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Abstract:  

For the past few years The National Archives has been working to completely rebuild its 

online resources and extend our Discovery service to describe records held by other archives. 

The end result is the largest online archival finding aid in the UK, containing more than 32 

million descriptions of records from The National Archives and more than 2,500 archives 

around the country. Discovery will help to realize a long-held ambition to develop a 

comprehensive and collaborative resource discovery tool for archives and their users.  

The National Archives embarked on the ‘Finding Archives’ project to incorporate 

information from numerous systems into Discovery, its new online catalogue. Integrating 

these different datasets has proven to be a challenging process. This paper will outline the 

rationale for the project, its goals, progress so far, and next steps. Particular attention will be 

given to the collaborative approach underpinning the project, the philosophy of user centred 

design, open use of data, and the ways various information and archival standards helped to 

shape Discovery.  

Discovery is available at: http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/  

 

  

http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/


The National Archives is the official archive and publisher for the UK government, and for 

England and Wales; its current role is to collect, preserve, and provide access to the record of 

government
1
. Its growing collection comprises more than 11 million historical government 

and public records, including paper, parchment, photographs, maps, and digital records. In 

addition to its core collection, The National Archives plays a key role leading archives in 

England, a responsibility it assumed in 2011
2
.  

 

In an effort to promote access to archives, and enhance the experience for its users, The 

National Archives has developed a new service, called Discovery
3
. Initially, Discovery was 

designed to replace a number of aging platforms describing records held by The National 

Archives, including ‘The Catalogue’ and ‘DocumentsOnline’
4
. By 2013, those services had 

been withdrawn and Discovery was now the only place where users could search for 

information about records held by The National Archives. The development of Discovery 

supported the UK government policy on archives, Archives for the 21st century, which 

recommended that archives should be more accessible online. The policy called for 

‘comprehensive online access for archive discovery through catalogues and to digitized 

archive content by citizens at a time and place that suits them’
5
. With this in mind, and in 

support of its role as sector lead, The National Archives’ 2012 action plan made a further 

commitment to ‘extend… Discovery to provide a single point of online access to catalogue 

and organisational data from across the archive sector’
6
. 

                                                      
1 The National Archives, Who We Are, http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/who-we-
are.htm, (accessed, 3/4/2015) 
2 The National Archives, Our leadership role, http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-
sector/our-leadership-role.htm, (accessed, 4/4/2015) 
3 The National Archives, Discovery, http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, (accessed, 
5/4/2015) 
4 ‘The Catalogue’, formerly ‘PROCat’ was a database of record references with 
accompanying summary descriptions; it was initially derived from paper catalogues 
available at The National Archives and augmented by a continuing programme of 
cataloguing projects. ‘DocumentsOnline’ was a companion service that enabled users to 
search and access (on a pay per view basis) digitised versions of records held by The 
National Archives. 
5 HM Government, Archives for the 21st Century, p. 5, available at: 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/archives-for-
the-21st-century.pdf, (accessed, 9/4/2015) 
6 The National Archives, Archives for the 21st Century in action: refreshed 2012-2015, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/archives/archives21centuryrefreshed-
final.pdf, (accessed, 9/4/2015) 
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By 2014, content from four more services had been migrated to Discovery, resulting in a 

service describing more than 32 million descriptions of records held by The National 

Archives, and more than 2,500 archives across the UK
7
. Although development of Discovery 

will continue into 2015 and beyond, this achievement represents a significant step towards 

providing a single point of access to most comprehensive set of archive catalogues and 

related finding aids. This paper will outline how and why The National Archives has made 

that step, and what differentiates Discovery from previous services. 

 

Discovery has been extended to include data derived from four existing services, all of which 

were hosted and maintained by The National Archives:  

 

• National Register of Archives (NRA)  

• Directory of Archives (ARCHON)  

• Access to Archives (A2A)  

• Manorial Documents Register (MDR)  

 

Although The National Archives formally acquired responsibilities to lead the archives sector 

in 2011, it has a long-standing commitment to the wider archive sector and securing the long-

term health of the nation’s archival heritage. The National Archives, in its current guise, was 

formed as recently as 2003, following the merger of the Public Record Office and the 

Historical Manuscripts Commission
8
. The Public Record Office derived its functions from 

legislation, chiefly the Public Records Acts, while the Historical Manuscripts Commission 

was handed a clear remit by Royal Warrant. Both bodies could trace their history to the 

Victorian period, the Public Record Office being established first in 1838 and the Historical 

Manuscripts Commission following a generation later in 1869. By the mid twentieth century, 

the reports and calendars of the Commission had shed great light on the archival landscape in 

the United Kingdom, but their coverage was still far from comprehensive. To address these 

limitations, post-war resolve inaugurated a new entity, the National Register of Archives 

                                                      
7 The true number is actually somewhere in excess of this, but many collections noted as 
being ‘held privately’ are not identified by location in Discovery. Staff at The National 
Archives and their colleagues in local repositories handle enquiries requesting access to 
these collections. 
8 The National Archives, Who We Are – Our History, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/who-we-are.htm, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/who-we-are.htm


(NRA). The NRA was enshrined in a revised version of the Royal Warrant, which called on 

the Commission to ‘make enquiry as to the existence and location of manuscripts, including 

records or archives of all kinds, of value for the study of history, other than records which are 

for the time being public records by virtue of the Public Records Acts’ and ‘record particulars 

of such manuscripts and records in a national register thereof’
9
. The NRA quickly amassed 

thousands of lists and catalogues describing collections in public and private hands across the 

UK
10

. The accompanying indexes identified the individuals, families, businesses and 

organisations that created the records. These indexes were invaluable for researchers, and 

were the principle access point for the UK’s first aggregation of archival finding aids and by 

the mid 1990s these indexes were available online. The indexes rapidly grew to include more 

than 200,000 terms, noting more than half a million collections. 

 

Following merger of the Public Records Office and the Historical Manuscripts Commission 

in 2003 to form The National Archives, the Warrant was again amended and the Chief 

Executive of the National Archives assumed dual responsibilities of Keeper of Public 

Records to become the sole Historical Manuscripts Commissioner. The NRA continued to be 

developed and the indexes were available via nationalarchives.gov.uk.  

 

Other resources complimented the indexes to the NRA. The ARCHON Directory, for 

example, provided users with a searchable database of contact details for archive repositories 

in the UK. It also served as an access point to the NRA, as it enabled users to quickly identify 

which collections were held by a particular repository. Access to Archives (A2A), 

meanwhile, attempted to put flesh on the bones of the NRA by providing multi-level 

catalogues for repositories without their own online catalogues. The A2A platform stimulated 

the development of online finding aids in the UK, and in the end more than 400 repositories 

took part in the project before funding was discontinued in 2008. Even so it remained the 

largest aggregation in the UK in terms of raw numbers, with 10 million individual catalogue 

entries, though it fell well short of the breadth of coverage offered by the NRA. 

 

                                                      
9 The National Archives, Historical Manuscripts Commission Warrant, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/legislation/hmc-warrant/, 
(accessed, 9/4/2015) 
10 Where substantial collections relating to British History are identified overseas, 
information about them has also been added to the NRA. 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/legislation/hmc-warrant/


In 2011, The National Archives began to consult key stakeholders about the future of these 

services, recognizing that the platforms were aging and may no longer meet user need.  This 

marked the start of what became known as the Finding Archives project. At this point 

Discovery was already being developed to supersede The Catalogue and DocumentsOnline, 

but it was by no means certain at that point that it would be extended to incorporate more 

resources, or if users wanted an integrated service. 

 

In the first phase of the project The National Archives reviewed these resources and gathered 

feedback from both users and contributors (repositories that provide us with information 

about their collections). This information was used to make informed recommendations for 

the future. The National Archives held focus groups and ran an online survey and collected 

feedback from staff in its Archives Sector Development team, which manages these services. 

The end result was more than 400 detailed requirements, and 50 high level user requirements 

that could be used to inform the development phase. It was at this point that it became clear 

that Discovery was a platform that could be developed and extended to include the content 

from these resources. 

 

Despite capturing so many requirements, and gaining quite a clear understanding of what 

users and contributors would like to see, the Finding Archives project represented a 

significant intellectual and technical challenge, largely because the legacy system were all 

structured differently, and had many different requirements including numerous features that 

had not been required in the initial release of Discovery. The first challenge was how to 

migrate the data, and how to build a user interface that could satisfy these diverse 

requirements. From the outset the development was iterative, and regular updates to our beta 

version meant that Discovery was refreshed gradually. This is in contrast to the ‘big bang’ 

development approach that was often used on the first generation of National Archives online 

resource. Communicating the rationale for this method has been a consistent challenge, as 

some users can be frustrated that not all of their desired features are not in place from the 

outset. 

 

The systems development team at The National Archives has developed discovery from the 

ground up. This means that the look, feel, and functionality of the system are highly 

configurable, but it is a resource intensive process and so it is imperative that any 

developments to the application are based on clearly defined requirements, and are planned 



carefully in advance. To aid that process, the early development phase of the Finding 

Archives project relied heavily on mock-ups and wireframes, which require much less 

development effort. Before these wireframes were developed further, they were subjected to 

rigorous user testing. This testing was conducted in a variety of ways, including seeking on 

the spot feedback from users on new designs, more formal one to one hour-long sessions with 

our users, and via online feedback
11

. This ensures that any developments are justified, 

informed, and user centred. The National Archives is now committed to developing all of its 

online services according to a philosophy of user centred design, which aims to provide the 

services and content that its users need
12

. 

 

These sessions, coupled with the iterative approached resulted in a first functioning beta 

version of the extended Discovery was ready by the end of 2013. The first version of 

Discovery contained content from the National Register of Archives, and the ARCHON 

directory. For the first time, users of Discovery could search for information about collections 

held elsewhere alongside The National Archives’ own catalogue data.  

 

The beta version was a radical departure from prior versions of Discovery in terms of its form 

and function. A new tabbed design was introduced to enable rapid switching between 

information about records, and record creators. This design ensured that the name authority 

content painstakingly compiled by decades of work on the indexes NRA could still be easily 

surfaced. The record creator tab enables users to disambiguate queries, and quickly focus 

their research on a particular person or organisation, where they might otherwise be faced 

with hundreds of thousands of records results.  

 

Another key distinction was the ability to filter search results according to where records are 

held. Feedback on prior systems, most notably A2A, was that it was not always clear to users 

where records are held. The design of Discovery emphasises the fact that records are held in 

different places by making this the first filter option in the left hand pane of the interface, and 

including it in every result hit. The option to quickly select just The National Archives 

records was driven by a clear need to give on-site users the ability to look for content that 

                                                      
11 Paul Lamey, The National Archives Blog - Sketchy Behaviour, 2014, 
http://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/sketchy-behaviour/, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 
12 UK Government Service Design Manual, User Centred Design, 
https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 

http://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/sketchy-behaviour/
https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design


they could immediately access. It also helped to ease the transition from the old version of 

Discovery, since it allowed users to query the same dataset as they had been used to. 

 

The Finding Archives project resulted in a major overhaul of how Discovery functioned, but 

also how it looked. Reacting to the changing ways users access and interact with the web, the 

new version of Discovery was designed to be responsive
13

. Responsive web-pages optimise 

for the device and screen size on which they are being read. This approach eliminates the 

need for a separate mobile website, and ensures that users accessing Discovery on a mobile 

or tablet device are able to access its full range of features. This was another significant 

challenge, but one successfully met by the Web team, who recognised the need to implement 

responsive design at an early stage. By September 2014, the number of users accessing The 

National Archives website via desktop devices had fallen to 70%, with 17% and 13% using 

tablet and mobile devices respectively. Responsive web design is also being gradually 

extended to the rest of The National Archives website, with the aim of providing a seamless 

experience across the website. 

 

One of the most significant challenges was the design of the Discovery home page, 

specifically what to include
14

. Numerous designs were tested, including multiple search 

boxes for the different tabs, extra options that could be revealed at a click of a button, and 

different combinations of both. In the end, the leading design was a single search box, 

without tabs, with the only options to select records held by The National Archives, and 

records that are available to download from The National Archives. This design is a marked 

contrast with previous systems, particularly A2A and NRA, which were characterised by 

complex homepages. One aim of this approach is to lower the bar for users, enabling them to 

immediately search Discovery, rather than navigating a series of complex options that may 

not be familiar to them. It also echoes the clean and clear design of many leading web search 

engines, and so reinforces the sense of familiarity. 

 

This minimalism does not extend throughout Discovery, as the Finding Archives 

requirements clearly identified a number of advanced search features. These are all available 

                                                      
13 Wikipedia, Responsive Web Design, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Responsive_web_design, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 
14 The National Archives, Discovery, http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, (accessed, 
11/4/2015) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Responsive_web_design
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/


via Discovery’s advanced search pages
15

. The two-tab design of the Discovery search results 

is mirrored here, giving a set of options for records and record creators. The records advanced 

search is an extension of the design developed for the first version of Discovery, but with 

added features to search by specific archives. The record creator search, meanwhile, offers 

users the option to search by creator type, i.e. Business, Organisation, Family, Person, 

Diaries, and Manors. For some of those options additional categories can be selected to 

narrow results further. Using the search boxes above also search several elements of the name 

authority metadata, including the authority name, alternative names, and associated places. 

These advanced options permit users to very quickly generate manageable result sets 

comprising relevant information on specific topics
16

. 

 

Users of the new version of Discovery may quickly encounter records that are not held by 

The National Archives. To provide clear information about how to access these records, and 

where to go, it was necessary to develop a suitable successor to the ARCHON Directory. The 

new ‘Find an archive’ service within Discovery is designed to serve that purpose. This 

element of Discovery was subject to the same prototyping and testing process and resulted in 

an entirely new approach with Google Maps integration, clear listing of collections, and 

increased prominence on the TNA website, appearing at the foot of the Discovery 

homepage
17

. Searching using the ‘find an archive’ service also reveals new options to filter 

by location and type of repository.  

 

These features – and more – all summarised in brief here, have required explanation to and 

patience on behalf of Discovery’s users. Traditional help and research guidance pages have 

all been re-written to take into account the changes. New content has been crafted to explain 

many of Discovery’s unique features, and numerous blogs and articles have attempted to 

convey the news to a wide audience. New features, such as a dynamic page tour, have 

                                                      
15 The National Archives, Discovery – Advanced Search, 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/advanced-search, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 
16 In this example search, a list of 22 textile machinery manufacturers for the period 1750-
1850 is quickly generated: 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/results/c?_aq=*&_ep=&_or1=&_or2=&_or3=&_nq
1=&_nq2=&_nq3=&_naet=B&_nac=41&_nasc=425&_dss=range&_sd=1750&_ed=1850&_st
=adv&_col=500&name=Search, (accessed, 11/5/2015) 
17 The National Archives, Discovery – Find an archive search box, 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/#archive, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 
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attempted to provide in-system guidance
18

. Webinars and online chat technology are also 

planned to provide users with more immediate guidance and decrease the learning curve
19

.  

 

Despite all the progress noted above, Discovery and the Finding Archives project, are still 

very much works in progress. The next steps will be some of the most significant and 

ambitious. First of all, access to the legacy systems (A2A, ARCHON, MDR, and NRA) will 

be withdrawn in a phased process in 2014 and 2015. Withdrawing these services is a huge 

undertaking and the infrastructure has to be able to handle the transition. One of the most 

significant pieces of work is to replace tens of thousands of existing hyperlinks to legacy 

systems, across The National Archives website and beyond. Several million URL redirects 

have to be readied to ensure that users with bookmarks do not hit a dead end, and the 

transition is as seamless as possible. Once this is achieved, and new help and guidance pages 

are ready, National Archives staff will be able to focus on developing and maintaining a 

single service. 

 

The project has entered the early stages of developing new administrative tools for 

Discovery. These will enable other archives to contribute data directly to Discovery. The 

ambition here is to offer quicker and more convenient ways of contributing full catalogues, 

accession or collection level content, name authorities and more. The objective, by 

incorporating all this content, is to make Discovery the most comprehensive and widely used 

resource discovery tool, thereby realizing a key element of the UK Government policy for 

archives. 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
18 The new page guides are developed using an open source solution developed by LinkedIn, 
available at: http://linkedin.github.io/hopscotch/, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 
19 Keith Mitchell, The National Archive blog – Let’s Chat, 2013, 
http://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/lets-chat/, (accessed, 11/4/2015) 

http://linkedin.github.io/hopscotch/
http://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/lets-chat/


 

Figure 1 - The Discovery homepage 



 
Figure 2 - Discovery search results mobile view 

 



  
Figure 3 - Grouping and gathering requirements on sticky notes 

 
 


