COOPERATIVE COMPETITORS:
LOCAL, STATE, AND NATIONAL

ARCHIVAL ASSOCIATIONS
WILLIAM J. MAHER
ABSTRACT: Archivists' professional development is critically dependent on a
diverse system of archival organizations. Through meetings, publications, and
committee work, these organizations provide members with education, experience, and legitimatization. Regional archival organizations are enviably
positioned to fulfill archivists' educational and socialization needs. Their middle position, however, requires special attention to ensure that cooperation and
competition are used productively.

Organizations like the Midwest Archives Conference (MAC) sometimes
show a narcissistic tendency when they pause to examine how well they fulfill
their roles as representatives of their profession. In fact, one can point to an
almost disconcerting proportion of conference sessions and archival literature
given over to such navel-gazing. Nevertheless, the vitality of organizations like
MAC and of the archival profession as a whole requires attention to such issues.
This self-examination is the only way in which each member and each archivist
can be assimilated into the profession to contribute to its ongoing development.
The process also allows members to redefine goals and operating procedures
and to adjust for the inevitable changes in the environment within which the
profession and organization function.
Among the most important issues for self-examination are the relations
between archivists and allied and competing occupations because these define
the boundaries of the archival profession. Archival organizations play a key role
by serving as advocates for archivists and providing a forum for discussion of
relations with collateral professionals, such as librarians, records managers, historians, and museum specialists. Archival literature and annual meetings have
been quite useful in covering these topics and thereby helping to articulate the
need for the autonomy that is essential if the archival profession is to survive
and prosper.
Equally important are the relations among the diverse organizations
established to serve archivists. Conflict and tension may be less explicit here,
but it is just as real and deserves attention because it affects the allocation of
archivists' most plentiful resources-their time and talents-to volunteer organizations. The tensions emanate from fundamental differences in the interests

106

THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST

Vol. XVI, No. 2, 1991

that lead archivists to assemble in specialist groups organized around common
experiences and interests. Most such groups are focused on type of repository
(e.g., government archives, college and university archives), format (e.g., photographs, machine-readable records), or archival function (e.g., description,
preservation). While all share the basic goal of advancing archival work, each
interest group works to advance its specialized needs and accomplishments,
competing for existing resouces. Without the infusion of significantly more
resources, it is unrealistic to expect that those tensions can be eliminated.
Nevertheless, they are not without positive effects. If kept in balance, they can
move the archival profession forward by improving both its techniques and its
responsiveness to specialist constituent groups. Moreover, the potential for damage from these tensions can be limited if specialists redirect their attention to
their overall commitment to the core archival goal of preserving the past and
making it accessible to the future.
Different, but possibly more productive, tensions can develop among the
many nonspecialist, or umbrella, archival organizations established to address a
comprehensive range of archival concerns in a specific geographic area. At the
national, regional, state, and metropolitan levels, these organizations are central
to the health and development of the archival profession in the United States.
Each type has a unique role to play, but all draw from a single pool of archivists
for their members, officers, journal authors, committee members, and conference attendees and speakers. Because of the resultant potential for both
competition and duplication of effort, it is important for archivists to look at the
relations of the umbrella archival organizations operating at these four geographic levels.
The development of the regional, state, and local archival organizations can
be seen as an example of the overall trend in post-World War II America toward
decentralization and regionalism. On the other hand, it can be equally well
explained by the innate tendency of Americans to create organizations as noted
by Alexis de Tocqueville:
Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form
associations. They have not only commercial and manufacturing companies
in which all take part, but associations of a thousand other kinds, religious,
moral, serious, futile, restricted, enormous, or diminutive.... If it is proposed
to inculcate some truth or to foster some feeling by the encouragement of a
great example, they form a society. Wherever at the head of some new
undertaking you see the government of France or a man of rank in England,
in the United States you will be sure to find an association. 1
Regardless of whether or notthis is any longer a uniquely American habit,
the growth of regional, state, and local archival associations is the result of a
commitment to democracy, as much as it is a manifestation of the overall
growth in size and complexity of archival work.'
To provide a base for reviewing the relations of archival organizations, the
table on the next page outlines the size and founding dates of archival organizations in the Midwest.'
Despite the long-standing preeminence of the Society of American Archivists
(SAA), for more than two decades midwestern American archivists have found
it necessary to pursue professional goals not only through a national organization but also through groups closer to home.
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DATE ESTABLISHED

NUMBER OF MEMBERS

National
Society of American Archivists

1936

3,365

Regional
Midwest Archives Conference

1972

1,000

State
Michigan Archival Association
Society of Ohio Archivists
Society of Indiana Archivists
Wisconsin Archivists Society

1958
1968
1972
1987

250
160
100
50

1973
1977
1978
1982
1982

110
20
119
70
100

Metropolitan
Association of St. Louis Archivists
Library Council of Metropolitan Milwaukee
Kansas City Area Archivists
Chicago Area Archivists
Twin Cities Archives Roundtable
(Minneapolis-St. Paul)

The beginning of the 1990s is a particularly appropriate time for these organizations to examine their relations because the subnational organizations now
have sufficient experience to assess their successes and sufficient stability to
acknowledge their limits and failings. In addition, given the demographics of
the archival profession and the limited prospects for dramatic growth in members during the next decade, understanding the health of the entire system of
archival organizations will be critical to our future success as archivists and as
professionals. Moreover, an overview of the relations among the many archival
organizations in the Midwest is important to allow each to reassess and redefine
itself.
To provide a regional perspective on these issues, three areas will be examined. First, the goals of organizations, the means of achieving them, and some
of the positive byproducts of professional organizations will be reviewed.
Second, some of the contributions that regional associations are particularly
well positioned to make will be described. Third, the issue of cooperation versus competition will be examined, and it will be argued that neither should be a
driving force in how professional archival organizations relate to each other.
Generic Goals, Activities, and Outcomes of Organizations
To set the stage, one needs to understand the nature and purpose of professional organizations. Under the various names of organization, society,
association, conference, and congress, there are literally thousands of such bodies in the United States. 4 Each represents the confluence of interests of
specialists in an occupational area, employing institutions, and interested third
parties. While none of these could replace the archival associations, the purposes of any society are truly generic. All share six basic goals:
* education of members and nonmembers in the given occupation
• communication of information relevant to the occupation
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advancement of knowledge, theory, and practice in the field
" definition, promulgation, and enforcement of standards of practice
" control over the definition and use of the occupational title, especially regarding the linkage of the term "professional" to the name of the occupation
* advocacy on behalf of the fundamental concerns of the occupation before
governmental, institutional, and competing professional bodies.
In the context of relations among umbrella archival organizations, it should
be noted that the first three of these relate to knowledge and expertise and are
therefore equally within the grasp of the subnational as the national association.
The latter three relate to control and may be exercised most fully at the national
level.
The mechanisms or activities that associations use to accomplish these goals
are equally generic, and include
" formal conferences, workshops, and seminars
" publications, especially newsletters, journals, technical literature, and public
relations documents
" committees and task forces working on a subfield of the occupation, a
technical problem, or a political issue
" promulgating policy statements, formal and informal lobbying representation
on interoccupational committees, task forces, and agencies
" hosting events that foster development of informal communication among
individual professionals.
Although not every activity is equally appropriate for each type of organization, this outline can be used as a checklist to assess the relative activity of
archival organizations at each geographic level.
All of these goals and activities are important to archival organizations, but
there are other roles fulfilled by professional societies that must be considered
in any analysis of the relationships of local, state, regional, and national associations. These are the outcomes or effects of professional organizations. While
logically related to formal goals, four deserve special attention.
First, like all other institutions, once professional organizations are firmly
established, they are driven by a desire to survive. This inevitably fosters a conservatism in program planning and operations. No matter how innovative the
impetus for their creation, most organizations soon adopt routines for programming, administration, and governance, and these routines often become the
unexamined raison d' etre for operations. Thus, each faces a challenge to
remain fresh while remaining true to the reasons for its creation.
Second, one of the most critical roles of organizations is that they provide
legitimacy and credibility for the individual professional. Because an organization represents a body of assembled experts in a field, the recognition that the
organization bestows on a member via program participation, election to office,
and committee service functions as an invaluable endorsement that the professional can carry back to his or her institution. For archivists, who are often lone,
or at least minority, professionals within their employing institutions, this can be
particularly useful in securing credibility and professional autonomy for their
programs. For example, an archivist's claim for use of nonlibrary techniques to
describe manuscripts will have considerably greater credibility at one's employing library if the archivist has been an active participant in the development of
archival practice through associations.
"
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Third, professional organizations fulfill a role as an exercise and proving
ground. Because organizations all depend on volunteer labor for offices and
committees, they provide innumerable opportunities for their members to develop and refine skills that contribute significantly to their effectiveness as
employees. Organizations educate and train professionals in these especially
important areas: critical thinking, writing skills, interpersonal skills, program
planning and management, and budgeting. Thus, while organizational work in
MAC or SAA may take one away from one's everyday job, it should also return
one with valuable experience that few institutions can afford to provide as part
of internal staff development programs.
Fourth, professional organizations fulfill a complex socializing and humanizing role. Through meetings and committee work, organizations create an
environment in which the technical details of archival work can be mixed with
the personal interests of members. These may include the frivolous (such as the
current performance of the Chicago Cubs), avocations (furniture refinishing or
car restoration), and personal (family relations and progress of children or pets).
This not only humanizes professional work, but also establishes an environment
where creativity can flourish because spontaneous social interaction is easily
mixed with concentrated professional discussions. Especially important for this
outcome are the informal aspects of professional meetings, such as mixers and
should not be written off as mere entertainment as is somereceptions. These
5
times the case.
From reviewing both the formal goals and actual outcomes of professional
organizations, it becomes apparent that some are more suited to one type of
organization than others. For example, creating standards and defining professional credentials may be accomplished far better by national organizations
whereas socializing functions may be achieved best in local organizations.
Similarly, lobbying on state records issues is clearly best performed by state
archival associations.
The Contributions of the Regionals
To assess the relation of the regionals to other organizations, one must consider what they contribute to the overall system of professional organizations.
This can be understood best by 6looking at their inherent strengths compared
with other archival organizations.
1. Regionals have a critical advantage in their position between nationals and
state and local organizations. Unlike the national organizations, regionals do
not bear many of the heavy responsibilities for the national definition of the
profession. Because of their smaller size and scope, they have the luxury of
not needing to be active in every area of archival work, and can instead concentrate their efforts. Likewise, because regionals do not operate with the
financial responsibility for a headquarters office and staff, they can have
much more flexibility in their budget and operations, and should be able to
take more risks. Although the demise of an organization like MAC would be
most unfortunate, the realization that its survival is less critical than SANs
should liberate its leaders to take programming and operational risks that the
national might not take.
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2. The position of regionals vis-d-vis the state and metropolitan organizations
is also a major reasonfor their strength. Because regionals draw from a large
geographic area (e.g., MAC incorporates 800,000 square miles in twelve
states) they can tap a large pool of diverse institutions. While there are high
quality archival institutions in each of MAC's twelve states and in most
cities, the number and diversity of such institutions only reaches a critical
mass when the net is cast broadly enough to include several states and
metropolitan areas that incorporate a heterogeneous mix of institutions. Thus,
MAC can include professionals from the American Jewish Archives in
Cincinnati, the National Ba'Hai Archives in Wilmette, the Minnesota
Historical Society, and the Urbana Free Library. At the same time, the regional often draws from the same calibre of talent that is the mainstay of the
national organization. True, some of this talent is also available within larger
states like Ohio and major cities like St. Louis, but creating a diverse pool in
those areas is inherently more difficult.
3. The position of regionals helps them to be much closer to their members
than the national. They can offer programs of a quality often very close to
that of the national, and they are able to do so with lower dues and fees. In
this way, the regionals perform an important role in professionalizing new
archivists and new archival programs whose situations inherently severely
limit how much they can spend on travel and professional guidance.
Regionals perform a critical educational function because they bring a high
level of professional expertise within the reach of all archival institutions and
individuals. They are particularly effective in this because they are smaller
and more intimate, but as a regional grows to the size of MAC, maintaining
intimacy is more difficult. State and metropolitan organizations clearly have
greater potential for one-on-one contact among archivists.
4. The benefits of size also carry over to governance. MAC, for example, has
always prided itself on its democratic and grass roots philosophy. One of the
reasons that this spirit can prevail is that the regional can draw from a goodsized pool for its officers and active members. No single institution, handful
of institutions, or single type of repository is so likely to predominate as it
might in metropolitan and state organizations. In addition, since the regional
is not the preeminent national organization, the stakes in controlling it are not
so high as to cause tension. Consequently, this has contributed to more amicable elections and committee appointments in MAC than is sometimes seen
in SAA.
These observations are not intended to slight SAA or the state and local organizations. Rather, these are the areas where the position of regionals solves
problems that can be more challenging to the organizations at the other ends of
the geographic scale. At the same time, it should be noted that the middle position of a regional creates three unenviable problems, First, it is hard to maintain
the immediacy and intimacy that gave the organization its original life as the
membership grows to more than ten times what it was in the first years. Second,
providing a broad array of services for a large number of members at a low cost
is very difficult when that low cost also precludes hiring a paid staff to handle
the administrative functions of the organization. Third, there is a challenge in
remaining a grassroots organization long after the association has been placed
on a firm footing, and, indeed, has become an institution that seeks to preserve
itself and its traditional ways of doing business.
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Cooperation versus Competition
With an understanding of the purposes and relative advantages of archival
organizations, it is possible to turn to the issue of cooperation and competition
among organizations. Unfortunately, the usual treatment given to this issue is
quite unsatisfactory. Even the most detailed and lengthy discussions of cooperation and competition can be reduced to the aphorism: "We should reduce the
amount of competition because it wastes our resources. Instead, we should
engage in more cooperative ventures to pool talent, avoid duplication, and rationalize the services we provide." It is hard to argue with such sentiments without
appearing to be a Philistine, but these sentiments make a very unproductive
starting point for specific actions when cooperation or competition is encountered. The traditional responses to the cooperation/competition question are
inadequate because they overlook five important aspects of the issue that should
become the basis of archivists' thinking.
1. Both cooperation and competition are inevitable; both produce good, and
both produce bad. Cooperation and competition occur both formally and
informally, in highly visible ways and many less apparent ways. The formal
ways include the cooperative scheduling of workshops and the competitive
hosting of meetings.
2. The informal and subtle aspects of cooperation and competition have
received too little attention. For example, one of the most important subtle
aspects of cooperation is that each organization trains leaders for the other
organizations. Generally this works in an upward fashion. For example, an
archivist may start his or her association career as a council member or secretary of a metropolitan association, and then with this experience be elected to
a state or regional office. Another example of subtle cooperation are the contributions to the national from the experience of the regional, such as the
development of committee guidelines for the SAA following the model used
by MAC for its committees.
3. The third observation is that competition produces many desirable and
productive results that should persuade us to accept, if not encourage,
competition. The low-key competition among associations for the attention of
archivists has energized their members to provide superior programs and
products of which each can be proud. Anyone who has served on a program
committee recognizes an inherent competitive challenge to make the program
better than any other offerings concurrently available. The same can be said
of newsletters and journals. If each organization were to try to operate solely
in a noncompetitive fashion, the overall quality of all of our archival associations would be seriously impaired.
4. Competition may have ill effects, but this should not be a reason to avoid
activities that might have competitive overtones. Few would defend contentious competition for members, meeting attendance, or public attention,
but most forms of competition are not so stark as this. Instead competition
and contention will arise when each organization is merely attempting to
develop and run its own programs. The best examples of this problem are in
the areas of scheduling meetings and soliciting manuscripts for publication.
In both areas, it is very hard for the larger organizations not to step on, or at
least step near, the toes of the smaller organizations.
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The larger organizations must tread sensitively, but the smaller organizations need to recognize the importance of the regional's programs to the
overall archival professional system. More advance consultation in scheduling meetings and development of cooperative programming, such as MAC
attempted in 1989, should keep this problem to a manageable level although
this is not to deny that misunderstandings about that meeting may have
caused MAC to wonder whether a new and more contentious era was at
hand. 7 As future instances of such tension occur, archivists should remember
that it will not always be possible to avoid bruising toes. Conflict avoidance
should not be a preeminent criteria in program planning, and each organization should not hesitate to look to what is best for itself and its mission. Wise
leaders of our associations should recognize that our own missions cannot be
fulfilled properly if the way we conduct ourselves creates a large group of
dissatisfied colleagues in another association.
5. While discussions of competition often focus on meetings and programs, a
more important and subtle issue is competition for the time, talent, and ideas
of our members. Archives is not a large profession, and all organizations are
utterly dependent on the volunteer time of their members. Although each of
us stretches our time, the time we spend on a national or regional inevitably is
time denied to the state and local organizations. For example, one implication
of MAC accepting an invitation to hold a meeting in Iowa is that it will be
calling on the time and resources of many archivists in Iowa for the years and
months leading up to the meeting. This often will cut both ways-it will
detract from the time Iowa archivists can devote to developing an association
and meetings of their own, but it also can bring greater attention to the professional development of archives than would be possible just within a state
or local group.
6. Another important aspect of the cooperation/competition issue is that
individuals-notorganizations--competeor cooperate. The organizations are
the beneficiaries and sometimes the victims of how well individuals get along
with other individuals. The force of one personality should never be so great
as to alter the fundamental relations between two organizations, but we would
be naive if we did not acknowledge that some of the worst tensions have
arisen because personalities have been allowed to take precedence over organizational missions, goals, and long-term interests.
In its effort to be even-handed and to avoid relating some of the more
unpleasant examples of difficulties in the relations among archival associations,
this analysis may strike some as bland. Its positive tone, however, comes mainly
from the many good things that have been accomplished by the umbrella
archival organizations in the Midwest. Overall, the current system of separate
and independent archival associations at the national, regional, state, and local
level is sound, and will continue to serve us very well. To continue to make it
work, however, members of each association need to be diligent to ensure that
they do not undermine the goals and means of the other organizations. We all
need to spend time mending the fences and the gates that demarcate our borders.
We need to recognize that our resources and audiences have limitations, but
we also need to understand how the overall pie has, and can continue to, enlarge
to accommodate archival professional organizations at all levels. The continued
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development of multiple associations as in the past twenty years can enhance
greatly the cause of archival preservation and archival programs. As archivists
we are all better served by having diverse and viable organizations at each level.
This can be accomplished best not by defining standards and rules for our mutual behavior. Rather than coming from attempts to draw lines on maps in remote
conference rooms, it will come from conscientious individuals in all organizations who are willing to negotiate the coastlines and borders and solve problems
as they are encountered.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR: William J. Maher has been assistant university
archivist at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign since December
1977. He has served as president and secretary-treasurer of the Midwest
Archives Conference. An earlier version of this paper was delivered at the May
1990 MAC meeting.

NOTES
1. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 2 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946), 106.
2. In fact, it has been suggested that Dutch archivists show a similar tendency toward regional
organizations independent of the authority of central government. Johannes-Petrus Sigmond,
"The Role of Associations of Archivists in Continuing Training," Archivum 32 (1986): 203-06.
3. This table is based on data in the 1989 Directory of Regional Archival Organizations published
as an insert in the SAA Newsletter (January 1989).
4. The current Encyclopedia of Associations, 25th ed. (Detroit: Gale Research, 1990), lists nearly
23,000 nonprofit American membership organizations of a national scope, including both the
SAA and MAC. In addition, a separate list covers over 47,000 regional, state, and local organizations, and 9,700 international organizations.
5. An extensive literature on the nature of information exchange among professionals has found
evidence of the importance of informal events and communication at conferences for the development of the knowledge base of disciplines. For example, see William J. Paisley and Edwin B.
Parker, Scientific Information Exchange at an InterdisciplinaryBehavioral Science Convention
(Stanford, CA: Institute for Communications Research, 1967); and Bertita E. Compton,
"Convention Attendants and Their Use of the Conventions as a Source of Scientific
Information," report no. 4 in Reports of the American Psychological Association's Project on
Scientific Information Exchange in Psychology 1 (Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association, 1963), 83.
6. What follows is inevitably colored by the author's very positive experience in MAC.
Furthermore, in describing the strengths of regionals, the author does not wish to imply that
local, state, or national organizations do poorly in these areas, but that these are areas in which
regionals can excel.
7. For a review of the problems and solutions that developed between MAC and the Michigan
Archival Association concerning the 1989 fall meeting in Lansing see the second half of "Plans
Changed for Fall MAC Meeting" MAC Newsletter 16:3 (January 1989): 4. See also William J.
Maher, "A Challenge for MAC's Future: Relationships with State and Local Archival
Organizations," MAC Newsletter 16:4 (April 1989): 8-10; and Dennis E. Meissner, "MAC
Council Meets with State and Local Archival Organizations," MAC Newsletter 17:3 (December
1989): 4-5.
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