DOCUMENTATION STRATEGIES IN
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY?:
RETHINKING INSTITUTIONAL PRIORITIES
AND PROFESSIONAL LIMITATIONS

BY JENNIFER A. MARSHALL

Since its introduction into archival theory nearly fifteen years ago, the documenta-
tion strategy approach has generated considerable debate within the archival commu-
nity, garnering both advocates and critics. This discussion has been so widespread that
Terry Cook has called documentation strategy “the single most important North Ameri-
can contribution to a growing debate on appraisal theory, strategy and methodology.”
This paper will utilize a review of the professional literature to trace the evolution of
the documentation strategy, consider the arguments that have been raised for and against
it, and analyze several experiments with the concept to date. In addition, this overview
will argue for the importance of documentation strategy as an appraisal tool, and will
examine its relationship with functional analysis and macroappraisal. Finally, the pa-
per will include the results of interviews conducted by the author to assess the impact
that these three techniques, particularly documentation strategy, are having on North
American archival practice.

Defining “Documentation Strategy”

The archival documentation strategy concept was first introduced in papers pre-
sented by Helen Samuels, Larry Hackman, and Patricia Aronsson at a session of the
1984 Society of American Archivists annual meeting.? The pioneering work in the
archival literature, Helen Samuels’s “Who Controls the Past,” was published in 1986,
and defined the documentation strategy as follows:

A documentation strategy is a plan formulated to assure the documen-
tation of an ongoing issue, activity, or geographic area (e.g., the opera-
tion of the government of the state of New York, labor unions in the
United States, the impact of technology on the environment). The strat-
egy is ordinarily designed, promoted, and in part implemented by an
ongoing mechanism involving records creators, administrators (includ-
ing archivists), and users. The documentation strategy is carried out
through the mutual efforts of many institutions and individuals influ-
encing both the creation of the records and the archival retention of a
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portion of them. The strategy is refined in response to changing condi-
tions and viewpoints.?

This initial definition has five salient characteristics. First, the documentation strat-
egy defines a particular scope of documentation. Second, the plan involves not only
archivists, but also records creators, other administrators, and records users as well.
Third, the strategy is multi-institutional. Fourth, it seeks to influence the creation of
records, rather than deal only with existing documentation. Finally, the documentation
strategy is an ongoing process and can be revised as circumstances change. It is impor-
tant to note that Samuels distinguishes the documentation strategy from two familiar
concepts, the collecting/acquisitions policy and the collecting project. The former fo-
cuses on the holdings and collecting priorities of individual repositories, although its
implementation can be accomplished through interinstitutional cooperation and docu-
mentation strategies; the latter concentrates on the accumulation of existing documen-
tation of a specific issue, and is not an ongoing process.

The concept of the documentation strategy has evolved during a decade of dialogue
in the archival literature. Richard Cox cites the most recent definition of the documen-
tation strategy as that offered in the Society of American Archivists’ 1992 glossary:

An ongoing, analytic, cooperative approach designed, promoted, and
implemented by creators, administrators (including archivists), and us-
ers to ensure the archival retention of appropriate documentation in some
area of human endeavor through the application of archival techniques,
the creation of institutional archives and refined acquisition policies,
and the development of sufficient resources. The key elements in this
approach are an analysis of the universe to be documented, an under-
standing of the inherent documentary problems, and the formulation of
a plan to assure the adequate documentation of an issue, activity, or
geographic area.*

This statement retains the essential elements of earlier definitions, while advocating
more clearly the creation of institutional archives as part of the documentation strategy
process. Based on this model, Cox suggests that the documentation strategy has four
basic elements: it is an analytical tool that provides a framework for addressing “some
aspect of the documentary universe;” it is an interdisciplinary process that brings the
expertise of a number of parties to the analysis of the documentary area under consid-
eration; it involves a recognition of inherent documentary problems, such as the in-
creasing quantity of modern documentation and the changing forms of contemporary
records; and, finally, it requires the formulation of a plan to define what constitutes
appropriate documentation for the area analyzed.’ While the definitions in the glos-
sary and by Cox are not as explicit about interinstitutional cooperation and archival
intervention in the records creation process as Samuels’s original definition, this might
be considered a difference in emphasis rather than in substance. The glossary defini-
tion describes documentation strategy as cooperative, and Cox discusses it as an inter-
disciplinary process. Regarding archival intervention, the latter definition’s focus on
“the creation of institutional archives and refined acquisition policies” and “the
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formulation of a plan to assure . . . the adequate documentation” necessarily involves
steps to identify and fill gaps in existing documentation.

Purpose and Goals

One of the driving forces behind the inception of a documentation strategy approach
was a professional perception that archivists were failing in their mission to adequately
document society, because current appraisal practices had resulted in overabundant or
inadequate documentation in some areas, while leaving complete gaps in the docu-
mentary record for others.® The watershed expression of this concern about appraisal
practice was written by F. Gerald Ham: “Our most important and intellectually de-
manding task as archivists is to make an informed selection of information that will
provide the future with a representative record of human experience in our time. But
why must we do it so badly?””’

Another important factor in the development of the documentation strategy was a
sense that contemporary records were changing, and that this evolution required archi-
vists to adapt old techniques and adopt new ones in order to effectively manage mod-
ern documentation. While there is not a professional consensus that present documen-
tary realities have altered the fundamental issues involved in archival functions, a number
of archivists have argued that emerging documentary forms and evolving organiza-
tional structures mean that the modern documentary universe differs from that of the
past in at least three ways.®

First, the emergence of new technologies has sparked an explosion in the sheer abun-
dance of records. Second, the increasingly complex relationships among modern insti-
tutions have rendered consideration of the records of isolated institutions unfeasible.
Because of increased multi-institutional collaboration, today’s records often can be
understood only in conjunction with each other. Moreover, this complex web of rela-
tionships has resulted in large-scale duplication of documentation. Thus, informed
appraisal decisions must be made in the context of the available range of documenta-
tion, with the knowledge that related or better documentation might be held by another
institution. Finally, documentary forms themselves are changing. In addition to the
issues posed by the proliferation of electronic records, there is an increasing number of
non-textual documentary materials to be considered. According to proponents of the
documentation strategy, these changes in the nature of documentation itself require
that archivists develop new methods of approaching the documentary record to supple-
ment traditional practices.

Advocates of documentation strategies have argued that this approach holds a num-
ber of promises for contemporary archival practice. For example, through interinstitu-
tional cooperation to avoid duplication in collecting and careful planning to determine
in advance which records archivists should appraise, the strategy would appear to pro-
vide the means for conserving scarce archival resources in the long run. In addition,
the broad definition of the documentation strategy allows it to be adapted to a wide
variety of documentary needs, and its formulation as an ongoing process provides the
flexibility for revision as the nature of documentation changes.
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Another potential benefit of the documentation strategy is that, because it involves
records creators, users, and area specialists in its work, it affords archivists the oppor-
tunity to educate other sectors of society about the importance of archival work. In
addition, it offers archivists an opportunity to enhance the quality of documentation by
drawing on the different experiences and perspectives that each of these groups brings
to the table.’In designing and promoting documentation strategies, archivists should
place special emphasis on building alliances with related information and historical
professionals, because documentation strategies have potential significance and appli-
cation for these fields as well. Libraries, manuscript repositories, museums, and his-
torical societies share the interest that archives have in ensuring the adequate docu-
mentation of society. Moreover, other information professionals often have more ex-
perience than archivists in collecting and preserving non-textual materials.!

The chief recommendation of the documentation strategy, however, is that it is a
powerful tool to assist the archival profession with its appraisal responsibilities. In
recent years, some archivists have begun to advocate research-based techniques as the
only viable solution to the numerous appraisal dilemmas posed by the modern docu-
mentary universe. The premise behind these methodologies is that careful planning
and analysis must precede any examination of actual records. The documentation strat-
egy is one such approach that has been advanced in the archival literature; other tech-
niques that offer considerable promise are functional analysis and macroappraisal.

Other Techniques

The seminal work in functional analysis is Helen Samuels’s consideration of the
documentation produced by modern colleges and universities.!! Samuels’s ideas of func-
tional analysis grew out of prior efforts to consider the process involved in improving
the documentation of science and technology.'? The focus of functional analysis, un-
like that of the documentation strategy with its collaborative emphasis, is the single
institution. The premise of this approach is that

. . .archivists must start their selection activities not with a consider-
ation of specific sets of records, but with an understanding of the con-
text in which records are created. A functional approach provides the
means to achieve a comprehensive understanding of an institution and
its documentation: a knowledge of what is to be documented and the
problems of gathering the desired documentation.'?

Functional analysis involves the identification of an institution’s primary functions,
and the breakdown of each function into its component activities. In this exercise, the
archivist examines what sorts of documentation are necessary to document each func-
tion and activity fully. This analysis enables the archivist to pinpoint which units within
the organization are most likely to produce the required documentation, and also to
determine what types of documentation might not be produced at all because of the
nature of a particular function or activity. Having completed a functional analysis, an
archivist is then able to target particular functions and activities for priority attention,
based on the mission and goals of the institution.
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Canadian archivists have been the primary advocates of a third approach: macro-
appraisal. This technique grew out of the “total archives” concept in which public
archives seek out both public records and private papers.'* Terry Cook, a proponent of
macroappraisal, has offered a comprehensive explanation of this model, and has out-
lined how the National Archives of Canada is utilizing it.”* In a macroappraisal model,
the focus is on records creators and records-creating processes, rather than on the records
themselves. The objective of this approach is to create an image of society that will
represent its most significant features. This image is achieved by integrating function,
which Cook equates with the purpose or intent of the records creator, with structure,
which represents the actual records creator. Cook points out that records are produced
through the interaction of function and structure with clients and argues that “It is at
these points of sharpest interaction that the best documentary evidence will be found.”'¢
Thus, selection within the macroappraisal model involves a process of identifying
society’s most important records-creating structures and then developing methods to
evaluate the importance of the client’s interaction with these structures.

A shared goal of documentation strategy, functional analysis, and macroappraisal is
to improve the quality of documentation through more effective selection. Each of
these techniques, however, approaches appraisal in a slightly different manner. Docu-
mentation strategies seek to achieve better documentation through the careful consid-
eration of a specific issue, activity, or geographic area in a multi-institutional venture.
Functional analysis advances more comprehensive documentation of a single institu-
tion by analyzing the institution’s primary functions and activities. Macroappraisal
focuses on providing a more representative image of society by considering the inter-
action of function, structure, and client as represented in an institution’s records.

How do functional analysis and macroappraisal interact with documentation strat-
egy? Richard Cox writes that the relationship of these techniques, “whether as three
related concepts . . . or even an evolution from one primitive concept to another more
sophisticated one or—even—similar ideas emerging in a parallel manner, remains to
be worked out over time . . . .”"7 In fact, proponents of these approaches have begun to
envision the form that this interaction might take. Both Samuels and Cook indicate that
documentation strategies, if they are to be implemented, must be preceded by appro-
priate groundwork at the institutional level.

Helen Samuels believes that the success of documentation strategies rests on strong
institutional archives. Therefore, she advocates functional analysis as a necessary step
to precede the implementation of documentation strategies. By gaining a firm under-
standing of the nature of their own institutional documentation, and by establishing
their particular institutional priorities, archivists will be able to better understand what
areas their institutions are able to document on their own. This process will also sug-
gest, however, that there are certain areas that institutions would be able to better docu-
ment as part of a multi-institutional, collaborative effort. Thus, Samuels feels that the
greatest success of documentation strategies will follow the widespread application of
institutional functional analysis.!®

Cook also suggests that these techniques can complement each other. Once the struc-
tural-functional approach of macroappraisal has been applied at the institutional level,
Cook suggests that “the image should certainly be further supplemented by personal,
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private records in all media by use of the documentation strategy to identify who or
what has fallen through the cracks.”" In addition to the arguments advanced by Samuels
and Cook, which advocate the application of functional analysis or macroappraisal to
precede documentation strategies, the experiences of the Milwaukee project (discussed
in more detail below) lend credence to the notion that effective institutional archives
and collecting repositories are a prerequisite for the implementation of documentation
strategies.

Proponents of each of these techniques have repeatedly emphasized that such ap-
proaches are not intended to supplant traditional microappraisal methods. Richard Cox
argues that “the documentation strategy is intended to supplement rather than replace
traditional methods of archival appraisal. Documentation strategy is not a synonym for
all archival appraisal . . . .”* In addition, Cox has argued at length that the documenta-
tion strategy approach is consistent with traditional principles of archival appraisal.®'
In her work on the institutional functional analysis of colleges and universities, Helen
Samuels writes, “Varsity Letters builds upon traditional archival practice and is in-
tended to supplement it....Archival practice stresses the need to understand institu-
tions and has used an examination of functions as a method to achieve this goal.”?
Terry Cook calls for the application of traditional appraisal methods to follow the ap-
plication of macroappraisal criteria: “Traditional or micro-appraisal criteria applied
series by series, system by system, once the most important of these series and systems
have been identified in the macro-appraisal model . . . must all be considered.”*

Documentation Strategy in Practice

In little more than a decade, proponents of the documentation strategy have pub-
lished several examples of how the concept might be translated from theory into prac-
tice. Recent archival literature has offered several models for documentation strate-
gies, described experimental documentation strategy projects, and suggested areas in
which a documentation strategy approach might prove useful.?* Projects detailing the
application of the documentation strategy to topical, functional, and geographic areas
have been described. This discussion within the professional literature has suggested a
number of common concerns and underscored several lessons that have emerged from
documentation strategy projects to date.

Over the course of the past 30 years, the American Institute of Physics (AIP) has
spearheaded a program that has had notable success in improving the documentation
of modern physics. It has served as a model for other disciplines, resulting in the cre-
ation of a number of new discipline history centers to document various areas of sci-
ence and technology. The success of the AIP project is largely due to its sustainability,
to its recognition of the importance of institutional archives, and to its approach to the
documentation of physics as an evolving process. It was from the outline of the pur-
pose, method, and practice of this project that the broader concept of documentation
strategy evolved. It was no coincidence, therefore, that an extended description of the
AIP project became one of the first published accounts of documentation strategy imple-
mentation.
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In 1959, a committee of physicists was established to assess the existing documenta-
tion of physics in American academia, industry, and government from 1890 to 1940.
Based on the results of this analysis, AIP requested a grant from the National Science
Foundation (NSF) in 1961. This grant enabled the AIP group to identify important
individual and institutional contributors to modern physics. Following this process,
AIP began work with records creators to ensure the placement of their papers at appro-
priate repositories, and to occasionally encourage the creation of documentation to fill
existing gaps. The program was considerably strengthened in 1965 when AIP estab-
lished the Center for the History of Physics and the project was no longer dependent on
NSF funding. Since then, the Center for the History of Physics has extended its docu-
mentary work into subfields of physics and into post-World War II physics.

The AIP program incorporated elements considered essential by later documenta-
tion strategists. For example, the documentation group worked to achieve a thorough
understanding of its intended field of documentation. In addition, it educated records
creators about the importance of their source materials and encouraged them to place
these materials in appropriate repositories. Most importantly, the project continued to
evolve and redefine its role as it recognized potential areas requiring better documen-
tation. Recently, AIP has examined large-scale “collaboratories” and identified which
to document.

In other ways, however, the AIP program diverges from the broader model outlined
by documentation strategy theorists. For example, the documentation group is largely
composed of records creators—members of the physics community—rather than a broad
mix of records creators, administrators, and users. In addition, its efforts to fill gaps in
existing documentation have been limited. The AIP project has, however, recognized
the importance of fostering institutional archives; its efforts have resulted in the estab-
lishment of fine collections at such institutions as Harvard University, the California
Institute of Technology, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

In the late 1980s, the National Historical Publications and Records Commission
(NHPRC) funded a two-year project in Western New York to test the archival docu-
mentation strategy concept. This experiment, consciously modeled on a documenta-
tion strategy framework, sought to improve the documentation of six counties in West-
ern New York. This regional documentation strategy project was intended to serve as a
model to suggest approaches to improve documentation statewide.?* A documentation
group, composed of members such as archivists, librarians, and historians, was as-
sembled.” A framework was developed within which to assess existing documenta-
tion. This model incorporated 15 topics that were considered to cover the whole range
of human activity, and designated periods of past, present, and future documentation.

The objective of the Western New York Project was to produce and implement a
written strategy to enhance the region’s documentation. While the documentation group
did not meet this goal, the project served as a valuable learning experience, underscor-
ing the challenges involved in planning for adequate documentation and raising ques-
tions about the general applicability of the documentation strategy approach. Cox sum-
marizes the project’s successes as follows: «. . . the process of examining documenta-
tion helped to evaluate the acquisitions of historical records repositories, open chan-
nels of communication, and build bridges of cooperation between historical records
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repositories and users.”” In addition, the project helped participants identify the ac-
quisition of records of the twentieth century, especially those of the post-World War II
era, as a collecting priority. The Western New York experience highlights the difficulty
of narrowing a geographic area sufficiently to allow for a meaningful study; the chal-
lenges of finding resources to support a documentation strategy; the concern of whether
a long-term strategy can ultimately be cost-effective and result in better documentation
decisions; and the issue of what alternatives to the documentation strategy model might
yield better results in terms of improving the documentation of society.”

Another two-year NHPRC-funded project attempted to enhance the documentation
of Milwaukee, Wisconsin.*® Perhaps drawing on the lessons from the Western New
York experience, the Milwaukee project focused on a smaller geographic area and
involved a wider range of participants, including records creators as well as adminis-
trators and records users. Participating institutions were asked to assess the subject
content of their collections in order to facilitate analysis of existing documentation.
The goals of the project were to produce a written documentation strategy and imple-
ment a framework to allow the project to continue beyond the initial grant period.

Interestingly, the outcome of the Milwaukee project was significantly like that of the
Western New York experience: although many good things came out of the process,
most of them had nothing to do with the immediate improvement of the region’s docu-
mentation. The project taught the archival community many valuable lessons, pointing
to a pervasive weakness in organizational policies and practices. Most of the institu-
tions, for example, did not have previously existing collection policies. Many found
that they did not have adequate intellectual control over their collections. In addition,
the study suggested a widespread lack of professional expertise and training in such
basic areas of archival theory and practice as appraisal, description, and reference.?!

What were the lessons of the Milwaukee project? Ericson points to three issues that
might seem to call the viability of the documentation strategy framework, as presently
articulated, into question. First, there is more tension involved in reconciling the goals
and priorities of the individual participating institutions and the interinstitutional co-
operative goals necessary to the successful implementation of a documentation strat-
egy than has thus far been acknowledged by documentation strategists.> Second, in-
stitutions should not embark on a documentation strategy if they do not have the re-
sources to sustain it on an ongoing basis. These resources include adequate staffing
and time to dedicate to the project, as well as the professional expertise to participate
actively in the plan. Finally, the Milwaukee experience, coupled with that in Western
New York, suggests that documentation strategies may not lend themselves as readily
to geographic areas as originally thought.*

The effort initiated at the 1988 Evangelical Archives Conference to ensure better
documentation of the evangelical movement does not illustrate a full-scale process
such as the other examples cited, but it demonstrates how the documentation strategy
can combine a functional approach with a subject area.’* The objective of this effort
was “The identification and preservation of an adequate record to document the activi-
ties and significance of the evangelical movement, and the provision for full access to
this information.”*
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With this objective in mind, the group identified seven activities that describe the
evangelical movement and its functions, such as denominations/fellowships/commu-
nities, media, and political/social action groups. For each area, the working group out-
lined the functions that describe how the activities were carried out, such as “convey
knowledge” or “evangelize.” By defining the evangelical movement in terms of func-
tions and activities, the working group concluded that adequate documentation must
include records from each of these activities. Moreover, analysis of these functions
could indicate what types of documentation each activity generates.*

The documentation group summarized the status of documentation for each activity,
identified documentary problems, pinpointed available mechanisms to remedy these
shortcomings, and recommended what might be done to improve documentation of the
area. The working group’s report was intended to be a first step in the development of
a documentation strategy for the evangelical movement. While the working group es-
tablished a sound framework for a documentation strategy and sparked much discus-
sion, this effort does not appear to have produced any concrete results in the evangeli-
cal community.”’

Interviews with Practitioners

- In order to assess the extent to which these emerging methodologies, particularly
documentation strategies, are being translated from theory into practice, the author
interviewed 16 archivists. An original pool of 13 college and university archivists was
selected for inclusion in the survey, based on their extensive appraisal experience and
on their presumed familiarity with the recent appraisal literature. Of the original group,
two declined to be interviewed. The additional five interviewees included three col-
lege and university archivists; a government archivist; and an archivist from a reli-
gious organization, whom the initial participants identified as knowledgeable about
appraisal. Based on the composition of this group of respondents, it should be noted
that the results of the interviews may be more representative of the views of college
and university archivists than of the attitudes of archivists in other institutions. The
archival experience of the respondents ranges from 11 years to 25 years, with a rough
average of 20 years in practice. Thirteen of the interviews were conducted by tele-
phone; the following discussion is based on notes of those conversations. The remain-
ing three interviews were conducted by E-mail.

The purpose of the interviews was to gain a basic sense of whether documentation
strategies, functional analysis, and macroappraisal are affecting archival appraisal prac-
tice. Additionally, the process was intended to provide a general understanding of the
perceptions that practitioners have of these approaches following several years of dis-
cussion in the professional literature. Thus, this exercise was neither designed as, nor
intended to be, a scientific survey; therefore, its results should not be considered to
have statistical validity. Questions were designed to elicit specific information about
appraisal practice and policy at each respondent’s institution, as well as to allow par-
ticipants to offer their own impressions about the impact of documentation strategy,
functional analysis, and macroappraisal on actual archival practice.*® In order to facili-
tate an open dialogue, the names and institutions of survey participants have been kept
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confidential, with interviewees identified generically as Respondent A, Respondent B,
and so on. The following discussion will summarize the results of these interviews,
focusing first on documentation strategies and then on functional analysis and macro-
appraisal.

The several recurring themes that emerged in response to questions about the useful-
ness of documentation strategies parallel the discussion of the methodology that has
appeared in the archival literature of the past decade. Without exception, the documen-
tation strategy approach was recognized, even by its critics, as a valuable conceptual
framework. Interviewees felt that documentation strategy had gotten the profession
thinking and talking about how best to approach its appraisal function, had raised
awareness of the importance of cooperation in archival practice, and had opened chan-
nels of communication with nonarchivists. Respondent D commented, “The documen-
tation strategy is an engaging framework that has gotten archivists rethinking how they
do things and has been especially useful with its ability to engage nonarchivists.” Re-
spondent A felt that one of the primary recommendations of the documentation strat-
egy is that it encourages archivists to think cooperatively, and thus “eliminates some of
the traditional competition mentality.”

There was also agreement, however, that in spite of these positive results, the docu-
mentation strategy is not viable within the context of present archival reality. Respon-
dent F stated, “Documentation strategies are valuable as a conceptual framework, but
in terms of reality, archives have more urgent priorities, such as delivering services to
clients. Documentation strategies do not work because archivists are not in a steering
position.” Respondent A reinforced this argument, also citing the issue of limited re-
sources: “Politics is a big reason that documentation strategies do not work. In the
absence of a centralized political and funding mechanism to pass out responsibilities
and resources, such an approach is ineffective.”

While these interviews confirm that documentation strategies are not being adopted
on a wide-scale basis, they also indicate that archivists are applying what they perceive
as the most positive aspects of the documentation strategy concept at the level of their
individual repositories.*® For example, Respondents D and E thought that the docu-
mentation strategy had been instrumental in helping the profession more clearly articu-
late what is involved in documenting particular topical, functional, or geographic ar-
eas. In fact, archivists do seem to have found this framework useful for more clearly
defining their institutional collecting priorities. Four respondents indicated that their
institutions had either drafted or refined collecting policies, partially in response to the
documentation strategy approach.*

The documentation strategy’s most notable impact on the archival profession ap-
pears to be that it has promoted the value of cooperation. Twelve of the 16 interviewees
indicated that their institutions had become more aware of the importance of interinsti-
tutional cooperation as a result of the discussion of documentation strategy in the ar-
chival literature. While archivists have become more aware of the need to cooperate
rather than compete with other institutions, however, cooperative efforts on the whole
seem to be limited to respecting other repositories’ collecting areas and referring po-
tential donors to more appropriate institutions. Most interviewees indicated that their
institutions had not been involved in cooperative projects; the cooperative ventures
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that had been undertaken tended to be short-lived and ill-fated because of issues of
institutional priorities and limited funding.*

The strongest reservations that interviewees voiced about documentation strategy
reinforce the major objections raised in the archival literature: institutional priorities
and limited resources. Terry Abraham, for example, argues that documentation strate-
gies are unworkable because archivists are “already burdened with too many things to
do” at the institutional level. Frank Boles asserts that documentation strategies assume
archival prosperity. Additionally, Ericson’s recent description of the Milwaukee ex-
periment seconds these objections. Not surprisingly then, these same concerns have
emerged as the major stumbling blocks in the implementation of documentation strat-
egies.?

The results of the interviews also indicate several general trends regarding the im-
pact of macroappraisal and functional analysis on the American archival community.
For example, despite the effectiveness with which macroappraisal is being implemented
at the National Archives of Canada, it has not begun to significantly affect archival
practice in the United States.* It appears that functional analysis, on the other hand, is
being implemented by an increasing number of colleges and universities.* Ten of the
archivists surveyed indicated that this technique had affected appraisal practice at their
institutions. In fact, Respondent H credited functional analysis with leading to a “re-
naissance of institutional archives.”

Thus, these interviews suggest that documentation strategy, functional analysis, and
macroappraisal—with the possible exception of functional analysis—are currently
having a very limited effect on North American selection practice. Many of the archi-
vists indicated that they did not have the latitude to fully implement such techniques
because institutional or state mandates largely determine what records they must re-
tain. Several respondents felt that while these approaches have not had a widespread
impact on archival practice as a whole, they are increasingly applied by individual
archivists within their own institutions and repositories. Respondent M expressed the
opinion that these strategies are, “. . . having an impact on archival practice, but so far
only on a micro-level.”

Impact of Documentation Strategy

Though the archival literature and the interviews described above confirm that the
profession as a whole has not embraced documentation strategy, the consensus of the
respondents to this limited survey—that documentation strategy provides a useful frame-
work for discussing selection issues—suggests that Cook’s observation that the con-
cept has played a significant role in the North American dialogue about appraisal is
particularly apt. While even the best of frameworks can be improved, however, experi-
ments with documentation strategies have not revealed fundamental flaws in the origi-
nal construct. What these projects have perhaps done is underscore a number of chal-
lenges long faced by the archival community. Foremost among these are conflicting
institutional priorities, scarce archival resources, and a lack of standards for the educa-
tion and training of archivists. Before documentation strategies can achieve success,
the archival community must take steps towards overcoming these obstacles.
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What the experience of documentation strategy projects thus far might in fact argue
is that archivists need to become more effective advocates for their profession, and that
the archival community must focus on finding solutions to the above problems. Height-
ened advocacy efforts, targeting organizational administrators, granting agencies, other
information professionals, and the larger society are needed to underscore the signifi-
cance of strong institutional archives and collecting repositories. While institutional
priorities will always be a reality for any organization, successful advocacy could serve
as a first step towards putting archivists in a better position to redefine their priorities
and to establish additional goals for their archival programs. In addition, effective ad-
vocacy is a prerequisite for increased funding, whether from a parent organization or
from a granting agency. Greater resources would permit higher levels of training for
archivists, thereby facilitating and enabling participation in cooperative ventures.

The need for archivists to find solutions to the difficulties inherent in archival prac-
tice is hardly new. Advocates of documentation strategies have called for archivists to
become innovators and risk takers: “Archivists should feel freer to experiment, evalu-
ate, develop, and refine their . . . theory, principles, and practices—something that
archivists have done too little of . . . .”* A scan of the existing professional landscape
indicates that this is a challenge that archivists should welcome. The nature of docu-
mentation continues to change at a rapid pace. Current methods of approaching this
new documentary reality are inadequate even today. Clearly, new frameworks are needed
to supplement traditional practices. Documentation strategies, functional analysis, and
macroappraisal provide constructs for productive dialogue about how to most effec-
tively solve the selection dilemmas posed by contemporary records.

Will documentation strategies have a place in the archival practice of the twenty-
first century? In a recent review of Richard Cox’s Documenting Localities: A Practical
Model for American Archivists and Manuscript Curators, Frank Boles states, “The
simple fact is that a decade or more after it was first proposed as a theory, there have
been no successtul applications of the documentation strategy in practice.” He then
characterizes Cox’s continued advocacy of documentation strategy as . . . a tactic
used to accomplish a broader agenda, rather than simply a stubborn refusal to see the
obvious.”* The fact that documentation strategies as originally conceived have not
worked to date, or the question of whether they can be made to work in the future, is
ultimately of less significance than the professional dialogue that this approach has
generated. If documentation strategies advance a broader agenda that spurs the archi-
val profession to rethink and broaden institutional priorities, reallocate resources to
reflect these new priorities, and provide its members with the training they will require
to meet the challenges of dealing with contemporary records, then it would seem that
this tactic is certainly one worth adopting.

This is true not only of documentation strategies, but of functional analysis and
macroappraisal as well. Proponents of these techniques must continue to experiment
with them and to present the results of their efforts to the archival community. Critics
of these strategies have a professional responsibility to offer more viable frameworks
for meeting the challenges posed by modern documentation. All archivists have an
obligation to follow this emerging debate, the answers to which will, for better or for
worse, surely shape the future of the archival profession and ultimately determine the
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effectiveness with which archivists are able to fulfill the foremost of their professional
responsibilities.
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Appendix A: Survey Questions

Purpose
To evaluate how the documentation strategy has affected appraisal practice, and to

determine if this approach is being implemented, particularly in relation to functional
analysis and macroappraisal.

Background questions
1) How long have you been in practice?
2) What is your background in appraisal and acquisitions?
3) How long have you been in your current position?

4) How long has your program been established?

Survey questions
1) Please describe your institution’s appraisal policy and/or practice.

2) Has the introduction of the documentation strategy approach, and techniques
such as functional analysis and macroappraisal, led to any changes in or formal
redrafting of, your institution’s appraisal policy and/or practice, or to the estab-
lishment of records management programs? If yes, please describe the changes.
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3) Do youknow of any other organizations that have adapted their appraisal policy/

practice in response to the documentation strategy, functional analysis, or macro-
appraisal? If so, please describe how these modifications have affected their prac-
tice.

4) Has your institution been involved in, or can you identify other organizations

that have participated in cooperative efforts such as those advocated by a docu-
mentation strategy approach? If so, what was the outcome of the effort?

5) Based on your professional experience, do you feel that the documentation strat-

egy, functional analysis, and macroappraisal are having an influence on appraisal
practice? If so, how would you characterize the impact? If not, why do you think
such methods are not being applied?

Follow-up questions

N —

bl

1) Can you suggest anybody to contact who might be involved with the implemen-
tation of documentation strategies, functional analysis, or macroappraisal?

2) Do you know of any materials that are not readily available that might help in

assessing the degree of impact that the documentation strategy approach has had
on appraisal practice (for example, unpublished articles or Web sites)?
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