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ABSTRACT: Archivists’ discussions about use of the USMARC AMC format so
far have failed adequately to address goals and system design and implementa-
tion issues. The article focuses on one commonly articulated goal, improved
end-user access to archival collections. It examines the issues of data quantity,
data quality, and user-system interfaces and concludes that unresolved problems
in all three areas present significant obstacles to end-user access to archival col-
lections via current bibliographic descriptive networks.

The archival literature in recent years has been full of praise and promise for
the USMARC AMC (Archival and Manuscripts Control) format. Archivists
have been told that its use is inevitable' and that it is the best news for archivists
since acid-free folders.> Many of these publications have done an excellent job
of explaining what USMARC AMC is and how and why it came about. What
has been missing is discussion of what USMARC AMC use can do (and, equal-
ly important, cannot do), what archivists want it to do, and how to ensure that
the ways archivists use the format further professional goals.

Almost without exception, the reason for using the USMARC AMC format
given in the archival literature to date has been the opportunity to become part
of the larger information world.’ Unfortunately, all too often the advantages of
participation in this vast information community are assumed—as if they were
so obvious as not to need enumeration. Conversely, the disadvantages are
brushed aside as being too trivial for discussion among right-thinking and pro-
gressive archivists.

If archivists’ discussion of goals has been superficial, exploration of system
design and implementation issues has been virtually nonexistent. In the absence
of discussion of other elements of information systems in which the format is
used, the implication is that these undefined advantages will be ours as a neces-
sary consequence of USMARC AMC use. If archivists are to exploit USMARC
AMC fully and creatively they must begin a more critical and rigorous exami-
nation of their goals, and issues of system design and implementation.

The work of SAA’s National Information Systems Task Force (NISTF) which
led to the development of the USMARC AMC format was a remarkable
achievement. With respect to professional goals one of NISTF’s realizations
was that “...a national information system probably would be justified on the
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basis of its usefulness to archival organizations rather than to end users...”* The
discussion in the archival literature since this statement appeared, however, has
drifted away from organizational utility as justification for use of the format.
USMARC proponents today consistently justify the format by referring to
improved access to archival materials for end-users.’ Since this has become the
single most widely articulated goal, it is reasonable to ask if using USMARC
AMC makes it easier for end-users to find archival collections when they ask,
“Where can I find information about XYZ?”

Asking this question makes obvious the significance of archivists’ failure to
examine system components other than the format. There has been considerable
confusion about the distinctions between the USMARC AMC format, the data
recorded using the format, and manipulation of the data. However, it is the
entire system (format, vocabulary, descriptive conventions, policies on descrip-
tive levels, depth of subject analysis, the user interface, and other elements) that
governs what end-users discover about our collections. Thus, benefits to be
derived from use of the USMARC AMC format can not usefully be discussed
without including the other components of information systems of which
USMARC AMC is one part. The question becomes whether use of the
USMARC AMC format as currently implemented within bibliographic net-
works and in-house systems makes it easier for end-users to find archival
collections relevant to their information needs.

Three broad issues seem pertinent to that question: 1) Access: how much
information about archival records is available in online catalogs and how readi-
ly available is it; 2) Data Quality: is it clear what entities are being described
and are the analysis and vocabulary used to construct those descriptions under-
standable; 3) User Interface: how difficult is it for users to extract meaningful
information from the system. Each of these issues, in turn, presents even more
questions.

Access

In determining how much information exists, the most obvious measure is the
number of series/collections that have been cataloged. A variety of published
reports give both totals and an idea of trends. One early report claimed 47
repositories had entered 70,000 bibliographic records into the RLIN database as
of 1 August 1986.¢ Another noted 45 repositories and 86,000 AMC records in
RLIN in May 1987.” As of December 1988 the RLIN database included 160,000
AMC records.®! OCLC as of August 1986 was cited as having 50,000 AMC
records® and in July 1988, 80,000."° The Western Library Network, which
implemented the AMC format less than a year ago, has around 500 records."
The rough total is nearly a quarter of a million records.

These figures only detail records in national databases. Micro-computer sys-
tems using software such as Cactus’s Minaret and Michigan State’s
MicroMARC:amc and regional networks may boost the totals. In that regard,
another interesting figure comes from the SAA automation survey of November
1987 that 70 repositories were currently using the USMARC AMC format and
another 43 planned to do so within one year.” Assuming they all have done so, a
questionable assumption, that represents 113 repositories out of 261 survey
respondents.
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For comparison, as of the 1985 issue, The National Union Catalog of
Manuscript Collections (NUCMC) had described 56,435 collections in 1,321
repositories.”” These figures are, at best, suggestive, but what they seem to indi-
cate is that more records in fewer repositories are in online catalogs than in the
manual equivalent of a national database. However, because NUCMC is now
entering records into the RLIN database, this may be a distinction without a dif-
ference. What is encouraging is the speed with which this database is being
constructed. Considering that the AMC format was not published until 1984 and
that additional time was necessary to prepare for its use and actually create bib-
liographic records, this growth is a remarkable achievement.

A corollary question needs to be asked. At what level are those bibliographic
records available—national, state, regional, institutional, repository? In practice,
if end-users can only access the records cataloged in their home institutions it
does them little good that many thousands more are out there somewhere. If
access is possible, what practical obstacles stand between end-users and the
records? Are the records, for example, available in an online public access cata-
log (OPAC) searchable at little or no cost? Can users search the catalog from
their homes or offices or do they have to go to the repository? Or do they read a
print out or catalog cards?

Even if end-users are affiliated with an institution that is a member of one of
the national networks can they search that database? Many public catalogs are
part of turnkey systems that allow access only to the bibliographic records of a
single institution. If end-users want to search the union catalog of a bibliograph-
ic utility they must rely on a librarian intermediary. In any case, researchers
almost always need some institutional affiliation because, as individuals, there
is nothing available to them similar to BRS’s AfterDark or Dialog’s Knowledge
Index.™

Because access is by institution, the membership figures of the national utili-
ties might be instructive. As of October 1988, OCLC membership was 9,400,
RLIN reported 99 members, the Western Library Network included 300 mem-
bers®.

Data Quality

Once end-users get access to archival bibliographic records, do the conven-
tions and standards archivists use produce descriptions that make sense to them?
Since descriptive cataloging data largely rest on application of the Anglo-
American Cataloguing Rules (AACR 2), the effectiveness of those rules in
producing descriptions intelligible to end-users is critical. Unfortunately, there
is a substantial body of library literature devoted to attacking AACR 2’s effec-
tiveness. As archivists become more experienced with AACR 2 they will,
undoubtedly, join whole-heartedly in pointing out its flaws. For example, one
popular complaint revolves around rules 24.12 through 24.14 and what they do
to institutional names. University archivists have discovered that the bizarre
consequence of consistent adherence to the rules is that, within one university,
some schools are entered directly under their own names while other schools
are entered as subunits of the university. Those trained in cataloging can under-
stand and sympathize with the reasons for these rules and the principles behind
them. But most researchers have never even attended SAA’s workshop on
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library descriptive standards let alone semester-long graduate classes in cata-
loging. To them the results of following these rules must appear the cheapest
and most self-indulgent form of self-aggrandizement.

Equally important are local descriptive policies. Are archivists describing
material at a consistent level, i.e. record group, subgroup, series, etc.? If
archivists are not consistent, are the principles guiding archival descriptive level
choices intelligible? Do archivists know why cataloging is sometimes at the
series level and at other times at the record group level or does it just “feel
right”? If it is the latter does it also feel right to researchers? Alternatively, if
archivists are consistent—for example, series-level and only series-level—was
this policy reached because the records dictated this approach or is it a matter of
administrative convenience?

Also important is the question of how much information archivists give users.
Are end-users discovering five screens of biographical notes and, if so, should
they? Do end-users ever want to know this much and, if so, at what point in
their search? At the other extreme, are archivists mimicking the librarian’s
superficial subject analysis and assigning the equivalent of the library’s average
1.4 subject entries per record? What fields and subfields are used? While it is a
triumphant reaffirmation of the obvious it should be noted that if information is
not part of a record researchers can not use it to find the record.

Is the vocabulary archivists use understandable to users? Among librarians,
complaining about AACR 2 is becoming second in popularity only to the
tradition of Library of Congress Subject Headings-bashing. It is an understand-
able tradition. Who wants to explain to researchers why the catalog contains the
heading Military Education but not engineering education because that is called
Engineering—Study And Teaching?

User Interface

Assuming that bibliographic records are available through an OPAC, does
the system’s manipulation of the database help or hinder end-user retrieval?
What fields and subfields are indexed and are they indexed in one file or
separately? How many characters in the field are indexed? Can the user
specify what data elements of the record to display? Are authority records
available to users to guide them through the vocabulary? Are there suggestive
error messages or are users simply faced with the discouraging “No records
retrieved”? Can the user review the session’s search history? Are printers
available? Are truncation, stemming and soundex searches available? What
about keyword, Boolean, phrase searching and adjacency? What are we doing
to help the browser, who, to paraphrase Justice Potter Stewart, can’t define it,
but will know it when she sees it?

Answers to most of these questions of access, data quality, and interface sug-
gest that there are significant barriers for end-users to overcome before they
find archival collections. The current distribution system divides the universe
of machine-readable catalog records among multiple bibliographic networks
and local catalogs, effectively hiding many records from specific users’
reach. Recent studies of how people use OPAC’s have concluded that they
like using them even though they do not perform effective searches. Frequently
discussed obstacles to effective end-user searching include inability to formu-
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late search strategies, misunderstanding of Boolean logic, and ignorance of the
subject vocabulary used by librarians. Simply put, users do not understand
either library descriptive practices or the existing capabilities of OPAC’s. The
current generation of catalogs does little to assist users in navigating even
the limited capabilities available. Many users do not even understand what
entities compose the universe described in online catalogs.'

All of which suggests that there is little reason to conclude that end-users are
better off today than they were in 1982, when USMARC AMC was still a glim-
mer in the eye of the National Information Systems Task Force. There is a large
mass of information to find. But archivists have not done enough to help users
find it. Viewed in one way this is a continuation of the long-standing and often
justifiable criticisms of archivists’ idiosyncratic manual practices. The profes-
sion is simply using fancier tools—computers instead of card catalogs and
registers—to achieve the same inadequate results. Archivists have not taken
advantage of the opportunities presented by a structure for archival information
exchange because still, eleven years after NISTF was formed, the basic ques-
tions have not been answered.

The first question is, what do archivists want these catalogs to do and who
should they serve? Are they finding aids or “electronic pathfinders” to finding
aids? Are they an outreach mechanism to alert potential users to the existence of
collections or are they comprehensive management information systems? With
whom do archivists intend to exchange information—other archival reposito-
ries, records creators, or researchers? As a beginning effort to answer these
questions it would be instructive to survey institutions that are USMARC users
to discover why they chose this approach, if their expectations have been met,
and if not, what unmet needs they have identified. Information about how many
and what types of institutions are AMC users would also be useful, as would
reasons for nonusers’ disinterest.

The second question is, what do specific types of users want these catalogs to
do. Although this article discusses users as if they all had identical information
needs, it is unlikely that they do. Calling for user studies is not an original
thought. If, however, archivists are going to embark on the expensive process of
developing online catalogs in order to assist end-users in discovering archival
materials it is imperative to discover what users want to know. If, as seems
probable, different users have different expectations then archivists will have to
develop mechanisms to mediate conflicting needs.

The third question is, if there is no exact match between the expectations of
catalog creators and catalog users, where and how is compromise reached.
Contained within this question is the issue of how over-burdened archival staffs,
many of whom lack experience and training in the theory and techniques of bib-
liographic description, are to add to or convert finding aids into the AMC
format."” If archivists do not want to see use of the USMARC AMC format
become a dividing line between the have’s and have-not’s of the archival com-
munity, then the profession must act to make online catalogs appealing and
affordable to all institutions. Who will benefit from archival participation in the
wider information community and who will bear the costs? Are the economic
incentives of sharing resources such as cataloging data and holdings exchanged
through interlibrary loan that were responsible for the growth of the biblio-
graphic networks in the 1970s relevant to archives?'
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Avra Michelson’s article in the American Archivist has alerted archivists to a
second facet of the issue of expectations: the problem of indexer inconsistency."
The most surprising aspect of her research is how surprised people have been
at the results. Indexer inconsistency is not a new problem and there is no reason
to expect that archivists would be immune to a disease that has plagued all
other segments of the information business.

Prescriptive indexing literature, however, begins with the instruction that the
nature of the collection and the information needs of the users must be the foun-
dation of the index.” At the risk of being labelled an “idiosyncratist”, this
prescription suggests that describing different collections for different users will
always entail certain differences in approach to analysis and vocabulary.
Consistency, if it is the result of assigning descriptors regardless of user or col-
lection context, may be neither possible nor desirable, particularly if it results in
a smaller descriptive vocabulary. Rather than achieve profession-wide consis-
tency, all archivists may be able to do is to explain what we are indexing and
how. If, however, archivists can make local practices intelligible to end-users as
well as to each other, they will have achieved something very helpful in bridg-
ing the gap between users and creators.

After lengthy deliberations, ample opportunity for comment by archivists,
and substantial modification, archivists have adopted library structures for data
exchange. As a result of this process, the USMARC AMC format is a signif-
icantly different animal from its predecessor manuscript format. The success
of the current format is in large part a result of the process that produced it.

The Task Force sanctioned the definition of existing practice with a consis-
tent vocabulary, which it would then take as the “standard” and use in its
design of national information systems....The process was open and open-
ended and...actual data already in use was taken as a given.”!

A similar process must be applied to the issues of descriptive practice, for
analysis and vocabulary and for delivery systems. This would be less essential if
existing library practice and systems met user expectations and could be adopt-
ed by archivists with minor modifications. Unfortunately, there is ample
evidence that library practice and systems do not meet user expectations.

Despite the many questions to be answered, there is reason to be optimistic
that archivists can address these issues successfully. In the United States, the
Working Group on Archival Descriptive Standards® is examining the process
by which the profession develops and adopts standards. The Government
Records Project® continues to explore imaginative new uses of USMARC-
based data as have several participants in the Bentley Library’s Research
Fellowship Program. The Canadian archival community also is exploring
descriptive standards. Archives, Personal Papers, and Manuscripts®, the
embodiment of current archival bibliographic descriptive conventions, is being
revised after only five years. Both the revision and the first edition incorporate
substantial necessary modifications of the original AACR 2 rules for manuscript
cataloging. Beyond these projects, there is a vast body of library and informa-
tion science literature on end-user searching of bibliographic databases and
OPAC’s from which to learn.

There remains, however, much more to do. Archivists must inform them-
selves about how allied professions have addressed similar questions and what
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conclusions they have drawn. Those conclusions must be examined in light of
archival experience and, if the conclusions do not hold up, archivists must per-
suasively discuss their needs and make original contributions. This need is even
more important because of the recent integration of USMARC formats.

Archivists bring different, valuable, and heterogeneous perspectives to this
process. The overwhelming portion of archival collection descriptions are not
tied to LCSH, AACR 2, or LC and Dewey classification. Archivists do not
carry the baggage of decades of copy cataloging. Administrative histories and
biographical notes are a resource like nothing available in traditional biblio-
graphic systems. Traditional hierarchical descriptions are a similar resource
with enormous potential for aiding users in navigating catalogs.” It would
be wrong to lose sight of the NISTF conclusion that “a national information sys-
tem for archives and manuscripts collections derived from the intellectual
resources of the archival profession...will, by the process used to create it,
maximize its acceptance by the profession.”*

Advice often repeated to systems analysts is the caution against “assuming
the environment.” It is a pitfall that NISTF avoided. The same cannot be said
for subsequent developments. Presented with a vehicle for exchanging informa-
tion, archivists have not adequately addressed the reasons to exchange
information. Presented with available library descriptive standards, archivists
have not adequately addressed archival needs for descriptive standards.
Presented with a ready-made subject vocabulary, archivists have not adequately
addressed archival needs for subject, function, form, and other vocabularies.
Presented with ready-made delivery systems, archivists have not adequately
addressed archival or user output requirements.

This article is not an attempt to argue against use of the USMARC AMC for-
mat. It is an attempt to argue for thoughtful use, for a rigorous analysis of goals
and a creative reflection on possibilities, at both repository and professional lev-
els. If these steps are neglected, the USMARC AMC format will be both an
irrelevance and a failed opportunity.
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