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Engaging Archives Users to Help Manage the Workload
Introduction. Like many lone arrangers, I am a mutt. I am half librarian and half archivist. I am both the Assistant Librarian and the Archivist at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. Every day I have one foot firmly planted in the digital world of technical services – cataloging, metadata, databases, and information technology – and the other foot hanging loose in the analog world of institutional archives – manuscripts, scrapbooks, degrading collections, inadequate storage areas, and boxes and boxes of backlog. 
You might then ask, how do I manage to get everything done? The truth is, I don’t. I also don’t have other archival colleagues at my institution to step in and lighten the load. So over the past five years, I’ve adapted my vision of myself as an archivist. Instead of being the “doer” in my archives – doing everything from accessioning to reference – I have become a “user” – using people at my institution to do my work with and for me. In less self-seeking terms, I am engaging future archives users in order to help manage my workload. When I re-read my job description recently and discovered that the word “manage” does not appear once, I was not surprised, but I realized that I could now argue that I have quite a bit of management experience, as I continually find ways to direct other non-archivists at my institution on how best to complete or collaborate on archival work. 
Today I’m going to discuss the main areas of archival work and give you examples of how I have helped staff members at my institution learn to do some (or most!) of the work themselves. We’ll look at appraisal, accessioning, processing, preservation, and reference. I work at a state-owned art museum, in an institutional archives for a non-profit cultural agency. The context of my examples therefore may not be readily applicable to all other archival situations. However, I strongly believe that the overall idea of learning to turn over control of some parts of the archival process to future archives users can happen anywhere. 

Appraisal. Archivists are often reminded that appraisal is more of an art than a science, and that the ability to successfully appraise records is what makes us archivists and everyone else non-archivists. I think that some parts of that statement are true, but I also think that it's foolish to believe that only a "trained" archivist can determine the relative value of a record or a collection. When I walk into someone else's office, I will be the first one to admit that they know the value of the records in their filing cabinets and computers much better than I do. What I offer to them is a different kind of knowledge – the notions of legal, historical, and administrative value, of context, content, and format – and together we determine the importance of the records they create and maintain. 


So how do I know this system of collaboration works better than just using my own judgment to decide what's valuable and what's not? Last year I was asked to "clean out" a recently retired staff member's office. I dutifully packed up shelves and file cabinet contents, dividing the material into "keep" and "toss" boxes, all without the help or knowledge of either the retired staff person or anyone else in that department, as she was a one-woman show for the past two decades. At one point, I came across a cache of music CDs, unlabelled as anything in particular, and since she did media production work for the museum, I assumed they were sent to her by various vendors. I marked that pile as "giveaway," which would later prove to be a very poor decision. Several months later, after the CDs had been left in the staff copy room and picked up by interested employees, I received word that a staff member in a completely different department was distraught over the fact that a very valuable, greatly expensive, and, most importantly, strictly licensed music collection had gone missing from the retired staff member’s office. I immediately confessed and was equally distraught over my mistake. 

Even as innocent as it may have been on my part, I was extremely frustrated with myself for not making the time to investigate what would happen with this particular department and its assets before the retiring staff member was long gone. At the same time, I knew that keeping up with potential hirings, firings, and retirings is not only too much work for me to keep up with, but more important, is often private information to which I am not privy. I approached the head of Human Resources to let her know that I wanted to be part of a solution to ensure that something like the dispersal of those CDs didn’t happen again. While it's still being considered for approval, we have agreed to try to add a clause to our agency's Termination Checklist which would require that a departing staff member's manager contact the archives to discuss all of the information assets left behind when an employee leaves. I hope that building the archives into the HR workflow for museum managers will trigger the very important work of collaborative appraisal before problems arise. 
Accessioning. 
In more mundane, but certainly no less important ways, I have been happy to share the paperwork load created by transferring and accessioning records into the archives. As a state agency, we are mandated to implement a successful records management program, which is an absolute blessing in disguise for me. Not only is the state library required to offer us resources and support for our records management programs, it gives me the legal authority to enforce the program’s directives with our staff. But most importantly, it’s through the management of current records that I most successfully network, collaborate, and work with all of the museum staff. 
When it comes time to transfer files to the archives, I strongly encourage staff members to do the boxing, filing, pre-sorting, labeling, indexing, and organizing themselves. I answer any questions they may have and I make suggestions along the way, but they generally do the work. I adapted the state library’s records management forms so that the language is more user-friendly and less full of archives-speak. Many staff members simply make up their own forms and lists as well, so there is little unity when it comes to the format and organization of the transfer forms, but that in no way makes the forms less useful – the content is what I’m after, and that then takes on the form most useful to a particular department. 

I encourage all staff members to read and understand disposition schedules and I created a records flowchart for them to keep at their desk to begin to reason out which records are kept temporarily, which are kept permanently, and why. I also let interested staff members fill out their own paperwork for records destruction. Of course, I always double-check any destruction forms that I don’t fill out, and I personally manage the physical destruction of the records in order to keep the legal burden on myself and not on staff members that are not fully trained in records management. But once staff members start filling out the paperwork themselves, I have found that they are much more proactive about starting the records destruction process, and they are the least resistant to destroying appropriate records in a timely manner. This also means I spend less time knocking on the doors of departments looking for records that might be ready for destruction. Most importantly, this increased cooperation and work sharing makes more staff members aware of how efficient records management diminishes legal liability, identity theft, and overall risk regarding personal and sensitive temporary information. 
Finally, accessioning, as we all well know, eventually means one thing – moving boxes. Thankfully, I have the constant and careful help of either our loading dock manager or our housekeeping staff whenever I need to move more than a few boxes. It’s not in their job description to move boxes for me, but the reason they do it is because I have always treated them with respect and kindness and I have always been willing to help move the boxes myself. This particular bit of advice may sound trite, but by treating all of the staff members at the museum equally, I find myself in the position of always getting as much help as I need, and on many occasions, more help than I’ve asked for. 

Processing. Since taking custody of the museum's audiovisual collection two years ago, I received numerous requests for material from that collection. It’s housed in over 40 boxes stashed in various corners, and while the boxes are all labeled, they were not always correct, as I soon learned. On more than one occasion I was asked if we had a particular piece in the collection, and I answered in the negative, only to find it accidentally in a box with completely unrelated materials several months later. I knew that the collection had to be inventoried, but I just didn't have the time to actually do it. 

Several months ago, I was approached by a staff member who needed to gather together a large group of artist interviews from the A/V collection. When I explained that in order to be sure that she found everything, she would have to look through each and every box herself, and she agreed to do just that, I knew I had found my golden opportunity. On the day that she came by to go through the first box, I asked her if she might be willing to do me a favor – to read the titles on the tapes out loud to me as I typed them into the computer, and thankfully she agreed! It took us months, but eventually I had my inventory. Now I can answer "yes" or "no" with absolute certainty when someone asks me about the contents of that collection – which turned out to be comprised of over 1,200 items in over 10 different formats spanning 40 years – a treasure trove sitting right under my nose now brought to light by a gracious staff member who was willing to serve my needs at the same time as her own. 
One big bright spot in my career at the museum so far has been hiring a part-time Archives Assistant to process the museum theatre collection, our largest and most complete collection. (As a side note, while I don’t technically “manage” this gentleman as a part of my job description, I often spend many hours per week managing his work and the project.) As word of this project began to spread through the still tight knit community of theatre supporters, many offered to help however they could.  So this spring, we held our first-ever archives outreach program, “Museum Theatre Memories Day.” Ostensibly, it was held to gather together an amazing group of people who had been involved with the theatre during its first ten years and for them to share their memories from 40-50 years ago. However, we realized this was a completely unique opportunity to mine the knowledge this particular group possessed and get them to help us out with our project. We covered the tables with hundreds of unlabelled photographs in mylar sleeves with identification sheets taped to them as well as handfuls of magnifying glasses and programs to jog their memories. We weren’t quite sure how they would take to this idea of working while socializing, but literally within minutes they were scribbling furiously and conferring in groups about who was who, all while reliving some obviously very happy times. 

By the end of the day, we had thousands of new identifications for these photographs and we had a group of people completely committed to what we were doing and willing to support us and spread the word. Someone later asked me if I was worried if some of the identifications were wrong. I answered that I’m sure that some of them are, but their guesses were certainly much better than ours, and the long-term benefits of finding new archives supporters is well worth. 
Preservation. Like so many other archival repositories, our archives is underfunded when it comes to preservation. I do not have a separate archives budget; therefore I certainly don’t have a line item for supplies. Moreover, for the last two and a half decades, the archives has been located in the dreaded "attic" space. It's largely inaccessible and not climate controlled to the degree that it provides optimal storage conditions. For those reasons, as a rule, I don’t house photographic or audiovisual media in that space. However, as we all know, there are always surprises found in backlogged collections. 

While I'll explain my reference philosophy in more detail next, suffice it to say that I brought a curator with me up to the attic one day to help me find the records he was looking for. While he was looking through the files in one of the boxes, he came across some sheets of slides, and he was really happy when he saw them. They were images of the interior of one of our greatest benefactors’ house, showing where numerous pieces of their art collection had been displayed around their home. He had never seen these particular images before, and I could read the scholarly excitement all over his face – one of our good days as archivists! Best of all, the curator had made the discovery himself, and that fact alone ensured that he would come back to the archives for more. 
Unfortunately, the slides he found were not in the best shape, as they had been in a rather unstable environment for at least ten years. While I apologized about their poor condition, and more importantly, that they had remained unknown for so long, I took the opportunity to explain that it was because I have two jobs, and little or no time to devote to indexing my backlogged collections. He mentioned that maybe materials related to his collection could be indexed by an intern in his department some day, and I of course replied I would welcome the help. 

I then noted that I had recently discovered similar video footage in our A/V collection (found while creating that inventory I mentioned earlier) – footage that shows these same works of art moving out of the house we saw in the slides. He was even happier and said he would love to see it. I had to disappoint him this time and let him know that it's 20-year-old footage, and we no longer have the equipment to play the tapes, and although it could possibly be reformatted, we just never have the money. Then I asked if maybe he would be interested in investigating whether or not his budget could fund such projects. He said he would consider it, and I happily learned a new lesson – just because I don't have the money to get an archives project done doesn't mean that someone else in my institution doesn't either. So I started to think about how so much of our archival A/V footage could relate to other departments, and how I could approach them for the necessary funds to preserve materials most interesting to them. So far, the few other people I have broached this subject with have been very amenable to the idea. 
Reference. Five years into the job as the museum’s archivist, my reference philosophy has evolved significantly, and reflecting upon it now, I think it had to happen the way that it did. In an institutional archives especially, the archivist is most often equated with being the historian – the person you come to when you have a historical question – and we are expected to deliver. If you already have full intellectual control over your collections and have established an effective records management program, then I think that’s a great reference model. I also think it’s a great model when you first start out at an institutional archives, as you do need to familiarize yourself with your collections and know exactly where to go to find answers. Moreover, you should be known as the person who is the steward of the institution’s historical assets, information, and legacy. When you find yourself in a situation like mine, however, I think that after a few years of delivering the answers, you need to stop. 

I know this will sound like anathema to many, but I am slowly transitioning to no longer offering a full service reference experience. In most cases, when I get a reference request, I stop looking before finding the exact answer. Instead, I deliver the file folders or boxes to the requestor and have them find the answer they seek. If they don’t find the answer after looking through some of the files, they seem to better understand the need to clarify their question or find more details, and we work together to try and figure out which materials may hold the solution. On one particular occasion, I received a question from a staff member to see some grant files she had archived several years back. At first glance, I was grateful to see that those boxes had been indexed, and the file lists were sent electronically. However, I soon realized that they were not indexed very well, and when I emailed the lists back to her, she became obviously frustrated with herself for not providing a more helpful index in the first place. When those boxes were returned to me, they had bright shiny new lists attached with each filename and date listed separately!  
When a staff member finally does find an answer, I am always sure to ask what the answer was and where or how they found it when they return the materials. That way, I am still adding to my knowledge base about our archives and what it holds, while it makes a lasting impression on them about how long it takes to answer such queries. Most importantly, they had the unique experience of understanding archives, and every single time they are amazed at the information we keep, how much we keep, and what questions it can answer. I never have, and could never have, that same effect if I simply deliver an answer to their office door. 
Conclusion. Finding the time to manage my own schedule and resources to get archival tasks done is no easy feat, especially because I am really only a part-time Archivist. At the outset, it takes even more time to manage other people at my institution to do or help me do those same tasks.  I’m here to tell you though, that it’s absolutely worth the investment, every time. Not only does this strategy help me get things done that otherwise would never be completed in a timely fashion (if at all), but I am engaging future archives users at every turn. I know that it can be very difficult for archivists to give up some of the control they have over their collections, but you must start entrusting your materials to those who need them most – your users. I have always valued the idea of the “teachable moment,” and all of us can become skilled in recognizing those wonderful opportunities, and in finding ways to collaborate with our users to bring them into the archival process and ensure they always come back for more.    
This year, I began offering electronic records management training, which is now mandatory for all employees to attend. I begin each session by confessing that the informal feedback has been that “I’m scary.” Now, I personally don’t think there’s anything all that scary about me. I also don’t think it’s when I tell them that they can go to jail for up to five years if they intentionally destroy public records – I just say that to get their attention! I think it’s when I tell them that they are the ones that must start to manage their own electronic records that hearts really start to race. Even though I remind them that I am here to train them and counsel them, they really begin to understand that the job will be theirs alone – so now I need to trust them to either sink or swim. My guess is that many archivists would have a hard time with this idea, yet days or weeks later, many people come find me to let me know that they followed my advice and teachings and cleaned up their inboxes, archived their mail, or created subject and date folders. That’s when I know that the collaborative environment I’ve been trying to create to manage the museum’s records together is really working – and that I’m not alone in the archives after all. 
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