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By attempting a theory-neutral standardization, at the level where 
consensus exists, we avoid the need to reinvent the wheel, without 
requiring that everyone drive a particular brand of bicycle.2

Injuly 1996, a small group ofUnited States and Canadian archivists met for 
one week at Ann Arbor, Michigan under the auspices of the Bentley Library 
Fellowship Program for Study of Modern Archives.3 The purpose of the 
meeting was to examine issues arising out of the development of archival 
description standards in Canada (Rules for Archival Description), the United 
States (Archives, Personal Papers and Manuscripts) and internationally (the 
General International Standard for Archival Description (ISAD(G)) over the 
previous ten years. In addition, the participants would take into account 
initiatives by the Library of Congress to integrate the Archives and 
Manuscript Control format and other national MARC formats (eg 
CANMARC, UKMARC, USMARC). They would also consider the future of 
MARC and its relationship to other data structure standards being designed 
to define containers for holding archival metadata.'1

One of the specific objectives of the research prospectus for the Bentley 
Fellowship Program was to consider the impact of Internet-based digital 
information systems on the larger world of bibliographic and archival 
metadata with a view to preparing a collaborative research paper that would 
consist of a model that would delineate the components of an archival 
descriptive system capable of accommodating not only existing 
bibliographic structures, but also new structures under development, most 
notably Encoded Archival Description (FAD) and the Dublin Core set of 
data elements.5 This paper describes the development of descriptive 
standards in Canada and the United States, leading up to the Bentley 
meeting, and presents some of the conclusions drawn from it.

National descriptive standards

In 1984 the Canadian Working Group on Archival Descriptive Standards 
surveyed Canadian archives to obtain a comprehensive overview of the types 
of finding aids created by these repositories. The survey discovered that 
archival repositories created nine distinct types of finding aids that used a
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total of twenty-one different data elements. The most common data elements 
used by institutions for a variety of finding aids were the call number, title, 
and/or name of creator, form of material, quantity or extent, inclusive 
dates, descriptive note, index terms, and provenance or source. Not all 
finding aids used the same data elements. For example, only 7% of the 
finding aids noted the language of material and only 8% recorded the 
location of the original. In addition, institutions produced a variety of 
finding aids for different purposes. Some filled an administrative purpose, 
while others provided researchers with information at the fonds and/or 
collection level of description. The Committee used the results of this survey 
to make a series of recommendations for the development of descriptive 
standards in Canada in their report, entitled Toward Descriptive Standards.6 
Subsequently, the Planning Committee on Descriptive Standards (PCDS), 
established by the Bureau of Canadian Archivists, considered those 
recommendations in Towards Descriptive Standards that would provide 
archivists with a comprehensive set of rules to describe all types of archival 
material.

The PCDS focused its energies on standardising data content (ie 
standardising data elements that can be used in a variety of findings aids) 
rather than on standardising data structures (ie developing separate 
standards for each type of finding aid).7 Accordingly, the ensuing Rules 
for Archival Description (RAD) emphasised that inputs instead of outputs 
should be standardised, and these data elements could then be used in a 
variety of administrative, physical, and intellectual control tools, ranging 
from location registers and accession records to inventories, guides, and 
indexes.

RAD therefore provides archivists with a standard set of data elements 
used in the creation of all types of finding aids. It identifies a minimum 
set of data elements required for describing archival material at each level 
of description, eg fonds, series, file, but it does not dictate the elements 
any particular finding aid should have. It sets out punctuation for all 
outputs and establishes multilevel rules for the creation of multilevel 
descriptions, but it fails to elaborate on how finding aids using RAD should 
incorporate, for example, the multilevel technique into an output design. 
Furthermore, it does not identify a preferred data structure standard for
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the different inventories and catalogue records that might follow RAD 
for the purposes of communicating information about archival material 
between repositories.

Archivists in the United States took a very different route in their efforts 
at standardising archival description.8 The American archival community, 
like the Canadians, began their process of descriptive standards development 
with a survey of existing finding aids. The Society of American Archivists 
(SAA) assigned to the National Information Systems Task Force (NISTF) 
the task of examining systems for exchanging information about archival 
material. The group decided that archivists required a data structure 
standard to exchange information, and they set about developing this 
standard. They surveyed archives to discover the data elements used in 
finding aids systems. This list was then incorporated into the data dictionary 
that NISTF developed.9 This list was subsequently used to identify the MARC 
fields required to carry descriptive information about archives which 
eventually evolved into the MARC AMC format.10

At the same time, archivists at the Library of Congress were concerned 
that the only data content standard for creating catalogue records of archival 
material, AACR2, was totally inadequate. To alleviate this inadequacy Library 
of Congress staff developed three different manuals for describing archival 
textual records, graphic material and moving images.11 In turn, the SAA 
endorsed the NISTF data dictionary, the MARC AMC information exchange 
format, and Archives, Personal Papers and Manuscripts (APPM) as professional 
standards and the American archival community started to create and 
exchange cataloguing records that described their archival material in 
standardised formats. The SAA also published a manual on arrangement 
and description12 which set out a format for creating finding aids, but no 
effort was made to develop standards for inventories, accession records or 
indexes etc. At the same time, the Research Libraries Group (RLG), in a 
related initiative, was willing to accommodate the requirements of the 
archival community so that their descriptive, ie catalogue, records could 
be put into the Research Libraries Information Network (RIJN).13 During 
the last three years, Americans have become concerned with developing a 
standard for encoding finding aids for the Internet, the FAD, and the 
equivalent of a data content standard for the information that would be
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encoded in their new standard is in development.14

Although Canadian and American archivists chose different approaches 
to the development of descriptive standards in their respective countries, 
they shared a common set of assumptions derived from both archival and 
bibliographic descriptive traditions that they applied to their standardisation 
efforts. First among these assumptions is the principle of respect des fonds, 
which governs the arrangement and description of archival materials. A 
second tenet is that archival description proceeds from a description of 
collectivities of archival material to successively lower levels of description 
until the last level of description, the item. Thirdly, description focuses on 
describing records and/or personal papers, but it must also include a 
description of the creator of the archival materials, as well as the functions, 
activities, and transactions from which the records emanated. Finally, 
archival standards should attempt to incorporate and be compatible with 
library standards and traditional practice.

Australian archivists have also begun to take an interest in the 
standardisation of their descriptive systems and have acknowledged the 
importance of doing so, particularly in conjunction with the management 
of electronic records. As Chris Hurley recently noted:

The heart and soul of any organisation (notjust an archives, but any 
organisation) is its data system. Standardisation is not just(!) about 
improving our data systems ... The current preoccupation of the 
profession [in Australia| with electronic records needs to be extended 
to standards for archival data.15

Accordingly, Australian archivists have embarked on a descriptive standards 
project of their own. In March 1993, the Australian Society of Archivists 
announced their intention to produce an Australian Common Practice Manual: 
ACPM.

International descriptive standards

While descriptive standards projects were advancing in Canada and the
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United States, initiatives were also moving forward at the international level. 
The International Council on Archives (ICA) established an Ad Hoc 
Commission on Descriptive Standards in 1990 and over the course of the 
next six years the Commission produced a ‘Statement of Principles 
Regarding Archival Description’ (1992), the ISAD(G): General International 
Standard Archival Description (1993), and ISAAR(CPF): International Standard 
Archival Authority Record for Corporate Bodies, Persons, and Families (1995).16

The ISAD(G) establishes twenty-six data elements within six information 
areas (Identity Statement, Context, Content and Structure, Conditions of 
Access and Use, Allied Materials, and Notes), and specifies only five data 
elements as essential for international exchange of descriptive information: 
a reference code, tide, dates of creation/accumulation, extent, and level of 
description. As an international standard, ISAD(G) provides for a high 
degree of flexibility and ‘widespread applicability’ within a general set of 
rules for archival description. Recognising that the description of the 
creators of archival material is as important as the description of the archival 
material itself, the Ad Hoc Commission established a standardised 
framework for information about creators of records within the structure 
of an authority control record. Another equally important rationale for 
the development of an international standard authority record for archival 
descriptions was a recognition on the part of the commission members of 
the importance of standardisation of the form and content of access points. 
The ISAD(G) introduced access points, an unfamiliar concept to most 
archivists outside North America, as an integral component of archival 
description important for efficient and effective retrieval and exchange of 
descriptive information. The ISAAR(CPF) was designed not only to separate 
the capture and maintenance of contextual information but also to enable 
their linking to descriptive records. With the acceptance and approval of 
both these standards, the international archival community had, for the 
first time, established a uniform framework for the description of 
information about archival materials.

Encoded Archival Description (EAD)

In October 1995, the UCLA Berkeley Library began an investigation of
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the feasibility of creating a platform-independent encoding standard for 
archival finding aids in machine readable form that were being used to 
provide access to archival holdings.17 This investigation became known as 
the Berkeley Finding Aid Project. It was born out of the dissatisfaction felt 
by some archivists with the growing number of HTML-based finding aids 
appearing on web sites that were a simple, scanned replication of existing 
finding aid pages. There was a recognition that emerging technologies 
and standards could offer enhanced access to archival information beyond 
that which could be obtained from descriptions contained in MARC 
catalogue records or manual finding aids, and at the same time enable 
better use of the potential offered by Internet access.

Daniel Pitti, principal investigator for the project, identified the following 
functional requirements necessary to make archival finding aids available 
to network users:18

• presentation of comprehensive and inter-related descriptive 
information;

• preservation of hierarchical relationships existing between levels of 
description;

• representation of descriptive information inherited from one level 
of description to another;

• navigation within a hierarchical information architecture;

• clement-specific indexing and retrieval.

Various encoding techniques were considered (gopher presentation of 
ASCII data; HTML tagging of data; tagging of text based on SGML, ISO 
Standard 8879) and, after an analysis of each, SGML was selected as the 
technique most capable of meeting the functional requirements.19

The next step was to establish a Document Type Definition (DTD) which 
prescribes Standard Generalised Markup Language (SGML) tags in an 
ordered sequence set which could accommodate and represent archival 
finding aids. The assumption was made, based on the analysis of numerous 
examples, that archival finding aids, particularly inventories and [accession]
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registers, ‘share similar parts and structure’.20 As a result, it would be 
possible to develop a DTD based on these structural similarities. 
Subsequently, when the sample finding aids were encoded and tested (200 
finding aids from 15 repositories), preliminary results suggested that:

• catalogue records could be linked to finding aids;

• groups of networked finding aids could be searched;

• folders or items buried in container lists could be retrieved through 
keyword searching.

Following this testing of the SGML, the Berkeley Finding Aid project 
focussed on a set of principles that would form the foundation for an alpha 
version of the EAD-DTD. Referred to as the ‘Ann Arbor Accords’, the 
following general principles were articulated:21

• finding aids, and the DTD that contains them, are not objects of 
study but rather tools leading to such objects;

• FAD content designation identifies essential elements for finding 
aids rather than the intellectual content for them, providing for a 
minimum of required elements but permitting more detailed levels 
of description; and

• the EAD is based on a platform-independent standard in order to 
facilitate interchange and portability and accordingly will endure 
changing hardware and software platforms.

With these foundations established the developers of the DTD advanced 
to a Beta Test Version, which they heralded as having:

the potential to revolutionize the world of finding aids by providing 
a single standardized encoding through which archival 
descriptions can be exchanged and used [ and by simplifying] the 
process of creating machine-readable finding aids in the future as 
the use of SGML tools becomes more widespread and better 
understood.22
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The Dublin Core

At the same time that the EAD-DTD initiative was being advanced in the 
archival community, a segment of the bibliographic community began to 
examine the possibility of developing a simple resource description record 
that would support ‘resource discovery’.23 The Internet and the advent of 
networked resources has caused information professionals to re-examine 
many of the underlying assumptions about descriptive methodologies, 
applications and practices. The first metadata workshop sponsored by OCLC 
and NCSA took place in March 1995 in Dublin, Ohio. From that first meeting 
a consensus emerged amongst participants representing libraries, the 
Internet, and digital library projects on a set of 13 core metadata elements 
that were essential for a simple resource description record.24 The Dublin 
Core, as the elements came to be known, was viewed as an intermediary 
model between unstructured indexes, such as those found on the World 
Wide Web, and more complex structures like MARC. These core elements 
were not intended to replace other descriptive records but to provide an 
interchange format for descriptive metadata and identify the content for 
self-described networked objects.25 As such, authors or creators of documents 
could supply metadata for their own data or documents, which in turn could 
be converted to a full MARC record if desirable. There was a recognition that 
Dublin Core records would need to be linked to richer description schemes 
(like MARC, for example) and that they would need to develop an 
architecture that could accommodate a diversity of models and levels of 
description. The object of the Dublin Core was thus viewed as providing a 
common set of tags with recognisable meaning across description models.

Following upon this first meeting, a second metadata workshop was held 
in April 1996 at Warwick University in England where a framework was 
proposed that could support overlapping and complementary but separately 
maintained metadata models. The architecture envisions the development 
of packages of metadata that could serve different material, different users 
and different constituents.26

The Bentley Research Project

At the beginning of the deliberations, the Bentley research group decided
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lo identify the goals and objectives for the development of archival 
description standards. The group emphasised that the primary objective 
should focus on the users of archival material. They then considered the 
purposes behind standardisation of archival description. This was an 
essential first step for the group’s subsequent analysis of archival description 
in order to ensure that the team shared the same vision before discussing 
any specific topics. This analysis helped to frame subsequent deliberations, 
and it also provided a mechanism for evaluating the implementation of any 
proposed standards.

At the same time, the group agreed that the purpose should stress the 
integration of descriptive information from different sources. In the future, 
descriptive information will be drawn from a variety of sources including 
information supplied by the creators of the records, and repositories holding 
the records. Archivists must pay careful attention to potential applications 
offered in this new and rapidly evolving technological environment for the 
management of their finding aid systems. Steven J. DeRose has noted that:

as we move from catalogs and abstracts on toward finding aids and 
eventually full content, correlating the levels of information and using 
it to increase ease of use will continue to grow in importance.27

The Bentley group emphasised that any model would have to highlight 
enhanced interconnectivity among information systems. Such new initiatives 
require a fresh approach to archival description, one that takes advantage 
of recent developments in information technology and telecommunications, 
and integrates them with archival theory and practice.

Purpose and methods of archival description

The following purpose and methods (overleaf) were articulated by the 
research group.

Once this statement of purposes was articulated, the principles on which 
archival description is based were examined, the most important being the 
principle of provenance and its representation in archival description.
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(---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------^
PURPOSE AND METHODS OF ARCHIVAL DESCRIPTION

We describe archival material in order to:

Provide access to archival materials by:

Communicating information about the content and context of 
archival material through a description which is retrievable. At a 
minimum, access by provenance (ie the person (s) or office (s) of 
origin responsible for the creation and/or accumulation and use of 
records in the conduct of personal or business life) must be provided 
if known. Additional methods of access shall be provided; these are 
dependent on the needs of users, the nature of documentation, and 
the function of the archival descriptive system.

Integrating access to description of archival material with access to 
descriptions of other cultural resources (eg books, museum materials, 
art objects).

Enable users to understand archival materials by:

Documenting and communicating the creation and/or 
accumulation and use of records in the conduct of business or 
personal activity.

Documenting and communicating the relationship between records.

Documenting and communicating the scope and content.

Documenting and communicating information about the 
documentary structure(s) of the record (eg diary, minutes).

Describing from the general to the specific.

Preserve the authenticity of archival materials by:

Documenting and communicating information related to the chain 
of custody.

Providing descriptions that reflect arrangement.

Documenting and communicating the creation and/or 
accumulation and use of records in the conduct of personal or 
business activity.

V------------------------ ------------------------ —---------------------- -------------------------------------------------JP



Advancing Archival Description 205

Structures for access to archival material

The group then undertook an examination of potential models in which 
to build an information system for archival description in the context of 
emerging electronic information environments. The challenge for the 
group was to identify a model that would support the statement of purposes 
it had just articulated. The group acknowledged that the statement it had 
drafted was not dissimilar from the purposes articulated for the Warwick 
Workshop, and from which a systems architecture referred to as the Warwick 
Framework was designed, that is: ‘... to promote greater operability among 
content providers, content cataloguers, and indexers, and automated 
resource discovery and description systems’.28

The group wanted to design a model that was formulated from archival 
principles and based on the above-quoted purposes of description, and 
that would accommodate a variety of standardised metadata models, 
including the Dublin Core, MARC, APPM, RAD and IS/\D(G). The group 
also believed that this model would have to function in various electronic 
information systems environments and be compatible with other existing 
standards. In short, the system would have to be, as much as possible, 
standards compliant and software independent. This approach was 
consistent with the approach taken by the framers of the Dublin Core, who 
saw the advantages of using:

existing standards or practices [servingl as templates for the 
development of guidelines, therebyjump-starting interoperability and 
reducing the effort necessary to develop description standards.29

The research group envisaged not just one comprehensive standard that 
addressed all descriptive needs, but rather a suite of standards that would 
be able to incorporate the various components of a descriptive system and 
that could accommodate and exchange descriptive information in a variety 
of electronic formats. The various standards would have to be 
complementary and enable the creation of various products for 
communicating information about archival material that could be delivered 
to users in a variety of ways. Archival descriptions consist of data elements
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that arc structured to create descriptive products such as accession records, 
inventories, finding aids (registers or lists), authority records or catalogue 
records. As a survey of finding aids had revealed, different types of products 
often share the same data elements but these elements are presented to 
meet the purpose of a particular product.30 The products are 
communicated to users in a particular delivery system which dictates the 
structure and coding of the product. For example, an inventory may be 
printed on paper, or it may be encoded in an EAD and delivered over the 
web. A catalogue record may exist on a paper catalogue card, or reside in 
a local computerised information system, or be maintained in a 
bibliographic utility such as RUN. For a record to be input into RLIN, it 
must be coded in the MARC format, but it may have the same data elements 
as the catalogue record that resides in a card catalogue and have many of 
the same elements as the inventory.

The research group agreed that any finding aid standard that would have 
international acceptance should concentrate on normalising the data 
elements, not the structure for output products. Decisions about the levels 
a particular product includes, its punctuation, format, etc., are systems 
dependent and international standardisation efforts should be systems 
independent. Guidelines for the creation of particular products can be 
standardised at the national or local level where national conventions are 
more likely to be accepted. Therefore, the group did not want to create a 
separate standard for each type of descriptive record (eg APPM for catalogue 
records, and EAD for finding aids). Instead, a model was envisaged that 
provided rules for the creation of any data element that might be used in 
any type of description (eg accession records, catalogue records, finding 
aids), and guidelines for using these data elements to create particular output 
products.

The Bentley model

The group drafted an overarching model of an archival descriptive system 
that incorporated these principles, purposes and guidelines into its design 
(Figure 1).
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Bentley Research Group 
Structures for Access to Archival Material

APPLICATION

QUERY:

Find Y & "z"

BASE REICORD: yyy
zz

RANGE OF DEF /NED OUTPUTS

I 1.ENTORY

/ Information ] July 1996

FIGURE 1

This model presents a new way oflooking at archival descriptive standards. 
It segregates the components of an archival descriptive system into categories 
and thus enables, for example, the standardisation of particular elements 
as a task distinct from choosing elements for a particular finding aid. The 
model is consistent with the Australian Common Practice Manual which seeks 
‘to describe what elements of information will be used as part of archival 
description in all types (rather than a given type) of archival description’.31 
Standardisation efforts involve collaboration at the international, national
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and local level. By identifying the components of an archival descriptive 
system, responsibility can then be delegated to the appropriate level. For 
example, rules for data elements should be accepted at the international 
level; data elements for a finding aid should be agreed upon at the national 
or local level. The model was divided into four parts:

1. Data which resides in the archival material;

2. Rules for capturing and presenting data elements, which include 
data content standards, and guidelines for creating output products;

3. Guidelines for output; and

4. Delivery environments for the presentation of output products.

The data

The first component of an archival information system is the archival 
material that has content, context and structure. Information, or metadata, 
about all three characteristics must be communicated to users to facilitate 
access to the records. For electronic records, the metadata may be 
embedded in the record itself and retrieved as a self-describing object.

Rules for capturing and presenting data elements

The group envisioned that the rules for capturing and creating data elements 
would include data content standards or specifications for creating data 
elements for all types of material and at all levels of description. For example, 
the rules would provide instructions on how to transcribe a title, or how to 
record dates of creation of the material. If different types of material required 
special instruction, separate rules for creating the data element would be 
given for each type of material. For example, specific rules might be required 
for recording extent statements for sound recordings, or graphic materials. 
If different levels of description, eg series or files, required separate rules, 
specific rules would be given for creating the data clement at every relevant 
level of description. For example at the service level RAD instructs archivists:

for the content of a series give information about the internal structure 
of the series, including the arrangement, classification scheme 
documentary form of the records.
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At the file item level archivists are instructed to:

give information about the processes and procedures generating the 
file and/or the transactions to which the file pertains. For the internal 
structure of the file, give information about the arrangement of the 
file and its documentary forms and their relationships.32

These rules reflect the reality that scries are organised to reflect an 
organisation’s functions and activities while files are put together to 
document transactions. The different context of the records’ creation 
should be communicated to the users of the material. The rules would not 
require that an archivist describe at any particular level, but if a level was 
chosen, the rules would provide guidance on how to construct the content 
of that element. Separate rules for describing at different levels of 
description or different types of material would only be given when the 
description of the material or the level required special instructions. To 
create this pool, the group recommended that future work use the rules 
for creating data elements in existing standards, eg RAD, APPM, ISAD(G), 
ISAAR (CPF)33

Data value standards or lists that contain standardising terminology and 
access points, eg subject headings and name authority files, supply content 
for data elements. RAD and APPM contain rules for creating standard entries 
for personal names and corporate bodies, while many archivists use Library 
of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) and the Art and Architecture 
Thesaurus (ATT) to standardise their subject access. Existing data value 
standards and controlled vocabularies will have to be evaluated to discover 
how well they meet archival requirements. Further work will also be need 
to enhance the lists with terminology needed to describe archival material, 
such as more form and function terms.

Guidelines for output

The guidelines for output would provide guidance for the levels of 
description used in a particular product and how the separate data elements 
would fit together. For example, the guidelines would delineate whether 
an archivist should provide a supplied title if a formal title already existed. 
The guidelines would also need to include multi-level rules for finding aids
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that included descriptions at more than one level. They would also have to 
differentiate between descriptions that depict whole/part relationships from 
those that stand alone. For example, instructions for describing a series 
that was part of a fonds might be different from instructions for describing 
an item that is independent of any hierarchical relationship.

Different outputs include varying degrees of detail or depth of description 
and the guidelines would have to provide instructions on the level of analysis 
suitable for a particular product. They would provide guidance on the 
amount of information (or the number of data elements) conveyed, the 
amount of detail in each data element, and structure or syntax of the data 
elements, including the structure within each level.

Delivery environments

The group identified a number of output products for which guidelines 
would have to be developed. The list is not comprehensive but it includes 
inventories, catalogue records, accession records, indexes, schedules, 
appraisal reports, guides (thematic), and Dublin Core record.

Each of the different products can be delivered through a number of 
different mechanisms or delivery systems. For example, information about 
archival material can be presented with the aid of SGML browsers, OPACS, 
bibliographic utilities, through the World Wide Web or the more traditional 
paper/printed products. Often the archivist is part of the delivery system 
but in other cases users access the material without mediation or assistance. 
Special rules for formatting the products for a particular delivery system 
are sometimes needed. For example, FAD contains coding rules for the 
presentation of inventories presented on the web.

Future directions

Given the necessity of revising APPM, the research group agreed that the 
Canadian Rules for Archival Description should be taken as a base document 
for an American revision of APPM and that a ‘North American Rules for 
Archival Description’ or NARAD be developed by a North American 
Committee on Archival Description (NACAD) comprising Canadian and
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American archivists.34 Initially, the NACAD will concentrate on 
harmonising the rules of RAD, APPM and ISAD(G). Over time, this initiative 
may broaden its scope to incorporate rules from the Australian Common 
Practice Manual, from the British Manual of Archival Description (MAD)^, 
and from other guidelines, conventions and rules developed by archivists 
in various countries to standardise data content and data structures for 
archival description. The Bentley research group’s call for greater 
collaboration between national archival communities was echoed at a recent 
international seminar on the description of audio-visual materials held in 
Budapest, Hungary in August 1996 and sponsored by the Soros Foundation. 
Acknowledging that there are common elements of description applied by 
archivists to the description of the materials in their care, they recommended 
that

there should be common recognition of standards work already 
achieved and in progress by the different Non-Government 
Organizations [and] that building on the common elements of 
description, a convergence of standards may be achieved in future, 
which would be of considerable mutual benefit.36

As greater collaboration takes place locally, nationally, and internationally 
amongst archivists, information systems analysts, records managers and 
documcntalists, all of whom are engaged in metadata projects, it will be 
necessary to conduct a variety of studies associated with such projects. 
Furthermore, archivists presently lack in-depth knowledge about the needs 
of their users and they have failed to test the effectiveness of their present 
descriptive tools. The development of descriptive standards requires a firm 
foundation of knowledge derived from numerous research studies. As the 
Report of the Canadian Subject Indexing Working Group pointed out:

before a retrieval system for archives can be developed, it is imperative 
that archivists know who is going to use the system and what their 
expectations will be. A number of critical questions need to be 
answered: Who uses archives? What do users want? Why do users 
want it? How do users go about getting what they want?37

The Bentley research group emphasised that a research agenda, identified 
below, needs to be articulated to test our present assumptions about user
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needs, systems requirements and the effectiveness of current descriptive 
practices. The following topics are by no means exhaustive but they do 
identify important areas for investigation, in order to test assumptions about 
user needs, systems requirements, the objectives of archival description, 
and the effectiveness of archival information systems.

Research Agenda

User studies:

Do users care about structures of description?

How do we measure improvements in access to, and navigation through, 
descriptive records?

How important is the integration of archival descriptions with those of other 
cultural resources, particularly library and museum resources?

Comparison studies of the effectiveness of different systems.

What do users understand about what is conveyed about form?

What models/maps can best track archival research strategies?

Description of electronic records:

How different are the descriptive needs of electronic records?

How are the principles of arrangement and description affected by the 
description of electronic records?

Does systems-generated metadata replace formal descriptions produced by 
archivists? Who are its users?

Life-cycle of recorded information and description:

Does description change over the life cycle?



Advancing Archival Description 213

Do the descriptive needs of creating agencies change over the life cycle?

How are the descriptive requirements for private records different from 
public records?

Authenticity:

How can requirements for the documentation of authenticity be met? 

How can authenticity requirements be met on the World Wide Web?

Context:

How can the various facets of context be best delineated? What is the 
value of providing contextual information for users, description and access?

Management of description:

How are archivists describing now?

What are the prevalent attitudes about the role of description as an archival 
function?

What are the management implications of archival descriptions: costs and 
benefits?

By collaborating with others who share our interest in improving upon 
the techniques and methodologies of archival description (such as creating 
an acceptable pool of standardised data elements, using RAD, APPM, ACPM, 
and ISAD(G)), the re-invention of existing wheels will be avoided, duplication 
of effort reduced, and most important, by not dictating structures, archivists 
will be able to choose their own brand of bicycle based on their specific 
cycling requirements.
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