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Summary and Vision 
The CDL proposes to explore, in collaboration with other archival description aggregators,1 the creation 
of a national archival finding aid network that could fundamentally transform the archival description 
landscape while continuing to serve the needs of aggregators and archival repositories. We posit that 
many finding aid aggregators across the country, including our own Online Archive of California (OAC), 
are currently languishing without sufficient resources to update their platforms and to engage with 
some of the most promising advances in archival description. By pooling resources and through co-
development partnerships, we believe we have the opportunity to extend the capabilities, breadth, and 
depth of existing aggregations -- which could include developing tools to ingest and normalize finding 
aid data as well as hosting and publishing finding aids. We ultimately believe that, together, we can 
provide users with more meaningful and richer access to archival records than each of us can alone. 
 
With crucial LSTA seed funding administered by the California State Library, we are proposing to 
convene a one-year collaborative planning initiative (October 2018 - September 2019) with the following 
key objectives:  
 

● Uncover and validate high-level stakeholder (archivists, researchers, etc.) requirements and 
needs for finding aid aggregation.  

● Identify key challenges facing finding aid aggregators. 
● Explore the possibilities of shared infrastructure and services among current finding aid 

aggregators, to determine if collaboration will benefit our organizations, our contributors, and 
our end users. If so, identify potential shared infrastructure and service models.  

                                                
1 See Appendix for a list of current archival description aggregators in the US. 
 

https://oac.cdlib.org/
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● Determine if there is collective interest and capacity to collaborate on developing shared 
infrastructure.  

● Develop a concrete action plan for next steps, based on the shared needs, interests and 
available resources within the community of finding aid aggregators. 

 
We believe that developing this collective understanding is a necessary first step to establish the 
trajectory for any future finding aid aggregation, including one that would also continue to serve the 
needs of California repositories. 
 
Broad consensus in the vision coupled with interest and capacity to collaborate on shared infrastructure 
will signal a successful outcome of this effort.  Assuming this outcome, we envision a subsequent phase 
of joint planning, research and design, and development work to implement the framework. We 
anticipate needing initial seed funding and resources, provided through in-kind contributions and grant 
sources -- and our intent is to model a national-level funding proposal to facilitate the initial 
development and launch activities.  
 

Current Challenges 
Since the early 2000's (coincident with the development of the EAD standard), regional aggregators have 
made significant strides bringing together finding aids, thus providing greater exposure for the 
collections held by libraries, archives, and museums. The increased availability of finding aids is critical 
given that only a small percentage of the holdings of these institutions is digitized and accessible online. 
Despite some progress digitizing these materials and making them available through large aggregations 
such as DPLA, all too often finding aids are the only mechanism through which researchers can gain 
awareness of collections. 
 
While more finding aids are online than ever before, users still face significant hurdles discovering and 
using archival material: dispersed websites that mask the full scope of relevant resources, broad gaps in 
statewide and regional coverage, and arbitrarily siloed aggregations limited to contributors within a 
given state or region. Further, there is still an uneven representation of finding aids within ArchiveGrid -- 
an international-level aggregation -- and many finding aid systems have yet to be optimized for indexing 
by search engines.  
 
Compounding these issues, a number of finding aid aggregators are facing mounting technical debt with 
aging systems -- and they lack staffing, capacity, and development resources to update these platforms. 
Aggregators face challenges in updating their ingest, indexing, and display systems to support advances 
in archival description, including revisions to the EAD standard. Within the specific context of California, 
we last redesigned the OAC in 2009 and have been unable to upgrade the system since then. 
Throughout the United States archival service providers are facing the same fundamental challenge--the 
need to modernize the interface and the underlying systems for indexing and ingesting finding aids.  
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Future Directions and Opportunities 
We believe many regional finding aid aggregators have similar concerns with their existing platforms 
and are also struggling to keep their services current and relevant to the needs of researchers and 
archivists alike. We also believe these challenging circumstances could be transformed into an 
opportunity to establish the foundation for a national archival network. Through a collaborative 
partnership model, we think we can leverage the collective input of multiple organizations -- focusing 
our strengths where best utilized, pooling our limited resources to develop shared infrastructure, and 
collaboratively supporting processes to build a national-level aggregation. 
 
Working together, we can collaboratively design and build a next-generation finding aid platform. 
Rather than refactoring existing legacy systems, we think this is the moment to critically evaluate newer 
indexing and display solutions such as ArcLight and Solr in order to determine how they could 
potentially meet -- and extend -- the existing requirements for our current systems and those necessary 
for expanded services.  
 
Discussing potential system and service integrations also opens up the opportunity to explore a number 
of related challenges that limit the use and value of finding aid aggregators.  How can we break down 
existing regional siloes? There is currently no connection among finding aids in OAC and those available 
via platforms such as Archives West, Texas Archival Resources Online, or Rocky Mountain Online 
Archive. Similarly, can we improve integrations between finding aids and contextual information about 
the collections (e.g, records for individuals who created or contributed to the collections, maintained by 
programs such as the Social Networks and Archival Context Cooperative)? Can we deepen integrations 
between finding aids and related digital content? Finally, what can we do to more seamlessly integrate 
systems for producing finding aids with systems for hosting and aggregating finding aids? For example, 
how can we rethink and streamline workflows for publishing ArchivesSpace-generated finding aids to a 
national-level aggregation? 
 

How We Can Get There: First Steps 
As previously noted, we propose embarking on a one-year collaborative planning initiative to identify 
common needs across aggregators, identify and validate requirements for a national-level aggregation, 
explore models and approaches to creating shared infrastructure, and most importantly confirm 
sufficient interest in and resources for such a transformative project. Assuming a shared vision and 
goals, the results of that one-year planning phase would be to formulate concrete next steps towards 
securing the resources for implementing a national-level network. 
 
To kickstart the planning, we are setting the stage for an initial dialogue with regional finding aid 
aggregators using the recently-established "Archival Finding Aid Networks" Google Group. At the same 
time, and with crucial LSTA seed funding administered by the California State Library, we are proposing 
to convene a one-year collaborative planning initiative (October 2018 - September 2019) with the 
following key objectives: 
 

http://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/
https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/taro/
https://rmoa.unm.edu/
https://rmoa.unm.edu/
http://www.snaccooperative.org/
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1. Through surveys and interviews, we will compile a current profile of finding aid aggregators 
(e.g., technical platforms, staffing capacity, administrative and governance structures), including 
information about key challenges and needs. We have already established a mailing list for US-
based archival description aggregators, to facilitate planning and information sharing. 

2. We will convene a planning symposium (at a location hosted by CDL or a partnering 
organization) to surface and validate shared needs, bringing together a broad range of potential 
collaborators and representatives from regional finding aid consortia, expert advisors, and 
individuals from service organizations that are part of the broader archival description 
ecosystem (e.g., OCLC Research, Lyrasis/ArchivesSpace, National Archives and Records 
Administration/Social Networks and Archival Context Cooperative, DPLA, Archives Portal 
Europe, Library of Congress, Stanford University Libraries).   A primary goal of the symposium 
will the broad outlines of an action plan along with a commitment to work on that plan. 

3. The symposium will spawn working groups, focused on topics such as: 
a. Uncovering and validating high-level requirements and needs related to archival 

resources on the part of current stakeholders, including archivists, researchers, and any 
others who engage with these systems and/or the content held therein.  

b. Identifying and evaluating the risks and opportunities of potential shared infrastructure 
and service models. This includes centralized and distributed approaches to creating, 
ingesting, hosting, indexing, and publishing finding aids as well as strategies for 
integrating finding aids with related contextual information and digital content.. 

4. The work will conclude with a fully documented action plan, vetted by the stakeholder group, 
comprised of the following elements: 

a. Synthesis of needs and interests of finding aid aggregators, and current stakeholder 
requirements for accessing archival resources 

b. Potential shared technical and service models that could meet those needs 
c. A proposal and work plan for next phase collaborative planning and implementation 

phases, including anticipated resource and funding needs. 
 
We welcome your feedback on our proposal, and we also welcome hearing if your organization would 
be interested in collaborating with us on the envisioned first steps. Please contact us at 
oacops@cdlib.org. 
 

Appendix: Summary of Archival Description Aggregators (US-Based) 
 

ArchiveGrid http://www.archivegrid.org 

Archival Resources in Wisconsin http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/wiarchives/ 

Archives West http://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/ 

mailto:oacops@cdlib.org
http://www.archivegrid.org/
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Arizona Archives Online (AAO) http://aao.lib.asu.edu/index.html 

Black Metropolis Resources Consortium http://bmrc.lib.uchicago.edu/ 

Chicago Collections Consortium http://chicagocollections.org/ 

Empire Archival Discovery Cooperative https://www.empireadc.org/ 

Historic Pittsburgh http://digital.library.pitt.edu/pittsburgh/ 

History of Medicine Finding Aids Consortium http://www.nlm.nih.gov/hmd/consortium/ 

Irish Literature Collections Portal http://irishliterature.library.emory.edu/ 

Maine Gateway to Digital Collections http://libraries.maine.edu/gateway/ 
http://www.library.umaine.edu/speccoll/eadsearch/ 

Mississippi Digital Library http://www.msdiglib.org/ 

Mountain West Digital Library http://mwdl.org/index.php/home 

Nebraska [developing network] (N/A) 

North Carolina ECHO http://www.ncecho.org/ 

OhioLINK EAD http://ead.ohiolink.edu/xtf-ead/ 

Online Archive of California (OAC) http://www.oac.cdlib.org 

Philadelphia Area Consortium of Special Collections Libraries (PACSCL) http://dla.library.upenn.edu/dla/pacscl/index.html 

Physics History Finding Aids Website (PHFAWS) https://www.aip.org/history-programs/niels-bohr-
library/archival-finding-aids 

Rhode Island Archives and Manuscript Collections Online (RIAMCO) http://dl.lib.brown.edu/riamco/ 

Rocky Mountain Online Archive (RMOA) http://rmoa.unm.edu/ 

Social Networks and Archival Context Cooperative http://snaccooperative.org/static/about/about.html 

Texas Archival Resources Online (TARO) http://www.lib.utexas.edu/taro/ 

http://digital.library.pitt.edu/pittsburgh/
http://irishliterature.library.emory.edu/
http://libraries.maine.edu/gateway/
http://libraries.maine.edu/gateway/
https://www.aip.org/history-programs/niels-bohr-library/archival-finding-aids
https://www.aip.org/history-programs/niels-bohr-library/archival-finding-aids
http://rmoa.unm.edu/
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/taro/
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Virginia Heritage Project http://www.lib.virginia.edu/vhp/ 
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