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Helpsheet 6: Significance  

In this section you will be providing a statement of significance to support your 

application for funding.  

24. Please provide a statement of significance for the collection you have 

selected for cataloguing. (max 600 words)  

What is a statement of significance?  

A statement of significance is a concise statement that summarises the importance 

of the collection by highlighting its strengths and assessing its value to different 

audience groups. There is no specific structure for a statement of significance, but it 

should focus on the aspects of your collection that are of highest importance and 

value in your own particular circumstances. For Archives Revealed, the statement of 

significance provides you with the opportunity to present your case and convince us 

that your collection is special, unique and of clear value to your audiences who 

would clearly benefit from the collection being catalogued and made more 

accessible. 

Please ensure that the focus of your statement of significance is the collection that 

you are intending to catalogue. The significance of the wider collections in your 

archive, or the significance of the organisation itself, can add important supporting 

information for your argument, but the main focus should be on the significance of 

the collection to be catalogued.  

How do you write a statement of significance? 

A statement of significance is often the outcome of a significance assessment 

process. A significance assessment can be as long or short as needed depending on 

the size and type of item or collection being assessed. It involves asking yourself, or 

your archive service, a series of questions about the collection covering topics such 

as rarity, provenance, and historical value. Your responses to these questions can 

be summarised and form your statement of significance.  
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In this guidance, we will provide you with a series of prompting questions under 

different topics to enable you to undertake a significance assessment on your 

collection. You can then use your responses to write your statement of significance.   

How do I carry out a significance assessment? 

One person can carry out a significance assessment on their own, but you might find 

it useful to do the assessment together with some colleagues or users. This ensures 

multiple perspectives can be taken into account and makes the outcome more 

objective. You can even try a more in-depth assessment, and ask experts in the 

subject matter or collection to join you in your assessment. 

There are many ways to carry out a significance assessment, and you are free to 

use whichever structure or method of your choice. However, we have developed the 

following prompting questions to help you structure and guide your 

discussion/assessment of significance if you wish to use them.  

Remember that the focus of the assessment in this case is to argue for funding 

support, so keep this in mind as the objective for the discussion. Summarise your 

responses for each topic in bullet points, and then use your summary to write a 

concise, well-argued statement of significance.  

It is not necessary to cover every point outlined below in the prompting questions. 

Your collection will be strong in some categories and weaker in others, so focus your 

statement on the areas of strength for your collection.  After you have completed 

your statement of significance – read it through and check: 

 Have we clearly highlighted the strengths of the collection or the elements that 

make it so special? 

 Have we demonstrated why this collection is important in comparison to 

others, showing that we have an understanding of how it compares to similar 

known collections? 

Significance Assessment - Questions to consider:  

Provenance 

 Do you know who created the collection, collected it or used it? Do you know 

when and why? Who was it created for? What evidence do you have of this?  
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 Do you know how, when, why and from whom the collection was acquired? 

 Is there a well evidenced chain of ownership and use?  

 If digital, is the provenance reliable? Is there relevant metadata attached to 

the record and is it reliable? 

 Is the provenance unusually well documented for this of collection?  

 Is the creator/owner of particular interest – either for a particular audience 

group, region, or community?  

 Does its provenance link the collection to an event, person, place or theme of 

particular interest to your audiences, region or community?  

 Does its provenance have any relevance to a formal learning framework – 

such as the National Curriculum, or a current degree course, or a non-formal 

learning activity or group?  

 Does its provenance have any relevance or importance to your archive 

service or your organisation?  

 Was its acquisition part of a defined, proactive collecting plan? Was it 

acquired with external support or funding? 

Rarity 

(While it can be argued that all archives are unique – it is still a useful exercise to 

analyse how unique your collection is in comparison to others, as this may 

strengthen your argument for significance) 

 Is the collection unique, rare or very unusual compared to other known 

collections? What makes it different from other similar collections? 

 Is it a particular fine example of a collection of its type? Could it be described 

as an outstanding example or iconic – either within your organisation’s 

collections, of wider in the UK or worldwide? 

 Is it interesting as a typical example of its type, with different characteristics 

that make it stand out from similar collections? 

 Is it a collection that is rarely accessible for viewing or for research compared 

with similar known collections in your organisation or elsewhere? 

 Is it the only, or the best example of this type of collection or subject, available 

to one of your audiences, region or community?  

 Is it the only, of the best example in the region, country, or worldwide?  
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Condition/Completeness  

 Is the collection intact/complete? If digital – is there a reliable audit trail which 

ensures it is accurate and unchanged?  

 Is the collection in good condition? Is it in better condition than other similar 

collections? 

 Can the collection be safely handled by researchers and staff? 

 If items in the collection have been damaged, does this tell you anything 

about its history, ownership or use? 

 If items in the collection have been repaired, does this tell you anything about 

its history or changes in ownership or use? 

 Has any repair been sympathetic and sensitive to the item?  

 Do you have a record of any repairs carried out while in your care? 

 Is there anything about the condition of the collection that would have 

resonance with one of your particular audience groups, region or community? 

 
Historical, Cultural or Scientific meaning 

 Does the collection reflect, illuminate or could be associated with a particular 
theme, person, group, organisation , event, place or activity of cultural, 
historical or scientific significance? This could relate to audiences locally, 
regionally or worldwide? 

 Does it reflect or illuminate the beliefs, ideas, customs, traditions or practices 
of any particular group or community? 

 Is the collection currently used for academic or other research, or for 
answering enquiries? If not – have you had any interest or enquiries from 
users about the potential use of the collection? 

 Has it ever been loaned or requested for loan for display or research use by 
other heritage organisations? 

 Does it have any special historic or cultural interest for one of your audience 
groups, your region or your community? 

 Does it have any relevance to a formal learning framework – such as the 

National Curriculum, or a current degree course, or a non-formal learning 

activity or group?  

 Does the collection help to enrich understanding of other items in your 
collection, or other collections elsewhere?  

 
Sensory and Emotional Impact 
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 Do any of the items in the collection have a strong visual/sensory impact for 

your different audience groups?  

 Is there anything about the collection that might have particular resonance 

with one of your audience groups, your locality, your region or your 

community?  

 Is the use of language, format, or style in any way innovative or influential? 

Does the collection demonstrate or reflect outstanding creativity or innovation 

that would evoke a strong response?   

 Might the collection evoke a strong personal or cultural response? 

 Is the impact of the collection affected by its condition? 

 Is it an outstanding example of design, technique, style or format which might 

have national or international significance – which would evoke a strong 

response from the user or audience member?  

 

Marketing/exploitability potential  

 Will access to the collection be controlled in any way – due to sensitivity, 

records closure periods etc? 

 Could the collection, or items within the collection, support marketing, income 

generation or profile raising for your organisation? Would this support tourism 

or economic activity in your region or community? 

 If it is available online (partial catalogue, or brief listing or summary) - is 

information about it regularly accessed?  

 


