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 1. Purpose of the Guide 
The Guide to Completing a Survey of Physical Records is designed to assist public offices 

and local authorities to systematically locate and identify the physical records that they 

hold, particularly when those records have become disordered.  

It will enable you to prepare a survey list of records that can be used as a basis for other 

records management work such as preparing an appraisal report, sentencing records for 

destruction and improving storage arrangements.     

A records survey is a comprehensive inventory or census of an organisation’s records 

and recordkeeping systems. It gives you an objective picture of your organisation’s 

record collections and their uses, and helps you to assess the overall level of knowledge 

of records management in your organisation. 

 

 2. Scope of the Records Survey 
Scope and plan your records survey carefully to suit your organisation and resources. 

You will need to: 

 specify the aims and objectives of the survey, 

 obtain approval and authority from senior management to conduct the survey 

(this may include arranging staff time to complete the survey and training for 

them), 

 communicate with all areas of the organisation about the survey and how it will 

affect their work, 

 collect data by physical observation or questionnaire, 

 record information about each record series or system on a standard form, 

 analyse the data collected to identify problems, risks and possible cost savings. 

 

The survey should include all the different kinds of physical records held by the 

organisation, including: 

 files registered in a filing system 

 un-filed papers or working files 

 volumes and registers 

 maps, plans and drawings 
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 photographic media including photographs, film, microforms, and x-rays 

 magnetic media such as floppy discs, digital tape, video and audio cassettes 

 optical discs such as CDs and DVDs. 

Do not include digital records such as email, electronic documents and databases as the 

storage and other requirements for these records are quite different. You may, 

however, decide to plan a survey of digital records as a separate project. 

 

 

 3. Locate the Records 
On-site   

Thoroughly check all filing areas, both official and unofficial. Include the basement, 

storage rooms and shelving in work areas. Declare a records amnesty and request staff 

to identify or surrender any old records or recordkeeping systems that they know about 

but have been forgotten by the organisation. Ascertain whether the records are in use 

or not. 

 

Off-site   

Does your organisation have records in off-site or commercial storage? Check with your 

financial team as you may be paying for storage of records you do not know about. 

Also find out whether your organisation has at any stage transferred records to a 

community archives, such as the Alexander Turnbull Library.   

 

 

 4. Prepare to Examine the Records 
On-site   

Identify any hazardous conditions for staff and records.  Without disturbing the order of 

the records, try and arrange a safe and comfortable working area for your staff.   

 

Off-site   

Once you know the quantity of records, arrange for them to be moved to a space 

where they can be examined. If you are dealing with a large amount of records you may 

decide to take a sample of the records or examine them in stages. To save on retrieval 

costs, select as many boxes as you require in order to gain an accurate picture of the 

state of the records. 
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Make a note of whether the records are at risk, i.e. records that are stored in areas that 

do not meet the Archives New Zealand Storage Standard or are in danger of being 

damaged. Consult the Guide to Best Practice in Storage for guidance. Identify records 

that need preservation attention such as those that are damaged, fragile, mouldy or 

insect infested.   

 

 

 5. Identify Records 
The next step is to identify how the types of records you have located are related or 

grouped. To achieve this you need to undertake some background research into your 

organisation (or the predecessor organisations that may have created the records). 

There are a number of sources that will inform you about the types of records your 

organisation has created over time. 

Places to check first: 

 formal sources of information including records lists, old registers, and card 

indexes, 

 the boxes themselves may contain clues, e.g. the order they are stored in, the 

way they are labelled and/or colour coded. Check the last box and first box for a 

list of the records – this is often where a list is filed. 

You may also, if time and resources allow: 

 check Archway, Archives New Zealand’s online finding aid, and establish the 

chain of custody of the records that have been previously transferred, i.e. 

determine which previous public office created and/or controlled the records, 

 collect old organisational structure charts, 

 contact previous records managers, 

 speak to long-term employees who may know about old filing systems and class 

structures and the information the files hold, 

 find out who boxed the records. Also talk to your Property Services team (or 

equivalent) as they are often involved when an employee clears out their 

desk/office before leaving the organisation, 

 look at old organisational reporting documents held in your library such as 

statements of intent and annual reports, 

 official publications often contain useful information on the types of records 

organisations created, e.g. the Directory of Official Information, annual reports 

and Appendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives. 
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 6. Survey a Sample of Records 
Perform a systematic sampling of the records to identify if a filing system or another 

system of arranging the records was used. If the records are held in files, identify if 

there is a numbering system in place and provide a general description of the files, i.e. 

finance files, multiple number subject files, etc.  The sample should be large enough for 

you to gain an accurate picture of the records you hold without using up too much staff 

time and resources. Estimate the total number of boxes and their content from the 

sample. 

 

 

 7. Prepare a Survey List 
Using the information gathered in the previous four steps, create an inventory that 

contains the following information: 

 public office/local authority that created the records (your agency may have 

inherited records from predecessor agencies), 

 the types or groups of records, 

 description of the records (this may of the groups of records if you are dealing 

with large quantities), 

 current location of the records, 

 condition of the records, 

 format of the records, e.g. paper, film, CD, etc. 

 if you think access to any groups of records needs to be restricted refer to 

Archives New Zealand’s Guide Making Access Decisions under the Public 

Records Act for guidance, 

 quantity of each type or grouping of records, 

 a rough date range for the records. 

Do not spend too much time on attempting to classify records that have no contextual 

information (i.e. you do not know what they are, who produced them or their business 

purpose). 

Use the information you have collected to complete the Archives New Zealand Records 

Survey List.  Once you have completed the form contact the Appraisal section at 

Archives New Zealand to discuss your next steps.  

Email: appraisal@archives.govt.nz 

Website: www.archives.govt.nz 



  

 
PAGE 8 August 2009:  Guide to Completing a Survey of Physical Records 

 

 8. Checklist for Conducting a Records 
Survey 

STEP ONE: LOCATE RECORDS NO YES N/A 

Central filing area    

Storage cupboards    

Basement    

Secondary storage provider    

Previously transferred records    

 

STEP TWO: PREPARE RECORDS FOR 
EXAMINIATION 

NO YES N/A 

Arrange safe, comfortable working area    

Retrieve records from secondary storage provider    

Note records that are at risk    

 

STEP THREE: PERFORM BACKGROUND 
RESEARCH 

NO YES N/A 

Check records lists, registers and indexes    

Check box labels    

      Possible Additional Research:    

Check Archway    

Locate old organisational chart structures    
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STEP THREE: PERFORM BACKGROUND 
RESEARCH 

NO YES N/A 

Speak to previous records managers    

Identify previous custodians of boxes    

 

STEP FOUR: SURVEY SAMPLE OF RECORDS NO YES N/A 

Decide a sample method    

Gather sample selection    

Estimate number of boxes and their content    

Estimate number of linear meters of records    

 

STEP FIVE: PREPARE A SURVEY LIST NO YES N/A 

Create records inventory    

Complete Archives New Zealand Records Survey 
List 

   

  

STEP SIX: CONTACT THE APPRAISAL SECTION 

Contact the Appraisal section at Archives New Zealand by 

email: appraisal@archives.govt.nz 

 

For further advice, please contact the Government Recordkeeping Group at Archives 

New Zealand: rkadvice@archives.govt.nz 
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