Preserving Your Personal Records: A Guide for Owners

This guide is primarily for those who believe that, after retirement, their records should be preserved for the future, and for the families of those who inherit such material.  It also aims at helping those who wish to retain records in their possession but reduce the bulk to manageable proportions.
I. INTRODUCTION

This guidance has been issued by the Religious Archives Group in answer to requests for advice from individuals, perhaps with careers in ministry, scholarship, pastoral care or administration, who find themselves faced with accumulations of records (administrative papers, photographs, diaries, correspondence, and similar material), in paper or electronic form, and cannot decide what, if anything, should be retained.  This situation most often arises after a death, at retirement or on removal to a smaller house.  It can also happen on appointment to a different institution or organisation, or when there is a change in interests or responsibilities.  On such occasions, a ‘clearing-up’ can take place and material may be at risk of loss.  This advice aims to minimise that risk.
If you consider that some, or all, of your records contain material likely to be of permanent importance or interest to a wider audience, you may wish to make arrangements to offer them, now or in the future, to a suitable archive repository.  The first steps must be to assemble and review your records.  You are likely to find that many of them are official records of organisations in which you held office or committees of which you were a member.  Guidance on what documents should be retained as part of the official record (for example, correspondence received in your ministerial capacity or documentation of administrative responsibilities) may well be available from the central authority of the body or bodies which you served and should be consulted.

In many cases such documents should be preserved with the official archive of that body and you should make provision for this.  Anglican and Roman Catholic bishops, for example, have officially appointed repositories for such material in the form of diocesan record offices or archives.  It may be that you find you have papers which will be duplicated in the official record, in which case they may be discarded.
However, as a general principle, records to be retained should be kept together and not split up between different repositories.  This division diminishes the research value of the collection and makes access more difficult.  It may well be that the principal place of deposit for your official records is also the most appropriate for your private archive; it is always a good idea to consult a professional archivist at an early stage.  The Private Archives Team at The National Archives can offer advice and guide you to the appropriate repositories (e-mail asd@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk).  
II. THE NATURE AND USE OF ARCHIVES
“Archives are the source materials that make it possible for future generations to tell the stories of institutions and individuals. These source materials are letters, minutes, reports, legal documents, publications, photographs, oral histories, conference records, and other materials that provide documentation of activities and events.  If these records are lacking, the story that becomes our history will be incomplete and inaccurate.”  Rescuing the Memory of our Peoples Archives Manual, Martha Lund Smalley and Rosemary Seton (International Association for Mission Studies, 2003).
Some mistakenly think that only published material matters, and that there is no point in preserving records such as correspondence, drafts of talks and addresses and so on.   In fact, although not all working papers are worthy of preservation, any collection of private records of a figure in the public eye is likely to include material of wider interest and potential future research value.  Such figures may operate in an international, national or local context. They might have a world-wide profile such as the Dalai Lama or Archbishop Desmond Tutu, or simply have played a significant role within a particular congregation or community.  Their records could be sources of information for biographical research, the study of religious thought and the development and impact of ideas, the study of education and the diffusion of knowledge, political affairs and social change, local events, and in many other, sometimes unexpected, ways.
III. PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

Any initial sorting of records should be essentially conservative, especially if any discarding is contemplated, with rearrangements kept to a minimum.  The original order of a collection reflects the working methods of the creator.
Keep non-trivial correspondence until advised otherwise. Sorting and indexing are best left to a professional archivist.  However, undated and unidentified notes and letters are an irritation and can become a source of error and controversy. If you can provide information, please do so. This is best done in the form of a note, preferably signed or initialled by yourself, attached with a plastic or brass clip to the document, expanding first-name or illegible signatures, or initials or adding a date.

Photographs are in a similar category.  Intrinsically of great interest, as records they are almost useless if unidentified. It is probably best in these cases to make a pencil note or attach a label on the back in order to avoid damaging the surface by using a clip. Names and dates, place or occasion should be given if possible.

Newspapers are printed on highly acidic paper and should be kept away from other items to prevent the acid damaging them. 

Photocopies are rarely stable.  The ink can adhere to other papers, and fade if exposed to light.

Avoid attempts to repair damaged documents.  The use of self-adhesive tape, such as sellotape, is highly damaging as it causes chemical reactions to paper.

Simple advice on packaging and storage of your records can be found in The National Archives’ guide ‘Caring For Your Own Records’ (http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/caring-for-your-records.htm).  
The British Records Association Guidelines on ‘The Care of Records’ may also be helpful to you.

(http://www.britishrecordsassociation.org.uk/pages/guide1.htm).
IV. CONFIDENTIAL OR SENSITIVE MATERIAL

Few personal archives are suitable for immediate access for research when held by their creators.  Any collection of private records is likely to include confidential or sensitive material.  It may be personal to the donor or his or her family; it may refer to a third party; it may be semi-official material generated by an outside body.  In the long term, it may be of considerable importance to researchers.  If regular access is proposed during an individual’s lifetime, this is best arranged through deposit in a record repository.  The repository can also take issues of confidentiality into account when planning for future access to the material, for instance by applying extended closure periods where appropriate.
This is an area in which taking professional advice at an early stage can be particularly helpful and guidance is available from The National Archives (asd@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk).  
V. AN OUTLINE SYSTEM

It is useful to think of private records in three main categories, whose proportions will vary greatly. They are those relating to:

1. Personal life, 
2. Professional life, 
3. Public life.

1. Personal life

Try to keep enough material to enable a clear biographical profile to emerge. It may include:

Records of personal education and professional career.
Letters of application and appointment.
Testimonials and references.  These will often have been from distinguished figures of an earlier generation and have historical interest in their own right.

Invitations to accept honours, undertake lecture tours, serve on advisory panels and other bodies.

A list of honours, awards, degrees (kept up to date).
Any particular personal beliefs relating to your religious faith tradition or school of thought.

Skills and interests (such as, for example, music, sport, writing poetry or fiction).

Letters of congratulation or condolence, where illuminating.  These may seem trivial but often include interesting recollections, and show the overlap of earlier, contemporary and later generations.

Personal and family correspondence.

2. Professional life

This means your contribution to your vocation, field of work and community of colleagues, whether as teacher, writer, speaker, thinker, head of an institution, editor, lecturer, or organiser.
It is important to remember that official records of an organisation in which you held office may need to be preserved with the archives of that organisation, particularly where formal arrangements are already in place.

Material may include:

Notes of lectures or teaching by others, perhaps university courses or instruction by distinguished spiritual guides or those faith leaders who particularly influenced you.
Notes, notebooks, diaries, journals, drawings (identified wherever possible) documenting your career or study.

Sermons, addresses, devotional and liturgical literature, prayers.  They should be retained unless they feature in the set of publications.

A list or set of publications (kept up to date), drafts or notes for published
works, perhaps with comments by colleagues, corrections, and referees' reports.

Missions, projects, conferences, ecumenical or interfaith initiatives. Your own notes on papers read, photographs of colleagues (identified wherever possible), programmes, lists of participants.  Many missions or projects have no central record-keeping agency, so be especially conservative.

Religious and professional societies, associations, journals.  Keep material relating to the founding, financing and organisation of societies and their journals, and to any special meetings, anniversary celebrations or similar occasions in which you were involved.  

Non-text materials (photographs, slides, audio and videotape).

Professional, ministerial and pastoral correspondence (where not required for the official record).

3. Public life

There is obvious overlap with 2 above. The main difference is likely to be the less specialised nature of the records, and the involvement with a wider public. Material may include:

Service on committees, advisory boards, and other bodies.
Service on local, regional and community groups.

Service to international and overseas faith organisations.

Campaigning bodies and charities.  Keep all material relating to the founding, financing and organisation of societies, and to any special meetings, anniversary celebrations or similar occasions in which you were involved.

Talks and lectures. These might include invitation lectures in Britain or abroad, discussions or seminars.

Broadcasts and television appearances.
References and testimonials for individuals, publications, or projects.
Again, be aware that official records of an organisation which you served may need to be preserved with the archives of that organisation.

VI. ELECTRONIC RECORDS
Electronic, or digital, records are an ever-increasing part of modern documentation.  It is vital that records in this form are preserved and made accessible for the future.  So when you are assessing your records, you must not overlook those created and stored on your computer, stored on detachable physical media (floppy disks, CDs and other formats), or those stored remotely, whether they are word-processed documents, e-mails, web pages, photographs, films or databases.  

Unlike paper records, records held in digital form will not long survive benign neglect in an accessible form.  They require systematic and periodic attention, for without such care even the short-term future of digital material is uncertain.  Firstly, electronic records are dependent on software and hardware, so they are vulnerable to changes in technology and the market.  Even if the content survives change, the associated metadata, crucial to understanding the record can easily be lost.  Secondly, the media on which electronic records are stored are not stable.  All physical media all have a limited life-expectancy.  Web-based services (‘The Cloud’) offer some safeguards against the first two problems but have their own problems and risks (such as financial charges, commercial instability and system incompatibility).

Although comprehensive strategies for achieving the long-term preservation and accessibility of digital records are still being devised, simple measures can improve the chance of the survival and utility of your digital archive.  Although the guidance offered here brings together and draws freely on existing expertise, it is not a substitute for expert advice and readers are referred to the sources at VIII.2.
The key steps are to: 

1. Identify the digital records you have

2. Decide which are most important

3. Organise the content

4. Save copies in different places

5. Manage your digital records

1. Identify the digital records you have

Where are your digital records located?  On your computer?  On your camera?  Are they scattered around on unmarked floppy disks and CDs?  Are they held remotely by a web-based service?    If they are organisational records, they may be held by officers and previous officers and not necessarily on the property.   It might be helpful to assemble them physically in one place, insofar as you can, but in so doing be careful not to lose information that might be provided by the order in which they were stored, or any paper records that might provide context.

You need to identify what it is the media actually contains.   For this it is best to use a dedicated computer that has up-to-date antivirus software and that is not being used for online activities that may introduce viruses.
Create a new master folder on the computer for the material you have identified.  Then create subfolders for each of the media you wish to transfer.  If you can, set a write blocker on the computer and write-protect tabs on the media to prevent changes to the content.

If you are transferring contents of other computers to the master folder, it may be sensible to appraise the contents before moving them.   This should save memory space and also indicate if there are any files that are dependent on software loaded on that computer.  If so, and the files would not survive migration to another software package or more recent version with their integrity intact, the software should be preserved too.
There is a useful and free piece of software available from The National Archives called DROID.

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/our-services/dc-file-profiling-tool.htm.

This tool will interrogate selected files and provide you with essential information about their profiles, such as their version, their age and size, and when they were last changed.  Through the ‘checksum’ (or ‘hash value’) information provided, it provides you with a simple integrity check and a way to find duplicate files.  The information on the files can be kept as a report or printed out.
A checksum is a simple way of detecting errors in transferred documents by checking that the numerical value generated by calculating the number of bits is the same at each stage of transfer.  If the checksums match, the integrity of the data is almost certainly safe.  Apart from DROID, checksum validation software for the leading computer operating systems is available to download free of charge. 
Transfer your data to the relevant subfolder in the master folder.  This stage is potentially the most challenging and best practice suggests running checksums before and after transfer to ensure the integrity of the data.
At this stage also consider transferring or inspecting the material that is held remotely by web-based services.
You should conduct an initial survey of the material to form an overall impression.  This need not mean opening and reading every record; an initial assessment might involve opening a few files in each subfolder to assess whether the title accurately reflects its contents, and an assessment of the likely significance of the material. File names, dates, author and correspondent names can be useful clues.  This should help you to identify low value material which can be deleted now, material which may have short- or medium-term use, and material with potential long-term value. 

Of course, you might be faced with old digital material in forms that you cannot access, for example, floppy disks for which you have no drive on your computer, or files for which the required software is now lost.  There are forensic techniques and special equipment for retrieving information held in such cases but it is not easy to know whether it is worth spending money, time and energy on retrieving files that may well prove to be of no value.  Look for any identifying information on labels or associated packaging such as the creator, title, description of contents, and dates.  Record anything that is known about the hardware and software used to create the files.   Remember that even many of obsolete media will have been created relatively recently, so their creators may well be alive and able to remember something about the content.
2. Decide which are most important

It may not be practical and almost certainly isn’t desirable to save every single file, so the next step is to select exactly what you want to save.  Prioritize material based on factors such as the following: 

The current value of the records to you, your family or your organisation, or their historical importance.

The level of use or anticipated future use of the records. 

Whether there is an immediate danger of loss of content because of media degradation

Whether there appears to be significant content that is not replicated in paper records, and if not, whether the digital version has features that add value to the content.

You can then delete any subfolders and files that have no further value. 

3. Organise the content

Once you have decided what to keep, create a new folder in which to place it and title it clearly and distinctively.

Then create subfolders inside the folder and name them with descriptive titles according to the subject, project or activity on which they are based.   

Transfer your files from wherever they were originally into the subfolders you’ve just created.  If you have several copies or versions of a file, always save the highest-quality, larger-size master version.  If necessary, give each file a descriptive name to help you find the files again in the future.
When saving documents from the Web for reference purposes, make a note of their source: web addresses can change and it can be important to have a record of where you obtained them from.

E-mails should be organized into subject folders with concise and relevant titles.  Separate personal and professional email if you can.  It is sensible, though potentially time-consuming, to save important e-mails in an alternative and lasting format such as html, ensuring you include the metadata (particularly important are sender, recipients/s, date and title).  File e-mail attachments you wish to keep separately rather than leaving them in your e-mail directory.  However, identify their source in their file name, and save a copy of the e-mail alongside the attachment to provide contextual information 

You can then delete e-mail that has no further value. 

4. Save copies in different places

Always make at least one backup copy of your digital archives.  

An external hard drive is your best and most convenient choice.  A hard drive can hold a lot of content – perhaps all your digital files – so it makes a good central repository while being portable.  Store that copy in a different geographic location away from the main archive.  

But even hard disks will fail at some point.  They will either physically decay or become outdated in time.  At least once every ten years transfer the content from the old drive to newer storage.

In addition, you can also backup your digital records with web-based services. But always read the terms and conditions carefully and don’t use a remote service as your only backup.  Keep a copy on a drive at another location.

Whatever medium (or media) you choose for your digital storage and use, the better the quality, the longer its likely life-span.
It is useful to have a record of the whole directory structure with its subdirectories and files (including file names, sizes, extensions, e.g. .docx, and date).   Store digital copies with the digital archives and print out a copy to keep separately.  Some operating systems do not facilitate making such a record, but you can use DROID (see section 1 above) to provide the necessary information.  

Paper is still the best backup option for those records required for permanent preservation for those with very limited resources.  It is also a sensible option for all critically important documents (such as trust deeds, for example).  Print out copies of important documents and photographs, so that you can have the document in an alternative and durable format.

5. Manage your electronic records

Without active and ongoing management digital records are unlikely to survive intact into the long-term.  

Use a coherent system of record-keeping to inform future filing and ensure that you create and keep new digital records in a compatible way.   Document your activities and ensure that others who have an interest in the records (for example, members of your family, or your colleagues and successors in an organization) understand what you have done.

To ensure that digital records remain accessible and usable it is not enough to ensure that they do not suffer physical degradation.  New technologies are constantly appearing and the need for  interoperability with others and the threat of hardware and software obsolescence mean that your digital environment must evolve.  This requires that you regularly check that files are readable, and, when new operating systems or updated software programmes and versions are introduced, that files remain accessible.  This includes those on your backup media.  Do not assume that a new version of the same software will mean that your files are still accessible; it may well be necessary to migrate them to the new software.  Run checksums as you transfer files to ensure their integrity.

If you have encrypted digital records, it is best to select open-source encryption software.  However, it is important if you used encryption data to make provision for future access.  The same is true for password-protected material, which may include your computer, of course.  Relevant details should be stored separately in a secure location.

VII. CAN ANYTHING BE DISCARDED?

The general keynote is conservation.  Nevertheless, some material can be discarded.  It includes:

Multiple copies of publications and other printed papers.

Routine travel documents and arrangements (unless associated with some special event such as visa difficulties, revolutions and disturbances).
Multiple copies of committee minutes and circulars (unless heavily annotated or otherwise of particular and unique interest).

Multiple copies of faith organisation or religious association minutes and circulars.

Complimentary offprints by others can generally be discarded. They should be retained if they are association or signed copies of obvious research or personal interest, or if they emanate from a source unlikely to be readily available elsewhere in this country.

VIII. OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION OR ADVICE

1. General advice

2. Digital records

1. General advice

Many faith bodies and denominations in the UK have produced online guidance on how to look after your organisational records.  There are further links to some of these here. 

In preparing this guide, aimed more particularly at private records, the following sources have been found particularly helpful.
Rescuing the Memory of our Peoples Archives Manual, by Martha Lund Smalley and Rosemary Seton (International Association for Mission Studies, 2003) 
http://www.library.yale.edu/div/spc/archivesmanual.pdf.
‘Archive Principles and Practice: an introduction to archives for non-archivists’
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/archives-records.htm.
Further advice and information is available from a range of bodies.  These include 
The Religious Archives Group (RAG), with links to guidance for specific faiths and denominations at 

http://religiousarchivesgroup.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/

The Private Archives Team at The National Archives 

(e-mail asd@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk) 

The British Records Association

http://www.britishrecordsassociation.org.uk/

The Archives and Records Association
http://www.archives.org.uk/
Information on places of deposit in England and Wales may be sought from the Private Archives Team at The National Archives, Ruskin Avenue, Kew, Surrey TW9 4DU
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/advice-to-private-archives.htm, 
e-mail asd@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk)
In the case of Scotland, information should be sought from the National Archives of Scotland, H.M. General Register House, Edinburgh EH1 3YY

http://www.nas.gov.uk.
For Northern  Ireland, contact the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, 66 Balmoral Avenue, Belfast BT9 6NY

http://www.proni.gov.uk.

2. Digital records
There are many online sources on all aspects of managing your digital records; you may well be faced with a bewildering variety of advice, some highly technical, and some assuming that you are willing or able to make a significant investment of time and money.  However, there is guidance which is suitable for those with little or no technical knowledge.  As the issues (as well as the technology) are international, so are the sources of advice.
The Online Computer Library Center has produced useful starting guidelines at:
You’ve Got to Walk Before You Can Run: First Steps for Managing Born-Digital Content Received on Physical Media, by Ricky Erway (OCLC, 2012).  Online at:
http://www.oclc.org/content/dam/research/publications/library/2012/2012-06.pdf

The Paradigm project of the Universities of Manchester and Oxford has a detailed ‘workbook’ for creators of personal archives:

http://www.paradigm.ac.uk/workbook/index.html.
US Library of Congress guidance on Personal Archiving: Preserving Your Digital Memories is at: 

http://www.digitalpreservation.gov/you
With a helpful short video guide:

http://www.digitalpreservation.gov/multimedia/videos/personalarchiving.html

The UK National Archives has advice on specific aspects of safeguarding digital material:

Draft advice on general digital preservation policies

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/digital-preservation-policies-guidance-draft-v4.2.pdf
Advice on storage media for long-term preservation

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/selecting-storage-media.pdf

Advice on care, handling and storage of removable media
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/removable-media-care.pdf

Assistance in identification of files in unknown formats:

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/PRONOM/Default.aspx
The UK JISC Digital Media website offers advice on managing digital collections, though largely focused on digitisation and collections of images:
http://www.jiscdigitalmedia.ac.uk/crossmedia/advice/systems-for-managing-digital-media-collections

The Digital Preservation Coalition has produced a Handbook on Digital Preservation. Although principally aimed at dedicated staff in organisations, it includes authoritative general advice:
http://www.dpconline.org/advice/preservationhandbook

(This memorandum has been prepared for the Religious Archives Group with assistance from The National Archives.  It is adapted from a guide for owners of personal papers originally produced by the National Cataloguing Unit for the Archive of Contemporary Scientists at the University of Bath, and is used with permission).
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