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Introduction

I shall look at:

• What we do in A2A
• Issues raised by this experience
• Our response to these issues



Subject indexing in A2A

• As A2A is mainly concerned with the creation 
of descriptive archival metadata (retro-
conversion or new cataloguing), indexing has 
taken a back seat.

• Provision, however, is made for authority 
controlled terms in particular creator names 
but also places and subjects



UNESCO Thesaurus

Indexing based on UNESCO as:

• PRO experience
• National context
• Indexing topics that records are rich in
• Indexing for social inclusion



Subject Indexing in A2A

It follows that:

• We don’t provide user access to a thesaurus 
for browsing or searching, but only a list of 
subject terms mainly based on UNESCO

• Terms saved in each EAD catalogue as: 
<controlaccess><subject SOURCE=“unesco”> 

• Subject terms are usually found at the upper 
contextual levels (fonds, sub-fonds)

• There is usually no need for a large number of 
subject terms per catalogue



Process

Contributors of catalogues to A2A supply us with 
index terms after training (see A2A - 
Guidelines for Indexing and Authority 
Controlled Terms: 
http://www.pro.gov.uk/archives/a2a/standards.htm) 

• Terms based on UNESCO in the first instance
• If no suitable UNESCO term checks should be made 

on PRO, NDAD, AIM25, and CASBAH and terms can 
also be added as A2A terms

• Events also gathered



A2A database

• http://www.a2a.org.uk/



Issues: Process

• Subject indexing not necessarily A2A 
contributors first priority, although high level of 
indexing does help

• Lack of experience and knowledge of subject 
indexing amongst archivists:
– A2A training strengthened
– UKAT will help

• Competing thesauri – 
– UNESCO v LCSH
– From many thesauri to one: UKAT



Issues: Process

• Inconsistency in indexing due to:
– The need to consult disparate sources – 

UKAT will help!
– Indexing and checking catalogue by 

catalogue
• Time consuming and expensive: value 

for money?



Issues: Use

Use of index searching in A2A disappointing:
• Numbers

– Less than 5% of searches done are index searches
– Less than 1% of searches done are subject 

searches
• Terms entered suggest users don’t 

understand the purpose of index searching
– Searching for names and places as subjects
– Searching for types of record or study: wills, 

genealogy 



User evaluation

Users don’t see the need:

• Fine, if I want to look for it … I must confess to 
having completely ignored this feature until 
[now].  The regular search is quite powerful 
enough for the type of search I would usually 
enter

• I'm still not sure what to feed into Special 
Interest … but I have no need, as the general 
catalogue is so good (and quick).



User evaluation

Users don’t understand the purpose of 
the index search:

• I get a complete rejection when trying 
to put a selection of general terms into 
'Special search' For instance family 
names which I can get in the ordinary 
search, or general subjects.  I wonder 
what I'm doing wrong.



User evaluation

Users think the name ‘Special Interest’ does not 
explain what it does

The ‘steps’ necessary to produce a result are not 
understood:

• Hard…the sequence of actions was not 
clear…

• 4 boxes (steps) not helpful – unlike basic 
search which is very efficient and easy



New functionality



Conclusions

• Despite issues subject indexing is still a useful 
thing to do:
– Working with other sectors
– Indexing at collection level useful for general 

resource discovery: Dublin Core, OAI etc
– May help indicate relevance of particular hits to 

users
• Need to look more clearly at users needs. 

There are many types of user perhaps we 
need many types of ‘subject’ indexing?


