RESULTS OF A QUESTIONNAIRE

ON INDEXING AND RESOURCE DISCOVERY

Archivists are increasingly cataloguing on computers.  This offers a growing need for indexing, as well as an opportunity for data sharing amongst repositories.
  The Name Authority and Indexing Group, part of the United Kingdom Archives Discovery network, hopes to facilitate cross-searching of index terms across repositories.  Towards this end they conducted an on-line survey from July to September 2009.  Although 138 questionnaires were returned, mostly from subscribers to ARCHIVES-NRA@JISCMAIL.AC.UK, most of the tick-box questions were completed by 70-80 people.  30% of the returns were from archivists in higher education, 24% from local authorities, 17% national, 17% specialist, the rest were ‘business’ or ‘other’ repositories.

About 5% of archivists answering the questionnaire feel that free text searching is good enough, but most think some sort of controlled vocabulary is usually appropriate to the collection and useful to researchers.  Two-thirds of respondents indicated that indexing is high or medium priority.  Comments ranged from ‘wish we had the resources’ (with regrets for funders’ priorities), to ‘essential and integrated into cataloguing practice’.  16% of respondents indicated having no names index.  Card indices and indices in paper catalogues are being retroconverted but a few repositories are reconsidering policies and decreasing the level of indexing.

Reasons given for indexing include:

· there is no single, best method of interrogating archive catalogues
· to share data
· to distinguish between substantive references to a person or place, and passing references
· not swamping users with too many hits

· to distinguish between people or places with the same name
· to catch variants due to multilingualism or phonetic interpretation of non-Latin alphabets, nonstandard spelling, or local practice
· to bring records together when names change due to titles (e.g. ‘Duke of Wellington’), redrawing boundaries, and changes in spelling 
· indicating local significance of otherwise unknown persons or places, and drawing together like records not catalogued together
· calculating statistics 
· drawing attention to unexpected strengths in collections
Subject indexing in particular is useful vs. free text searching, which requires imagination and diligence on the part of researchers.  Lack of training and lack of a maintained international standard (UKAT
 is now being maintained only statically) are problems with subject indexing in particular.  The long-term maintenance of national on-line lists in general would be welcomed but is recognised as problematic.
Most respondents seem fairly happy with the level of indexing of their collections.  The level and type of indexing is mostly ‘as appropriate’.   Few of the respondents invest in creating name authority records.  The level of indexing within a repository varies from collection to collection, legacy catalogues and indices being the main culprit for substandard indices.  Most people use two or three sources when compiling indices, including web research using Google, Wikipedia, The National Register of Archives and the Dictionary of National Biography.
The overwhelming preference is to use international indexing standards when possible, adapted in-house to suit the specialist repositories if necessary.  A significant number of archivists must use lists such as the Library of Congress or the Humanities and Social Sciences Electronic Thesaurus in order to collaborate with library and museum colleagues.
Of 52 placename indexers only about 10% use coordinates-based index terms.  One uses the latitude and longitude of the corners of maps as an index term. 

Of 56 responders to a question about software used to index, 29 use CALM, 10 use AdLib, 13 use some other EAD-based system, 20 use ‘other’, and 7 use no software.  Software users have had mixed success.  Double-barrelled names are cited as a particular problem for certain software.  
There is a general willingness to take (and a non-pressing need for) subject indexing training.  Practical exercises would be most welcomed.
There were diverse and interesting responses to the questions about user-generated indexing-type content, ranging from ‘An authority file should be an authority, not subject to user-generated content’ to ‘User-created content harnesses the power of the remote expert’.  Resource-devouring quality control is recognised as a necessity to ensure consistency, discipline and long-term access to user-generated data.  
In summary, we found a prevailing indication that indexing provides an important access point to archival collections, is usually done when resources permit, that existing software doesn’t support it very well, that standard lists of index terms would be lovely if someone could maintain them, that there is some need for and interest in training, and that user-generated content might be useful but nobody has the resources to monitor it. 

For a detailed analysis and/or the full results of the tick-box questions, write archivist@kings.cam.ac.uk. 
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� Existing examples of union-type websites are AIM25, A2A, Archives Hub, Archives Network Wales, Scottish Archival Network, Janus, Genesis, Backstage, Cecilia, Artists’ Papers’ register, and the National Register of Archives.





� United Kingdom Archival Thesaurus
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