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Cataloguing guidelines for community archives

These guidelines are designed to help small heritage projects and community archives
catalogue their collections. They have been developed by the Community Archives and
Heritage Group (CAHG). This document was issued in July 2009.

Why have we created these guidelines?

There are an increasing number of community heritage groups round the country, building
up digital collections, sometimes in association with a local record office or museum and
sometimes not. A recent study by the Community Archive and Heritage Group (CAHG.)
estimated the number of these groups at between 3000-5000.

The enthusiasm and energy of the groups make them a fantastic heritage asset for the
country, but they catalogue and present their material in very different ways, and frequently
seek guidance on the issue. In 2007, there was a survey of the needs of community archives
at the CAHG conference, and cataloguing was one of the top issues raised.

Professional cataloguing standards can be somewhat intimidating for non-archivists, so here
we offer guidance on a minimal standard for cataloguing that aims to be realistic and user-
friendly. We have tried to keep the guidance short and simple.

If you follow these guidelines, the records kept by your heritage project will be compliant
with existing widely-used professional catalogue standards (see Appendix 2 for details).

What do the guidelines cover?
The guidelines cover the information you should record about:

1. Your overall collection
2. Groups of items in your collection (if you organise the collection in groups)
3. Individual items in your collection

1. The overall collection

The guidelines recommend you record some information which provides an overview of
your collection. This is a relatively minor task, because you only need to record the collection
information once, rather than once for each item. However, you may need to update the
information as your collection grows.

2. Groups of items in your collection
You may decide to organise the items in your collection into groups. This isn’t essential,
particularly if your collection is small, but many organisations and projects choose to do this.

Archivists usually organise their collections into groups which reflect the way the items were
originally arranged, rather than trying to impose new groupings on it. For example, if you are
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given 300 photos by three different people, you would simply put the photos into three
groups, one for each person who gave them to you, instead of grouping all 300 photos into
new headings such as ‘buildings’ and ‘people’.

On this basis, the organisation of your catalogue might reflect:

e Individuals that contributed to the collection (e.g. photos of John Smith)

e Particular projects that contributed to the collection (e.g. Working Time Oral History
Project)

This doesn’t mean that you cannot also organise your collection into topics such as
‘buildings’ and ‘people’ as well, if you wish, particularly if you are displaying your collection
on a website or arranging it for an exhibition. The usual method of doing this is to add
keywords to items. However, the underlying organisation of your catalogue should reflect
the way in which the items came to you.

One advantage of grouping items is that, if time is short, you might only create a catalogue
entry for the group, rather creating an entry for each item within the group. For example,
you could just create one group entry for a bundle of letters.

In Appendix 1 of these guidelines, there is a diagram showing examples of three possible
catalogue structures. They are:

1. A collection without groups, which just has an overview of the collection plus
information about individual items.

2. A collection which records information about groups of items, but no information about
individual items (to save time)

3. A collection which records information about groups of items plus information about the
items themselves.

You could decide to combine these last two approaches, and record information about the
items in some groups, but not in other groups.

If you decide to use groups, any information which applies to all the objects in a group
should be recorded at the group level. For example, if you have a group of photos relating to
a particular person, record biographical information about the person at group level of the
catalogue but not at item level. This avoids duplication.

By an item, we mean a photo, or an oral history interview, or a document such as a letter or
a map.

Some groups have collections of physical items (for example, an original photo) and some
have digital collections (for example, a scan of a photo). The guidelines are designed to fit
both purposes.
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Realistically, many heritage projects have limited time to catalogue their collections, so the

guidelines divide up the information you could record about each item into three categories:

mandatory, recommended, or optional.

If you’re short of time, just record the mandatory information. You'll see that there are very

few pieces of information that are mandatory.

These guidelines are intended to help you decide what information you should record,

rather than how you should record it. This is therefore not the right place to provide

recommendations for cataloguing software. However, here are a few general points:

1.

We suggest that your catalogue is recorded in some kind of spreadsheet, database or
cataloguing software. If you just type your catalogue into word-processing software, it
may be much more difficult to move it elsewhere in the future. You might end up
copying and pasting a lot of entries! (It is, however, often possible to export from tables
in Word into a database, so long as the column headings match the names of the fields
in the database.)

There are many types of cataloguing software available. Some groups or organisations
even design their own. However, you should make sure the software has an export
facility. This means that, if you need to move your catalogue to some other software at
some point in the future, you can do so.

If you have a particular organisation in mind that might one day look after a copy of your
catalogue, such as the local record office, we suggest you talk to them about the form in
which they might import your catalogue (for example, from a spreadsheet).

These guidelines suggest that you record information about your collection at different
levels; for example, at the level of the overall collection and the level of a group of items.
This is similar to the way that professional archivists catalogue their collections.

However, not all cataloguing software allows you to do this. Sometimes all the records in
the catalogue are at the same level in a ‘flat’ structure.

If the software you use to create your catalogue does not allow you to easily group your
records in a hierarchy, then you can still use these guidelines, but you will need to record
the relationship between different records with the use of some additional fields for
each record.

See Appendix 3, which shows how our guidelines map to the Dublin Core standard
(which has a “flat’ structure), for more information on how this is done.
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These guidelines are intended to be short and simple, rather than comprehensive. Links to sources
of more information on these subjects can be found at www.communityarchives.org.uk.

If you are organising your collection into groups, your system of reference numbers should reflect
these groups. Often, archives use a three-letter code as an acronym for their overall collection and
numeric references for groups and items. For example:

ANY the acronym for the Anytown Archive

ANY/1 a group of all the items received from John Edward Smith
ANY/1/1 the first item received from John Edward Smith

ANY/1/2 the second item received from John Edward Smith
ANY/2 a group of all the items received from Mary Jane Winter
ANY/2/1 the first item received from Mary Jane Winter

ANY/2/2 the second item received from Mary Jane Winter

The filenames you use for digital files, such as scans, could then reflect these reference numbers.
This is not essential, but helps keep the files organised. Filenames shouldn’t contain forward slashes
or spaces, though, so you would call the files something like:

ANY_1_1.tif
ANY_1_2.tif

If more than one image is associated with a particular item, you could reflect this in the filename.
For example:

ANY_1 1 imagel.tif
ANY_1 1 image?2.tif

Finally, instead of a 3-letter reference of your own choice, you might consider getting an MDA code.
These codes are issued by the Collections Trust at www.collectionstrust.org.uk. They are used to
identify collection-holding organisations and their collections in the UK. They normally consist of 5
letters, the first three being an abbreviation of the town or village where your organisation is
located.

Keywords are a popular way of providing information about the subject-matter of resources. To be
really useful, though, you should work from a master list of keywords (a ‘controlled vocabulary’).
These master lists of keywords are designed to ensure that any one particular concept is described
using only one authorized keyword.

Controlled vocabularies are particularly useful if:
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e Your users are familiar with the terms used in the master list (for example, they can pick from
that master list as a means of searching your website.)

e Your collection might be searched alongside other similar collections and you are all using the
same controlled vocabulary in the same way.

There is a link to lists of controlled vocabularies on the website at www.communityarchives.org.uk

The problem is that is can be very time-consuming to use a controlled vocabulary when you are
cataloguing. Many heritage projects will not have the time to do this.

If you are not going to use a controlled vocabulary, then there may be little point in entering a
separate list of keywords at all. Computers and search engines like Google are very good at
searching blocks of text, so one pragmatic approach is just to make sure that all relevant terms are
included in the description of the item.

If your catalogue is published online, another option which many projects are beginning to use is
‘tagging’. This allows the users of the catalogue on the web to add their own keywords to items. This
has the benefit of saving you time, as your users are doing the work. It also ensures that the
keywords are meaningful and familiar to your users, as your users choose them! It is, however, an
informal approach which has its strengths and weaknesses. It is also only applicable to online
catalogues.

These guidelines aren’t intended to provide guidance on copyright issues and this paragraph does
not constitute legal advice. There are links to some simple introductions to this subject on the
www.communityarchives.org.uk website, which will only take you a few minutes to read. There is
also a link to a standard consent form which you can easily adapt for your project.

In terms of your cataloguing, however, a few points about the consent form:

e Itis good practice for all the contributors to your project to sign a consent form. In the case of a
museum or a charity, for example, this consent form often grants the project the copyright in
the item being contributed.

e Some projects don’t ask for the copyright; instead, the consent form just grants a license to
reproduce and use the item in question. Indeed, if your group is only run by volunteers, this
approach may well be your only option. Many volunteer organisations are ‘unincorporated
associations’ which do not have the legal status to collectively own any property (copyright is a
form of property).

e Whatever form you choose, the form is the ultimate source of information about what rights
have been granted in the item, and so you should include a reference to the form in the ‘rights’
field of the catalogue. For example, if the copyright in an item has been retained by the
contributor, but your archive has been granted rights to reproduce it by signing a particular
consent form, the rights field in your catalogue could contain the statement:
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Copyright Ann Jones. Reproduction rights acquired through Anytown Archive consent form AA1.

In the example above, the reference to form AA1 is a reference to the generic blank form, rather
than the completed form for that particular contribution, though you would copy across any
relevant details on the form into the copyright field.

There is a standard release form which you can easily adapt for your project on the
CollectionsLink website. See the link on the www.communityarchives.org.uk website.

You also need to bear in mind that volunteers will retain the copyright in material they create,
unless you ask them to sign a release form. For example, a volunteer who records an oral history
interview will hold an element of copyright in the recording.

The access field provides information about any restrictions on access to the items in your collection.

For example:

Some material may have been donated to your collection on condition that it is not made
publicly available for a certain number of years. In this case, you might record in the access field,
‘Closed until 2040'".

The donor may ask to be consulted each time there is a request to view the material. In this
case, you might write in the access field, ‘Closed without the written permission of the
contributor’.

These situations are likely to be exceptions. Normally, the items in your collection will be open to the

public to view, and you can simply enter the word ‘open’ in this field.

Many archives offer contributors a choice about the terms under which they can offer material to

the archive. The following options are common:

1.

Donation: If the contributor donates material, all rights (except copyright) and ownership of the
collection go to the archive and the contributor no longer has any say about closure or access to
the collection.

Deposit: If the material is deposited ‘on loan’ from contributors, they retain rights and
ownership. This way, contributors have a say about closure periods and access to the material
and can withdraw their material at any time.

If you wish to offer your contributors these choices, they should be clearly defined on your release

forms.
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How these guidelines relate to widely-used cataloguing standards

These guidelines are based on widely-used cataloguing standards. This means that if you ever want
to incorporate your catalogue within the catalogue of a professional institution (such as a record
office), it should be easy to do so. The standards are:

ISAD(G)

This is the international standard for cataloguing archives.

Dublin Core

This is a very widely-used international standard for many types of cataloguing.

Appendices 2 and 3 shows how the fields in these guidelines relate to the fields in the standards
above.

Credits

These guidelines were written by Jack Latimer of www.communitysites.co.uk for the Community
Archives Heritage Group. The first draft of the guidelines was based on consultation with William
Stockting and David Dawson. Many thanks are due to the professional archivists and community
groups who reviewed the first draft guidelines, and particularly to Kate Hart who supplied the
diagram in Appendix 1. The final stage of preparation and consultation of the guidelines was funded
by the National Council on Archives.
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