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ABSTRACT: Over the past fifty years, to underscore the importance of their
work, archivists in the United States have promoted the motto, etched over the
portico of the National Archives in Washington, "The Past is Prologue." Since
the late 1970s, however, increasing numbers of archivists have adopted a modi-
fied version of that motto, "Planning is Prologue." This paper presents a brief
historical overview of efforts to plan for the archival profession, particularly
those undertaken by the Society of American Archivists, and notes the striking
similarity of the SAA's most recent planning exercises to those used by many
business and nonprofit organizations.

Compared to other professionals, archivists have been relatively slow in
adopting a planning approach to administering their institutions. While there
may be many reasons for this, surely one major factor is the institutional setting
of many archival operations. Most archivists work in small shops, staffed by
one or two full-time professionals. In such isolated settings, archivists may have
had difficulty implementing a planning process, which requires opportunities
for discussion and feedback among colleagues. Despite this handicap, more and
more archivists have realized both the need for and the advantages of planning.
They have recognized that archival institutions, like other organizations, need
plans to guide their endeavors.

The adoption of the planning process by archivists has gone beyond the con-fines of individual institutions. In the 1980s, archivists began to plan broadly for
the future of their entire profession, reexamining their traditional professional
functions and practices to determine the best course for meeting the challenge
of a changing political, economic, and social landscape. Archivists have
embraced planning for the whole profession, hopeful that this future-oriented
activity can provide them guidance and direction as they try to manage change.

Archival leaders, such as David Gracy, have expressed forcefully the need for
planning. In 1984 Gracy, then president of the Society of American Archivists,
stated his belief that the American archival community had reached its nadir
since the creation of the National Archives in the 1930s. Inadequate budgets and
scarce resources threatened archivists' ability to care for the nation's
documentary heritage. "As a profession," Gracy noted grimly, "we are losing
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our ability to sustain archival endeavor in this country." He argued that the
archival profession had reached a crucial turning point that required archivists
to steer a course of change. 1 Plotting that course depended upon bold planning
initiatives.

F. Gerald Ham of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, as the first
archival leader to present this message, can be credited with launching the
1980s as the "planning decade." In 1981 Ham argued that because of the revolu-
tion in information technology and changes in the way records were created,
stored, and used, archivists had entered a new period, the "post-custodial era."
If archivists were to assume a vital role in this era (and, Ham warned, some
tasks once performed exclusively by archivists were already being assumed by
other information professionals), they would have to change some of their
established practices and formulate new strategies. Ham urged archivists to cast
aside some traditional "custodial" methods and begin to plan, to make choices,
and to examine alternatives. He concluded that "only archivists and their profes-
sion can determine whether the post-custodial era will be one of archival
abdication or of planned response and integration." 2 In 1988, John Fleckner
summarized the value of planning: "Through this process, we can identify sig-
nificant problems, focus our limited energies and resources on them, and learn
to speak with a unified voice to those outside of the profession who are, or
should be, concerned with the care of the historical record." 3

These comments make clear that especially in the past decade, SAA's leader-
ship believed planning was the beginning of a search for solutions to the
profession's problems. Proponents have maintained that planning activities for
the profession must be sweeping, defining what an archivist is, and delineating
the archivist's relationship to the broader environment. Planning, these leaders
argued, is also needed to improve efficiency in archival work, to better use lim-
ited resources, and to respond to a changing society's varied information needs.
In addition, advocates suggested that planning can justify archival operations to
resource allocators by analyzing alternatives and estimating cost-effectiveness
and cost-benefit ratios. In sum, planning and goal-setting for both the profession
and specific institutions has been advocated by SAA's leadership as a way to
meet the archival needs of a changing society.

Because the discussion of archival planning had become so widespread in the
1980s, it may be useful to review the outcome of earlier planning attempts,
although the documentation of these activities in the SAA's own archives is
scant.' In 1949 SAA established a special Committee on Long-Range Planning
to study the purpose, nature, and composition of the archival profession. The
committee disbanded in the early 1950s after issuing a brief report. In 1959 an
Advisory Committee on Long-Range Planning was formed but remained inac-
tive. Almost fifteen years later the Committee for the Seventies laid plans to
improve and democratize the organizational structure of SAA. This group, how-
ever, like the earlier committees, was concerned with planning for the SAA's
role in the profession, devoting little attention to the larger environment affect-
ing archivists.' This may be a reason these efforts failed to spark significant and
widespread planning activities among archivists.

Within the last decade, planning initiatives from within SAA attempted to
break with the relatively narrow focus of planning only for the organization
itself. In January 1981 SAA Council appointed a Planning Task Force to "for-
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mulate a major initiative in planning for the profession." The task force's most
important conclusion may have been that planning for the profession is "not
synonymous with planning" for the profession's leading national organization,
SAA.6 This conclusion represented a significant break with SAA's past planning
attempts. Attention was now focused outward, beyond a single organization's
operations, to address broader needs of an entire profession and to consider the
overall social, economic, and political environment affecting all archivists as
they formulated mission, goals, and objectives for the profession. This Planning
Task force was succeeded by SAA's Goals and Priorities Task Force (GAP) in
September 1982.

The GAP's charge was to promote recognition of a planning process for and
within the archival profession and to recommend a method to implement such a
process. Structured into three working groups and charged with seeking broad
input from the profession, GAP focused on three "universally accepted" areas
of archival activity: professional standards, education, and outreach. GAP
issued a report, "Statement of the Mission and Goals for the Archival
Profession" in December 1983. This document has served as a topic for meeting
sessions at every SAA annual meeting since 1984 as well as at various regional
archival conferences, allowing GAP to solicit feedback from rank-and-file
archivists.

7

In early 1986 the GAP task force published Planning for the Profession: A
Report of the SAA Task Force on Goals and Priorities (the GAP report). The
document detailed goals and priorities, exhibited within a traditional organiza-
tional planning framework; that is, it presented recommendations in an
objective hierarchy of mission, goals, objectives, and activities. GAP realized
that to produce action, the critical features of the planning document would
appear at the specific objective and activity levels of the hierarchy, noting that
"the activities level is the most concrete planning stage in the report." 8 Thus, the
objective hierarchy model used for planning in organizations was applied to
planning for an entire profession.

The following example illustrates the use of the objective hierarchy in the
GAP report:
Goal I: The Identification and Retention of Records of Enduring Value.

Objective A: Understand the characteristics and uses of records in order to
guide the evaluation, selection, and retention of records of enduring value.

Specific Objective 1: Analyze the creation, administration, and use of
records by their creators.

Activity 1: Review knowledge gained by other disciplines...about
characteristics, management, and use of records by their creators... [and]
the effect of bureaucratic structures and changing technologies on
record-keeping.
Activity 2: Conduct case studies of the role records play in specific
institutional and organizational settings, and analyze how these studies
can be used in support of records appraisal and selection.

The other objectives and activities under goal I dealt with appraisal, acquisi-
tions, educating records creators, and generating public support. Goals II and III
covered topics such as archival education, standards, research and development,
information dissemination, legislation, publicity, and interinstitutional sharing
of records. The report concluded by prioritizing twelve of the more than fifty
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objectives presented in the document and noted that the planning process must
be ongoing--GAP's work would continue to require refinement.9

In January 1985 the standing Committee on Goals and Priorities (CGAP) was
formed to provide sustained leadership to implement the work of planning for
the profession that was begun by the GAP Task Force. Thus, in the past decade
SAA has demonstrated its commitment to planning by allocating increased
resources to the process. CGAP's suggested charge was twofold: "To recom-
mend goals, objectives, strategies, and activities for the archival community and
to suggest priorities" and "to foster actions by the archival community to
achieve these goals and objectives, especially those of highest priority."' 1

CGAP based its agenda on Planning for the Profession, and attempted to fol-
low the report's basic outline. Adhering to another basic planning principle,
CGAP has sought continuous input from archivists, historians, and archival
educators in determining goals and priorities. This need for feedback was clear-
ly stated in March 1987, when CGAP member James O'Toole delineated four
elements of the committee's approach to planning. First, because change is a
constant in the larger environment, continued assessments and analyses of cur-
rent archival needs will be required. To adequately respond to change, CGAP
must continue to consult with other groups and individuals, as it has already
done, seeking feedback from regional archival organizations, archival education
programs, and organizations of historians and librarians. Second, CGAP must
work to build consensus to achieve goals (another basic planning principle).
Third, CGAP will continually report to SAA on planning efforts. Fourth, CGAP
will seek to coordinate efforts toward accomplishing goals, because the variety
of archives that characterize the profession encourages unrelated, and possibly
counterproductive, actions."

CGAP cannot dictate to SAA or to the profession nor can it force individual
archivists to follow any of its recommendations. But even in an organizational
setting, the planning group rarely achieves the power to control action; rather,
all planning groups, including CGAP, must help to create a consensus for their
proposed goals and priorities. Otherwise, units, subgroups or individuals will
pursue self-centered goals that fail to tie into the planning group's overall plan.

CGAP, therefore, fulfills a need within the profession similar to the role of a
planning group in an organization. CGAP serves as a forum for defining goals
and objectives for the profession and for examining the "big picture." Richard J.
Cox has stressed the importance of having a group able to concentrate on long-
range planning without having to respond to immediate demands.' 2 By
removing itself for significant blocks of time from concern with daily needs,
such a group has the opportunity to reflect and to project alternatives-in short,
to plan.

In planning, the archival community has adhered to the basic elements of an
organizational strategic planning process. The planning has been "proactive."
Although it may appear that archivists were merely reacting to various issues
and changes in society, the profession's planning process is aimed toward the
future and the GAP report has proposed overall goals and objectives. The pro-
cess has taken the systems approach to planning. The systems approach in
organizational planning is based on the assumption that an institution comprises
a set of subsystems (such as departments). The system (institution) and its sub-
systems (departments) work to transform resources (inputs) into products or
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services (outputs). A system may or may not interact with the broader environ-
ment, but if it does not, the system will probably decay. In the archival
profession's systems approach, the profession is the system, the archival institu-
tions and archivists involved in planning are subsystems, and the information
community and broader society form the environment. Resources include vol-
unteer personnel and some funds from grants and institutional support.

The process has produced a formal, written document (the GAP report),
including goals, objectives, and priorities. It has been rationally structured and
based on the organizational decision-making process: the identification of
issues; analysis of issues and data collection; stated goals, objectives, and priori-
ties; and selection of a course of action. The similarity between the profession's
planning exercises and methods used for business and not-for-profit organiza-
tions is striking.

Given the monumental task of planning for an entire profession with relative-
ly few trained managers and highly diverse personnel, the success achieved by
GAP and CGAP is remarkable. For example, greater numbers of archivists have
begun to look beyond their repositories to analyze the broader environment.
They have critically examined some traditional archival methods and theories.
In the professional literature and conference sessions, archivists are promoting
alternatives and discussing improvements. Subject access, for example, once
regarded as a librarian's approach, has attracted renewed interest in conjunction
with the automation of archives. The growing acceptance of national standards
for archival training, description, individual practitioners, and institutions exem-
plifies the positive climate for continued planning activities within the archival
community. While the profession has accomplished much in its strategic plan-
ning effort, as these examples demonstrate, it has just begun to attempt
operational planning, that is, taking concrete actions to implement objectives
and assigning tasks and activities to specific individuals, units, or groups.

To implement operational planning SAA appointed several subgroups to
address the report's priorities. In 1987 CGAP decided to concentrate on five
(later eight) priorities from the GAP report: automation, appraisal and documen-
tation strategy, institutional evaluation and standards, management, and
education potential of archives. These areas were chosen based on several crite-
ria,. including their perceived importance, and the availability of personnel to
implement the objectives. CGAP formed five operational planning subgroups,
one to study each objective and to recommend a plan for action. The planning
process has moved into the next logical phase, the actual performance of the
recommended activities in the planning document, or the "institutionalization of
the planning process. '

"13

The activity proposals of each subgroup were approved by SAA Council and
disseminated in a 1988 report, An Action Agenda for the Archival Profession:
Institutionalizing the Planning Process. The ambitious report detailed forty-four
activities to be pursued in the near future.' 4 With the publication of this report,
the archival profession's planning process reached its most difficult and critical
phase. Institutionalizing the process, i.e., locating and assigning personnel and
other resources to carry out the activities, is a relatively straightforward exercise
in an organization; it is more challenging for an entire profession-particularly,
a profession relying heavily on the volunteer resources of its individual mem-
bers and institutions. This dependence on the goodwill and commitment of
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archivists to implement objectives is an aspect of the profession's planning
effort that distinguishes it from the process followed in businesses and other
organizations. While the profession has adhered to the traditional planning rou-
tine at most levels of the objective hierarchy, the activities level is the key point
of divergence.15

To facilitate the move to the operational level, CGAP has called upon its par-
ent organization, SAA. CGAP proposed that the various units within SAA
(sections, committees, roundtables, task forces, and the Chicago office) submit
three-year plans that would incorporate, when possible, selected activities rec-
ommended by CGAP's five operational planning subgroups and assign
personnel and other resources to accomplish those activities. In January 1989
SAA Council accepted CGAP's proposal and called for the three-year plans to
be prepared in 1990. According to Charles G. Palm, former CGAP chair, the
most important resources in the action agenda are the volunteer hours dedicated
to the activities. Assignment of these hours is critical to success; the three-year
plans help each group use personnel effectively.16 After almost ten years of
involvement in the planning process, the profession is ready to take action and
carry the process to the next level of the hierarchy-generation of programs and
services.

Even if the profession ultimately fails to perform CGAP's recommended
activities, the strategic planning process launched in 198.1 has produced a
healthy and beneficial climate for change. It has also stimulated professional
initiatives to adapt to the changing society of the 1980s and 1990s. For example,
the SAA created the Task Force on Archives and Society to improve the image
of archivists among resource allocators and the general public. The task force's
charge included drafting a statement on the importance of archives to society,
proposing ways to increase awareness and appreciation of archives and
archivists, listing priorities for the SAA, and acting as a clearinghouse for ideas.
The task force has commissioned a study on resource allocators' perceptions of
archivists and issued advice on influencing those perceptions, distributed a
brochure explaining to nonarchivists the work and value of archives, and pro-
moted workshops on marketing for the profession. In addition, the task force
has turned to the American Library Association for advice on publicity and pub-
lic relations. Former SAA president David Gracy labeled the profession's
response to its image problem as the "first archival revolution." 7

Next, the Task Force on Institutional Evaluation was established in 1977,
(then called the Task Force on Institutional Standards) to collect data on
archives, develop standards for evaluation, and guide the evaluation process.
This body is a product of the profession's new willingness to formulate profes-
sion-wide standards, an objective that has eluded the archival community for
decades." The standing Committee on Institutional Evaluation was established
in 1989 to promote the use of the institutional self-study manual, Archives
Assessment and Planning Workbook (1989), to document prevailing norms for
archival repositories in the United States and Canada, and to study institutional
advancement programs such as MAP, the Museum Assessment Program of the
American Association of Museums/Institute of Museum Services, and the
accreditation programs managed by AAM and the Manitoba Council of
Archives.
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Third was the Committee on Automated Records and Techniques. This com-
mittee followed earlier efforts of archivists to use the new technology. In the
early 1980s, the National Information Systems Task Force was instrumental in
promoting standardized descriptive practices applicable to the many and varied
archival institutions through the nation. NISTF's legacy has been the growing
adoption by archival repositories of the USMARC Archives and Manuscripts
Control (AMC) format as part of the process of automation. Many archivists
have recognized that the USMARC AMC format will facilitate information
sharing and coordination among repositories, another priority objective of the
profession.19

Finally, archivists have recognized that they can learn from the planning tech-
niques of other professions, particularly the library community. Since
Schellenberg, archivists have held that the librarian's item level approach was
inadequate and restrictive in archival repositories. 20 Because of the various
issues facing archivists in the 1980s and 1990s, however, and the resulting criti-
cal examination of archival practices and the broader environment during the
planning process, a number of archivists have called for closer collaboration
between archivists and librarians to manage the information needs of the new
society. 1

The changes in the 1980s did not occur solely because of the profession's
planning efforts. Other factors affected the archival climate, including broader
technological advancements, growth of records management, and entrance into
the profession of a newer generation of archivists willing to question some
established principles and practices. Nevertheless, the profession's desire to
grow and to remain "competitive" in the information age has been aided by the
adoption of standard planning techniques.

The final step in the planning process is evaluation. How many objectives
were accomplished and how well? According to the former CGAP chair, John
Burns, both CGAP and the SAA Council currently are attempting to answer
these questions. SAA has engaged Victoria Irons Walch as a consultant to over-
see the assessment activities. Walch has completed an assessment report for
CGAP, in which she examined the fifty objectives outlined in the GAP report
and measured them against activities addressing those 'objectives. Her sources
for this study included newsletters from regional archival groups, SAA, the
National Association of Government Archives and Records Administrators
(NAGARA), and the various SAA sections and task force reports for a one-year
period. She reported that 485 projects had been launched, most aimed at objec-
tives under goal II (the administration of archival programs to ensure the
preservation of records of enduring value). CGAP will incorporate her findings
into its five-year assessment report to SAA Council in early 1991.21

Planning for the archival profession demonstrates that the process can be
applied in many situations. The present willingness of archivists to plan for their
future and to face the many problems and challenges of a changing society
marks the beginning of an exciting period for the archival community. Although
some goals and objectives may appear idealistic, particularly for a profession
with a history of fragmentation, individualized operations, and a disjointed body
of theory, they furnish a workable map to guide archivists on the path toward
maintaining a viable role in the information age. "Planning is Prologue" will
soon join "The Past is Prologue" as every archivist's creed.
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