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The Mass Observation Archive 

 

1. Collection overview  

The Mass Observation Archive specialises in material about everyday life in Britain. It 

contains papers generated by the original Mass Observation social research organisation 

(1937 to early 1950s), and newer material collected continuously since 1981 (Mass 

Observation Project). The Archive is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (registered 

charity number: 1179673) in the care of the University of Sussex.  

 

2. Definitions and clarifications 

 

1 “Mass Observation” (MO):  

This term refers to the research traditions and methodologies of both the original 

organisation and the present-day activities. 

 

2 “The Mass Observation Archive (MOA) Trust”:  

The legal and financial institution set up in 1975 in the care of the Trustees.  

 

3 “The Mass Observation Archive”:  

(1) The physical collection comprising all papers generated by the 

original activities of MO, the material directly collected by MOA 

since 1977 and all acquisitions to the MOA from other sources.1  

 

(2) The institution including the relevant activities of the Trustees, 

Mass Observation staff, University of Sussex Library Special 

Collections staff and other individuals authorised by the Trustees. 

 

4 “The Mass Observation Project”:  

The revival in 1981 of an active collecting enterprise through the recruitment of a 

national panel of writers. It also includes special projects (e.g. with schools) which 

bring in material closely related to the panel work. It is also referred to as a “the 

second phase”. 

                                                      
1  The first call for new material related to the Queen’s Silver Jubilee in 1977 when diaries and street 
party accounts were collected. In 1981, the continuous Mass Observation Project was launched. 
 



 

5 Geographical note: 

The Trustees regard their geographical remit as being primarily England, Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland, that is, the United Kingdom (UK). In the original Trust 

Deed of 1975 (see below) the geographical remit is cited as “Great Britain”. The 

Trustees prefer the term “United Kingdom” because it more accurately reflects the 

actual geographical coverage of both the early and the second phases of Mass 

Observation.  

 

3. Aims of the Mass Observation Archive  

 

1 The aims of the MOA derive from the responsibilities of the MOA Trustees who 

 

“shall stand possessed of the Archive to hold and preserve the same in order to 

advance the education of the public with regard to the modern social history of 

Great Britain” 

Mass Observation Archive Trust Deed 21 August 1975 

 

2 To fulfil their obligations, the Trustees will aim to 

(1) Continue in the tradition of the original MO in documenting the everyday 

lives of people living in the UK. 

(2) Maintain and develop the role of the MOA as a centre of expertise in the 

care of life story materials and the study of everyday life in the UK. 

(3) Preserve the archive created by the original MO (1937-), and any new 

related collections subsequently acquired, in accordance with best 

practice archival standards. 

(4) Create a documentary record of everyday life in the UK as it is 

experienced and reported not by the media or by professional 

commentators, but by people in their own words and images. 

(5) Encourage the use MOA as a resource for teaching and learning in both 

academic and non-academic contexts. 

(6) Ensure that the MOA is as fully accessible as possible without 

jeopardising its physical or intellectual security.  



(7) Maintain a high standard of ethical care for the collections and fulfil the 

role of data controller for the MOA.  

(8) Augment the original archive with new collections as specified in the 

Acquisitions Policy (see section 3) 

 

3. Acquisitions policy 

1 The MOA Trust prioritises the acquisition of material created as the result of activities by 

both phases of MO or through partnership projects.  

2 The material acquired through these activities will be produced in accordance with the 

traditions of MO and with the purpose of meeting the aims listed in section 2 of this 

policy. 

3 The MOA reserve the right to collect material created outside of MO’s activities in 

exceptional circumstances. The Trustees of the MOA will make the final decision about 

acceptance in accordance with the agreed Acquisitions Policy and in the light of 

academic and professional advice. The decision-making may be delegated to authorised 

individuals by the Trustees. 

4 If a collection requires particular resource needs (eg storage space, conservation, 

cataloguing, special access facilities) then the Trust will take responsibility for finding the 

appropriate resources and associated funding. However, although every effort will be 

made to conserve, catalogue and promote all new acquisitions as quickly as possible, no 

guarantees can be made as to how soon these procedures can be carried out.  

5 Any format can be collected providing the MOA has facilities for appropriate physical 

care and full public access. 

6 The MOA will not accept material which would, by virtue of its format, content or 

provenance, be more appropriately archived in another repository. 

   

4. Acquisition Conditions 

Material acquired through MO activities and partnership projects should meet the 

following conditions: 

 

(1) Unpublished material about everyday life created by people who might not otherwise 

have their papers archived. 



(2) Material relating to 20th and 21st century.  

(3) Material created within the UK or be associated with living in the UK. 

(4) A gift rather than on loan or deposit. 

(5) In their original form, rather than scans or photocopies. 

(6) Material where the copyright can be transferred to the MOA Trust.2  

(7) Material which can be made public immediately.3 

(8) Not solely newspaper cuttings or other printed materials which can be obtained 

elsewhere. 

(9) Unless accompanied by the original version, material should not be re-written or be 

edited or published versions of diaries, letters or other papers.  

5. De-Accessioning 

A periodic review of the records held shall be carried out. The Trustees reserve the right, in 

exceptional cases, to re-locate or otherwise dispose of material in accordance with good 

archival practice. 
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2 Alternative arrangements for the ownership of copyright may be agree with the MOA.  
3 The imposition of fixed term embargoes on public access may be agreed with donors where material 
is of a particularly personal or sensitive nature 


