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ABSTRACT: A survey of twenty-one government archival repositories gathered
data on methods for documenting appraisal decisions. When analyzed, the sur-
vey reveals significant disparity among institutions. The institutions surveyed
create four primary forms of appraisal documentation. The differences in format
and content of appraisal documentation seriously inhibit interinstitutional shar-
ing of appraisal data. To promote sharing, a standard interchange format for
appraisal documentation should be created.

The appraisal of modem public records is one of the most difficult challenges
facing archivists in institutions that preserve the permanently valuable records
of state, federal, and local government. Despite this complexity, a surprising
level of consistency exists in the way records are evaluated to determine their
long-term value. This consistency, however, is not reflected in the methods used
to document appraisal decisions. Therefore, one cannot determine with any
level of certainty, after the fact, that records destined for permanent retention
have been evaluated sufficiently to support the decision to retain them.
Inconsistent appraisal documentation inhibits the ability of government
archivists to understand and develop disposition decisions for records that are
similar in form and function among many governments. It also limits mecha-
nisms for managing and preserving intergovernmental records (those records
that flow between political jurisdictions).

I used data from a survey of state, local, and federal government archival
repositories collected by the Appraisal Working Group of the NHPRC-spon-
sored Government Records Project. Among other things, the survey gathered
data on methods for documenting appraisal decisions used by the participating
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institutions. I used the survey data to determine how appraisal decisions are
documented and whether that documentation is sufficient to enable other insti-
tutions to understand the basis for those appraisal decisions. Although the study
was not designed to collect information on the methodology of appraisal,
respondents provided enough additional information to support the speculation
that despite institution-based procedural differences, the methods used to deter-
mine the value of records are surprisingly similar across institutional lines.

Government archival institutions are regulated by various laws, operate in a
variety of institutional settings, and employ diverse procedures to administer
their collections and carry out their mandates. Conventional wisdom states that
institutions differ most in the area of appraisal.' Appraisal is the process of
selecting records for permanent preservation based on the value of the informa-
tion they contain or the evidence they provide. 2 Despite the diversity in opera-
tion of institutions, and in contrast to the conventional wisdom, there is striking
similarity in the methodology of selection. This methodology is based on con-
ventions that have evolved with the development of the profession and especial-
ly in the maturation of government archival repositories. In sum, institutions
collect similar information in the process of appraisal, but institutional differ-
ences in the way those decisions are recorded falsely reflects differences in
appraisal methodology. To understand the evolution of appraisal methodology
and the development of the data elements collected during appraisal, a brief
review of the most important developments in appraisal methodology and a
review of existing literature on appraisal are useful.

The literature on appraisal is limited, and nowhere, with the possible excep-
tion of Posner, is there an analysis of either appraisal practice or appraisal
methodology. Virtually all literature on appraisal deals either with the theory of
selection or with a specific strategy for managing a specific type of records,
such as business records or case files.3 The few works that discuss the method-
ology of selection are the most frequently cited literature on appraisal. These
works document the development of appraisal methodology for public records
in the United States.4

Phillip Brooks considered the subject of appraisal in 1940, shortly after the
establishment of the National Archives. Brooks viewed appraisal methodology
as evolutionary, growing and changing as the nature of records and organiza-
tions changed. The assumptions Brooks made about the criteria applied to
records to determine their value set an important course for the future explica-
tion of appraisal methodology. Brooks stressed the need for "intelligent
appraisal" which required that the archivist understand the life cycle of the
records being appraised. He identified early the burdens that "mechanical
recording and reproducing devices" would place on archivists as they evaluated
records for preservation, and he believed that the archivist must understand the
context and methods by which the records were produced in order to appreciate
their value. Brooks stressed the role of the archivist as the custodian of the
record of the organization he or she served. When he described the methodolo-
gy for appraisal, he attempted to articulate the elements of information
archivists need to appraise records effectively and intelligently.'

Drawing upon the values of records Brooks discussed, Theodore
Schellenberg articulated the appraisal methodology that is most commonly
applied today. 6 Schellenberg considered appraisal to be the "most difficult prob-
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lem facing an archivist concerned with modern public records" and judged
appraisal to be a selection process and a means to reduce the quantity of public
records in order to reduce the costs of government and to make archives useful
to scholarly research.7 The methodology of appraisal Schellenberg articulated is
not foreign to government archivists, for it forms the basis for appraisal meth-
ods in most government archival institutions. A review of the methodologies
respondents described in the survey discussed later in this paper reveals that the
values Schellenberg articulated-primary and secondary, evidential and infor-
mational-form the common basis for appraisal in the institutions that appraise
records.

Recently, attempts have been made to refine the methods for appraising
records to ensure that all potential variables are fully analyzed, and to be certain
that the records are measured against established criteria in each category.
Maynard Brichford attempted to clarify what he called Schellenberg's eight
conclusions of "qualified guidelines and exhortations about thorough analysis." 8

Brichford identified sixteen specific categories of characteristics and values that
form part of any appraisal decision. He echoed Schellenberg's conviction that
appraisal requires extensive preparation, research, and a deep understanding of
the origin, function, and use of the records. His categories provide a memory
aid to the appraiser to ensure that the extensive research is performed.9

Building on Brichford's categories, Frank Boles and Julia Marks Young
developed a model for appraisal that is both flexible and comprehensive. The
"black box" model tries to "incorporate in a logistical form all the significant
parts of appraisal, both those traditionally acknowledged by archivists and those
factors that are often unarticulated."' 0 Boles and Young expanded the values
Schellenberg articulated and Brichford refined. The model they developed was
designed for archivists in a variety of institutional settings. Boles and Young
identified over 35 discrete criteria to be considered during an appraisal. They
also developed a mechanism to weight the various criteria to account for the
vagaries of local values. The controversial component of the Boles and Young
model was the application of numeric values to the criteria to guide the apprais-
er to affirm or reconsider the final disposition of the records. The Boles and
Young model provides an important step toward identifying the discrete data
elements that go into an appraisal decision. Similar appraisal matrices have
been developed and implemented elsewhere. The Pennsylvania/Washington
State Appraisal Matrix, for example, is another effort to identify the specific
elements that comprise an appraisal decision."

Appraisal methodology has evolved slowly, with each phase of evaluation
attempting to refine the specific components of appraisal decisions and to define
them more clearly. While the appraisal components Brichford and Boles and
Young listed have not been accepted universally, the basic foundations upon
which their criteria are based have been accepted. The purpose of appraisal of
records, regardless of institution, is similar-to identify those records with sig-
nificant administrative and research value to warrant their long-term preserva-
tion. Institutions selecting records for preservation require a thorough analysis
of the records, their functions, and their value. Schellenberg accurately stated
that the standard methods for conducting an appraisal "can never be precise, and
they should never be regarded as absolute or final,"' 2 but the fundamental prin-
ciples that govern the appraisal process are very well established. Appraisal
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decisions are based on essentially the same factors, regardless of the institution
making the decision.

The value of sharing information about records among archival institutions is
easy to understand. Interinstitutional communication spawns cooperation as
well as a need to understand what materials institutions are collecting and why.' 3

The development of automated systems for archival administration spawned
considerable interest in sharing information about records. The increased use of
automation can be a mechanism to improve the management and organization
of archival records and to make the records more accessible. The development
and implementation of the MARC Format for Archival and Manuscripts
Control (MARC-AMC) in the Research Libraries Information Network (RLIN)
bibliographic database is the realization of a major effort to automate archival
information. RLIN MARC-AMC records contain structures for sharing infor-
mation about appraisal decisions for the records described. Fields for data on
the disposition of the records and the basis for the disposition decision are a part
of the RLIN-AMC catalog record. The use of these fields, however, has been
limited to tests of their utility to share information about appraisal decisions
with other institutions, or in the case of the National Archives and Records
Administration, to evaluate MARC-AMC as a means for tracking the life cycle
of records.' 4

The common methodology archivists employ to select records for preserva-
tion does not require similar practice to affirm decisions to preserve materials,
nor does it dictate a similar practice to document those decisions. Because
administration of archival institutions, particularly government archival institu-
tions, is so dissimilar, development of a standard practice for affirming and
recording appraisal is difficult.'5 This is an important consideration when ana-
lyzing appraisal data. Some institutions rely on a state records review board to
discuss and approve appraisal decisions, others simply request the review of the
appraiser's decision by the state archivist. Many archival institutions do not
have records management responsibility, but still appraise records before they
are accessioned. In institutions with records management responsibility, the
approval of an appraisal decision and the basis for that decision is often a com-
ponent of a records disposition schedule review process.' 6 Despite these proce-
dural differences, as the literature suggests, the principles and methods
employed to determine the long-term value of records seem to be similar.

Quality appraisal documentation is the key to sharing appraisal information.
The phrase "quality appraisal documentation" can be defined as:

the written record prepared to describe and justify a decision to preserve or
not preserve a set of records, which exists to provide the institution with the
information needed to understand its decisions regarding those records

Only if appraisal documentation exists is sharing of information on appraisal
decisions possible. Writing in 1984 to Alan Tucker of the Research Libraries
Group, the operator of RLIN, Max Evans, then with the Wisconsin State
Historical Society, made an effective case for sharing appraisal data via the
RLIN MARC-AMC database. Evans wrote that sharing justifications for
appraisal decisions would "be most helpful to understand the rationale for such
decision." He also wrote that the source for this information was "informal,
unpublished appraisal reports."'"
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Based on the theory of availability of appraisal documentation in these infor-
mal unpublished appraisal reports, RLG made appraisal information part of the
MARC-AMC records in RLIN. RLG has received two grants from the National
Historical Publications and Records Commission to develop a database of bibli-
ographic information about government records. Both the RLIN Seven States
Project (1986-1988) and the RLIN Government Records Project (1988-1990)
included components to add appraisal data to the database as part of the MARC
record in an effort to test the value of sharing appraisal data with other institu-
tions. The Seven States Project successfully developed a format for presenting
appraisal information in the RLIN MARC-AMC environment. To test this for-
mat, project participants conducted case studies to evaluate the online appraisal
data. The results were disappointing. The major complaint of repositories was
the low quality of appraisal information in the online records. After agreeing to
a standard format for the presentation of appraisal information, the participants
in the project could not exercise quality control over the information entered
into the system. Most repositories found the information too cryptic, too brief,
or simply useless outside of the originating institution. For example one state
cited local legislation as the basis for an appraisal decision, but did not docu-
ment the rationale behind the legislation, so users of the information in other
institutions could not determine the logic behind the decision.'8 The inability of
participants in the Seven States project to use appraisal information from other
institutions underscores the point that archivists have not collected appraisal
documentation in a form that encourages sharing of information. Therefore, the
appraisal documentation that does exist is of little value outside of the creating
institution.

The Seven States Project final report identified three areas to be addressed in
order to make appraisal data useful to institutions other than where it is created.
1. The content of appraisal documentation must be more clearly defined.
2. It must be determined whether appraisal is conducted on the basis of a com-

mon methodology or on the basis of localized practice that cannot be translat-
ed to other institutions.

3. Consistent terminology for describing records must be developed to enable
archivists to understand the records being described.' 9

The second RLG project, the Government Records Project, charged an
Appraisal Working Group with continuing to test the feasibility of including
appraisal data online.2 The working group attempted to develop quality control
guidelines for online records by listing the data elements articulated by
Schellenberg, Boles and Young, and Brichford, along with a few of their own.
This attempt to break appraisal reporting into a series of discrete data elements
proved impossible because of the variation in the types of appraisal documenta-
tion available in the various institutions. To address this problem, the working
group then attempted to understand the processes by which the various partici-
pants produced their documentation. 2' Unfortunately, this ignored the funda-
mental problem with attempts to share information about appraisal decisions-
the documentation is inadequate.

As both of the RLG government records projects demonstrate, appraisal doc-
umentation is different in every institution. Sharing information on the basis of
appraisal decisions is currently impossible because sufficient information to
make justifications for appraisal decisions useful to institutions other than the
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creating institution is simply not available in most government records reposito-
ries.

The Appraisal Working Group's survey of Government Records Project par-
ticipants included two important questions:
1. Do you evaluate records for their long-term value prior to accessioning them

into your institution for permanent preservation?
2. How do you document your appraisal decisions?

Responses from twenty-one institutions were illuminating, and supported the
theory that, while appraisal methods are similar, documentation of appraisal
decisions is far from standardized. The responses indicate that the following
forms of appraisal documentation are created for records evaluated for archival
accessioning:
1. Fourteen institutions in the study population of twenty one institutions use a

form to record appraisal justifications. The content of the form ranged from a
check box indicating the type of value the record contained to a brief one or
two sentence statement that indicated the value of the records.

2. Four institutions supplement the form described above with "brief' memo-
randa or reports for "difficult or controversial" decisions.

3. Two institutions create only reports or memoranda to justify and describe
their appraisal decisions.

4. One institution does not document appraisal decisions.
A sample of "typical" appraisal documentation is highly indicative of the for-

mats described above. The forms contained very brief appraisal notes with lim-
ited information on the justification for appraisal. The memoranda that accom-
panied the appraisal forms were informal and described not only the final
appraisal decision, but also the process by which it was reached, who the
archivist talked to, how the archivist perceived the agency that created the
records, and other information meaningful only to the institution at which the
appraisal was conducted. The full appraisal reports prepared by one state are
exhaustive. They provide a great deal of information on the records and the jus-
tification, but their length makes them unwieldy for an automated environment.

The one data element common to all institutions that create appraisal docu-
mentation is the final disposition of the records. All of these institutions record
whether the records are ultimately sent to the archives or destroyed.

The sample size for this survey was small when one considers the vast num-
ber of archival institutions at all levels of government. Despite the small sample
size, the institutions surveyed seem to represent the total population of govern-
ment archival institutions. Included in the sample are federal, state, and local
institutions, some with records management responsibility, some without. The
results of this survey demonstrate that the documentation necessary to under-
stand an appraisal decision fully is not always readily available in the form that
Evans cited in his original call for shared appraisal documentation. In addition,
based on case studies from the Seven States Project and the responses to this
survey, existing documentation may not be sufficient to provide most institu-
tions the information they require to make a valid judgement about the appraisal
decision of another institution. Moreover, despite the level of uniformity in cri-
teria used to analyze records, few of the information elements collected in the
analysis are formally recorded. Even though the data elements Brichford and
Boles and Young articulated are considered, frequently no documentary evi-
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dence exists to demonstrate the results of that consideration. Many institutions
seem to choose to document their appraisal actions in an almost proprietary
way.

Regardless of the internal mechanism for confirming an appraisal decision,
institutions do not create information for external consumption regarding what
can be considered an internal process. Appraisal is a function of archival admin-
istration and the tradition of archival administration has been that each reposito-
ry is an island unto itself.22 Most appraisal decisions are made unilaterally by
lone appraisers operating largely in a vacuum. 23 The first priority for documen-
tation of any archival administrative task is to meet the institutional needs, Only
recently have institutions standardized their requirements for archival descrip-
tion. The RLIN Seven States Project effort to assess the usefulness of sharing
appraisal information online failed because the online records lacked needed
elements of information to make them comprehensible to others. The majority
of institutions in this survey documented appraisal decisions using only a mini-
mum number of data elements about the appraisal decision. Without standards
similar to those used to make descriptive data useful outside of the creating
institution, archival appraisal documentation will remain largely meaningless
outside of the institution in which it is created, and may be of little value to suc-
ceeding generations of archivists within an institution who seek to understand
why a given set of records was or was not preserved.

Traditional methods for appraising government records incorporate sufficient
criteria for adequate evaluation of records for selection. But the process is not
fully understood 4.2 To be understood and truly effective, the process of appraisal
must be conducted in a more rigorous, systematic, and well documented way. 25

This requires an analysis of the methodology of appraisal and an evaluation of
the means with which it is recorded. F. Gerald Ham suggested "written analysis
of controversial, complex, and significant appraisal questions" is a vital step
toward a more systematic and compatible process for conducting appraisal at
the process level. The development of a standard for archival appraisal docu-
mentation does not require a change in institutional values or, more importantly,
institutional procedure. The application of a standard for archival documenta-
tion calls for development of a framework to guide how the information collect-
ed during an appraisal is reported, rather than a wholesale change in what infor-
mation is captured. 26 Archivists must develop minimum requirements for the
content of appraisal documentation if appraisal decisions are to be understood
by other institutions and by those who will administer the records in the future.

If a standard for appraisal documentation is to be developed, appraisal
archivists in institutions willing to make the investment in time and resources to
perform the work necessary and that are willing to adopt and test new practices
should develop it. The standard development effort should consist of the follow-
ing:
1. A validation of the universality of the methodology of appraisal.
2. A standard format for recording appraisal decisions and the reasons for those

decisions. This will require the identification of the most useful format of
information for both the creating institution and outside institutions.

3. A definition of the types of appraisals that archivists conduct, based on the
types of records they evaluate, whether they are systems, series, or general
record types.
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Appraisal will continue to be enigmatic. If archivists are to overcome the lim-
its of unstructured information production, as they have with the development
of the MARC-AMC format for descriptive information, then they need to focus
on the development of architectures for specific types of information gathered
and created in the process of administering historical records. Appraisal, as one
of the fundamental activities of archives, is an important area to include in this
work.

Development of an "information architecture" for the appraisal function
requires much more research and analysis. Specific recommendations for the
research required to develop a uniform format for appraisal documentation are
beyond the scope of this paper. Generally, however, further study should center
on two areas: creation of a comprehensive data element dictionary for appraisal
documentation, and definition of the information necessary for appraisal data to
be meaningful outside of the creating institution.

The data element dictionary should be developed by conducting a complete
and thorough analysis of the universe of appraisal documentation. This will
allow archivists to understand the limits of the information available for
appraisal. The second area for study builds on the first. Based on the knowledge
of what information is available, archivists should define exactly the informa-
tion necessary to make interinstitutional reporting of appraisal methods and
decisions useful.

Despite the seeming maturation of archival techniques, little objective analy-
sis of those techniques has taken place. Without an objective analysis of the
way in which different institutions perform the functions associated with the
administration of historical records, efforts to address the broader needs of those
records will be handicapped by the absence of adequate communication. The
successful development of a nationwide database of descriptive information
proves that archivists can communicate useful information beyond their institu-
tions. Uniform appraisal documentation is a key to making appraisal data equal-
ly useful. From further research into the practices used to create appraisal infor-
mation, and an analysis of the information itself, archivists can begin, not only
to understand appraisal better, but to define their requirements within the limits
of their information means.
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