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ABSTRACT America's decentralized system of government and the tradition
of pluralism have resulted in a diffuse and uncoordinated national archival sys-
tem. The archivist often is informed more by custodial attitudes than by aware-
ness of a larger body of documentation. The appraisal of records falls victim
to this heterogeneity. Appraisal is certainly one of the archivist's most difficult
and intellectually demanding tasks, and is made even more difficult because
it is often carried out without sufficient knowledge of the decisions made by
other archivists at other times and in other places. Improving the appraisal
process depends upon having access to a body of past appraisal decisions. A
model for sharing such appraisal data is found in jurisprudence, specifically
in Anglo-American common law, where precedent forms the basis for future
decisions. Mechanisms to support this model in the achival world might include
published appraisal case studies in professional literature, supplemented by
indexed abstracts of such case studies. However, a more efficient device would
employ an emerging national data base of archival descriptions, expanded to
include descriptions of active office records, whether or not they are scheduled
for transfer to archival custody. Such descriptions, complete with retention and
disposition decisions and justifications for these decisions, would constitute an
on-line data base of shared appraisal cases. This article discusses both the model
and the mechanisms, especially a seven-state shared appraisal project.

Appraising records is the archivist's most important and intellectually
challenging task. Although much has been written about appraisal, most of
the literature does not help guide an archivist on a day-to-day basis. No single
set of appraisal standards can be generalized to fit the multifarious needs of
hundreds of archival institutions; each institution must develop its own
appraisal methods and standards based on its own corporate culture.' "Cor-
porate culture" is a complex of inter-related factors: institutional bureaucratic
placement, clientele served, relationships with libraries and other information
agencies, staff resources, space and facilities available to store and maintain
archival material, and, most importantly, the perceived mission of the insti-
tution. The fact that archival institutions appraise and select records accord-
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ing to a wide variety of standards and are guided by various philosophies and
outlooks, means that the historical record is richer than it would be if a single
monolithic set of appraisal standards were used by every institution. To bor-
row from Adam Smith, there is an "invisible hand" guiding the selection of
archival material from the so-called universe of documentation. Each archival
institution, acting in its own interest, has contributed to the diversity and rich-
ness of archival material. The sum of individual appraisal decisions, each driven
by a unique set of circumstances, has resulted in an imperfect body of records
preserved in archival institutions, but one that has, for the most part, served
us well.

After those reflections, one might ask what an apparent proponent of laissez-
faire has to contribute to a discussion of cooperative appraisal. The answer is
found in the following working definition of cooperative appraisal. Coopera-
tive appraisal means sharing appraisal decisions - revealing the invisible hand,
if you will. It does not mean common standards or formulae applicable to all
archival agencies. A useful simile can be drawn from jurisprudence. To insist
upon a common standard or formula would be like the imposition of statutory
law based on a formal code, while sharing appraisal decisions would be similar
to Anglo-American common law. "As distinguished from law created by the
enactment of legislatures, the common law comprises the body of those prin-
ciples and rules of actions,.., which derive their authority solely from usages
and customs.., or from the judgments and decrees of the courts recognizing,
affirming, and enforcing such usages and customs .... 32

The notion that the American archival community could come to any agree-
ment on uniform standards of appraisal, or that archivists would accept
appraisal guidelines or a formula imposed by a higher authority, is ludicrous.
The training, institutional loyalties, and outlook of our profession are too
diverse; and such conformity would, in any event, be undesirable even if
achievable.

Yet it is clear from informal conversations with other archivists and from
the surveys which public records archivists continually conduct to determine
what their colleagues are doing, that there is a need for better information
about appraisal. At professional meetings we repeatedly hear about the appar-
ent duplication of information collected at various levels of government, espe-
cially by the states and the federal government. No one really knows the extent
of the duplication. We generally do not know what appraisal decisions are being
made about these supposedly duplicate records, nor do we know the ration-
ale for such decisions. It is obvious that this situation can lead to the unneces-
sary retention of records containing duplicate information, or the destruction
of valuable information, depending upon what uninformed assumptions -
guesses, really - are made by the appraising archivists.

The need for statements of principle guidelines, and rules-of-thumb has been
adequately met. The Spring 1985 issue of American Archivist contains an ex-
tensive bibliography on the literature of appraisal. What is lacking among all
of that literature is a body of case studies. Archivists have tried to avoid the
use of case studies in their professional literature since case studies can easily
become mere self-serving reminiscences. 3 But this aversion to case studies un-
fortunately obstructs the sharing of expertise and information about one of our
fundamental and often most difficult activities. Let us return again to the simile
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of jurisprudence. When we make appraisal decisions we are acting as judges.
We review the facts, listen to arguments from colleagues, consider extenuating
circumstances, weigh the impact of the possible choices, and then pass judg-
ment. Unlike judges, however, we fail to subject our decisions to review by our
peers or by the public. It is ironic that although we are a profession concerned
primarily with documentation, we have not created a permanent body of
documentation, or precedent, upon which we can base future decisions and
which we can use to train future generations of archivists. 4 A body of
published or easily accessible appraisal decisions, together with professional
principles and institutional guidelines, would not only improve our appraisal
decisions, but would help us develop a more professional outlook.

Archivists sometimes write informal, unpublished, appraisal memos for their
own institutional records. These often contain the arguments for and against
retaining a particular body of records. The sum of these memos, for a given
institution, constitutes an informal policy statement - a kind of case law
upon which to base future decisions. Naturally, not all decisions need this
documentation; but the "judgment calls," the unusual or unexpected decisions,
or the ones in which new practices are initiated (such as sampling) should be
clearly and rationally justified. We should assume a professional responsibility
to make these appraisal memos accessible to the wider archival community.
Making such briefs available would provide a more trustworthy intellectual
foundation for appraisal and would assist individual archivists to make better-
informed decisions.

In order to effectively share appraisal data, we must develop mechanisms
for disseminating these internal appraisal briefs and disposition schedules. One
mechanism would be to report significant decisions to an appraisal journal or
newsletter. The Society of American Archivists (or perhaps NAGARA or the
regional archival associations) should consider the publication of such a jour-
nal. 5 Other archivists, historians, and interested members of the public should
be encouraged to read the appraisal decisions and be invited to make specific
comments which would likewise be published. The dialectical process would
improve the way we do our work; it might also raise the consciousness of our
principal clientele, the historians, to the complexity inherent in many of our
decisions. Furthermore, it would provide a case book for students preparing
for archival careers who should be required to study and critique appraisal cases
as part of their education. The parallel with training for the law is obvious. 6

The principal use of these appraisal reports, however, would be to assist other
archivists faced with similar decisions. Clearly, appraisal is one of the archivist's
most intellectually demanding and difficult tasks. Pressure to keep records
comes from members of the research community who see value in almost every-
thing. Pressure to destroy comes from the genuine and immediate constraints
of limited space, limited resources to preserve, and limited staff to arrange and
describe new accessions. Appraising records of modern bureaucracies such as
state, local, and federal government bodies7 is further complicated by the
repetitive nature of these records. Although each record series is unique, there
is, in fact, much redundancy. The records of a field office may contain the same
information found in records maintained by the central office; the records of
a local government may be duplicated in part by the records of a state agency;
and certain records of a state agency for all practical purposes may be
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reproduced in those of a federal agency. Furthermore, because the programs
of one state are similar to those of another (many programs are federally man-
dated or are simply copied), the records documenting them, while not identical,
contain much the same information.

Ideally, the appraising archivist discovers redundancy by gathering infor-
mation about the distribution of multipart forms, about general office
procedures, and about the flow of information in an agency. The archivist also
needs to know how the information is duplicated at various levels of govern-
ment, and how other states are disposing of similar records. Sharing this
information would permit archivists to be guided by decisions made elsewhere.
For instance, an archivist might reason as follows: "Since most other state
archives do not keep leave-reporting forms, I have determined to do likewise."
Or, "I can see that most other state archives keep insurance company annual
reports only for companies based in their states. I therefore can throw away
the reports my state classifies as 'foreign' but had better keep the domestic
companies' reports since other states are discarding them." On the other hand,
"I determine that one or more other states are doing an adequate job of
documenting bingo licensing. This is a function that needs to be documented,
but not fifty times over, so I will not keep the files from my state's bingo licens-
ing board."

Clearly, archivists must not mindlessly follow the lead of others. Each insti-
tution must make its own appraisal decisions based on its own mission, needs,
and resources. Yet merely knowing what others have done, and why, would
help place each particular body of records in a reliable context, and permit
the appraising archivist to view the records from a new perspective.

But using appraisal data in this manner would require more than a simple
appraisal journal or a body of published "case law." As the legal profession has
found, locating the needed precedent among the great mass of case law is a
very expensive and time consuming endeavor. Case law publishers and other
entrepreneurs have developed legal data bases and automated indexing systems,
and a growing body of published archival appraisal data would soon require
similar treatment.

Not only published appraisal data, but also the mass of unpublished infor-
mation about appraisal should be indexed for internal uses. Any archivist who
has tried to find previous appraisal data within his or her own institution has
encountered the need for an information retrieval system; each state archives
would benefit by having access to a convenient local file of its own appraisal
data. Having such data in machine-readable form would facilitate internal
access and - assuming conformity to agreed-upon minimum technical and
content standards - would be only a short step away from creating a multi-
state data base.

Under such a multi-state system, once the appraisal data were entered in
a repository's local data base, dissemination would be largely free of overhead
costs since it would develop as records were daily entered into the system.

Instead of creating a published body of appraisal data and then later indexing
it, archivists should join together now to develop a cooperative on-line data
base of appraisal cases. In fact, the potential of sharing appraisal data may
be the major incentive for public records archives to maintain a national
archival data base.
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Imagine this scenario: Each time a series of government records is appraised
by an archivist at the National Archives, at one of the fifty state archives, or
at a county or city archives, information about that series is entered at a com-
puter terminal. The information consists of data on the provenance of the series
(the creating agency and the functions, activities,statutes, rules, and procedures
which account for the series); data on its content (time of coverage, geographic
focus, unit of analysis and population, and "topics"); data on its current uses
and the rate of accumulation; and appraisal data (retention period, ultimate
disposition, and justification for the decision). Further, imagine that this in-
formation is available, not only for newly scheduled series, but for all series
previously scheduled as well. Now imagine that all of these data are available
on-line at terminals at all of these government archives and in the offices of
records managers.

How would this change the work of those who schedule and appraise
records? First, those who actually draft the schedules could search the data
base for descriptions of similar series. These descriptions would be copied and
edited to conform to local practices and standards. Because we know that in
most cases the records being scheduled are very likely to be similar to records
already scheduled by the office down the hall, or by the agency across town,
the records manager could take advantage of the work already done. There
is no penalty for plagiarism in this business. These draft schedules would then
be flagged as needing review by the appropriate authority. Second, those who
review the schedules and make recommendations regarding ultimate disposi-
tion would find these proposed schedules in the file, and search the data base
to find related or duplicate forms of the records. They would study the argu-
ments made by other archivists for and against keeping particular series. Based
on this information from the data base, as well as on the information gathered
from a physical inspection of the records, interviews with records custodians,
and consideration of institutional factors, the appraising archivist would make
a recommendation, perhaps also writing an appraisal essay. Once the recom-
mendation was accepted, it would become a part of the shared data base,
together with the descriptive data and the appraisal essay. The net result would
be not only a more efficient workflow, but better, more informed, appraisal
decisions.

Such a scenario, though not yet at hand, is now at least within reach. In June
1985 the National Historical Publications and Records Commission granted
$380,000 to the Research Libraries Group to fund a project using an existing
mechanism - the Research Libraries Information Network (RLIN) - to
support the exchange of data about archival holdings and to permit the sharing
of appraisal data. Seven state archives have been invited to participate in this
pilot project. They are Alabama, California, Minnesota, New York, Pennsyl-
vania, Utah, and Wisconsin. As a group these seven represent states large and
small, states from various regions in the country, and states with new, revital-
ized, or mature archival programs. Each is committed to entering descriptions
of a portion of its archival holdings, and (significantly for this paper) descrip-
tions of selected records that already have been scheduled. Many, if not most,
of these scheduled records are slated for destruction and thus will never find
their way into archival custody. Each of these series descriptions and disposi-
tion schedules will be fully accessible to the archivists in the participating states
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(as well as to all others with access to RLIN). The expectation is that the archiv-
ists in these states will begin to search the RLIN data base each time they
appraise a group of records, and that when they find related series from other
states, they will use the information in the file to assist them in their appraisal
decisions.

The ability to locate the records schedules relevant to a specific case is the
key to the appraisal project. Agencies which carry out similar functions in
different states often have similar names and they may produce records with
similar titles. Users searching by the name of the agency or by the keywords
in the series title may attain desired records. But in many cases agency names
and series titles may be so different that an alternative approach is needed. To
achieve more precise results, RLIN permits each record to be tagged with other
data elements, two of which, when used together, constitute a proxy for the
nature of the record series. They are "form of material" and "function:' "Form
of material is the term used to describe a culturally defined information package
(such as a diary, an invoice, or an application for employment) .... -8 Con-
trolled vocabularies of these terms have been developed, and this data element
is searchable in RLIN.

The notion of "function" - "a culturally defined work package (such as
licensing, appraising or teaching)"9 - has not been as well thought out.
RLIN does not permit searching of this data element, nor is there yet an
accepted controlled vocabulary. Given that agencies with different names but
similar functions produce similar records series, the "function" is a facet of prov-
enance for which we need a systematic method of access. Indeed, part of the
project is devoted to the development of a preliminary functional authority list.
If this project initiates a serious discussion of the need for and value of a func-
tional authority file, it will have accomplished much.

In his 1946 SAA presidential address, Archivist of the United States Solon
J. Buck presented his vision of "The Archivist's One World.' 1 He conceived
of the records of the human race as one grand fond, each subunit of which
bears a relationship to every other. He reasoned that as the world grows ever
smaller - through advancements in communications and transportation -
archivists must carry out their responsibilities within the context of archival
activities in other parts of the world. His vision was colored by contemporary
events: the conclusion of World War II and the establishment of the United
Nations which fostered optimism for the world's future.

Buck's idealistic global view, narrowed and focused to the archival condi-
tion in this country, leads to the belief that archivists in the United States have
much in common and that they have reasons to work together toward common
objectives. This optimism is based not on idealism but on pragmatism. The
centrifugal forces that pull us apart are real, and they are not likely to be over-
come easily or quickly. But the centripetal forces that push us together are also
real. The much-discussed "poverty of archives" - the paucity of resources avail-
able to accession and manage an ever-increasing load of recorded material in
an "age of abundance" - mandates the sharing of resources and the avoid-
ance of duplicated effort. On-line sharing of appraisal data is a pragmatic step
to that end.
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