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Publication Note

This present report was written by the ARCHIVESCANADA.ca Working Group and was presented
to the Canadian Council of Archives' Board of Directors for approval.

To prepare the report for publication to the archival community and the public at large, Canadian
Council of Archives (CCA) staff reviewed the report formatting, copy-edited the text for clarity and
ensured references were accurate. CCA staff also translated the report, originally written in English, to
French.

Other than the minor changes described above, the CCA is publishing the report as submitted by the
working group.

Throughout the report, the Working Group uses the name "Archives Canada" to refer to
ARCHIVESCANADA ca, the Canada-wide finding aid network found at the URL
https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/.

J.M. (Jo) McCutcheon,
CCA Executive Director
30 June 2026
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Executive Summary

History and Present-day Challenges
The Canadian Archival Information Network, or CAIN, officially launched in 2001 with

profiles for 800 archival institutions across the country, including information about their
descriptions and virtual exhibits. CAIN was initially hosted by Library and Archives Canada
(LAC) on a platform called Mikan. It was designed to be a comprehensive network that
would make archival collections across Canada accessible to all Canadians, using
standardized descriptions through the Rules for Archival Description (RAD).

The Canadian Council of Archives (CCA) and LAC decided to move hosting support from
Mikan, supported by LAC servers and staff, to a hosted AtoM instance supported through a
hosting agreement with Artefactual Systems and CCA, disconnecting Archives Canada from

Canada’s national archives and library institution.

Archives Canada has been challenged in many ways. Currently, there is no CCA archives
advisor position dedicated to the Archives Canada database. Advisor roles across Canada
have also experienced funding cuts since the launch of Archives Canada. These positions are
also most often staffed as contracts, leading to precarity and varying degrees of capacity for
outreach and support specifically for database submissions from archives institutions to
provincial or territorial portals and, as a result, Archives Canada. In addition to lack of CCA
staffing to maintain and provide outreach and maintenance for the Archives Canada database,
in 2012, LAC suddenly eliminated the National Archival Development Program (NADP). As
a result of the loss of this grant program, archives had less capacity to contribute to provincial
and territorial databases and, thus, Archives Canada. In 2026, the program which replaced the
NADP, the Documentary Heritage Communities Program (DHCP), was also cut, so there is

no longer any federal funding for community archives.

By 2024, after an extended period without updates, the Canadian Council of Archives
established a new Working Group to reimagine Archives Canada, with goals including

making collections more discoverable, ensuring equal contribution opportunities across



provinces and territories, and creating better ways for community and Indigenous archives to

participate. Readers are urged to consult Chapter One of this report for more details.

Surveys and Focus Groups

Between October 22 to November 30, 2024, surveys were launched for practitioners and
researchers both in English and French. A total of 202 practitioner surveys were sent via
email, listservs, and discussion boards to both anglophone and francophone practitioners. A
total of 73 researcher surveys were sent via email, listservs, and discussion boards to both
anglophone and francophone practitioners. Due to the low response rate of the French-
language practitioner and researcher surveys, the surveys were relaunched to a targeted
French-speaking audience between November 3 to November 21, 2025. Focus groups which
comprised anglophone practitioners, anglophone researchers, anglophone archives advisors,
and francophone practitioners were conducted between July 22 to October 17, 2025. There

were 75 people invited, and of these, there were 37 participants across six focus groups.

The main conclusions that can be drawn from the survey and focus group responses are given
below.

e A national finding aid network connects collections; enables sharing of resources and
reduces duplication of effort; uncovers related collections for users; and provides a
reliable place to search. It can build capacity for smaller archives. There are systemic
issues that a national finding aid network cannot resolve but it can create a more level
playing field for small or under-resourced archives and underrepresented
communities.

e The network must accommodate diverse needs, be interoperable with other systems,
flexible, and customizable, with normalized naming conventions and authority
records, and consistency in archival descriptions across institutions.

e Archives Canada currently does not meet the needs of practitioners or researchers.
There are issues with search functionality, outdated information, and visibility.

e Practitioners are unsure how to add content or edit content already posted on the site
(descriptions, authorities, and institutional profiles). Training is needed.

e Coordination between Archives Canada and provincial or territorial association

databases is necessary.



e Researchers need guidance to use Archives Canada. They use it for research and to
find repositories.

e Researchers are used to searching for items rather than for collections and are used to
doing simple keyword Google searches. Archives Canada lacks precision, returning
too many results when a search is run. Descriptions and repository information are
outdated. What is needed is faster search, an indication of when updates take place
and what is included in updates, and more frequent updates.

e Authority records with adequate context are important in a national finding aid
network to connect collections. More Indigenous authority records are needed.

e Despite dissatisfaction with Archives Canada, most do not want it to be discontinued.

e The possible options are to discontinue Archives Canada due to its lack of
functionality and being outdated; have it serve as a directory of institutions across
Canada, providing contact information, a brief overview of collections, and links to
popular or prominent fonds for each repository; or have it serve as a portal that points
to provincial and territorial networks. Minimally, institutional information must be
kept updated.

e Funding for national finding aid network staff is essential and there should be training
and support for members to contribute.

e Partnerships with academic institutions and other organizations and advocacy are
important considering the lack of government financial support. The Canadian

Council of Archives should look at innovative solutions for funding Archives Canada.

Readers are encouraged to consult Chapter Two of this report for more details.

Working Group Recommendations

The Working Group offers three principal recommendations, each of which is elaborated
upon in a series of actionable immediate-, near-, or long-term steps. They are summarized
below but readers are strongly urged to consult the recommendations in full in Chapter Three
of this report, since many details critical to their successful implementation have been

omitted here.

1. Continue Archives Canada as a service



Archives Canada should be re-envisioned as a service (requiring ongoing oversight,
maintenance, and development), rather than as a static database of finding aids. This can
be initiated by retiring from active use the present database of archival descriptions and
treating it as a legacy resource. In the immediate and near future, Archives Canada should
focus on providing a public directory of Canadian archives, as this is both a vital service
and the most actionable and sustainable step that can be taken with existing resources.
With support from CCA staff, a simple online form, and supporting public documents,
institutions can be empowered to update, expand, or reduce their current institutional
contact information on an ongoing basis. The resulting updated directory should be made
available online, perhaps with an accompanying map of archival locations. Appropriate
web analytics should be applied to gather data that can inform future development.

. Address the existing database

The archival community sees value in the present database despite its shortcomings.
Accordingly, all archival descriptions should be temporarily removed from public view,
and a complete copy of the legacy data (archival descriptions, authority records, and
institutional profiles) preserved by CCA. With the support of CCA staff, public
documents and guidelines, or other appropriate measures, institutions can be empowered
to delete, edit, or export any archival descriptions they currently have in Archives
Canada, with the goal of improving and updating the existing contents. In the longer-
term, once a governance committee, adequate staffing, outreach and promotion efforts,
and iterative user testing are in place, it may be possible to resume new finding aid ingest.
Establishing service policies and streamlined workflows, as well as cooperating with
associations and institutions who host their own portals, would help to ensure quality.
Focusing on upper-level descriptions (fonds/collection) could also help to reduce the need

for updates and amendments down the road.

Establish a standing Archives Canada Governance Committee

Sustaining the Archives Canada service in coming years will require steady, dedicated
direction and leadership. To this end, the CCA should establish a standing governance
committee, empower it with a clear mandate, and populate it with members representing
different regions, professional roles, and types of archives, as well as other relevant

professionals or researchers. The committee’s role would be to steward the ongoing



maintenance, policy framework, and future development of Archives Canada in line with
the needs of archives users and the archival community. This includes determining the
near- and long-term staffing needs of the service, as well as undertaking the reporting and
promotional work needed to raise Archives Canada’s public profile and improve user
engagement. It is recommended that this committee be convened for an initial meeting by
December 2026. A draft terms of reference is included in the full report.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Timeline of the Canadian
Archival Information Network (Archives Canada)

This research is not intended to comprehensively capture the state of Canadian archives for
the last two decades. Instead, this background research provides a summary of the documents
and reports provided to the Working Group. Some independent research was also conducted

within the limited volunteer hours available for members.

The summary is presented first and followed by a text copy of the Canadian Archival
Information Network Timeline organized by date. A visual timeline of this text can be
generated using Timeline.js using this sheet. The sheet is stored in the Archives Canada

Working Group Google Drive.

Note that the text is written for the Canadian Council of Archives Executive as its audience.

It does not include definitions of archival terms or explanations of archival theory.

Portions of this text were presented throughout 2025 conferences, including this presentation

slide deck for the CRKN Virtual Conference in May 2025 (recording).

What is Archives Canada?

Archives Canada is the national finding aid database and institutional directory within the
Canadian Archival System. It is maintained by the Canadian Council of Archives (CCA). The
CCA was established in 1985 to foster a "coordinated network of networks"?, operating

within the concept of the Canadian Archival System.?

The purpose of Archives Canada is to provide access to Canadian archives institutions and

their holdings. It is maintained by the CCA with its primary data contributions coming from

! canadian Council of Archives Information Highway Task Force. Raising CAIN: Building Canada’s Archival
Information Network. [Unpublished report]. (Canadian Council of Archives, 1997) 3.

2 Canadian Council of Archives. “Canadian Archival System (CAS).” ARCHIVESCANADA.ca, 2026.
https://archivescanada.ca/canadian-archival-system/.
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provincial and territorial archives councils on behalf of archives across the country.® In its

early years, the Archives Canada website also contained links to virtual exhibits.* As of the
date of writing, the CCA anecdotally reports that the last data update to Archives Canada was
made in 2017, almost ten years ago. After more than two decades since its launch, the
database now faces many challenges: limited capacity for CCA staff or archivists to maintain
and add data, outdated records, and changing technology coupled with new end user
information seeking behaviours in online environments. However, important legacy data
remains uniquely available only in the Archives Canada database and many archivists feel
there is reason to revitalize this national initiative. In January of 2024, the CCA launched a
Working Group to analyse Archives Canada and its community.®

Archives Canada Timeline (Text Summary)
The Canadian Council of Archives (CCA) published the Directory of Archives in Canada list

in 1986° following the Directory’s initial publication in 19817 by the Bureau of Canadian
Archivists. A decade later, in response to the evolving “information highway”, the CCA
sponsored the first "Archives and the Information Highway" roundtable in Ottawa in May of
1996. Dedicated archivists gathered and offered their time for community discussion about
the electronic dissemination of archival information on the web, including the institutional
Directory.® Following the work of CCA task forces and consultations with groups of
archivists throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the Canadian Archival Information
Network, or “CAIN”, officially launched in 2001° with profiles for 800 archival institutions
across the country, including information about their descriptions and virtual exhibits. This

launch was the direct result of a tremendous amount of work, a great deal of it from in kind

% See https://archivescanada.ca/our-partners/ page on the Canadian Council of Archives website for list of
partner councils/associations.

4 See Internet Archive Wayback Machine, “ARCHIVES CANADA - VIRTUAL EXHIBITS [October 11,2011
Web Archive Version].”

> Working Group press release available in Arcan-I archives - see email on October 8, 2024 “Press Release:
ARCHIVESCANADA.ca Working Group / Présentation du Groupe de travail ARCHIVESCANADA.ca.”

® Marcel Caya, David Leonard, Gilles Héon, Association of Canadian Archivists., Bureau of Canadian
Archivists., and Association des archivistes du Québec. Directory of Canadian Archives = Annuaire des dpdts
d’archives canadiens. Bureau of Canadian Archivists, 1986.

7 Judith Beattie, and Bureau of Canadian Archivists. Directory of Canadian Archives = Annuaire des dépdts
d’archives canadiens. Bureau of Canadian Archivists, 1981.

8 Raising CAIN: Building Canada’s Archival Information Network, 1997.

® Tim Hutchinson, An Exploration of Future Technical Options for CAIN. ACA Occasional Papers ACA
Education Committee paper no. 2. 2003. https://archivists.ca/ ACA-Books-Guides, 1.
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volunteer labour from the archives community, to create and populate what is now Archives

Canada.

CAIN was provided initial funding of $700,000 (2000-2001) from the National Archives of
Canada (NAC) and partners, but no sustainable funding model was established for ongoing
maintenance in the initial business case for Archives Canada.'® The database was agreed to
be hosted by NAC on a platform called Mikan. At the time the NAC made this commitment,
Mikan was known to “have reached its limit” with reports documenting the NAC’s interest in
pursuing other technology solutions.!* One interpretation of this commitment is that the
initial investment in Archives Canada served to be advantageous to NAC’s own internal
operations in its search for new technology to deliver NAC finding aids online. However,
Archives Canada was designed to serve a purpose beyond just NAC - it was meant to be a
comprehensive network that would make archival institutions and their collections across
Canada accessible to all Canadians. It would also standardize description data by requiring
archives to use at least nine Rules for Archival Description (RAD) required fields and deliver

standardized descriptions online for end users in Archives Canada.?

RAD itself was an emerging standard within the profession at this time, first published in
1990, and 2001 was still a period when many archives, including the NAC through a project
called RECON®, were updating their descriptions to meet RAD compliance. Archives
Canada is a database specifically for archival discovery - meaning it does not offer
preservation functionality or extensive digital asset management features. It is also not
enabled for linked data, though it does hold potential for community efforts to explore
mapping to linked data-ready standards or tools. Because of this specific functionality for
providing search and discovery of archives institutions and their description, it is important to
understand the context surrounding archival standards impacting CAIN and the Archives
Canada initiatives to aggregate data from archival repositories at this time. Writing about
Canadian standards and his thoughts on the release of Records in Contexts 1.0 in 2023,

Richard Dancy paints a picture of standards in Canada in the 1990s and early 2000s:

10 Canadian Council of Archives. Canadian Council of Archives Business Plan for the Canadian Archival
Information Network 2000-2001. [Unpublished report]. Canadian Council of Archives, 2000. 8.

11 Canadian Council of Archives, Canadian Archival Information Network (CAIN) Forum, 25.

12 Canadian Council of Archives, Canadian Archival Information Network (CAIN) Forum, 7.

13 Canadian Council of Archives, Canadian Archival Information Network (CAIN) Forum, 25.
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My own perspective is that of an archivist with an interest in descriptive
standards who entered the field in the late 1990s. This was a time when
Canadian archivists were still flush with the success of their new standard,
RAD,; the heroic years of RAD conversion were still in swing, if winding
down; and there was a general, somewhat complacent sense of the
superiority of all things RAD. It was the release of the draft second edition
of RAD (RAD2) in 2004 that really triggered my interest in descriptive
standards. | recall the sense of shock that greeted RAD2 — a document
aligned with ISAD(G) and developed in parallel to the Americans’
Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS). RAD?2 suggested that
there were fundamental problems with a standard that had up to then only
been celebrated. Canadian archivists seemed unready for change, sceptical
of the need, and fearful of disruptive consequences (“We only just
converted to RAD, now something new again?”’) The Canadian Committee
on Archival Description (CCAD) — the body that maintained RAD —
shelved RAD2 after some consultation and opted for a much more
minimal revision that was finalized in 2008. | joined CCAD in 2007, just
at the tail end of this process, and served on the committee until 2018.
Following the 2008 revisions, RAD became basically a fixed document. In
February 2016, a revived CCAD, supported by Library and Archives
Canada (LAC) convened a two-day national meeting on the future of RAD
in Ottawa to attempt to break out of the stasis. The meeting achieved a
broad consensus: that Canadian archivists should continue to maintain a
national descriptive standard and that it should be revised to align with the
ICA standards.*

Notably, RAD is also only a content standard for archival description. It is not a standard for
encoding descriptive information for publication on the web, such as Encoded Archival
Description (EAD) which was in use in 2000 by the Archeion Ontario and British Columbia
Archival Union List (BCAUL) provincial archives discovery portals.*® This singular
promotion of RAD in Archives Canada left open room for interpretation in creating
description data for archivists and their institutional practices in converting legacy data and

contributing to multi-repository databases like Archives Canada.

Writing in 2006, Laura Millar points to CAIN's promise as a tool for ""communication,
consultation, coordination, and cooperation' between archival stakeholders and the archival
community"... with a goal to "transform the archival landscape for both researchers and

archivists, to ‘tar down the walls of archives' reading rooms and open every archives across

14 Richard Dancy, “Waiting for RiC: The Release of Records in Contexts, Version 1.0.” Archivaria, November
1, 2024, 166-91. https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/13997. 168.
15 Canadian Council of Archives, Canadian Archival Information Network (CAIN) Forum, 19.
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Canada to all Canadians."® Millar goes on to say that "[t]he heart of the success of the
CAIN-particularly the union list component-will be the commonality of practice among
institutions, particularly in description” through RAD as the chosen descriptive standard.’
This comment ignores that RAD is a description standard and does not offer a “commonality
of practice” in terms of database structure or data format for import or output. Millar goes on
to point out the need for structured data in the context of a shared database, like CAIN, and
how the CCA and provincial and territorial associations could play an essential role in

providing this guidance to archival institutions:

[t]he reality of databases is that they work only if they are rigorously
structured... To help institutions conform to these descriptive
requirements, a group of archival advisers has emerged across the country,
funded by the public purse. The CCA program provides funds for
provincial and territorial councils to hire archives advisers as well as
educators and network coordinators to serve the community's educational
and informational needs...*

Here Millar highlights the importance of advisors, hired not by CCA or NAC but by the
provincial and territorial councils, for the dissemination of RAD standardization and
functionality of Archives Canada. Millar then describes the precarious nature of the advisor
roles within these associations in relation to their essential maintenance roles in the

functioning of Archives Canada and resulting discovery implications for patrons:

Many of these advisers have been the sole incumbents in these positions
from the time public funds for the archival system were first made
available in the 1980s and 1990s. Their knowledge of their community is
immense; they are walking finding aids. What burden of responsibility has
been placed on their shoulders? How much influence do they have over
the state of archives in their region? Is that influence fair to them, to the
archival community, or to the users of archives? It is possible that these
coordinators are becoming, in effect, gatekeepers. Such a role implies a
level of responsibility that is perhaps not what the archival system
intended or what the archival community needs. Should these coordinators
guide the development of the archival system? Or should they simply
oversee but not control networks?... At the moment, the decision about
what goes in and what is left out is not uniform. Institutions and
coordinators are making decisions based on their realities... The question

16 |_aura Millar, “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory,” in Francis X. Blouin, and
William G. Rosenberg, eds. Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory: Essays from the
Sawyer Seminar. (University of Michigan Press, 2006. https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.93171), 182.

17 Millar, “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory,” 183.

18 Millar, “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory,” 185.
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is, does it matter? It matters if the Canadian archival community is to
ensure that CAIN is the first stop on the research path, not the only stop. It
matters if archivists want users to know that a negative search result is not
necessarily an answer but perhaps just an absence of information. But it
matters less that the information in networks is comprehensive or selective
than that archivists explain how their decisions were made.*®

This comment is not a critique of the role of advisors in Archives Canada work flows but a
spotlight on the enormous amount of work on the individuals who hold these roles. At the
time of writing, many of these roles (where they still exist per province or territory) are filled
by contract staff often in part time hours across provincial and territorial councils. Millar’s
documentation of the importance of the role of archives advisors is relevant to the history of
Archives Canada data feed of descriptions from the provinces and territories. It is important
to note that it appears that no such advisor position was appointed by the CCA throughout the
history of the Archives Canada database. This outreach work was assigned to the advisors at
the provincial and territorial levels. Discussion with CCA during our research clarified that
there is a CCA staff person who can provide minimal database administration for Archives
Canada, but this position has a different scope compared to the provincial and territorial
archives advisors described by Millar. Making data updates to Archives Canada is different
from forming policy, promoting data standardization, and conducting outreach and promotion
to intended user communities of Archives Canada. Additionally, archivists at institutions
across the country have never been provided direct login access to update Archives Canada
data; this differs from the data submission process for provincial and territorial council
databases, in which advisors or database administrators within the councils often maintain
login access for their member institutions to directly contribute to the database and support

them with description standardization pending capacity.

Advisor roles across other Canadian archives associations, the sole connection point between
Archives Canada and local archives’ data per province or territory, have also experienced
funding cuts or funding stagnation since the launch of Archives Canada. With these roles
most often staffed as contracts there is precarity and varying degrees of capacity for outreach
and support specifically for database submissions from archives institutions to provincial or
territorial portals and Archives Canada. As a result, Archives Canada has lacked the

necessary personnel required to perform the maintenance and outreach Millar discusses. This

19 Millar, “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory,” 185-186.
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lack of appointed staff has no doubt contributed to the decline in submissions to the Archives
Canada database. As many archivists who work with technology know, creating a database is
the first step and staffing it to succeed in being sustained is the next.

Compounding the issue of insufficient staffing, data transfer to Archives Canada from
archives or archives associations was largely completed through Z39.50 harvesting or FTP
transfer of MARC or EAD data?® or manual submission of data, making updates time
consuming with manual review required and increasing the potential for system failure if the
ingests are very large.?! With no adequate staffing levels and no database administrator
appointed as responsible to manage these bulk ingests and perform data verification after
import, many data normalization issues were slowly introduced into Archives Canada over
time. These issues include problems that impede end users searching Archives Canada, such
as delivering duplicate authority records for the same name entity.?? With no CCA personnel
available to remediate these issues, end user trust in the accuracy and relevancy of Archives

Canada is put at risk.

In 2006 Millar also encouraged more connection to Archives Canada and its intended end
users, pointing out that users “did not participate in the work of steering committees or task
forces developing archival networks. This absence of widespread user input goes back to
RAD, which was developed without formal input from the user community".?® Since its
launch, Archives Canada has not undergone iterative public user testing or feedback with
researchers or the public, though a 2011 web archive version of the site displays a user
survey.2* Our working group was not able to locate the data collected from this survey during

our research.

20 See CAIN Steering Committee, Discussion Paper on Technology Options for CAIN, 8 and Hutchinson, An
Exploration of Future Technical Options for CAIN, 3.

21 peter Van Garderen, Lara Wilson, Richard Dancy, Kelly Stewart, Janet McMaster, and Evelyn McLellan. The
ICA-AtoM / BCAUL Pilot Project: Report to Library and Archives Canada / Canadian Council of Archives.
[Unpublished report]. (Canadian Council of Archives, 2009), 19.

22 For example, https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/actor/browse?subguery=Mcluhan - as of date of
writing, Archives Canada includes six name access points for Marshall McLuhan where there should be one
name access point linking out to the related records and the institutions caring for these records.

23 Millar, “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory,” 187.

24 Internet Archive Wayback Machine. “ARCHIVES CANADA - SURVEY [August 26, 2011. Web Archive
Version].” August 26, 2011.
https://web.archive.org/web/20110826022216/http://www.archivescanada.ca/english/survey.asp.
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In addition to decades of under-staffing for the maintenance and promotion of the Archives
Canada database and CAIN, the CCA experienced technology platform and hosting
challenges over the years. Following its initial commitment to host Archives Canada on
Mikan for the 2001 launch, NAC eventually merged in 2004 with the National Library to
become Library and Archives Canada (LAC). The Archives Canada hosting arrangement
with LAC came under review shortly after 2004. The CCA and LAC struck a Joint Working
Group in 2006, with a goal of “revitalizing” Archives Canada.? In the March 2008 Report on
the CCA/LAC: Capacity Assessment Study of the Provincial and Territorial Archival
Information Networks, the CCA and LAC decision to move hosting support from Mikan,
hosting on LAC servers and supported by LAC staff, to a hosted Access to Memory (AtoM)
instance supported through a hosting agreement with Artefactual Systems, documents the
disconnection of Archives Canada from Canada’s national archives and library institution
that initially made a commitment to the Archives Canada initiative and Canadian archival

community.

Internal CCA plans for moving Archives Canada from Mikan to AtoM outline the need for
staffing to support the maintenance of Archives Canada. In a subsequent internal April 7,
2009 report to CCA and LAC detailing AtoM maintenance requirements, CCA Chair lan
Forsyth wrote a letter to then Librarian and Archivist of Canada, lan Wilson, to request that
LAC provide some financial support for the Archives Canada AtoM project given LAC's role
as technical administrator for the Archives Canada portal up to that point. This 2009 report
recommends 1-3 FTE days per month by a staff person to maintain the database. It is unclear
if this staffing or funding support directly for maintenance of the database was ever provided

to CCA or organized for this purpose between CCA and LAC.

There is also documentation of how LAC support for Archives Canada resulted in technology
enhancements for the national and international archives communities in a 2009 report to the
CCA advocating for the development of an OAI-PMH feature in AtoM to assist Archives

Canada’s data harvesting from archives across the country. According to the report, this

5 Joint Working Group on the National Catalogue. Report of the CCA/LAC Joint Working Group on the
National Catalogue (ARCHIVESCANADA.ca). [Unpublished report]. Canadian Council of Archives, 2007.
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iMby m-Li2wUCaGyGUriMvXQ53ChcOtT/view?usp=sharing. 3.
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feature relied heavily on LAC contributions to benefit the broader archives community using

AtoM:

Library and Archives Canada and Artefactual Systems have collaborated
on the development of an OAI Harvest feature for ICA-AtoM. The core of
OAI response and request functionality was handled by LAC programmer
[name removed] in close collaboration with Artefactual Systems
development team, starting with an initial meeting at the ICA Congress in
July 2008 and subsequently through instant messaging, email and a
weekly online developers’ meeting. The majority of the work was carried
out from December 2008 to March 2009 by [LAC programmer].®

While the collaborative relationship between LAC and Artefactual Systems enabled the OAI-

PMH feature to move forward, data standardization issues remained to be resolved on the

Archives Canada side about OAI-PMH implementation, requiring additional human labour to

fix;

Typically, OAI implementations use Dublin Core records as the default
metadata standard for record exchange. One important finding of the ICA-
AtoM/BCAUL Pilot Project is that simple, unqualified Dublin Core will
not be sufficient for the exchange of archival descriptions because a
number of critical fields (e.g., Biographical Sketch/Administrative
History) and relationships (e.g., links to parent levels) cannot be
represented in this standard. Therefore, a next step would be to test the
harvesting of EAD records within the OAI responses. This is currently not
identified as a priority by the ICA-AtoM Steering Committee and is not
necessarily critical for ICA-AtoM / BCAUL Pilot Project or any
immediate upgrades to the ArchivesCanada.ca portal, since there is no
widespread support for OAI harvesting provided by Canadian archival
institutions. However, this problem does need to be addressed to
eventually adopt OAI as the preferred method of data exchange within
archival networks.?’

It is unclear if additional OAI-PMH research was conducted by CCA or LAC to follow up on

the investment in this feature. Following this 2009 report, our Working Group did not find

any additional reports about LAC, AtoM, or CCA collaboration to create a national OAI-

PMH harvesting work flows or data standardization for Archives Canada. Feedback to the

Working Group pointed to the IT constraints of LAC, and other provincial and territorial

archives, in their need to prioritize internal issues over national initiatives.

26 \an Garderen et al., 18.
27 \an Garderen et al., 18.
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Initially, labour capacity to populate Archives Canada by provincial and territorial councils
and archives institutions was incentivized through the National Archival Development
Program or “NADP”.?¢ On April 30, 2012, the Canadian archival community experienced a
sudden disruption in core funding that had sustained many initiatives in the Canadian archival
system for many years when LAC suddenly, and without consulting the larger archival
community, eliminated the National Archival Development Program (NADP) under the
direction of then Librarian and Archivist, Daniel Caron, and Heritage Minister, James Moore.
This loss included cuts directly to LAC as well, including a 20% reduction in its workforce.?®

NADP was a $1.7 million contribution program funded by the Canadian federal government
through LAC and administered by the CCA and distributed to Canada’s 13 archives councils
to support archival activities locally.®® This funding supported many community archives and
also included core funding for many of the archives advisor programs that supported
contributions to provincial and territorial databases and, in theory, subsequent submissions
upstream to Archives Canada. Many local description and digitization projects at archives
across Canada were cancelled or stalled because of the sudden NADP cuts. As a result of the
loss of this grant program, archives had less capacity to contribute to provincial and territorial

databases and, thus, Archives Canada.

Despite its dated look and lack of updates as of the date of writing, a search for the Archives
Canada URL in Google Scholar reveals that Archives Canada is cited in many current

research publications®! - its data is being actively found and used. Where some communities
are able to improve collaboration and sustain essential research infrastructure, like Archives
Canada, in the face of budget challenges and technological change®?, LAC further distanced

itself from the archival community’s Canadian Archival Information Network technology

28 Internet Archive Wayback Machine. “Canadian Council of Archives - Funding [April 25, 2009, Web Archive
Version].” April 25, 2009.
https://web.archive.org/web/20090425194611/http://www.cdncouncilarchives.ca/financial.html.

29 Robichaud, “Contextualizing a Scandal.”

30 Canadian Council of Archives, “National Archival Development Program (NADP): Review of 2006/07
Process.”

31 “Google Scholar Search for ‘Archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca.””

32 Michael Ridley, “Culture, Values, and Change: Observations from Three Consortia in Canada.” In
Collaboration in Libraries and Learning Environments, edited by Maxine Melling and Margaret Weaver. Facet
Publishing, 2013. https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/kux83mnlog7v4njlg0lol/Ridley-Values-Culture-Change-
2013.pdf?rikey=wicp0885rs0g3klb26a7Ici5f&e=1&dI=0.
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infrastructure with the creation of a new funding program in 20153 known as the
Documentary Heritage Communities Program (DHCP). The program notably had no
administration ties to CCA or provincial and territorial associations like the NADP but
amounted to a similar funding envelope of about $1.5 million annually, distributed by an
External Advisory Committee with rotation membership. Names listed for Committee
membership on the DHCP website include some archivists as well as individuals who are not
employed as practicing archivists, leaving potential for those unfamiliar with archival

standards, practices, technology, and existing discovery portals administering the funding.3*

By 2024, 376 documentary heritage community digitization and description projects across
Canada were funded through $14.97 million of federal funding.*® DHCP webpages do not list
any requirement for DHCP participants to promote, or deposit information about, funded
projects in existing archival discovery infrastructure such as Archives Canada or provincial
and territorial discovery portals. This lack of connection between the DHCP and the
Canadian Archival Information Network means that funded projects are invisible to
researchers and the public using Canada’s national and provincial/territorial archival
discovery infrastructure. Important digitization and description initiatives funded by LAC -
many of which were intended to provide access and discovery for Indigenous cultural
heritage organizations - are absent from the Canadian Archival Information Network that the

NAC/LAC itself originally championed and committed to.

As our Working Group concluded its work, history repeated in February of 2026 when LAC
announced the elimination of the DHCP under the direction of Librarian and Archivist of
Canada, Leslie Weir, and Minister of Canadian Identity and Culture and Minister responsible
for Official Languages, Marc Miller. No consultation with the broader archival community
took place prior to this announcement. The Working Group concluded its background
research in March of 2026.

3 Library and Archives Canada. “Funding Available to Support Documentary Heritage Organizations.”
Government of Canada, October 8, 2024. https://www.canada.ca/en/library-archives/news/2024/10/funding-
available-to-support-documentary-heritage-organizations.html.

3 Library and Archives Canada. “About the Program.” Government of Canada, August 7, 2025.
https://www.canada.ca/en/library-archives/services/funding-programs/dhcp/about.html.

% Library and Archives Canada. “Past Funding Recipients.” Government of Canada, August 7, 2025.
https://www.canada.ca/en/library-archives/services/funding-programs/dhcp/projects.html.
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Full Timeline: History of Archives Canada

A visual timeline of this history can be generated using this spreadsheet in Timeline.js

1985: Canadian Council of Archives is established

e "The Canadian Council of Archives was established in 1985 to foster the development
of a Canadian archival system, or perhaps more accurately, a co-ordinated network of
networks. It is in its approach to building networks at both the provincial/territorial
and the national levels that the CCA derives its unique character.” - pg. 3, Raising
CAIN (November 15, 1997)

1986: CCA publishes the Directory of Archives in Canada

e The Directory’s initial publication was in 1981 by the Bureau of Canadian Archivists.

May 1996: CCA sponsors the first "*Archives and the Information Highway"*
roundtable in Ottawa

e "The meeting included representatives from all provincial and territorial councils, the
National Archives and the national professional associations. The meeting provided
the opportunity to share information about various initiatives involving the electronic

dissemination of archival information.” - pg. 4, Raising CAIN (November 15, 1997)

Spring 1997: CCA strikes a Task Force

e The task force is assigned to "develop a ‘detailed strategy and action plan for the
development of Canada's archival information network, articulating the network's
broad goals and using the roundtable report and responses as a basis for the strategy's
development.' ... The Task Force produced three drafts of "Raising CAIN: Building
Canada's Archival Information Highway"... These drafts were circulated for comment

within the archival community.” - pg. 4, Raising CAIN (November 15, 1997)

September 19-20, 1997: Second ""Archives and the Information Highway"'* roundtable in
Ottawa
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e "Participants discussed all aspects of the report and reached consensus on the general
strategy. A final version of the document incorporating comments from the roundtable
[are] sent to the councils and representatives attending the Fall CCA General
Assembly for formal approval.” - pg. 4, Raising CAIN (November 15, 1997)

e The collective vision of the Canadian Archival Information Network is "[t]Jo enhance
the knowledge and appreciation of our past by providing access to the nation's
archival record via the information highway." - pg. 5 and is stated as providing "the
Canadian archival community with a national information network framework that

meets the needs of both our community and current and potential users of archives."” -

pg. 6

2001: CAIN is launched

e On October 20, 2001, the Canadian Council of Archives launched the Canadian
Archival Information Network (CAIN), initially containing profiles for 800 archival
institutions across the country and including information about their descriptions and
virtual exhibits.

e CAIN is hosted by the National Archives of Canada (which would merge shortly after

in 2004 to become Library and Archives Canada) on a platform called Mikan.

2006: Laura Millar on CAIN

e [aura Millar offers a review of CAIN in the 2006 “Creating a National Information
System in a Federal Environment: Some Thoughts on the Canadian Archival
Information Network” chapter in Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social
Memory: Essays from the Sawyer Seminar, pp. 182-92.

e Millar points out that CAIN's promise was to be used as a tool for "‘communication,
consultation, coordination, and cooperation' between archival stakeholders and the
archival community"”... with a goal to "transform the archival landscape for both
researchers and archivists, to 'tar down the walls of archives' reading rooms and open
every archives across Canada to all Canadians."

e "The heart of the success of the CAIN - particularly the union list component - will be
the commonality of practice among institutions, particularly in description. To

achieve homogeneity, RAD has been declared the descriptive standard." (pg. 183)
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"The reality of databases is that they work only if they are rigorously structured.
Through its funding programs, the Canadian archival community has developed a
mechanism to ensure consistency and rigor by requiring a strict adherence to RAD.
To help institutions conform to these descriptive requirements, a group of archival
advisers has emerged across the country, funded by the public purse. The CCA
program provides funds for provincial and territorial councils to hire archives advisers
as well as educators and network coordinators to serve the community's educational
and informational needs... Many of these advisers have been the sole incumbents in
these positions from the time public funds for the archival system were first made
available in the 1980s and 1990s. Their knowledge of their community is immense;
they are walking finding aids. What burden of responsibility has been placed on their
shoulders? How much influence do they have over the state of archives in their
region? Is that influence fair to them, to the archival community, or to the users of
archives? It is possible that these coordinators are becoming, in effect, gatekeepers.
Such a role implies a level of responsibility that is perhaps not what the archival
system intended or what the archival community needs. Should these coordinators
guide the development of the archival system? Or should they simply oversee but not
control networks?... At the moment, the decision about what goes in and what is left
out is not uniform. Institutions and coordinators are making decisions based on their
realities... The question is, does it matter? It matters if the Canadian archival
community is to ensure that CAIN is the first stop on the research path, not the only
stop. It matters if archivists want users to know that a negative search result is not
necessarily an answer but perhaps just an absence of information. But it matters less
that the information in networks is comprehensive or selective than that archivists
explain how their decisions were made." (pg. 185-186)

"Structured databases provide logical and uniform descriptions of holdings. But the
databases are clearly not always logical. And the information in them is not always
consistent. Much that is in repositories is not included in the networks... But now
there is no one standing next to the user at the computer, explaining the search results.
Is the archival community beginning to speak in tongues, creating a babel
unintelligible to users?" (pg. 187)

"Communication involves dialogue. The Canadian archival community has not
actively sought input from users in the development of online tools. And online

networks do not have regular mechanisms to ask users if they have found what they
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want, how they found it, and how the systems could be improved. When people come
in the door of the repository and ask questions... individual archivists can interpret for
them and, at the same time, reassess institutional practices. But the tools to allow this
reassessment do not yet exist in the electronic environment... none of the existing
union list projects has incorporated a formal user analysis or environmental scan.
Users did not participate in the work of steering committees or task forces developing
archival networks. This absence of widespread user input goes back to RAD, which
was developed without formal input from the user community. If archivists have not
consulted with the public, how will the developers of online union lists know that the
tools serve the public adequately?... People may not care what a fonds is, but
archivists can use tools such as CAIN to explain the concept and engage in a dialogue
with users about its validity. At the very least, online networks should include
information explaining the context within which the databases have been created. On
union list or institutional home pages, archivists could explain what is included in the
database, what is not included, and why." (pg. 187)

"In Canada, total archives, the archival system, and the fledgling archival network
have always depended on public funding. And grant-funded efforts are, by definition,
project oriented. Project-based management, while it can result in significant short-
term achievements, does not lay the groundwork for long-term sustainability. Signs
already indicate that the Canadian network may not be sustainable without strong
management and oversight.” (pg. 189)

"A key archival priority is sharing information. CAIN can be a remarkable tool for
communications and networking. Instead of focusing on pristine fonds, CAIN could
accept the chaotic nature of archives and become more of an information centre, a
bulletin board about the state of archives. CAIN could, for example, include
information not only about materials already in archival institutions but also about
records that have not yet been acquired. Archivists could set up... snippets of leads,
partial descriptions, and even just questions and queries. Such information might help
archivists and users know what records are out there, whether fonds or not... CAIN's
full potential lies in its ability to bring archivists and users together, to help share
information between professionals and the public."

"Archivists also have to remember funders' priorities. Archivists need to build
positively on the work done to date and to frame future projects in ways that are not

only archivally relevant but also fiscally responsible and, ultimately, sustainable... As
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Brian Speirs, the provincial archivist of Nova Scotia and a strong supporter of the
CAIN system, has acknowledged, 'we sometimes lost sight of the fundamental
premise that CAIN is for the Canadian public and only secondarily for archivists'. One
of the ways to keep this focus is to keep going back to users and colleagues to share
experiences and seek input and advice. Only by listening to the public will archivists
know if the systems and structures established are giving them what they want as well
as what archivists believe they need.” (pg. 190)

2006: CCA and Library Archives Canada strike a Joint Working Group on the
National Catalogue

"The CCA and LAC struck a Joint Working Group on the National Catalogue in
2006, with a view to revitalizing Archives Canada. The Working Group produced a
report in April 2007, which articulates a vision, presents options for future
development and makes recommendations for next steps. Among the identified next
steps was a recommendation to assess the technical infrastructures, multi-level
readiness, and metadata infrastructures of the provincial and territorial networks.
Library and Archives Canada subsequently agreed to fund a capacity assessment and
let a contract to Sharon White, a professional archivist... employed part-time as the
Coordinator of Ontario’s archival network (ARCHEION)."Report on the CCA/LAC:
Capacity Assessment Study of the Provincial and Territorial Archival Information
Networks” (March 2008).

The Working Group's report led to an interest on the part of CCA to move Archives
Canada, then hosted by Library and Archives Canada, to the Access to Memory
(AtoM) platform. The vision, objectives and strategies of this move are to increase the
breadth and depth of archives described in the national catalogue, engage more
Canadians in using it and increase participation by archival institutions. A subsequent
internal April 7, 2009, report to CCA and LAC details how AtoM may enhance
Archives Canada. It describes how the CCA executive decided in the Winter of 2008
to collaborate with the AABC in its ICA-AtoM / BCAUL Pilot Project so that it could
monitor the results of the project in relation to its own Archives Canada strategy.
CCA Chair lan Forsyth wrote a letter to the Librarian and Archivist of Canada, lan
Wilson, to request that LAC provide some financial support for this project given

LAC's role as technical administrator for the Archives Canada portal. This 2009
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report makes no mention of existing staff capacity around Archives Canada at CCA

but recommends 1-3 FTE days per month by a staff person to maintain the database.

2012: $1.7 million of NADP federal funding is eliminated with no prior notice to the
archival community

e On April 30, 2012, Library and Archives Canada (LAC) eliminated the National
Archival Development Program (NADP) under the direction of then Librarian and
Archivist, Daniel Caron, and Heritage Minister, James Moore.

e NADP was a $1.7 million contribution program administered by the CCA and
distributed to Canada’s 13 archives councils to support archival activities locally,
including core funding for many of the archives’ advisor programs.

e Inaddition to contributing to funding archives advisor programs, many local
description and digitization projects at archives across Canada were cancelled or
stalled because of the sudden NADP cuts. Archives had less capacity to contribute to
provincial networks and Archives Canada, as well. For example, many archives have
detailed how description work was made possible because of NADP funding - such as

the City of Vancouver's Junior League of Greater Vancouver fonds and York

University Clara Thomas Archives's Mavor Moore fonds. These are only two

examples of how NADP supported archives providing access points online to the
records in their care. The impact of NADP loss for the Canadian archival community
continues and is especially noticeable in reduced capacity to contribute to Archives

Canada and the provincial and territorial online database portals.

2015: launch of the second-generation of Archives Canada using AtoM (version 2.0)

e Following the CCA and Library and Archives Canada decision to move hosting
support from Mikan, supported by LAC servers and staff, to a hosted AtoM instance
supported through a hosting agreement with Artefactual Systems, the AtoM version of
Archives Canada is launched in late 2015, disconnecting the physical technology
infrastructure of Archives Canada from LAC.

e This AtoM-Archives Canada upgrade project, via support from the CCA, also

benefited any Canadian archives organization using AtoM as their description
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database because it resulted in improvements to the AtoM platform’s public code,

including AtoM scalability improvements, an improvement to AtoM’s indexing, and a

new look and feel via the "Dominion" theme included in the AtoM 2.0 release.

2024: CCA Archives Canada Working Group is established to review and renew
Archives Canada

e After an extended period of no updates to Archives Canada, a group of archivists has

come to the Canadian Council of Archives to constitute a Working Group to re-

envision Archives Canada. The goals to be met by the Archives Canada Working

Group are:

O

To ensure a sustainable framework to keep Archives Canada supporting the
needs of researchers and the archival community.

To support archives across the country in making their archival collections
discoverable.

To guarantee that all provinces, territories, and regions are able to contribute
equally to Archives Canada.

To ensure a place of connection between provincial instances of AtoM.

To reimagine how community and Indigenous archives can participate in
Archives Canada.

To find a low-barrier way to contribute and amend descriptions and share
authority files.

To determine how Archives Canada can have the infrastructure and policies in

place to be a continued successful service.
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CHAPTER TWO: Community Needs

The User Needs Subgroup of the Archives Canada Working Group was tasked with
determining community needs for the national finding aid network, Archives Canada, the

Canada-wide Access to Memory based finding aid network.

Deliverables — surveys

The subgroup developed and conducted surveys to determine who uses or contributes to
Archives Canada. Between October 22 to November 30, 2024, surveys were launched for

practitioners and researchers both in English and French.

The practitioner survey consisted of 40 questions. A total of 202 practitioner surveys were
sent via email, listservs, and discussion boards to both anglophone and francophone
practitioners, with the sample size being those who responded. There were 114 complete
responses to the required questions for the English-language practitioner survey and five

complete responses to the required questions for the French-language practitioner survey.*

The researcher survey consisted of 25 questions. A total of 73 researcher surveys were sent
via email, listservs, and discussion boards to both anglophone and francophone practitioners,
with the sample size being those who responded. The target was archives researchers who use
Archives Canada. There were 34 complete responses to the required questions for the
English-language researcher survey, and one complete response to the required questions for

the French-language researcher survey.®’

Due to the low response rate of the French-language practitioner and researcher surveys, the

subgroup relaunched the survey to a targeted audience between November 3 to November 21,

36 The CCA provided the French-language translations for the surveys. Special thanks to Isabelle Alain and
Charlotte Forbes.

Data was collected from institutions and individuals, with no control over who, or how many people, completed
the survey. Since a survey web link was shared, the response rate cannot be determined.
37 Data was collected from institutions and individuals, with no control over who, or how many people,
completed the survey. Since a survey web link was shared, the response rate cannot be determined. The surveys
did not seek information about what communities and/or ethnic groups the respondents represented - the surveys
only offered questions relating to their professional work and research and the

province or territory in which they were based.
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2025.%8 In total, there were 40 complete responses to the required questions for the
practitioner survey, and one complete response to the required questions for the researcher

survey.*®

The subgroup delivered six reports containing the survey results to the Canadian Council of
Archives (CCA) Board of Directors and the Archives Canada Working Group and presented
the survey findings at three conferences and to the Joint US Canada AtoM Users Group. The

presentation slides were made public via the CCA website.*

Deliverables — focus groups

The subgroup developed a set of nine focus group questions for practitioners and another set
of eight questions for researchers. It then conducted focus groups which comprised
anglophone practitioners, anglophone researchers, anglophone archives advisors, and

francophone practitioners. 4

There were 75 people invited, and of these, there were 37 participants across six focus
groups. Notes were taken at each session, and these were sent to analysts, along with a
transcript and audio recording, prior to identifying themes across all focus groups. The video
and audio recordings were not retained after analysis, and identifying information about
participants was not included in the notes or analyses.*? A final report on the focus groups

was provided to the CCA Board of Directors and the Archives Canada Working Group.

38 practitioner surveys were sent via five emails to key colleagues working with various archivist organizations
in Quebec and shared on LinkedIn with francophone practitioners and researchers.

39 In this report, the 2024 surveys are called the “first survey” and the 2025 surveys are called the “second
survey”.

40 On May 14, the survey results were presented at the Canadian Knowledge Research Network (CKRN)
conference. On May 23, the survey results were presented at the L'Association des archivistes du Québec
(AAQ) conference. On June 10, the results were presented at the Association of Canadian Archivists (ACA)
conference. And finally, on November 18, the results were shared with the Joint US Canada AtoM Users Group;
the PowerPoint slides were made public via the CCA website: https://ARCHIVESCANADA.ca/committees/ .

41 0n July 22, 2025, we held the first focus group session of anglophone practitioners with seven participants.
On August 6, we held the second focus group session of francophone practitioners with seven participants. On
September 4, we held the third focus group session of anglophone practitioners with seven participants. On
October 2, we held the fourth focus group session of anglophone researchers with six participants. On October
7, we held the fifth focus group session of anglophone practitioners with seven participants. And finally, on
October 17, we held one focus group session of anglophone Archives Advisors with three participants.

42 For the focus groups, the moderators were Jennifer Nangreave, Jody Robinson, Erin Greeno, Tracey Krause,
Matthew Keels, and Kelli Babcock. The notetakers were Mary Grace Kosta and Anna Dysert. The analysts were
Jia Jia Yong, Anna Dysert, Jannah Toms, Jeremy Heil, Sarah Glassford, and Erin Suliak. French-language
translation was done by Jody Robinson and Anna Dysert.
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US study
A research project to lay the foundation for a national finding aid network was undertaken in

the United States from 2020-2023.#® The main findings are briefly summarized here for the

practitioner data.

Aggregators

Aggregators do not serve all regions and are at risk as infrastructure ages and if
budgets shrink.

Most state and regional aggregators are under-funded and under-resourced because
grant funding was just for start-up, not for sustaining these networks.

Platforms like SNAC and ArchiveGrid rely on continuing access to finding aids made

available by aggregators or individual institutions.

Practitioners

Many archives do not publish their finding aids online.

Under-resourced archives need a way to participate.

Participating in an aggregator may increase work for archivists especially if they must
produce EAD outputs for the aggregator and may be challenging if they lack
resources.

Some archives provide primarily internal rather than public access.

Archives want to provide access that is responsible and respectful.

Many archives have finding aids in formats unsupported by aggregators, e.g.,
spreadsheets, Word, and PDF documents.

Increased visibility of collections puts a strain on archives, mainly in terms of
licensing and usage requests.

Archivists want a way to improve finding aids by ensuring their updates, such as

remediating harmful language, appear in the aggregated version.

43 Adrian Turner et al., “Building a National Finding Aid Network — Final Report.” California Digital Library
and Partner Organizations — Project Publications, August 2024. Accessed March 14, 2025,
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6xr6938m

36


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6xr6q38m

e Archives need analytics and impact data to communicate the value of their
participation.
e There is an overall need for more equitable resourcing, advocacy, and peer-based

networks to sustain archives.

The US study also provided data on researchers.

Researchers

e When finding aids are invisible, this restricts access to researchers who lack a travel
budget.

e Researchers want an easy-to-use system that allows discoverability of archival
materials across repositories using search engines; and a way to narrow results and
assess relevancy such as having options to browse and refine searches based on access
points.

e Researchers want access to digital versions of materials described in finding aids.

Discussion of survey results

Only the highlights from the six surveys will be discussed. More detailed reports have been
provided to the CCA Board of Directors.

Anglophone practitioners

Survey demographics and an overview of responses

The survey revealed that overall, practitioners are interested in having a national finding aid
network, and that Archives Canada could be a viable solution for this if the website were
better maintained. It was suggested it could be used just as a directory of institutions. Some
suggested that the CCA should be advocating for funding support for archives and promoting
the importance of archives by showecasing institutions across the country. Some also thought
that the connections with Library and Archives Canada (LAC) should be restored to create an
LAC-maintained national finding aid for archival descriptions across the country (see UK
National Archives). There was a desire for “automatic ingest” of descriptions and authority
records from institutional sites into provincial or territorial or national sites, begging the

question of data normalization across archives.
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From the 159 practitioner respondents, most respondents identified as archivists who have
worked in the field for more than 15 years.** Their major responsibilities, in order of priority,
included: collections processing, collection development, reference and outreach,
administration, administration of collection management systems, donor relations,
supervision, digitization, and digital preservation. Regarding workplace composition, most
respondents shared that they had two to four full-time staff (28%), followed by one full-time
staff (19%), and then by five to seven full-time staff (16%), but there were a sizable number
with no permanent full-time staff (14%). Most respondents were in academic archives (24%),
followed by community archives (17%), museum archives (14%), and municipal or

government archives (11%).

The survey revealed that the repositories where the respondents worked serve more than 100
in-person researchers annually (40%), and many undertook more than 100 remote reference
inquiries (46%). Patrons were identified as community members (21%), followed by
members of the organization (18%), then genealogists and/or local historians (17%), and then
academic researchers (15%). Most patrons discovered the archives through a web search
(50%), or word of mouth (22%). Most of the respondents did not know whether researchers
used Archives Canada prior to their visit (60%), followed by those who indicated that they
did not use it (30%).

Most respondents did not use a shared instance of AtoM (48%), followed by those who did
(39%). Over 51% indicated that they did not have their own hosted instance of AtoM,
followed by 37% that did. When asked whether they planned to use AtoM in the future, most
replied that they already did use it (42%), followed by a number who did not know (27%),

and then by those who were not planning to do so (14%).

When asked whether their institution participated in Archives Canada, most said they did, but

were not adding to it (38%), followed by those who did not (33%). A smaller number said

44 For all surveys, the number of respondents varied from the number of complete responses as people dropped
off during the surveys. For the English-language practitioner survey, respondents dropped from 159 to 114. For
the first French-language practitioner survey, respondents dropped from 11 to 5. For the second French-
language practitioner survey, respondents dropped from 57 to 40. For the English-language researcher survey,
respondents dropped from 42 to 34. For the first French-language researcher survey, respondents dropped from
two to one. For the second French-language researcher survey, respondents dropped from three to one.
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they did without qualification (7%) or indicated that they used a provincial association
instance of AtoM (2%).

Most respondents said they had an institutional record in Archives Canada (41%) followed
by those who did not know (22%), or those who did not (20%). Most respondents indicated
that their institutional record in Archives Canada was out of date (42%). 26% of respondents
had authority records in Archives Canada, followed by a considerable number who did not
know (25%). In terms of records being outdated, most indicated they did not use authority
records (35%), followed by those who said their records were outdated (30%). Most
respondents had archival descriptions in Archives Canada (45%). Most said that no one is
adding descriptions currently (38%). Most also said that their archival descriptions in
Archives Canada were outdated (43%). Most did not know how to upload descriptions to
Archives Canada (39%), while a small number did know how to do this (11%). Furthermore,
most did not know how to revise or edit their archival descriptions in Archives Canada
(43%), while a small number did know how to do this (10%).

Satisfaction with Archives Canada was largely negative, with 31% who indicated that they
were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied, followed by those who were neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied (26%). For those who did use Archives Canada, most wanted their archival
descriptions edited (25%), followed by those who replied, “do not know” (20%). Some
respondents said they did not want their records deleted (22%), while others said they wanted
their records deleted because they were outdated (15%) or they did not have the capacity to

update or add records (8%).

Over a third of respondents replied, “do not know” when asked whether they would like to
contribute to Archives Canada (32%), followed by an equal number who would like to
contribute (32%), and then by those who already did contribute (26%). When asked how
important a national finding aid network is, most felt it was very important (42%), followed
by those who felt it was somewhat important (32%), and by those who were neutral (10%).
The majority replied that Archives Canada should not be discontinued (58%), followed by
those who replied, “do not know” (30%).
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Alternatives to Archives Canada

When asked about alternatives to the national finding aid network, 33 respondents provided

comments:

Focus should be on provincial and territorial databases (24%)

Archives Canada should be used as an institutional directory (15%)

Archives Canada is still important (12%)

Not interested in Archives Canada, due to lack of functionality or being out of date
(9%)

Use linked data or Wikis (6%)

Suggestion that published content in AtoM be automatically uploaded into provincial
and territorial databases and/or Archives Canada (3%)

Use an aggregator for existing AtoM sites to search across descriptions (3%)

Thematic guides should be adopted in archives (3%)

Promotion of archives

When asked what the Canadian Council of Archives could do to promote their archives, 33

respondents replied:

Archives Canada should have a directory listing all archival institutions (18%)
Invest in a national union database that can automatically ingest published content
(12%)

Update Archives Canada (both website and content) (12%)

Promote archives in a rotating fashion using content from the archives (6%)
Advocate for the importance of funding archives in Canada (6%)

Restructure the CCA (3%)

Support provincial networks through funding (3%)

Sponsor development of AtoM (3%)

Promote archival literacy in secondary education (3%)

Outreach to volunteer run institutions (3%)

Work with provincial/territorial and museum association to unify databases (3%)

Why do we need a national aggregator (3%)
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Other comments
Other comments were provided by 29 respondents and included:
e Archives Canada is no longer relevant (outdated, poor functionality, poor subject
access, barrier to access content) (21%)
e Provincial / territorial databases should automatically ingest content into Archives
Canada (17%)
e Appreciation for Archives Canada (14%)
e Collectively, professionals need to decide whether to maintain a national aggregator
or focus on provincial / territorial ones (funding is needed) (7%)
e Canadian archives should emulate the UK National Archives and LAC should lead
and have the national finding aid on their site (3%)
e Nation-wide collaboration in needed to move forward (3%)

Interest in national finding aid network

Practitioners who have been in the library or archival professions for zero to three years
(42%) and four to six years (54%) were more apt to indicate a national finding aid network
was very important than those with another range of experience. Those who indicated this

was of the least importance were those who have worked 11-15 years (20%).

Institutions with more than 20 full-time staff (40%) were more likely to indicate a national
finding aid network was very important. One third of both solo archivists and institutions
with 11-15 full-time staff said the national finding aid network was very important.
Institutions with five to seven and eight to ten staff were less likely to indicate the network

was very important.

Academic archives (40% of respondents), museum archives (42% of respondents) and
provincial archives (36%) were more apt to state a national finding aid network was very
important as opposed to community archives (28%), religious archives (20%), and historical
societies (17%). No respondents from corporate archives deemed a national finding aid

network to be very important.

Of the three responses connected to Indigenous archives, two deemed a national finding aid

network to be very important.
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Some regional differences were found. Ontario, Quebec, Newfoundland and Labrador, PEI,
and the Northwest Territories responded favourably to a national finding aid network,
whereas British Columbia, Saskatchewan, and Nova Scotia were less inclined to state that a

national finding aid network was very important or somewhat important.

Current use of Archives Canada
All institutions with more than 20 staff responded that they used Archives Canada.

Institutions with no full-time staff used Archives Canada much less (22%).

Provincial archives (64%) used Archives Canada significantly more than other types of
archival repositories, followed by community archives (48%) and academic archives (47%).
Other types of repositories did not use the network (historical societies, corporate archives,
gallery archives, private archives). Museum archives (26%) and religious archives (30%)

were in the middle range for users.

Of the three responses related to Indigenous archives, two indicated they did not use Archives

Canada, and one indicated they were unsure whether they used the site.

Sample sizes for provinces and territories varied significantly. However, analysis shows that
practitioners from the following regions used Archives Canada considerably less than other
regions: Northwest Territories (0%), BC (12%), and Newfoundland and Labrador (25%).
Other regions scored higher: Manitoba (60%), New Brunswick (60%), Quebec (50%), and
Saskatchewan (50%). Of note, some respondents from Ontario (39%) indicated they did not

use Archives Canada.

Future interest in Archives Canada

In response to the question whether Archives Canada should be discontinued, practitioners
who have been in the library or archives profession for over 15 years (58%) responded that
Archives Canada should not be discontinued. Most of the other categories of respondents
agreed, including those who have worked in the profession for seven to ten years (38%) and
11-15 years (34%).
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Summary
The main conclusions that can be drawn from the survey responses are:

e Archives Canada currently does not meet the needs of practitioners; few indicated
satisfaction with the site.

e Content on Archives Canada is outdated.

e Practitioners do not regularly use Archives Canada for reference purposes.

e Despite dissatisfaction with Archives Canada, most practitioners do not want it to be
discontinued.

e Most practitioners are interested in starting or continuing to use Archives Canada but
are unsure how to add content or edit content already posted on the site (descriptions,
authorities, and institutional profiles).

e Practitioners indicated coordination between Archives Canada and provincial or
territorial association databases was necessary.

e The survey did not garner enough responses from practitioners representing
Indigenous repositories to adequately draw conclusions. Further research is necessary

to better represent Indigenous archives.

Francophone practitioners

Survey demographics and an overview of responses
The respondents to both the first and second iterations of this survey felt that having a
national finding aid network is important, but many do not currently make use of Archives

Canada.

In the first survey, most respondents indicated they were archivists (75%) who had worked in
the field for zero to three years (38%). In the second survey, most also indicated they were
archivists (80%), and most had worked in the field for more than 15 years (44%). In the first
survey, the major responsibilities held by respondents, in order of priority, were collections
processing, administration, supervision, digital preservation, reference and outreach services,
collection development, and digitization. In the second survey, the major responsibilities held
by respondents, in order of priority, were collections processing, supervision, administration,
collection development, digitization, reference and outreach services, digital preservation,

donor relations, and administration of collections management systems. For the first survey,
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with respect to permanent full-time staffing, most had one staff (50%), followed by two to
four staff (13%), while in the second survey, most had two to four staff (42%), followed by
one staff (27%). In the first survey, most were from community archives (38%), private
archives (38%), and university archives (25%), while in the second survey, most were from
private archives (38%), religious archives (22%), and historical societies (11%).

In the first survey, most repositories served 21-50 in-person researchers annually and
answered 21-100 remote inquiries per year (67%), while in the second survey, most
repositories served more than 100 in-person researchers annually (35%) and answered more
than 100 remote inquiries per year (49%). For the first survey, most patrons were academic
researchers (21%), followed by members of the organization (16%), genealogists and/or local
historians (16%), community members (16%) and professional researchers (16%). For the
second survey, most patrons were members of the organization (19%), followed by academic
researchers (16%), genealogists and/or local historians (15%), professional researchers
(13%), community members (13%), students (13%), and journalists (7%). For the first
survey, most patrons discovered the archives through a web search (83%), while for the
second survey, most discovered the archives through a web search (70%), followed by word
of mouth (12%). In the first survey, half of the respondents did not know whether researchers
used Archives Canada prior to their visit (50%) and the other half indicated that they did not
do so (50%), while in the second survey, most did not know whether researchers used
Archives Canada prior to their visit (53%) or indicated that they did not do so (33%).

In the first survey, an equal number of respondents did use and did not use a shared instance
of AtoM (50% each), and in the second survey, most respondents did not use a shared
instance of AtoM (70%), followed by those that did (7%). In the first survey, most
respondents indicated that they did have their own hosted instance of AtoM (67%), while in
the second survey, most said they did not have their own hosted instance of AtoM (65%),
followed by those that did (21%). When asked whether they planned to use AtoM in the
future, in the first survey, most replied that they already did (67%), while in the second
survey, most replied that they did not know (30%), but there were those that did plan to
(19%), those that did not plan to (19%), and those that already used AtoM (19%).

In the first survey, when asked if they participated in Archives Canada, most said they did,

but were not adding to it (40%) or did not know (40%), while one respondent did not use it.
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In the second survey, most said they did not use it (50%), followed by those that did, but
were not adding to it (18%), and those that did not know (13%).

In the first survey, most respondents said they had an institutional record in Archives Canada
(60%), and most also indicated that their institutional record in Archives Canada was out of
date (60%), while in the second survey, most respondents said they had an institutional record
in Archives Canada (33%), followed by those that did not (28%), those that did not know
(23%), and by those who did not because they did not participate in Archives Canada. For
those that did participate, most said that the institutional record was out of date (28%), or that
they did not know (15%), or that the record was up to date (8%). In the first survey, most said
they did not have authority records in Archives Canada (40%), followed by those who did
not know (20%), and those who did (20%), and those who did not participate. In the second
survey, most said they did not have authority records in Archives Canada (28%) or did not
know (28%), followed by those who did (15%) and those who did not participate. In terms of
outdated authority records, in the first survey, most indicated they did not use authority
records (60%), followed by those who did not know if their records were outdated (40%). In
the second survey, some did not know if their records were outdated (20%), some said their
authority records were outdated (18%), others said their authority records were not outdated
(5%), and many said they did not participate. In the first survey, some said they had archival
descriptions in Archives Canada (40%), while some did not know (20%), and others did not
participate. In the second survey, most respondents did have archival descriptions in Archives
Canada (28%), while others did not (20%), or did not know (13%), or did not participate.
When asked whether their archival descriptions were outdated, in the first survey, those who
participated said these were outdated (40%), while in the second survey, those who
participated said these were outdated (18%), or not out of date (10%), or did not know (10%).

In the first survey, among those who participated in Archives Canada, two respondents said
no one is presently uploading descriptions to Archives Canada (20%), while in the second
survey, among those who participated in the network, some said they did not know how to
upload archival descriptions to Archives Canada (33%), and some said they did know how
(3%). In terms of knowing how to revise descriptions in Archives Canada, in the first survey,
among those who participated in the network, most did not know how to revise or edit (40%).
In the second survey, among those who participated in the network, again, most did not know

how to revise or edit their archival descriptions (30%), although one did know how (3%).
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When asked about their satisfaction with Archives Canada, in the first survey, most
respondents said they did not participate, followed by those that indicated they were
dissatisfied (20%) or that were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (20%). In the second survey,
most respondents said they did participate, followed by those that indicated they were
satisfied (18%), neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (8%), very satisfied (5%), and dissatisfied
(3%). In the first survey, among those who participated in the network, most wanted their
archival descriptions edited (60%), some did not want their records deleted (40%), and others
wanted them deleted because they were outdated (20%). In the second survey, among those
who participated in the network, most wanted their archival descriptions edited (25%), some
did not want any modifications to their descriptions (13%), and some wanted their
descriptions deleted (3%).

In the first survey, the majority replied that they would like to contribute to Archives Canada
(60%), followed by those who already did contribute (40%), while in the second survey, most
replied that they would like to contribute to Archives Canada (40%), followed by those who
did not know (28%), and those who already did contribute (20%). In the first survey, the
majority felt a national finding aid network was very important (60%), followed by those
who felt it was somewhat important (20%), and by those who were neutral (20%), while most
replied that the network should not be discontinued (80%). In the second survey, most felt it
was very important (60%), followed by those who felt it was somewhat important (25%), and
by those who were neutral (10%), while most replied that the network should not be
discontinued (70%), followed by those who replied that they did not know if it should or not
(30%).

Alternatives to Archives Canada
Three respondents provided some suggestions for alternatives to Archives Canada in the
second survey:
e ...the site should be better known in Canada and around the world.
e Without replacing Archives[C]anada.ca, and as far as possible, it might be interesting
to group together under a single portal so that Canadian archives, or at least those in

the same province, can benefit from reduced rates, rather than each paying separately
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for hosting with Artefactual. This would also avoid duplicating databases, thereby
avoiding duplication of work and confusion for researchers.

This tool is largely unknown. |1 am on the user side, and | do not use it, nor do my
students use it in their archival research. Someone who is just starting to do archival
research has no idea that Archives Canada exists. Before analysing the tool, you must

know that it exists.

Promotion of archives

Eight respondents provided suggestions for how the Canadian Council of Archives could help

promote archives in the second survey:

Update the database, which has not been updated for a long time.

Develop closer ties with the archival institutions that submit their descriptions. The
archival institutions do not mention Archives Canada on their websites. Do the
archival institutions know how many times their descriptions are viewed on Archives
Canada? If there are few or none, then why participate? There is work to be done to
promote the site to users.

Offer to implement software such as Ato[M] to enable small services to disseminate
information easily.

Take steps to ensure that the search tool appears in online search results, as with
Google, which would give it greater visibility.

Provide researchers with an up-to-date Canada-wide database.

Offer training to archivists from historical societies/accredited private archival
services to teach them how to put our archival descriptions online on your website.
Provide training on how to make updates.

Learn about CCA services.

Other comments

Three respondents provided other comments in the second survey:

The database must cover ALL of Canada. Archives and researchers should be
informed (basically, inform CEGEPs and universities that train professionals and

researchers).
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e ... the idea of consolidating archival descriptions of collections in one place (a single
database) would increase the visibility of all the archives that are included!

e For two years, | have been asking my students to do research using archives. They
must indicate in their work all the research tools or databases they have consulted.
Only one student (out of about 150) has used Archives Canada.

Summary

The very small sample size in the first survey, (only five complete responses), makes specific
conclusions impractical. One respondent highlighted the hurdle posed by the state of the
Quebec provincial database (RDAQ) and by the lack of transfers from RDAQ to Archives
Canada.

The second launch of the survey yielded sufficient results to draw conclusions from the data.
Overall, these results are frequently similar to those of the English-language practitioner
survey when looking at professional and institutional situations of archives practitioners.
There were some discrepancies in the frequency of use of Archives Canada and AtoM in
Quebec when compared to other provinces and territories. Overall, respondents to this survey
reported that they used neither a shared instance of AtoM (70%) nor their own hosted
instance of AtoM (65%), compared to 49% and 50%, respectively, of respondents to the
English-language practitioners’ survey. Similarly, 48% of respondents to the French-
language survey reported that they did not use Archives Canada while 33% of respondents to
the English-language survey reported that they did not use the national finding aid network.
Notwithstanding the less frequent use of Archives Canada among francophone respondents,
they reported that they understood the importance of a national finding aid network (60%)

and did not wish to see it discontinued (70%).

Anglophone researchers

Survey demographics and an overview of responses
Researchers want more information online, faster search, and more up-to-date information. It

was also noted that Archives Canada needs to be publicized more widely.

48



Those with a greater understanding of the Canadian national archival system made it clear
that the provincial and territorial associations' databases need to connect with the national
database, ideally automatically.

Researchers are clear that a national finding aid system is important to have and that Archives
Canada is potentially useful to them. The main concern presented was that the current data is
out of date and there is no indication of when the content was last updated.

In order of numbers, the respondents identified as archivist/librarian, followed by historian.
Equal numbers identified as either genealogist or museum or gallery professional. Next were
academic/faculty researcher, followed again in equal numbers by retiree or consultant. In
order of numbers, the respondents identified their institutional affiliation as academic, non-
profit, or government. These were followed in equal numbers by historical society, public
institution, or none. The smallest number were affiliated with a private institution. Many used
the archives monthly (31%), followed in equal numbers by either less than monthly or

weekly (26%). A small number used the archives daily (17%).

Looking just at the largest groups of respondents, the majority said their research was
historical (22%), followed by local history (15%), academic (13%), research on behalf of
patrons or clients (13%), genealogical (12%), and Indigenous issues (9%). Respondents were
asked what types of materials would assist them, and again, looking only at the largest groups
of respondents, photographs (9%), government records (9%) and family papers (9%) were
ranked first. Most preferred to access these materials online (66%), followed by those with no
preference for online or in-person access (29%), and then by a small number who preferred to
access in-person (6%). The majority used finding aids (89%), and most found these on the
archives website (77%), followed by downloaded from, or viewed in, an online descriptive
database (51%), and then in equal numbers, either online through a provincial archives
network or in the archives (40%). When asked what would be most helpful to them, many
said access to digitized materials online (34%), followed by discovering research tools using
a search engine (28%), using a finding aid (26%), and finally having an interview with an
archivist (11%). When asked about their search methods, other than using Archives Canada,
in order of the most responses, these were to visit an archives website (20%), to use a search
engine (20%), to use an academic library online catalogue (15%), and to use a public library

online catalogue (13%). Looking at lower numbers of responses, the next most popular
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strategies were to use Wikipedia (10%) and visit a genealogy website (9%). The least popular
strategies were to use Google Scholar (6%) and WorldCat (6%).

Most of the researchers had used Archives Canada (59%), but some had not used it (38%).
When asked why they used it, for many, it was to find archival records related to their
research (47%), to discover where archival records are held (41%), to search for institutional
profiles of different archives (24%) or to narrow down which archives held records for their
research (23.5%). A small number said they used the site to find authority records about
people or organizations (24%). Many who used Archives Canada did so less than monthly
(38%), followed by those who had never used it (29%), those who had used it only once so
far (24%), and those who used it monthly (9%). When asked how they discovered Archives
Canada, the majority said they had used it before and so were familiar with it (29%),
followed by those who had never discovered it (24%), and then by word of mouth (18%).
Smaller numbers of respondents said they used a search engine (12%) or followed a link on a
website (9%) or were not sure (6%). Only one said they followed a link on social media
(3%).

When asked about their degree of satisfaction with Archives Canada, many said they did not
use it (35%). An almost equal number said that they were somewhat satisfied (32%) or not
satisfied (29%). Only one was very satisfied (3%). Many researchers felt a national finding
aid network was very important (56%), followed by somewhat important (24%), or not
important (12%). Most respondents said that Archives Canada should not be discontinued
(59%), followed by those who did not know (26%). A smaller number thought it should be
discontinued (15%).

How archivists can facilitate research
When asked how archivists could best facilitate research, the 18 responses were:
e [Provide] more digital content online (39%).
e [Ensure] archival descriptive consistency across institutions (17%).
e [Ensure] improved search functionality when searching archival material online
(17%).
e Update Archives Canada content (11%).

e Provide an online chat function on archives websites (Ask an Archivist) (6%).
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e Published archival descriptions in provincial/territorial sites should automatically be
uploaded into Archives Canada (6%).

e Archives Canada should be comprehensive (6%).

Alternatives to Archives Canada
When asked about alternatives to Archives Canada, the nine responses were:
e Upload content into Library and Archives Canada (33%).
e Upload content into provincial and/or territorial databases (22%).
e Use Google [because it is] more powerful (Archives Canada [which] has a poor
search function) (11%).
e Focus on individual institutional websites (11%).
e Update Archives Canada (11%).

e There is no value in portals (11%).

Other comments
There were nine other comments provided:

e Archives Canada is outdated (29%).

e Not interested in Archives Canada or union portals, instead focus on improving
individual institution’s websites (29%).

e Misconception when uploading into provincial databases [that] the content would be
ingested into Archives Canada. [A] recommendation is to focus on the next/updated
descriptive standard before updating Archives Canada (14%).

e Need to promote and publicize Archives Canada (14%).

e Need for consultation and collaboration among provincial associations (14%).

Summary
This is a summary of suggestions provided by survey respondents:
e Discontinue Archives Canada due to its lack of functionality and being outdated; or, if
it remains, it should only serve as a directory of institutions across Canada.
e Library and Archives Canada should maintain the national finding aid network.
e AtoM should have the functionality to ingest descriptions and authority records from

an institution’s site into a provincial or territorial or national site.
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Outside of Archives Canada, the top three search methods employed by researchers included
accessing institutional websites, search, and academic library online catalogues. Most
researchers indicated that they used finding aids predominately from archives websites or
downloaded and viewed from a descriptive database. Under half of the researchers used

provincial or territorial archives networks to access finding aids.

The archival and cultural heritage sector can best support researchers in providing more
digitized content. The top three requested types of this content were photographs, government
records, and family papers. In addition, researchers stated a need for archival descriptive

consistency across institutions.

For a union catalogue to be useful, given that the technological landscape has changed
drastically since CAIN was launched, search needs to be faster, updates need to be made
clear (e.g., date of last update and archives or provincial and territorial databases included in
the last update), and updates need to be much more frequent. An alternative to Archives

Canada, is for Library and Archives Canada to take over the national finding aid network.

There is a minor but strong viewpoint that the time for union databases and portals is past and
that the desire for a portal may come more from institutions than from public users.

However, the researcher responses provide a clear mandate to maintain Archives Canada if it
is updated and made more usable. Over half of the respondents used Archives Canada

primarily for research, and secondarily to find other archival and cultural heritage institutions.

Francophone researchers

Survey demographics and an overview of responses
With only one complete response to both the first and second survey, it is not possible to

draw conclusions from the survey results.

In the first survey, the two respondents identified as an archivist/librarian and a retiree,
affiliated with an academic or non-profit institution, and in the second survey, the two

respondents identified as an academic/faculty researcher and a graduate/postgraduate student,

52



affiliated with academic institutions. In the first survey, in terms of whether they used the
archives for research, one respondent did so and one respondent did not, while in the second
survey, only one respondent did. In the first and second surveys, for the respondents who did

use the archives, it was used daily.

In the first survey, one respondent said they undertook genealogical research and the other
said they did research on behalf of patrons or clients, while in the second survey, the one
respondent reported their research subjects as being academic, architecture, history, and local
history. When asked what materials would assist in research, in the first survey, photographs,
oral histories, videos and films, were ranked evenly (25%), but one respondent said that these
types of material were not applicable. In the second survey, the respondent identified
architectural diagrams or blueprints, audio recordings, books, church records, corporate
records, deeds, family papers, government records, land use records, magazines, maps,
newspapers, photographs, and oral histories. In the first survey, among the two respondents,
there was an equal preference for online or in-person access (50%), and attending in-person
(50%), while in the second survey, the one respondent preferred online access. In the first and
second surveys, the use of finding aids was divided equally between those who did use them
(50%) and those who did not (50%). In both surveys, the respondents found these on the
archives website (50%) or downloaded from or viewed in an online descriptive database
(50%). In the first survey, respondents indicated what was most helpful with their research,
with one respondent saying digitized materials online (50%), while the other said this was not
applicable to their research. In the second survey, the one respondent said digitized materials
online, discovering research tools using a search engine, and finding aids. When asked about
search methods other than using Archives Canada, in the first survey, the one respondent said
that they visited an archives website and used a search engine. In the second survey, the one
respondent said they visited an archives website, visited a genealogy website, used an

academic library online catalogue, used a public library online catalogue, and used WorldCat.

In the first survey, the sole respondent said they had used Archives Canada, but in the second
survey, the sole respondent said they had not. When asked why they used Archives Canada,
the sole respondent who did use it said it was to discover where archival records are held.
When asked about frequency of use, this respondent said it was less than monthly. This

respondent also said that they had used Archives Canada before, and so were familiar with it
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With respect to satisfaction with Archives Canada, in the first survey, the sole respondent
said it was somewhat important, while in the second survey, the sole respondent said it was
very important. In both surveys, the single respondents said that they did not know if

Archives Canada should not be discontinued.

Discussion of focus group results

The results of the five practitioner focus groups are discussed separately from the results of
the one researcher focus group because there were different questions for the practitioner and

researcher groups.

Practitioners

Overview of responses
A summary of the results for each question is presented for the practitioner focus groups
following this section. The main findings from the practitioner focus groups are discussed

here.

Archives Canada was not used much and is out of date, but when used, it was used as a
teaching tool, for guidance, and to find institutions and collections in other regions. The

problems of search functionality, outdated information, and low visibility were surfaced.

While practitioners familiar with AtoM found it usable, there are questions about its usability
for the public. Work to streamline either the descriptive content standard or the AtoM
interface may improve this. Some archivists preferred to use institutional websites for
searching rather than Archives Canada. A common problem mentioned was that researchers
needed guidance in using the network. Again, mention was made of the fact that it needs

updating, and search functionality is problematic.

Participants said that it is crucial for finding aids to be online, but individuals are used to
searching for items rather than for collections and are used to doing simple keyword Google
searches. Participants stressed the need for mediation, the visibility of online tools needs to be
improved, and the information provided must be up-to-date and complete. In addition, the

relationship between provincial and territorial association portals and Archives Canada needs
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to be clarified, and duplication of effort must be avoided. More Indigenous authority records
are needed. While controlled vocabulary is essential, participants questioned who is
responsible for this process. It was undisputed by those taking part that the network has value

for smaller repositories.

During the conversation, participants voiced that a national finding aid network connects
collections; enables sharing of resources and reduces duplication of effort; uncovers related
collections for users; and provides a reliable place to search. It can build capacity for smaller
archives. It must be kept up-to-date, and consideration could be given to Archives Canada
serving as a directory or portal rather than as a single repository.

Participants mentioned again how a national finding aid network can support smaller and
under-resourced archives. The network must accommodate diverse needs, be interoperable
with other systems, flexible, and customizable, with normalized naming conventions and
authority records. It must be easy and seamless to use to upload and update information.

Training and support for contributors is necessary.

The discussion touched on centralizing funding and direction but also considering the varying
situations in each region. Participants stressed that funding for national finding aid network

staff is essential and that there should be training and support for members to contribute.

Participants stated that having a streamlined process to contribute will be important to many
people and organizations. It is abundantly clear that the biggest barriers archives face is lack
of funding and staffing. Due to these strained resources, it may be that many institutions
cannot participate or even build partnerships. There is also a lack of knowledge about how
the Archives Canada system works, how to upload and update information, and how to deal
with digital objects. Again, the issue of information being out of date in the network was

raised.

The issue of low visibility of the national finding aid network was once again addressed,
along with the need for advocacy and increased awareness of the value of archives. The
importance of collective efforts provided by the network in reducing the strain on archivists
and institutions and associations, with an emphasis on the need for collaboration between

provincial and territorial and national organizations was again surfaced. And once again, the
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subject of usage statistics was brought up, along with the idea of Archives Canada serving as
a directory of archives across Canada by providing contact information, a brief overview of
collections, and links to popular or prominent fonds for each repository.

There are systemic issues that a national finding aid network cannot resolve but it can create a
more level playing field for small or under-resourced archives and underrepresented
communities. Consultation and building reciprocal relationships are critical to involve these
archives. Again, the notion of having a portal that points to provincial and territorial networks
was discussed. And finally, the need for funding and support was again emphasized.

Finally, participants noted that it is important to show the benefits of collaboration and
sharing resources, and the best approach may lie in starting small, and doing what is possible,

and building on that.

Question 1: How have you used Archives Canada?

Participants in the focus group shared that Archives Canada is used as a resource and
teaching tool for researchers which archivists have used to guide researchers on how to do
archival research and understand finding aids and archival descriptive standards. The network
is used to research and identify materials across different institutions in Canada and for
genealogy and local history research. Archivists have also used the network as an internal
resource to help identify records related to their institution, and as a reference and guide for
creating archival descriptions and setting descriptive standards internally. Archives Canada
has been used to raise awareness of archives and what archives are. However, provincial and

territorial association databases are used more commonly by certain archivists.

Participants expressed limited engagement with the network but cited a few specific use
cases. Participants primarily used Archives Canada in teaching, especially to introduce
students to archival discovery and the diversity of collections, making education the most
common use case. Some also used it professionally for collection discovery and research,
though daily use was limited. Some participants noted awareness gaps within the archival
community (among religious archivists specifically) and highlighted the lack of integration
with Le Réseau des services d'archives du Québec (RDAQ) network in Québec. No one

expressed very strong enthusiasm, except for one who described Archives Canada as
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“important.” The general impression was that Archives Canada is a less relevant resource in

the Québec archival context and suffers from a lack of visibility.

Some participants have been using Archives Canada since its inception, while two
participants stated that they have never personally used it. Two other participants wanted to
support Archives Canada but were having trouble doing so (got “some” good results; used in
the past for reference purposes, etc.). One did not appear supportive of the network (used
early in their career but got frustrated and overwhelmed by too many results and has not

really used it since).

The discussion on this question highlighted that the national finding aid network was used
sparingly, mainly for researching archival fonds across Canadian institutions. Users found it
helpful for supporting student research, exploring collections, and verifying authority records.
Its role extended to aiding research within their own institutional collections, as well as
guiding students during research consultations. Overall, the network served as a resource for
discovering and understanding archival materials across multiple institutions in Canada. Most
attendees have not, or did not, use Archives Canada. Those who have, used it as a directory

of archives and/or to find what collections other repositories keep.

Question 2: How do you find the functionality of Archives Canada?

Participants stated that Archives Canada is generally usable for people in the archival
community or those trained to do research. However, their impression was that the network is
not welcoming and is inaccessible for a public user. Participants shared that archivists need to
mediate and provide guidance for users and manage user expectations as the search function
differs from what most people are used to with search engines. There were differing views on
the search functionality, with one participant feeling a lack of confidence sometimes in the
search results and approach, while another participant commented that the searches are
reliable and consistent as compared to Internet search engines nowadays. It was noted that the
viability of the network depends on archives contributing archival descriptions and updating
information, otherwise it cannot become a useful and relevant resource. The concern with
functionality overall also included issues that are not Archives Canada specific, such as the
system design of AtoM, and use of archival terminology or systems that untrained users may

find inaccessible.
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Participants shared that if one knows about Archives Canada, it is easy to get there, but the
unspoken flip side of this is that if one does not know about it, one may have trouble finding
it, which both surfaces the issue of visibility, and the potential problem with its name. Some
found it easy to navigate the levels of description, but understanding the hierarchical

arrangement of fonds did help.

Participants generally felt comfortable using Archives Canada, benefiting from its similarity
to AtoM, which many institutions used. The interface was praised for its simplicity and
straightforwardness. However, because the network serves as an aggregator drawing from
many institutions, some preferred to conduct more focused searches directly within an
institution’s AtoM instance. Despite limited formal user experience testing, the network was

regarded as functional and sufficient for users’ research needs.

Question 3: What feedback have you received from your community and users for providing
online access to finding aids or descriptive records?

Participants shared that online access is important for everyone, but particularly for remote
users and underserved/marginalized communities. Smaller or under-resourced institutions
often have multiple mandates, and neither museum nor archives databases serve their needs.
Participants stated that there is redundancy between repository instances and provincial and
territorial or national instances of AtoM. File-level access, in other words, finding the file or
the item they want, is important to users. It was suggested that more granular records or
meaningful taxonomies allow for improved access, and that including people and place
names matters. Participants mentioned that some researchers need help interpreting finding
aids, specifically because of the hierarchical structure. The network requires a level of digital
literacy that older community members might not have, and it also requires understanding
archival terminology. Others who are more familiar with archives, such as academic

researchers, may not need that help.

Participants shared that some of their institutions are at the beginning of putting finding aids
and research materials online and are not really engaged with the Archives Canada platform
yet. Participants stated that online tools for archival research still suffer from lack of

visibility. There was agreement that resource-sharing would be a positive development for
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smaller archives. Participants acknowledged that Archives Canada (or AtoM) is a powerful
software with the capability to include robust descriptive records, such as attaching PDF
documents and managing name and subject authorities. Participants felt that some decisions
need to be made at the institutional level, like minimal metadata standards for describing
digital objects based on user needs. Maintaining up-to-date institutional information was also
identified as a challenge for, and criticism of, Archives Canada.

Participants voiced that while archival institutions face high demand for accessible online
content, many struggle with outdated or minimal descriptive standards and an inability to
provide detailed item-level metadata. Indigenous authority records and evolving place names
present significant challenges in producing accurate, culturally appropriate descriptions.
Institutions also contend with finite resources and the burden of duplicating efforts across
various digital platforms, leading to strategic uncertainty about whether to prioritize local,
provincial and territorial, or national dissemination. Participants expressed that users prefer
simple, subject-based search methods that prompt questions about effective tagging practices
and community engagement in metadata creation, highlighting the broader need for archival
education. Overall, these issues reflect systemic challenges in balancing resource constraints,

descriptive quality, and user needs in archival access.

Question 4: What is most valuable about a national finding aid network?
The participants felt that the national finding aid network is appreciated for its ability to

reduce duplication of effort among archival institutions by sharing resources and uniting
scattered collections across Canada. Participants emphasized the importance of a centralized
or federated search portal that can act as a unified access point, while recognizing the
decentralized nature of archival records spread across provincial and territorial and museum
repositories. Participants valued the diversity of archival content and believed that an
aggregator encourages the discoverability of fonds, especially from smaller archives, and that
linking between institutions has value, particularly for marginalized communities and users in
remote areas. They noted that the network benefits users by easing the complexity of archival
research and helping locate complementary collections and dispersed and related records. In
short, participants expressed that a national finding aid network connects archives,
collections, research, and histories nation-wide, benefitting regional research as well. As one

participant said, “there’s always value in networks.”
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Participants felt that for institutions, the network may help build capacity and resources by
relieving the pressure on, and responsibility from, local repositories. It allows archivists to
determine where materials relevant to their holdings or their institution may reside, identify
any gaps, and discover whether a fonds/collection already exists at another institution when
considering potential donations. There were suggestions of further ways the network could
connect to other research resources such as libraries and newspapers. Again, the question was
raised about the definition of a national finding aid network: whether it is an online resource
about archival institutions and holdings, or a collection of archival descriptions — and do they
need to be the same tool? The example given was to attach descriptive content to a Wikipedia
page or other existing tools, while a portal or landing page could provide links to these

resources.

Participants felt that one cannot rely on Google searches as these are incomplete, not
accurate, and do not always pull results. While centralization improves discoverability and
research efficiency, inconsistent metadata can be a challenge. One participant mentioned the
need for clean metadata across institutions. There was much agreement that Archives Canada
does seem better suited for advanced researchers and that archivists and teachers need to be
helping make it more visible to researchers. The issue of needing to guide researchers came
up again in this discussion. And again, the usefulness of an archives directory and common

search portal was discussed.

Unfortunately, it was also noted that Archives Canada does not reflect who we are or our
collections anymore due to outdated contact information and outdated descriptions. Another

criticism was that data on usage is needed.

Question 5: What would an ideal national finding aid network look like to you?
There was significant agreement about the need to realize the original vision of a linked

finding aid network, as a way of connecting fonds between organizations in a unified search
experience and as a repository of archival institutions with up-to-date information.
Participants noted that the network should support modern data content standards (like
Resource Description and Access (RDA) and RiC), improve discoverability through linked

open data, and foster collaboration between institutions. There was an emphasis on back to

60



basics — to focus on fonds-level descriptions only in the national portal, which would be
easier and more manageable than multi-level descriptions. As one participant said, “What
does a good system look like? It looks like one that we can maintain.” It was noted that for
small institutions, the network might be their only online presence. It was recommended to
bring back the process of uploading to provincial and territorial instances and then uploading
to the national finding aid network. However, there was a question about whether we need a
national portal if Google can pick up search results from online institutional catalogues.

Ideally, participants felt that it should be easy to upload data to the national finding aid
network. There should be an option to upload and share digitized archival materials for
greater accessibility. Processes should be in place to make it easy to contribute descriptions
(whether as individual institutions or at the provincial and territorial association level). There
should be adequate funding support for this work, but we must be realistic and aware of
regions, provinces, and territories that do not have provincial or territorial associations or
have limited funding/resources to support a national initiative. It was noted that not all
provinces and territories have shared repository databases and that there should be equitable
representation of repositories across Canada. Participants expressed that there is a need for a
national finding aid network that better serves underrepresented communities or under-

resourced repositories, and consultation with these communities could determine their needs.

Participants specified that an ideal national finding aid network requires sustainable funding
and strong engagement from its contributors to achieve success. It must be flexible and
customizable to truly meet the diverse needs of various communities, especially
acknowledging and addressing perspectives that differ from traditional colonial archival
practices. It was suggested that normalizing authority records and taxonomies is a practical
necessity that the platform should support to facilitate consistent archival descriptions across
institutions. Additionally, interoperability with external systems such as library catalogues
and wiki data will ensure the network evolves and adapts, maintaining its relevance and

usefulness to researchers and users over time.
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Question 6: Some barriers people face in submitting content to a national finding aid network
are staff capacity and finding aid formats. What barriers have you faced?

A common barrier identified by participants was capacity and the time needed to learn and
consistently upload archival descriptions in addition to their ongoing responsibilities and
priorities which must be managed (especially when an archivist is a “lone arranger”). Another
barrier was not knowing how to upload or update records in Archives Canada. Participants
shared that there is no support or information on how to get started and how to get involved.
Depending on the repository type, participants felt that archives may also face barriers from
administration when considering the organizational priorities, resources, funding, and

permissions needed to contribute.

Participants noted issues like the inability to upload MS Excel files, difficulties adding digital
objects, and the need for better tools for storage, visualization, and archival description,
pointing broadly to a lack of shared processes for ingest. One participant emphasized the
importance of avoiding duplicate data transformation and questioned how best to coordinate
between provincial and territorial systems and Archives Canada, especially to support smaller

institutions.

Barriers seemed to have a technical nature: not knowing what to do with digital objects, not
having clear workflows to ingest metadata, and a fear about having to do too many metadata
transformations to make the data compatible. Participants expressed that technical barriers are
real, even for larger, provincial and territorial institutions which are restricted by what
software their I/T departments will allow. Even if the use of AtoM is allowed, many archives
do not have the technical expertise in-house to implement it, including the initial download
and install, updates, and maintenance, and must hire Artefactual or someone else to do that
work. However, many lack the funding to outsource the technical implementation and

maintenance.

Participants were discouraged that even basic updating of contact information in the national
finding aid network is currently impossible. Every archives is working with limited staff and
resources, and institutions cannot be maintaining multiple systems (their own and doing the
necessary work to upload content to the network and make sure it is correct, working, up to
date, etc.). In a perfect world, everyone would be using the same system and uploading to

Archives Canada would be easy—that is not the case right now.
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Participants stated that the main barriers faced by those contributing to a national finding aid
network include limited funding, staffing, and time, which complicates the balancing act
between archival work and community engagement. Many institutions struggle to meet the
requirements of national metadata and finding aid standards due to resource scarcity,
resulting in repetitive or minimal descriptive information being submitted. Additionally, a
lack of clear documentation and guidance about how to submit content and the user pathways
within the network creates uncertainty and limits effective participation. These challenges
collectively highlight the ongoing difficulties smaller or resource-limited institutions face in

fully engaging with a national finding aid network.

Question 7: What solutions do you envision to improve the national finding aid network?
The responses to this question generally focused on greater public awareness and funding
support for archives. Participants specified that resources are limited, and the capacity for
local and provincial and territorial level institutions to support a national finding aid network
depends on first strengthening these repositories. Various systemic challenges for the archival
profession include archivists taking on more responsibilities at the expense of being able to
guide and support users. Most of the discussion was around broader issues in the field such as
lack of funding and staffing. Participants agreed on the need for funding, ideally from the
federal government. It was emphasized that one-time funding is not adequate. The system
needs to be maintained and updated if it is to be useful. It was recommended that centralized
staff could alleviate the load on associations and institutions, so it was recommended to fund
a central position to be responsible for updating and maintaining Archives Canada. There is

so much data clean-up needed.

Participants also desired stronger coordination across archival networks and better visibility
for both the Canadian Council of Archives and Archives Canada. Specific suggestions were
given, including an interactive map of archival institutions, growing a social media presence,
and creating a community of practice around Archives Canada by trying to increase adoption
among institutions with, for example, regular training. The need to ensure that finding aids
are discoverable through Al-driven search tools was mentioned. There was also some
discussion about new technologies and expectations of users, including exploration of Al or

Large Language Models (LLM), although the issue of Al chatbots decoupling archival
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information from the actual websites from which this information is being drawn was noted.
There was agreement and enthusiasm about the need to strengthen the archival network

overall in Canada and promote broader public awareness.

There was a suggestion to look at user statistics on Archives Canada and compare these with
Google searches. If Google produces the same results, do we want to spend the money on
Archives Canada? Several participants suggested starting small by updating a directory of
archives across Canada with contact information, a brief overview, and links to popular or
prominent fonds. This could be a good first step that could be expanded upon later. Start

small and get a win!

As noted, participants expressed efforts to improve the national finding aid network, and that
stakeholders are needed to advocate for better publicization to increase awareness and
utilization of the resource. Strengthening communication and fostering open dialogues were
seen as crucial for identifying shared priorities and enabling collaborative, manageable
initiatives that could make immediate impacts. Looking abroad to successful national archival
finding aid networks could provide valuable lessons for defining clear organizational
structures and approaches for the Canadian network. Most importantly, enhancing
collaboration between provincial and territorial and national bodies is essential to develop a
streamlined process that minimizes duplication, thus saving time, money, and staff effort.
This collective approach was envisioned as key to making the network more effective and
sustainable. A lot more communication is needed from the Canadian Council of Archives
about the national finding aid network. Having more dialogues with archivists and
researchers across the country will help identify the most urgent needs and how to meet these.
Awareness of the importance of archives needs to increase both among the public and at the

government level.

Question 8: How can the inclusion of underrepresented communities and archives be
improved in a national finding aid network?

Responses to this question built upon the previous question, highlighting again the need for
funding and support for smaller and under-resourced archival institutions which are the
significant beneficiaries of a national finding aid network. One participant noted the Western

nature of Canada's archival system, highlighting the importance of recognizing and
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integrating diverse archival practices. It was recognized that not all archives are well-
represented on Archives Canada but changing that brings us back to the question of
increasing visibility overall. There is a need for increased visibility as a foundational step,
and for stronger networks and relationships of support between institutions. It was suggested
that it might be possible to implement a process to identify and highlight records from
underrepresented communities in the system. A reminder was given not to overburden small

archives.

A key theme was the importance of establishing trust. Improving the inclusion of
underrepresented communities and archives in a national finding aid network necessitates
thorough, ongoing consultation to ensure their needs are recognized and addressed. While
archival organizations can help facilitate inclusion, they must also confront their own
structural barriers. Education on culturally specific protocols, especially for Indigenous
archives, is essential to foster respectful and sustained engagement. Collaboration built on
reciprocity empowers communities as primary stakeholders who contribute to richer, more
accurate archival descriptions, including place names and community authority records.
Although technological advances open new possibilities for inclusion, the enduring challenge
of limited resources in the archival sector means that creating effective, inclusive solutions
remains difficult. It is important that community records are accurately represented in the

archival descriptions including in appropriate languages.

The archival community used to be very elitist, and if an organization did not meet specific
criteria, it would not get any funding and therefore not be included in regional or national
databases. We need to stop that and redefine what an archives is by having a more open-
minded and inclusive definition. If an organization has records and wants to be involved, we
must find a way to make it happen. Some archives are so small and underfunded, they can do
very little with their fonds/collections. Some have trouble getting support from their own
communities. Is there a role for Archives Canada there? What resources can Archives Canada
offer? Is there a way to get those institutions involved so that they can have a presence in the
national portal? Just because there is little local interest or support does not mean there is not

wider support for, and interest in, the organization and its holdings.
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Siloing and duplication need to end so that we can better serve users and communities. It was
suggested that the national portal could point to provincial and territorial networks to reduce
duplication of effort.

Question 9: Is there anything we didn’t cover that’s important to mention?

Whatever direction the Canadian Council of Archives takes with Archives Canada, it should
focus on what it can do well and not try to be everything to everyone, at least not right now.
Maybe this means doing less but doing it well and keeping up the momentum. There has been
a lot of uncertainty with Archives Canada over recent years, and no one was sure what to do,

so it is heartening to now see renewed interest in Archives Canada.

The challenge of fostering collaboration among larger archival organizations was mentioned,
noting their reluctance is rooted in fears that cooperation might lessen their institutional
profiles and potentially affect resources or funding. This highlights the need to clearly
communicate the shared benefits of working together, as many institutions face common

challenges and stand to gain from collective efforts.

Researchers

Overview of responses
A summary of the results for each question is presented for the researcher focus group

following this section. The main findings from the researcher focus group are discussed here.
Archives Canada has a low profile among researchers and is most useful as a directory of
archival repositories. It also returns too many results when a search is run, and descriptions

and repository information is outdated.

A national finding aid network can be useful in searching across collections, but the

information needs to be complete and up to date.

Authority records with adequate context are important in a national finding aid network to

connect collections.

66



Perhaps Archives Canada would be of more use as a directory of archives with a summary of
holdings for each archives. It is important to keep institutional profile information updated.

Google is the primary tool used for searching for archival material. The national finding aid

network’s search functionality needs more precision.

There are constraints on archives, but access is still paramount, especially online
discoverability. The network is a lifeline for under-resourced archives. That said, good
finding aids and easier search functionality are important.

There is a lack of federal and provincial and territorial financial support, and partnerships
with academic institutions and other organizations would be valuable. Advocacy is important.

We could consider expanding Archives Canada to serve as a digital preservation repository.

The Canadian Council of Archives should look at innovative solutions for funding Archives

Canada and think about ways to support digital preservation.

Question 1: What obstacles or barriers have you encountered with Archives Canada when
doing research?

Participants identified practical challenges in Archives Canada as it presently exists,
including log-in difficulties, an incomplete directory of archives in Canada, and potentially
overwhelming results. They primarily focused on two aspects: first, that the content has not
been adequately maintained and as a result is outdated and/or inaccurate (to the point of not
being worth consulting for some participants); and second, that Archives Canada suffers from
a very low profile. The implication is that any material changes to the resource must be
accompanied by promotional work leading to increased visibility, or it will continue to be

underused and not worth the effort that goes into it.

Two points are worth noting. First, that all but one of the researchers represented here
engaged in archival practitioner research. As pointed out by several participants, the content
in Archives Canada is not necessarily needed for this type of research, so these researchers
might not use it even if it was a perfect resource. A focus group composed of historical,

literary, genealogical, or other researchers (as opposed to professional archivists) might
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identify different challenges and barriers within it — perhaps related to navigation or
understanding its records. It is incumbent upon the Canadian Council of Archives to
strengthen its networks and partnerships with research organizations. Second, the sole
professional historian among the participants mistakenly conflated Archives Canada with
Library & Archives Canada — an error which underlines the fundamental problem of low
profile and lack of visibility (and perhaps suggests the need for a different name for the

resource).

Question 2: Do you feel the archives records and institutions in Archives Canada are
representative of the topics and communities your research covers? Why or why not?

Basically, Archives Canada is not a prominent tool used by researchers. The group did not
have much to say in answer to this question: in fact, one participant did not answer; one
mistakenly conflated Archives Canada with Library & Archives Canada; and three did not
use Archives Canada for their research because they did not require archival sources. The
sole participant who used Archives Canada for their research by comparing holdings of
different archives felt it provided valuable information. However, in replying to the first
question this same participant and another participant mentioned that the incomplete
representation of Canadian archives in Archives Canada meant they had to look elsewhere for

this information as well.

Question 3: An authority record contains information about a person, family, or corporate
body. Archives Canada has authority records, and so do other tools like Social Networks and
Archival Context or SNAC. Why is it helpful to use authority records when doing research?

The participants were unanimous in their belief that authority records can make or break the
user experience when using a national finding aid network (especially since less-experienced
researchers and student users are easily discouraged). All participants advocated for improved
and expanded authority records in the future. The reasons for this were that a good authority
record provides context for both archival descriptions and archival materials, and authority
records can connect collections that are dispersed. One participant suggested investigating the
SNAC linked data project as a way of doing so. Another participant pointed out that any
project to expand the Archives Canada authority records would be labour-intensive. For this
reason, the universal advocacy for expanded authority records in this answer should be read

in conjunction with the concerns about capacity and resources detailed in question #6.
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Question 4: Have you ever used the institutional archives profiles in Archives Canada to find
other sources for finding aids or other digitized records? If not, how do you find archives to
do research in?

Less than half of the group had anything to say about this aspect of Archives Canada, which
suggests it is not as universal a priority as strong authority records (which elicited a wider
response). That said, those who have used the institutional profiles value them and would like
to see them updated, maintained, and expanded.

The discussion of institutional profiles prompted two participants to mention the opportunity
for Archives Canada to offer more guidance than it currently does, in terms of what to expect

from the resource, how to successfully navigate the site and its records, and so on.

Question 5: What other online finding aids or online sites do you use when doing research?
The wide range of responses from participants indicated that how one locates finding aids and
archival descriptions is to some extent influenced by one’s professional training and/or
degree of familiarity with archives, as well as by personal preference. The participants’
responses indicated that Google is perhaps the most popular current approach, but Al tools
seem poised to reshape the landscape of archival searching in the next few years. Scholars
who are not archivists continue to rely on the citations of other scholars to point them in the
right direction, but the historian participant mentioned that beyond chasing footnotes, they
and their colleagues tended to be very inefficient in their searching — a characteristic they
attributed to not understanding how archives work. Archival practitioners leant on personal
knowledge, word of mouth, and their awareness of institutional and federated provincial and

territorial databases to help them locate the material they want.

Question 6: What is most valuable about a national finding aid network?

The participants seemed to view Archives Canada in a positive light if it served to raise the
profile of its contributor archives, drive traffic to them, and/or boost their capacity to have
any sort of stable online presence, especially in the case of small and volunteer-run archives.
Many participants identified access as the principal benefit of Archives Canada, and four felt
there was a valuable opportunity for the network to serve as a hub for existing and newly
digitized materials. This would address the challenge of younger generations who may

assume that anything not readily found online does not exist.
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However, the idea of a digital object-rich Archives Canada prompted some concerns. Some
participants felt it might step on the toes of the provincial and territorial federated databases
(which are a key service of the provincial and territorial archival associations) and ultimately
harm them by stealing user traffic. Even proponents of an expanded suite of digital objects
hosted in Archives Canada recognized that there are significant human resource, financial,
and technological challenges to be overcome to pursue this idea. An alternate interpretation
offered was that the network’s value lies in serving as a guide to archives in Canada and

offering top-level descriptions of their holdings.

Question 7: What would an ideal national finding aid network look like to you?

One participant summarized the group’s emerging consensus by saying that an ideal Archives
Canada would play a variety of roles, including helping users find information about what
archives exist and where; information about holdings relevant to them (even if digitized
holdings are not uploaded); rich archival descriptions; and guidance on how to navigate the
national finding aid network (and/or archives more broadly). Every subsequent comment
revolved around the pressing twin issues of finding the resources and capacity to bring this
vision to fruition. The entire Canadian archival sector is under intense pressure right now,
from the daily operating challenges faced by small and volunteer-run archives to the budget
constraints, job cuts, and lack of government interest facing even the largest provincial and
territorial and national archives. Meanwhile, long-term digital preservation is a looming

nightmare for all.

Archives Canada was positioned as a potential answer to some of these challenges: Canada’s
800 or so archival institutions can accomplish more by working together than by flailing
around individually. This could take the form of (a) advocating for a place in the emerging
national digital infrastructure and Al agendas; (b) supporting small and volunteer-run
archives in digital preservation via Archives Canada; and (c) securing resources through
partnerships with groups such as the Digital Research Alliance of Canada, Ancestry, SNAC,
private funders who believe in our work, and universities, including both teaching faculty —
especially historians — as allies, and student interns to provide labour. Although there was

some cynicism and discouragement evident in the discussion, all participants stressed the
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importance of pursuing partnerships, and most seemed to find reason for hope in the many
possible avenues by which to pursue them.

Question 8: Is there anything we didn’t cover that’s important to mention?

Two participants added to their comments on the previous question by reiterating points they
considered especially significant. One emphasized the large amount of money held by the
Digital Research Alliance of Canada and urged Archives Canada to pursue funding
opportunities there in connection with digital preservation. The other participant suggested
that Archives Canada follow the “bidding” model of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, in seeking a university host for a national digital repository as a solution to the

problem of capacity.
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CHAPTER THREE: Recommendations of the
Archives Canada Working Group

Preamble

These recommendations are informed by background research and user needs data compiled
by the Working Group. Consult the Timeline of the Canadian Archival Information Network
(Chapter One) and Community Needs (Chapter Two) sections of this report to view this

information.

These recommendations are written for the Canadian Council of Archives (CCA) Executive.
They do not include definitions of archival terms, explanations of archival theory, or in-depth
description of Archives Canada and related technology.

The Archives Canada Working Group has assembled three (3) recommendations: 1) Continue
Archives Canada as a Service; 2) Address the Existing Database; and 3) Establish Standing
Archives Canada Governance Committee. Each of the recommendations outlined below are

accompanied by recommended actions, organized by Immediate, Near-Term, and Long-Term.

The recommendation to continue Archives Canada as a service requires that the CCA
establish a standing Archives Canada Governance Committee. This initial update will require
oversight, review, and more updates. The creation of an Archives Canada Governance
Committee follows as a separate recommendation. Establishing a standing CCA Archives
Canada Governance Committee is an essential step towards sustaining Archives Canada as a
service to the Canadian archival community. It is beyond the capacity of our existing
Archives Canada Working Group to support the CCA with this work. Find more details on

this recommendation, and related action steps, below.

The existing Archives Canada database, currently supported by the Access to Memory

(AtoM) platform and available at https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/, holds so much

promise. However, this is where existing resourcing falls short. At this time, only minimal
actions can be taken to revive this database. Therefore, recommendations specific to

https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/ follow to clearly mark this database as a legacy

version of Archives Canada. The https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/ should also
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clearly direct people to the updated Archives Canada institutional directory webpage once it
is published. Related recommendations and action steps for the
https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca/ database are described below.

Our Working Group is grateful for all the feedback and thought submitted to our group. This
primary recommendation to continue Archives Canada as a service and first refresh its
institutional directory is made to encourage immediate action to revitalize the Archives
Canada within the current capacity available and with the acknowledgement that Archives
Canada is not a static thing - there will always be more work for the CCA and our archival
community to do. The goal is to set up a service that can be sustained through the many
changes our community has persevered through, are currently navigating, and those known
challenges we will face in the decades ahead. What is essential is that the CCA continues to
provide the service of making Canadian archival institutions publicly visible through a

directory.

Recommendation 1 - Continue Archives Canada as a Service

The Working Group recommends that the CCA continue to deliver Archives Canada as a
revitalized service to the archival community; however, we also recommend that the static
database of archival descriptions in its current form should be considered a legacy resource
and retired. We make this distinction between "the service" and "the database" to highlight
Archives Canada as an effort that requires oversight, active maintenance, and ongoing

development.

Within the Timeline of the Canadian Archival Information Network section of the report, it is
apparent that the intent and functionality of Archives Canada as a tool for the archival
community expanded along with the possibilities of technology available and the attention
and investment of the community. In our current archival community context, Archives
Canada must continue to perform its original and essential function as a CCA service to
provide a public directory of Canadian archives. While this recommendation does not address
the Archives Canada database’s function as a national database portal for archival finding
aids, this is the most actionable and sustainable step that the CCA can make. There is clear

capacity to create a simple and up-to-date webpage for the Archives Canada institutional
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directory, described in the action steps below. For now, this Archives Canada institutional
directory webpage will only include information about Canadian archives as institutions (not
finding aids). Where possible, the webpage will link to institutional profiles in the

provincial/territorial databases or institutional webpages.

This primary recommendation is in line with the majority opinion of both the survey
respondents and focus groups participants. For the full breakdown of responses see the

Community Needs section of the Archives Canada Working Group report.

Action Steps for Recommendation 1

1.1 CCATO DISCUSS REDIRECTING
HTTPS://ARCHIVESCANADA.ACCESSTOMEMORY.CA/ URL TO
HTTPS://ARCHIVESCANADA.CA/OUR-PORTAL/ PAGE DISPLAYING
INSTITUTIONAL DIRECTORY MAP (Immediate)

e Insupport of redefining Archives Canada as a service instead of just the current
database, the current (and out-of-date) database should redirect to the updated
Archives Canada institutional directory map

o Specific steps for this recommendation can be found here.

1.2 CCATO CREATE ARCHIVES CANADA CONTACT FORM AND ASSIGN CCA
STAFF PERSON TO MANAGE (Immediate)

e Resulting from the survey, many institutions were unsure how to change the data
represented in Archives Canada and sought a means to edit their descriptions and
institutional information. Following from the recommendation to redefine Archives
Canada as a service, and further to represent only an institutional directory, archival
institutions will need a way to alter the information in this directory.

e The Working Group suggests using Jotform (currently being used by CCA) to allow
institutions to change the information represented in the directory

o The Jotform should include the option to opt out from the directory, as

feedback from some small institutions demonstrate a lack of capacity to field
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reference questions or manage enhanced contact. This opt-out could be

managed by simply placing the institutional description into draft mode.

1.3 CCATO CREATE PUBLIC DOCUMENTS FOR ARCHIVES TO UNDERSTAND
HOW TO ADD/REMOVE CONTENT TO ARCHIVES CANADA WITH RELATED
CONTACT FORM (Immediate)

e Following action 1.2, institutions will need public instructions on how to amend their
descriptions.

e These instructions should include the fields that are required and list all additional
fields that an institution can add for a more complete profile. The Archives Canada

Governance Committee will be tasked with defining these fields.

1.4 WITHIN FORM, CCA TO NAME AN ASSIGNED EXISTING CCA STAFF PERSON
AS ARCHIVES CANADA LEAD WHO WILL RESPOND TO FORM INQUIRIES
(Immediate)

e For effective communication, Archives Canada will require a dedicated individual to

monitor all form submissions and address the requests in a timely manner.

1.5 CCATO LAUNCH UPDATED ARCHIVES CANADA PORTAL PAGE
CONTAINING “FIND ARCHIVES” CANADIAN ARCHIVES DIRECTORY MAP
(Near-term)

e As per findings of the Building a National Finding Aid Network (NAFAN) report and

reviewing other national discovery portals, such as Archives Hub (UK), the next

phase of Archives Canada will need to include an institutional directory listing.*® In
the practitioner focus groups, participants who used Archives Canada noted that they
often used it as a directory of archives and/or to find what collections are housed at
other repositories. Furthermore, in the researcher focus group, Archives Canada had a

low profile among participants; but its use as a directory of archival repositories was

45 The CCA should consider maintaining the Working Group’s Zotero at
https://www.zotero.org/groups/5594087/archives _canada_working_group/library. Documentation about the
Zotero Library can be found here in the Working Group’s Google Drive under “background-research-
subgroup”.
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noted. A central hub listing all archival institutions across Canada is an important and
desirable feature of Archives Canada.
e This list can be presented as a map with a link to a version of the map’s source data
for web accessibility
o A draft version of this map is available as a Google Map here and can be
shared with CCA staff member emails for editing
m The source spreadsheet of map data is here
e Instructions for updating the source spreadsheet and draft map
is here
o Note that data for Québec archives is outdated in the
map for reasons explained in the instructions document
m The map can be populated through multiple options (see instructions
for further details):
e Reaching out to CCA Archives Advisors Working Group to
obtain any missing or updated institutions
e Communicate through listservs to invite institutions to add their
information if it is not represented (in consultation with
provincial/territorial associations and their institutional
directory portals; note that some councils publish directories as

a members-only benefit)

1.6 CCA TO ENSURE WEB ANALYTICS IS APPLIED TO ARCHIVES CANADA
PORTAL URL (Near-term)

e To make well-informed decisions on the future direction of Archives Canada, the
Archives Canada Governance Committee will need access to reliable statistics on the

use of the Archive Canada portal.

Recommendation 2 - Address the Existing Database

With the results of the User Needs final report, summarized in Chapter Two of this report, it

is recommended that the CCA continue to maintain the Archives Canada AtoM database at
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https://archivescanada.accesstomemory.ca (the Database) as part of the Archives Canada

service outlined in Recommendation 1. The User Needs final report identified major concerns
with lack of maintenance, communication, and updates to the Database. The following steps

are organized as immediate, near-term, and long-term actions to address these concerns.

Action Steps for Recommendation 2

2.1 CCATO WORK WITH ARTEFACTUAL TO MOVE ALL ARCHIVAL
DESCRIPTIONS IN THE DATABASE TO “DRAFT” (Immediate)

e The Database currently contains outdated archival descriptions that do not accurately
represent the Canadian archival community. It is recommended that all archival
descriptions be temporarily removed from public view while CCA engages with

archives on next steps for the existing archival descriptions.

2.2 CCA REQUEST ARTEFACTUAL TO EXPORT ALL CURRENT DATA IN THE
DATABASE (Immediate)

e CCA should keep a record of legacy data in the Database, including archival
descriptions, authority records, and institutional profiles. In the event of future
decisions to update, delete, or edit content in the Database, the legacy data will still be

preserved elsewhere.

2.3 CCATO ASSIGN A CCA STAFF PERSON AS DATABASE LEAD WITH
DATABASE MAINTENANCE AND MANAGEMENT DUTIES (Near-term)

e Addressing Database issues requires dedicated staff and resources. The Database
Lead would be responsible for implementing Database-related tasks determined by
the Archives Canada Governance Committee and liaising with Artefactual on
technical aspects. The Database Lead could also address specific issues with the

Database such as deletion or edit of descriptions or reviewing authority records.
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2.4 CCA TO DEVELOP PROCESS TO RECEIVE AND RESPOND TO REQUESTS
FROM ARCHIVES WITH DESCRIPTIONS IN THE DATABASE (Near-term)

e Archives with descriptions in the Database should be able to communicate to CCA
what they would like done with their descriptions. The process can include public
documents, guidelines, or a contact form developed by CCA and shared with archives
and archival networks. CCA should also commit resources to respond to requests
from archives, which may include deletion, edits, or export of descriptions in the
Database.

2.5 EXPLORE FINDING AID INGEST AND DATABASE MAINTENANCE
WORKFLOW (Long-term)

e The Community Needs assessment revealed value in the Database as an aggregation
and discovery tool for archival finding aids across the country. While the ingest of
finding aids is an essential component of the initial Archives Canada AtoM database
and of value to its users, many service policies and workflows need to be established
before finding aid ingest is resumed. Exploration of finding aid ingest and Database
maintenance workflows should only be pursued once Archives Canada is on stable
ground with a dedicated Governance Committee, adequate staffing, community
outreach and promotion, and iterative user testing in place. CCA should work with
Provincial and Territorial associations with existing AtoM archives portals and
identify archival institutions with in-house portals to streamline the work. It is
recommended that priority should be given to upper-level descriptions
(fonds/collection) to improve likelihood of maintaining up-to-date data and streamline

work flows in a collaborative nature with provincial and territorial portals.

Recommendation 3 - Establish Standing Archives Canada
Governance Committee

The Working Group recommends that the CCA establish a standing Archives Canada
Governance Committee to provide sustainable community-led oversight of Archives Canada
as a national service. The committee would be responsible for stewarding the ongoing

maintenance, policy framework, and future development of Archives Canada and ensure that
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it meets and evolves in line with the needs of archivists, researchers, and the archival

community.

The Governance Committee should be designed to reflect as equitably as possible the
composition of the Canadian archival community, including representation from different
geographic regions, institution types, and professional roles, with dedicated membership as
well for broader stakeholders such as researchers and technologists. This standing governance
body should be supported by the CCA and operate with a clear mandate from the CCA
Executive. This model serves to formalize governance of this service as an ongoing
commitment and responsibility, rather than relying on time-restricted working groups or

projects.

The Working Group recommends in addition that the standing governance committee work to
implement and oversee the initiatives described below to establish effective community

governance.

Action Steps for Recommendation 3

3.1 APPROVE DRAFT TERMS OF REFERENCE (Immediate)

e Approving the Terms of Reference and drafting a call for additional committee

volunteers

3.2 SCHEDULE FIRST MEETING OF THE GOVERNANCE COMMITTEE BY

DECEMBER 2026 (Immediate)

e Recommend scheduling the initial meeting of the Archives Canada Governance
Committee by the end of 2026 to begin addressing near-term actions as recommended

by the Working Group.
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3.3 LAUNCH OF UPDATED ARCHIVES CANADA INSTITUTIONAL DIRECTORY
(Near-term)

e The Archives Canada Governance Committee should coordinate with the CCA to
develop outreach and communications strategies for the relaunched Archives Canada
institutional directory.

3.4 REVIEW APPROPRIATE STAFFING AND ROLES (Near-term)

e As per findings of the NAFAN report and other aggregator services in Canada, the
next phase of Archives Canada should ideally include a service manager staff position
within the CCA assigned the duties required to sufficiently maintain and update
Archives Canada. The Governance Committee should in the near-term discuss the
role and tasks for a CCA staff person assigned as Archives Canada lead with

consideration for service maintenance and management duties and capacity.

3.5 PUBLIC ANNUAL REPORTING PROCEDURES FOR ARCHIVES CANADA (Near-
term)

e The ongoing work of the Governance Committee to both maintain the Archives
Canada service and revitalize the Archives Canada database should be publicized to
all stakeholders on an annual basis. This communication will serve to remind

institutions of this resource and encourage further development.

3.6 USER TESTING TO GUIDE FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND DECISION-MAKING
(Long-term)

e Benchmarks and assessment should be implemented to guide the care and
maintenance of Archives Canada as a service. Consider user testing and assessment

standards, such as the Archival Metrics Project or Society of American Archivists’

Standardized Statistical Measures and Metrics for Public Services in Archival

Repositories and Special Collections Libraries. Consider consulting with other

provincial and territorial discovery tools for reporting workflow advice. More testing

and feedback on language and representation in Archives Canada is essential.
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3.7 OUTREACH TO USER COMMUNITIES (ARCHIVES, RESEARCHERS, etc) (Long-
term)

e Asa moribund database, awareness of Archives Canada among researchers is very
low. The Governance Committee, in conjunction with the CCA, should strategize
outreach to all memory institutions, relevant researchers, and beyond. This outreach
would serve to improve access to information about archives and ensure the original

vision of Archives Canada continues into the future.
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Canadian Council of Archives — Archives Canada

Governance Committee Terms of Reference

Drafted: 2026-03-18
Approved: YYYY-MM-DD
Last Updated: YYYY-MM-DD

Context

The establishment of the standing Archives Canada Governance Committee (ACGC) is
a recommendation of the CCA’s Archives Canada Working Group (2024-2026). These

Terms of Reference intentionally do not define the Archives Canada service as this
service may evolve and change over time. The Committee is responsible for maintaining

up-to-date service definitions and policies for the CCA’s Archives Canada service.

Mandate and Role

The Archives Canada Governance Committee (ACGC) advises the Canadian Council of
Archives (CCA) and its community at large on matters relating to sustaining and
enhancing the Archives Canada service. This includes data oversight and workflow

development, policy development, and strategic initiatives.

The Committee will:

e Design, maintain, and promote service definitions and policies for Archives
Canada, including annual policy review.

e Advise the CCA on matters relating to the Archives Canada service.

e Guide and enhance the capacity of the Archives Canada service based on
feedback and assessment.

e Engage with Archives Canada stakeholders to develop initiatives and
priorities in relation to the promotion of archives across Canada.

e Conduct assessment on province, territory, and regional ability to benefit from and
contribute equally to Archives Canada, including Indigenous and underrepresented

community archives.
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e Report on committee activities annually.

e Maintain publicly accessible research relevant to Archives Canada, such as the

Archives Canada Working Group Zotero or equivalent;
e Facilitate awareness and training opportunities for use of Archives Canada in
collaboration with CCA and provincial and territorial provincial associations.

Governance and Membership

The ACGC is a formally recognized committee of the Canadian Council of Archives and will

be supported in its work by the Council.

The ACGC is normally composed of six (6) to ten (10) members, including the CCA staff
person appointed responsible for Archives Canada (or CCA Executive Director) and one (1)
CCA Executive liaison. The Chair and Vice Chair will be selected by the Committee and
shall not be the CCA staff member. Committee members will serve alternating terms of two
years and will be selected for their expertise in the areas of archival reference and outreach,
description and standards, databases and technology, working in both official languages,
concepts of the Canadian Archival Information Network, reparative description and

representation, archival research practices.

The Chair or Vice Chair will prepare meeting agendas and chair meetings, as well as take
meeting minutes or prepare a transcript of each meeting using an auto transcription service.
Reports of the Committee will be submitted to the CCA to be made accessible in both French

and English to the archival community.

Committee deliverables and work plans will be established in annual reports for CCA

approval.

Working Group members will reach consensus on outputs which they recommend to the
CCA.
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Terms of Membership

Members serve on the committee for a two (2) year term. A member can serve no more
than three terms in succession; but may serve again on the same committee in a non-
consecutive term. Exceptions to this limit on consecutive terms may be made at the
discretion of the CCA Executive. Membership is finalized prior to the CCA’s Annual
General Meeting.

Meetings
The ACGC meets no less than four (4) times a year (remote). Meetings are scheduled by
the Committee Chair.

Reporting
Minutes of each meeting of the Committee will be recorded with a copy placed in
the CCA’s Google Drive folder.

The Committee Chair is responsible for preparing written reports on behalf of the Committee
for submission to the CCA Executive at least annually for the CCA Annual General

Meeting. Additional reports may be submitted upon completion of a specific activity.
Consider providing an annual report on Committee activities to the Archives Advisor
Working Group. This can help to touch base with council and partner portal representatives
to share ideas, knowledge, and resources and assist with Committee planning. Be aware of

potential capacity limitations across partner portals and councils.

Resources and Finances

The ACGC does not have access to a budget. Any financial requirement should be
identified and submitted to the CCA Executive for approval as part of the CCA’s annual
operating budget.
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Communication

The committee communicates using the CCA online conference tools and Google Drive

suite. No final reports or Committee work should be stored on members’ local devices.

A communications plan, with appointment member responsibility, should be developed to

deliver information to the archival community.
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