
Preparing to 
conduct research

Not everyone’s life is recorded 

equally.  The rich and famous leave 

behind thousands of photographs, 

newsclippings, and bank statements. 

Powerful organizations produce 

stacks of reports, memos, and 

correspondence.  But radicals, 

laborers, women, children, and 

immigrants, as well as poor

   communities and oral 

  cultures, are less likely 

  to leave a trace.  Of 

  course, so record is a 

  substitute for a real 

events, person, or institution anyway. 

But history requires primary sources. 

So if we’re going to rewrite history to 

include people who have been under- 

or mis-represented, then we need 

new approaches for defining, 

locating, and interpreting “records.” 

The first step to understanding the 

sources of bias in collections and 

archives, so that we don’t reinforce 

the bias when we conduct our 

research.  

Bias in selection of materials

Some things never get recorded because they 

aren’t valued by the people with the technology, 

power, and foresight to do the recording.  And 

some things that do get recorded are taken out of 

context or labeled incorrectly.  Plus, record-keepers 

and archivists have to make choices about what to 

keep and what to throw away, and those choices 

may be based on funding opportunities or space 

constraints rather than the value of the records.

Bias in organization and 
description of materials

When archivists process a collection, they try to 

keep the records in their original order.  Often this 

means that documents are labeled according to 

the titles and offices of the people who created 

them.  This allows researchers to look at the 

documents in their original context.  However, it 

also means that the language and values of the 

people who created the documents will be 

communicated through the collection.  

Research Strategies

 Examine your own bias: What do you expect to 

find and where do you expect to find it?  How 

can you broaden your search?

 Talk to the archivist: She may know about 

materials that aren’t mentioned in the finding 

aid and be able to refer you to other 

collections.

 Read the finding aid: It often contains 

information about the context in which 

the records were created and the 

condition in which they arrived at the 

archive.

 Look for code words: Get familiar with 

the jargon, slang, nicknames, and 

euphemisms of the people who created 

the records.

 Ask why things are missing: Were the 

records from a certain time period 

destroyed or did they never exist?

 Consider material culture: Study 

scrapbooks, photographs, and realia as 

well as more traditional records like 

meeting minutes and census data.

 Search by time period, geographic 

region, and family name: Studies show 

that researchers most often use names 

as access points, but just because 

someone isn’t named in the finding aid 

doesn’t mean the collection doesn’t 

include information about that person.

 Don’t rely on other people’s research: Try 

to find original manuscripts rather than 

published primary sources and don’t 

assume that the citations in other 

people’s articles are a complete list of 

available resources on a subject. 

 Be thorough and trust your instincts.
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