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Minimal Processing as Management Strategy


Imagine for a moment that your small repository were a small business, and that you, the lone arranger, were the owner of the business.  How would you describe the state of your business?  Thriving? Undercapitalized? On the verge of bankruptcy?  If your paycheck were dependent upon your success as an archivist, as it is for a small business owner, would you be able to make a living?  Would you run your repository exactly as your do now, or would you need to make changes?   Fortunately for most archivists, the largess of our employers (who sign our paychecks) affords us the ability not to think in these terms.  But is that a good thing?  How many of us would describe our archival programs as flourishing?  How many of us nurture the growth of our repository?  How many of us feel we are simply too busy sorting out jumbled collections, appeasing challenging patrons, confronting inadequate storage conditions, and remedying poor intellectual control over materials to even ask these questions?   

Today, I am going to talk about the managerial role of the lone arranger.  In preparing for this presentation, I turned to the literature on small archives management to find out what my more experienced colleagues had to say on the matter. Unfortunately, the literature on small archives management is sparse and, quite frankly, well seasoned with negativity.
   Some lone arrangers seem to identify with our namesake, the Lone Ranger; we are underdogs who fight for truth, justice, and the archival way.  All of our actions serve an abstract and lofty goal -- the preservation of the historical record -- in some of the most adverse conditions.  And some of us really don’t mind wearing the Lone Ranger’s mask, because if patrons knew too much about us, we might be overwhelmed by information requests or asked for materials we aren’t yet ready to show -- materials in a state of physical, organizational, or intellectual chaos or unprocessed materials that might contain confidential information.
  

If you want to experience culture shock in the extreme, I suggest you take a look at the literature written by and for solo librarians.  It is optimistic, it focuses on library user satisfaction, and it demonstrates a business savvy unknown to lone arrangers.
  I hope my comments today prompt you to think a bit more like a solo librarian and to consider your repository not as the place you work, but as your small business.  I want you to see yourselves not just as employees or archivists, but also as administrators.  If your repository is not performing to its potential and you face many, many archival challenges, I have no panacea for you.  But I do think that reframing our roles as archivists and making more room for managerial thinking might benefit us individually and collectively.  I also believe that we lone arrangers need to be conscious of our theories of business –the assumptions we make about our environment, our mission, and the fundamental skills we need to accomplish this mission.
  As archivists and administrators, we must find the courage to ask hard questions about our practices and prepare to make changes if we don’t like the answers.

In his 2001 article, “Leadership of Archival Programs,” Bruce W. Dearstyne explores the archival profession’s uneasy relationship with management.  Dearstyne identifies many reasons that archivists like to keep their distance from management –– management activities are perceived to be too demanding, not that important, or simply beyond the scope of archival practice.  Too many of us consider our technical archival work as our “real” jobs, while our management work is dismissed as “getting the job done in the least possible time and lowest possible cost,” or simply “common sense.”
  As managers, too many of us wing it, fake it, ignore it, or forget about it until annual reports are due.


We lone arrangers manage small archival programs primarily by managing ourselves.  Many of our job descriptions say nothing overtly about managing, and our institutional locations encourage us to think of ourselves as employees only.  Most of us lack the seemingly necessary elements of management, such as independent budgets, formal supervisory responsibilities and audiences with upper level administrators.  But all of us are managers, and we should embrace our managerial roles as powerful opportunities to create successful archival programs under less than ideal circumstances.


The title of my talk, “Minimal Processing as Management Strategy,” reveals how I became aware of my managerial role in my lone arranger position.  Several years ago, I spoke publicly about my “conversion” to the MPLP method and the wonders that it worked for my psyche, my processing productivity, and my collections’ circulation statistics.
  When I gave that talk, I was just starting down the path of managerial awareness.  Although I knew how to write policies and procedures, make a student worker schedule and set goals, I didn’t really think about truly managing my department yet.  In 1963, management expert Peter Drucker wrote that the manager’s job “is to direct the resources of business towards opportunities for economically significant results.”
   Since many of us in the archives world really aren’t used to thinking about profit, I think we can modify that statement:  a manager directs the resources of business towards socially, culturally, educationally, or economically significant results.  


How did minimal processing lead me to think more deliberately about management?  In two ways:  first, by making me more aware of decisions I could make (in other words, by empowering me), and second, by requiring me to examine and revise the assumptions I made about the business of small repositories. I’m going to talk about decisions and empowerment first, which requires us to examine exactly what MPLP is. From the handout, you’ll notice that MPLP isn’t a technical standard for processing, but rather a series of choices to be made while processing.  Before I encountered MPLP, I didn’t really realize how many choices could – and should -- be made while carrying out professional level processing. 

Archivists have observed for decades that the “craft aspects” of our work have been overemphasized at the expense of other professional values.
  And yet, most of us continue to cling to our craft for dear life. John Fleckner’s well known SAA presidential address, “’Dear Mary Jane’: Some Reflections on Being an Archivist,” provides a perfect example of the technique-oriented values that archivists have not only prized, but have deliberately passed onto future archivists.
  Of course, Fleckner also discusses archival roles far more important than the  technical prowess – namely, archivists’ commitment to furthering a “just society” though the information carried in the archival record.
  But as we make our way daily through our work, it can be difficult to keep one’s attention on the ideological underpinnings of archival practice.


At least one researcher has looked to archivists’ personalities to explain our passion for our craft.
 But I propose another explanation that has to do with power rather than personality:  processing is the area of archival administration over which the archivist has the most control.  We can’t always please our patrons; we sometimes have to accept material we don’t want; we may not have the resources to carry out necessary conservation work.  But we own processing – particularly in lone arranger shops where nobody else on the staff knows what it entails.   Furthermore, we feel comfortable processing.  Processing is a hallmark of the archival profession.  It distinguishes archivists from librarians and records managers, and it allows us to impose order on the messy and chaotic world around us. 


But our passion for processing has created problems, which Greene and Meissner point out – backlogs, which in turn create disappointed archives users, and resource allocators, which in turn damages our profession.
   At this point, we might even conclude that processing owns the archival profession.  We can justify our behavior by appealing to the needs of the collection or the needs of our users. But by implementing MPLP, lone arrangers cannot help but start exercising control over collections instead of letting collections control them.  My MPLP practices enabled me not only to take responsibility for the backlog, but also for using resources wisely rather than trying to live up to a professional standard that didn’t fit the environment in which I worked.  And because the environment wasn’t going to change any time soon, I realized that I could – and, indeed, had to -- change my way of doing business.


I was relieved to learn that archivists are not the only professionals who tend to focus on technique or craft to the detriment of all other considerations.  A brief look at the popular literature on small business management reveals that our processing problem is common.  Michael Gerber, a small business consultant and author, concisely states the flawed thinking that undermines small shop archivists and small business owners alike:  “The Fatal Assumption is: if you understand the technical work of a business, you understand a business that does technical work.”
  If you make Gerber’s fatal assumption as a lone arranger, the freedom and autonomy inherent to your work are eclipsed by a sense of enslavement to your collections and your physical environment. No matter how good your craft is, you will not succeed by craft alone. We must pay attention to the bigger picture and strive to understand and participate in the business of small archives.


Some of you have already implemented elements of minimal processing – perhaps years before it had that name.  But to me, it’s not really minimal processing if it comes with grumbling about your archival program’s lack of funding, lack of staff, or lack of support.  It’s not minimal processing if you feel you are compromising your craft by letting go of particular tasks or delegating them to student workers or volunteers.  MPLP requires an attitude shift; it is about accepting your situation and still recognizing your power to change your archival program for the better.  MPLP truly transforms the lone arranger from archivist to manager.  


Second, MPLP required me to take a long hard look at my theory of business.  What is a theory of business?  Quoting Peter Drucker again, a theory of business consists of “the assumptions that shape any organization’s behavior, dictate its decisions about what to do, and define what the organization considers meaningful results.”
  Before implementing MPLP, I didn’t even know I had a theory of business.  Rather, I knew that I was the custodian of 3500 linear feet of historical stuff and that it was my job to organize, describe, and preserve that stuff so that people could use it.  Sounds logical, right?  This is what archivists do.  Notice, however, that the archives user appear at the very end of the statement.   While implementing MPLP, I realized that this way of thinking was completely backwards.  We need to take care of our users first, and then the collections.  


Many of you might be uncomfortable with that statement.  Obviously, archives users come to archives to look at collections.  But it is important to remember that even archives users have choices when it comes to information sources.  Student researchers, for example, might decide to work with published primary sources instead of archival material.  Local historians and genealogists might content themselves with information found on the Web rather than verifying that information or seeking additional information in the archives.  Staff at your institution might choose to work with institutional memory or the oldest files in the office rather than calling the archivist.  So, while our collections are unique, we should not delude ourselves that the majority of our potential users have to come to the archives.   They don’t, and many of them choose not to.


Turning once more to management literature, business owners and advisors are very clear about what they are selling in the service industry.  They are selling experiences, ideally ones that provide high satisfaction to customers.  And what do customers like about satisfactory experiences?  Consistency, community, and comfort.
  These services may come with a product, but ultimately, it is the service accompanying those products that makes customers and archives users return.

Providing access to information in collections constitutes part of the archival users’ experiences, but not all.  Prior to implementing MPLP, I assumed that archives users would value the same things that I did when using the collections – the organization, the description, and the appearance of the collection.  But after observing my users, I’ve decided that we value different things about the archival experience.  For example, my student users (who are the majority of my archives users) hardly ever look at a finding aid when the collection is under ten linear feet.  They instead prefer to poke around in it themselves.  They’re pretty excited when I show them the biographical or historical note in the finding aid, but that’s as far as it goes.   And messy collections don’t faze them.  Rather, they seem to enjoy the challenge and the excitement of going where nobody has gone before.  Finally, they seem to use the archives as a “third space,” a social space that is neither dorm nor classroom.  The student users come to the archives to vent stress and frustration, to ask for help from other students or archives staff, and to laugh over the oddities they find in their collections.  In some ways, the archives also functions like Switzerland – we’re neutral.  Or maybe we’re more like Las Vegas – what happens in the archives stays in the archives.  You get the idea; we’re a safe place. 

While I did little to create this phenomenon, my new theory of business impels me to cultivate it.  And so, I spent time writing a more practical and useful mission statement that I share with my small public services paraprofessional and student staff.  It says nothing about collecting policies, preservation, or intellectual control.  Instead, it’s all about users and the kind of experiences they have.  We deliberately strive to create a relaxed and friendly atmosphere, but we also strive for expertise about historical information in our collections and beyond.  We drop whatever we’re doing when an archives user walks through the door.  If that user is a student or faculty member with a question, he or she is referred directly to me so that I may begin forging a personal relationship with him or her.  We walk lost library patrons to the call number range they seek.   We allow non-archives users use our free computers at exam time and help them figure out how to insert tables into PowerPoint.  We run promotions involving door prizes for archives users, issuing our signature Archie McPhee pencil toppers to the lucky 500th or 1000th archives patron of the year.   We listen, commiserate, and give ample encouragement and even hugs.

All of this comes before processing and preservation.  That’s not to say we don’t attend to these important archival duties.  We simply treat the people with more care than the stuff.  Furthermore, when we have a day filled with questions on topics ranging from research strategies to Lyle Lovett’s age, we view that as a productive and successful day.  Although we processed nothing, we created a lot of good will and positive experiences.   This deliberate shift in my theory of business is only a few months old, and I am really looking forward to seeing its full effect on my archival program.

I will wrap up my talk with a few recommendations for lone arrangers in the audience who want to hone their management skills.  First, read the solo librarian and small business management literature.  It’s not as bad as you think; a lot of it is actually very helpful and very relevant.  Second, network with small business owners in your community.  We lone arrangers have a lot in common with them, and they have a lot to teach us.  Ask them how they attract and retain clients and how they balance their technical and managerial work.  Third, keep a log of how you spend your time at work for two weeks.  Examine it carefully to determine whether the activities you engaged in contributed to the efficient and effective management of your archives.  If you see a lot of time spent on activities that don’t further the interests of archives users, reallocate your time to more important work.  Fourth, articulate your theory of business for your archives.   You already have one, so write it down and look at it.  Then ask yourself:  Do my assumptions fit your environment and are my activities furthering my mission?  Fifth, talk to people who use and who don’t use your archives.  If they are archives users, find out their likes and dislikes, and give them more of what they like.  If they don’t use the archives, find out why not and whether you can do anything about it.   Finally, remember that even in the most unenviable of circumstances – no space, no climate control, no intellectual control, bountiful pests, an unsupportive boss, boxes of junk piled everywhere – your attitude and your choices will determine your success.   Above all, never forget that you run the archives; the archives does not run you.
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