TRANSACTIONS IN
ARCHIVAL CONSULTING
VIRGINIA STEWART
ABSTRACT For purposes of this article, consulting is defined as an intervention of outside expertise to address the operating processes of an organization,
with the expectation of effecting change. Successful consulting requires a clear
understanding of needs and expectations on the part of the client and the
consultant. The process model of consulting helps to achieve this clarity by viewing a particular problem as one aspect of the total organizational picture. The
author draws on her own consulting experience in organizational development
to illustrate both positive and negative outcomes in three types of consulting
functions: evaluation, planning and development, and project rescue. Evaluation, perhaps the most common, typically involves analysis of background
materials, a site visit, and preparation of a final report. It seldom includes any
commitment to continued activity. In a planning and development model, the
consultant is engaged to assist in shaping a desired change or the creation of
something new. Project rescue entails corrections in a stalled or foundering
project or program; by implication, staff members are likely to be threatened.
Archival consulting is the application of outside expertise to a situation
demanding capabilities or resources that are not available within the organization. Consulting is a direct intervention in the operating processes of an
organization with the expectation of change. The consultant is a catalyst, but
the organization must assimilate and implement the recommendations, plans,
and studies produced. This differentiates the role of the consultant from that
of a contract archivist, hired to perform functions such as processing on a
limited-term basis. Consultants typically provide specialized knowledge,
participate in institutional evaluation and planning, or assist in the design and
management of a special project. In the past decade archival consulting has
enjoyed an upsurge, supported in large part by grant funds that provide stipends
for project advisors or evaluators. Most of these consultancies are filled by
individuals with other regular employment. Professional associations such as
the Society of American Archivists, the American Association for State and
Local History, and the American Association of Museums employ consultants
with pass-through monies from federal agencies such as the National Historical Publications and Records Commission, the National Endowment for the
Humanities, or the Institute of Museum Services. A few individuals have
developed archival consulting practices as sole proprietors or in collaboration
with colleagues. However, the uncertainty of employment, the undefined
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market, and the low visibility of the archival profession combine to make consulting a part-time endeavor for most practicing archivists.
Consulting is a management function, and the archival literature on this
subject is rudimentary. The National Historical Publications and Records
Commission has developed "Suggestions for Consultant Grantees,9 which outlines the duties and responsibilities of participants in consultancies they fund. 1
The author has participated in two recent panels (1981, 1984) at annual meetings of the Society of American Archivists at which practicing consultants,
funding agencies, and client organizations described their experiences and
attempted to extrapolate guidelines. The American Association for State and
Local History annual meeting in 1985 offered a session entitled, "Using
Consultants to Best Advantage," with a similar format and content. Because
consulting is well-established as a problem-solving mode in our culture, many
archivists and organizations may become involved in consultancies. The
experience beginning to accumulate in the archival field as well as in other consulting arenas suggests that successful consultancies are not easily or regularly
achieved. A recent survey in the computer industry noted that approximately
one-half of those who had employed consultants were dissatisfied with the
results, while one-quarter reported such displeasure that the responsible executives would not hire a consultant again. 2 In the field of businesses management consulting, with a market of over $2 billion annually, the results are also
mixed. Jean Pierre Frankenhuis, writing in the Harvard Business Review,
pays for impractical data and poorly
observes that "much of this money
3
implemented recommendations.
The most common reason for the failure of consultancies is the absence of
clarity about the needs and expectations of the contracting parties. Consulting is a transaction between client and professional advisor which occurs in
the context of the client's real and apparent needs and the professional's capabilities and ethics. The consultant must continually work to determine the goals,
problems, organizational constraints, timetable, and anticipated product of
the consultancy. Atthe same time, consultants have "a responsibility to assist
their clients to view their archival program within the context of other local,
regional, and national efforts with similar goals."34 Thus the archival profession becomes a silent "third party" to the transaction. The more parties there
are involved, the more interests there are to reconcile. Good communication
is essential, and the consultant must be prepared to modify the program
through the duration of the project.
Process Model
The process model, drawn from the behavioral sciences, is a useful approach
for archivists. Process consulting prescribes a joint definition of problems with
a strong emphasis on activities which lead clients to perceive and diagnose their
own problems. 5 In the archival context as elsewhere the problem - for
example, a warehouse full of deteriorating business records - would be
examined within the framework of the organization's overall objectives. What
are the needs for information from the records? What solutions have been
proposed in the past? What untried steps does the client have in mind? The
consultant archivist works to induce the client to view the archival problem
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not as a rare species but as one aspect of the total organizational picture. The
participants are convinced to devise a solution that integrates the archival
system into the organization's resources and culture Process consultation begins
with an initial contact and working definition of the problem and proceeds
to a specified written plan of work that establishes the objective, the principal
activities to be undertaken, and the form and timetable for the product. Evaluconsultant
ation of results and orderly termination and disengagement of the "quick
fix"
of the
antithesis
the
is
It
consultation.
process
of
parts
integral
are
type of consulting that many archivists face when called upon to render a
professional opinion based on a single visit of one or two days' duration followed
by a "final report."
Arthur N. Turner, Professor of Organizational Behavior at the Harvard Business School, addresses one of the most frustrating aspects of consulting - the
lack of implementation - through a hierarchical system of goals. The system
begins with the usual consulting tasks: providing information, making diagnoses and recommending action. Turner then proceeds to higher level tasks:
implementing change, building commitment, facilitating client learning, and
improving overall organizational effectiveness. This process approach
contradicts the more usual management formulating which emphasizes specific
competencies applied to discrete problems. Turner believes, however, that "the
consultant has a professional responsibility to ask whether the problem posed
is what most needs solving" In a discussion with direct application to the world
of archival institutions - underfunded and socially marginal - Turner comments that consultants who transcend the immediate problem in order to
prescribe remedies leading to improved organizational effectiveness "contribute
organization's future
to management's most important
6 task - maintaining the
viability in a changing world."
The National Historical Publications and Records Commission guidelines
reiterate the need for a more extended analysis and interaction in archival
consulting. "Sophisticated problems may demand diverse skills which are not
always to be found in a single consultant, nor can these problems often be
handled in a single visit. The Commission discourages brief (1-2 day)-single
visit consultancies unless the issue to be resolved is very specific. Such visits are
not long enough for consultants to make evaluations and to propose specific
recommendations." '7 The scope of archival problems, often resulting from
neglect and a cumulative deficit of resources, may appear overwhelming. In
an attempt to break problems into manageable units, piecemeal solutions are
often proposed which do not serve the long-term interests of the organization.
The consulting archivist must make judgments and take risks in presenting
recommendations. What will a real solution actually cost? What is politically
defensible in a particular organizational environment? Who can be persuaded
to sponsor a projected solution at decision-making levels within the organization? In a properly managed process consultation, these issues will be part of
the explicit agenda for discussion between the client and the consultant.
Implementation mechanisms will be built into the recommendations and the
final report will contain no surprises for any of the participants.
Consulting Functions
Some examples from the author's consulting experience in organizational
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development will illustrate these points. Three functions will be considered:
evaluation, planning and development, and project rescue.
Evaluation.
A number of archival programs have been evaluated since the development
of the institutional self-study by the Task Force on Institutional Evaluation of
the Society of American Archivists.8 A much more comprehensive program,
the Museum Assessment Program of the American Association of Museums,
has reached hundreds of institutions through the United States in the past five
years. The majority of the MAP survey institutions are historical agencies with
archival, manuscript, and photographic holdings among their collections. A
considerable number of states participating in the assessment projects funded
by the National Historical Publications and Records Commission employed
a consultant to do fact-finding and prepare the final reports. In both the
NHPRC and AAM evaluative projects, the consultancy is set within national
guidelines. In the latter case, the Museum Assessment Program was developed
explicitly to prepare institutions for the accreditation process. The SAA institutional evaluation, while not linked to certification or similar accreditation at
this point, employs much of the same emphasis on professional standards. Thus
these evaluative consultancies are not intended as individually negotiated
agreements but rather as subcontracts in which the priorities and standards
of the profession shape the encounter. In practice, however, the Museum
Assessment Program participants have not continued the process toward
accreditation in any great number, and the interaction between agency and
consultant has generally been limited to a site visit plus report.
How is an evaluation consultancy ideally conducted? The consultant is
provided with background materials about the organization: governing documents such as charters and by-laws, previous reports and studies, statistics, and
publications. The consultant studies these materials in advance of visiting the
organization. On site, the consultant interviews persons in strategic positions
throughout the institution, and may use survey instruments (questionnaires)
to supplement direct observation. The consultant returns on several occasions
to probe more deeply into the functioning of the organization. Preliminary
hypotheses about the problem and its potential solution are presented to the
client, then discussed and refined. A pilot project may be developed to test the
solution. Communication is rich and comprehensive. The substance of the final
report and recommendations are agreed to by the contracting parties before
the report is written. The report identifies areas of strength and organizational
resources which may not have been obvious to the client. Judgments are
rendered about the current operation of the organization and changes
proposed. A timetable for implementation is created and the level of required
resources specified. The continuing role of the consultant and the process for
termination of the consultancy are defined.
In principle, the client has agreed to this scrutiny and committed the
organization to change. In practice, the client may have an entirely different
agenda. Study may be an end in itself, or a substitute for change. For example, the author evaluated a major collection that included both manuscript
materials and artifacts, large and small. The collection, housed in a division
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of a research institute in the Midwest, possessed both evidential and artifactual
value. Two previous consultants under the sponsorship of professional organizations had visited the institution and submitted reports. The author's findings
did not differ from these earlier reports: the collection was of international significance, had both a scholarly and a monetary value, was deteriorating rapidly
under the current storage and display conditions, was largely inaccessible to
both scholars and the public, and was underfunded and inappropriately
staffed.
Unfortunately, the organization was unprepared to accept or act on the consultants' findings. The scope of the problem demanded an evaluation of the
relationship of the collection to the mission of the institution. No individual
was willing to sponsor such an internal inquiry or to develop a budget that
would require internal resource reallocation. Because the client was unprepared
to take any intra-institutional risks in search of a solution, no solution applicable
to the scale of the problem was found. This consultancy was sponsored by the
Museum Assessment Program whose format of "site visit plus report" is
particularly unsuitable for proposing major intervention in the on-going operations of an organization. It does not provide the continuing interaction need
to build consensus and the commitment necessary to implement large-scale
or radical measures. The consultant took the risk of recommending sweeping
change in the administrative location of the collection, its housing, staffing,
budget, and integration into the teaching and research life of the institution.
The client was interested in a "band-aid" solution. Both parties were left
unsatisfied.
Planningand Development.
A potentially more rewarding role for an archival consultant lies in planning and project development. The client organization perceives a need for
organizational overhaul or for the creation of a new area of activity. Change
is the mandated goal. The consultant is engaged to shape this concept into a
program and to assist in launching it. The arrangement necessarily involves
repeated interactions between client and consultant over a considerable period
of time. The pitfalls occur in the project definition and its evolution over time.
If the consultant cannot identify the actual goals, needs, and expectations of
the client, the project may founder. The "wrong" problem may be solved, or
the "right" solution may be politically unacceptable to the organization.
Ongoing client/professional interactions develop a dynamic and purpose of their
own. The consultant must continually assess the status of the project in relation to the goals and objectives and make mid-course corrections. It is particularly important to understand and empathise with the client without adopting
the client's perspective. If the client had the knowledge and resources to solve
the problem alone; the consultant would not be necessary! During discussions
which may extend over months, the consultant identifies hidden agendas and
potential opposition to the changes which seem necessary. The consultant
recruits key players and attempts to develop consensus while neutralizing
opposition. The products of such collaboration have a high probability of
success, but the costs of achieving the goals are high, both in time and in human
resources.
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Even process-oriented planning does not always succeed. The recent experience of the author with a national professional organization is a prime example of process gone awry. A task force met for more than a year defining
a project to address the perceived need for gathering and preserving sources
about the history of the profession. The task force included the association president and executive director, representatives of the major constituencies within
the organization, and a prominent iconoclast within the profession. After
several alternative methods of energizing the profession to consider its history
were proposed, a symposium was determined to be the most suitable. Practitioners, scholars, institutional representatives, and archivists were to meet over
a two-day period to discuss the state of the documentation, the selection of
appropriate records, preservation, and access. The consultant wrote a successful
grant application and continued to advise the task force on the symposium.
Adjustments were made after initial registration proved less than anticipated.
When the symposium convened, the "important" participants were either on
the dais or in the audience. For two days they grappled with the agenda. The
results must be rated a qualified failure. Despite the papers, panel discussions,
and informal meetings, the topic proved elusive. Even more obvious was the
fact that the audience was much more concerned with another topic education and professional image. Clearly the vehicle chosen did not meet the
real needs of the profession. The task force members were either not well
informed about their colleagues' priorities, or were unwilling to be candid with
each other and the consultant during the planning phase. As a result of the
project and symposium, the archival records of the professional organization
were accessioned by a local repository. However, this step could have been
achieved at considerably lower investment of resources. The larger issue
development of strategies for appraisal, preservation, and access for a large body
of records still in private hands - was completely ignored.
When conditions are right in process consulting, the results can be spectacular. The recent development of a corporate archive for a major business in the
Chicago area is an example of a successful consultancy. The initial problem
posed to the consultant was set in its institutional context. The consultant had
access to data regarding previous attempts to solve the problem. The clients
knew how to gain key internal sponsorship. Consensus and commitment were
built through meetings and demonstrations of the value of the project at
appropriate levels, supported by indications of interest from the president. The
project proposal was scaled to the magnitude of the problem and the agreedupon goals. It was also placed within the framework of the company's traditional evaluative scheme for new programs and thus avoided being viewed as
a raraavis. The consultant was informed of the potential opposition and given
time to respond appropriately to situations requiring alternative plans and
compromises. Decisions on staff, facility, and program were systematically
reviewed, and when consensus was reached, authorization to proceed was
secured in a timely fashion. Thus within two years of the initial consultation
a new facility had been designed and built, a staff of professionals hired, and
archival records transferred into custody. The program shows every sign of transcending the original objectives as it demonstrates its utility in many phases
of company operations ranging from the legal and public relations departments
to innovative marketing strategies. This consultation concluded satisfactorily
-
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for both parties primarily because the client was strongly motivated to achieve
a solution to a real information need and prepared to accept the associated costs.
Rescue.
In planning and project development the archivist has the pleasant task of
creating something new. In contrast, the archivist may be brought in to rescue
a stalled or foundering project or program, a situation fraught with difficulty.
When the controlling question of a consultancy is, What is wrong with this
department or project? the answer is likely to cast doubt on someone's judgment or competency. The targeted personnel will naturally be defensive.
Communication may become distorted, particularly if the consultant is viewed
as a hatchet man. In business this perception may be fully justified, because
consultants are frequently engaged to perform organizationally unpleasant
tasks. In archival organizations, the concern is usually to salvage something
from a program which appears to be endangered. Even if jobs are not threatened, the consultant needs to be sensitive to the human dimensions of this type
of intervention and to avoid denominating a scapegoat. While the presenting
problem may indeed relate to personnel inadequacies, more likely it relates to
inadequate conceptualization of the project at an early stage and insufficient
resources.
Archival projects funded by grants are typically developed without a clear
understanding of the drain that a project may be on the general operating
budget of an organization. Indirect costs allowances in federal grants are an
attempt to redress this subtle leakage of financial resources. Too often, however, the indirect costs recovered are unavailable to the archival organization
(e.g., archives in academic institutions regularly receive only a fraction of the
negotiated indirect costs, the remainder going to university overhead in various forms). Frequently the indirect costs are pledged in part as cost-sharing
for the grant, ignoring the reality of the limitations on human productivity
represented by pledging twenty to thirty percent of an archivist's time as a
project director without a corresponding reduction in regular workload. The
classic solution to stalled projects with definite time limits is to throw either
money or personnel into the project until the necessary objective is achieved.
Within archival institutions, the extra resources usually do not exist.
Other factors besides insufficient resources may hamper a project. There may
be serious disagreement internally, opposing factions within an organization
competing for power or authority over a particular area. The project may
depend on support from other organizational entities which was not obtained
in advance and is difficult to secure later. Rosabeth Moss Kanter, in The Change
Masters, discusses strategies useful in disarming opponents to innovation. The
one most appropriate to archivists is "appealing to larger principles," by which
the projected change is tied to an unassailable value or person in the organization.' Obviously it takes some time to identify the organization's cultural
values, but the archivist must make a bridge between professional values and
the organization's values if opposition is to be neutralized. Change is threatening, and the threat must either be minimized or placed in a larger context in
which contesting parties see a possibility of benefit to their parochial interests.
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In rescue operations the archivists needs a version of triage - identifying
those objectives which are clearly impossible to achieve (despite their priority
in the original formulation of the project), those which can be achieved without intervention, and those which require expert assistance. Balancing this
assessment against the project's principal goals, the archivist must devise direct,
workable action plans. The most important skills in diagnosis are interview
and observation. The consultant must determine each key person's view of the
problem and its underlying causes. A useful question to ask is, What other
aspects of the operation are not going well? This may help to pinpoint areas
of inadequate resources or non-cooperation. The consultant should observe the
operating routines of the project and develop and revise flow-charts intended
to establish a critical path for completion of the project within the available
time.
The authority of the outside expert and whatever institutional support can
be mustered must be brought to bear to make a change immediately. Since
this contradicts the desirable process of lengthy analysis and pilot solutions,
it demands considerable judgment and experience on the part of the archivist.
An early success, however small, builds confidence that an entire project can
be gotten back on track. Subsequently the consultant may retire to a less visible
position to monitor performance in those areas identified as critical and to refine a diagnosis of the underlying problem. The solution will inevitably require
skilled negotiation to redefine the project objectives and identify additional
resources within the overall organization.
Expectations
What do clients and consultants, entering into a written or implied contract,
have a right to expect from each other? The client is purchasing services, and
may expect that the consultant has the particular skills advertised, will perform within the specified time period, and will produced the agreed-upon
product. The consultant expects that the client will facilitate the work and will
pay in a timely fashion. Obviously in the sensitive and extended relationships
sketched above, a great deal more is expected of client and consultant. The
consultant must have good listening skills and considerable discernment. Consultants need a repertoire of problem-solving skills; they should not replicate
a solution which may have only limited applicability. Consultants must be good
communicators and persuasive advocates for their solutions. They must be able
to make reasonably accurate estimates of time and resources needed to reach
objectives, and they themselves must complete work on time. Most importantly,
they must be able to assess the limits of their own capabilities and skills and
their applicability to the proposed consultancy. No consultant should undertake all proffered consultant assignments, but should instead serve as a referral
service to other professionals more suited to the tasks.
Clients have a responsibility to be candid and cooperative in formulating
the problem and willing to devote the necessary time to interaction with the
consultant. In the case of planning assignments, this can be a major resource
allocation for the organization. The client should provide access to relevant
information, in files and in the memories of organization members. The clients
must be explicit about the organizational limitations which surround the
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consultancy and the level of risk which they are willing to assume in achievement of a solution.
The archival profession may expect consultants to adhere to canons of professional practice in their work, thus advancing both the profession and the larger
social goals of stewardship of historical documentation that the profession
espouses. The rewards of consulting thus embrace client, consultant, and profession. Problems are solved in a timely fashion; individuals have opportunities
to grow in their experience and capabilities as archivists; the image of archivists
and archives is enhanced. This is a model of a successful transaction - all
parties win.
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