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Agenda Item VII.N. 
 

Society of American Archivists 

Council Meeting 

November 8-10, 2015  

Chicago, Illinois 

 

Interim Report:  SAA-ACRL/RBMS Joint Task Force on  

Development of Standardized Holdings Counts and Measures  

for Archival Repositories and Special Collections Libraries 
(Prepared by Emily R. Novak Gustainis, SAA Co-chair) 

 

 

BACKGROUND  

 

The SAA-ACRL/RBMS Joint Task Force on the Development of Standardized Holdings 

Counts and Measures for Archival Repositories and Special Collections Libraries (hereafter 

JTF-HCM) is responsible for the development of guidelines (hereafter Guidelines) that will 

provide metrics, definitions, and best practices for quantifying the holdings of archival 

repositories and special collections libraries. The Guidelines will consider and address both 

the wide range of types and formats of material typically held—including analog, digital, 

and audiovisual materials—and the different ways in which collection material is managed 

and described. The Guidelines might also accommodate a two-tiered approach involving 

basic/minimum metrics and advanced/optimum metrics and/or include recommendations for 

institutions that wish to engage in collections assessment.  

 

Officers 

• Martha O’Hara Conway, Co-Chair, ACRL/RBMS, University of Michigan 

• Emily R. Novak Gustainis, Co-Chair, SAA, Harvard University 

 

Members 

• Alvan Bregman (ACRL/RBMS), Queen's University, Canada 

• Adriana Cuervo (SAA), Rutgers University 

• Rachel D'Agostino (ACRL/RBMS), Library Company of Philadelphia 

• Lara Friedman-Shedlov (ACRL/RBMS), University of Minnesota 

• Angela Fritz (SAA), University of Arkansas Libraries 

• Lisa Miller (SAA), Hoover Institution Archives, Stanford University 

• Katy Rawdon (ACRL/RBMS), Temple University 

• Cyndi Shein (SAA), University of Nevada, Las Vegas Libraries 
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SUMMARY OF MEETING ACTIVITIES 

 

The Joint Task Force met, either in person or via conference call, seventeen times between 

13 August 2014 and 1 October 2015. Meeting minutes are available on the Task Force’s 

microsite.1 Minutes include two joint SAA-RBMS meetings – at the Annual Meeting of the 

American Library Association in San Francisco on 28 June 2015 and at the Annual Meeting 

of the Society of American Archivists in Cleveland on 13 August 2015.  

 

ONGOING ACTIVITIES 

 

The Joint Task Force is currently engaged in: 

 

1. Determining the categories/types of collection material for which we will develop 

guidelines regarding metrics, definitions, and best practices for quantifying holdings. 

Please see Appendix A of this report for the current, annotated version of 

Categories/Types of Collection Material: Working Definitions. 

 

2. Defining and scoping the categories/types of collection material to be counted. Please 

see Appendix A of this report for the current, annotated version of Categories/Types of 

Collection Material: Working Definitions. 

 

3. Proposing metrics, best practices, and/or guidelines for getting at the following three 

counts/measures (a) bibliographic units (e.g. titles); (b) physical units (e.g. volumes, 

sheets, audiocassettes, film reels); and (c) physical and virtual space occupied (e.g. 

linear feet, cubic feet, gigabytes). 

 

JTF-HCM has tentatively adopted a three-tiered approach to counting holdings, and 

would appreciate feedback from the Council on these prospective levels of reporting, as 

follows: 

 

Level 1 Count ("Minimal")  

 

At a minimum, repositories should be able to communicate: 

 

 The number of printed works held and, in the broadest sense, the number of records 

(manuscripts, archives, other formats) intentionally maintained and managed by the 

repository as either single items or in groups (a "collection," an "archival series," a 

"photograph collection," a "codex," etc.). 

 

 The number of physical units/containers held. 

 

 The physical footprint of their collections. 

 

 The digital footprint for their collections. 

                                                 
1 http://www2.archivists.org/groups/saa-acrlrbms-joint-task-force-on-holdings-metrics/jtf-hcm-meetings 

http://www2.archivists.org/groups/saa-acrlrbms-joint-task-force-on-holdings-metrics/jtf-hcm-meetings
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Please see Appendix B for a draft “wireframe” of this reporting level. 

 

Level 2 Count (“Optimal”) 

 

Level 2 counts should include all Level 1 counts, plus item counts for all categories of 

materials (those in Appendix A). Please use the “Reporting Categories Definitions” and 

“Level 2 Examples” to match the terminology employed by your repository to one of the 

designated reporting categories. 

 

Level 3 Count (“Added Value”) 

 

Level 3 counts should include Level 1 and 2 counts, and are intended to capture specific 

attributes of items in each reporting category. A repository may know that is has 15 

collections containing 56 audio cassettes, but may also wish to count and express 

specific extents or attributes to satisfy an internal need, such as preparing for a grant or 

capturing additional information to cost a digitization initiative.  For example, the 

recording hours of each cassette (30 minutes, 60 minutes, 90 minutes, 120 minutes). 

 

4. Accounting for and addressing the need to distinguish: a) Material managed and 

described at the collection level from material managed and described at the item level 

and b) material that has been described and is available for use from material that has 

not been described/is not available for use. 

 

The draft levels seek to address collection/item level management. However, the JTF-

HCM has only recently started to discuss processed versus unprocessed holdings and if 

this is part of our mandate. The Level 1 count “wireframe” (Appendix B) currently 

requests that users indicate whether they are reporting on everything they have or just 

what is available to researchers/patrons.    

 

Articulation of these levels will potentially require the JTF-HCM to prepare the 

following reference documents to accompany the recommendations:  

 

 Reporting Categories Definitions 

 Reporting Categories Definitions – Level 1 Examples, with  possible 

encoding/cataloging examples 

 Reporting Categories Definitions – Level 2 Examples, with  possible 

encoding/cataloging examples 

 Reporting Categories Definitions – Level 3 Examples, with  possible 

encoding/cataloging examples  

 A chart of material types/record types commonly found in other surveys and 

controlled vocabularies grouped by JTF-HCM reporting categories  

 List of obsolete electronic media storage capacities normalized to GB 

 Adequate linear to cubic feet and cubic to linear feet conversion formula 

 List of controlled terminology for containers, their dimensions, and capacity in both 

linear and cubic feet (a “master chart of container equivalencies”) 
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The above four tasks have been envisioned with the understanding that the JTF-HCM must 

account for:  

 

 Different reasons why repositories count collections (for which the JTF-HCM initiated 

work on user stories) 

 

 Different vocabularies and expressions of extent, specific to the variety of content 

standards in play across repositories (for which the JTF-HCM conducted initial 

landscape reviews of language employed by various controlled vocabularies and thesauri 

and cataloging examples) 

 

 The impact of common collections management systems on counting and reporting (for 

which the group will consider the impact of ArchivesSpace and other management 

systems on formulating expressions of extent)  

 

COMPLETED ACTIVITIES 

 

To accomplish its objectives, the Joint Task Force has thus far: 

 

 Developed microsite infrastructure and appointed Joint Task Force webmaster 

(Friedman-Shedlov) to post meeting agendas and minutes. 

 

 Created a shared documentation hub using Google Drive, with the objective of 

appraising and transferring relevant documentation to the SAA microsite. 

 

 Conducted a group conversation/Q&A with Jackie Dooley re: the OCLC Taking Our 

Pulse survey and report (10 December 2014). 

 

 Posted calls for survey instruments, worksheets, methodologies, etc. (February 11-12 

and March 9, 2015) that have been used to provide a number for collections [of archival 

and/or manuscript material], titles [bibliographic units], and/or physical units held, 

including those used to figure out how much physical space collections occupy, count 

any non-textual formats held (such as audio-visual materials), and determine extent for 

born-digital material. Calls for instruments were posted to the following listservs: 

AMIA; Archives & Archivists; ArchivesSpace List; ARL-ASSESS; ARSC; CIC Special 

Collections; CLIR Recipient List; MAC; New England Archivists; OCLC Primary 

Resources; RBMS Info; SAA Leadership; TCART; and WestArch. Surveys will be used 

to assess the scope of the reporting categories/definitions on which the group is currently 

working. An initial review of these survey instruments, worksheets, and methodologies 

received was conducted earlier this year. 

 

 Drafted proposed categories/types of collection material and working definitions for 

aiding in data compilation. Draft definitions were circulated at the public forum for the 

SAA-RBMS joint task forces on Thursday, August 20, 2015. The group will be building 

on this work, with special consideration for born digital records. At this time, we have 

received no feedback from those in attendance at the forum. 
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 Drafted sample user stories/use cases to support the application of a tiered reporting 

strategy for holdings counts that is informed by the various levels of data collection 

needed by members of our community. 

 

 Scheduled a full-day meeting at the Center for the History of Medicine, Countway 

Library, on Friday, 8 January 2016, to coincide with the ALA Midwinter Meeting in 

Boston. 

 

 Engaged in the following outreach activities:  

 

- Task Force co-chair Martha O’Hara Conway presented at the 2015 Annual Meeting 

of the Midwest Archives Conference, 7 May 2015, as part of the session Assessment 

in Action: Using Results to Improve the Archival Experience part of the session.  

 

- Held an SAA-ACRL/RBMS Joint Task Forces Public Forum on 20 August 2015 at 

the 2015 Annual Meeting of the Society of American Archivists. 

 

- Task Force member Katy E. Rawdon presented on the work of the JTF-HCM at the 

2015 Annual Meeting of the Society of American Archivists (20 August: SAA 204: 

Measure Up: Assessment Tools and Techniques from the Field). 

 

- Task Force co-chair Martha O’Hara Conway presented on the work of the task force 

at the 2015 Annual Meeting of the Society of American Archivists (22 August: SAA 

605: Collecting, Analyzing, and Acting with Assessment Data: A Community 

Conversation).   

 

UPCOMING ACTIVITIES 

 

 Finalize reporting categories/types of collection material. 

 

 Consider the implications of reporting categories and determine/flesh out requirements 

for all categories of material by level.  

 

 Determine minimum supporting documentation needed to create and distribute user-

friendly best practices. 

 

 Consider the implications of how specific systems (such as ArchivesSpace) will affect 

reporting categories and expressions of extent. 

 

 Ramp up outreach/publicity related to the group’s activities through regional outlets.  

 

 

QUESTIONS/CONCERNS:  We will be time lining our upcoming activities this winter, 

but at this time, it is expected that we will need the optional one-year extension.  


