THE COMPUTER'S FUTURE
IN ARCHIVAL MANAGEMENT:
AN EVALUATION
RICHARD M. KESNER
For some time now, the library profession has employed computers
to handle a wide range of routine clerical and bibliographic functions.I
More recently, BALLOTS (Bibliographic Automation of Large Library
Operations using a Time-sharing System), OCLC (Ohio College
Library Center), and other on-line, interactive systems have expanded
library automation still further into cooperative acquisitions, cataloging, and information retrieval.2 Archivists, by contrast, have done
little to exploit potential uses of the computer. Government agenices,
faced with the task of establishing physical and intellectual control
over enormous collections of records, have turned to the computer but
with only limited success. 3 The National Archives in Washington,
D.C., the Public Records Office in London, and the Archives Nationale
in Paris have made substantial progress in establishing automated
systems for both the internal control of documents and the generation
of finding aids.4 Nevertheless, archivists at these institutions share
the view that even within their own organizations they have a long
way to go before these systems are completely satisfactory. Though
success has proven elusive, the potential benefits of archival automation in reducing costs and staff time while increasing the efficiency
of user services argues cogently for perseverance. This essay will
briefly survey the ground archivists have already covered and
comment on where we ought to go from here.
The archival profession faces many obstacles in its quest for useful
archival applications of the computer. First of all, the profession
itself is young and has had little opportunity to develop a body of
literature and a professional consensus on such vital issues as collection arrangement, bibliographic control, and the design of finding aids.
The library profession had also suffered from a lack of agreement on
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bibliographic controls, resolving its differences only after the Library
of Congress developed the MARC (MAchine Readable Cataloging)
format, making such cooperative enterprises as OCLC and BALLOTS
both feasible and advantageous. Archives, however, have an additional
problem that makes it more difficult to reach a similar agreement.
Unlike libraries, archives house documents-primary source materialsthat are seldom duplicated elsewhere. Whereas major research libraries
possess many of the same volumes and periodicals, each archives
holds collections that are uniquely its own. This variety does not
lend itself to standardized and systematic forms of physical and
intellectual control. As a result, different archives tend to utilize
dissimilar modes of arrangement and information retrieval.
This considerable diversity among archival repositories contributes
significantly to another major impediment to automation - the cost
of its implementation. Libraries, with their closely related acquisitions, cataloging, and indexing needs, routinely perform highly repetitive tasks that can be easily automated. Since many libraries carry
out the same repetitive tasks, they can share the same automated
services. Thus, one may point to BALLOTS and OCLC with their
hundreds of users; each library added onto the system reduces the
operating costs for all. Unfortunately, the variance in the needs of
archival institutions, and their concomitant inability to agree on
common modes of operation, have militated against adoption of any
similar systematic, standardized approach to archival administration.
This in turn means that the cost of creating a national information
network for archives is prohibitive and will most likely remain so for
the foreseeable future.
Nevertheless, a sincere effort has been made in the direction of a
national archival indexing and information retrieval system through
the development of SPINDEX II. SPINDEX (an acronym for
Selective Permutation INDEXing) was first employed in the 1960s by
the Library of Congress in an effort to improve the Library's
administrative controls over its holdings. The National Archives and
Records Service (NARS) subsequently took over the project, working
in conjunction with a number of universities and historical societies.5I
SPINDEX II (and its recently up-dated version, SPINDEX III),
which grew out of this earlier Library of Congress experiment, allows
the archivist to feed data from individual collection finding aids into
the computer. Through machine-readable formatting of this data and a
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series of "tag" identifiers, the program recognizes indexing terms,
permutes them, and directs the computer to print a subject index to
the collection.6 Each finding aid may be stored on disk or tape, and
a repository guide may be created by combining the indexes generated
in this manner. In addition, SPINDEX has the capacity to provide a
finding aid with national scope by drawing upon the data bases
created by individual archives in producing their own guides. Like
most other automated indexing systems, SPINDEX is also designed
to allow its users to update their finding aids with little difficulty.
Unfortunately, SPINDEX II has not satisfied earlier expectations.
The program is not particularly flexible in terms of the collection guide
formats it will accept. SPINDEX II requires strict adherence to a prescribed "tag" system, a fairly rigid control number hierarchy, and
considerable finding aid standardization within the institution. For
many archives, this means a complete reworking of their collection
guides so that they may be converted to a machine-readable form. It
has also proven rather costly to implement. While the major users of
SPINDEX II have been satisfied with the enhanced retrieval capacities
of the guides produced with this program, 7 the system has not met
with wide-spread acceptance. A national information network of the
type envisioned by SPINDEX's founding institutions now appears
unlikely to reach fruition. It is perhaps premature to brand SPINDEX
II or SPINDEX III a failure. But as Douglas Bakken, himself an early
participant in Cornell's SPINDEX project, has suggested, the
SPINDEX program grew out of an era of easily obtainable Federal
money and of general enthusiasm for the prospects of the computer's
role in archival management. 8 The times are no longer propitious for
costly experiments in archival automation.
Even so, cost is not the only factor that has limited the use of
SPINDEX. To make the system work, archives are obliged to standardize their own finding aids for conversion to a machine-readable
format. Institutions of long standing found that the professional staff
time (not to mention the money) required for such a conversion would
be prohibitive. In addition, some archivists prefer to create finding
aids that reflect the special needs of their patrons or the particular
characteristics of their collections. These people resist collection guide
standardization on professional and aesthetic grounds. As a result,
SPINDEX has largely languished in disuse.
One alternative to SPINDEX is the MARC manuscript format. This
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system provides on-line, basic bibliographic information regarding
manuscript collections similar to that found in the National Union
Catalog of Manuscript Collections.9 But, though it has been available
for some time and is now compatible with both BALLOTS and OCLC,
the MARC manuscript format has received little recognition or use."1
Indeed, MARC has run a poor second to SPINDEX, especially since it
provides only cataloging data, without generating more detailed
finding aids.
While these developments are not encouraging, it is not the purpose
of this essay to suggest that archivists should dismiss archival automation as an aberration attributable to "easier times." Research collections of increasing size and complexity continue to inundate our
repositories. To meet the challenge that these new materials present,
the profession must not lose sight of the potential uses of the computer
to enhance intellectual and physical control over archival collections.
Initially, education will play a major role in winning more widespread
support from archivists for experimentation and inquiry. The profession must, therefore, become more familiar with informption systems
employed in industry, government, and libraries, and it must also
establish contacts with the organizations that develop and market
hardware and software packages and that offer automation services.
But education is only the beginning. Each archives must examine its
own needs and develop a plan of action before embarking on any
automation project.
There is no single correct way to proceed. Research trends, user
needs, and constraints on institutional development are variables that
often defy definition and prove impossible to control. Even the
archivist's educational objectives may be difficult to attain. Most
archival training programs do not so much as mention computergenerated records, their use, preservation, and storage, let alone
automated archival indexing and retrieval techniques. Only the
National Archives' Machine-Readable Records Division offers comprehensive training and internships in the area of the treatment and
appraisal of computer records.' 1 In addition, the NHPRC holds a weeklong training session for repositories that purchase the SPINDEX
package. Little else is now available. The concerned archivist must
therefore develop expertise in archival automation through personal
study and correspondence with colleagues already active in the field.
A SPINDEX Users Group is being formed as a vehicle for the exchange
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of information and advice among repositories currently using or
planning to use the SPINDEX program. Close coopera-ion with
librarians and systems specialists interested in information handling
and retrieval will also help matters. Finally, for the general development of the profession, archivists ought to promote the teaching of
archival automation and the establishment of seminars and workships
on the subject.
By contrast, the evaluation of institutional needs will prove less
elusive to the conscientious archivist. No single method is best. But
for the purposes of illustration, this paper focuses on a study recently
conducted at the Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and
Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.' 2 Since its inception in 1960,
the Archives has solicited the records of organizations and the personal papers of individuals active in the American labor movement.
While many of the private collections held at the Archives do not
differ substantially in size and nature of material from those found in
archives elsewhere, the papers of major on-going labor organizations
create special problems.' 3 Their considerable size, totaling at times
thousands of linear feet, makes information retrieval difficult. In
addition, many of these collections arrive at the Archives piecemeal,
adding problems of physical control.
Up to now, the Archives staff has succeeded in keeping collections
together within the stacks. Through accession records and indexed
location files, physical control has not proven an insurmountable
problem. For intellectual control, the Archives employs a general guide
that lists the collections alphabetically by donor or institutional
name and gives a brief description of each collection's contents, size and
inclusive dates.' 4 Beyond this general guide to its holdings, the
Archives also provides individual collection guides arranged by donor
or institutional name. These collection guides include detailed information regarding the contents and organization of collections, as well
as folder inventories and indexes. While this method of intellectual
control over collections is in widespread use today, and while it serves
well for those scholars interested in biographical and institutional
topics, these finding aids do not optimize subject access to collections.
Since the early 1960s, changing methodology and research interests
have resulted in innovative uses of archival materials. Greater
emphasis on psycho-history, women's history, and quantitative techniques suggests that scholars are turning to new areas of inquiry.' 5 'o
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explore the impact of these changing research trends on its users, the
Archives of Labor History conducted a survey of the approximately
3,000 patron registration forms completed during the years 1970
through 1977.16 The data gleaned from these forms included: the
profession of the user, the institution with which the user is affiliated,
the specific nature of the user's research interests, the collections used,
and the date of use. This data was then reduced to a quantifiable
form, coded, and cross-tabulated.
When sorting the Archives' patrons by research interest, a clear
pattern emerges (see Table). Those users concerned with specific
unions declined from 37.3% in 1970 to 18.7% in 1977, and those
concerned with specific individuals fell from 16.1% to 5.8%. By contrast, both thematic and undefined topics' 7 increased substantially,
the latter from 6.8% to 13.6% and the former from 28.8% to 39.6%.
Other more traditional topics, such as "radical party politics" and
"labor and politics" declined over the period while "women and
labor" increased noticeably.' 8 In sum, patron interest appears to have
shifted away from more traditional union and biographical topics and
into research areas that draw upon the resources of the Archives
quite differently than in the past.
As researchers move away away from traditional topics, the
Archives' current finding aids will become less and less useful. While
the senior staff of the Archives are knowledgeable enough to advise
scholars pursuing thematic topics, no staff member can provide a user
with a comprehensive list of archival holdings pertaining to a single
topic without extensive research and considerable effort. Inevitable
staff turnovers also create voids in user services through the loss of
experienced personnel whose familiarity with the Archives' holdings
facilitates the location of desired research materials. As the Archives
continues to acquire large and complex modern collections, the problems of content retrieval will become ever more pressing. A comprehensive subject index to the Archives' collections would help alleviate
this difficulty. But the manual creation of such an index would consume valuable staff time that the Archives can ill afford to lose. A
computer generated index, on the other hand, might improve intellectual control over archival materials without an expenditure of staff
time beyond that already employed in collection processing.
Admittedly, an automated indexing system would require professional
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*Special Topics include areas where the researcher was interested in specific information, such as UAW political contributions, rather than a broad thematic study.
**Though the so-called "Professional Library" at the Archives has enjoyed heavy use
in conjunction with Wayne State University's Archival Management Program, most
users of professional materials were not obliged to complete registration forms until
the new Archives building opened in 1975.
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supervision at the outset, but once the archives has standardized its
finding aids and has developed the requisite software, clerical staff
could take over the operation.
This does not, however, mean to suggest that an automated indexing and retrieval system is without costs. Indeed, initial implementation costs, such as computer program development and guide conversion, are high enough to dissuade most archival institutions from even
considering the project. But having gone so far as to determine the
need for such a guide to its collections, the Archives next turned to an
analysis of project costs and feasibility. That evaluation may serve as
a useful example for those considering computer applications in their
own archives.
Drawing upon the Archives' earlier participation in the SPINDEX
II project and upon the financial statement provided in SPINDEX II
at Cornell,19 it was ascertained that the cost of automated indexing is
largely dependent upon the state of current finding aids. If these
inventories require substantial reworking, or if the collections in
question need reprocessing, the cost of conversion will be too great for
the Archives to bear. To determine the practicality of the project, the
Archives evaluated over six hundred of its collections and their guides.
The survey results were most heartening. They indicated that the
finding aids for 35% of the collections are immediately ready for conversion and another 16% will be ready after limited reworking. The
remaining collections are in various stages of processing, but when
completed will comply with the guidelines established by the Archives
to govern the creation of its finding aids. 20 Given these favorable
circumstances, it appears likely that the Archives of Labor and Urban
Affairs could at some future date employ its traditional finding aids to
create an automated subject index. Monies and staff time expended in
user services would be reduced substantially. In the long run, the
Archives would also probably save money because the new index
would allow researchers subject access to archival material, thus freeing more staff time for processing, research, and administration.
Many archives will not, however, find themselves in as favorable a
position. They may find it easy to evaluate their user needs and the
current state of their finding aids, but the development and application of a standardized in-house format for their finding aids may prove
too burdensome. Archivists should not despair; there are ways around
this difficulty. While an assessment of finding aid quality may lead the
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archivist to conclude that changes ought to be implemented, adoption
of an automated indexing and retrieval system need not depend upon
changes in archival operations. Too often archivists have tried to
shape their procedures to fit preconceived hardware and software
configurations. The results have been less than impressive. Instead,
the archivist should take note of his or her own circumstances. Based
upon a study of needs and resources, the archivist should exploit the
facilities at his or her disposal. The final product ought to address the
particular needs of the archives. Limiting the automation project in
this manner will help to both limit costs and ease implementation.
Once the archivist has formulated the proposal and has carried out the
research and marshalled the facts in support of the project, he or she is
ready to consider funding for the program.
In the archival profession, where most programs are underfinanced,
inadequate financial resources pose a perennial problem. It is, therefore, best to proceed with a modest program that exploits the
resources already available within the institution. As in the case of
restructuring finding aids, it is better to adapt what you have rather
than to search for the ideal configuration of tools and resources. For
example, many business, industrial and university archives have
access to computer facilities and resident systems specialists. By
working closely with fellow staff members and by employing in-house
equipment, the archivist has the means to develop automated programs that meet the institution's needs while keeping the costs at a
minimum. 2' This individualized approach admittedly does not lend
itself to the national information network envisioned by the sponsors
of SPINDEX. But it does provide the archives with a system that is
perfectly suited to its needs. Indeed, at this stage, it may be argued
that it is better to have a number of archival institutions developing
their own in-house systems than to await the creation of some interarchival network.
As familiarity with computer applications in archives grows,
perhaps the profession as a whole will come to recognize the potential
benefits of automation. Modest but successful examples are needed to
win acceptance and support. Once a wide range of archival institutions
have their own operational automated indexing and retrieval systems,
current professional resistance towards standardized archival finding
aids may subside. This in turn would create the appropriate atmosphere for productive discussions regarding the creation of a national
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information network. But this can only come through gradual stages
of evolution. First a few brave institutions must make a start; others
will hopefully follow. In the long run, the computer will win an
important place in the management and operation of archives, as it has
done in libraries. False starts have only delayed what portends to be a
promising future.
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