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WHY USE THEMED 
COLLECTIONS

Fighting chaos and serving researchers



Short Answer: Organization and 
Flexibility

Mitchell Printing Co. Collection, P0003, Indiana Historical Society



A little background on Indiana Historical Society Digital Collections

• First uploads were in 1999

• Original focus was on images, though we now offer multiple formats

• We have 123 Digital Collections—69 collection-based and 54 

themed—containing about 90,000 items

Collections-based organization worked as long as we were focused on 

providing access in those blocks.



Photographers' Collections

Bass Photo Company Collection, P0130, 

Indiana Historical Society

The Bretzman Collection, Indiana 

Historical Society
Mary Lyon Taylor Collection, P0178, Indiana 

Historical Society



Folios, company records, small important collections

The Aboriginal Port-folio,

E89 .L67 1836, Indiana Historical 

Society

Cincinnati Car Corporation 

Collection, P0376, Indiana 

Historical Society

Froebel School Boycott Petitions 

Collection, SC3154, Indiana 

Historical Society



Adding 
items singly 
doesn’t 
make them 
strays—
they’re just 
outside 
their neat 
packaging.

Blackford County Historical Society, Indiana Historical Society



Why add them this way?

•Because of their importance

• Iconic images

•Material gleaned from researcher requests

• Images for our online exhibit platform, 
Destination Indiana

https://destination-indiana.com/#sort=popular


Chaos or an infestation of Tribbles?

General Picture Collection, P0411, Indiana Historical Society





Examples of Themed Collections
• African American History

• Art and Artists of Indiana

• Civil War Home Front

• Civil War Military Front

• Civil War Materials

• Indiana Historical Society Moving Images

• Lew Wallace Collection

• Panoramic Photograph Images

• Women’s History

• Nineteen’s 19

https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll72
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll51
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/civil-war
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/cwmf
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc008
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll75
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/M0292
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc013
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/womenshistory
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc007


Themed Collections from Collecting 
Initiatives

• East Asia Heritage

• Indiana LGBTQ

• Indianapolis Bicentennial

• Latino and Hispanic Heritage

• South Asia Heritage

• Southeast Asia Heritage

• Collecting COVID-19

https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll44
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll12
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll53
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll38
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll42
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll43
https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll76


Multiple Benefits of Themed Collections
• Organizes material in CONTENTdm as well as in high res file 

storage

• Provides logical storage for new materials

• Gives a good starting point for evaluating areas of weakness in 
coverage

• Flexibility for presentation of different formats across collection lines

• Helps novice searchers with browsing topics

• Efficient start for those researching by topic or format

• Cuts down on Tribbles in your Digital Collection



Collecting COVID-19
An adventure in participatory archives/contemporary collecting



What are participatory 
archives?

• Crowdsourcing metadata or 
transcription of digital objects

• Encouraging community 
engagement and understanding 
of a collection

• Community or patron created and 
sourced collections

DG0001, Indiana Historical Society



Collecting COVID-19 Project 
Purpose/Set-up Goals

1) To collect journals, photographs, music, videos, 

drawings, or poems from our fellow Hoosiers in 

real time to help us understand and in the future 

to remember what it was like to experience a 

global pandemic.

2) To have permissions for use acknowledged 

upon submission

3) To have a quick turnaround to share some of 

what we have been collecting even while the 

collecting initiative continues, via 

CONTENTdm.

DG0001, Indiana Historical Society



Landing Page for Documenting 
COVID-19



How best to collect?
Social media hashtag

PROS

• User friendly for the social media 
savvy

• Truly real time snapshots of what is 
happening

• Easy to search for content by the 
unique hashtag

• Built in audio, visual and text 
capabilities

CONS

• Not everyone has access or is 
comfortable with using hashtags

• Unclear on permissions for use by the 
institution collecting

• Institution must be savvy enough to 
be able to run software to capture 
social media posts to an archival 
format for collections

• Potential lack of metadata or 
description



Example- Archive This Moment DC

Click to add text
Click to add text

https://www.dclibrary.org/archivethismomentdc

https://www.dclibrary.org/archivethismomentdc


Resources for Preserving Social Media 
Content: Documenting the Now

https://www.docnow.io/

https://www.docnow.io/


How best to collect?
Mass Observation Journals

PROS

• More democratic means of submission 
(more common/user friendly than 
social media for some audiences?)

• Less need for extra software or 
expertise, depending on the nature of 
the submissions (if they are analog or 
digital)

CONS

• Must play the long game of reminding 
people to both participate and submit 
over the course of months or a year

• Potentially more time on the part of 
the registrar in corresponding to 
complete permissions paperwork



Project Examples
Mass Observation,
http://www.massobs.org.uk/

IU Archives, Coronavirus Archive
https://libraries.indiana.edu/coronavirus-
days-archive-story

http://www.massobs.org.uk/
https://libraries.indiana.edu/coronavirus-days-archive-story


How best to collect?
Google Forms

PROS

• Can set up specific fields to 
(hopefully) receive consistent 
metadata from users

• Permission statements can be added 
onto the form, which means less 
follow up for the institution

• User-friendly 

• Free to set up, no extra software to 
purchase

CONS

• Data collected comes to the end-users 
(archivists, digitization staff) in a 
Forms doc that takes time to organize 
and sort.

• Forms doc doesn't link back to each 
individual image, which adds more 
time in assigning new file names for 
processing.

• Some cost in purchasing storage space 
for submissions



Fields to Collect 
Metadata

• Email Address

• Name

• What date was this object 

created?

• Where was this object created? 

(City, County, State)

• What else should we know about 

this object to create some 

context? i.e. Do you want to 

identify any individuals in the 

photograph? Why did your family 

decide to create this journal?

DG0001, Indiana Historical Society



Permission 
Statements

• I hereby give the Indiana Historical 
Society (“IHS”) a royalty-free, non-
exclusive, worldwide, perpetual, irrevocable, 
and fully sub-licensable license to copy, 
digitize, reproduce, edit, translate, create 
derivative works, distribute, and publicly 
display and perform certain materials described 
below. I agree that IHS may add the material to 
the library collection according to the 
IHS Collection Management Policy and 
associated Collections Development and 
Acquisitions Policy Statements and to make the 
available to researchers in a manner consistent 
with IHS practices. I agree that IHS may 
utilize any medium or media now existing or 
that will exist in the future to achieve the 
above-described purposes.

• In granting this 

permission, you warrant 

that you are 18 years of 

age or older and have 

the full power and 

authority to consent to 

this agreement, that 

your submission does 

not infringe any existing 

copyright or contain 

any libelous matter, nor 

invade any third-

party rights of privacy or 

publicity.



Collecting COVID-19:
A Themed Digital Collection

Metadata & CONTENTdm



Themed Collection Metadata 
Considerations
• Themed digital collections are built around a topic or theme, 

not one specific format or physical collection

• It’s best to work with a team to determine:
 Which collections should be included

 Workflow between archives and digitization staff

 File naming conventions for digital files

 Subject Headings (most up-to-date terminology)

 Special credit lines for images

• The amount of time you have to process the digital collections 
will determine how rich your metadata descriptions can be.



Themed Collection Metadata 
Considerations

Original Format Digital Format

Photographs JPG, TIFF, PNG, etc.

Documents & Manuscripts PDF, Word, etc.

Books & Printed Items PDF

Artwork & Illustrations JPG, TIFF, PNG, PDF, etc.

Films MP4, MOV, M4V

Audio Recordings MP3, WAV, etc.

• Themed collections can contain several different physical collections 
and original/digital formats:

• Building your metadata template may help answer questions or 
anticipate issues concerning the digital collection.



Themed Collection: 
Example Metadata Template



Themed Collection Example
Indiana Historical Society: Collecting COVID-19

• Indiana Historical Society’s first born-digital “Participatory 
Archive”

• COVID-19-related items collected via Google Forms and 
Google Drive

• The Google Forms filled out by participants provided much of 
our metadata such as: Description, Date, Creator, Original 
Filename

• Digital formats submitted included: PDF, Word docs, JPG, 
TIFF, PNG, MP4, MOV, M4V, MP3

• The collecting initiative began in March 2020 and staff began 
selecting items for the digital collection in July



Themed Collection Example
Indiana Historical Society: Collecting COVID-19

Collecting COVID-19 went 

live on our CONTENTDM 

site in September 2020 

(while also undergoing our 

upgrade to Responsive!)

URL:
https://images.indianahistory.or

g/digital/collection/p16797coll76

https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll76


Sample Record
[We Can Do This]

DG0001, Indiana Historical Society



Themed Collection Example
Indiana Historical Society: Collecting COVID-19

Specific metadata considerations for this collection:

Item ID/Identifier

• Participant filenames vs. Institutional filenames: We kept original 
filenames in the metadata but renamed digital files to fit our 
institutional format.

Title

• If a title was not provided by the participant or indicated in the 
original filename, the staff member created a title in brackets, i.e
[We Can Do This]



Themed Collection Example
Indiana Historical Society: Collecting COVID-19

Specific metadata considerations for this collection:

Description

•We provided a field in the Google form for participants to tell us 
about their submissions. In most cases this was sufficient for the 
Description field. That’s a benefit of collecting in the present, 
crowdsourcing metadata.

Subjects

•The COVID-19 Pandemic has introduced several new subject 
headings in our controlled vocabulary: COVID-19 (Disease); 
Coronavirus; Quarantine; Masks; Virtual learning; 
Telecommuting; Social distancing; Contact tracing



Takeaways
Indiana Historical Society: Collecting COVID-19

• Collecting COVID-19 initiative is still underway and the digital 
collection will continue to grow

• IHS plans to launch future collection initiatives based on 
participatory archives and born-digital materials

• We learned that born-digital collecting initiatives can provide rich 
participant-provided content and metadata, and that collections can 
be processed and uploaded to CONTENTdm fairly quickly.

• Our Archives and Digitization team will review our processes, 
workflow and metadata standards as we continue to build these new 
types of themed collections.



Questions or 
Collaboration?
Contact us!

Susan Sutton

ssutton@indianahistory.org

Maire Gurevitz

mgurevitz@indianahistory.org

Kathy Taylor Mulder

kmulder@indianahistory.org

Cephas M. Huddleston Collection, P0159, Indiana 

Historical Society

mailto:Ssutton@indianahistory.org
mailto:Mgurevitz@indianahistory.org
mailto:Kmulder@indianahistory.org


Thank you


