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Abstract: The international literature on information science has devoted attention to ethical studies in informa-
tion, especially due to the development of  information technologies. However, the information organization ac-
tivities have incipient ethical studies that are mostly focused on libraries. Thus, the area of  archival science still 
lacks studies of  this nature, which leads to question how the codes of  ethics for archivists address issues related to 
ethical dilemmas of  information organization activities, especially in core activities of  arrangement and document 
description. Thus, this study aims to identify and analyze ethical values related to those aforementioned activities, 
by analyzing the codes of  the following countries: Brazil, Portugal, France, Spain, Australia, Canada, USA, New 
Zealand, United Kingdom and Switzerland and the ICA codes of  ethics. Applying a content analysis, the follow-
ing values were found: access and use, authenticity, confidentiality, conservation, custody, impartiality, information 
access, information security, physical preservation of  the record, reliability, respect for provenance, respect for the 
original order, respect for the preservation of  the archival value of  the record. 
 

Received: 14 July 2015; Accepted 15 July 2015 
 

Keywords: information, archival description, archival arrangement, archival classification, respect, ethical values 
 

 
1.0 Introduction 
 
The establishment of  “organic information” as an object 
of  archival science (Rousseau & Couture 1988) allowed 
the improvement of  a scientific dialogue between this 

field and information science. It also supported the con-
ception of  archival knowledge organization as a mediator 
between the knowledge that is produced by society and 
its use to create new knowledge (Foscarini 2006; Gilliland 
2006; Tognoli and Guimarães 2010, 2012; Tognoli, et al. 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2015-5-346 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2015-5-346
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Knowl. Org. 42(2015)No.5 

A. Pachú da Silva, J. A. Chaves Guimarães, N. Bolfarini Tognoli. Ethical Values in Archival Arrangement and Description 

347

2013; Barros and Moraes 2012; Henttonen 2012, 2014; 
Zhang 2012; Angel 2013; Ribeiro 2014). Therefore, ar-
chival knowledge can be regarded as all the knowledge 
that is contained in the records produced or accumulated 
by a particular person or entity and grouped together. 
This is what makes the respect of  fonds an inherent at-
tribute (Duchein 1983). Archival knowledge organization 
has its nuclear activities in arrangement and description 
(Duchein 1983; Rousseau and Couture 1994; Schellen-
berg 1996; Thomassen 2001). These two procedures are 
related not only to the contents that are inherent to them, 
but also to the professional practice (values and attitudes 
in the professional action) and its consequences for the 
users, which reveals an ethical dimension.  

According to Guimarães (2005, 6), “the object of  pro-
fessional ethics is the set of  moral values that a particular 
professional class should follow to achieve a correct and 
appropriate professional action to the society in which 
he/she operates and it is materialized through rules, ex-
pressed in codes of  ethics, guiding the professional con-
duct of  a specific area.” Rego et al. (2014) analyzed the 
ethical values presented in codes of  Associação dos Ar-
quivistas Brasileiros (AAB), International Council of  Ar-
chives (ICA) and Society of  American Archivists, identi-
fying seven values: respect for provenance, integrity of  
records, impartiality, communication of  records, authen-
ticity of  records, access and secrecy of  records, and pro-
fessional relationship. In this line, we wonder whether ar-
chival professionals are concerned with the “why” and 
“what for” of  the arrangement and description activities, 
while we also aim to analyze which ethical values are con-
sidered by the deontological codes for archivists in an in-
ternational context regarding the search for correct and 
appropriate professional conduct.  

We analyzed 16 archival codes of  ethics available on 
the Network of  Concerned Historians website (NCH, 
History) for the following countries: Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, France, New Zealand, Portugal, Spain, Switzer-
land, United Kingdom, and United States, as well as the 
International Code of  the International Council of  Ar-
chives. These countries were chosen because of  their tra-
dition in archival science and because they represent four 
continents: the Americas, Europe and Oceania. The cor-
pus was selected by the incidence of  terms (archival clas-
sification/arrangement, and description) and their corre-
spondents in Spanish, French and Portuguese. We con-
ducted a content analysis (Bardin 1977) on the textual 
analysis and the results were compared to the categories 
in Guimarães et al. (2008) regarding the values and ethical 
problems in knowledge organization and representation 
(KOR) activities. 
 

2.0  Archival Arrangement and Description  
as Nuclear Activities to Archival Knowledge  
Organization 

 
The activities of  classification/arrangement and descrip-
tion are nuclear to the organization and representation of  
archival knowledge known as all the knowledge that is con-
tained in the records produced or accumulated by a par-
ticular person or entity and grouped together, which is 
called fonds. In this sense, we understand that the arrange-
ment schemes and finding aids reflect this knowledge. 

The classification, according to Sousa (2007a, 6), is a 
matriarchal activity which precedes mainly the evaluation 
and description activities and, for most authors, it is “a 
fundamental task, a special moment in the organization 
process, the first step to give access to information.” 
However, although there is a consensus about the classi-
fication activity, we still have to move forward on the sub-
ject, once as pointed out by Sousa (2007b), archival  
science is still not using the contributions of  philosophy 
classification, the theory of  classification and the theory 
of  concept, and therefore requires communication with 
other disciplines that can contribute to the development 
of  the area. Contemporary archival science is concerned 
with the huge amount of  accumulated documents, which 
requires an optimal sophistication of  classification 
schemes, as well a theoretical development of  records/ 
documents organization.  

Although the mentioned issue will not be focused on 
in this study, we will highlight the comparison made by 
Sousa, when he demonstrated (in 12 topics) the applica-
tion of  some requirements proposed by philosophy and 
classification theory to classification processes in archival 
science. Two of  those processes were particularly impor-
tant, as they demonstrated that (Sousa 2007b, 115):  
 

– The classification pursues an end, an object, a 
goal. In the case of  archives, it is the organiza-
tion of  records/documents; 

– The classification in archives assumes a classifier 
agent, that is, the archivist.  

 
We can conclude, therefore, that for the purpose of  or-
ganizing documents or records, a “classifier agent” (i.e., 
one who acts, operates, practices the action), is neces-
sary” and this agent has, in addition to a set of  skills that 
enable him to this professional practice, a set of  moral 
values, related to different social environments, influ-
enced by economic and religious factors and by the indi-
vidual professional qualification.  

According to Lopez (2002), archival classification activi-
ties can only achieve their full goals through documentary 
description, and in order to build a description that an-
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swers and reflects the fonds the best possible way, it is nec-
essary to begin simultaneously with the classification cover-
ing the record in its current phase and the document in its 
permanent phase. In addition, the finding aids generated 
from the description (guides, inventories, catalogs, indexes) 
must always be reviewed, keeping up to date, which shows 
that the acting of  the archivist, is not, and cannot be some-
thing static, but a dynamic professional performance. For 
the author Heredia Herrera (1995, 300), the description 
can be viewed as “a bridge that communicates the docu-
ment with their users,” and the archivist is the professional 
on the head of  this mediation, performing the task of  … 
analysis, which supposes identification, reading, condensa-
tion and indication to the user …. The archivist, conse-
quently, acts as a dynamic professional both in classifica-
tion and archival description and his/her professional per-
formance is directly connected with his/her individual ex-
perience, which reflects his/her moral values. So, reflec-
tions on the values that come from this ethical universe are 
necessary 

To this end, the analysis of  16 documents related to 
archivists’ professional conduct were carried out, and 
identification of  the values embodied in the activities of  
classification and description were analyzed. 
 
3.0 Results  
 
The following codes were identified in 10 countries, to-
gether with the International Council of  Archives: Code 
of  Ethics (Australian Society for Archivists—ASA, Aus-
tralia); Princípios Éticos (Associação dos Arquivistas Bra-
sileiros—AAB, Brazil), Code of  Ethics (Association of  
Canadian Archivists—ACA, Canada); Code de déontolo-
gie (Association des Archivistes du Québec—AAQ, Can-
ada); Code of  Conduct: Values and Ethics (Library and 
Archives Canada—LAC, Canada); Code de déontologie 
(Association des Archivistes Français—AAF, France); 
Code of  Ethics for the archives & records association of  
NZ (Archives and Records Association of  New Zea-
land—ARANZ, New Zealand); Código de Ética (Asso-
ciação Portuguesa de Bibliotecários, Arquivistas e Docu-
mentalistas—APBAD, Portugal); Código deontológico de 
los archiveros catalanes (Associaó d’ Arxivers de Cata-
lunya, Spain); Code of  Ethics for archivists (Association 
des Archivistes Suisses—AAS, Switzerland); Code of  
Conduct (Archives and Records Association—ARA, 
United Kingdom); Lord Chancellor’s Code of  Practice on 
the Management of  Records under section 46 of  The 
Freedom of  Information Act 2000 (Ministry of  Justice, 
United Kingdom); A Code of  Practice on Archives for 
Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom (Standing 
Conference on Archives and Museums—SCAM, United 
Kingdom); Role Delineation Statement (Academy of  

Certified Archivists—ACA, United States); Core Values 
Statement and Code of  Ethics (Society of  American Ar-
chivists—SAA, United States); Code of  Ethics (Interna-
tional Council on Archives ICA). 

From the 16 selected documents, 5 (31%) do not have 
the terms related to classification and description: Brazil—
AAB, Canada—AAQ, United States—SAA, New Zea-
land—ARANAZ and Portugal—APBAD. However 6 
documents (37%) presented both terms: Australia—ASA, 
Canada—ACA, United States—ACA, United Kingdom—
ARA, United Kingdom—Ministry of  Justice, and Switzer-
land—AAS. The term related to classification appears in 4 
documents (25%): ICA/PT, France—ICA, Canada—LAC 
and United Kingdom—SCAM, and only1 document (6%) 
has the term related to description: Spain- Associaó 
d’Arxivers de Catalunya.  

Regarding archival arrangement, 10 codes considered 
this activity as a professional conduct: International Coun-
cil of  Archives, France—AAF, Australia—ASA, Canada—
ACA, Cana-LAC, United States—ACA, United King-
dom—ARA, United Kingdom—MJ, United Kingdom—
SCAM, and Switzerland—AAS. In this context, the follow-
ing ethical values were identified: information access, re-
spect for provenance, respect for the original order, respect 
for the preservation of  the archival value of  the record, 
physical preservation of  the record, conservation, access 
and use, information security, reliability, authenticity, cus-
tody and impartiality. If  any of  these values is not identi-
fied in the archival arrangement, ethical problems can 
emerge. For instance, if  the archivist chooses to use a sub-
ject to arrange the records instead of  applying the principle 
of  provenance, the original order and the fonds can be lost 
and the reliability of  information can be compromised.  

Authenticity can also be compromised because the 
classification scheme must reflect the functions and 
structures of  the entity that creates the records. When a 
subject scheme is used, these functions and structures are 
not represented and the record cannot be considered a 
faithful representation of  the facts that it testifies. Re-
garding archival description, 7 codes considered this ac-
tivity as a professional conduct: Australia—ASA, Can-
ada—ACA, United States—ACA, United Kingdom—
ARA, United Kingdom—MJ, Spain—AAC, and Switzer-
land—AAS. In this context, the following ethical values 
were identified: physical preservation of  the records, in-
formation access, respect for provenance, respect for the 
original order, custody, information security, conserva-
tion, reliability, and impartiality. These values can be 
found when the archivist uses international rules for ar-
chival description, such as ISAD (G) and ISAAR (CPF). 
These rules allow a standardized description, respecting 
the original order and the principle of  provenance as well 
as all the aforementioned values. 
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Based on these values, we elaborated the ranking shown 
in Table 2. 

From a comparative analysis of  the values involved in 
arrangement and description, we observed that the value 

attached to access to information had the highest overall 
frequency (55%). Following this value, we found respect 
for provenance and original order (45% each), confirming 
the essentiality of  these principles as a basis for archival 

Country Values related to arrangement  Values related to description 

Australia / ASA - Respect for the preservation of  the archival 
value of  the record 

- Information access. 

- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Information access 

Canada / ACA - Access and use - Custody 

Canada / LAC - Information  security 
- Confidentiality 
- Information access 

– 

France/ AFF - Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Respect for the preservation of  the archival 

value of  the record 

– 

Spain / Associaó d’ Arxivers de Catalunya – - Conservation 

Switzerland / AAS - Physical preservation of  the record 
- Conservation 
- Information access 

- Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Custody 
- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Impartiality 

United Kingdom / ARA - Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Conservation 
- Impartiality 

- Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Information access 

United Kingdom / Ministry of  Justice  - Reliability 
- Information access 
- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Authenticity 

- Physical preservation of  the record 
- Reliability 
- Information  security 

United Kingdom / SCAM - Custody – 

United States / ACA - Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Information access 

- Respect for provenance; 
- Respect for the original order 
- Information access 

ICA / International Council on Archives - Respect for provenance 
- Respect for the original order 
- Respect for the preservation of  the archival 

value of  the record 

– 

Table 1. Comparative table of  values related to classification and description. (Source: Elaborated by the authors.) 

Position Values Number of  documents %* 
1º Information access 6 55 
2º Respect for provenance 5 45 
3º Respect for the original order 5 45 
4º Physical preservation of  the record 4 36 
5º Conservation 3 27 
6º Respect for the preservation of  the archival value of  the record 3 27 
7º Reliability 2 18 
8º Custody 2 18 
9º Information security 2 18 
10º Impartiality 2 18 
11º Authenticity 1 9 
12º Confidentiality 1 9 
13º Access and use 1 9 

Table 2. Ranking of  values. (Source: Elaborated by the authors.) 
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knowledge organization. Next, we found the values related 
to physical preservation of  the record (36%) and Conser-
vation (27%) reflecting the professional ethical commit-
ment with the maintenance of  the fonds integrity in the or-
ganization process. It is also important to point out that 
the incidence of  respect for the preservation of  the archi-
val value of  the record (27%) reaffirms what Schellenberg 
(2006) defines as a double value of  the archival records: the 
administrative value and the historical value. 

From the 13 values identified, the following 3 are re-
peated in Rego et al. (2014): respect for provenance, im-
partiality and authenticity. In order to understand the real 
importance of  each value identified in the codes of  eth-
ics, their applicability within the functions of  arrange-
ment/classification and description are presented:  
 
– Information access: this value is directly related to the 

function of  description, once it aims to give access to 
the information related to the context of  records crea-
tion and its content. This access is given by the finding 
aids and standards of  archival description, final stages 
in the process of  organization and representation of  
archival knowledge.  

– Respect for provenance and respect for the original 
order: as mentioned before, the respect for prove-
nance is the main principle for classifying archival re-
cords/documents. When the archivist chooses for 
classifying the records based on its provenance and ac-
tivities, and not on its subject, he/she guarantees the 
respect for the principle of  original order, not com-
mitting its reliability as faithful record of  the activities 
of  institutions. 

– Physical preservation and conservation of  the record: 
these values are connected with archival description 
when the archivist creates finding aids that replace the 
document, representing its story and content, so the 
user does not have to have direct access to it, which 
also ensures its integrity. The preservation and conser-
vation is also presented in the moment of  physical 
storage, when the archivist chooses installations and 
procedures that ensures the safeguard of  documents. 

– Respect for the preservation of  the archival value of  the 
record: the archival value of  record is related to its use. 
The first use of  a record is related to its creation, with 
the use the creator does of  it. It is called administrative 
value, or primary use. The second use is related to its 
use for other people, and it is called historical value or 
secondary use. The archivist should know how to rec-
ognize these values in the moment of  classification, so 
he/she can stipulate the guard deadlines for it, and 
elaborate the evaluation and description instruments. 

– Reliability: although the codes of  ethics refer to the re-
liability of  creation of  the records (external reliability), 

it is also important to consider the reliability of  the ac-
tivities of  classification and description (internal reli-
ability), when the archivist uses his/her “power to 
name” (Olson 2002). 

– Custody: this value is intrinsically connected with the 
function of  archival description, once it regards with 
the guard and protection of  documents by the entity 
that has the juridical responsibility for it. The guard 
and protection of  the documents is done through its 
physical and intellectual organization and is reflected 
on the finding aids elaborated to replace the docu-
ments and to recreate its contexts and relationships. 

– Information security: the security of  information is 
guaranteed by the archivist when he/she classifies 
documents that should be protected and kept in se-
cret, and when he/she describes only the information 
that can be disclosed, in the moment of  description, 
omitting data that cannot be disclosed for any reason. 

– Impartiality: the archivist should aim to be impartial in 
his/her professional practice, to offer his service to all, 
since his performance stems from a power given to 
him/her by society. This search for impartiality should 
always be oriented to facilitate the access to the docu-
ments to the largest number of  users, issues understood 
related to cultural diversity (Delmas 2010, Beghtol 
2002). 

– Authenticity: when classification schemes reflect the 
functions and structures of  the entity that creates the 
records through a faithful representation of  the facts, in 
order to testify it. When this faithful representation is 
present on classification, authenticity value is reached.  

– Confidentiality: when the archivist ensures the safe-
guard of  any archival information, which has been 
previously protected by law.  

– Access and use: this value is directly linked with the 
description functions, since it is the moment they can 
be considered as mediating activities that aim to give 
access to archival information, in addition to make the 
use of  this information possible. 

 
Guimarães et al (2008) identified a group of  23 articles 
whose contents were related to the ethical question in 
KOR and grouped the values in three spheres: 
 

a) Superior values which must guide all the infor-
mation activity; 
b) Values previously recognized as professional re-
quirements because they are essential to the action 
of  an information professional; and, 
c) Values previously considered as mere informa-
tion retrieval measures, but recognized today as part 
of  the axiological universe of  KOR. 
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Based on Guimarães et al. (2008), we noticed that the 
values identified in our study can also be inserted in these 
spheres as follows: 
 
– Superior values which must guide all the information 

activity: information access, respect for provenance, 
respect for the original order, physical preservation of  
the record, conservation, respect for the preservation 
of  the archival value of  the record, reliability, custody, 
information security, authenticity, confidentiality, ac-
cess and use. 

– Values previously recognized as professional require-
ments because they are essential to the action of  an in-
formation professional: impartiality and confidentiality.  

 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
Ethical issues are strongly perceived in relation to the 
professional practice regarding archival arrangement and 
description. This reveals that the professional associa-
tions of  archivists assume ethical issues as inherent of  
the entire process of  organization and representation of  
information. The concluded values confirm the results 
previously obtained by Guimarães et al. (2008) regarding 
librarians’ practice (access to information, reliability, in-
formation security, reliability and easiness of  use) and 
Rego et. al. (2014) and also includes new specific values 
related to the archival practice such as respect for the 
provenance, respect for the original order, physical pres-
ervation of  the record, conservation, respect for the 
preservation of  the archival value of  the record, and cus-
tody. These aspects show maturation in the archival pro-
fessional legislation, since such deontological dimensions 
seem to be strongly grounded on a solid axiological sub-
strate of  the area. 
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