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NOTE  

For the attention of the Expert Group on Archival Description 

of the International Council of Archives  

 

1. Background and response methodology 

The Expert Group on Archival description of the International Council of Archives 

published in July 2021 a version 0.2 of the conceptual model of Records in Contexts (RiC-CM), 

which he has submitted for the opinion of the archival community until 31 January 2022. The 

Service interministériel des Archives de France (SIAF) acknowledges the important work done 

over the last decade and thanks the EGAD for this contribution. 

In order to promote an archival description that is compatible with web-based exploitation 

and that corresponds to current and emerging uses, the SIAF wanted the French archival 

community to participate fully in this call for comments. In autumn 2021, he organized three 

webinars led by Florence Clavaud1, to which nearly 300 people registered, to help understand 

the model. A plenary session of the national working group on description and indexing of 

archives dedicated a session to discuss this model, which brought together some thirty 

participants online. Workshops were also held with the National Archives. Finally, a few 

comments produced by departmental archives were collected and integrated, which sought 

to apply RiC-CM to particular use cases. 

This note, drafted in a spirit of constructive criticism, reflects the position of the SIAF. It 

complements the comments presented in the ad hoc table and aims to present some general 

considerations on the RiC model. We examined the different elements of the model, but also 

use cases, both from the users’ point of view (access and dissemination of archives and their 
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metadata to the public) and from the point of view of the business needs of archivists, in their 

daily practice of description as it fits into the various stages of the archive processing chain. 

For each of the identified use cases, we questioned whether RiC-CM could either: 

• replace current practices and models, over the entire scope of the archival description; 

• complete our toolkit to finely describe selected archival holdings rather than others; 

• be considered as a transitional experiment designed to improve current standards and 

models. 

We would like to point out that some of our questions may be related to difficulties in 

understanding the model due to the timing of the publication of its various elements : 

publication of RiC-O before RiC-CM, publication of RiC-IAD 0.2 as a draft ten days before the 

end of this call for comments, and especially the absence to date of the implementation guide 

of RiC.  

We hope that this note, together with the table of comments, will be useful to EGAD and 

that they will be examined both in their entirety and in a unitary manner with regard to the 

comments. The systematic and transparent treatment of comments, by analogy with the 

French standardization system, is indeed a guarantee of a better understanding and adoption 

of the new standards within the organizations.  

2. RiC and the strategies of description 

The Archives de France recognize that RiC-CM is a major innovation for archival description 

because of the precision and expressiveness it provides, particularly with regard to the 

relationships between elements. It also offers a global model linking the four description 

standards (ISAD-G, ISAAR-CPF, ISDF and ISDIAH). It proposes an approach to description by 

documentary unit and no longer strictly hierarchical, an operating mode more appropriate for 

exploitation by machines and which allows archivists to move away from the linear description 

of fonds ordered according to the principle of respect for the provenance. This type of 

description also allows for a more user-oriented approach : it offers the user the possibility of 

querying archival metadata in a funnel and of exploring it through a navigation by rebound, 

two approaches that are better suited to the practices of Internet users. 

However, this finesse and expressiveness have a setback. Indeed, RIC-CM seems to be 

calibrated for a very fine granularity of description. The relationships (between documents, 

between instances, between agents), as well as the entity “instanciation” (RiC-E06) and the 

many applicable attributes (RiC-A05, A23, A24, A31, A33, A34, A37) are likely to be designed 

for a “item” description. They are probably much less suitable for a more brief description of 

fonds or groups of records that would use only a small fraction of the RiC-CM elements or in a 

too imprecise way due to the lack of adequate attributes for higher-level entities. Describing 

archives at item level involves a high degree of knowledge of the fond, which may not be the 

case : for example, for old collections that have suffered many tribulations, but also for 

contemporary papers or digital archives. 

We believe that the EGAD would benefit from clarifying the scope of RiC-CM by publishing 

actual use cases covering all archives : serial collections, heterogeneous fonds such as cabinet 

archives, paper and digital hybrid fonds, natively digital archives... At the very least, the opinion 

of the Archives de France is reserved on the suitability of RiC-CM for the description of all types 

of archives, pending the large-scale experiments planned on the aggregator portal 

FranceArchives. 
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3. Towards a better quality of the description, but at what price ? 

The Archives de France considers that the workload induced by the fine granularity of the 

description seems out of proportion with the current human resources available to most 

archives. For example, the archivist writing a description will have to master the corpus of 142 

relationships, only a part of which are symmetrical, and have a thorough knowledge of the 

fonds. Adopting RiC-CM to describe the archives would mean a very high degree of 

professionalization, a great need for continuous training and a specialization of description 

activities within the services, which seem not only unattainable but above all not to correspond 

to the reality of the organizations. As a result, RiC-CM seems to be particularly interesting for 

describing very specific fonds in the context of specific research or valuation projects. 

We regret the absence of elements relating to the communicability, disseminability and re-

use of archives, which would allow them to be used in or in connection with applications for 

managing the communication of documents in a reading room. How then can we meet the 

obligation for archival intitutions to make descriptive information on archives available to the 

public in order to inform users of their existence, regardless of their communicability regime? 

4. Continuing EAD defaults 

Another of RiC-CM’s interesting qualities is the obligation to use controlled values for many 

attributes. However, many other attributes such as Carrier Extent (RiC-A04), Instantiation 

Extent (RiC-A23) or Record Resource Extent (RiC-A35) accept free text. While this choice will 

facilitate the conversion of current research instruments, it reproduces some of the 

shortcomings of the EAD, in particular EAD2002, making it unworkable by machines because 

of its lack of structuring. The model would be more efficient if these elements could be split 

up to enable the information to be structured and exploited by the machine, and to convert 

existing metadata.  

Moreover, since RiC-CM requires the use of reference tools or value lists for many 

attributes, this creates a significant burden for the construction of these reference tools and 

value lists, at least at national level. Therefore, the interoperability of RiC-CM would be 

increased if the model proposed ‘code lists’ to populate ‘controlled value’ attributes. 

RIC-CM also reproduces the weaknesses of the EAD in relation to the legacy of information 

(e.g. lack of recommendations or modelling). It would be interesting for EGAD to clarify this 

point. 

5. Summary 

In conclusion, the Service interministériel des Archives de France believes that the 

description model RiC-CM offers interesting opportunities to provide users with different 

access to archival metadata on the web, and link these to other repositories of heritage 

descriptive data, like those of museums and libraries, french or international. RiC-CM seems to 

be particularly interesting for describing very specific fonds in the context of specific research 

or valuation projects. In this sense, experiments in data conversion and display will soon be 

conducted on FranceArchives portal, the national aggregator for French archives. 

However, at this stage, it does not seem appropriate to encourage French archivists to 

adopt RiC-CM for the description and use of archival metadata in their archival information 

systems. The RiC-CM model does not seem mature enough to replace EAD and EAC-CPF in the 

short term in business tools (archival information system) which need reliability and stability. 
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The Archives de France nevertheless consider that RiC-CM encourages French archivists to 

improve their current description practices. These would be facilitated by the use of perennial 

identifiers or by the generalization and standardization of attributes, allowing a massive shift 

from ’free text’ descriptions to controlled values, for a better quality of archival metadata.  
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