record from non-
record material” (Johnston et al. 2019, p 13). The Capstone approach proposed shift-
ing away from the time-consuming appraisal method, which required archivists to 
weigh the value of each message using records schedules or guidelines. Instead, it 
suggested identifying functional roles within a given organization and capturing 
complete email accounts—as electronic records rather than as printouts. In doing 
so, the metadata and context of messages were more likely to be preserved, and the 
burden of evaluating each message would no longer fall on archivists.

Several projects dedicated to email preservation were launched in the following 
years, in accordance with both Pennock’s conclusions and NARA recommendations. 
In 2018, the Mellon Foundation commissioned a report focusing on email archiving 
that addressed both their significance for historical study and methods of collection, 
appraisal, conservation, and communication (Prom et al. 2018). Numerous projects 
were identified: Archivematica, DArcMail, EAS, ePADD, Preservica Standard Edi-
tion, TOMES Tool, Archival Email Symposium, Carcanet Press Email Preservation 
Project, CERP, Kaine Email Project@LVA, MeMail et PeDALS. This report show-
cased the diversity of types of email collections to be preserved, ranging from small 
collections—that of a writer for example—to massive sets composed of thousands 
of mailboxes in many public institutions. It also brought to light the various chal-
lenges faced by archivists in the appraisal and selection of emails to be transferred to 
archives (see also Cocciolo 2016).

The report states that the Capstone guidelines were relevant for handling high-
volume email archives within academic and government institutions (Prom et  al. 
2018, p 16). It also points to the various ways in which the guidelines might be 
implemented, and the technical and organizational challenges faced by archivists 
and administrative records managers in doing so. On the one hand, the report attests 
that in many cases, the sheer volume of mailboxes to be appraised precludes simply 
archiving accounts from the top of the hierarchy, due to storage or workforce limita-
tions. On the other hand, appraisal at the message level remains mandatory in many 
cases, because of the need to identify—and delete—sensitive or private information 
within messages, as well as spams and duplicates.

Several institutions worldwide tried to address these issues by developing pre-
acquisition appraisal tools. For example, the open-source software ePADD from 
Stanford University aims to facilitate the processing, examination, appraisal, 
and communication of archival corpora (Schneider 2016; Baker et  al. 2012). The 
Review, Appraisal and Triage of Mail Project (RATOM) launched by the Univer-
sity of North Carolina draws on the volume of messages produced to automate the 
tasks of selecting and appraising emails, using methods taken from artificial intel-
ligence. Both used the following suite of processes: implementation of named entity 
recognition; navigation and visualization of metadata; modules for appraising and 
classifying that include searches based on recurring expressions. However, ePADD 
and RATOM have primarily been used with special collections, often linked to a 
single author—Salman Rushdie, Ian McEwan, Wendy Cope, etc. (Schneider 2019). 
The appraisal issues faced in such cases are different from those confronting records 
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managers and archivists working at the level of an institution, where legal require-
ments compel them to define accountable criteria for appraising and selecting emails 
in light of both their enduring and probative values. Moreover, RATOM and ePADD 
were designed to process English language content, reducing their potential applica-
tions outside the English-speaking world.

The French context

Today, email is the primary channel of communication used by French public offi-
cials and is considered by many agents to be central to the organization of their pro-
fessional tasks. Ten years ago, sociologists studying the context of territorial civil 
services showed that “channeling the flow” of messages had already become a struc-
turing activity in decision-making (Bretesché et al. 2012; 2014). They also showed 
that the use of email leads to extreme fragility in the conservation of data and infor-
mation, making it necessary for public servants to deploy diverse strategies to ensure 
traceability (Bretesché et al. 2018).

These conclusions reflect the situation faced by archivists in France, where, just 
as in the USA, the strategic value of emails and the growing volume of records to 
archive imply a radical transformation in appraisal practices and norms.2 French 
archivists began examining these questions in the late 2000s within the busi-
ness world and under the pressure of business needs, with a focus on the question 
of evidence (Ballet and Rietsch 2008). Just as Johnston et  al. show in their 2019 
article regarding the US context, this movement was initiated following litigations. 
In France, since 2000, electronic documents have held the same weight in court as 
paper documents, and in 2004 electronic mail was given a legal definition and the 
concept of a digital original was absorbed in 2005.3

In 2011, the project team Vitam (Valeurs immatérielles transmises aux archives 
pour mémoire; Immaterial Values Transmitted to Archives for Memory) was 
entrusted with the task of reflecting on the digital preservation of material produced 
by state administrative agencies, and it validated the Capstone (2013) approach 
(Vitam 2013; Ville 2023). The study we undertook in 2020 confirmed the deploy-
ment of a strategy focusing on the emails of key individuals in political and admin-
istrative decision-making (cabinet ministers, directors, deputy directors) at the 
national level (Lejeune 2022). The Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs has, 
for example, targeted deputy directors and assistant directors, identifying 500 email 
accounts among the 15,000 it manages (Texier 2020). The Mission Archives of the 
Prime Minister’s Office focused instead on direct collaborators and “the most senior 
civil servants,” while also considering “strategic emails to be archived” (Ville 2023, 
p 3; Mission des archives auprès du Premier Ministre 2018).4 In contrast, regional 
archives departments have gathered few emails or none at all, due to a lack of clear 

2  At the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, email records now constitute “more than 40% of the 
stock preserved in their digital repository” (Ville 2023, p 6).
3  Law of March 13, 2000; law no. 2004–575 of June 21, 2004 regarding trust in the digital economy; and 
the ordonnance of June 16, 2005.
4  A similar strategy was implemented at the Council of State (see Meynaud 2021).
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appraisal policies and tools adapted to the French language that can provide access 
to concepts and composition styles particular to French.

Other than these local endeavors, no in-depth evaluation of the appropriateness 
of the Capstone appraisal framework to French public agencies was conducted, 
either within the Vitam project, which focused instead on acquisition, preservation 
and access, or elsewhere. The two programs conducted at Angers between 2020 and 
2023 aimed at undertaking such an evaluation at a theoretical and practical level. 
The hypothesis that the enduring value of emails derives from their position in deci-
sional processes orients preservation toward certain email accounts at the top of the 
organizational chart (even if Capstone does allow for ad hoc designation of particu-
lar mailboxes outside of the organizational hierarchy). This is based on several pre-
suppositions: that all strategic information flows through these email accounts, due 
to the hierarchical positions of the individuals they belong to; that assets that have 
value other than informational need not be documented; and that individual ways 
of managing information are relatively homogeneous. However, in contrast to these 
assumptions, administrative records managers and archivists assert their difficul-
ties in selecting a manageable number of relevant mailboxes and accounting for the 
rationale behind their choices.

Records managers and archivists also face difficulties linked to the specificity of 
the archival object in question. Email accounts are highly heterogeneous due to the 
heterogeneity of users’ behaviors and practices. This heterogeneity may stem from 
the informational content they contain: emails that may or may not have been sent as 
copies; forwarded emails; email loops; personal and/or functional addresses, attach-
ments, mailing lists, calendars, etc. From an archival point of view, heterogeneity is 
further increased by the range of content the messages themselves contain, which 
can include various forms of discourse existing side-by-side (professional, personal, 
informal, structured, unstructured, etc.). In dealing with such heterogeneity, a final 
hurdle is the lack of tools adapted to the French language, since the supply of librar-
ies or pre-trained NLP models varies from one language to another. This means that 
internal selection is significantly hindered, analysis of a mailbox impossible, and 
archival description limited. In this regard, examination of the research instruments 
offered by the French National Archives is telling: 130 mailboxes were indexed in 
2022, predominantly using the “content” format, which provides only the name and 
job position of the producer (Naud 2022).5

Personal management of information

The issue of heterogeneity calls for thorough attention to studies in personal man-
agement of information. In recent years, numerous studies of professional email 
practices have been conducted outside of the field of archival science, guided by 
the idea that email is paradigmatic of technology that is appropriated and repur-
posed by its users (Tran 2010). Whereas it was designed for asynchronous and 

5  The National Archives is currently experimenting with various solutions for accessing and giving 
access to email accounts and messages, including EPADD + + , RATOM tools, and the Pêle-mél inter-
face that came out of our research in Angers.



Archival Science (2025) 25:36	 Page 7 of 24  36

predominantly downward communication, new uses have emerged: delegation of 
professional tasks, follow-up on these tasks, personal archives storage, synchro-
nous communication in the form of conversations, transfer of documents between 
computers, reminder emails sent to oneself. Email’s multiformity, combined with 
its omnipresence across professional activities, has led it to be identified as a vir-
tual space of work and socialization (Ducheneaut and Bellotti 2001) and a site 
where the boundaries between the public and the private blur, as evidenced by the 
transfer of emails from personal accounts to professional accounts (Capra et  al. 
2013).

Tran (2010) emphasizes the three functions of email: synchronous communi-
cation, coordination, and “organizational memory.” Indeed, each individual user 
organizes a more or less enduring system of knowledge that is adapted to their own 
style and reflects how they both use and retrieve information (Messaoui 2020). Stud-
ies of personal information management have identified a number of constants. 
Malone (1983) highlighted two major organizational modes, which he connects 
to two different cognitive functions he refers to as “refinding” and “reminding.” 
“Refinding” is accompanied by the creation of files labeled and organized according 
to a plan that makes it possible to identify where information is kept, while “remind-
ing” makes it possible to prioritize matters that need to be handled while providing 
a reminder of what remains to be done and ensuring that frequently used documents 
are readily available. These two modalities are not in opposition to one another, and 
the same person might turn to either or blend the two attitudes depending on the 
information they are responsible for, the tools they have, the type of information 
being processed, as well as their experience (Carlson and Zmud 1999). It has also 
been noted that users navigate three strata, three “ages” or temporalities of informa-
tion (Barreau and Nardi 1995): ephemeral information, working information, and 
archived information. This observation from the digital realm corresponds to cat-
egories proposed by Cole (1982) for information on paper: “action information,” 
“personal work files,” and “archived information.”

Many authors have sought to categorize user behaviors more specifically within 
electronic messaging. Alberts (2013) distinguishes between users who delete emails 
once a task has been completed, those who preserve them in their mailboxes to 
track an activity, and those who save them on a hard drive or print them in order to 
better benefit from the information they contain. Three other types have also been 
identified:

1)	 “filers,” who keep items organized in folders—whether organized by sender, 
organization, project, or personal significance (Ducheneaut and Bellotti 2001);

2)	 “pilers,” who allow them to accumulate in their inbox; and
3)	 “spring-cleaners,” who periodically delete items, and have been divided into 

“folderless cleaners” and “folderless spring-cleaners” (Bälter 1997).

Other behaviors have also been described: Mackay (1988) distinguishes between 
“prioritizers,” who focus on incoming emails, and “archivers,” who anticipate 
future uses by saving and organizing emails. The action of filing/no filing has been 
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analyzed in terms of “no filers” and “frequent filers” (Whittaker and Sidner 1996). 
Approaches based on the intensity of storing have been proposed, as well as cultural 
models—Europeans tend to organize more than Americans (Tang et al. 2014)—and 
approaches based on job responsibilities. The consensus seems to be that an indi-
vidual’s way of managing their work email is similar to how they organize their 
personal email (Capra et al. 2013), and that individual differences remain relevant 
(Dabbish et al. 2005).

Research has also been conducted regarding the consequences of “workplace tel-
epressure” and management on user behavior (Kefi et al. 2021). The trend toward 
synchronous use has been identified as imposing “email reactiveness” (Paczkowski 
and Kuruzovich 2016). Alberts (2013) points out that one source of difficulty linked 
to email use stems from a lack of protocols for digital conservation, which generates 
a feeling of insecurity, a fear of creating false documents, and a desire to protect 
oneself. Such professional anxiety leads to what has been labeled “keeping behav-
ior”: greater conservation of emails in professional email accounts than in personal 
ones, and greater efforts at organization and saving (Capra et al. 2013).

The diversity of human interactions with electronic artifacts has also been ana-
lyzed at the level of a community or network, providing great methodological 
insights for archival sciences. The analysis of email genres underlines the impor-
tance of considering messages as contents “anchored in a context” and shared 
among a community bound by use and discourse (Gagnon-Arguin et  al. 2015). It 
implies socially situated practices: each community generates a system of genres, 
and each message might then be appraised in light of these practices. Network anal-
ysis has been used to explore such interactions on the basis of the contribution sta-
tistics of each contact within a network (Karagiannis and Vojnovic 2009), by focus-
ing on the objective of emails sent—to inform, investigate, or plan (Lockerd and 
Selker 2003)—or by automatic extraction of social hierarchies (Creamer 2009).

Methods combining social science and algorithms

This article draws on two projects carried out at the University of Angers with the 
aim of helping archivists with the appraisal and selection of massive collections of 
emails. The first project, CARAmèls (2021–2022), explored the interplay between 
the practices of email producers and the difficulties faced by archivists in choos-
ing appropriate mailboxes for long-term preservation. It provided an overview of 
the field of social science literature on professional email practices and gathered 
qualitative data from interviews with email users and producers in various national 
and regional agencies, as well as from direct observation of mailboxes. The second 
project, Pêle-mél, tested various strategies and methods based on natural language 
processing (NLP) and artificial neural network (ANN) between 2020 and 2023. It 
culminated in the development of two prototypes that can be used to classify mes-
sages and to mine their content (Grailles et al. 2022). Here, we draw on the results 
of this project as applied to the issue of appraisal rather than access—that is, we 
consider the uses of the two prototypes as post-acquisition appraisal tools. We 
show how the analysis of two mailboxes belonging to two ministerial advisors—the 
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minister’s closest collaborators—provides meaningful insights into the communica-
tion network of the Minister’s Office and its relations with other mailboxes outside 
this network.6

Investigating producer practices

In CARAmèls, the profiles targeted were not just those recommended by the Cap-
stone approach (directors and deputy directors). We decided in addition to go down 
the hierarchy by including departments heads and members of ministerial staff. 
These meetings led to eventually carrying out interviews with civil servants holding 
posts at an even lower level within the hierarchy, such as an executive assistant and 
an inspector of social affairs. Another originality of the survey lay in gathering inter-
views and observation from both national and regional departments.

The profiles selected were the following: directors, deputy directors, and depart-
ment heads of national departments currently at their posts; directors, deputy direc-
tors, and department heads of regional departments currently at their posts; and 
members of ministerial staff currently at their posts or having recently left. There 
were three phases of the study. First, we conducted seven exploratory interviews 
with archivists with the aim of identifying the practical difficulties they face in 
appraising email from public agencies at the national and regional level. Then, we 
carried out twelve semi-structured interviews within national departments (5), ter-
ritorial communities and decentralized departments (6), and Ministerial offices (1). 
Finally, we took advantage of these interviews to observe the mailboxes of certain 
key informants.

Among these twelve interviews, it should be noted that multiple agents holding 
similar job positions were interviewed: inspectors (2), members of regional lead-
ership (3), members of a conseil départemental (departmental council) (2), agents 
involved in budget laws (2), as well as: a mayor (1), a secretary at the Cour des 
Comptes (Court of Auditors) (1) and a ministerial staff member (1). This helped in 
analyzing the interplay of professional norms and idiosyncratic or local practices at 
the level of a given department. The sample was also well balanced in terms of gen-
der (5 women and 7 men), age (average age 46.8, range 31–68 years old), and length 
of career in public service (average 22.9 years, range 6–43 years).

Interviews were semi-structured and focused on: a) the technical environment 
within which agents work (laptop, personnel, software, etc.); b) the flow and nature 
of electronic messages (number of emails per day, number of interlocutors per day, 
type of interlocutors); c) strategies for managing the flow of these messages (time 
spent cleaning and organizing one’s mailbox, motivations behind such practices); 
and d) practices of storing, archiving, and deleting emails (see Lejeune 2022). Inter-
views also provided an opportunity to gather documents shedding light on certain 
individuals’ professional profiles (CVs), the regulatory context surrounding their 

6  These emails dated from 2007–2011 and had been converted to.eml format using the MailExtract 
library developed as part of the VITAM program. The folder hierarchy was preserved. Each level has an 
XML manifest that corresponds to the French standard SEDA (Standard of Exchange of Data for Archiv-
ing). The export file is in.eml format.
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practices (charts, regulations), and their methods of classifying and archiving emails 
(classification trees).

Analyzing electronic mailboxes

By combining NLP, metadata, and observation of classification practices (trees), the 
Pêle-mél project produced a prototype for exploring and visualizing acquired email 
accounts, using extracted messages in.eml format structured as a database. It aimed 
to facilitate access to acquired emails and to offer an interface for archivists to bet-
ter understand a given email network. One original aspect of our project is that it 
sought to understand and analyze groups of mailboxes, with the intention of facili-
tating comprehension of an entire electronic mailbox network. It was thus a matter 
of describing collective, and not only individual, practices. Its application to two 
mailboxes belonging to ministerial advisors brought to light several elements for 
better understanding email practices.

Four main functionalities were implemented. First, the prototype offers a simple 
graphic interface for retrieving, exploring, and displaying acquired mailboxes and 
messages using a search engine (Fig. 1). An advanced search interface gives access 
to further functionalities, such as annotation tools and modification of the databases 
(Grailles et al. 2022). Next, the prototype provides the user with basic quantitative 
information about the acquired accounts, e.g., number of messages (received and 
sent), number of words per message, number of attachments, number of correspond-
ents, etc. It allows emails to be sorted using metadata, and indicators such as the 
internal and external degrees of traffic to be computed. The interface prototype also 
offers visualizations using customizable graphs and, for networks of correspondents, 
dynamic graphs, generated using Pyvis (Fig. 2). Address and date filtering as well as 
search functions can be used to refine the graph, which can be exported as an image.

Fig. 1   Pêle-mél interface (main page)
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Finally, the project deployed an original classification function, which relies on 
named entities and term extraction and seeks to determine the semantic relations 
between them.7 Classification took place in four stages: a) extraction and creation 
of a list of terms and named entities; b) structuring these lists by using a linguistic 
approach to link terms and named entities according to semantic relationships; c) 
replacement of each term with a term cloud, using machine learning techniques; and 
d) classification of messages using the term clouds and a learning method. Archi-
vists and records managers were asked to establish a list of themes corresponding 
to various domains of the ministry’s activities during the time in question. This list 
was based on their knowledge and methods of analyzing document flow and was 
structured around the organization’s missions, remits, actions, and programs. The 
semantic relationships between the themes identified and lexical entities—that is, 
terms8 and named entities extracted from the corpus beforehand—were detected. 
Grammatical categories, morphosyntactic information, and lemmatization were also 
labeled beforehand.

The goal was to create categories of terms surrounding each theme. The approach 
used here differs from previous approaches, notably Decker’s (2022), in its inten-
tion of defining a theme by a term cloud—that is, a set of terms in direct or indi-
rect relation to a parent term. Our objective was to generate term clouds with strong 
similarity in order to then use them to classify messages. To establish relationships, 

Fig. 2   Pêle-mél interface (visualizations module)

7  Results: before human supervision, 92% of extracted terms were correct; for named entities, 94% of 
personal names and 72% of organizations were correct. Almost all similar terms extracted were correct. 
To extract entities, we mainly used the SpaCy library [https://​spacy.​io] and for terms, our programmer 
Chafik Akmouche adapted a PLDAC extractor, developed by Antoine Cadiou [https://​antoc​ad.​github.​io/​
PLDAC/].
8  A term is a lexical unit made up of one or more words, which expresses a specific concept or notion. 
For example: “voluntary termination of a pregnancy”; “sexual violence”.

https://spacy.io
https://antocad.github.io/PLDAC/
https://antocad.github.io/PLDAC/
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two methods were combined: lexical-syntactic patterns9 (111 general patterns were 
created) and word embeddings. For the latter, words were represented in their con-
text, capturing semantic and syntactic similarities. The word embedding model used 
(Word2Vec) represents words as vectors.10 Words which appear in similar contexts 
are mapped to nearby vectors, measured by cosine similarity. The corpus was pro-
cessed using a model pre-trained in French.11

The second phase of classification focused on messages. The base unit for this 
classification was not the message alone, but rather a message along with its attach-
ments and file name; the entirety was represented by a vector. A similarity calcu-
lation was then performed in comparison with the vectors derived from the term 
clouds. To do this, we chose to use clustering with Doc2Vec, a word2vec extension 
for learning document embeddings.12

Initial results: from analysis to categorization to appraisal

By combining interviews, observations of mailboxes, and data produced by compu-
tational terminology and classification, we now have a nuanced understanding of the 
practices of email producers within French administrative agencies. We are there-
fore in a position to propose new strategies for categorizing, appraising and selecting 
mailboxes.

The heterogeneity of producers’ practices

Mailboxes at the heart of continuity in administrative production

Our research confirmed the fundamental importance of electronic mailboxes to the 
operation of public administrative organizations. The two ministerial staff advisors’ 
mailboxes analyzed between 2007 and 2011 as part of the Pêle-mél project, already 
demonstrated high activity in terms of emails sent, in keeping with the aforemen-
tioned sociological research (Bretesché et al. 2018). The results of the survey con-
ducted within the CARAmèls project attest that emails are today the first and fore-
most channel of communication within public agencies, and a pivotal resource in 
organizing tasks and decision-making. Both projects concluded that electronic 
mailboxes act as tools for memory, proof, validation, and thus, continuity within 

10  We also tested CamemBERT, a model derived from BERT (Bidirectional Encoder Representations 
from Transformers) adapted to French (see https://​camem​bert-​model.​fr/). The results from Word2Vec 
were cleaner (Documentation officielle de Gensim—Documentation officielle de Word2Vec. https://​
radim​rehur​ek.​com/​gensim/​models/​word2​vec.​html).
11  Official documentation available at https://​radim​rehur​ek.​com/​gensim/​models/​doc2v​ec.​html. We used a 
pre-trained French model developed by Jean-Philippe Fauconnier [http://​fauco​nnier.​github.​io].
12  The same library was used. See the documentation at https://​radim​rehur​ek.​com/​gensim/​models/​doc2v​
ec.​html. And the model for French developed by Fauconnier [http://​fauco​nnier.​github.​io].

9  A lexical-syntactic pattern is an automaton to extract relationships. For example: the pattern 
Term1 + be + det + Term2 identifies the hypernymic relationship between “AIDS” and “incurable dis-
ease” in the sentence “Aids is an incurable disease.”.

https://camembert-model.fr/
https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/models/word2vec.html
https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/models/word2vec.html
https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/models/doc2vec.html
http://fauconnier.github.io
https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/models/doc2vec.html
https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/models/doc2vec.html
http://fauconnier.github.io
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administrative work. These essential functions apply at both the collective and indi-
vidual levels.

One indicator of the centrality of email to administrative functioning is the vol-
ume of emails received daily, which fluctuates between 50 and 200 according to 
interviewees. The variance between these extremes is difficult to explain, but the 
disproportion between the number of emails received and the number sent should be 
noted: the latter fluctuates between 20 and 80. A striking observation was that email 
took precedence over telephone conversations for six of the twelve interviewees, 
four of whom stated that they use email even more than face-to-face conversations. 
This predominance of email over oral exchanges is primarily found in departments 
whose missions take place outside of their ministries—for example, inspection, 
oversight, and auditing missions, and can be explained by the fact that members of 
these departments do not share a workplace. However, other respondents also testify 
to this prevalence of email and observe that it has greatly increased since the 2020 
COVID pandemic, due to an increase in remote work.

A second indicator points to the essentiality of email to civil servants’ work: 
time spent on emails. Within a typical workday, the interviewees spent at least 40% 
of their time responding to emails, and almost half of them stated that they do so 
continuously over the course of the day. For those whose jobs primarily involve 
information, coordination, and management, handling email represents the bulk of 
their work activities. In addition to being the predominant mode of communication 
among civil servants, email messages and mailboxes are also the main tools used 
by both individuals and departments to organize work. With their task management 
tools, address books, calendars, etc., mailboxes act as platforms for managing infor-
mation and hierarchically organizing tasks.

At the collective level, emails now perform the functions previously carried out 
by paper mail and letter files. Today, they serve to “formalize an order” and to “call 
to action”—in short, to ensure the division of administrative labor. For this reason, 
practices of copying and forwarding emails are often considered by civil servants 
to be fundamental to the smooth functioning of a department, and the issue of cop-
ies for information versus copies for action is considered key. This aspect of email 
use becomes even more striking when we observe that emails addressed to multiple 
recipients are far more common (around 60% of emails according to interviewees; 
46% of the messages received in the second mailbox analyzed in Pêle-mél). The 
use of email to put agents into action must be done in keeping with the traditional 
administrative chain of command. Thus, the vast majority of civil servants inter-
viewed state that they directly contact the individuals in question for a given order, 
while emphasizing that they always send information copies to their superiors.

Such practices may take various technical and communicational forms—for 
example, mailing lists and shared functional addresses, which act as tools for organ-
izing the dissemination of information and the delegation of tasks. For the mail-
boxes studied as part of the Pêle-mél project, there were two functional addresses 
and 30 mailing lists linked to a single office.13 For the most part, these addresses 

13  These can be detected through regular expressions (regex), a sequence of characters that specifies a 
match pattern in a text.
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correspond to the operational organization of the office (basically, its divisions), but 
also indicate needs that cut across divisions (mailing lists monitoring the press and 
the minster’s speeches; management of confidential emails; information for advi-
sors; special events). Email’s official and easily reproducible nature makes it an 
absolutely essential type of document within administrative work, over and above 
traditional documents that might serve as proof of decisions. The interviews con-
ducted during the CARAmèls projects nonetheless warn us of a rapid transforma-
tion in this regard, due to the growing use of cell phones. This is particularly the 
case among ministry staff, since urgent situations require decisions that are often 
made rapidly and ratified through text or instant messages (Signal, Telegram, What-
sApp). This opens up new and crucial challenges for archival scientists, archivists, 
and records managers.

Our study also showed that mailboxes act as essential tools for organizing individ-
ual work, since agents all use them as interfaces for managing orders they receive. 
Read and sent emails are selected, sorted, and classified as tasks are completed, and 
these practices emerge as structuring elements in the organization of administrative 
work at the individual level. One interviewee even stated that she would be able to 
keep working as long as she had access to her email, even if all her other work tools 
disappeared—files, paper, the office, her phone, etc. This is because mailboxes act 
as tools for memory, proof, and validation. We see this in civil servants’ practices of 
following up on the matters, assignments, and orders for which they are responsible 
almost exclusively via their mailboxes and received messages. In some rare cases, 
following up on a matter entails making a request of certain colleagues—assistants 
or secretaries—who look in their own inboxes to retrieve the information. Some 
interviewees also indicated that they use self-archiving practices directly within 
their mailboxes for attachments or notes they intend to re-use, which was confirmed 
by network graphs generated with the Pêle-mél interface. Follow-up and self-archiv-
ing practices demonstrate ways in which mailboxes serve as agents’ memory.

Emails also act as proof when a civil servant must give evidence of a decision 
made by themselves or a colleague. Email, by virtue of its written nature, makes 
decisions public and attests to their definitive nature. Thus, email makes matters offi-
cial in a way that spoken words or text messages never can. One interviewee stated 
that use of email can even prevent breaches of chain of command—for example, 
requests made by higher-ups to act beyond of the scope of an individual’s position. 
By copying an email to multiple individuals, a form of bureaucratic insecurity can 
be prevented. In terms of day-to-day matters, email is also a powerful tool ensuring 
continuity in administrative decisions. In settings such as budget departments, where 
staff frequently change positions, new hires are often given access to the mailboxes 
and emails of their predecessors so that they may benefit from their work. This prac-
tice reflects the fact that mailboxes do more than just ensure a single civil servant’s 
memory: they are tools for departmental memory, independent of individuals, and 
thus constitute a veritable foundation for information and continuity.

The three points emphasized here—email as the predominant form of commu-
nication, as an organizational tool, and as a tool for continuity in administrative 
work—make a case for the profound transformation of the administrative production 
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in recent years. It also unfolds the difficulty in identifying relevant Capstone users 
without having empirical insights into producers’ practices.

Identifying mailbox profiles

Our study also sought to analyze mailboxes and messages in order to help admin-
istrative archivists and records managers overcome certain difficulties they face. 
To this end, and contrary to the Capstone guidelines, which recommend consider-
ing the position of the account owner within a given hierarchy (while also allowing 
the selection of specific individuals beyond the top of the organization), we chose 
instead to consider mailbox profiles and behavioral profiles together. These profiles 
were identified and distinguished on the basis of metrics such as the volume of mes-
sage received and sent, the type of “traffic” in a given mailbox, the proportion of 
mail with several recipients or copied message, as well as the job duties of the civil 
servants in charge of these mailboxes, the modes of classification they use, their pro-
fessional trajectories, and are not mutually exclusive. This approach provides new 
criteria for considering which accounts should be selected and long-term preserved, 
and thus aims to help in implementing a more nuanced strategy than the one pro-
posed by Capstone, which does not address characteristics of mailbox usage.

One category is that of mailboxes primarily used for information purposes. We 
include here mailboxes used for internal or external communication, which, because 
of the duties of the individuals in charge of them, contain a high volume of general 
information regarding a given department. So-called “functional” mailboxes, which, 
according to our interviewees are mainly used to receive messages from individu-
als outside the department, or act as a kind of internal mailing list, also belong to 
this category. In both cases, their role is to collect and redistribute information. The 
mailbox belonging to the press relations agent gathered as part of the Pêle-mél pro-
ject also falls under this category, as evidenced by the large number of messages 
sent externally and by the extremely wide network of senders and recipients. Here, 
the term “functional” is not used in the same way as in the NARA guidelines, as it 
does not refer to the function of the mailbox holder, but rather to the function of the 
mailbox itself.

The second category covers more operational mailboxes, which are to be defined 
by two features. They are owned by civil servants with roles pertaining to the day-
to-day work of administrative bodies: oversight, analysis, inspection, expertise, 
auditing, etc. (6 out of 12 interviewees). The content of their mailboxes reveals the 
behind-the-scenes of administrative work: working drafts of documents, technical 
discussions, and conversational, synchronous back-and-forth exchanges. The second 
mailbox analyzed as part of the Pêle-mél project also highlights another feature of 
this kind of mailbox: most of the conversations within it are internal to the depart-
ment or division, and there is more internal traffic than external.

The third type of mailbox that can be identified is linked to coordination or man-
agement functions. Nine of the 12 interviewees had such roles within their depart-
ments or offices. Thus, their mailboxes send and receive a great deal of strategic 
information connected to decision-making, arbitration, and potential conflicts. If 
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three of these nine also perform tasks that we qualify as day-to-day, their roles as 
managers or coordinators contrasts with the bulk of the administrative work embod-
ied by operational mailboxes. “Managerial” mailboxes thus offer richer and more 
heterogeneous content in comparison with the two previous types.

The second distinction we can observe has to do not with mailbox functions, 
roles or responsibilities but with behavioral profiles based on individuals’ practices 
of classifying and deleting. Two families of organization, which are sometimes com-
bined, can be observed: thematic classification and chronological classification (see 
Table 1 below).

Two major elements should be highlighted here. The first, as Dabbish and Kraut 
(2005) note, has to do with the salience of individual differences and the difficulty 
of explaining the behaviors observed. The civil servants we interviewed each offered 
different reasons for their classification practices: professional training, experience 
within the organization, a personal desire for organizing one’s workspace. From a 
quantitative point of view, the vast majority of those interviewed opt for chrono-
logical classification, most often by month, due to lack of time to implement a truly 
functional thematic classification system. We also observe that the more “telepres-
sure” there is, the more agents opt for chronological classification. Our research also 
revealed, however, that those who spend time on classification and internal sorting 
are more likely to be women trained at prestigious administrative training institutes 
(the École nationale d’administration, regional administrative institutes, etc.) who 
are sensitive to historical issues and who hold positions as office heads rather than as 
department directors or assistant directors.

The second noteworthy element overlaps with the typology established by 
Alberts in 2013, which can be specified to fit the case of civil servants. First, none 
of the subjects interviewed behaves entirely as a “piler”: all perform some kind of 
classification of their inboxes by moving emails into folders at one point or another. 
A very small minority can be considered “spring-cleaners,” for the practice of delet-
ing messages is in reality quite rare, and when it does occur, it is often the result 
of necessity due to storage limits. Here again, hierarchical rank is significant, since 
directors and assistant directors have the privilege of being able to request increased 
storage, and thus do not delete anything.

The two mailboxes analyzed as part of the Pêle-mél program make it possible to 
specify the extent of such classification, as the folder hierarchies for these mailboxes 

Table 1   Typology of 
classification styles and folders

Types of folders Types of classification

Thematic By function (management, task, institution, etc.)
By task (budget, security, external policy, etc.)
By type of document (newsletter, spam, etc.)
By content (personal/professional)
By response status (read, unread)

Chronological By processing status
(emails that have been addressed/those in pro-

cess of being addressed)
By date (year, month)
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were preserved. They show that the larger mailbox was partially organized into fold-
ers, which names, however, were mostly unprecise and prevent from contextualizing 
their content—i.e. names that contain acronyms or labels such as “various folders,” 
“supplementary elements.” One of the two mailboxes did contain a folder named 
“Notes to keep,” demonstrating a desire to create a personal space for preserving the 
memory of activities performed; the other mailbox contained a folder named “cab” 
(short for cabinet; “office”), demonstrating an attempt to separate operational infor-
mation from that relating to the advisor’s activities.

Cross-referencing information gathered during interviews with quantitative analy-
sis demonstrates the existence of three mailbox profiles: “functional,” “operational” 
and “managerial.” Research on the personal management of information shows the 
importance of individual behaviors on the internal organization of mailboxes and 
the structure of a given communication network. These two types of profiles are to 
be considered useful for archivists and records managers wishing to better identify 
hub-mailboxes, to filter messages, or to improve their description for communicative 
purposes.

Appraising differently in order to select differently

Selecting hub mailboxes

Appraisal of electronic mailboxes generally involves two levels of selection: cer-
tain mailboxes are preserved because the job responsibilities of their owners mean 
they are considered to be of strategic value; and selection also occurs within mail-
boxes. Our hypothesis is that, in contrast to current practices among French records 
managers and archivists, there exist hub-mailboxes within organizations that do not 
necessarily belong to the individuals with the greatest responsibilities. Indeed, the 
interviews we conducted showed that an individual’s strategic position does not nec-
essarily reflect the centrality of their mailbox at the level of the network. Thus, an 
office head’s mailbox may turn out to be richer and more meaningful to preserve 
than that of their hierarchical superior.

Two elements appear crucial to us here: the number of emails sent/received and 
practices of copying. If we look at the first variable, our empirical results attest to 
no clear correlation with hierarchical position. Moreover, the agent who claimed to 
receive the highest number of emails in our interviews was an office head, that is, 
a position that was not targeted in current archivists’ practices. Thus, there appears 
to be no evidence that the more responsibility an individual holds the more emails 
they send or receive. However, we should also specify that interviews do not provide 
precise or accountable information, since it is reasonable to assume that the num-
bers reported by individuals in interviews are estimates rather than exact numerical 
realities.

In our opinion, copying practices yield more precise information regarding the 
centrality of a mailbox. Interviewees told us that the purpose of sending a copy of 
an email is to pass on an order—making it official while at the same time informing 
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one’s colleagues and superiors. In departments where copying practices comply with 
the rules in force (which was the case for all our interviewees’ departments), direct 
superiors are thus systematically copied when it is a matter of strategic information 
(decisions, important information, taking action, arbitration, etc.). Another element 
shows that it might make it advantageous to prioritize archiving the mailboxes of 
office heads as well as directors and assistant directors: they are all less likely to 
delete emails since they enjoy technical privileges in terms of storage space. This 
has implications for the rate at which records managers gather data, which must be 
higher when it is a matter of departments or individuals contending with more stor-
age limitations. For all these reasons, we advise records managers and archivists to 
prioritize gathering the mailboxes of directors, assistant directors, as well as office 
heads, after ensuring that best practices in terms of sending copies for information 
and copies for action have been respected.

However, individual practices remain determinant, and each organization might 
present a different network configuration. Graphs that dynamically depict networks 
are thus indispensable for confirming an archivist’s choice of mailboxes. The Pêle-
mél interface makes it possible to utilize metadata and to produce graphs using vari-
ous indicators: number of recipients, number of senders, frequency of exchanges, 
concentration of associated mailing lists or functional addresses, variety of corre-
spondents. To this list we may add, thanks to the thematic classification of messages 
performed by Word2Vec, the diversity of subjects addressed. Analysis and visuali-
zation of a network of mailboxes—either all mailboxes in the case of small organi-
zations, or a portion of them in the case of larger ones—should make it possible to 
identify significant vertices or hubs, which may be of various types. A mailbox may 
be central, at the level either of the graph or of a sub-graph delimiting a service or a 
division. Or, it may be indispensable to the connectivity of the network. It also may 
be a transmission node, i.e. it makes it possible to accelerate circulation by reducing 
the length of a directed path.

The combination of empirical survey and visualization makes it possible to uti-
lize the typology of profiles presented in the previous section. We have shown that 
mailboxes with management and/or coordination roles are in principle the richest in 
strategic information. We have also emphasized that certain behavioral profiles are 
to be considered differently. For example, the majority of interviewees transfer all 
their sent and received messages into a folder corresponding to the month. In this 
respect they may be considered “filers,” but the different modalities of classifica-
tion used make it possible to distinguish profiles in a more nuanced way. Interviews 
showed that three quarters of the interviewees are actually “prioritizers,” since what 
counts above all for them is to address incoming emails. However, they all have ele-
ments of “archivers,” since they all classify their emails into folders in the goal of 
more easily locating them for future use. Yet the rate at which this classification 
occurs varies widely from one person to another—some file incoming emails as 
soon as they are received, while others do so only at the end of the month. It is dif-
ficult to explain the reasons behind these behaviors, although the technical limits of 
storage space represent a significant variable.

These observations make it possible to qualify the relevance of the categories 
proposed by Alberts, McKay, and Bälter, for individuals’ sorting and classification 
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practices all obey different temporalities. The most relevant element here is thus the 
rate of classification and the time agents dedicate to implementing and executing it. 
Such behaviors have an impact on data gathering, but once again we observe here 
that these behaviors are quite individualized. However, it is clear that the details 
of the missions of the departments under consideration must be taken into account 
when creating a gathering schedule—for example, emphasizing periods of low 
activity (i.e. December for budget laws), as well as longer timeframes, such as yearly 
or multiple years.

The major advantage of the approach we propose is that it positions archival 
appraisal at the level of a group of mailboxes rather than a single mailbox and thus 
corrects for the effects of individual behaviors. It also makes it possible to intervene 
at the level of the email server rather than the client interface. However, identifying 
hub-mailboxes does not solve all the problems posed by the archiving of emails, in 
particular the heterogeneity of message content and the issue of appraising at the 
message-level.

Filtering the content of a mailbox

In this last section, we would like to suggest to archivists and public record man-
agers a few ideas for identifying and filtering important messages within a given 
mailbox, with the aim of enhancing appraisal and selection. The most common 
issue faced is eliminating messages without much content and those that are private. 
Based on both the CARAmèls and Pêle-mél research programs, we have shown that 
these might be indicated by “ping-pong” style exchanges (a rapid succession), or 
by an abnormally long series of messages (as defined by the average length of con-
versational exchanges multiplied by 2). In contrast, the mailing lists used to obtain 
implicit or explicit ratification, as well as messages with multiple recipients cop-
ied—all of which are indicators of the workflow of bureaucratic work—must be 
carefully preserved. The CARAmèls project confirmed that all our interviewees 
considered messages with recipients or senders copied to be particularly strategic for 
administrative functioning, and thus, demonstrate records importance. This compli-
cates certain notions that short or seemingly informal emails should not necessarily 
be archived. The common case of a decision ratified by a simple “ok” is one exam-
ple demonstrating the difficulty of filtering mailboxes by overly simplistic criteria 
such as number of words or lexicon used.

Visualizations produced with Pêle-mél also make it possible to identify practices 
of self-archiving (sending an email to oneself or to a different professional or per-
sonal address identifiable by a regular expression), rendered as a loop in the node. 
Such messages and their attachments should in principle be selected, for this practice 
suggests the mailbox owner’s particular interest and investment in the contents of 
these messages, although they might also be the result of other intentions—bypass-
ing file copy limitations or storage space limits, or simplifying a transfer between 
two software programs that communicate poorly.

Another bias for filtering emails within a mailbox relies on the fact that users 
attempt to organize their mailboxes. For example, most of our interviewees created 
specific folders for personal messages. It might therefore seem tempting to make 
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selections based on the files they have created. However, interviews have shown 
the difficulties actors face in maintaining and sticking to their classification meth-
ods over time, both in terms of receiving and sending. For other type of messages, 
observation of mailboxes also highlighted the difficulty of interpreting the file names 
used, between acronyms, jargon, and shortened forms unique to an individual. 
Examination of the folder hierarchies of archived mailboxes showed that even when 
their owners had purged them of personal messages, some remained; it also became 
clear that particular attention should be paid to photographic attachments. Searches 
using regular expressions, in conjunction with the word embedding method, can 
help identify private messages as well as so-called “engaging” ones.14

Pêle-mél experiments also offer several leads toward better selection at the level 
of the message. The clustering performed using Doc2Vec makes it possible to iden-
tify and follow conversation topics, and above all to trace their evolution over time. 
This might help in considering the importance of a channel of messages based on 
the importance of the topic. Another approach developed by the Pêle-mél project 
was to assess the quality and complexity of writing, with the aim of filtering mes-
sages with more elaborate content. This was attempted by performing close analysis 
of text that included average number of words per sentence as well as part-of-speech 
tagging. However, the results are still scarce, and this way of accessing the content 
of messages requires a number of archived resources that must either be reconsti-
tuted or exist as open data: directories, organization charts, rules governing the nam-
ing of lists, individuals belonging to certain lists, definitions of acronyms, etc.

Conclusions

The two research programs presented here sought to shed light on new strate-
gies for appraising and selecting email records to transfer to archives. The goal 
was to identify mailbox profiles and/or hub mailboxes whose archiving would 
be of long-term interest. We draw on the hypothesis that a better knowledge of 
email practices could enhance the implementation of the Capstone approach at a 
local level, by defining categories and indicators. Our study provides two types of 
results for archival scientists, records managers, and archivists. We emphasize the 
need to shift email appraisal from the level of the individual mailbox to the level 
of a network of mailboxes. In order to do so, we propose conceptual tools for 
better selecting and appraising mailboxes—such as profiles and categories— as 
well as technical resources: a model of a questionnaire and an interface to explore 
acquired email records.

Several paths forward were proposed to consider both the specificity of each 
organization and the heterogeneity of behaviors with respect to email communica-
tion. The CARAmèls project led to categorizing both mailboxes—as “functional,” 
“operational,” “managerial”—and individual classification behaviors—thematic 

14  Here we should note that in France the use of professional email is governed by usage charts spell-
ing out authorized and forbidden usages, although jurisprudence allows for some limited personal use of 
professional email.
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and chronological. The combination of these two types of profiles shifts the 
appraisal framework proposed by Capstone by distinguishing the mailbox from 
its owner. In parallel, a model for a questionnaire study emerged out of our inter-
view study and is open to reuse at the local level (Lejeune 2022).

The results of such studies should be combined with visualizations, part-of-
speech tagging, term and named entities extraction, and classification, all of 
which are available with the Pêle-mél interface. Such functions are key for archi-
vists to appraising mailboxes at the level of the network, an approach that requires 
the creation of decision-assistance tools to be of practical use. The data gathered 
from the field study and from mailboxes and emails can be fed back into research 
tools in order to access not only the content of messages but also their context. 
Although our NLP approach was used within a specialized environment (health, 
welfare), many elements were validated and can be reproduced within a different 
environment: named entity extractions, term extractions, acronym definitions, etc. 
In general, this approach enriches records managers and archivists’ reflections 
and gives them new tools. Such decision-making aids can be combined with other 
entry points if so desired. The classification and visualization modules are still in 
the experimental phase and must be improved to facilitate usage. Various hypoth-
eses must still be tested on larger corpora, both specialized and non-specialized. 
Nonetheless, and beyond appraisal and acquisition, this opens a path to improv-
ing access to digital archives.
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