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exeCutIve SuMMAry

Introduction
There is growing demand from users, administrators, 
and donors to have manuscript collection information 
available on the Web. In their OCLC Programs and 
Research report “Shifting Gears: Gearing Up to Get 
into the Flow,” Ricky Erway and Jennifer Schaffner 
state, “In a world where it is increasingly felt that if it’s 
not online it doesn’t exist, we need to make sure that 
our users are exposed to the wealth of information in 
special collections.”1 Their report speaks specifically 
to digitizing collections, but the philosophy holds 
true for information about manuscript collections as 
well as digital facsimiles of them. This study explores 
Web resources that provide information about these 
collections, rather than the facsimiles. 

Many of those who are responsible for the arrange-
ment and description of manuscript and archival ma-
terials suffer from chronic backlogs and often lament 
the lack of resources (staff and time) to deal with their 
workloads. How do libraries accomplish the task of 
getting information about their valuable resources 
online? This survey investigated how many manu-
script collections are held in ARL member libraries; 
what percentage of these collections are represented 
on the Web; what types of information about the col-
lections are available in finding aids and on the Web; 
what formats are used for finding aids on the Web; 
how many library staff are working on manuscript 
collections, the challenges and benefits of migrat-
ing collection information to the Web, and whether 
and how usage of manuscript collection information 
is tracked. It was distributed to the 123 ARL mem-

ber libraries in February 2008. Seventy-two libraries 
completed the survey by the March 31 deadline for a 
response rate of 59%.

Background
Using the Society of American Archivists’ (SAA) defi-
nition of a manuscript collection as a “collection of 
personal or family papers”2, the survey first asked 
whether the library held manuscript collections. The 
majority of respondents (69 or 97%) answered, “Yes.” 
Many of the respondents clarified how their answers 
may not reflect all of the manuscripts held at their 
institution since these collections are dispersed across 
several units.

Staffing
All 69 respondents identified the unit, department, or 
library that is responsible for arranging and describ-
ing manuscript collections; in some cases, there is 
more than one. Typically, it is an archive, special col-
lections, and/or rare books department or library.

Sixty-seven respondents answered basic questions 
about the number and types of staff (including archi-
vists, librarians, other professional staff, support staff, 
and students) in the unit. They reported a total of 1297 
individuals: 584 student assistants, 265 support staff, 
218 archivists, 152 librarians, 47 other professionals, 
and 31 other staff, such as volunteers. The FTE totals 
indicate that permanent staff largely work full-time 
and that there are about three students per FTE.

The total number of individuals per unit ranges 
from 4 to 95, with an average of 19.36. The number 
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of student assistants skews the average, though. The 
maximum number of permanent staff ranges from 
5 (other professional) to 15 (support staff) while the 
student assistant maximum is an incredible 63 at one 
institution! The median number of professional and 
support staff per unit ranges from one to three, while 
the median for student assistants is six. 

Staffing for Manuscript Collection Activities
Without arrangement and description there would 
be very little information to put on the Web for re-
searchers to use, so the survey next asked how many 
of the total staff reported above actually perform 
arrangement and description tasks, how much time 
they spend on these activities, and how much time 
they spend adding manuscript information to the 
Web. The 68 respondents reported that 762 individu-
als perform these activities, 59% of the total staff in 
the department.

Archivists
Fifty-six respondents reported a total of 147 archi-
vists who spend even a small percentage of time on 
arrangement and description. The number per in-
stitution ranges from 1 to 13, with an average of 2.63 
individuals. The archivists spend anywhere from 1% 
to 100% of their time on these activities, averaging 
41.17%. The two archivists who spend 100% of their 
time on arrangement and description were listed as a 
Project Archivist and Contract Processing Archivist, 
positions created specifically to focus on such activi-
ties. 

On average, archivists spend 11% of their time 
adding information about collections to the Web. 
Therefore, the average archivist spends about 16 
hours of a 40-hour work week on arrangement and 
description activities, plus another 4 hours getting 
information about these collections on the Web. In 
addition, they spend time on a variety of other areas 
including reference, instruction, preservation, acqui-
sitions, records management, exhibits, management, 
professional service, digital projects, donor relations, 
collection development, and outreach. As one respon-
dent succinctly put it, “The usual.”

Department Head
Thirty-five respondents reported that the unit or de-
partment head spends some time on arrangement 
and description or on adding collection information 
to the Web. The maximum time for either activity is 
50%. On average, slightly more time is spent on ar-
rangement and description (12.32%) than on adding 
information to the Web (8.95%).

Librarians and Other Professionals
Thirty-five respondents reported a total of 69 librar-
ians who spend time on manuscript collection ar-
rangement and description or adding information to 
the Web. The range is 1 to 5 per institution, with an 
average of 1.87 librarians. They spend up to 100% of 
their time on arrangement and description, averaging 
25%. As with department heads, librarians spend less 
time putting information on the Web, up to 65% of 
their time but only averaging 12%.

There are fewer other professionals involved in 
manuscript collection processing activities (20 in-
stitutions reported a total of 29 individuals), but the 
range per institution (1 to 5, average 1.45) and time 
commitment (arrangement and description average 
27%, Web average 12%) mirror librarians.

Support Staff
Almost as many support staff as archivists spend 
time on arrangement and description and Web activi-
ties; 47 respondents reported a total of 139 individu-
als. The number of support staff per institution ranges 
from 1 to 15, with an average of 2.96. They spend up 
to 95% of their time on arrangement and description, 
averaging 44%, the highest for permanent staff. They 
also spend up to 75% of their time on putting infor-
mation on the Web, averaging 11%.

Students and Other Staff
All but ten respondents report employing student 
assistants for manuscript collection arrangement and 
description work. Students account for the largest 
number of staff (317) and highest percentage of time 
devoted to these activities (64%). Although libraries 
depend heavily on students for arrangement and 
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description work, they do not depend on them for 
getting that same information on the Web. Student 
assistants spend up to 100% of their time in this ca-
pacity, but average only 9%. 

Only 14 libraries reported employing other types 
of staff for manuscript activities. Typically, these are 
graduate assistants, student interns, grant-funded 
staff, or volunteers who work part-time. They spend 
about half their time on arrangement and description 
and less than 20% on Web work, on average.

Size of Manuscript Collection
Since institutions aren’t required to keep these statis-
tics in a standardized unit of measurement, respon-
dents reported the size of their collections in linear 
feet, cubic feet, linear meters, and items, with the 
majority using linear feet. The size of processed and 
unprocessed manuscript collections varied widely. 
The total size of processed collections ranges from 
385 to 32,839 linear feet, with an average of 8142.78 
linear feet of material. The total size of unprocessed 
collections ranges from 150 to 22,038 linear feet, with 
an average of 4499 linear feet of material. 

Levels of Description
When asked about the level of description in their 
print or other traditional finding aids, most (48 or 
73%) responded that they include collection-level 
description with other elements such as scope and 
contents note, biographical note, series descriptions, 
and folder lists. Only 5% answered that their finding 
aids contained less information than that. Just under 
a fourth of the respondents report an “other” level 
of description. While their explanations were quite 
diverse, several answered that the level of description 
varies from finding aid to finding aid.

All but three of 66 respondents consider a collec-
tion to be fully processed when there is a multi-level 
finding aid that includes folder-level description. 
Twenty-five of these (40%) also selected both “multi-
level with series-level description ” and “multi-level 
with collection-level description.” Nine others also 
selected one or the other. The respondent who an-
swered “other” noted, “Never really fully processed. 

Currently considered such if multi-level description 
and box listed inventory.” Other comments indicated 
that the level of description varies from collection to 
collection. 

More than half of the responding institutions (35 
or 57%) are using database management software 
to keep or organize their collection-level data. The 
most commonly used software is Microsoft Access 
(15 institutions), followed by FileMaker Pro (7 institu-
tions). Only 13 (21%) are using open-source software; 
two are using Archon and five the Archivists’ Toolkit. 
Smaller numbers of institutions use library or mu-
seum information management software. The highest 
percentage of respondents (62%) answered “other,” in-
cluding WordPerfect, Excel, NoteTab, ExLibris Aleph, 
and Sirsi Dynix Workflows.

When asked if their institutions have adopted, at 
any level, the “More Product, Less Process” approach 
to arrangement and description as discussed in the 
2005 American Archivist article by Mark Greene and 
Dennis Meissner, 74% reported that they had done 
so.3 The comments are very interesting, with various 
responses pointing out that Greene and Meissner 
did not invent the concept. Greene and Meissner 
themselves mention some of the earlier archivists 
and institutions who had advocated this and similar 
approaches.4 Although they were not the first to sug-
gest that archivists can’t continue to process archival 
collections to a high level, their article, published in 
a widely-read and prominent archival journal, has 
resonated with the archival profession, more so than 
previous calls for this approach. The tone of their ar-
ticle, at times harsh, grabs the reader’s attention and 
has perhaps caused this surge in interest.5  

Description and Content Standards
Most of the respondents (43 or 70%) use the SAA stan-
dard Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS), 
for describing materials.6 Of the eighteen (30%) who 
don’t, seven are Canadian and have their own stan-
dard for description.7  Of those who use DACS, 24 
apply this standard to their legacy records. 

Almost all respondents (60 or 92%) are creating 
MARC records for manuscript collections on some 
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level. A significant number (53 or 80%) are encoding 
finding aids in EAD, but not everyone is, yet. Those 
who are marking up their finding aids in EAD are 
doing so on a smaller scale than they create MARC 
records. For example, the average number of EAD 
files created is 530.58, versus 1560.18 MARC records. 

Respondents’ comments on whether the time 
and effort to create EAD records equals the benefits 
are worth examination. While many responses were 
short, positive answers such as “absolutely” or “yes, 
definitely,” they were not all glowing recommenda-
tions. One of the negative responses from an institu-
tion that does use EAD was, “No. The payoff for the 
time and expense of creation is negligible.” Another 
explained, “Since our finding aids have been avail-
able on the Web for quite some time, first as plain 
HTML documents and then as EADs, I don’t think 
we’ve realized any particular benefit to changing 
the format, except perhaps that the finding aids look 
neater. Our researchers were finding our collections 
through search engines prior to the conversion.”

Others indicated they just weren’t sure yet. A 
few indicated that they didn’t really know if it was 
worth it but felt “this is a standard we want to follow.” 
Another even claimed, “There’s no way to easily mea-
sure the ‘benefits;’ however it would be irresponsible 
to not encode our finding aids.”

 Among those who are using EAD, there seem 
to be divergent opinions about the ease of creating 
EAD finding aids. Several mentioned the ease with 
which their institution creates EAD finding aids, with 
one explaining, “The creation of new finding aids 
in EAD is no more complicated or time consuming 
than those created in any other format.” Others in-
dicated that the time and effort is substantial, not-
ing that “the special knowledge required for creat-
ing EAD finding aids and making their presence on 
our Web site effective has been an impediment to us 
backing the effort fully.” This is consistent with the 
findings of Elizabeth Yakel and Jihyun Kim, who 
listed “complexity of technology” as one reason for 
the lack of diffusion of EAD in the archival commu-
nity.8 Another interesting comment from the survey 
discussed how one institution takes advantage of a 

template for creating EAD “that does not require any 
added effort.” But they fail “to see what, if any, benefit 
is derived from the EAD metadata. “ 

Those who do not use EAD were asked if they 
perceive any external or internal pressure to imple-
ment its use; the results were mixed. Even some of 
those who have implemented were compelled to 
comment. One respondent claimed that some staff 
members “can not see any advantage in using EAD 
over standard static HTML pages. We feel there are 
no justifications for increasing processing and de-
scription time and costs for minimal advantage… I 
believe that EAD is a labor-intensive throwback to 
library cataloging methods of the past.” In addition 
to the increased description time and cost—whether 
real or perceived—there is another negative connota-
tion to EAD. Some respondents detect the feeling that 
implementing the use of EAD is embracing change 
for change’s sake, or, as one person put it, giving in 
to “a subtle ‘keeping [up] with the Joneses’ kind of 
internal pressure to adapt whatever is cutting edge 
and new.” 

Web Presence
All but one of the responding libraries have at least 
some information about individual manuscript col-
lections on their Web sites. The types of informa-
tion differ, but most include collection title, a brief 
description of the collection, inclusive dates, extent, 
biographical or administrative history, and a unique 
collection identifier for some collections. Although 
they might include these elements, they don’t always 
include them for every collection; 54% report that the 
information varies by collection.

Manuscript Collection Information on the Web
When asked how many manuscript collections are 
represented on their Web sites, respondents’ answers 
ranged from 1 to 11,000 collections. Two institutions 
proudly proclaimed that all of their collections were 
represented online. The average number was 831.59, 
somewhere between the average number of EAD files 
and MARC records created. A common approach 
among the responding institutions is to add the col-
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lection information to their Web site as new collec-
tions are processed or there is some level of intellec-
tual control over the collections, though some have 
different plans and procedures in place for legacy 
collections. The level of intellectual control varied 
among the responses. Some only add information 
after a collection has been fully processed; others 
add basic information about a collection, regardless 
of level of arrangement and description and comple-
tion of finding aid. Several institutions assess the 
“importance” of a collection and place information 
about it on their Web site accordingly. 

Finding Aids on the Web
The vast majority of the responding libraries (60 or 
94%) have finding aids—regardless of format or pre-
sentation—on their Web sites. The number ranges 
from 1 to 6000 with 655 on average. The criteria for 
getting them there are similar to the criteria for get-
ting any kind of information about manuscript col-
lections on the Web. Some libraries have established 
policies and procedures, while others report that staff 
simply adds them when they have time. 

Finding aids are delivered online in a variety of 
formats. The largest number of respondents (35 or 
58%) is delivering them in HTML with EAD encod-
ing. Others are presenting them as HTML from a 
word-processor document and as PDFs. Fourteen 
libraries have finding aids online that were created 
in at least two different ways. 

Many of the respondents’ comments to questions 
throughout the survey mention the conversion of 
legacy finding aids. Depending on the institution, 
this conversion process could entail a great deal of 
work. Forty-eight libraries (77%) convert legacy find-
ing aids to new styles for Web presentation. Although 
71% of the respondents claim that all of their online 
finding aids reflect the same style, 13 of the institu-
tions that convert legacy finding aids report their 
online finding aids don’t reflecting the same style. 
One might assume that the same institutions that 
convert legacy finding aids would want all of their 
finding aids to look the same, but this survey did not 
ask further questions about this.

Hosting/Harvesting Finding Aids
Forty of the responding institutions (63%) participate 
in EAD harvesting or consortial programs. Besides 
the large state and regional consortia such as Online 
Archive of California (OAC) and ARCHEION, a 
number of respondents contribute their finding aids 
to RLG/OCLC’s ArchiveGrid. Of those who do not 
participate in any such program, half are interested 
in doing so in the future.

Only a little more than half of the respondents 
(58%) replied that they have some mechanism that 
allows users to search across fields within the online 
finding aid; lack of an easy way to take advantage 
of the tagged elements in EAD is a common com-
plaint. Institutions are using a variety of programs 
and special software to make this possible, including 
Orpheus, DLXS, Aleph, DB/TextWorks, Tamino, and 
PRIMO.

Usage Tracking
Only nine libraries track the use of in-house finding 
aids. Some of the tracking comes from user-registra-
tion records. One person commented, “Well, we don’t 
track use of finding aids, we track use of collections.” 
It’s often easier to track use of online finding aids. 
Several of the 28 who do track their use mentioned 
a specific tool for this, such as Urchin. Others sim-
ply described the frequency with which they or a 
technical support person does this, and the answers 
describe varying levels of information they capture.

One respondent, whose institution can gather this 
information, explained why they don’t track it: “Since 
our finding aids have been harvested by any num-
ber of search engines and other projects, however, I 
doubt there is a realistic way to gather much useful 
information about how and by whom they are used.” 
When asked about the differences in frequency of 
use between online and in-house finding aids, 81% 
answered that online finding aids are “used” more. 
Since the survey did not define “use,” these numbers 
can only be interpreted in a general sense, as “use” 
might mean “accessed” and/or actually referenced 
or used in a reference request. Several responded 
that they no longer have anything other than online 
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finding aids, while others indicate that patrons use 
the online finding aids on computers in their reading 
rooms; some institutions provide access to both in the 
reading room.

Training for Online Manuscript Activities 
Not surprisingly, most manuscripts staff are simply 
learning as they go. Clearly, some are learning more 
than others. When asked what kind of training or 
education opportunities staff use, 98% checked “on-
the-job training.” Other popular answers included 
peers, professional association-sponsored workshops, 
library school, electronic discussion lists, conferences, 
and professional journals and readings.

Organization for Online Manuscript Activities
When asked if their library had reorganized to pro-
vide manuscripts information online, the majority 
(52 or 84%) said they had simply incorporated these 
activities into their existing areas without making 
any name changes to the unit, department, or li-
brary. Only two libraries (3%) actually changed the 
name of their department to reflect these changes. A 
large number (35 or 57%) answered that job descrip-
tions were adjusted to include these activities even if 
the organization did not make any formal changes. 
Twenty-seven (44%) also indicated that their staff 
members receive assistance from other departments 
to complete these tasks.

Respondents’ comments about online manuscript 
activities that are distributed across the institution in-
dicate that manuscripts staff are working with people 
in other units or departments, which may or may 
not be part of the same administrative structure, to 
get information onto the Web. These include depart-
ments or units whose functions include cataloging, 
metadata services, systems, IT, and digital services. 
One respondent said it this way:

Primary responsibility for the organiza-
tion and description of manuscript collections 
resides in Special Collections & University 
Archives, and we routinely create and move 
online essentially all html finding aids. We 
coordinate closely with a Central Technical 

Services (CTS) Department when record-build-
ing intersects with the general library OPAC, 
and we coordinate closely with the Digital 
Library Services (DLS) unit when undertaking 
CONTENTdm initiatives. All of these activities 
can be properly thought of as ‘manuscript ac-
tivities.’ Depending on the specific project, CTS, 
DLS, and/or Special Collections staff may be in-
volved in scanning and providing metadata. It 
is a much more fluid world than it used to be!

Challenges of Getting Manuscript Collection 
Information Online 
When asked to provide three challenges faced in 
getting manuscript information on the Web, most 
respondents gave what were expected and unsur-
prising answers. One person’s replies sum up these 
answers: “staff: not enough;” “time: not enough;” and 
“money: not enough.” Many of the responses were 
similarly succinct. Others, however, provided more 
specific information about just what suffers from 
this lack of resources. Without sufficient resources 
to meet modern demands, respondents find that they 
sometimes have to choose between processing collec-
tions, new and old, and making information available 
on the Web. With only one or two people available 
to work on these projects, both may suffer. They are 
forced to make a choice: process collections or make 
something available on the Web. Which is more im-
portant, processing collections or providing access to 
them? There is no clear answer to this question.

Archivists face a recurring problem in making 
realistic and useful decisions regarding their legacy 
finding aids; answers to this survey show this to be a 
big problem for some respondents. There are several 
potential challenges in dealing with these legacy 
finding aids. One challenge is that they do not fol-
low the current content standards. Should they go 
up anyway so that at least there is information about 
the collections available to researchers? Not only do 
respondents report that their legacy finding aids don’t 
adhere to standards like DACS, but they also report 
that their legacy finding aids provide item-level in-
formation that makes it difficult to convert to modern 



SPEC Kit 307: Manuscript Collections on the Web · 17

standards and styles. Some institutions have dealt 
with this problem through grant-funded initiatives.

In addition to the traditional lack of resource is-
sues libraries have always faced (not enough time 
and staff to process collections), respondents also 
report that technological problems are challenging 
their efforts to get materials on the Web. Many of the 
responses indicate that staff lack the technological 
expertise to make the most of what a Web presence 
has to offer, and they lack the technical support from 
other departments within their institutions to make 
it happen.

Another challenge is the added reference work 
resulting from more access via the Web. One survey 
answer explained, “As we put up more finding aids, 
we are seeing increased use of the collections. Our 
electronic reference service particularly reflects this 
use. A challenge is to keep our reference service at a 
level to meet this added demand, from both in person 
and electronic researchers.”

Benefits
Certainly the most beneficial result of putting in-
formation about manuscript collections online is 
increased access to collections. Not only does this 
get the information out there, but it makes the col-
lections easier for researchers to use. Respondents 
agree that another by-product of this increased access 
is increased reference activities. Several comments, 
however, indicate that patrons come to the reference 
room armed with more information about collections, 
i.e., box numbers, and therefore are easier to help.

Conclusion
The respondents are all managing to get at least some 
information about their manuscript collections onto 
the Web. Most of the comments indicated that they 
want to get more there, but are unable to do so for a 
variety of reasons. A select few have all their manu-
script collections represented on the Web in some 
way, either as a MARC record, a brief blurb in HTML, 
or an EAD finding aid.

Almost all respondents are creating MARC re-
cords for their collections; fewer are creating EAD 

finding aids. These simple statistics, however, are 
deceptive because as one looks further one finds that 
libraries aren’t necessarily creating large numbers of 
finding aids in EAD, or any other format, or putting 
information about large numbers of collections on the 
Web. The overall numbers for creating MARC records 
for collections are more impressive. Why is it easier 
to create and use MARC records than to create and 
use EAD? This has been explored by others, such as 
Yakel and Kim, and the results of this survey appear 
consistent with their findings. For various reasons 
there is a range of attitudes and opinions relating to 
the ease, usefulness, and value of EAD.  

The survey discovered a lot of information about 
who is doing the arrangement and description tasks 
necessary before the information is published on 
the Web. Librarians and archivists—those who are 
trained and educated professionals—squeeze these 
duties in between a multitude of other responsibili-
ties. They are not the only ones in these institutions 
who perform arrangement and description tasks, 
but they do spend larger percentages of their time 
than anyone else in actually getting information on 
the Web. Although 74% of respondents report they 
have started to implement the “More Product, Less 
Process” approach to arrangement and description as 
suggested by Greene and Meissner, as a whole librar-
ies are still reporting large unprocessed backlogs. Not 
surprisingly, 85% of the respondents report they only 
consider a collection fully processed when there is a 
finding aid with folder-level description.

The challenges in placing manuscript collection 
information on the Web were not surprising. The 
prevailing challenges relate to a lack of available re-
sources, as well as the technological abilities in get-
ting the information there. If libraries do not see an 
increase in resources, then how will they manage to 
get everything done? This lack of resources may not 
ever change. What might change, however, is the un-
even level of technological ability and support across 
institutions that allows some to place more informa-
tion on the Web than others. What does unite all of 
us is our belief that access to our collections is critical, 
and increased Web presence provides that access. 
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