Anatomy of a Finding Aid
A guide to understandi ng archival finding aid elements

WHAT’S A FINDING AID?
A finding aid is a research tool (much like the library catalog record) that helps users conduct
research by providing a description of an archival collection. A finding aid is a single document
that places the materials within a collection in context by providing information such as who
created it, when items within the collection were created, relevant biographical or
organizational details, the scope of the collection, and how the collection is organized for
research use.
Listed below are the common components of most finding aids. Note: Not all information will
be available for every collection.

PARTS OF A FINDING AID
Summary Information
This section includes information like where the collection is located (the “Repository”), the
collection’s creator, and the identifier (or “ID”) given to the materials by the archives. The
Identifier number and title will be useful when requesting materials for your research.
In this collection, dates are also
included. The bulk date indicates
the dates relevant for the majority
of the collection.
The physical description, often
labeled as “Extent” is given in
linear feet and number of boxes.
This information helps researchers
understand how much material
they’ll have to work with. This can be very helpful when budgeting time for a research visit!

Biographical or Historical Notes
This section contains information about the collection’s creator(s). It details the history of the
collection and how it was created. If the collection deals with a administrative body or
organization, it may have a “Historical
Note” or “Administrative History”
instead of biographical information.
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Scope and Contents
This section provides an overview
of the types of materials in the
collection. In other words, this
section describes what’s included
in the collection.

Collection Arrangement
Going along with the Scope and
Contents note, this section
describes how all those materials
are actually organized for use.
The different sections of the
collection (series and subseries) organize collection content by type of material, format, topic,
or some other filing system determined by the archival staff, and/or the original creator of the
collection.

Access and Restrictions
If there are any restrictions placed
on an archival collection that will
prevent researchers from having
access to it this information will be
noted here. Other information in
this section includes how the
archives received the collection,
citation notes and copyright, and storage location.

Collection Inventory
Also referred to as the “Box and Folder List”
or “Container List”, this section is a box-bybox, folder-by-folder listing of the materials
stored in the collection. The level of detail in
this section may vary depending on collection
scope and individual repository practices.
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