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(Paola Carucci, ICA, Committee on electronic and other current records) 

1.
Introduction and scope 

Terminology is very important in the age of digital information because digital information has an impact on some basic concepts of archival sciences and diplomatics, modifies the organization of the administrative work and records management, and requires new definitions, especially with regard to the legal value of electronic records. 

Terminology expresses the concepts to which it refers: consequently, analysis of definitions allows verification as to whether the theory is clear and commonly understood. 

When archival terminology tries to represent the new digital world, it is still influenced by the traditional concept of “record”, as a fixed physical entity, with peculiar formal elements which determine its legal value and with a text which represents its content. In this context, even the “archives”, as the whole of the records created by an organization or an individual, are autonomous entities. At the same time, some terms of informatics are used without a clear and direct connection with archival or legal concepts. 

An electronic system deals with virtual records, which may have or not a legal value, and with information and data of any other kind; it may create direct and indirect connections with other information systems. An organization or individual previously establishes the criteria to identify specific typologies of records used in their activity and to decide which information or data may be captured, in the form of records, by their Recordkeeping system. 

Informatics specifically affects current and semi-current archives, but it also affects the compilation and communication of finding aids for paper records. So, as always happens in archival sciences, the analysis and comments of current and semi-current archives may be useful to historical archives. 

2.
Purpose and context 

This short paper is based on the compilation of a Glossary which compares about 250 terms and definitions prepared either by groups of experts, or specific projects about electronic records. It will restrict itself to proposing some general and specific comments about theoretical problems emerging from the analysis of the terms. 

This paper, therefore, contributes to the research and the debate about the current status of terminology. 

The Glossary, too long as an annex to this paper, will be published on the ICA web site. In any case all the texts used are available. 

3.
Sources of the Terminology 

The analysis of the terms is based on 11 texts: 8 are lists of terms or structured definitions, 2 are texts and 1 is a dictionary of archival terminology. The selected terms and their definitions come from these eleven texts: 

-

A = ISO/DIS 5127 (1984), ISO/TC 46/SC 3 

-

B = DLM 96, INSSAR (Bruxelles) 

-

C = RM Standard, with definitions from AS 4390 and terminology from ICA and ISO/TC 46/SC3 

-

D = ISAD (ICA) 

-

E = Guide for managing electronic records from an archival perspective, Commettee on electronic records, february 1997 

-

F = University of British Columbia Master of Archival Studies and Research Team and U.S. Department of Defence Records Management Task Force, 1995-1996 

-

G = INTERPARES Project, Authenticity Task Force, Template for analysis, Version n 1.2, October 8, 1999 [drawn up for Case study questionnaire] 

-

H = Dictionary of archival terminology/Dictionnaire de terminologie archivistique, ICA Handbooks Series, volume / (2° Edition), K.G.Saur, Munchen-London-Paris 1988 

-

I = Functional Requirements for Evidence in Record-keeping, Pittsburg 

-

J = ISO 15489-1 (15 October 1999, N. 171 Std.doc.) R M Code of Practice 

-

K = ISO 15489-1 (31 July 1999, N. 149 Std.doc.) R M Standard: 3 - Terminology 



	Terms from the Guide for managing electronic records…and from DLM 96-INSAAR are selected from definitions in the text and are copied verbatim. 

In the Glossary, each source is marked with a letter of the alphabet, from A to K. All terms of each source have been included, except for B and E, which do not have a List of terms, but only a certain number of definitions in the text. The Dictionary of archival terminology was examined at the end: all corresponding terms taken out of the other sources were included. 

The selection of terms is not strictly connected to electronic records. It also includes other terms for general or specific concepts which may be modified in the context of digital records. For example: record, appraisal, copy, minute, etc. 

Each selected term is written in boldface type; different definitions are marked with the corresponding letter of the alphabet following the term. 

In the case of long and structured definitions (for example E and G) which include sub-definitions of other terms, there are cross-references. 

	4.
	Comments 

	4.1. In archival sciences, a Terminology which selects appropriate terms and gives clear and concise definitions is very useful as a quick reference. But even structured definitions of basic terms – as in juridical dictionaries – are useful in complex cases, especially if they are connected with the legal value of records, or other legal and diplomatic aspects. 

4.2. Some terms, such as file and record, have a specific meaning in archival sciences and another in the electronic sphere. Since digital information directly and indirectly affects records and archives, nowadays it is necessary to reflect all of these meanings in an archival terminology. 

4.3. We can assume that each terminology concerning electronic records is not completely adequate as regards the choice of terms, and the definitions and level of analysis. It is possible that the presence of too general or too detailed a definition depends on the fact that an adequate theoretical analysis about electronic records has yet to be performed. As a result, it is very difficult to make concise, accurate and easily identifiable descriptions of concepts. Some definitions of the terms are inadequate because of an unclear concept of what they represent. 

4.4. Generally there is an inadequate knowledge of the connection between records and legal acts of public and private institutions. 

4.5. In the field of traditional records, the concept of an archival document has passed from the diplomatic definition of public and private legal documents to a wider concept including non-legal documents (e.g. belonging to a file in an archive). In the new electronic environment, especially in the case of databases including records and other kinds of information, a new specific definition of essential elements of an archival electronic record is required. It is necessary, therefore, to examine closely not only the diplomatic characteristics of electronic records with regards to their legal value, but also which diplomatic characteristics may be given to information and data with an important informative value, assuming it is necessary to include them in the archive. 

4.6. The analysis of electronic records must be connected to the legal value of records in the context of the institutional activity of the creator. There are probably different systems in countries where the records of the Public Administration have specific means to prove their legal value, while private transactions may have a different value of evidence when they are subscribed by the parties concerned or when they are drawn up by a notary public or recorded in Public Registries. 

It is important to know if the digital signature is considered legal or not in a country.
We can assume that digital information create the same problems in every country, and reduces the differences between countries with common law and countries with administrative law in the sense that in these last, public records are becoming more similar to private ones. 

	5.
	Specific comments 

	The comments referring to each glossary are identified by a different letter of the alphabet. 

A. Descriptions are generally correct, even if, sometimes, rather too concise. 

B. Descriptions are often too general. 

C. Some descriptions are correct, some others are perplexing. For instance the choice of the term Adequate. The description of Appraisal is referred to as the evaluation of the business procedures, while generally it is correctly referred to as the evaluation of the records, or of categories of records. It’s not clear as to the difference between Archive and Archives. The definition of Business activity is inadequate. The definition of Capture is correct if we consider an electronic environment, but the first part of the definition which has a general character, limits the action of capturing to the registration, even though paper archival documents are not necessarily all registered. Function is not the largest unit of business activity, but only one goal which may be realized through one or more business procedures. Record-keeping and Record-keeping system are correct but not comprehensive enough. Records continuum is an expression not generally used, so it requires a more detailed definition. Registration is correct, but the term has also other meanings. Transaction has different meanings, but regardless, it can’t be considered the smallest unit of business activity. 

D. The definitions are generally correct, but often not comprehensive enough. For instance: Access, Arrangement. Other definitions are not clear, such as Date of accumulation (does it mean the first and the last date of records in a file or in a series or in a fonds?), Date of creation (does it mean the date of the file or of the office’s creation?). The description of Form and Formal title are inadequate. Level of description is correct within the scope of ISAD, but in archival sciences it also means the decision about the detail description. 

E. The Guide is a very good text which describes clearly and correctly the most important aspects concerning electronic records (except the definition of Records). It may be considered as a good first step in laying dawn the standards of a comprehensive glossary. It doesn’t have a list of terms in a concise style, so the definitions are excerpts, which runs the risk of mis-representing their sense. 

F. G. These two glossaries have the same lay-out and claim to be limited to a specific project. They include diplomatic terms and give a description of the constitutive elements of the records. Descriptions generally are correct, but too long: some sub-descriptions should be dealt with separately (e.g. Annotations, Data, Seals, etc.). Sometimes there is a not clear idea of juridical concepts, e.g.: Contract is an act, but also the record in which the act is represented: the main relevant point is that the legal value of the record may be limited to the subscribers or is “erga omnes” when it is drawn up by a notary public. Description of records doesn’t define the concept, but only describes the action. Juridical person is not legally correct, because the description defines a private legal person, but the examples include the State and other public bodies. Original is referred to an “official act”, while the characteristic of an original is that it is produced by a subject and kept in its original form: it may be an official act or a minute or a note, etc. The definition of Transaction is different to C and H, but not comprehensive. 

H. The choice of term is generally good and the definitions are clear and concise. It only requires the addition of other terms related to or associated with electronic records, such as Accountability, Capturing, Conversion, Content and Structure, Electronic records (whose description is included in Machine-readable records), E-mail, Metadata, Record-keeping system, etc. It also requires a more comprehensive description of terms which may assume other meanings in an electronic environment, such as some diplomatic terms (e.g. Signature) or essential concepts as Appraisal, Form, Medium, Memory, etc. Some descriptions are obsolete or inadequate, such as Hardware, Minicomputer, etc. 

I. It is not a terminology, but a list of functional requirements for evidence in record-keeping: the requirements generally are correct. 

J. K. ISO/CD 15489-1 has a terminology (K) and a structured list of operations and requirements related to Records management (J is a selection of terms of this list). Definitions of the Code of Practice are generally correct, but some concepts are not clear. See e.g.: Classification, Document, Elusive evidence, Fixing. 

	6.
	Analysis of some terms 

	Appraisal. Appraisal is evaluation with a view to deciding: a) preservation terms of records for administrative goals, b) which records must be kept permanently, c) which records can be destroyed. Evaluation is based on the analysis of business procedures and of the classification scheme of records or other criteria associated with the organization of records. It also includes an evaluation of records as sources for historical research. 

Some archival traditions do not make the distinction between Records and Documents, Archives (current, semi-current, historical archives) and Records Management so the meaning of Archival value is not clear. Records destroyed after appraisal are archival documents or records with administrative, fiscal, legal, evidential or informative value, but were not considered important enough to be retained for historical research permanently. 

In an electronic environment, it is necessary to give a more detailed definition of appraisal (see E, Archival Function, Records Appraisal) because all the operations concerning terms of preservation and selection of records may be decided at the time of the creation of the record-keeping system. As a result, the evaluation of the historical value of records becomes more difficult. 

Authentic record and Authentication. An authentic record is a record whose creator or author has been definitely established; it really proceeds from its stated author. Authentication is an authorized declaration that a copy is a true or certified copy of an original record. 

Classification. Classification is the arrangement of concepts into classes and their subdivisions to express the relationship among them. The classes are represented by means of a notation (ISO 5127). The classification scheme of a record-keeping system is based on the analysis of the functions, matters and typology of records to determine the rational and systematic aggregation of records: it facilitates the capturing of records and their organization in files, the retrieval and the security of records during the phase of records management and also the historical research when records are permanently retained in historical archives. For each category and its subdivisions, records are connected as files of one year or two years or a different period of time: each file refers to a specific transaction (or Affaire): Example: category is Elections; sub-categories are Political elections and Administrative elections; a file is “1922. Political elections. Electoral roll in town X”. In a traditional archive, Classification and Registration of records on the official register (“protocollo”) are required only for records which have been sent and received, because internal records are physically put together with registered and classified records in the same file; while minutes and other kind of registrations are identifiable in other ways. An electronic record-keeping requires classification and registration for all records, which may be simplified for internal records. It is, however, necessary to connect all the sent, received and internal records of a transaction or a specific business procedure. 

Copy. The definition of copy, engrossed copy, fair copy, hard copy are generally correct (e.g.. in A and H). However, the meaning of Record copy is not clear. No Terminology examines the term Copy in an electronic context, even if it is important in any kind of preservation system of electronic records. Only the Guide for managing electronic records, in its discussion of migration, indicates that records must be copied to new storage devices. It does so, however, without emphasizing all the consequences connected to the permanent preservation of copies, and not of original records. 

If an electronic record has a digital signature, date, other elements and metadata which make it authentic and with legal value, it is an original record. If a hard copy is made of an electronic record, it can be authenticated it or a natural signature can be added. In this second case we have another original record. When electronic records migrate to new storage devices, they become copies which may be authenticated, while the hard copy with the addition of the natural signature may be considered as the original record. 

If we obtain different virtual aggregations of data from a database, the original record is the database. But, when a database simultaneously modifies and updates its data, other original records can be created from the same database if a set of selected data is kept in accordance with a pre-determined system, or if a hard copy is made of this set of selected data, signed, and given a classification code and a registration number. 

Until now, in order to preserve electronic records, they have to be migrated from time to time to new technological platforms or converted to a format suitable for new computer systems (E, Preserving records over time, p. 25). The concept of copy and authentication, therefore, become essential for the legal and historical value of electronic records. 

Form. The Form is the way of representing an event, an act or a transaction. The form may be written, oral, digital, audiovisual, etc. From a juridical point of view, some records only require a generic written form, while others require a definite business procedure. Now that the written form can be substituted by digital records, it is necessary that new legal rules be established in each country. From an archival and diplomatic perspective, Form identifies typical kinds of records, composed of different parts. Example: a personal letter has an addressee, a text, a date, a sender (the author); a bureaucratic letter has the letterhead (the name of the institution, the author), the addressee, the reference, the date, the classification and number of registration, the text, the signature (person who is in charge); an act has the heading, the preamble, the text which include the provision, the signature, eventual registration and confirmation, etc. 

In an electronic environment, it is necessary to establish the formal and technological requirements to produce a formal or official record. If the transaction requires a special business procedure, it is necessary to establish the requirements to follow for that business procedure. The concept of Form is complex because it involves legal and archival implications. In an electronic environment it is particularly difficult to define the formal requirements of virtual records, which derive from different and partial aggregations of the data of a database. The problem, connected with the separation of the physical and logical structure of the record and with the connection between data and metadata, as with every kind of electronic record, is more complicated for virtual records. The electronic record (see E, Electronic records, metadata) depends not only on a well-documented administrative context, but on metadata describing how the information is recorded. In the case of virtual records, it is also useful to define the requirements for some formal sets of data which could be aggregated according to specific and different demands of research. 

Another new problem is the theoretical definition of a multimedia record: a digital system can include the copy of a traditional record, photos, audiovisual and electronic records creating a new unified record with its own legal value. 

With paper records, diplomatics has defined specific kinds of records – as previously indicated: letter, decree, register, minute, etc. With digital records, some of these kinds of records remain (e.g. letter, act, decree, minute, warrant, order of payment, etc.), some others probably will be modified (e.g. register). Regardless, they must be connected with the new concepts of database, virtual records, compound records or multimedia records, etc. 

In an electronic environment the problems of the form of records are connected with the concept of copy and authentication. 

Function. Function is the goal to which an institution addressees its activity and produces the relative records. The function is the scope of an activity; the jurisdiction indicates the territory and the sector of competence to pursue a function. As a result, the definition of C is inadequate and the definition of F is correct but not accurate. 

Provenance. In an electronic environment, this concept is more complicated because organizations and individuals directly may use records and data proceeding from data-bases managed by other organizations. 

Metadata. This concept is only defined in E and K. The definition of K is correct (“data describing data”) but too concise. The description of E is clear and consistent with the basic idea of the Guide to re-define the concepts of records and of archives. It might be necessary to analyze the specific characteristics of different groups of metadata. 

Record. The definition of Record as “registered information” is not appropriate. The definition of Record is strictly connected with the definition of Form. The Record is the representation of an event or an act or a transaction. It presupposes a subject which acts in the course of its institutional activity and pursues its goals and realizes them with actions or business procedures represented in the form of records. The record may have a different form (see Form). It may have legal value or not: not all records of traditional archives have legal value, they may only have an informative value, but are considered records since they are part of the same file. 

Even designs, maps, photos, sound-registrations, audiovisual media, etc. are records if they are produced in the exercise of an administrative activity. Electronic records, used in the business procedures of an administrative activity, are records from any legal and archival aspect. 

A record is a physical object made up of a base material (paper, magnetic band, optical disk, etc.) which is written or impressed in different ways (pen, pencil, typewriter, computer, camera, etc). In an electronic environment it is necessary to define the formal, archival and technical requirements to have a “record”: paper records are physically defined and not modifiable, digital records have physical and relational characteristics which are defined (data and metadata) but are modifiable. Data and metadata may be separated: metadata created for a function may also be used for a different function. 

Even the physical description of an electronic record cannot be based on the concept of information. It is related to a general information system which may include records and other kinds of information in virtue of the content, regardless of the form. The physical description of electronic records involves the concepts of text and data, metadata and/or context and of the activity of an organization or individual. 

The decision-making process of an institution is not only based on archival records, but even on newspapers and other sources of media information. Today, a considerable volume of data which in the past was communicated as an appendix to a letter, arrives in the form of simple data without any formal characteristic of record. Sometimes it is possible to identify the author, but there is no signature or registration number. It is also possible that data are updated continuously without any requirement to fix their preservation, etc. 

The Internet offers considerable information which sometimes takes the form of an administrative record (author, date, signature, reference code, etc.) for whichever organization uses the internet to communicate its records or to upload its data. The situation of organizations which go on line and download data is different. It will probably be necessary that archival science includes this kind of information when it contributes to the decision-making processes of public and private organizations (i.e. establishing criteria to select data and include them in a record-keeping system). 

Registration. The definitions of C, F, G, J and K are only referred to as a register of “protocollo”. In the history of archives and records, Registration, i.e. the inscription of data or the transcription of data and simple records on a register, is one of the most widely used systems used to create records. The definition of B (Enregistrement: “Ensemble consistant de données enregistrées sur un support”) is, therefore, more correct.. In an electronic environment it is necessary to re-define records produced by registration because registration can lead to the generation of databases, or even an indexed series of records of the same typology. In an electronic environment a traditional register may be transformed in a data-base, but not all the data-bases may be considered as a new kind of registers. 

Transaction. The meaning of this term is not easy. The definition of C is partial; F only considers the meaning of a legal act; the definition of H is correct, but partial. 

	7.
	Strategies 

	From the legal perspective, an accurate analysis of the concepts of Record, Form and Copy in an electronic environment is necessary, especially in terms of value of evidence and historical reliability. Each country must connect general concepts and terminology to its legislation about the legal value of electronic records. 

Today information is seemingly being reduced from a form of “records” to a flow of simple data which can be used without including it in a record-keeping system. It is necessary to evaluate the role of archival science in this respect, which touches upon and modifies administrative activity. This also involves the use of the Internet. New theoretical definitions are required. 

The flow of information may be transformed in “records” when an organization or individual decides to include some information or data in its Record Keeping System and a priori establishes the procedures (or metadata) to give them the “form” of record. 

Archival terminology, in a traditional context, must combine its own principles with legal and diplomatic concepts. When, in a digital context, a record is not a fixed physical entity but must always meet legal and formal requirements, the archival terminology must combine its principles with legal, diplomatic, and technological concepts. 

National and international activities require standards of communication. As a result it is necessary to identify the specific sectors of administrative activities which would be strengthened by these standards. Only when different archival and diplomatic aspects of electronic records are clearer from a theoretical point of view, can terminology offer effective definitions of new concepts and a re-definition of modified concepts. 

It is at that point that we will be able to find an appropriate description of terms relating to the level of analysis, the style, and the organization of the information. 
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