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ABSTRACT: An NHPRC-funded grant allowed archival repositories in the Milwau-
kee, Wisconsin, metropolitan area to undertake a test of the documentation strategy
framework. The two-year project attempted to better define the universe of documen-
tation, analyze existing holdings, and outline specific areas of interest by participating
institutions. Archivists, records managers, museum curators, and librarians participated
along with records creators and records users. The article argues that the documenta-
tion strategy project did not fulfill any of its original goals due both to a lack of incen-
tives for cooperation and an infrastructure that was too weak to support the work of the
project. Even so, a number of positive outcomes reinforce the value of cooperation in
achieving common goals.

Introduction

The years between 1910 and 1920 were an important period in the development of
the American dairy industry. Farmers were interested in developing new methods and
tools to improve their efficiency and to realize the greatest return on their investment
of limited resources. One of the most innovative developments to sweep the country
was that of the round dairy barn.

The idea had been around for years, so in a certain sense the round dairy barn was
not so much a new concept as it was an innovative application of existing principles
and methods.

But the round barn was new in its application to dairying where theorists hypoth-
esized that the ideal structure ought to have as its goal, "to approximate June pasture."
Proponents argued that the centric barn was more efficient because:

It would be the strongest [shape] and the silo, located in the center,
would be but a short distance from any of the cows; and the cows,
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arranged in a circle about the silo with their heads facing in, would have
stalls peculiarly adapted to their wedge shape.'

Inspired by professional literature, thousands of farmers bought plans and constructed
round barns. Salesmen and carpenters even specialized in round barn construction and
many believed that this new design represented the future wave in agricultural technol-
ogy. Others promoted designs that technically were not round barns-they actually
had 13, 14, or even 16 sides. But they achieved the same result and allowed carpenters
to work with familiar straight lines rather than unfamiliar arcs.

But the bubble soon burst when it became apparent that while the round barn made
sense in theory, its design was based on assumptions that did not stand up in the face of
practice. As one writer concluded in a 1917 article:

I should advise anyone who is thinking of building a barn of this type to
look into the matter thoroughly and determine for himself that it will be
satisfactory and adapted to his business and its future growth before
beginning construction. 2

There are more than a few parallels between a round barn and a documentation
strategy. Both are intriguing constructs born of a need to better use limited resources to
accomplish important goals. Neither is entirely new as much as it is a new blend of
ideas that have been around for years. Both have been tried in their pure sense, as well
as in a number of variant forms. But perhaps most important, the actual success of each
in fulfilling its promise depends upon underlying assumptions that are notnecessarily
valid in the real world.

More to the point, the experience of the grant-funded project, "Documenting Met-
ropolitan Milwaukee," 3 suggests that hypothesis and practice are not entirely in har-
mony with one another. The results from the Milwaukee project were ironic. Although
it did not achieve any of its stated goals, the work did, in fact, yield some extremely
worthwhile results that ultimately may do more to improve the documentation of met-,
ropolitan Milwaukee than the project itself, But the results do call into question the
viability of the framework as we now envision it.

In particular, three underlying assumptions are crucial and were called into question
during the Milwaukee project. The first has to do with the relationship between institu-
tional goals and the broader cooperative goals of the documentation strategy. Current
literature acknowledges that the two are different and that institutional priorities and
goals are paramount; but ultimately most have assumed that the two can be reconciled
with one another. But are the incentives for cooperation among archival institutions,
records creators, and records users at. once common enough and strong enough to sus-
tain an ongoing documentation strategy? Or are there limits?

The second assumption is that archivists have the means to undertake a documenta-
tion strategy and to sustain it on an ongoing basis. Such means go beyond simply the
staffing and time that must be committed to the project itself. Means are more impor-
tantly embodied in the knowledge that individual archivists bring with them as particir-
pants and the overall strength of the archival programs they represent.

The third assumption relates to the nature and the type of topics that lend them-
selves to a documentation strategy. The framework has been proposed as a response to
contemporary documentation with the assumption that issues or topics are both
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ongoing and contemporary. But can topics be so easily compartmentalized in this way?
Or can they really be both contemporary as well as retrospective at the same time? And
is the documentation strategy model adaptable both to topical and geographical con-
texts as has been proposed?

Project Summary
The Milwaukee project was funded in 1989 by the National Historical Publications

and Records Commission (NHPRC) in large part to serve as a two-year test of the
documentation strategy conceptual framework. At the time the NHPRC was receiving
requests to fund a growing number of projects calling themselves "documentation strat-
egies" and it had become clear that the term was being widely interpreted within the
American archival community as encompassing almost anything that included some
aspect of planned, usually cooperative, acquisition. The Milwaukee project was mod-
eled closely along the lines of the conceptual framework outlined in Helen Samuels'
articles, "Who Controls the Past." The strategy included four primary activities:

(1) choosing and defining the topic to be documented
(2) selecting the advisors and establishing the site for the strategy
(3) structuring the inquiry and examining the form and substance of the available

documentation, and
(4) selecting and placing the documentation.4

As articulated by the grant-funded project coordinator:
The...main goal is to develop over a two-year period a documentation
strategy for the metropolitan Milwaukee area. As part of the process,
participating institutions will analyze... existing collections and prepare
collecting policy statements setting forth the scope and responsibilities
of their...program. These policy statements will form the basis for a
coordinated policy for the metropolitan Milwaukee area aimed at de-
veloping priorities, filling gaps, and avoiding competition.'

The project was divided into four phases. The first included hiring a project coordi-
nator and enlisting area repositories and institutions to participate in the two-year plan.
All of the major archival repositories in Milwaukee agreed to participate. 6 Archivists
formed the core of the group, but there was also participation from museum profes-
sionals, records managers, librarians, records creators, and records users. During the
first phase the project coordinator visited all of the participating repositories in order to
answer questions and provide some initial direction. A steering committee was estab-
lished and began to meet on a regular basis.

Phase Two included having participants examine their institutional mission state-
ment and the mission statement of their own archival program where these existed.
This was undertaken in order to identify areas of possible duplication and possible
gaps in the documentary record. But the major work of Phase Two was for participants
to analyze the subject content of their collections. The mechanism used for this work
was similar to that pioneered by the Minnesota Historical Society and later adapted by
the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, the Bentley Historical Library, the New York
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State Archives, and others. 7 The reasoning behind this work was twofold. First, partici-
pants felt the need to define more precisely what was meant by the term "documenting
metropolitan Milwaukee." The second purpose was to distinguish between topical ar-
eas that were well-documented and those that were not. This seemed a logical ap-
proach prior to selecting priorities further along in the project. Phase Two also in-
cluded two workshops. The first dealt with conducting a topical analysis on archival
holdings; the second with documenting communities.

Phase Three called for each participating archival repository to share-or as it worked
out in most cases, to draft-a collection development policy. These were to be used as
a first step in identifying areas of competition as well as areas in which nobody was
saving documentation. The collecting policies were also intended to identify reposito-
ries that might have an interest in documenting particular topical areas. Phase Three
also included an opportunity to examine and discuss the results of the topical analysis
by hosting a series of panel discussions that brought together participants, records
creators, and records users.

The final phase of the project included drafting the actual documentation strategy
and establishing the structure that would enable it to continue beyond the end of the
grant funding.

There were problems almost from the outset. As the project coordinator struggled to
meet deadlines, it became clear that, notwithstanding the documentation strategy's
goal of enabling archival repositories to better use their limited resources, repositories
with limited resources were able to participate only in a limited way. Participants in
small, marginally staffed programs found it difficult both to attend project meetings
and to complete the actual work required of them. After only six months into the work
plan, the project coordinator reported, "The pace of this process is slow; participants
seem to be having difficulty incorporating this extra work into their already tight
schedules." 8

At the heart of this difficulty was the clash of internal and external priorities. Al-
though the project as a whole had a grant-funded coordinator, none of the participants
received extra funding, or release time. The work of the documentation strategy was
pitted against institutional exhibits and publications with deadlines; against requests
from offices for records management service; against scheduled presentations to out-
side groups; against such planned events as anniversaries and homecomings spon-
sored by each archive's host institution; and against the daily flow of genealogical and
other research requests. Because of those conflicts, and also because of inherent weak-
nesses that were revealed in their programs, archivists became mired in the background
work of the project.

Three activities in particular exemplified this problem. These were (1) the collection
analysis, (2) the drafting of acquisition policies, and (3) sponsoring a series of panel
discussions with records creators and researchers.

The collection analysis proved to be a particularly nettlesome task. When archivists
began, in a sense, to wear the hats of researchers by trying to find subject-based infor-
mation from their own finding aids, many learned that intellectual control was less
than they had previously thought. As the project director noted:
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[M]any repositories [have discovered] that their bibliographic control
over material is not what they thought it was. One of the benefits of this
process is that it has forced the participants to go back and reexamine
their holdings as well as the information they maintain on those holdings.9

In many instances information was so vague as to be useless, or it was inaccurate, or
it was incomplete, masking important areas of subject coverage. In still other cases the
inaccuracies made certain collections promise more than they could deliver and occa-
sionally called into question why they were ever acquired in the first place. Occasion-
ally, finding aids and, in a few instances, collections themselves were missing alto-
gether. But these were offset by a number of collections, previously unknown, that
were discovered on the shelves! In a related problem, while participants from muse-
ums found the analysis framework to be intellectually engaging and agreed that it was
important to document, for example, transportation, they found it was difficult to ar-
ticulate in meaningful terms the amount of documentation inherent in a scale model of
a Great Lakes ore carrier when compared to that contained in the ship's log.

Some of the problems were self-inflicted, showing a lack not only of time and re-
sources, but also of education and training. Except for a shelf list that contained the
name and possibly the general location of the documents, information on unprocessed
collections was particularly inadequate; several repositories had no finding aids even
to supposedly processed records.. Two of the largest repositories had never taken the
time to assign control numbers to their collections-one simply arranged its holdings
alphabetically on the shelves, a situation that caused others to speculate about the amount
of time that would be required if such repositories accepted a collection from an office
or organization beginning with the letter "A." Some archival collections were not actu-
ally records at all-one repository for example, catalogued a single sheet of corporate
letterhead featuring a line drawing of the original 1880-vintage manufacturing plant as
one of its manuscript collections.

By the time the analysis was completed, Phase Two was more than six months be-
hind schedule. Before all of the information was loaded into a database and analyzed
(there were problems here as well), the deadline had passed by more than a year-a
significant setback in a two-year project. Even at that, one repository with critically
important holdings simply declined to do an analysis because of the time commitment
involved. Because of a cumbersome record group-based numbering system, one of the
largest academic archives had done little more than to simply lump several hundred
"collections" under the general topic of "education." Because this work came in so far
behind schedule, subsequent activities needed to be hurried. As a result, opportunities
were missed and work was done without appropriate care.

Two of the most potentially useful projects to suffer from the overdue analysis were
the collection development policies and the panel sessions. The policies were drafted
at the same time that archivists were struggling to complete the analysis. The finished
documents were supposed to resemble a three-part collection development policy com-
pleted by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin several years earlier.'0 Part One of
the policy was designed to provide background into the archive's mission and the
emphasis of its program. The second part was to use the analysis framework to articulate
both the present strengths and weaknesses of the repository's current archival holdings
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and to further define the types of documentation that would be acquired. The third part
was to articulate institutional priorities for future emphasis in collecting.

That Parts Two and Three would be difficult to complete without a completed analy-
sis should be obvious. In addition, one major repository was reluctant to express pri-
orities because it was "in a state of flux." Another major repository, even after all the
talk of cooperation, shared responsibility, and established priorities, stated simply that
it was its policy to "solicit and accept" related materials in all topical areas. As a result,
the supposed "combined collecting policy" never moved beyond a collective state-
ment of what individual repositories were doing at the present time. None of the newly
written individual statements were approved by the governing bodies of individual
institutions, and when the time arrived to begin more serious discussion of a coopera-
tive structure, the grant funding ended and participants lost their enthusiasm for con-
tinuing the project.

The discussion sessions, held to begin a dialogue with records creators and records
users, also were accompanied by stress. Although in the end participants were univer-
sally enthusiastic about having been involved, at the beginning many were reluctant to
deal with their assigned topic on a conceptual level in a group situation. Much of this
stress seems to have been caused by a lack of subject knowledge, minimal education
about archival issues, and inexperience dealing with records creators and researchers.

Even so, the time was well spent and all three groups-curators, researchers, and
creators-learned from one another. But archivists probably learned the most. Again
and again researchers drove home how, especially in a local setting, it was much more
important to know where collections were housed rather than having all documenta-
tion on a given topic brought together into one repository. Because of this, they strongly
supported the idea of a documentation strategy. Researchers also gave many excellent
suggestions about types of records (frequently unrepresented in current archival hold-
ings) that were useful in conducting research on given topics. Some researchers were
particularly generous in offering constructive criticism relating to local archival re-
positories they had used. The primary disappointment with this aspect of the project
was that there was insufficient time to follow up and conduct additional sessions with
these and other researchers and creators.

Follow-Up Survey
A follow-up survey distributed to participants at the end of the project also was

revealing. Representatives from each institution were asked to rate on a scale from 1
(low) to 5 (high) the various aspects of the documentation strategy and the overall
effectiveness of the project. The single, most striking finding was that participants
consistently rated the value of the individual activities in which they had been in-
volved significantly higher than either the project itself or the prospect of continuing
the documentation strategy on an ongoing basis. In a similar way, respondents consis-
tently judged that the overall benefits to them personally were greater (4.0) than the
benefits to their institution (3.7).11

Overwhelmingly, the series of workshops was rated (4.3) as the most useful aspect
of the project.12 Interestingly, those on appraisal, the MARC AMC format, and subject
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cataloging-not initially planned as a part of the project, but added largely in response
to questions and problems that arose during it-received the most numerous block of
favorable comments. As one participant later reflected, "Learning how to create MARC
AMC records following the APPM cataloging rules gave project participants some-
thing they could use for their own benefit."' 3 Even the one person who rated the work-
shops lower than anyone else (3.0) praised them with faint damns, noting only that the
"material was so extensive that, for anyone new to the field of Archives, together with
the work of one's own archives, there was insufficient time to put into practice what we
learned." The reaction to the workshops validated the project coordinator's early sense
that some participants had become involved less because of any altruistic desire to
improve the documentation of metropolitan Milwaukee than for the opportunity for
continuing education!

For several small repositories the chance to load archival holdings into the national
OCLC bibliographic utility through a group LCOMM membership also was highly
rated (4.2). 14 The reason was simple: it afforded them the opportunity to receive for the
first time catalog cards for their archival collections without having to manually type
them.

The panel sessions with records creators and users, even though they were the cause
of considerable stress to some, were highly acclaimed (3.8) as a good way to learn
more, particularly about the needs of researchers and to make useful contacts with
journalists, former mayors, bankers, and other movers and shakers in the community.15

In regretting that there was no time to follow up on these meetings, many participants
suggested strongly that area archivists do so whether or not the strategy itself was
continued.

Although some lamented that the newly written institutional collecting policies were
never effectively used during the project, most rated the exercise as being quite useful
(3.7) because, in the words of one, it "encouraged us to develop, for the first time, a
detailed written collecting policy covering all phases of our collecting program." Oth-
ers noted that it forced them to take the time to do something they should have done
long ago. 16

Even the collection analysis, which had been so difficult for many to complete, was
rated relatively well (3.3).17 Most agreed that, although it took an enormous amount of
time to complete, the analysis had revealed to those who conducted it a good deal
about the content and nature of their holdings. Several commented that it also im-
proved their reference skills by revealing aspects of their holdings about which they
were hitherto unaware. Most agreed that the exercise had caused them to look at their
descriptive practices with a newly critical eye and appreciate some of the difficulties
and frustrations that researchers using archival collections faced.

A sharp contrast existed in the level of enthusiasm relating directly to the ultimate
goal of the project: the improved documentation of Milwaukee. "Should the LCOMM
Archives Committee continue the project on an ongoing basis?" The Richter scale of
public opinion registered only a modest 2.5 average.' 8 "Would you like to participate
in a continuing cooperative project to document one particular aspect of Milwaukee?"
To this prospect respondents managed only a tepid 2.2 level of support, most citing
staff shortages or other, more important short-term priorities. 19 Finally, when asked

11
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about their reaction to a short-term documentation study of religious education that
had been undertaken near the close of the project, the needle of enthusiasm registered
a bare 2.0. As one response noted, it "appeared that we were no closer to working
together on a documentation project after the project than before it."'20

Implications of the Project
So what does all of this mean? Evidence suggests that the documentation strategy

framework may not be useful in the way that some thought it would be, but possibly
some of its individual activities are useful in ways that had not been considered.

The first assumption that must be called into question concerns internal institutional
versus inter-institutional cooperative goals. Although the documentation strategy frame-
work acknowledges that the former are more important, it may have underestimated
the gulf that divides the two. Already short of time and resources, participants found
that the demands of their daily work were of a higher priority than the external de-
mands of the documentation strategy. The two were never effectively resolved, and the
project always took the back seat.

This conflict between internal versus external missions and goals was both more
fundamental and complex than was previously thought. It is not simply a matter of
time and resources. In many respects it is a conflict between the goals of "archivists"
and those of "manuscript curators"; the first seeking to preserve the records of the host
organization and the second to document the broad scope and range of history of the
Milwaukee metropolitan area. The Milwaukee participants included repositories in
both camps. The mission of some was primarily institutional, while with others it was
more broadly based; with a few there were elements of both. Institutional archivists
with highly specialized collections were only marginally interested, marginally involved,
and marginally open to a long-term commitment to broader documentary goals. In a
similar way, those with broader documentary goals were loathe to cede territory to
competitors in the name of cooperation. These attitudes suggest that archivists may
need to consider more carefully the conflicts associated with inter-institutional coop-
eration as a strategy to achieve their own documentary goals and inter-institutional
cooperation as a strategy to achieve goals of others. The two are similar, but not identical.

There were other limits to inter-institutional cooperation as well. Ultimately, every-
one was willing to cooperate by relinquishing topical areas that did not interest them.
Acting magnanimously was more difficult when two or more repositories were inter-
ested in the same topic. In the end several important topical areas such as "science and
technology," which had been identified as having serious documentary gaps, remained
orphaned. Knowing that patronage was the life's blood of the archives' existence and
that similar immediate measures of usefulness to their parent institution were crucial
for survival, none of the participants had any interest in making these "low-use" topics
a priority because it was not in their immediate self-interest to do so.

Regarding the second assumption, even if archivists do have common interests suf-
ficient to support an ongoing documentation strategy, this does not mean they have the
resources necessary to do so. Such resources include not only time, staffing, and other
forms of institutional support, but also the educational background of the participants.
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The documentation strategy framework is built upon existing archival method and
practice-in particular, appraisal and collection development. But what if some of
these building blocks are absent or flawed due to lack of time or know-how? The result
is a substandard foundation on which to build such a complex and demanding frame-
work.

The Milwaukee project revealed significant fault lines in the infrastructure of the
local archival community. It was clear that participating programs did not have suffi-
cient support to absorb the additional work of the project. In part this was due to a long
history of meager support by host institutions that resulted in archivists having to em-
ploy hurried appraisal techniques. This led to the accumulation of marginal collections
that added unnecessarily to an already heavy workload. The problem was exacerbated
by existing descriptive systems, cobbled together as time permitted and inadequate to
provide sufficient information about internal holdings. The project needed to take time
to develop acquisition development policies that should have been in place already.
The cumulative effect of these flaws was sufficient to call into question whether the
collective local archival community rested on a foundation firm enough to support
such a project in the first place. The result was that archivists in Milwaukee spent more
time collecting information than using it. Assuming that Milwaukee is fairly typical of
a local American archival community, will the results elsewhere be much different if
no prior preparation is undertaken?

Other problems existed with the foundation as well. Although the implementation
of an ongoing documentation strategy would have been in the best interests of the local
archival community, the effort to achieve this goal was blunted by the need for greater
skill on the part of participants. The local archival community was the inevitable prod-
uct of the haphazard and frequently inadequate American archival education network,
and its ability to successfully undertake an intensive and demanding documentation
strategy was adversely affected by this fact.

The early conclusion of the project coordinator that participants were drawn to the
Milwaukee project primarily because of the workshops, and the subsequent high rat-
ing of the workshops, seems to support the notion that local archivists saw the project
as much a means to further their own education as it was to improve the documentation
of metropolitan Milwaukee. Perhaps the naive sense was that it was possible to brush
up on addition and subtraction while attempting to learn calculus.

As with some of those who attempted to build round barns, archivists in Milwaukee
had to change the blueprint to make it compatible with their learned skills. The extra
time required to complete the work of the project took away from its ultimate benefit
and, in the end, it was necessary to stop short of the goal. As a result, although the
improved documentation of metropolitan Milwaukee is still a likely outcome, the route
will be more circuitous, and when it does come, improved documentation will more
likely be the byproduct of a more highly skilled archival community rather than the
direct result of the project itself.

Regarding the third assumption, evidence exists to suggest that archivists also may
need to think more carefully about the nature of the topics they propose to document,
whether they be event-, subject-, or geographically based. Just as individual archivists
in the privacy of their own stack areas frequently tend to keep too much, so it seems

13
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that a group of archivists, left to its own devices, has a tendency to carve out too large
a piece of the pie. The Milwaukee project seems to have confirmed, in a local context,
what Richard Cox concluded was true in a statewide context: that documenting a
limited geographical area is as complex and difficult conceptually as documenting the
entire country.21 There is simply less acreage. The fact that the same essential topical
framework has been used in statewide, regional, and local contexts supports this idea.
As with their collecting policies, archivists need to find ways to narrow the scope of
any documentation strategy they undertake in order to make it more manageable. Per-
haps one way to accomplish this would have been to pre-select a few of the topical
areas and concentrate on these rather than the list in its entirety.

In addition, although the intent of the documentation strategy is to deal with volu-
minous contemporary records, selecting a topic may not permit such a neat distinction
between what is contemporary and what is retrospective. Just as "[i]ndividuals and
institutions do not exist independently" 22 neither does modem documentation. Certain
topics like a moon-shot or the computer industry may be relatively easier to define in a
contemporary sense. Likewise topics such as the fur trade, the gold rush, or the ice
harvesting industry lend themselves to neat retrospective packaging. But most of the
geographically based topics employed during the Milwaukee project were both con-
temporary and retrospective. In order to achieve improved documentation, it is neces-
sary, in a geographical context such as Milwaukee, to deal with both the contemporary
and retrospective dimensions of a given topic. Given that the documentation strategy
is predicated on the abundance of contemporary records, and that this universe of con-
temporary documentation is too large and too complex for any single repository to deal
with alone, abundance and complexity become incentives for cooperation. As archi-
vists move into the area of retrospective documentation, in which the quantity and the
complexity diminish, so do the incentives for cooperation.

Conclusion
Perhaps the best way to express a conclusion is in terms of good news and bad news.

First the bad news. After all the time archivists have spent debating it, evidence from
Milwaukee suggests that the documentation strategy framework may not be as useful
as participants hoped it would be, at least in the way they thought it would be.

Those looking to undertake a documentation strategy should first check to ensure
that certain preconditions exist. First, participants should be sure that their incentives
for cooperation are based upon benefits to their own institution and their own program.
Altruism is a worthy notion, but it is too often vaguely defined and difficult to justify to
resource allocators especially when one has difficulty in meeting core responsibilities.
This was clearly the case in Milwaukee when other priorities continued to take prece-
dence over the work of the documentation strategy project.

Second, prospective participants should ask whether, given all of the demands on
their time and resources, the adequate documentation of a particular topic is really the
first priority? Is such a project essential to achieving the archive's individual institu-
tional mission and goals? Or could one's time be better spent with other activities? In
Milwaukee it was clear that repositories to whom the project was marginally important

Vol. 22, No. 1, 1997



THE DOCUMENTATION STRATEGY IN THE REAL WORLD

participated marginally. The result suggests that the goal of achieving the improved
documentation of a geographic area was analogous to the goal of achieving world
peace. Everyone agrees in principal that world peace is a worthy goal, but ultimately
nobody is willing to actually do what it takes to achieve it when such action is deemed
inconsistent with individual self-interests.

Third, the success of a documentation strategy builds upon the strength of present
archival practice as a foundation. The building blocks of this foundation are not simply
appraisal and acquisition development, but other archival skills as well-in particular,
description and reference. A documentation strategy means added work. The success
of the project depends upon the ability to complete in a timely way the individual
activities that are required. If the foundation is not in place, the resulting structure can
never be strong. If a documentation strategy is to be undertaken, perhaps it should be
preceded by an effort to ensure that essential building blocks, such as appraisal, ar-
rangement, and description, are sufficiently strong to support the work of the strategy.

Fourth, if a documentation strategy is to have any chance of success, it should be
conceived as narrowly as possible. Geographical constructs probably should be disre-
garded altogether because they are too complex and they do not provide sufficient
incentives for cooperation. In the case of the Milwaukee project, to have selected a few
topical areas with widespread appeal would have resulted in both a more manageable
workload and better tested the nature and depth of cooperative impulses.

But in the bad news there also is good news. The framework-or, more properly,
some of the individual activities of the framework-may be surprisingly useful in ways
that have not been considered in archival literature. Perhaps the most significant result
of the Milwaukee project came not because of how well the documentation strategy
framework worked or did not work, but from what happened because of trying it out in
the first place. During the course of the project, local archival repositories established
the basis for more extensive and effective cooperation by better understanding not
only their own mission and priorities, but also by learning about the missions and
priorities of others as well. As the project coordinator observed early on, the project
"energized the Milwaukee archival community."23 This result, however worthy, does
not argue for undertaking a documentation strategy project to achieve these other ends
as much as it reminds us of John Fleckner's perspective in "Cooperation as a Strategy
for Archival Institutions," articulated 20 years ago-that archivists have a great deal to
gain by approaching problems cooperatively whenever it is possible to do so. 24

Although it failed in its documentary goals, the act of undertaking the project helped
archivists to improve their skills at appraisal, description, and reference. In some in-
stances, it brought to light marginal collections, long invisible on the shelves, that were
subjected to a closer, more critical appraisal. In the same way, it "resurrected" quality
materials that had been forgotten due to poor description or, in some cases, no descrip-
tion at all. It helped to build bridges to records creators and records users. It helped the
local archival community to establish relationships that have nurtured cooperation and
spawned a number of ongoing projects. In other words, the project helped to lay a
foundation upon which archivists have been able to build stronger programs that serve
their own institutions and the interests of the greater Milwaukee area more effectively-
even if not through an ongoing, formal, documentation strategy.

15
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Although it did not achieve the intended result, the project did suggest other ways
that archivists could cooperate with one another and, in so doing, reaffirmed the belief
in cooperation as a strategy for achieving goals. For example, although the documen-
tation strategy framework preaches that it is not necessary for all documentation on a
given topic be under the same roof, perhaps the most important symbolic move in
Milwaukee has come with uniting collections that had been split between several insti-
tutions, proving that archivists can cooperate as well as compete. The series of con-
tinuing education workshops launched during the project has been continued on a
regular basis. Acting on researchers, comments about the importance of knowing the
location of resources, the LCOMM Archives Committee compiled and published a
cooperative 13-repository Guide to Genealogical Collections in the Milwaukee Metro-
politan Area. The goals of the Guide may not be as lofty as achieving improved docu-
mentation of the Milwaukee metropolitan area, but it does improve the efficiency and
speed with which archivists can provide reference service to researchers.25 Individual
repositories have established the beginnings of cooperative reference service by tem-
porarily transferring collections to various LCOMM archives for the convenience of
researchers. 26 At individual repositories, the documentation strategy project also re-
sulted in several ongoing MARC cataloging programs, and several significant reap-
praisal projects.

Finally, Milwaukee archivists learned that one of the most striking aspects of the
documentation strategy experiment was its peculiar attractiveness to a variety of dif-
ferent groups, including not only archivists, museum curators and librarians, but also
newspaper reporters, labor union executives, airport managers, former mayors, and
others. Some participants suggested that the concept was simply wrongly named: that
it is actually an "outreach strategy" that may also be of some incidental help with
improved documentation.

In Milwaukee, such unanticipated results were the most significant outcomes of the
documentation strategy project. Could these same results have been achieved in a dif-
ferent way-without having to undertake a formal documentation strategy beforehand?
It is impossible to say, although there would have had to have been some method to
engender a spirit of cooperation, inter-institutional rapport, as well as a better sense of
the mission, the priorities, and the problems faced by other local repositories. The
documentation strategy project provided this structure.

Archivists who believe that the documentation strategy framework may be appli-
cable to their own situation may wish to consider several factors before embarking on
their journey.

If it is to be a viable approach, the documentation strategy should be able to stand on
its own, without large amounts of grant funding. As one commentator later noted:

The [Milwaukee] project points out very clearly that the development
of a formal documentation strategy requires much more than outside
funding; it also requires a foundation of what might be broadly described
as communication, education and standardization. To succeed, a docu-
mentation strategy requires a commitment from all participating reposi-
tories. Archivists must bring to the project...the necessary resources. 27
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If outside funding is needed, it should be to underwrite the cost of specific, finite
activities rather than the cost of a crucial element, such as the documentation strategy
project coordinator. The strategy is an ongoing effort and the effect of suddenly losing
the support for an ongoing need, such as the project coordinator, would be devastating.

Before beginning, ensure that the "infrastructure" of participants is in place and
strong. For many, "the requirements of a documentation strategy perhaps render such a
project too complicated to serve as an initial venture into cooperative activities."28

Preliminary work should include a critical analysis of appraisal and descriptive prac-
tices, collection development priorities, and mission, as well as considerations of how
much time will be required and institutional support that will be needed. Participants
should look ahead to upcoming anniversaries, exhibitions, or other time commitments
that will demand their attention. Prospective participants should consider dividing the
project into two distinct phases. Begin with a "pre-documentation strategy," during
which time matters such as a collection analysis and workshops may be undertaken
and the scope of the strategy can be more closely considered.

Those considering a documentation strategy should also take care to reconcile insti-
tutional priorities and goals with cooperative goals. It is important to move beyond the
"world peace" level of generalization and articulate how the broader cooperative goals
will have an impact on and benefit individual institutions.

Finally, it would be wise to discuss the project and develop it in broader terms than
simply improving documentation. Recognizing the potential of this consideration in-
dividual activities undertaken during the project will make it easier to take advantage
of opportunities rather than being forced to rush ahead to meet another deadline.

How is the documentation strategy remarkably similar to a round barn? In the short
term, round barns frequently did not achieve the goals that their builders had set. Even
so, many continue to be used today because of how the original idea has evolved.
Many round barns achieved their success when adapted for use as antique shops, rec-
reational facilities, churches, and restaurants rather than for the needs they were origi-
nally intended to serve. In other words, their application was broader than the original
context that the designers had envisioned. Perhaps the documentation strategy concept
will evolve as well. The structure archivists tried to build in Milwaukee did not turn
out as the blueprint suggested it would. But although the work was hard, the result was
worthwhile-if unexpected. The outcome argues not to go out and undertake a docu-
mentation strategy. But it does argue that we need to be continually reminded of the
value of cooperation as a means to achieve institutional goals.

17
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strategy project?, selected comments included: "learned a great deal about archival theory and prac-
tice from the workshops and from exchanges with colleagues; getting to know colleagues was a great
benefit; acquired new skills (MARC AMC & Collecting Policies); established closer relationship with
other archivists; learned about programs of other local archives; learned some useful information about
topical analysis; refresher on cataloging; opportunity to get to know local colleagues better; learned a
lot about the complexity of documentation; learned a great deal about local archival programs; project
encouraged me to find a volunteer to help establish better intellectual control of collections; increased
my desire to place certain manuscript collections at another, more appropriate repository; gave me an
opportunity to get to know archivists at other repositories better; improved my cataloging skills and
gave me a better understanding of archival work that I wouldn't have had otherwise; gave me new
insights into archival work-such as uses of records, ways to use computer technology, and impor-
tance of long-range planning of acquisitions-that I wouldn't otherwise have had." In response to
another question, To what extent do you thinkyour institution benefittedfrom the program?, comments
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included: "achieved a better understanding of the extent and nature of our holdings; provided the
structure and incentive for us to undertake certain basic activities which had been neglected, particu-
larly (1) the development of a detailed, written collecting policy statement and (2) the acquisition by
staff of requisite skills to undertake MARC AMC cataloging; we now have an inventory of our hold-
ings and a draft collection policy; free workshop instruction for staff; good preparation for automation
planning; got to know archivists and programs at other repositories; institution benefitted in four ways:
(1) analyzed and learned more about our holdings, (2) wrote a collecting policy, (3) revealed gaps in
the documentary record, and (4) allowed us to enter some records into OCLC; cooperative cataloging
results were beneficial; time devoted to this project was time taken away from other projects."

12. To another question, In your view, which of the following elements of the program worked best or were
most useful to you?, selected comments included: Workshops: "for the most part all drew good
audiences and all were well received; MARC AMC and cataloging especially; staff learned the basics
of MARC-AMC cataloging; LCSH, descriptive cataloging, MARC AMC-good refreshers; well done,
informational, pleasantly informal; especially appraisal, cataloging, LCSH, MARC AMC; especially
MARC AMC and APPM; collection analysis workshop was good lead in; excellent, but material was
so extensive that for anyone new in the field of Archives, together with the work of one's own local
archives, there was insufficient time to absorb and put into practice what we learned."

13. Judith Campbell Turner to Richard J. Cox, June 1, 1992. Copy of a letter provided to the author by
Turner following a Midwest Archives Conference session that focused on the Milwaukee Documenta-
tion Strategy Project.

14. To the survey question, How useful was the Cooperative OCLC Membership?, selected comments
included: "very helpful because we had no previous access to OCLC; encouraged smaller (and some
larger) repositories to complete MARC AMC cataloging; an interesting experience to learn about this
database and how it could be used to make our holdings more well known; absorbed a lot of energy
that might have been spent on other aspects of the project, but useful for individual repositories; ex-
tremely useful for those who were not members."

15. To the survey question, How useful were the panel sessions with community members?, selected com-
ments included: "one of the most valuable aspects of the project, an important exchange between
researchers and archivists; results uneven but process was important & revealing; archivists learned
from creators & users; should continue these contacts on regular basis; useful for making community
contacts; interesting to learn different perspectives; enjoyable, but the goal was unclear so difficult to
evaluate; worked well from perspective of the project and a good way to learn more about user needs;
rather difficult; hard time attracting panelists; useful feedback from researchers-gave me some new
ideas about how to document particular topics; useful, but no time for follow-up."

16. To the survey question, How useful was the writing of collecting policies?, selected comments in-
cluded: "Forced us to define or re-define collecting goals; was useful in initiating discussions with
library director regarding collecting; gave us a better sense of direction; we have a broad collecting
policy that is difficult to narrow; made me do something I needed to do anyway; unsatisfactory from
the standpoint of the project because it never came together as a comprehensive plan; personally not
very useful because the topical framework is not useful for the type of collecting we do; developing a
policy was useful; very helpful to me and my repository to write policy for our collection; may have
benefitted individuals, but were of little use to the project; group policy was not a policy at all-simply
a listing of what everyone collected."

17. To the survey question, How useful was the collection analysis?, selected comments included: "a
double edged sword-necessary for project and a good chance to look at collections with a more
critical eye; on the other hand, a tremendous drain on staff time; somewhat useful results never really
used into overall goals of project; allowed me to learn a great deal more about the content of my
holdings; didn't really get a chance to use the data collected; provided good overall picture of hold-
ings; useful, but lacked the time to complete it; helped me to understand more thoroughly the nature of
the information in my collection; should have included more analysis of the information that was
gathered; useful exercise to learn more about my archival collection."

18. The average rating for this question was 2.5 on a 5.0 scale. Comments by respondents included: "should
continue because Milwaukee's documentary heritage is important; at least two major repositories (UWM
and MCHS) should begin discussions to clarify their collecting areas, eliminate competition and fill
gaps-LCOMM Archives Committee should facilitate this; only if sufficient staff can be found; should
adopt some of the final recommendations but not continue the project as such unless additional
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grant-funding could be obtained; not continue as such, but pursue some off-shoots of project (such as
genealogy guide); too labor intensive for small shops; possibly keep cooperative collection document
up to date (although only worthwhile if everyone agrees to cooperate); continue only in the sense of
keeping alive the spirit of cooperation; do not continue in terms of 1, 2, and 3 year recommendations
and plan; only with a topic in which there was competition and in which participants were committed
to cooperate; Milwaukee archivists do not have the time to continue on an ongoing basis; project needs
to be re-thought and re-organized; individuals need to articulate specific goals and reasons for cooper-
ating; only worth continuing if all pertinent players are really willing to cooperate."
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comments included: "staff demands and institutional priorities make continued grant-connected project
a low priority; we would be able to participate again if another project was grant supported; On the one
hand there is the professional obligation on the part of all Milwaukee area archivists to insure that
Milwaukee's history will be 'adequately documented.' On the other hand, most repositories have nar-
rowly defined mandates to collect their own institutional records only and, accordingly, can have little
impact in addressing the 'big picture;' most archivists do not appear interested to further commitment
to this project-this "softens" our own commitment; good idea, but our participation will be limited
by staffing; priority for now is to get archives automated; it is enough of a struggle to keep up with
daily demands ofjob in single person shop; would participate only if topic was closely related to my
core mission; depending on the topic; documenting metropolitan Milwaukee is important, but it is
impractical and unrealistic for small repositories to participate on an ongoing basis; as professional
archivists we should attack this problem."
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