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Introduction to The Lighting the Way Handbook 

Mark A. Matienzo and Dinah Handel 

Abstract: The Lighting the Way Handbook: Case Studies, Guidelines, and Emergent Futures for Archival 
Discovery and Delivery represents the synthesis of work undertaken by participants in the Lighting the 

Way Working Meeting, held virtually in April-May 2021. The Working Meeting was organized as a 
practitioner-focused strategic thinking opportunity intended to explore topics related to archival 
discovery and delivery. Working Meeting participants met in several facilitated sessions using 

techniques from Liberating Structures, an inclusive facilitation methodology, and followed an 
intentional progression of steps to generate and structure their ideas. This introduction contextualizes 

the work and identifies several themes across the submissions, as well as provides recommendations 

for future areas of work and considerations to programmatically support strategic work to improve 

archival discovery and delivery. Our recommendations to sustain this work include 1) establishing an 
investment in understanding collaborative models, power relations, and organizational positioning of 
this work; 2) ensuring time and space for strategic planning and advocating using care-focused 

methods; and 3) identifying ways in which to create and sustain communities of practice. 

Background 

The Lighting the Way Handbook: Case Studies, Guidelines, and Emergent Futures for Archival Discovery 

and Delivery is the culmination of the Lighting the Way Working Meeting, a series of virtual workshops 
held in April-May 2021 as part of the Lighting the Way project. The Working Meeting built on the previous 

efforts of the project, including the February 2020 Forum (Matienzo et al. 2020), an in-person event with 

70 participants focusing on facilitated discussion. While the Forum provided a starting point, the 
Working Meeting was intended as an opportunity for selected participants to investigate a topic related 
to future-oriented opportunities to improve archival discovery and delivery (as defined below), 

including case studies or identification of strategic opportunities in greater depth. Participants 

subsequently wrote these in-depth explorations into the submissions included in this publication. 

What is archival discovery and delivery? 

Archival discovery and delivery is the phrase used by the Lighting the Way project describing what 
people, processes, and systems do to support finding, accessing, and using material from archives and 

special collections. While the project initially focused on integration between systems as its primary 

area of analysis, early project investigations and the discussions at the Forum led us to realize that this 
work is necessarily performed by people in a variety of roles ӛ not just archives workers, but library 
workers, technology workers, and others with varying skill sets, areas of expertise, levels of 
responsibility, and positional power within their institutions. Part of the broader challenge is to 

determine how to effectively align the people, processes, and systems that fit into this broader function. 

It requires close collaboration across job roles and responsibilities, departments, and institutions, like 
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other areas of work, but in some senses is the least understood giv=F L@=K= ;GEHD=PALA=Kӄ ӑ J;@AN9D
<AK;GN=JQ 9F< <=DAN=JQӒ AK L@MK AFL=F<=< LG MF<=JK;GJ= L@= ;GEHD=PALQ 9F< AFL=J<=H=F<=F;= G> L@=

work, and to take a more expansive view of this work than one focused solely on archival functions as 

currently understood or as technical development and implementation completed and supported by 
IT service providers with archives workers as "clients" (e.g. as described by Shaw, Adler, and Dooley 

2017).  Following Weber (2017), the project viewed archival discovery and delivery as relying on an 
ӑ=;GKQKL=E G> KQKL=EKӒ AF 9 OA<= N9JA=LQ G> >MF;LAGF9D JGD=Kӄ 

The Working Meeting: selection process, structure, and facilitation 

Participants for the Working Meeting were solicited through an open call for participants, distributed 
widely to professional communities and email lists. Attendance at the Forum was not a prerequisite, 
and Forum attendance also did not guarantee that applications would be selected. While open to 
individuals, the call for participants encouraged submissions for groups of 3-6 individuals and asked for 

a brief abstract of the potential topic intended for exploration. The call for participants received 24 

submissions with a total of 100 individuals, and the project team selected nine groups to participate in 
the Working Meeting. Two additional groups were encouraged to consider merging with a selected 

group and agreed to do so given the similarity in their topics. Each of the nine groups were assigned a 
designated facilitator. In addition to the nine selected groups, the project team invited a tenth group of 
participants to provide a written contribution given limitations on the number of available facilitators 

for the Working Meeting. 
 
The Working Meeting was organized as four two-hour sessions held on Zoom; the first and last sessions 

were plenary sessions with breakouts, and the second and third sessions were scheduled separately for 
each group and their facilitator. Each session used a variety of facilitation methods drawn from 
Liberating Structures (Lipmanowicz and McCandless 2014; n.d.), a framework of facilitation techniques 

intended for participatory and inclusive events, as well as activities drawn from its associated 

community of practice and additional sources. The structure of the sessions was further informed by 
the adoption of strategy knotworking (McCandless and Schartau 2018), a refinement and application of 
Liberating Structures that applies its methods and structure to inform strategic planning through an 

iterative exploration of six questions: 
 

1. Purpose: what is the fundamental justification for the existence of our work? 

2. Context: what is happening around us that demands creative change? 

3. Challenge: what paradoxical challenges must we face to make progress? 

4. Baseline: where are we starting, honestly? 

5. Ambiti on: given our purpose, what seems possible now? 

6. Action and evaluation: how are we acting our way toward the future, evaluating what is 
possible as we go? 
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Each session focused one or two of these six questions through the use of the facilitated activities, and 
facilitators were given some discretion to adapt sessions as needed for each group.1 Participant groups 

were encouraged by the facilitators and project team to address and incorporate elements of the six 

questions of strategy knotworking in some manner within their chapters for inclusion in The Lighting 
the Way Handbook, although groups did not otherwise have specific structural requirements to follow. 

Throughout the Working Meeting sessions, participants self-organized to complete the work on their 
submissions published within this volume. 

Organization and contents 

The Lighting the Way HandbookӐK ;@9HL=JK 9J= GJ?9FAR=< AFLG L@J== HJAE9JQ K=;LAGFKӄ 5@AD= 9FQ
organizational scheme is reductive and may gloss over the nuanced arguments within each chapter, 
the groupings are intended to reflect the similarities in structure or focus for the chapters. The editors 

of this volume hope that the organization allows readers to see the resonances across the varying 

chapters and helps them respectively amplify the arguments or positions included in each. In addition, 

while each group worked on their chapters independently, there are clear thematic connections across 
some of them. These are identified and discussed further in the Emerging themes section that follows 

this one. 
 
The first section, Case Studies, comprises case studies of specific work related to archival discovery 

and delivery (understood in a broad sense) within specific institutions. While each case study has an 
institutional focus and acknowledges completed work or the current state of affairs within each 
institution, they also acknowledge future work to come, or areas for broader consideration related to 

9J;@AN9D <AK;GN=JQ 9F< <=DAN=JQӄ 2@= K=;LAGF :=?AFK OAL@ ӑ!GFF=;LAF? GF .JAF;AHD=Kӆ  MAD<AF? 9F<
3F;GN=JAF? 0=D9LAGFK@AHK L@JGM?@ 9 ,=O J;@AN9D "AK;GN=JQ 1QKL=EӒ :Q 0=F== .9HHGMKӅ &9FF9@
Sistrunk, and Darren Young, which focuses on the development and implementation of the Rockefeller 

J;@AN= !=FL=JӐK D9L=KL AL=J9LAGF G> ALK >JGFL-end system supporting archival discovery and delivery. It 
explores collaborative work, informed by descriptive standards, and the change in working 
relationships necessary to complete and sustain the system and work that supports it. The second 
;@9HL=JӅ ӑ ;;=KK AK .=GHD=ӆ &GO 'FN=KLAF? AF "A?AL9D !GDD=;LAGFK *9:GJ 'EHJGN=K J;@AN9D "AK;GN=JQ 9F<

"=DAN=JQӒ :Q 1L=H@9FA=  ecker, Anne Kumer, and Naomi Langer, investigates the necessity of valuing 

the labor of staff responsible for creating and stewarding digital collections. The chapter is situated in 
L@= ;GFL=PL G> 9 ;9K= KLM<Q G> L@= 9ML@GJKӐ =PH=JA=F;= ;J=9LAF? 9F< K=JNAFg on a Digitization Governance 

Committee at Case Western Reserve University and includes tangible guidance on what this looks like 
in practice. The final chapter in this section is Martha Anderson, Max Eckard, Melanie Griffin, Emiko 
Hastings, Deb Kulczak, !@JAK .GO=DDӅ -D?9 4AJ9C@GNKC9Q9Ӆ !9ALDAF 5=DDKӅ 9F< )9LJAF9 5AF<GFӐK

ӑ$9;ADAL9LAF? 1=9ED=KK ;;=KK 2@JGM?@ !GDD9:GJ9LAN= 5GJC>DGOKӅ <NG;9;QӅ 9F< !GEEMFA;9LAGFӄӒ 2@AK

chapter focuses on the complexities and necessity of collaboration within a given institution to support 
effective archival discovery and delivery. It investigates two specific case studies of collaborative 

cultures at the University of Michigan and University of Arkansas, the complex ecosystems of systems 
within each, and identifies generalizable approaches for fostering ongoing collaboration. 
 

 
1 For a detailed discussion of the activities held within the Working Meeting, see the Playbook appendix of the 

*A?@LAF? L@= 59Q HJGB=;LӐK >AF9D J=HGJL(Handel and Matienzo 2021). 
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The second section, Assessing and Applying Standards and Best Practices, focuses on chapters that 
engage specifically with standards and best practices that impact archival discovery and delivery. The 

>AJKL ;@9HL=J OAL@AF L@AK K=;LAGFӅ ӑ*GKL 5AL@GML !GFL=PLӆ 0=HJ=K=FLAF? 0=D9LAGFK@AHK  =LO==F J;@AN9D

+9L=JA9DK AF L@= "A?AL9D #FNAJGFE=FLӒ :Q (G<A DDAKGF-Bunnell, Maureen Cresci Callahan, Gretchen 
Gueguen, John Kunze, and Krystyna K. Matusiak, argues for the importance of expressing archival 

context in systems supporting archival discovery and delivery. The chapter identifies a set of principles 
for the design of archival discovery and delivery principles informed in part by leveraging existing 
standards for archival description, like Describing Archives: A Content Standard and Encoded Archival 
Description. The following chapter is Sarah Dorpinghaus, Cory Lampert, Rebecca Pattillo, and Kyna 

&=JRAF?=JӐK ӑ+9PAEARAF? %GG<ӆ F 'FIMAJQ-Based Approach to Minimal "=K;JAHLAGF >GJ -FDAF= J;@AN=KӅӒ
which considers the impact of minimal processing and descriptive practices, such as those described 
9K H9JL G> L@= ӑ+GJ= .JG<M;LӅ *=KK .JG;=KKӒ 9HHJG9;@ <=K;JA:=< :Q %J==F= 9F< +=AKKF=J(2005). The 

authors analyze assumptions about the impact of minimal description on digital collections and 
provide recommendations to realign archival practice in a systematic manner, including usability, 

KMHHGJLAF? KQKL=EKӅ D9:GJ AKKM=KӅ 9F< EGJ=ӄ 2@= ;@9HL=J ӑ.D9QAF? LG GMJ 1LJ=F?L@Kӆ 1=Df-Assessment 

Criteria for Access and Discovery in Small Archives,Ӓ by Stefana Breitwieser, Amanda Demeter, Sophie 
Glidden-Lyon, Amanda Murray, Lori Myers-Steele, and Kate Philipson concludes this section. The 
authors focus on specific challenges experienced by and strengths available to small archives and the 

subsequent understanding of what successful archival discovery and delivery looks like for these 
programs. It also provides a guided set of questions for self-assessment for workers within small 

archives to help audit practices and define alternative and sustainable visions of success for them. 
 

The final section in The Lighting the Way Handbook, Emergent Opportunities , contains chapters that 
focus specifically on exploring new opportunities. While each chapter within this section acknowledges 
and leverages past work related to archival discovery and delivery, they also advocate for more 

exhaustive and programmatic work in their areas of focus. These chapters also strongly advocate for 

situating this work in relation to community engagement and development in relation to both 
professional communities of practice and community-supported and -led efforts outside of archives, 

library, and technology spheres. The section begins with ӑ2@= .GO=J G> .9J9DD=D "=K;JAHLAGFӆ 5ACA<9L9
9F< J;@AN9D "AK;GN=JQӒ :Q )=DDA  9:;G;CӅ 0=?AF= &=:=JD=AFӅ FF9  BƣJFKKGF +;!GJEA;CӅ #DAR9:=L@
Russey Roke, Greta Kuriger Suiter, and Ruth Kitchin Tillman, which advocates for the use of Wikidata in 

archival descriptive workflows. The authors investigate this as a divergence from existing archival 
practice and provide a set of actionable recommendations for how archivists can begin working with 
Wikidata. Katherine Crowe, Katrina Fenlon, Hannah Frisch, Diana Mars@Ӆ 9F< 4A;LGJA9 49F &QFAF?ӐK
;@9HL=JӅ ӑ'FNALAF? 9F< &GFGJAF? 3K=J-;GFLJA:ML=< !GFL=FLӅӒ AFN=KLA?9L=K L@= ;@9DD=F?=K LG 9F<

potential impact of integrating user-contributed content to the landscape of data managed by libraries, 

archives, and museums. The authors review potential models for including user-contributed content, 

unpack its relationship to supporting Indigenous collections and community collaborations and 

generative research practices, and articulate its ongoing value and the responsibilities of library, 
archives, and museum workers to incorporate it  into their descriptive ecosystems. The third chapter, 
$9AL@ !@9JDLGFӅ !@JAKL9 !D==LGFӅ DAKGF !D=E=FKӅ  =LLK !GMHӅ 8GŞ &ADDӅ 9F< (=KKA;9 29AӐK ӑ !9DD LG ;LAGFӆ

User Experience and Inclusive DescriptAGFӅӒ >G;MK=K GF D=N=J9?AF? MK=J =PH=JA=F;= J=K=9J;@ 9F< <=KA?F
to allow archivists to understand the impact of reparative and inclusive description projects. The 

chapter concludes with a set of recommendations on how individuals, institutions, and professions can 

center users in descriptive practice, including through advocating for the creation of a professional 
;GEEMFALQ G> HJ9;LA;= >G;MK=< GF MK9:ADALQ OAL@AF 9J;@AN=Kӄ 2@= K=;LAGF ;GF;DM<=K OAL@ ӑ1H==<AF?
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Towards Remote Access: Developing Shared RecommeF<9LAGFK >GJ 4AJLM9D 0=9<AF? 0GGEKӒ :Q #DNA9
Arroyo-Ramírez, Annalise Berdini, Shelly Black, Greg Cram, Kathryn Gronsbell, Nick Krabbenhoeft, Kate 

Lynch, Genevieve Preston, and Heather Smedberg. Through their experience with developing mediated 

delivery systems for digital archives at seven institutions, the authors focus on the creation of a shared 
framework to define requirements and considerations for building comparable systems, with analysis 

into needs including advocacy and outreach, resources, users and use cases, ethical concerns, 
copyright, and system interoperability. They incorporate recommendations throughout their analysis, 
and advocate for inter-institutional partnerships and the development of a professional community of 
practice to support this burgeoning form of ecosystem supporting archival discovery and delivery. 

Emerging themes within The Lighting the Way Handbook 

While groups participating in the Working Meeting were part of a larger cohort focused on investigating 

topics related to archival discovery and delivery, they undertook their work primarily independently 

from one another. Accordingly, the project team wanted to identify, connect, and synthesize the 

themes across the chapters within this publication. Similarly, these threads also connect to broader 
points and conversations that also surfaced during Working Meeting activities and the entire project. 

This synthesis also serves in part as a starting point for the recommendations and opportunities 
described in the following section. 

The ecosystem of systems in archival discovery and delivery 

While the project purposely identified a wide range of systems supporti ng archival discovery and 
delivery, the realities of system integration mean that the ecosystem of systems can be complex. 
For instance, in their chapter, Arroyo-Ramírez et al. emphasize the importance of integration and 

interoperability of virtual reading rooms as ecosystems supporting mediated access to archives. 

Despite significant advancements in the archives and library sectors, certain kinds of integration 
continue to remain challenging. The case studies in the chapter by Anderson et al. describe the 

challenges when organizational units use parallel instances of similar systems, while also emphasizing 
the importance of integration supported by application programming interfaces and automated 
communication similarly in the way that Pappous et al. do within their chapter. Allison-Bunnell et al. 

and Dorpinghaus et al. both explore the impact on users when there are limits to the effective 

interchange of data between systems, such as between a collection management system and discovery 
and delivery supported by digital library systems. The chapter by Crowe et al. highlights that despite 
advances in archival systems, there are nonetheless significant gaps in the ability of those systems to 

incorporate user-contributed content. As the complexity of collections, systems, and user 
requirements continue to evolve, the complexity of the ecosystem of systems will also evolve and 

grow. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and archival discovery and delivery 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a broad impact on many areas of research Ӧӑ =QGF< L@= .9F<=EA;Ӓ
2021). Subsequently , the archives and library sectors have similarly considered how to adjust 

their operations and undertake new initiatives to better support remote research.  Unsurprisingly, 
several authors within The Lighting the Way Handbook describe the motivations and impacts within 

their chapters. Pappous et al. describe the pandemic's effects on tangible work such as user testing of 

a newly developed archival discovery system as well as an understanding of longer-term changes to 
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how research needs to be supported. Arroyo-Ramírez et al. and Becker et al. also acknowledge how the 
pandemic has led to stakeholder needs evolving and demanding nearer term changes requiring 

substantial investment. The pandemic, of course, is also a global public health crisis with substantial 

impact on marginalized communities. Crowe et al. acknowledge this impact on Indigenous 
communities in particular, and describe how taking user-contributed content seriously as part of 

pandemic response would have a potentially positive impact on equity for collections access and use. 

Resource-sensitive operations, valuing labor, and impact on strategy and 

advocacy 

The overwhelming majority of chapters within this volume argue for improving operations and taking  
strategic direct ions that will be sustainable and sensitive to the realities of resourcing within a 
given institutional or community context.  Tools to assess capacity, such as the framework provided 

by Breitwieser et al. for self-assessment by small archives, are proving themselves to be central to 

informing what archives programs can not only support, but what they can aspire to undertake. 

Similarly, other contributors, like Dorpinghaus et al., Becker et al., and Arroyo-Ramírez et al., have 
looked to the recently published Total Cost of Stewardship framework (Weber et al. 2021) to understand 

both capacity for and operational impact of projects and initiatives related to archival discovery and 
delivery. 
 

The contributors also recognize that supporting both operations and ne w strategic investments 
requires substantial advocacy to ensure that resource allocators understand not only archival 
discovery and delivery, but the broader areas of archives, library, and technology work essential to 

these programs. For instance, Pappous et al. recognize that sustainability in the case of supporting the 
D9L=KL AL=J9LAGF G> L@= 0G;C=>=DD=J J;@AN= !=FL=JӐK "'+#1 <AK;GN=JQ KQKL=E J=IMAJ=K AFN=KLE=FL G> KL9>>
in its success and maintenance and may require changes in working relationships. The framework 

provided by Arroyo-Ramírez et al. includes an analysis of how to provide programmatic support for the 
development and sustenance of virtual reading rooms, including ensuring administrators and resource 
allocators understand the motivation and necessary resources.  
 

Several chapters, including Becker et al., Arroyo-Ramírez et al., Dorpinghaus et al., and Breitwieser et 

al., explicitly acknowledge that valuing the labor necessary to undertake the kinds of strategic 
opportunities described therein is important to their success . Relatedly, these authors also note the 

negative impact that the use of temporary positions and grant funding can have on this work. 
Unfortunately, recent research by Blumenthal et al. (2020) and past work such as the Levy Report (Levy 
and Robles 1984) suggests that the level of advocacy necessary means that resource allocators still 

do not fully understand the work  to support archival discovery and delivery . It also reflects a 

multigenerational issue in a broad sense that impacts archives and special collections. Arroyo-Ramírez 
=L 9Dӄ 9F<  =;C=J =L 9Dӄ AF<A;9L= L@9L  DME=FL@9D =L 9DӄӐK J=K=9J;@ MF<=JK;GJ=K L@9L L@AK KQKL=EA;

misunderstanding is a continued threat to making transformational strategic change to improve 
archival discovery and delivery. Despite recent work analyzing the impact of grant-funded positions 
and providing ethical guidance for using term labor (Rodriguez et al. 2019; Tillman and Rodriguez 2020), 
term labor surfaces as not only a potential cause of this under-resourcing and misunderstanding, but 

also a symptom thereof. The reality is that these forms of austerity are deeply rooted both within 
archival programs as well as the larger institutions in which they exist (Rizzo 2021). 
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Rethinking the structure and practice of collaboration and organizational 
positioning 

As stated above, work supporting archival discovery and delivery depends on a great deal of 
collaboration across a variety of roles and departments, and many of the chapters included in The 
Lighting the Way Handbook acknowledge this. The institutional realities of working relationships 

across departments can have a significant impact on the efficacy of archival discovery and 
delivery . This has been described in the three case studies by Pappous et al., Becker et al., and 
Anderson et al. In addition, the chapters by Babcock et al., Crowe et al., and Charlton et al. also 

acknowledge the importance of conscientious investment into collaboration with broader 
communities of users and stakeholders. Charlton, et al. also acknowledge that there needs to be 
ӑAFKLALMLAGF9D J=KHGFKA:ADALQӒ LG E9C= 9 ;GEEALE=FL LG MK=J-centered practices to assess the impact of 

reparative and inclusive description, which includes commitments to structure the work equitably. The 
chapters by Breitwieser et al. and Arroyo-Ramírez et al. also describe the complexities of how archives 

workers need to think more broadly about collaboration in two quite different cases: supporting 

archival discovery and delivery for small archives programs, and for development of virtual reading 

rooms. While these two specific contexts vary significantly, they both nonetheless recognize the need 
for broader internal partnerships to allow strategic initiatives and operational needs to come to fruition 
and to be sustained. Weber (2017) notes there have been significant changes in the last 15 years in how 

archives and special collections are organized and positioned within research libraries. 

Unsurprisingly, this organiza tional positioning also impacts collaboration, and as she suggests, 
there may be further affordances to refining organizational structures to improve archival 

discovery and delivery. 

Connections and tensions between standards, best practices, and stakeholder 

needs 

Several chapters explore how archival standards and best practices can both sustain and impede 
effective work on archival discovery and delivery.  While several contributions referenced Describing 
Archives: A Content Standard (most notably through its revised principles), the chapters by Allison-

Bunnell et al. and Pappous et al. are informed by that standard albeit in distinct ways. Allison-Bunnell 
=L 9DӄӐK ;@9HL=J >G;MK=K KH=;A>A;9DDQ GF L@= AEHGJL9F;= G> =PAKLAF? <=K;JAHLAN= KL9F<9J<K 9F<

foundational professional concepts, namely context, as essential to informing how archival discovery 

and delivery systems should function. In contrast, Pappous et al. (as well as Charlton et al. and 
Breitwieser et al., albeit to a lesser extent) use the revised DACS principles as a generative starting point 
to inform their implementation of a new version of their archival discovery system as well as the 

collaboration necessary to sustain it. 

 
Several chapters also engage with the tensions between the suitability of  archival practices and 
standards in relation to addressing stakeholder needs. Dorpinghaus et al. contest the assumed 

benefits of L@= ӑ+GJ= .JG<M;LӅ *=KK .JG;=KKӒ E=L@G< >GJ EAFAE9D <=K;JAHLAN= HJ9;LA;=K AF 9KK=KKAF?its 
impact on online access to digital archival collections. Breitwieser et al. argue that archives workers in 
small archives programs should advocate for best practices that appropriately serve their institutional 

context. Crowe et al. and Babcock et al. identify the challenges in applying thinking based upon existing 
standards to cases around better supporting user-contributed content and Wikidata respectively, and 
revisit how archives workers can step out of a role of authority and think differently about collaboration 

when working with each. Furthermore, chapters such as those by Arroyo-Ramírez et al., Crowe et al., 
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and Charlton et al., also acknowledge areas in which professional communities of archives workers and 
their stakeholder communities have opportunities to further define best practices to support their 

respective areas of investigation. In some cases, contributors have identified the importance of creating 

communities of practice for their areas to support the process of defining best practices. Despite a 
history of user studies in archival research, Charlton et al. identify a lack of a community of practice 

supporting usability work in archives in a holistic manner. Arroyo-Ramírez et al. describe the 
importance of sharing knowledge across professional groups as central to the development of virtual 
reading rooms given their recent emergence.  

Considering the path forward: recommendations and opportunities 

The chapters within The Lighting the Way Handbook offer a variety of starting points in recognition that 
much of the work to improve archival discovery and delivery is still in formative stages. As such, 

additional investment of time, resources, and careful planning and exploration are necessary to 

undertake these areas of effort. This section identifies a set of potential recommendations and areas of 

consideration in service of the broader need to improve archival discovery and delivery. While not 
comprehensive, these areas for exploration provide a starting point for archives, library, and 

technology workers to explore and act upon strategic initiatives related to archival discovery and 
delivery and beyond. 
 

Collaboration is essential and is impacted by both power relationships and  the cultural norms 
betw een collaborating parties. Emerging needs for collaboration must further impact the 
organizational positioning for this work.  As the Working Meeting and the subsequent chapters 

written by participants demonstrate, effective archival discovery and delivery, as well as 
transformational change, requires deep collaboration. Participants at the Forum and Working Meeting 
both recognized that they often faced structural challenges to collaboration. The discussion of the 

impact on resource allocation on tactical and strategic progress within these chapters addresses a 
disconnect between senior leadership and administration and the day-to-day lived realities of workers 
responsible for improving archival discovery and delivery. Many of the authors elucidated the 
importance of making work more transparent and have advocated for shared responsibility, but 

challenges remain to have this work be understood and resourced appropriately. Participants provided 

positive feedback on the facilitation methods to help identify, understand, and potentially address 
issues around these power relationships, but doing so with senior leadership and administration 

requires a substantial amount of trust. Participants also identified the wide variety of roles that need to 
be engaged for programmatic work around archives and delivery, such as Arroyo-Ramírez et al. have 
done for virtual reading rooms. Accordingly, there is an ongoing need to engage colleagues with 

relevant expertise and knowledge across these initiatives. However, as Shaw, Adler and Dooley (2017) 

describe, collaborating with technology staff in particular can be particularly challenging given cultural 
differences across units. While activities may likely be constrained because of these realities, there are 

nonetheless opportunities to improve and identify new models to undertake shared responsibilities for 
these programs Ӧ-Ӑ+=9J9 ҐҎҏґӧ. This also may mean creating new governance structures for work such 
as those identified by Becker et al., or changing the organizational positioning of the work to ensure 
that it is supported adequately, such as the creation of new service teams or units charged with this 

responsibility. 
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Strategic planning for archival programs is essential, and care-focused and generative methods 
such as those used within the Lighting the Way project are of great value to practitioners.  

Accordingly, archives, library, and technology practitioners must undertake responsibility to 

apply these methods within their own institutions.  Throughout the project, participants were highly 
appreciative to have the time and space to explore challenges and opportunities in relation to archival 

discovery and delivery. Participants in the Working Meeting were grateful to have the time for this 
exploration amidst the pandemic. However, participants also noted how difficult it is to set aside time 
to undertake similar work within their own institutions. While the project did not explore this gap in 
depth, there are clear questions about why such efforts have not been prioritized. However, as 

Blumenthal et al. (2020) describe, lack of strategic thinking and relevant advocacy will have a 
generational impact that leads to this work being inadequately supported over the longer term. Given 
the mostly positive experiences, participants noted a desire to learn more about the generative 

facilitation methods drawn from Liberating Structures and other sources. While many participants have 
inquired whether the project will be seeking additional funding to continue the project's model, the 

project team recognizes that it is fundamentally unsustainable for one group to be solely responsible 

for organizing these conversations even within the focused area of archival discovery and delivery. The 
project team is investigating the development of a broader set of concrete recommendations of how 
archival programs can use such methods to inform and structure the work they do, especially given that 

the methods can also be applied to smaller scale meetings outside of community convenings such as 
those within this project. The facilitation model used within the project has also been deeply informed 

by models of shared affective responsibility for archives Ӧ!9KO=DD 9F< !A>GJ ҐҎҏҔӇ -Ӑ,=ADD =L 9Dӄ ҐҎҏҕӇ
Arroyo-Ramírez and Jones 2018), and similarly, it is up to practitioners to advocate for and incorporate 

a care-centered approach to this work. This itself can be supported by investments in using care-
centered facilitation methods in strategic planning. 
 

Supporting archival discovery and delivery requires creation o f and participation of new 

communities of practice , as well as alignment with existing ones. Sustainability of communities 
of practice is a continued area of concern for archives, library, and technology practitioners, so 

the creation of new communities should be highly focused. A community of practice is a group with 
shared or common interest in an area of technical knowledge or professional activity. As described 
above, several chapters identified a clear need for communities of practice to support some of the more 

emergent areas of archival discovery and delivery, such as virtual reading rooms and usability and user 
experience. Participants throughout the project also noted the wide variety of communities of practice 
that already exist. These include nearly 50 sections of the Society of American Archivists (2019), the 
BitCurator Users Forum, the Digital Library FederationӐs Born Digital Access Working Group, and the 

many communities of practice that exist around specific software platforms or tools. Participants 

acknowledged that undertaking new or generative work in some communities was more challenging 

than others, but many of these communities of practice have a specific focus or mandate. There is a 

clear need around strategic and operational planning in support of not only archival discovery and 
delivery, but technology projects for archives more broadly. In any event, communities of practice can 
be challenging to sustain, so to best capitalize on these opportunities, it is essential to define a clear 

focus, mandate, and relationship to other communities. 
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Conclusion 

The Lighting the Way Handbook, like the rest of the Lighting the Way project, is intended as a starting 

point to reflect both the current state of completed work, the changing relationship to standards and 
best practices, and emergent areas for further focused effort. The chapters within this publication 
represent the engagement of the participants in the practice of strategy knotworking, a specific 

application of the Liberating Structures facilitation framework focused on strategic planning. The focus 
of these contributions and the project is on archival discovery and delivery as an emergent and broader 
understanding of the work and systems needed to support effective access and use of archives. 

Through this process and the work of the project more broadly, the project team and participants 
recognized emerging themes related to the ecosystem of systems supporting archival discovery and 
delivery; the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on both operations and planning; the connections to 

emerging models of resource-sensitive operations; and the connections and tensions between this 
work and professional standards and best practices. Our recommendations to sustain this work include 

establishing an investment in understanding collaborative models, power relations, and organizational 

positioning of this work; ensuring time and space for strategic planning and advocating for care-

focused methods; and identifying ways in which to create and sustain communities of practice. While 
this requires a considerable investment from practitioners, the collective experience of participants and 
facilitators in the project demonstrate that this is essential to ensure the continued success of this work.  
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Connecting on Principles: Building and Uncovering 

Relationships through a New Archival Discovery System 

Renee Pappous, Hannah Sistrunk, and Darren Young 

Abstract: The Rockefeller Archive Center has recently developed and released DIMES, a new front-end 

system for archival discovery and delivery, along with the infrastructure that integrates DIMES with 
systems for archival data and request management. In this case study, a team of DIMES contributors 
will outline why RAC archivists chose to design a new discovery system that supports the Describing 

Archives: A Content Standard Statement of Principles, and how our collecting areas Ӝ namely, the 
records of major philanthropies and the papers of the Rockefeller family Ӝ are uniquely primed for this 

type of discovery. We will then detail and evaluate aspects of how we built DIMES, emphasizing 

collaborative work involving contributors across the organization, including data cleanup and 
enhancement projects, usability testing, participatory design activities, and a rollout program in 
KMHHGJL G> 9F AFL=JF9D D9MF;@ G> L@= KAL=ӄ $AF9DDQӅ O= OADD <AK;MKK L@= HJGB=;LKӐ >MLMJ=Ӆ AF;DM<AF? GF?GAF?

maintenance and user-centered development work. With this model, we hope to demonstrate how 
archival institutions can harness the relationships found amongst their staff and their archival data to 

create and manage the transition to sustainable, meaningful systems that benefit users. 

Introduction 

In February 2021, the Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC) launched DIMES (2021b), a new system for 
archival discovery and delivery. The development of DIMES brought together the perspectives, 

expertise, and labor of staff from all program areas at the RAC for the purpose of providing flexible, 
ethical, and equitable access to the institution's collections. Using DIMES as a case study, three 
9J;@ANAKLK J=HJ=K=FLAF? L@= 0 !ӐK .JG;=KKAF?Ӆ 0=>=J=F;=Ӆ 9F< "A?AL9D 1LJ9L=?A=K HJG?J9E L=9EK OADD

model how human-centered discovery can build and uncover relationships in archival discovery 
systems and between people in the ways we build and implement these systems. 

About the Rockefeller Archive Center 

The RAC is a repository of historical materials and a research center dedicated to the study of 
philanthropy. It holds the archives of major foundations, cultural organizations, research institutions, 
and many individuals associated with these organizations. Many of the donor organizations are 

currently active and transfer records to the archives on an ongoing basis. The RAC is organized into four 
archival program areas consisting of about 30 staff members: Reference, Processing, Collections 
Management, and Digital Strategies. Additionally, there is a Research and Education program and an IT 
team of two. 
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What is DIMES? 

DIMES is the culmination of Project Electron (RAC 2021e), a RAC initiative to provide broad and 

equitable access to digital records through building sustainable, user-centered, and standards-
compliant infrastructure scoped for acquiring, managing, and preserving records. It replaces the 
previous discovery system released in 2012, also called DIMES, which was based on the eXtensible Text 

Framework (XTF). This system was a success in that it made our archival data publicly available and 
searchable online. However, as our reference numbers increased and our collections continued to 
grow, there was room for improvement in the system's performance, interoperability, and accessibility. 

 
'F H9JLA;MD9JӅ L@= KQKL=EӐK J=DA9F;= GF 9 LJ9<ALAGF9D 9J;@AN9D >AF<AF? 9A< HJ=K=FL9LAGF G> AF>GJE9LAGF O9K
limited in its ability to allow users to browse the contextual relationships that bring meaning to our 

archival data. Researchers could find information relevant to their query in the search results, but those 
results could only take them to the associated finding aid and would not show the larger context that 

could enrich their understanding of the information and provide new avenues for their research, such 

as a shared creator. 

 
Additionally, the XTF framework that underpinned the previous system relied on EAD XML documents 
representing entire collection-level resource records in ArchivesSpace, which increased the overhead 

of processing updates. Any change made within ArchivesSpace to an object within a resource record 

such as a note, date, or file title required ArchivesSpace to export all of the data within that resource 
record in order for the system to process and display the change in the public-facing description. 

 
The emphasis on relationships within the updated version of DIMES can be observed within the very 
architecture of the system (Figure 1). DIMES encompasses not only the public-facing website where 

users can search and access archival materials but also the infrastructure to fetch, merge, transform, 

and index data (RAC 2021d, 2021h), an image pipeline (RAC 2021c), and an IIIF image server. While 
ArchivesSpace is our primary data source, the data pipeline (RAC 2021a) can accept other sources, like 
Wikidata, that make their data available through an application programming interface (API). The data 

pipeline moves changes made in ArchivesSpace to the frontend discovery system more efficiently than 
the previous version of DIMES because it employs a small group of automated services to prepare and 
transform the data pushed from the ArchivesSpace API. The discrete functions of these services and 

their relationships to one another enable exports of smaller units of data than the entire resource 
records pushed through by the old system and improve our ability to find where errors have occurred 
in the pipeline when something goes wrong.  

 
Before the data is pushed to DIMES, the data pipeline transforms it to comply with the Rockefeller 

Archive Center data model (2021g). This data model liberates archival data from a strictly document-

based presentation and places it within relationships that connect records, people, and activities. One 
way that researchers can now interact with those relationships when using DIMES is through the 
:JGOKAF? L@9L ӑ9JJ9F?=E=FL E9HKӒ Ӧ0 ! ҐҎҐҏ>ӧ KMHHGJLӄ JJ9F?=E=FL E9HK 9J= LJ== J=HJ=K=Ftations 
the RAC creates for all collections, sub-collections, and sub-components (series, subseries, etc.) that 

originate from a shared creator. They extend the structures available in ArchivesSpace to handle 

accruals to existing collections that exist as separate resource records. The significance of the 
relationships the arrangement maps reveal in the archival collections of the RAC will be further explored 

in the next section. 
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Finally, once data is in DIMES and available for access, the system includes infrastructure to support 
requests by users. Requests include downloading or emailing archival record citation information, 

asking to view records onsite, or requesting digital copies. In an effort to simplify and improve on our 

previous approach to managing requests that had been embedded in the DIMES application, we 
created a separate application called the Request Broker (Arnold 2021) that serves as a layer between 

the DIMES frontend and our request management system, Aeon. Using API endpoints to integrate 
systems, the Request Broker can fetch and format data that researchers using DIMES do not need, like 
physical locations, directly from ArchivesSpace. It also implements a pre-request check to limit 
unfulfillable requests based on factors like access restrictions or if a digital version is already available 

with the goal of eliminating unnecessary labor by Reference staff in fulfilling requests. Like the 
modularity of the data pipeline infrastructure, this separation of functions improves error 
troubleshooting and flexibility in the relationships between systems. 

 
Figure 1: Diagram representing the basic DIMES infrastructure including the data pipeline, image pipeline, 
and Request Broker. 

DACS Statement of Principles 

Uncovering relationships 

Our aims for uncovering relationships through a redesigned archival discovery and delivery system 

emerged from trends in the archival profession reflected in the Describing Archives: A Content Standard 

(DACS) Statement of Principles. The introduction of the revised DACS principles emphasize that archival 
<=K;JAHLAGF =PAKLK LG ӑ>9;ADAL9L=L@= MK= G> 9J;@AN=K :Q H=GHD=ӅӒ 9F< L@9L ӑJ=;GJ<KӅ 9?=FLKӅ 9;LANALA=KӅ 9F<
the relationships between them are the four fundamental concepts that constitute archival 

<=K;JAHLAGFӒ Ӧ1 21-DACS 2021, Introduction). The principles articulate that the connections between 
these concepts can convey meaning and elucidate networks of interactions that would not have been 

9HH9J=FL >JGE L@= J=;GJ<KӐ ;GFL=FL 9DGF=. Archival description exists to enable users to uncover 

relationships and so must the discovery systems that enable users to access that archival description. 
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When the RAC began defining requirements for a new archival discovery system, this need to leverage 
our description to surface networks between records, agents, and activities to enable user exploration 

was a primary consideration.  

 
Our previous discovery system had been organized around searching within finding aids where the user 

could see an associated container inventory, but this traditional document-based finding aid approach 
offered limited means for uncovering relationships in the archives. While this would be true for any 
AFKLALMLAGFKӐ ;GDD=;LAGFKӅ AL AK =KH=;A9DDQ J=D=N9FL LG H@AD9FL@JGHA; J=;GJ<KӅ L@= 0 !ӐK HJAE9JQ @GD<AF?ӄ
Insular yet global in scope, the world of philanthropy is both interconnected and far reaching, with a 

thread of ideas and people linking the enterprise together. The records are no different. Searching the 
records by creators alone either leads to an overwhelming amount of search results, with dozens of 
individual finding aids linked by name only, or, potentially, provides too little information to continue 

researching. This is compounded by the size and scope of these philanthropies, which often function 
on substantial endowments with a large number of staff members. Researching these records requires 

as many access points as possible.  

 
In addition to the content of the records, a new discovery system was also a necessary adaptation to 
our improved processing workflows. In the past few years, the RAC has implemented a standardized 

archival processing workflow organized around processing by accession in which archivists provide 
DACS single-level minimum descriptions in order to make records publicly available more quickly and 

eliminate processing backlogs. Due to this processing strategy, and because we accession records on 
9F GF?GAF? :9KAK >JGE L@= K9E= AFKLALMLAGFKӅ ;J=9LGJKӐ J=;GJ<K L=F< LG := <AKLJA:ML=< 9;JGKK EMDLAHD=

related resource records in ArchivesSpace rather than in single collections, hence the utility of the 
arrangement maps described above. Adding a note describing related resources to a finding aid is 
insufficient for these circumstances because a similar note would need to be created for each resource 

record in this interconnected web of collections and every note would need to be updated when a new 

collection is added. The single finding aid note also requires researchers to start with a particular 
resource record first and then move out to related resources rather than provide them the option of 

starting with the network of related resources and the creator that ties them together.  
 
'F ALK >GMJL@ .JAF;AHD= G> J;@AN9D "=K;JAHLAGFӅ " !1 KL9L=K L@9L ӑE=9FAF? AF 9J;@AN9D J=;GJ<K AK J=N=9D=<

through their contexts as much as through their contents. Archivists expose contextual significance by 
<=K;JA:AF? J=;GJ<KӅ 9?=FLKӅ 9;LANALA=KӅ 9F< L@= J=D9LAGFK@AHK :=LO==F L@=EӒ Ӧ1 21-DACS 2021, 
.JAF;AHD= Ғӧӄ DL@GM?@ 9?=FLK 9K J=;GJ<KӐ ;J=9LGJK O=J= HJ=K=FL AF GMJ HJ=NAGMK <AK;GN=JQ KQKL=EӅ L@=J=
was limited functionality to explore these agents as an access point for research beyond a creator. The 

agent relationship users could access was the one between a creator and a single collection within the 

finding aid for that collection, and the presentation of that relationship cast the agent as merely a detail 

in the finding aid, rather than as a person, family, or organization with its own descriptive data and its 

own network of relationships. In DIMES, the RAC sought to creatively leverage our existing archival data 
to provide new pathways to discovery. 

Building relationships 

DIMES was designed to enable the discovery of relationships in archival description, but also to build 
relationships between people. Archival description and the technical infrastructure and interfaces that 

provide access should be user-;=FL=J=<Ӆ 9F< 9K L@= " !1 .JAF;AHD=K FGL=Ӆ ӑMK=JK AF;DM<= FGL GFDQ L@GK=

GMLKA<= L@= J=HGKALGJQӅ :ML L@= J=HGKALGJQӐK GOF KL9>>Ӓ Ӧ1 21-DACS 2021, Introduction). Therefore, 
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building something new was an opportunity both to enhance access for users and to collaborate with 
colleagues to design and improve processes in ways that value our labor and expertise.  

 

 MAD<AF? GF L@= " !1 .JAF;AHD=KӅ H9JLA;MD9JDQ L@= 9JLA;MD9LAGF AF L@= >GMJL@ HJAF;AHD= L@9L ӑ9J;@AN9D
description thaL AK JGGL=< AF =L@A;K OADD HJG<M;= 9 JA;@=J J=K=9J;@=J =PH=JA=F;=ӅӒ L@= RAC has articulated 

six Guiding Principles for Archival Access (RAC 2019a), including that records and description are open 
by default with transparent restrictions, user access is self-directed to allow users to choose the level of 
mediation they require, user data collection and data retention should respect user privacy, access is 
generative and supports multiple pathways and modes of inquiry, our user interfaces are responsive 

and accessible, and that Reference staff have the infrastructure support to focus on their core activities. 
These guiding principles seek to root decisions about description, reference processes, and technical 
infrastructure in a framework that promotes responsibility, accountability, equity, and accessibility. 

The collaborative work of building DIMES 

The RAC contracted with a design agency, ondesign (https://ond.com/), to design the DIMES website 
based on initial RAC wireframes, information architecture maps, user research insights, and inspiration 

from the ArcLight Project (Stanford Libraries, n.d.) and many other existing discovery interfaces used 
by allied institutions and colleagues across our communities of practice. In collaboration with the other 
program areas, the RAC Digital Strategies Team led the project strategy and development work for the 

backend infrastructure and frontend website, with an emphasis on building and contributing to open-
source systems that maximize interoperability and use community-maintained standards. All code and 
documentation are available in RAC GitHub repositories (RAC, n.d.). The project strategy included 

leveraging archivists' knowledge and skills to clean up our archival data, incorporating sL9>> E=E:=JKӐ
perspectives and expertise through participatory research and design, and communicating to staff 
members information which would resonate with their work while also providing forums for them to 

ask questions and issue feedback. 

Agents data cleanup 

In order to provide the functionality intended for DIMES and make full use of the Rockefeller Archive 

!=FL=JӐK <9L9 EG<=DӅ L@= 0 ! @9< LG >AJKL HJ=H9J= ALK <9L9 LG >AL L@AK =F@9F;=< J=D9LAGF9D ;GFL=PLӄ 2@=

0 !ӐK .JG;=KKAF? 2=9E AF ;GDD9:GJ9LAGF OAL@Digital Strategies completed several different projects 
targeting, at a macro level, key data elements as part of a larger data cleanup initiative (Young 2020). 
These elements included agent records (Berish, Martin, and Young 2020), dates (Berish 2020), and 

access restriction notes (Martin 2020). For the purposes of this case study, we will focus specifically on 
the agents cleanup work because of the key role agents play in the relational presentation of data within 

DIMES, but much of the rationale and collaborative processes driving the agents project was shared 

across the larger data cleanup effort. 
 
2@= 0G;C=>=DD=J J;@AN= !=FL=JӐK 9?=FLK <9L9 O9K FGL HJ=H9J=< >GJ L@= ;@9F?=K =FNAKAoned for DIMES 

partially because our archivists may not have fully considered the utility and meaning of agents as 
objects. As described earlier, agents in the old DIMES served as mere details within finding aids, and this 

mode of thinking likely became paJL G> 9J;@ANAKLKӐ HJ9;LA;=K >GJ DAFCAF? 9?=FLK LG J=KGMJ;= J=;GJ<Kӄ 2@=

finding aid was centered at the expense of the agents and their relationships. Understanding the 

significance of agent records in conveying contextual relationships to researchers helped clarify the 

https://ond.com/
https://blog.rockarch.org/archivesspace-cleanup-agents
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various issues impacting our agents data in ArchivesSpace. These issues included duplicate agent 
records meant to represent the same entity, inaccurate and incomplete data within agent records, and 

an overall inconsistent and non-standardized approach to creating agents. Furthermore, our repository 

held a massive amount of agent records linked to file-level objects in our Ford Foundation grants and 
catalogued reports collections that were exported from systems maintained by the Ford Foundation, 

one of our donor organizations. These agents had a disproportionate impact on our overall agents data 
because archivists at the RAC do not link agents to the file level as part of the regular processing 
workflow, and they would not have lent themselves to the type of relationships DIMES was intended to 
reveal. 

 
As the first collaborative venture in the larger ArchivesSpace data cleanup initiative, the agents project 
began the relationship building that would empower processing archivists to work within and across 

L=9E DAF=K 9K O=DD 9K LG LJMKL L@=AJ GOF BM<?=E=FL AF <=;AKAGF E9CAF?ӄ >L=J =PHGJLAF? 9DD G> L@= 0 !ӐK
agents data into CSV files for each agent type (person, corporation, and family) with help from the 

Digital Strategies Team, a group of processing archivists investigated the various problems impacting 

agent records in the hopes of devising an automated approach to comprehensively eliminate all of the 
duplicate records from our repository. These archivists had developed some competency with Python 
scripting through previous collaborations with Digital Strategies, and they knew that in order to 

leverage Python in this scenario, they needed to discover a pattern amongst the data that a script could 
understand in order to identify the correct records for deletion. Unfortunately, the issues affecting our 

agents data were too complex and various for the processing archivists to decipher a pattern around 
which to develop a script. In this moment, the archivists needed to have confidence in their own 

assessment of the situation and trust that the obstacles they confronted were not due to lack of 
L=;@FA;9D =PH=JLAK=ӄ  Q N9DMAF? L@= HJG;=KKAF? 9J;@ANAKLKӐ KH=;A>A; NA=OHGAFL J9L@=J L@9F E=J=DQ
assigning them work, the DIMES project gave them the space to act upon their own judgement and opt 

for a manual approach instead. Using a workflow centered around the Enhanced Agent Merging 

Function in ArchivesSpace, the archivists were able to successfully merge or delete 6,704 agent records 
which was about 18% of all G> L@= 0 !ӐK 9?=FLKӄ 2@= HJG;=KKAF? 9J;@ANAKLK OGMD< D9L=J @9N= L@=

opportunity to flex their Python skills when tackling the issue of the file-level agents in the Ford 
Foundation grants and catalogued reports collections. Working with Digital Strategies, they 
successfully wrote a script (RAC 2020) that unlinks all agent records from file-level archival objects 

within an indicated resource record. The script unlinked a total of 82,041 agents across 18 Ford grants 
and catalogued reports collections. These unDAFC=< 9?=FL J=;GJ<K O=J= D9L=J <=D=L=< >JGE L@= 0 !ӐK
repository, completing the preparation of agents data for inclusion in DIMES.  

Participatory research and design 

A new discovery system and conceptual discovery model meant changes in the way staff at the RAC 
would do their jobs, particularly staff members focused on reference services, digitization work, and 
reading room retrieval who work most directly with researchers. The RAC Digital Strategies Team 

provided technical and strategic leadership for the project, but the goal was always to build with and 
for all teams across the organization, not to surprise people with an entirely new system that they would 
then be forced to use with no support. To value and incorporate the labor, expertise, and perspectives 

of staff users and build collaboratively, the project included contributors from across the organization 
to help define project requirements, conduct user experience research projects, join participatory 

design activities, and receive relevant training opportunities to support this work.  
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As part of the larger Project Electron initiative over the past four years culminating in DIMES, a large 
number of staff members from across the organization contributed to various work including user 

stories that helped define initial project requirements; participated in a card sorting activity to 

categorize user stories, define user groups, and create project personas (RAC 2019b); joined scenario 
mapping activities to improve understanding of existing archival processes and workflows; created 

service blueprints to articulate under-documented reference processes, surface staff labor that was 
often invisible to other staff, and identify pain points that DIMES might help address; participated in 
data modeling workshops to learn about and help draft the new data model for the project (Galligan 
ҐҎҏҖӧӇ ;J=9L=< ;GF;=HLM9D KAL= E9HK >GJ 9J;@AN9D <AK;GN=JQ LG L@AFC L@JGM?@ L@= "'+#1 O=:KAL=ӐK

information architecture and user flow; and contributed to ongoing usability testing studies of the 
DIMES website. Many of these methods come from the user experience design (UX) field and were new 
to the RAC but are part of a broader organizational strategy to develop UX expertise and approaches. 

The RAC does not have a UX team, but Digital Strategies, a team of four, defines improving user 
experience as one of its core activities. These cross-team collaborative UX projects and activities have 

multiple relationship-building benefits:  

 
1. Gain knowledge from the activity and its artifacts to design and improve the user experience. 

2. Encourage stakeholder ownership and investment in the success of the project through 

participation and contributions to the work. 

3. Enable participants to contribute to project development without writing code. 

4. Spread knowledge about UX methods and user-centered approaches across the organization.  

Usability testing and the Observers Team 

The DIMES usability testing program (Sistrunk 2021b) serves as a salient example for this case study in 
how UX methods can build relationships that enhance usability, transparency, and collaboration in line 
OAL@ L@= " !1 .JAF;AHD=K 9F< 0 ! %MA<AF? .JAF;AHD=K >GJ J;@AN9D ;;=KKӄ 2@= 0 !ӐK 9HHJG9;@ LG MK9:ADALQ

L=KLAF? AK :9K=< GF 1L=N= )JM?ӐKRocket Surgery Made Easy: The Do-It-Yourself Guide to Finding and Fixing 
Usability Problems (2010) which emphasizes lightweight and iterative testing and scales well in our 

context of limited UX resourcing. We had prior expertise and formalized templates (RAC 2021i) for 

creating tasks, running tests with users, and debriefing with test observers to identify usability 
HJG:D=EK 9F< HJGHGK= >AP=Kӄ 2@= "'+#1 MK9:ADALQ L=KLAF? KLM<Q O9K L@= 0 !ӐK >AJKL GF?GAF? KLM<Q L@9L
included testing at all project stages from design prototypes through development and post site launch. 

 

The usability study planning and facilitation was undertaken by the Digital Strategies Team, who 

OGJC=< ;DGK=DQ OAL@ 9F ӑ-:K=JN=JK 2=9EӒ ;GFKAKLAF? G> GF= J=HJ=K=FL9LAN= >JGE =9;@ G> L@= 0 !
program areas. The usability testing facilitator designed and facilitated four rounds of site testing 

during the development process and one after site launch, with each round consisting of a pilot test 
with an RAC staff member and three test sessions with an external user. The first round was conducted 
with researchers onsite in the reading room and focused on testing simple prototypes to compare two 

site concepts that were under consideration. Subsequent testing focused on specific site features, and 

K=KKAGFK O=J= ;GF<M;L=< NA9 EG<=J9L=< J=EGL= L=KLAF? 9F< J=;GJ<=< OAL@ L@= MK=JӐK H=JEAKsion. After 
each round, the Observers Team watched the recordings and debriefed with the facilitator to identify 

usability issues and what might require further testing. The facilitator met with the DIMES developer, 
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who also observed the test sessions, to determine how to fix the issues. Finally, they reported the results 
LG 9 ?JGMH G> KL9>> >JGE L@= 0=>=J=F;= 2=9E 9F< K@9J=< 9 KAL= <=EGӄ 2@AK ?JGMHӐK <==H ;GDD=;LAGFK

domain knowledge and understanding of current request, retrieval, and digitization processes made 

their feedback and awareness of the results essential as the staff who work most closely with the 
researchers who use DIMES. 

 
In evaluating this approach, there were two important challenges. First, the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
the RAC to shift from in-person testing to remote testing. This necessitated some technical and strategic 
adjustments but was ultimately an opportunity to expand the recruitment of participants beyond our 

reading room to include researchers located outside of the United States, researchers who did not 
speak English as their first language, were not familiar with our collections, had never conducted 
research in archives, and who came from non-academic contexts. A broad definition of who our users 

are and might be in recruiting participants in user experience research can support design decisions 
that privilege equitable access and accessibility. With this in mind, future usability testing should also 

include users with disabilities who use assistive technologies. 

 
The second challenge to this approach is deciding how to fix observed problems within DIMES. In the 
RAC context, there is an overlap of expertise between developers and UX practitioners, and because the 

site developer worked closely with the usability project lead within the Digital Strategies Team to 
interpret the tests and implement site changes, communication and responsive action was not a 

challenge. However, translating observed usability challenges to design solutions and implementing 
them in code can be a barrier to this iterative approach when working with larger teams and/or in 

contexts with more distance between these roles. 

Internal launch and rollout program 

Two months before publicly launching DIMES, the RAC released the site internally for staff members to 

access along with a Google Form to provide structured feedback. The goals were to help identify bugs 
in the system, allow people to explore and test the site with their individual workflows, and give them 
the opportunity to ask questions and provide feedback before the launch required them to use the site 

in their day-to-day work. As this case study has detailed, there was wide organizational involvement in 
creating DIMES, so there were no major surprises. However, change inevitably introduces new 

challenges, and seeing demos and updates on project progress and even contributing to the work is 

distinct from understanding and being comfortable using the resulting system, particularly for those 
whose job functions are tied so closely to that system.  
 

To kick o>> L@= AFL=JF9D D9MF;@Ӆ 9DD 0 ! KL9>> E=E:=JK O=J= AFNAL=< LG 9LL=F< 9 ӑJGDDGML HJG?J9EӒ

presentation and Q&A to provide an overview and refresher about why the RAC built DIMES, how all 
teams had contributed to its creation, details about its backend architecture, how archival data cleanup 
and enhancement work benefited discovery, and finally a demo highlighting important features and 

addressing changes that would impact existing processes and conceptual models. The team of 
presenters were recruited strategically as a group of archivists from different teams who could speak 
from a range of experiences from defining broad project vision and goals, architecting underlying 

infrastructure, conducting UX research, to improving archival data. The demo was conducted by a 
member of the usability testing Observers Team who is a reference archivist, which was a particularly 

successful approach to communicate important changes that related to this essential staff user group 

of DIMES. 
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The primary challenge of the rollout program was to communicate important concepts that were 
J=D=N9FL LG H=GHD=KӐ OGJC OAL@GML GN=JO@=DEAF? ;GDD=9?M=K OAL@ L=;@FA;9D AF>GJE9LAGF L@9L ;9F 9;L 9K

a barrier to engagement. Additionally, while the feedback form received about 50 responses through 

the month of the public launch with useful insights and bug reports, the format meant that this 
feedback and the responses did not promote transparency around reported problems and responses. 

Using a Kanban board or similar tool to track and share feedback and/or changes more broadly within 
the organization may be a more effective future approach. 

Maintenance and enhancement 

DIMES was born in response to, and in anticipation of, the present and future needs of our user 
communities. DIMES is by no means a finished product, and we plan to enhance and refine DIMES in 
J=KHGFK= LG MK=JKӐ F==<Kӄ +9AFL9AFAF? 9F< ;GFLAFMAF? L@= OGJC LG :MAD< 9F< MF;GN=J J=D9LAGFK@AHK AF

archival description and between people is essential to sustain the project and each other. 

Relationships in archival description 

-HHGJLMFALA=K >GJ ;GDD9:GJ9LAN= HJGB=;LK LG HJAE= GMJ <9L9 9F< L@= KQKL=EӐK AF>J9KLJM;LMJ= >GJ

representing archival relationships continue to emerge. As previously described, the data pipeline 
architecture can draw on external data sources like Wikidata, and with the newly released expanded 

agents module in ArchivesSpace v3.0, the RAC can act on its plans to use these sources to enhance agent 
records. Processing archivists will build agent profiles for each agent type that will leverage the 

EG<MD=ӐK ;9H9;ALQ >GJ :=LL=J =PHJ=KKAF? J=D9LAGFK@AHK :Q DAFCAF? LG =PL=JF9D <9L9 KGMJ;=K 9K O=DD 9K :Q
defining the relations that connect some of our agent entities to one another such as the familial 
relationships between the Rockefeller family person agents. Processing archivists will also tackle the 

next data element for the ArchivesSpace data cleanup project: subjects. Borrowing the approach from 

the agents initiative, they will use the merging function in ArchivesSpace to bring order to the over 
30,000 subject records in our repository. Our aims for this project are to make our subjects more useful 

for search within DIMES and to create more meaningful relationships between our subjects and other 
objects in the RAC data model like collections and agents.  
 

2@= OGJC HD9FF=< >GJ :GL@ L@= 9?=FLK 9F< KM:B=;LK <9L9 AF J;@AN=K1H9;= OADD AFL=JK=;L OAL@ L@= 0 !ӐK

culturally competent description (CCD) initiative, a program developed to make our description more 
inclusive and highlight peoples and histories that have been underrepresented because of the role 
agents and subjects play in describing people and their records. The new DIMES has given increased 

significance to both data objects, and within its relational presentation of archival data, agents and 
subjects can be employed to better articulate the power relationships at work within records of 

philanthropic organizations, one of the objectives of our CCD initiative. We will also bring an inclusive 

and reparative description framework to our agents and subjects work in order to resist the valorization 
of philanthropists and foundations, bring attention to the contributions of people from marginalized 
backgrounds, and better represent grantees and communities served. 

Relationships between people  

KA<= >JGE J=N=9DAF? J=D9LAGFK@AHK 9EGF?KL GMJ 9J;@AN9D ;GDD=;LAGFK 9F< <9L9Ӆ L@= 0 !ӐK GF?GAF?

development and maintenance of DIMES post-release has the potential to further cultivate and nurture 

the relationships amongst RAC staff. Sustainable infrastructure is one of the stated aims of Project 
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Electron, and for infrastructure to be sustainable there must be people capable of and invested in 
maintaining the system. By incorporating the perspectives and expertise of staff from across our 

different program areas, the DIMES project prepared our staff members to contribute their specific 

knowledge to the maintenance of DIMES through technical repair, error reporting, and articulating 
areas for improvement that impact their work. An example of this cross-team collaborative approach 

to maintenance is the data pipeline troubleshooting team which is tasked with diagnosing and 
resolving issues impacting data movement from ArchivesSpace to DIMES. The team consists of 
representatives from Digital Strategies, Processing, and Information Technology, and different 
members of the team are assigned tasks based on their particular strengths. 

 
As the primary staff users of DIMES, RAC reference archivists are an essential nexus. The Reference 
2=9EӐK =PH=JA=F;= G> 9F< ;GFLJA:MLion to DIMES will rely on relationships, both with the researchers 

and with each other. Relationships with the former will provide a window into the researcher 
experience, while our relationships amongst ourselves will help us improve our services, workflows, 

and DIMES itself. 

 
This is all the more relevant as the RAC staff faces the reference challenges brought upon by the COVID-
19 crisis. At the time of writing, the Reference Team does not have the usual access to the researchers 

and their processes because the RAC is closed to in-H=JKGF J=K=9J;@ӄ 5@=J=9K L@= 0=>=J=F;= 2=9EӐK
pre-COVID procedures relied heavily on one-on-one in-person interviews, the current situation denies 

MK L@= GHHGJLMFALQ LG NAKM9DDQ O9DC L@JGM?@ L@= J=K=9J;@=JKӐ =F;GMFL=J OAL@ "'+#1ӄ Additionally, the 
L=9EӐK HJ=NAGMK J=>=J=F;= AFL=J9;LAGFK 9DKG J=DA=< @=9NADQ GF 9KKAKLAF? L@= J=K=9J;@=J AF MF<=JKL9F<AF?

the cross-collection nature of philanthropic records, and the extent this message is translated to users 
of DIMES is uncertain. Are the researchers approaching DIMES with the expectation that the search 
results will be organized as if run through Google, with a list of item-level search results? How are they 

encountering and creating the context of the records? 

 
The Reference Team has also encountered an unexpected tension between the goals of DIMES and the 

J=K=9J;@=JKӐ AEE=<A9L= =PH=JA=F;=ӄ 'F 9F 9LL=EHL LG HJGNA<= =IMAL9:D= 9F< >D=PA:D= 9;;=KK LG
researchers, researchers are encouraged to explore materials without fear of copyright infringement. 
However, reproducing these materials may not come so easily, as publishers are less willing to assume 

risk. As researchers continue to find more material from DIMES, it is possible the RAC will receive more 
inquiries regarding copyright and permissions. 
 
For all these uncertainties, there are also opportunities for learning, creating, and expanding best 

practices in our reference interactions with researchers. The RAC staff is currently exploring the 

HGL=FLA9D G> 9 ӑJ=>=J=F;= CFGOD=<?= K@9J=ӒӅ O@ere archivists who do reference work can talk through 

what we have observed about DIMES thus far, and how they have answered questions from researchers 

about the system. Though reference archivists are no strangers to discussing individual requests among 
themselves, this will be the first formal meeting of this kind and will involve a radical vulnerability as 
they reveal the inner workings behind their individual approaches. 

 
In addition to this narrative-based strategy session, the Reference Team plans to tap into the expertise 

of a Team member who, thanks to another intra-departmental initiative (Sistrunk 2021a), is 

knowledgeable about existing RAC web analytics tools and DIMES analytics data in particular. From 
this, the Reference Team hopes to gain insight into the experiences and behavior of those who may not 
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choose to reach out to us directly. Before the pandemic, the Reference Team processes centered on the 
in-person researcher visit or individually-submitted duplication requests. Listening and responding to 

data gleaned from groups of users, and not just individual researchers as experienced through the 

affective interaction with a reference archivist, will be a new experience, but it will be an opportunity to 
build on what we learned, and the skills we gained, from usability testing. It might also prove to be more 

important as the RAC move towards a post-COVID world Ӝ ALӐK =FLAJ=DQ HGKKA:D= L@9L MK=JK OADD J=DQ GF
remote services, either by necessity or by way of their new modes of working. 
 
The Reference Team will also need to adapt to new modes of working. Pre-pandemic, the day-to-day 

operations and busy reading room did not always leave time for reflection. As the RAC reopens the 
reading room and responds to an influx of digitization requests, it will be necessary to build in the time 
to learn from each other. This restructured concept of time will apply not just to the Reference Team, 

but across the RAC, as we, like the researchers, think through and adapt to a changed world. 

Conclusion 

Relationships, both amongst the staff and across our collections, played a key role in the creation, 

implementation, and maintenance of DIMES. What started as a project with common professional 
values and principles developed into a set of shared systems, workflows, and skill sets that encourage 
transparency, engagement with technology, and cultural and organizational change and growth. From 

this work, we have grown to understand the importance of the continued maintenance of the 
relationships that built and will sustain this system. We strive for our work in both building and 
enhancing DIMES to serve as a model for other institutions interested in developing their own systems 

for archival discovery and delivery.  
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Access is People: How Investing in Digital Collections 

Labor Improves Archival Discovery & Delivery 

Stephanie Becker, Anne Kumer, and Naomi Langer 

Abstract:  Archivists are increasingly expected to provide remote digital access to their physical 
collections in order to meet contemporary research needs. The labor involved in creating and 
stewarding digital collections, however, is often seen as a support role to the stewardship of physical 
collections, which causes inconsistent and unsustainable digitization projects and contributes to 

hierarchical communication structures and archival labor precarity. In this paper, the authors consider 
various stakeholders in creating digital collections - researchers, library administrators, archivists, and 

digital collections staff - and argue for a shared stewardship approach to digital collections project 

management and policy development through the case study of their own experiences forming and 
serving on a Digitization Governance Committee at the Kelvin Smith Library of Case Western Reserve 
University.  

Introduction 

In cultural heritage institutions, digital collections labor such as digitization, metadata, and repository 
work are often carried out by archivists responsible for stewarding physical collections, term-based 

employees filling archival labor gaps, or student and volunteer positions. In this paper, we will examine 
how a shared stewardship model for archival collections, where all labor is valued as a core function, 

can further access to unique collections and foster a more equitable work environment for those who 

make access possible. The lack of financial investment in full-time digital collections staff signals that 
this labor is understood to be a secondary service in the stewardship of physical collections. Even when 
dedicated digital collections staff is present, it is common for those individuals to work in isolation from 

archivists who carry out physical collections labor such as acquisitions, processing, and reference work. 
Our goal is to think openly about problem-solving and expand beyond established methods and 

approaches to work that continually enforce labor precarity, hierarchical structures, and inequitable 
resource allocation. 

 
Throughout this paper, we will assess stakeholder needs and highlight our own experiences of working 
together, alongside oL@=J ;GDD=9?M=KӅ 9L !9K= 5=KL=JF 0=K=JN= 3FAN=JKALQӐK Ӧ!503ӧ )=DNAF 1EAL@ *A:J9JQ

(KSL), an academic research institution in the United States. Our positions within the library fall outside 
the Scholarly Resources and Special Collections (SRSC) team which is composed of archivists who 
KL=O9J< L@= DA:J9JQӐK H@QKA;9D ;GDD=;LAGFKӄ ,9GEA *9F?=J 9F< 1L=H@9FA=  =;C=J 9J= H9JL G> L@= $J==<E9F

Center for Digital Scholarship team and are responsible for digitization and repository work. Anne 
Kumer is responsible for digital collections metadata and is part of the Acquisitions & Metadata team. 
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These distinctions are noteworthy because the way that labor is organized within any given institution 
will influence the impact of that labor and the personal success of those who provide it.  

 

In a recently published OCLC research report, The Total Cost of Stewardship: Responsible Collection 
Building in Archives and Special CollectionsӅ L@= 9ML@GJK FGL= L@9L ӑAF E9FQ AFKLALMLAGFKӅ L@GK= L9KC=<

with building collections, are separate from those tasked with the ongoing stewardship work of 
;GDD=;LAGFKӅӒ Ӧ5=:=J =L 9Dӄ ҐҎҐҏӧ 9F< L@9L L@AK AF LMJF @9K F=?9LAN= ;GFK=IM=F;=K GF 9J;@ANAKLK O@G 9J=
facing large backlogs of unprocessed materials. They lay out a total cost of stewardship framework for 
thinking about acquisitions and collections care holistically, so that decisions can be made from a more 

equitable standpoint. We argue that this idea can be expanded to digital collections staff who are often 
separated from the work of archivists. Decisions made about processing and description impact the 
work of digital collections staff - especially as it pertains to the differences in best practices, 

interoperability of systems, and the use of available resources to provide access to both the physical 
and digital collections in our care. By including all perspectives, our institutions will meet a wider 

variety of stakeholder needs and in turn foster an equitable decision-making process that results in 

sustainable collection policies. 

Identifying Stakeholders 

Stakeholder needs largely influence what administrators at cultural heritage institutions will spend 

money on regarding the stewardship of their special collections. For unique digital collections at KSL, 
we have identified researchers, library administrators, archivists, and digital collections staff as our 
main stakeholders. These groups work in tandem and therefore clear communication is needed to set 

expectations and respond to changing needs over time. During the past year, we have seen a shift from 
in-person to remote learning during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, and as a result, the needs of 
our stakeholders have changed. Given the shift toward a fully online research lifecycle, we have 

identified that now is an opportune moment to re-examine stakeholder needs and think creatively 
about the labor required to meet them. 

Researchers 

After a full year of remote engagement, researchers expect consistent and easy access to resources that 

do not require learning a multitude of different processes and policies just to access content. At KSL, 
we have an institutional repository, library catalog, patron request system, and online finding aids.1 
While each of these systems provides a necessary internal function, externally, it can be confusing to 

manage a personal user account across systems and know where to begin your research. Through our 
patron interactions, we have also learned that researchers not only want remote access to materials, 

but they also want the ability to download those materials for a wide variety of purposes. Even if a 

researcher is able to visit the special collections reading room to view objects of interest, they leave 
wanting to take copies of those objects with them. As research methods evolve, researchers need 
access to high quality digital objects and descriptive metadata that they can leverage with text mining, 

mapping, data visualization, and other digital scholarship tools. In stewarding physical collections, 
archivists are laying the foundation for digital collections staff to meet the needs of researchers who 

want to access and leverage collection objects in a digital environment. Furthermore, creating and 

 
1 This is not a full list of systems in use at KSL, but rather a list of systems related to digital collections work. These 

include Islandora 7, Sierra, Aeon, and ArchivesSpace. 
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sharing high quality digital objects and descriptive metadata requires an entirely different set of 
expertise and resources than what is typically available in archival units. 

Library Administrators  

1AF;= O= OGJC AF 9F 9;9<=EA; AFKLALMLAGFӅ GMJ H=J;=HLAGF G> DA:J9JQ 9<EAFAKLJ9LGJKӐ E9AF AFL=J=KLKis to 
meet the needs of donors and researchers, with a heavy emphasis on faculty. They also require a way 

to sustainably maintain ongoing strategic and operational initiatives from a financial and policy 
perspective. At KSL, our yearly budget is determined by CWRU administration and supplemented with 

one-time donations and ongoing endowment funds. Financial spending decisions are influenced by the 

needs of donors and researchers who advocate for the forward-facing resources they require, and not 
the long-term infrastructure and staffing needed to provide those resources. For example, potential 
collection donors can negotiate digitization and online access as a stipulation for acquiring their 
materials. If the availability of institutional resources does not cover sustainable funding of digital 

collections work, then archivists are left with the burden of meeting the donors' needs without 

additional support from library administration. While grant funding can be used on short-term labor for 
a specific project, such as digitizing a recent acquisition, the dependence of temporary labor 

ӑF=?9LAN=DQ 9>>=;LK =N=JQGF= AFNGDN=<Ӝ L@= 9J;@ANAKLKӅ AFKLALMLAGFKӅ ;GDD=;LAGFKӅ <GFGJKӅ 9F< MK=JKӒ
(Dean et al. 2018). In 2018, a group of temporarily employed archivists at the University of California Los 
Angeles (UCLA), published an open letter to their library administrators outlining the negative 

consequences of hiring archivists on temporary contracts to perform ongoing work. The authors cite 
consequences such as low staff morale, lack of valuable institutional memory, and the diverting of 
limited resources to recruitment and training. Any attempts by administrators to avoid such negative 

consequences, then must include financial transparency with their stakeholders about the resources 
on-going digital stewardship work requires. 

Archivists 

Amidst pressure to respond to both changing research and library administrator needs, without full-
time digital collections staff, archivists are expected to possess the time and expertise to execute 
complex digitization workflows that include applying consistent description, preservation of digital 
surrogates, and maintaining a repository or alternative online access point. At the same time, many 

institutions have decreased full-time staffing resources in archives and special collections 
departments. The precarity of archival labor, which includes those who specialize in digital collections, 
has previously been documented as a field-wide problem with numerous consequences to those who 

carry out the work. In a 2019 study on the experiences of precarious employment in Canadian libraries, 
J=KHGF<=FLK =PHJ=KK=< F=?9LAN= H=JKGF9D =>>=;LK AF;DM<AF? ӑ>AF9F;A9D 9F< HKQ;@GDG?A;9D NMDF=J9:ADALQӅ
difficulties with physical and mental health, difficulty pursuing social activities, and choosing to delay 

KA?FA>A;9FL DA>= <=;AKAGFKӅӒ Ӧ&=FFAF?=J =L 9Dӄ ҐҎҏҗӧӅ 9DD G> O@A;@ 9J= <AKHJGHGJLAGF9L=DQ >9;=< :Q
marginalized groups such as women and people of color. As budgets shrink and archivists are 
increasingly responsible for more, the only support they can secure is transient student labor, grant-

funded processing staff, and volunteers, all of whom are temporary support for ongoing operational 
work. Where a department may have once had two full time archivists who divided work based on 

function Ӝ reference, processing Ӝ it has grown increasingly common to see one archivist tasked with 
reference, processing, metadata remediation, and donor relations. Archivists need colleagues who can 

focus on the digitization and online access of collections so that they can focus on working with patrons 
and processing new acquisitions.  
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Digital Collections Staff  

The issue of labor precarity has a long-term impact on how digital collections are created and 

maintained over time. Researchers and library administrators can desire quick remote access to 
archival materials, but the labor behind making that happen involves more time and cross-
departmental effort than often assumed, at the expense of both the people performing that work and 

the quality of the eventual digital product. The need for job security means that those hired into 
temporary positions are subject to leave at any moment. When one project is passed through many 
different hands, it becomes impossible to apply standards and achieve any form of consistency, and 

this in turn has negative consequences for researchers trying to access and use digital collections. When 
hired as term-based employees to carry out digitization, metadata, or repository work, the people in 
those positions are usually supervised by a full-time archivist, which enforces the narrative that digital 
collections staff are hired to support the core work of collections. Supporting roles then, are left out of 

archival decision making and policy changes, which creates a culture where staff feel comfortable with 
vertical but not lateral communication on work that demands collaboration. Perhaps the most 

overlooked consequence of labor precarity is the reality that it costs cultural heritage institutions more 

money in the long run. Those lucky enough to secure full-time permanent employment in digital 
collections can attest that the first several years of any position is cleaning up old backlogs and 
previously digitized collections that were ingested into digital repositories and storage environments 

where they may be lacking context or preservation plans. Meanwhile, new work piles up and becomes 

yet another backlog, making it difficult for digital collections staff to truly succeed. Institutions that hire 
temporary staff to address backlogs, then pay numerous people for a short period of time to do the 

same work over and over again. What can be achieved with permanent staff is a set of sustainable 
policies that allow for consistent work to happen no matter who holds those positions. In other words, 
you can spend money for years on band-aids, or you can invest money in people who can create 
sustainable solutions that include ongoing maintenance plans and eliminate the need for re-doing work 

time and time again.  

What Valuing Labor Looks Like in the Workplace 

'F +9Q ҐҎҏҗӅ )1*ӐK "A?AL9D !GDD=;LAGFK +9F9?=J =KL9:DAK@=< 9F AFL=JF9D "A?ALAR9LAGF %GN=JF9F;=
Committee (DGC) to provide oversight of digitization and digital collections project planning, policies, 

and workflows. As discussed in A Vision fGJ )=DNAF 1EAL@ *A:J9JQɃK "A?ALAR9LAGF .JG?J9E (Becker. 2019), 
which lays out the need for sustainable policies based on human action, our goal when digitizing 

;GDD=;LAGFK AK LG ӑ<G AL GF;=Ӆ <G AL JA?@LӒӄ 2@AK C==HK GMJ >J9?AD= 9F< J9J= G:B=;LK >JGE :=AF?handled more 
than necessary and saves library administrators money in staff time and energy that would otherwise 
be spent redoing past digitization and digital collections work. To achieve this goal, DGC needed 

member participation across several departments in the library to ensure that expertise in digital 
collections, preservation, metadata, physical collections, cultural heritage imaging, and library 
administration all have a voice. DGC members collaborated on writing cross-departmental workflows 

that we rely on for digitizing and providing access to collections. Furthermore, the Digital Collections 
Manager maintains an internal Google Site, accessible to all KSL staff, that serves as a central access 
point for posting meeting minutes and finalized DGC policies. The site allows for full transparency into 

how and why the committee made each decision in our resulting policies that we review and update on 
an annual basis. Archival objects either from our set Yearly Digitization Plan (also worked out by DGC) 

or requested by library patrons are pulled by an Archivist, retrieved by the Preservation Officer for a 
condition and handling review, who then brings the objects to our Digitization Lab for the Digitization 
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Technician to photograph and output the digital files. Our Metadata Librarian prepares item-level 
descriptive metadata for the Digital Collections Manager to pair with the digital files and ingests the 

objects into our institutional repository. The Preservation Officer re-inspects the physical object and 

then brings it back to its proper place in storage. 

Applying Best Practices 

Digital and physical collections work adheres to different standards and best practices that can cause 
pain points when digitizing and sharing collections online. Because employees with varying skills and 

knowledge sets are often spread across multiple teams in an institution, each of which has a different 

MF<=JKL9F<AF? G> L@=AJ >A=D<ӐK :=KL HJ9;LA;=KӅ 9F< G>L=F 9 <A>>=J=FL D=N=D G> 9ML@GJALQ GN=J ;GDD=;LAGF
development, developing successful digital collections can be challenging. Mitigating pain points 
through collaborative policymaking enables collections staff to think through problems together and 
create long-term solutions instead of responding to problems as they arise. Together the DGC figured 

out how to make this process efficient for each party, and how best practices are translated throughout 

the overall workflow. Issues that may have arisen further down the line are better anticipated during 
planning, and cross-disciplinary issues that arise during project completion can be easily resolved. One 

instance of this is the differences in descriptive best practices between archival objects (typically at 
folder-level) and institutional repository objects (item-level) which was presented at a DGC meeting 
during early stages of workflow development. Through our conversations, we concluded that it was 

infeasible for archivists to provide item-level description and for the Digital Collections Manager to add 
objects to our repository without descriptive information. This best practice discrepancy led to several 
conversations where committee members worked through different metadata scenarios and created 

solutions for each that would be applied later on during the digitization process. Front loading the 
intellectual labor of planning will save time later during the ingest process and lead to fewer instances 
of rushed problem solving as unforeseen descriptive anomalies present themselves during collection 

processing, digitizing, and ingesLAF?ӄ 'L 9DKG E=9FK L@9L KL9>> LMJFGN=J OGFӐL @9DL GMJ OGJC>DGOK :=;9MK=

a new employee can be on-boarded by DGC members with our sustainable set of governing policies. 
 
Best practices for digital imaging also benefit from committee discussion, instead of being performed 

ad-hoc by individual library departments looking to make digital surrogates of their physical materials. 
Contemporary cultural heritage digitization has expanded beyond flatbed scanning and now requires 

an in-depth knowledge of advanced photography, imaging science, and industry-wide quality 

standards, like those set by the Federal Agencies Digital Guidelines Initiative (Still Image Working Group 
2016). The policies created by the DGC, ensure consistency in collections imaging across departments 
and projects. Projects in our digitization lab come from Special Collections, University Archives, and 

local partner institutions. We photograph all collections objects at the same measured quality, using 

imaging targets and analysis software to check how faithful our digital surrogates are to their physical 
;GMFL=JH9JLKӅ 9K O=DD 9K ;@=;C L@= AE9?=KӐ IM9DALQ GN=J LAE= <MJAF? GF?GAF? <A?AL9D HJ=K=JN9LAGF OGJCӄ
Using these standards allows us to meet our stakeholder needs by providing researchers with 

consistent high-quality images. It also expands the potential for archival discovery of our collections, 
by meeting quality standards for inclusion in national and international consortiums such as the Digital 
Public Library of America (DPLA) and the HathiTrust Digital Library. Our full-time Digitization Technician 

has the expertise required to meet these highly technical standards, and as a permanent staff member, 
can engage in professional development related to cultural heritage imaging, ensuring our work 

continues to meet stakeholder needs and is in line with that of our peer institutions. 
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Interoperability 

The compatibility of computer systems, software, and programs to accurately work in tandem is an 

ongoing challenge for most libraries. A systems administrator who thinks holistically about how 
systems/people interact can mitigate many hindrances to interoperability, but we argue that 
interoperability is also reliant on transparent communication, mutual respect, an understanding of the 

larger workflow, and effective collaboration. In 2011, the EU funded project DL.org (Digital Library 
Interoperability, Best Practices and Modelling Foundations) convened a working group to identify and 
investigate interoperability challenges as they relate to digital libraries and collections work. The 

working group expanded beyond systems interoperability to include library policy on an organizational 
9F< K=E9FLA; D=N=Dӆ ӑ2@AK CAF< G> AFL=JGH=J9:ADALQ L9C=K HD9;= 9L 9 @A?@ ӦGJ?9FAR9LAGF9Dӧ D=N=DӅ 9F< AL AK
then instantiated at a process level - whether those processes are being handled by human or machine. 
In terms of standards, policy interoperability is a step beyond policy standardization and is crucial to 

achieve useful interoperability between real-world digital librariesӒ Ӧ'FFG;=FLA =L 9Dӄ ҐҎҏҏӧӄ 2@GM?@ L@AK
example addresses interoperability among different institutions and libraries, the same methods can 

be applied to achieving interoperability among departments within one institution. Ensuring 

interoperability requires knowledge sharing and comprehension of workflows that are adjacent to any 
GF= H=JKGFӐK <MLA=K AF ;GDD=;LAGF KL=O9J<K@AHӄ DD G> L@=K= HJGNA<= 9 ;GDD9:GJ9LAN= F=LOGJC O@=J=Ӆ
ideally, all parties are consulted about benefits and pitfalls of various computer software and systems 

before those systems are purchased and implemented, as well as after they have been put into use. 

There is no one system that works best for all collection management and stewardship functions, but 
group problem-solving can go a long O9Q AF =FKMJAF? L@9L =9;@ H=JKGF Ӭ <=H9JLE=FLӐK F==<K 9J= E=Lӄ  

 
Systems are also not effective without someone to manage and maintain both the system itself and the 
local content present within the system. Most institutions have a combination of vendor supported and 
open source systems. While vendored solutions may outsource some of the ongoing labor associated 

with these systems, library administrators must still identify a staff representative who is tasked with 
internal problem solving and maintaining the vendor relationship. A staff representative is also vital to 
internally maintain open source systems that require technical updates and engagement with the 

KQKL=EӐK GH=F KGMJ;= ;GEEMFALQӄ ,9LMJ9DDQӅ L@AK H=JKGF AK O=DD N=JK=< AF L@=AJ <=H9JLE=FLӐK GJ
individual use and function of the system, but may not be entirely aware of malfunctions or deficits that 
affect adjacent workflows and overall collection stewardship. Boutique software and library systems 

are designed to fulfill a functional need, and not necessarily to work seamlessly with other software and 
systems (Foulonneau et al. 2008). Implementation of these systems happens almost solely within 
library administration and tech departments, while integration is left to collections stewards to 

troubleshoot as problems arise. During our conversations about discrepancies in descriptive best 
practices, DGC members identified that if the committee had been more involved in the selection and 
implementation of ArchivesSpace, we could have connected our finding aids to objects in the 

repository, perhaps eliminating the need to translate metadata from one standard to the other. 

Integration would also have impacted our metadata preparation and ingest workflows, by harvesting 
the work already done by our archivist, instead of our metadata librarian having to extract, transform, 
and ingest metadata into our repository system. A lack of advance consideration of these differing 

practices requires quick fixes that in the long run cost the library more money and staff time. So, even 

though the space held by monthly DGC meetings formalizes and legitimizes all functions of digitization 
through ongoing collaborative policymaking and group problem-KGDNAF?Ӈ AL <G=KFӐL >MDDQ ;DGK= L@= ?9HK

caused by departmental disconnect. 
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The Digital Collections Manager initially convened the DGC as a space for drafting and maintaining 
intradepartmental workflows. With our core policies now in place, DGC members will now expand the 

committee scope beyond policy governance. We have recently had GF= G> )1*ӐK <A?AL9D K;@GD9JK@AH

DA:J9JA9FKӅ O@G 9DKG D=9<K L@= DA:J9JQӐK AFKLJM;LAGF HJG?J9EӅ BGAF GMJ ;GEEALL==ӄ 5AL@ L@=AJ =PH=JLAK=
added to the established digitization workflows, the committee can begin brainstorming how we might 

integrate digitized collections into the classroom. The addition of other KSL staff not directly involved 
in the digitization workflow enables us to think about our work in different ways. For example, how 
might instruction needs impact the way we photograph and describe objects? Can we tweak aspects of 
our workflows to better serve librarians doing reference or interlibrary loan work? We plan to continue 

efforts around interoperability by engaging our colleagues, thinking about systems holistically, 
integrating currently disparate systems, and continuing to collaborate and address new and emerging 
issues as they arise.  

Resources 

Collaborations in libraries are often hindered by autonomous management of departments, 
inequitable allocation of resources, and a hierarchical staffing structure. All lead to disproportionate 

notions of the value of positions and work (chief among them, the damaging distinction between core 
and support roles), feelings of resentment, defensive communication practices, and low morale. 
Findings from a recent study examining dissatisfaction of digital stewards, introduced in a 2012 

National Digital Stewardship Alliance (NDSA) survey, and again in a 2017 follow-up survey indicate lack 
of long-term planning and allocation of resources, lack of policy and decision-making authority, and 
lack of long-term commitment from leadership to be among the primary causes of stalled progress in 

digital initiatives and low staff morale (Blumenthal et al. 2020). While the formation of a larger, 
intradepartmental committee, such as DGC, addresses some of these concerns, all efforts require 
administrative support and advocacy to succeed. 

 

The OCLC report mentioned earlier addressed the need to evaluate the total cost of collection 
acquisitions and management: ӑ5@AD= O= 9J= 9;;MKLGE=< LG L@AFCAF? G> 9F 9FFM9D ;GDD=;LAF? :M<?=L 9K
a constraint on collecting, we are not as accustomed to thinking about our capacity to steward as a 

;GFKLJ9AFLӒ Ӧ5=:=J =L 9Dӄ ҐҎҐҏӧӄ 2@AK J=IMAJ=K 9<GHLAF? 9 E9F9?=E=FL model that moves away from an 
over reliance on term labor to perform a wide range of duties and towards one that invests in long-term 

professional development and sustainable full-time positions with a wide range of responsibilities. In 

2016, four term employees, each from a different institution, presented the discrepancies between the 
projects they were hired to do, and the variety of tasks they ended up performing (Davis et al. 2016). 
Each presenter was hired to process or catalog a specific collection at their respective institutions, and 

all of them ended up filling larger digital collections labor gaps including digitization, metadata 

application, and repository management. Within this model that relies on soft money and temporary 
labor for operational work, progress is measured by short project timelines, grant deadlines, and fiscal 
year endings (Blumenthal et al. 2020). In other words, progress is measured by the presence (or 

absence) of resources over a short period of time, rather than the work completed over a long period of 
time. The additional tasks as assigned and outlined by each of the presenters are the catchall for the 
human element of staffing, too often under considered in planning for term projects: life emergencies 

that need tending to, staff turnover in favor of full-time positions elsewhere, and burnout from having 
to meet short deadlines with minimal resources. Acquiring resume building skills adjacent to the job 

one was hired for can be a good thing, but only when it is supported with adequate resources and 

guidance from colleagues.  
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In addition to offsetting operational costs, serendipitous donations, short-term grants, and other 
sources of soft money can free up the budget for professional development, but often only for those in 

the awarded department, allowing them to skill up at a faster rate than their colleagues. Those whose 

work is perceived as support, such as staff responsible for metadata creation and digital imaging, as 
well as staff who work to enable additional access, exposure, and care for collections are left out of 

consideration when these resources are obtained and distributed. Of the most sought after professional 
development resources Ӝ which allow workers to network, have access to continuing education, and 
enjoy opportunities for knowledge-share outside of their immediate institutional circles Ӝ are 
institutional memberships to professional associations. The memberships library administrators 

choose to pay for will be prioritized by the impact factor on both the institution and the number of staff 
it can serve. The lack of investment in full-time digital collections staff also means a lack of investment 
in associations that would benefit such staff. For example, administrators may fund institutional 

memberships to the Society of American Archivists (SAA) and the American Library Association (ALA), 
but not to the Digital Library Federation (DLF). This oversight prioritizes public facing positions 

perceived as core library functions, while denying others equal access to professional associations 

J=D=N9FL LG L@=AJ OGJC >MF;LAGFK 9F< L@=AJ J=<M;=< KL9LMK 9K KMHHGJL KL9>>ӄ 'LӐK L=EHLAF? LG ;G<A>Q
resources as primarily financial, but positive staff morale Ӝ achieved by sustainable long-term project 
planning, equitable hiring practices, competitive compensation packages, and increased recognition 

of all collection stewardship work Ӝ is the most important resource a library can cultivate for long-term 
success.  

Conclusion 

Valuing all labor as a core function can help to establish a shared stewardship model for archival 
collections. We recommend slowing down in order to think through and create long-term sustainable 
policies that allow for increased discovery and access of archival materials while simultaneously 

creating a more equitable work environment for those who make access possible. There is a precedent 
in the delivery of archival resources of rushing to apply band-aid solutions in order to meet stakeholder 
needs. By hiding the realities of our labor, we are setting unrealistic expectations for researchers and 
library administrators. Being transparent about the work that goes into a research request is a positive 

action that will set a realistic standard for stakeholders regarding the time, expertise, and other 

resources it requires to meet their needs.  
 

In the best case scenarios, valuing digital collections labor means hiring full-time digital collections staff 
with access to professional development and career growth opportunities. We recognize however, that 
many institutions do not have the necessary support to create full-time positions. In this scenario, we 

encourage library administrators to think creatively about how the available labor in your given 

institution is organized and valued. Increased open communication helps to prioritize the people doing 
the work and in turn the work being done, further empowering staff to apply group problem-solving 

skills to stewardship, no matter how small that group may be. Involvement of staff at all levels partially 
dismantles the hierarchy of top-down decision-making prevalent in cultural heritage institutions, but it 
does not negate the need for administrative buy-in and support for long-term stewardship. The 
"A?ALAR9LAGF %GN=JF9F;= !GEEALL== HMJHGK=DQ AF;DM<=K E9F9?=JK 9F< 9<EAFAKLJ9LGJK O@G <GFӐL

directly participate in the digital collections workflow, so that they in turn can advocate for sustainable 
funding and staffing for all collections work.  
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2@= ;GEEALL==ӐK KM;;=KK OAL@AF GMJ DA:J9JQ AK 9 KL=H LGO9J<K <=>AFAF? 9DD D9:GJ 9K ;GJ= D9:GJӅ 9F<
redefining what project success looks like. It isn't so much that the completion of a single digitized 

collection is the E=LJA; >GJ KM;;=KKӅ :ML J9L@=J L@= 9:ADALQ LG 9HHDQ L@9L HJGB=;LӐK OGJC>DGO LG >MLMJ=

projects. Rather than creating policies and workflows for one digitization project, the work we continue 
to do as a group holds greater value as a foundation for a digitization program, to be applied to many 

collections. Our sustainable policies save library administrators from spending their limited resources 
on short-term solutions and redundant labor, while honoring the skilled labor needed to make archival 
discovery and delivery possible. 
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Facilitating Seamless Access Through Collaborative 

Workflows, Advocacy, and Communication 

Martha Anderson, Max Eckard, Melanie Griffin, Emiko Hastings, Deb 

Kulczak, Chris Powell, Olga Virakhovskaya, Caitlin Wells1, and Katrina 

Windon 

Abstract: Intra-institutional collaboration is often a prerequisite to meeting the access needs of users 

of archives. This paper discusses two different approaches to collaboration at the University of Michigan 
and the University of Arkansas Libraries, both of which are shaped by organizational structure, staffing, 

and existing processes and technical choices. Common challenges facing our shared desire to provide 

a seamless access experience for our users are articulated, among them a tangle of poorly integrated 
systems, the use of temporary or term-limited staff, and the fragility of collaborative relations when 
they are largely based on time-bound technology projects or personal relationships rather than 

organizational structure. Generalizable solutions for approaches to both technology projects and 
services more generally are suggested for fostering ongoing collaboration within institutions while 

preserving the separate identities of individual units within them. 

Introduction 

Intra-institutional collaboration is often a prerequisite to meeting the access needs of users of archives. 
Yet substantial barriers to collaboration and seamless access Ӝ be they resource-based, 

communication, standards-based, technical, or administrative Ӝ abound.  
 
Institutional contexts can often feel unique, and internal divisions may feel distinct, even siloed, to 

those working within them, but to external stakeholders, they may all be construed as a single entity or 
confused with each other. Additionally, practitioners may have only a small window into the work of 

their colleagues, focused at the point that their collaborative work overlaps, and may be unaware of 
other commitments and projects occurring simultaneously. 

 
This paper discusses two different approaches to such collaboration. One focuses on interactions 
among administratively separate archival repositories and an operationally separate Library 

Information Technology division at the University of Michigan, the other on interactions between a 

single archival repository and other functional units at the University of Arkansas Libraries. In both 
cases, a variety of platforms and descriptive practices provide information and access to users. 

 
1 Caitlin Wells left the University of Michigan Library midway through the Lighting the Way Working Meeting, and 

it is possible the Special Collections Research Center is not completely represented in the University of Michigan 
case study. 
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However, behind the scenes, the work of staff is mediated by an even larger ecosystem of systems and 
technology, and the continual maintenance they require. In discussing each institutional context in 

detail, we look to articulate common challenges, but more importantly to suggest generalizable 

solutions for fostering ongoing collaboration within institutions. 

Case Study: University of Michigan 

Background 

The University of Michigan (U-M) case study group includes representatives of three administratively 
separate archives: Bentley Historical Library, Special Collections Research Center, and the William L. 

Clements Library, and documents their interactions with the U-M Library Information Technology (LIT) 
division to share archival collections and their metadata across and through various discovery and 
delivery platforms. 

 
Special Collections and LIT are both administratively part of the U-M Library; Bentley and Clements are 
separate libraries on campus. All three archives, however, rely on several services provided by LIT, who 

manage, design, develop, and maintain the technology environment for the U-M Library. This includes 
working with libraries, archives, museums, and academic departments across campus, as well as other 
academic institutions within the state of Michigan. 

 

While all involved aspire to facilitate seamless access through collaborative workflows, advocacy, and 
communication, the separate institutional approaches to description and digitization, shaped by 
different collections and institutional histories, have often made collaboration challenging. Disparate 

levels of technical expertise, staffing, and financial resources, as well as separate administrative 

structures, contribute to the situation. 

Archival Institutions 

Bentley promotes the study of the State of Michigan and the University of Michigan. Its holdings fall 
mainly in the 19th-ҐҏKL ;=FLMJQӅ OAL@ KLJ=F?L@K AF L@= KL9L=ӐK HGDALA;9D 9F< KG;A9D @AKLGJQӅ @AKLGJQ G> L@=

U-+Ӆ 9F< 9J;@AL=;LMJ=ӄ 1H=;A9D !GDD=;LAGFKӐ E9L=JA9DK 9J= :JG9<=J AF K;GH=Ӆ 9F< AF;DM<= J9<A;9D HGDALA;9D

and social movements, transportation history, culinary studies, filmmaking, and post-Beat poetry. In 
addition to archival material, Special Collections also houses the U-+ *A:J9JQӐK J9J= :GGCK 9F< KH=;A9D
collections. Materials collected range from medieval manuscripts to 21st century born-digital material. 

Clements collects primary source materials related to the Americas, with strengths in 18th and 19th 
century American history. Materials include rare books, manuscripts, maps, prints and photographs.  

 

These differences in archival collecting scopes, of both time periods and formats, impact choices made 
in the creation of metadata and the delivery of digitized archival materials, extending to the use of 
software and workflows, as well as access restrictions to online collections. For example, since 
!D=E=FLKӐ @GD<AF?K AF;DM<= J9J= :GGCK 9F< J=D9LAN=DQ KE9DD E9FMK;JAHL ;GDD=;LAGFKӅ <=K;JAHLAGF AK

generally quite granular; for Bentley and Special Collections, whose collections can range in size from 
single folders to hundreds of linear feet or terabytes of data, the level of aggregation for description is 
more variable. 

 

https://bentley.umich.edu/
https://www.lib.umich.edu/locations-and-hours/special-collections-research-center
https://clements.umich.edu/
https://clements.umich.edu/
https://www.lib.umich.edu/about-us/our-divisions-and-departments/library-information-technology
https://www.lib.umich.edu/about-us/our-divisions-and-departments/library-information-technology
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All three archives are engaged in digitization of their collections, though differences in the nature of 
collections, formats, and priorities reflect on institutional staffing and workflows. Bentley increasingly 

digitizes their physical records, including A/V material, via both in-house and vended digitization, and 

regularly curates born-digital and web archives (archived websites, YouTube channels, archived social 
media, etc.). Special Collections has also started to collect a wider range of born-digital material in 

addition to more traditional print and A/V. The unit currently digitizes A/V material through an outside 
vendor for access purposes and has recently resumed the process of digitizing print material. Clements 
collects traditional paper formats and digitizes selected collections in-house.  
 

Due to the more contemporary nature of its holdings, a significant number of Bentley collections have 
access, copyright, and duplication restrictions, according to individual donor gift agreements, official 
U-M records policies, state and federal laws, and internal policies. In some cases, duplication is 

prohibited. Access to digital materials can be limited to authenticated members of the U-M campus 
community or those physically present in the Bentley reading room. Special Collections materials may 

also have restrictions based on copyright and donor gift agreements. Duplication of material may also 

be restricted based on staff time and condition of the material. Most Clements collections are in the 
public domain and do not have access restrictions; some 20th century archival collections may have 
copyright restrictions, but in general this does not restrict duplication and delivery. 

*'2ӐK !=FLJ9D 0GD= AF .JGNA<AF? ;;=KK 

LIT leads or is a key partner in most of the U-+ *A:J9JQӐK L=;@FGDG?Q AFALA9LAN=Kӄ 2@AK AF;DM<=K E9FQ G>
the software applications and technology platforms used by the three archives, both behind the scenes 

and for online delivery of finding aids and digitized collections to researchers. All three archival units 
contribute records to the U-M ILS called Library Search, maintained by LIT, which is currently in the 
process of migrating to Alma.  

 

Access to born-digital and digitized materials and finding aids is provided through DLXS, the software 
platform LIT developed in the early 2000s. Initially designed and built for access to continuous tone art 
images and scanned books from U-M Library's collection, it has been expanded and adapted over the 

years to deliver finding aids, digitized archival materials organized in folders, and some multimedia as 
well. The Bentley, Special Collections, and Clements finding aids have a shared origin point derived 

from the Bentley original templates. The common genesis of these EAD profiles makes it possible for 

the DLXS finding aids component to host three separate EAD collections with shared functionality and 
architecture and only minimal differences in appearance.  
 

Despite their common origin, a variety of methods are used to produce EAD across the three 

repositories. Bentley staff have developed a custom EAD exporter for their ArchivesSpace instance to 
>9;ADAL9L= # " <=DAN=JQ LG *'2ӄ K 1H=;A9D !GDD=;LAGFKӐ J;@AN=K1H9;= AFKL9F;= @9K FGL :==F ;MKLGEAR=<Ӆ
minor edits to support desired DLXS interface functionality are done in Oxygen after EAD is exported 

from ArchivesSpace. Clements uses ArchivesSpace only for accessioning; finding aids are written in 
Microsoft Word and converted to XML format using Word macros originally developed by the Bentley. 
The resulting EAD files are edited in XMetaL to clean up any conversion errors. LIT hosts three separate 

instances of ArchivesSpace to accommodate the three archives' differences in customization and use 
of the system, particularly when it comes to publishing workflows.  
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Over time, each of the archival units have requested interface changes for their individual finding aids 
and digital collections interfaces, and the behavior of various collections has been modified by LIT to 

search and display unique metadata for the digitized archival materials. Aeon requesting has been 

separately integrated with DLXS for all three archives, initially with a shared user database hosted by 
LIT. However, Bentley is now hosting its own server and Special Collections and Clements are moving 

to separate cloud-hosted servers outside of LIT. 
 
LIT also hosts Deep Blue Documents, U-M's institutional repository, and Dark Blue, dark repository that 
provides long-term storage for preservation versions of digitized A/V material and medium-term 

storage for forensic images/file transfers of born-digital archival accessions. Bentley and Special 
Collections make use of these repositories for born-digital textual materials and web archives as well 
as A/V material. 

Staffing Differences 

Description and digitization of archival collections at Bentley occurs within a specialized curation team 
that takes a format-neutral approach to collections processing, management, digitization, and access. 

This is a large team of 10-12 members. This approach allows Bentley to operate relatively 
independently and support a variety of approaches to digitization, both in-house and vended, project-
based and on-demand. A critical component of processing and description and sometimes digitization 

is the use of term-limited Project Archivists that serve term-limited positions of two years. Students also 
help with a variety of projects that complement all curation processes.  
 

Special Collections has a much smaller staff; there is one Collection Services Librarian who oversees 
books as well as archives, and one Processing Archivist. As a result, it relies on student workers and 
other term positions, which means there is a significant amount of staff turnover. In-house digitization 

capacity is limited and largely focused on filling patron requests.  

 
Clements has four curatorial divisions for Books, Manuscripts, Maps, and Graphics. Both Manuscripts 
and Graphics Divisions have a curator who accessions and oversees the creation of EAD finding aids and 

MARC records for their respective archival materials, with the assistance of other library staff, student 
workers, and volunteers. The Digital Projects Librarian, with one Digitization Technician, is responsible 

for the digitization of materials from all four divisions.  

Current Points of Coordination 

On an individual level, staff at the three archival institutions and LIT have multiple points of 
coordination and collaboration. These connections have been invaluable for the resolution of specific 

issues in daily operations, including collection development and management, cataloging, finding aids 
maintenance, and reference and teaching. However, these ties rely on personal connections and 
institutional memory, which can be easily lost with staff turnover.  

 
The three institutions occasionally coordinate on collection development, either referring potential 

donors to one of the other repositories or transferring materials when they are a better fit for another 
institution. Special Collections and Clements have sometimes made joint purchases or traded materials 

for long-term loan.  
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All three archival units have collaborated with LIT in various aspects of software assessment and design, 
primarily around DLXS, but most recently in an investigation of ArcLight and in planning for moving 

digital collections from DLXS to a new digital repository and access interface. In addition, Bentley, 

Special Collections, and Clements members have served on a variety of U-M Library committees or 
served as liaisons on library technology investigation or implementation projects.  

Barriers and Challenges 

Among the three archival institutions, there is a strong desire to retain local practices that benefit the 

unique collections and needs of each unit. Despite the common origin of their EAD creation, the 

institutions have historically been wary of collaboration if it means sacrificing autonomy or giving up 
locally customized solutions in favor of one-size-fits-all standardization. A solution that works for one 
unit may not work for another without substantial modification, and the differing policies and priorities 
of each unit have occasionally made it easier to move ahead separately rather than take the time 

required to find common ground. With finite time or internal priorities that require action, one 

institution may feel presKMJ=< LG ӑ?G AL 9DGF=Ӓ AF GJ<=J LG ?=L 9 OGJC9:D= KGDMLAGF ;GEHD=L=< AF 9 LAE=DQ
manner. In other cases, a shared solution becomes unsustainable when institutions end up going in 

different directions. 
 
Collaboration is also challenged by the disparate levels of technical expertise, staffing, and financial 

resources of each unit. Clements and Special Collections have less in-house technical expertise and rely 
almost exclusively on LIT to provide technical support. Bentley has more technical expertise, but that 
sometimes results in an expectation that they will figure out the solution and create a process for 

everyone else to follow. Differences in in-house technical expertise and financial resources can make it 
hard to align on what kinds of software or support are needed or possible. Meanwhile, LIT 
understandably does not want to support multiple systems or separate modifications for each partner, 

which make maintenance and migration to new finding aid and digital collections platforms more 

difficult. Staff turnover and limited staff capacity also play into this, as it can be especially difficult to 
find time to collaborate when institutions are already stretched thin and understaffed. 
 

From the LIT perspective, challenges arise in attempting to support the differences in configuration and 
use of platforms like Aeon and ArchivesSpace when the archival units cannot come to consensus on 

standard use and display, as is required for the shared Library Search catalog used by all three 

institutions. Moving off of an aging but essential platform like DLXS is challenging, with so much content 
and so many customizations for the various digital collections (archival or not) over the years. 
 

Institutional differences are exacerbated by an overall culture of decentralization at the university that 

in some ways de-incentivizes collaboration. With separate administration and budgets for LIT, Bentley, 
Special Collections, and Clements, it is sometimes unclear how cost-sharing is supposed to work, or 
whether the administrative priorities of one unit align with the others. Shared projects are often done 

on an ad hoc basis, with no official memorandum of understanding between the different parties; this 
lack of formal agreements endangers grassroot collaborations that remain fragile. The repositories 
benefit greatly from the free resources and expertise provided by LIT, but do not want to exceed the 

unspoken boundaries of the partnership by asking for more than is reasonable; that said, learning what 
AK ӑJ=9KGF9:D=Ӓ @9K 9DKG L9C=F LAE=ӄ 
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Impact on Staff and Users 

All of this has negative impacts on staff. There are inefficiencies in maintaining parallel systems, and 

lack of collaboration means that there are few opportunities to learn from or benefit from others' 
experiences. The use of temporary labor for essential operations contributes to this problem. Having 
dedicated permanent staff preserves and deepens the institutional knowledge that is so essential for 

cross-institutional collaboration, while frequent turnover undermines the accumulation of knowledge. 
In addition, constant re-hiring and re-training occupies a lot of the permanent staff members' time, 
whose remaining energy is concentrated on meeting the basic primary job responsibilities within their 

units.  
 
While the use of the same finding aids platform, digital collections, and Aeon request software results 
in a consistent and familiar user experience for researchers at each of the three institutions, it also 

causes confusion. The archives share the Library Search catalog, but have three separate finding aids 
sites and separate digital collections that are not easily cross-searchable. In addition, researchers must 

J=?AKL=J OAL@ =9;@ DA:J9JQӐK =GF KQKL=E K=H9J9L=DQ 9F< F9vigate different library hours and reading 

room policies. People who are doing research on a topic where very similar material is held in multiple 
archives therefore need to request from and visit multiple archives. This has been confusing for users 
and often requires in-person remediation.  

 

This confusion is not caused by technology alone. Anecdotally, researchers and donors often confuse 
the collecting scopes of all three archives and sometimes arrive in person at the wrong one. The current 

finding aids platform unintentionally strengthens the confusion, because of the similar but siloed user 
experiences. A future shared finding aids platform, possibly ArcLight, will make it easier for users to find 
all the collections and search across them, but may not resolve confusion about the separate identities 
of the institutions. 

Future Directions 

As outlined above, Bentley, Special Collections, and Clements significantly differ in collections scope 
and size; staff size, structure, and specialization; and application of technology. However, as we were 

working on this article, we found important similarities and common challenges that make 

coordination not only feasible but important. Finding points of coordination while preserving our 
separate identities could help researchers have a more seamless archival experience at U-M.  

 
-MJ *A?@LAF? L@= 59Q =PH=JA=F;= O9K 9 ?J=9L 9F< J9J= GHHGJLMFALQ LG ӑ;GEH9J= FGL=KӅӒ =N=F L@GM?@
O=ӐN= CFGOF =9;@ GL@=J >GJ Q=9JKӅ 9F< =N=F G;;9KAGF9DDQ K=JN=< GF L@= K9E= ;GEEALL==Kӄ $MLMJ=

possibilities include (but are not limited to) establishing regular opportunities for discussions, learning 

more about each other, and sharing best practices and expertise. These discussions can and should go 
beyond use of technology, procedures, and workflows to encompass the issues of equitable 

representation and access, inclusive collecting and description, diversifying our staff, and more. We can 
also benefit from communicating institutional priorities for each unit, so that others can better 
understand the context for potential collaborations.  
 

Taking advantage of U-+ *A:J9JQӐK AEHD=E=FL9LAGF G> DE9 AF KMEE=J ҐҎҐҏ AK 9 DG?A;9D HGAFL G>

cooperation, as all three institutions contribute to the shared U-M Library ILS, Library Search. It will be 
important to advocate for the needs of the three archival institutions within the larger library catalog. 
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U-+ *A:J9JQӐK =PHDGJ9LAGF G> L=;@FGDG?Q 9F< K=JNA;=K LG KMHHGJL 9 F=O "A?AL9D !GDD=;LAGFK .D9L>GJE LG
replace DLXS also represents a needed point of collaboration.  

Case Study: University of Arkansas 

Background 

The University of Arkansas Special Collections was formed in 1967, with a mission to promote research 

and scholarship of the history, culture, and people of Arkansas and the Ozarks. Since that beginning, it 
has grown to a staff of 14 and a roster of collections and researchers that stretch far beyond state and 
regional borders. As our researcher base has expanded and diversified, so too has the need for archival 

description that can reach them where they are. 
 
DL@GM?@ AL K=JN=K 9K L@= H@QKA;9D 9F< AFL=DD=;LM9D @GE= G> L@= 3FAN=JKALQӐK 9J;@AN9D ;GDD=;LAGFKӅ 1H=;A9D

Collections is far from alone in working to promote those collections to researchers, and it relies heavily 
on the expertise of other units within the Libraries. While nearly all Libraries staff share in this work to 
some degree, we focus here on the three partner units that engage most regularly in work to provide 

access to archival collections: Content Services (formerly Technical Services), which catalogs rare 
:GGCK 9F< HM:DAK@=< JC9FKA9F9Ӆ AF?=KLK + 0! J=;GJ<K AFLG L@= *A:J9JA=KӐ '*1 9F< -!*!Ӆ 9F< HJGNA<=K
metadata for digital projects; Digital Services, which manages all digital exhibits, as well as patron 

requests for digitization of print maL=JA9DKӇ 9F< 5=: 1=JNA;=KӅ O@A;@ E9AFL9AFK L@= *A:J9JA=KӐ O=:

presence, and provides support in integrating different access platforms and tools into a unified whole.  
These partner units have varying staffing levels and have wide-ranging responsibilities beyond their 
commitments to Special Collections. The Content Services Department has had a dedicated Special 

Collections MARC cataloging unit since the 1990s. Consisting of one cataloging librarian and one 

cataloging assistant for much of this time, the unit loosely coordinated its work with the Special 
Collections Department until 2017, when the two departments began meeting regularly to discuss 

upcoming projects and set priorities in tandem. At that same time, other Content Services staff working 
with Special Collections materialsӜother catalogers and staff from serials and preservationӜalso 
joined these meetings. In this way, collaboration was increased, even though only one Content Services 

staff member catalogs full time for Special Collections.  

 
The collaboration between Special Collections and Content Services on digital projects is similarly 
longstanding. While the earliest digital projects were solo Special Collections efforts, beginning in 2011 

they became joint projects, with archivists (the subject experts) and catalogers both determining the 
metadata elements to be used and supplying descriptive metadata, while catalogers provided 

;GFLJGDD=< NG;9:MD9JQ 9F< GN=J9DD IM9DALQ ;GFLJGDӄ 2@= *A:J9JA=KӐ 9HHDA;9LAGF HJG>AD=ӜL@= ӑ!-,2#,2<E

!GGC:GGCӒ Ӧ3FAN=rsity of Arkansas Libraries, 2021) Ӝwas also drafted by Content Services and Special 
Collections working together. Over the years, the number of Content Services personnel contributing 
to digital projects has grown from one dedicated cataloger to a group of catalogers and support staff 

working under the direction of the department head. When the Digital Services Department was created 
in 2015, we adopted a true team approach to digital projects, with representatives from each 

department serving on every project team. Additionally, the heads of the three departments or their 

representatives meet monthly to talk about priorities and project timelines.  
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In addition to work on digital projects, Digital Services provides crucial research support by imaging 
and processing Special Collections researcher digitization requests. It also serves other units on 

campus. Roughly fifty percent of its staff is funded by grants and crowdfunding, so externally funded 

projects take priority. The unit takes a team-based approach to its work. For a small-scale, one-time 
request, a team member from Digital Services with the necessary expertise for that project is assigned 

to the task. For large-scale digital projects, the entire team of about eleven workers is assigned to the 
project until completion. Digital Services has found this approach very successful in delivering digital 
requests in a timely manner. In addition, the team-based approach provides workers with greater 
flexibility and a more diverse work experience.  

 
The Web Services Department, in addition to maintaining various websites, oversees our ILS and 
customizes interfaces for CONTENTdm, QuickSearch (Summon), Aeon, and ArchivesSpace. 

Responsibilities are generally distributed between two Web Services personnel, without one person 
being assigned exclusively to Special Collections projects. 

Processes 

These different units have, in accordance with their different cultures and missions, evolved somewhat 
different approaches to planning and overall workflows. Some aspects of Special Collections work, for 
instance, are heavily driven by an annual planning cycle even as other work of the unit is less predictable 

and driven by donor and researcher demands. Some units, such as Web Services and Digital Services, 
tend to be more project management-driven. These different approaches to workflows and scheduling 
are rife with potential for misunderstandings and frustration when coordinating and scheduling 

projects among units, which makes frequent communication and shared planning key.  

Philosophies 

Beyond different approaches to structuring work, these units also have different understandings of the 

best ways to structure and present information. While most University of Arkansas Libraries faculty 
have some shared educational background Ӝ an ALA-9;;J=<AL=< E9KL=JӐK AK 9 LQHA;9D J=IMAJ=E=FL G>
faculty positions Ӝ best practices and standards in their specialized fields may vary widely, and these 
frameworks in turn shape how they conceive of projects, users, use cases, and description. 

 
Key to the principles of archival description is the idea of aggregate description Ӝ that, as DACS puts it, 
ӑӨ<ө=K;JAHLAGF G> L@= 9??J=?9L= AK ӄӄӄ 9F AF<AKH=FK9:D= ;GEHGF=FL G> =KL9:DAK@AF? ;GFL=PL 9F< EMKL :=

provided before proceeding with the deK;JAHLAGF G> ;GEHGF=FL H9JLKӒ ӦSAA TS-DACS 2021). On the other 
hand, key to the nature of digital collections is the fact that researchers often arrive at a digital object 
page without ever viewing the collection landing page or the finding aid for source collections. In many 

cases, an archival collection that has been fully processed is, when drawn upon for a digital collection, 
reprocessed in a sense as certain items are given new item-level description. Traditional cataloging 
generally falls somewhere in the middle of the archival focus on the aggregate and the digital collection 

focus on the item, with an emphasis on describing single, published items, but not usually at the level 
of an individual photograph or letter. In the interest of improving access to Special Collections 

materials, we have adopted a flexible approach to description. For instance, while we normally describe 
at the single item level for our CONTENTdm collections, a current project aims to digitize whole folders 

of archival material. We are treating these as aggregates Ӝ compound objects with the object level 
metadata largely taken from the ArchivesSpace finding aid. The page-level metadata reflects only the 
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information that is unique to an individual item, such as title, extent, and for photographs, subject 
terms. 

 

Similarly, practitioners may have different metadata standards that feel more natural or appropriate to 
them, from EAD for archival collections to MARC for catalog records to Dublin Core (DC) for digital 

collections. Mapping between these standards is always a compromise and necessitates privileging the 
structure of the target standard. For traditional cataloging, RDA and MARC are the norm, while Special 
Collections archivists use DACS and EAD for most of their descriptive work. Our digital projects in 
CONTENTdm combine DC metadata with descriptive principles derived from RDA, DACS, and various 

DC best practices guides.  

Software and Systems 

Like many Libraries, the University of Arkansas Libraries has found itself increasingly enmeshed in a 

variety of technological systems and solutions. These systems now provide the core infrastructure for 

our archival description and discovery, and indeed increasingly shape the decisions we make about 
how we describe, promote, and provide access to collections.  

Aeon 

In August 2020, Special Collections implemented Aeon to manage researcher accounts and collection 

use. In our implementation, Aeon integrates with the ILS (Sierra), ArchivesSpace, Caiasoft, ILLiad, and 

CONTENTdm. All Libraries staff can have researcher accounts that allow for requesting collections 
materials, but currently only full-time Special Collections and Preservation staff have access to the staff 
client to process those requests. In addition to facilitating collection use at the individual level, Special 

Collections also uses the Aeon staff client to manage a variety of collaborative workflows, including 
interlibrary loan scanning requests, offsite storage retrieval requests, patron-driven digitization 

requests, and large-scale digital projects. Some of these workflows, including ILL and offsite storage 
requests, rely on APIs to facilitate communication between units and software systems. Others, most 

notably digitization workflows, require using email templates built into Aeon to communicate with 
partner units. 

ArchivesSpace  

Special Collections uses ArchivesSpace as its archival content management system. Accession records, 
resource records (finding aids), location information, and donor information are all stored within the 
staff client, and finding aids are displayed to the public through the public user interface. While data 

from ArchivesSpace feeds into Aeon (through the Aeon-ArchivesSpace client add-on); our off-site 

storage inventory management system, Caiasoft (through a workflow involving SQL queries and 

spreadsheet upload); Sierra (through MARC export); and, in some cases, CONTENTdm (when finding aid 

data is reused for digital object metadata), the information interchange is typically one-way and 
mediated by Special Collections, as the only personnel outside Special Collections to have 
ArchivesSpace client user accounts are Web Services staff. A pilot project is underway to add digital 

objects to resource records that reference digital objects in CONTENTdm, and plans are in place to 

implement the ArchivesSpace/Alma integration plugin with the Libraries complete their migration from 
Sierra to Alma in 2022. 
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Caiasoft  

!9A9KG>L AK L@= KLGJ9?= E9F9?=E=FL KQKL=E MK=< >GJ E9L=JA9DK 9L L@= *A:J9JA=KӐ G>>-site storage facility, 

LINX. It manages location information and circulation but is not the system of record for any item 

metadata. Archival metadata is derived from ArchivesSpace, and metadata for cataloged works is 
imported from Sierra. While Caiasoft is invisible to our end users, it provides tracking and support for 

the regular transfer of materials between facilities. All Special Collections staff have Caiasoft accounts, 
although for many functions, staff commonly interact with it through Aeon workflows rather than 
directly.  

CONTENTdm 

!-,2#,2<EӅ L@= *A:J9JA=KӐ <A?AL9D ;GDD=;LAGFK <AKHD9Q HD9L>GJEӅ HJGNA<=K 9;;=KK LG <A?ALAR=< J9J=
materials. Some of the services provided within the digital collections include access to digital files, 
robust metadata, full-text searching, downloading, and printing capabilities. 

Selected digital collections in CONTENTdm have an Aeon plugin enabled that facilitates direct 

requesting of high-resolution digital copies without requiring users to switch systems. Staff time is still 
required, however, to process the request, download a high-resolution scan, and deliver it to the 

researcher. 

Sierra/Summon 

The University Libraries implemented its Innovative Interfaces system ӛ currently Sierra ӛ in 1993. The 

catalog holds records for most of the books, serials, media, and manuscript collections housed in 
Special Collections (the latter with a link to the online finding aid). In 2016, the Libraries added a 
Summon discovery layer to the catalog, which can additionally integrate results from our CONTENTdm 

digital collections. In the current environment, it is not possible to pull in metadata directly from 
ArchivesSpace. 

Systems Access 

While the personnel in Special Collections, Digital Services, Content Services, and Web Services all have 

L@=AJ N9JAGMK ӑ@GE=Ӓ KQKL=EKӅ LG ;GDD9:GJ9L= =>>=;LAN=DQ L@=Q EMKL := >9EADA9J OAL@ L@= GL@=J KQKL=EK
9F< KL9F<9J<K AF HD9Qӄ +GKL A> FGL 9DD G> GMJ *A:J9JA=KӐ KQKL=EK >GDDGO L@= AF>GJE9LAGF K=;MJALQ HJAF;AHD=

that access should be limited to those who need it, and that permissions should, when possible, be 

specific to use cases. This limits risk of confidential information being shared inappropriately, or of 
records being edited or deleted inadvertently, but it can also create information asymmetries between 
personnel and units and support perceptions of gatekeeping. As important as the communication 

:=LO==F GMJ KQKL=EK AK L@= ;GEEMFA;9LAGF :=LO==F GMJ MFALKӐ H=JKGFF=D LG =FKMJ= K@9J=<
understanding of policies and platforms.  

How It All Fits Together 

Coordinating between all the people, processes, standards, styles, systems, and schedules is not 
seamless! Yet the more those seams show to the user, the more challenging the information discovery 
process is likely to be. Currently, the University of Arkansas Libraries are implementing a number of 

approaches to facilitate our interdepartmental collaborations.  
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API-driven coordination 

APIs facilitate a growing number of collaborative workflows between Special Collections and other 

units. Due to staffing constraints, the University of Arkansas only uses existing API integrations that 

either have been developed by the software creator or are openly available. A sampling of API-driven 
project management illustrates the scope of collaborative workflows possible: 

 
ǒ The ILLiad API allows Interlibrary Loan to send scanning requests to Aeon. Special Collections 

staff then process, fill, and send these requests to ILLiad via the Aeon staff client; 

ǒ The ArchivesSpace API enables an Aeon staff client add-on, which allows staff to search the 

ArchivesSpace staff interface for container location inside of the Aeon staff client; 

ǒ The CONTENTdm and Aeon APIs allow patrons to request access to either the physical object 
or staff-mediated high resolution scans directly from the Digital Collections discovery system; 

ǒ The Caiasoft and Aeon APIs allow Special Collections staff to send circulation requests to 
Caiasoft for retrieval from offsite storage and for offsite storage staff to fulfill the request in 
Caiasoft. 

The benefits of system-mediated collaborative workflows are numerous, including allowing staff to 

OGJC AF L@=AJ ӑ@GE=Ӓ KQKL=Eӄ 'F 9<<ALAGFӅ J=K=9J;@=JK ;9F AFL=J9;L OAL@ ;GDD=;LAGF E9L=JA9DK 9L L@= HGAFL
of discovery rather than having to navigate to a different interface. Despite the numerous benefits, there 

are also significant barriers to an API-driven collaborative approach. In the case of the University of 
Arkansas, we are limited by our reliance on existing scripts and limited capacity to modify those scripts. 
These limitations would likely be experienced by other similarly staffed and resourced institutions. In 
addition, even robust technological integrations are not a substitute for staff communication and the 

shared understanding of workflows that comes from working together. 

Automated communication to enhance workflows 

When APIs do not exist or do not fit our use case, we often rely on system-generated communication to 

enhance or streamline workflows. Digital Services and Special Collections, for example, created a 

systematic workflow for one-time digitization requests to expedite delivery and avoid creating multiple 
digital surrogates of the same item for different researchers. The workflow culminates in a published 

digital collection that allows researchers to access digital files from previous one-time requests when 
right restrictions allow. The workflow requires multiple points of coordination: transaction initiation, 
process and delivery, and display and preservation. Special Collections staff use Aeon to send a 

template-based email to Digital Services staff alerting them of new one-time scanning requests. This 

=E9AD AF;DM<=K L@= AL=EӐK =PAKLAF? E=L9<9L9Ӆ ?=F=J9L=< >JGE L@= >AF<AF? 9A<Ӆ 9F< "A?AL9D 1=JNA;=K KL9>>
in turn use a simple crosswalk to map those metadata fields to Dublin Core in the CONTENTdm record. 

The Aeon email template also prompts Special Collections staff to note if the digital files can be made 
publicly available or not. During the process and delivery stage, a Digital Services worker is assigned to 
the selected transaction, and once the work is completed, Special Collections receives an email 
prompting them to review the digital work, approve the work or request revisions, and retrieve the 

physical materials from Digital Services. The files from both publicly published and unpublished items 

are then added to the archival information package of that specific year, including the preservation and 
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access files for those materials, the related metadata created by Content Services catalogers, and 
preservation notes if needed. 

 

1A=JJ9Ӆ L@= 3FAN=JKALQ G> JC9FK9KӐ ;MJJ=FL '*1Ӆ <G=K FGL KMHHGJL 9 >MDDQ 9MLGE9L=< AF?=KL G> ;GDD=;LAGF-
level MARC records generated from Arkansas. Instead, Special Collections staff export a MARCXML 

record from ArchivesSpace, add an 856 field with the finding aid URL to the XML file, and upload the file 
into a Box folder shared between Special Collections and Content Services staff. Content Services uses 
Oxygen along with an XSLT stylesheet (Buza 2015) to merge the individual XML files into one. After that, 
staff turn to MarcEdit for converting the file to MARC21 and performing batch editing. From there, the 

records can be loaded into our Sierra system and OCLC.  

Future Directions 

For all of our considerable efforts at improving our workflows and platforms, real user experience issues 

remain. Depending on the point of entry, users may encounter differing levels of description and 

availability of access to digitized content. They may need to employ new search strategies and learn 
new field names as they follow links across systems. There is currently no true single search across all 

our platforms ӛ not even Google, even though many of our users may expect it to be. Our systems often 
engage in one-O9Q ;GEEMFA;9LAGF L@9L <G=KFӐL AF;GJHGJ9L= >==<:9;C AFto the source system. Better 
integrations that rely on available APIs might help us bridge some of these gaps so that metadata is 

more bidirectional and requires less staff mediation.  

 
We also hope to incorporate more mechanisms for user feedback. Our Libraries are increasingly 
concerned with assessment and user experience, but no usability testing has occurred at the local level 

for most if not all of our platforms for archival discovery. Particularly as we begin to think more 
intentionally about the accessibility and impact of our archival description, we hope to pursue 

9<<ALAGF9D 9N=FM=K >GJ MK=J >==<:9;CӅ <J9OAF? GF =P9EHD=K DAC= L@= ӑKM??=KL 9 ;GJJ=;LAGFӒ 9F< ӑ9KC 9

IM=KLAGFӒ <A9DG?M= :GP=K AF .JAF;=LGF 3FAN=JKALQӐK >AF<AF? 9A< <AKHD9Q KQKL=Eӄ 
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in other Libraries or University units who may have interest, expertise, and valuable new perspectives, 
=N=F A> L@=AJ BG: <MLA=K <GFӐL 9DA?F OAL@ GMJ =PAKLAF? KLaffing models for archival discovery work. Several 

recent digital projects have successfully integrated subject librarians as subject selectors (curators) of 

digital collections. There have been several project CERES awards for which the agriculture subject 
selector collaborated as a principal investigator and subject matter expert (USAIN, undated). Past 
collaborations include the Colonial Arkansas Post Ancestry and the Ozark Folksong digital collections, 
for which a French language professor and the performing arts librarian contributed as subject 

selectors. 

The Shared Mission 

For all the shared systems, shared workflows, and shared frustrations, what really binds together our 

units in this work is a shared mission ӛ a genuine desire to increase access to archival collections and 
to serve our students, faculty, and community. This mission is shared between our units at the 

University of Arkansas Libraries. It is also shared across archival institutions, as documented in writings 

on collaborations between units at other libraries forging and refining cross-departmental partnerships 

in archival cataloging (Sweetser and Orchard 2019; Turner and Schuster 2019) and digital projects 
(Gueguen and Hanlon 2009; Hunter, Legg, and Oehlerts 2010; Perrin and Weaver 2020), and as 
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experienced in our discussions with colleagues at the University of Michigan as we participated in the 
Lighting the Way Working Group meetings.  

 

Reflecting on our experiences with cross-division collaboration, particularly systems-driven 
collaboration, suggests directions for future work in our own organization and the profession more 

generally. Recognizing and understanding different professional practices across units is key, as is 
thinking about ways that those differences might work in tandem. Recognizing differences does not, 
however, imply that the end goal is eradicating those differences. Instead, it asks all project participants 
to be aware of and respectful of differences, which might range from budget priorities to staffing to 

descriptive standards.  
 
Such recognition should also drive future use of systems. In our case, an ILS migration from Sierra to 

Alma/Primo and the implementation of a hosted digital preservation platform in Special Collections are 
key examples. The ILS migration provides opportunities for re-thinking how all of our systems work 

together, both at the level of technology and at the human levels. In the case of digital preservation, 

acknowledging different needs has led to adopting different solutions in the Libraries, one to meet the 
needs of Digital Services and one to meet the needs of Special Collections. An important component to 
this work has been remembering that, while our technological needs are different, our core goals Ӝ 

access and use Ӝ are shared.  

Conclusion 

Despite the differences between and within our institutional contexts, several common themes are 

apparent. A series of common challenges faces our shared desire to provide a seamless access 
experience for our users through collaboration. We are faced with a tangle of poorly integrated systems, 
some of which are simultaneously brittle and also central to our work. The use of temporary or term-

DAEAL=< KL9>> E=9FK L@9L O= 9J= G>L=F AF KMJNAN9D EG<=Ӆ LJQAF? LG ӑE9C= <GӒ J9L@=J L@9F ӑE9C= :=LL=JӄӒ

It also means that collaborative relationships can be fragile when they are largely based on personal 
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differences between systems and institutions may result in confusion for our users and improper 

resource allocation.  
 

Technology projects Ӝ whether adapting existing systems to local use cases through customizations 

and plugins or migrating to new ones Ӝ can offer a fruitful opportunity for collaboration. However, the 
collaborative relationships generated by these projects are often time-bound and may disappear once 
the project is complete. Any given technology, while of central importance to the work of archivists to 

provide access to archives, is also inherently more ephemeral than the content and description held 

within archives or the people that donate to archives, work at them, or use them; without attention to 
those relationships, technology projects may only exacerbate existing divisions or create new ones. 
Stronger ongoing collaborative relationships can potentially be fostered by formal service agreements, 

particularly with technology-focused units. 
 
Coordination on services ranging from instruction to collection development provides another way of 

fostering programmatic collaboration based on ongoing operations rather than one-off projects. Team-
based approaches which do not seek to erase differences but rather build connections across and 

between areas of expertise show a great deal of promise, and generating a productive collaboration in 

one area can often lead to new collaborations in others. Sustained, meaningful alignment on mission, 
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goals, and policy are crucial to fostering collaborative relationships, whether between or within 
institutions.  

 

Above all, throughout this process we have realized that we share a number of common goals, primary 
9EGF? L@=E L@= <=KAJ= LG AEHJGN= GMJ MK=JKӐ =PH=JA=F;= 9F< L@=AJ 9;;=KK LG ;GDD=;LAGFK :Q ;DGKAF? L@=

gaps between and among our systems, processes, and colleagues. 
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Lost Without Context: Representing Relationships 

between Archival Materials in the Digital Environment 

Jodi Allison-Bunnell, Maureen Cresci Callahan, Gretchen Gueguen, 

John Kunze, Krystyna K. Matusiak, and Gregory Wiedeman 

Abstract: The problem of representing context for archival materials in digital asset management 
systems (DAMS) has been noted - and lamented - for as long as digital representations of archives have 

been online. This white paper discusses the nature of this challenge, explores why it remains so thorny, 
and provides examples of where archival access systems have been successful in representing context. 
With hopes of moving the conversation forward, we provide a set of principles for representing archives 

in context that can be implemented regardless of the particular systems employed. These principles 
are based on archival standards and software best practices, and can be summarized as six ideas:  
 

1. Create space for deep conversations with all stakeholders and so that everyone understands 

foundational requirements. 

2. Value archival context and design systems so that contextual relationships between records are 
explicit and clear. 

3. Leverage the power (and cost savings) of aggregate digitization and description when 
appropriate.  

4. Be consistent about modelling relationships between an analog object (if relevant), a digital 

object, and the description of the archival record.  

5. Use persistent identifiers.  

6. Lean on widely-used standards, systems, and solutions.  

Finally, we call on standards-making bodies to introduce a more robust data model for archival 
representation that includes both the description of archival contents and contexts. 

Introduction 

In archives, everything comes from somewhere. A postcard in a collection could be part of a body of 
coJJ=KHGF<=F;=Ӆ ;GMD< @9N= :==F >GMF< H9KL=< AFLG 9 K;J9H:GGCӅ GJ ;GMD< @9N= ;GE= >JGE 9 ;J=9LGJӐK
subject file about a particular place. The archival object (the postcard) is described in a finding aid that 

may be surrounded by widely varying other materials Ӝ and so may be titled very differently depending 
GF ;AJ;MEKL9F;=Kӄ 5@=L@=J L@= >AD= G> E9L=JA9DK AK ;9DD=< ӑ*=LL=JK >JGE >9EADQ ҏҗҒҐ-ҏҗҔҎӒӅ ӑ!GDD=?=
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archival context that is critical to understanding the object.  

 

This task Ӝ representing the experience of understanding materials in the context of how they were 
produced and used Ӝ has been a central challenge for the representation of archival materials in digital 

asset management systems (DAMS) since the first days of web display. 
 
When presenting digitized materials from archival collections, archives face a variety of risks: lost 
archival context, unstable digital object links, and degraded user experience. Context is lost when 

archival objects are imported into DAMS with data object models that do not account for context, and 
cannot act upon it or reflect it back to users. Physical access is replaced by web links (URLs) that are 
often unstable. Despite persistent identifiers (PIDs) being a best practice for over twenty years, stable 

links are still missing from important DAMS.  
 

That user experience is further degraded by missing or duplicative metadata. Archival description relies 

on aggregate metadata that has been applied to containers and is part of the archival context. Item-
level description is often cost-prohibitive, but it can also remove needed context. Without such 
metadata, it often happens that downstream systems (notably aggregators) end up with hundreds of 

distinct items that suffer from both identical metadata and missing archival context. Digitized archival 
materials is presented without context and with a loss of important historical evidence. 

 
Here, we will outline the problem and provide recommendations for DAMS creators and implementers 

so that all forms of evidence Ӝ content, context, and other administrative interventions Ӝ can be 
maintained and understood. The ultimate goal is to improve user experience in understanding the 
context of archival documents and to support meaningful archival research. 

The Problem at Hand 

Digitization has offered opportunities for expanding discovery and delivery of archival collections. This 
has been an enormously important development for democratizing access to archival records. 

Researchers no longer have to travel long distances and schedule visits during working hours to have 

access to evidence of the past. At the same time, as archives have used systems designed for other 
domains that did not consider archival theory and practice, archivists and researchers have faced new 

challenges for archival representation and end-user understanding of digitized documents.  
 
In the online environment, users often lack the contextual information and interpretative framework 

that are critical to understanding archival documents and to sense-making in archival research. 

Archival documents are unique information resources that gain meaning when presented with the 
associated provenance and background information and in the context of other documents in the 

collection. Understanding archival content is a complex interpretive and associative process that 
ӑJ=IMAJ=K L@= H=J>GJE9LAN= ;J=9LAGF G> E=9FAF? AF J=D9LAGF LG E9L=JA9D J=;GJ<KӒ Ӧ"M>>Ӆ +GFCK-Leeson, 
and Galey 2012, 70). However, it remains an open question how original order can be applied in the 
digital library environment where there can be more than one way to access archival records (Trace 

2020, 341-342; Zhang 2012, 167). 
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Context is a unifying principle of archival representation (Nesmith 2005, 259-261; Yakel 2003, 22). The 
contexts of recordkeeping Ӝ how historical materials were created and how they relate to one another 

Ӝ is important evidence that is often used by researchers to understand the historical process by which 

materials were created, used, exchanged, and modified over time. Maintaining the integrity of historical 
evidence is a core value of archivists' work. However, in the fluid and malleable digital library 

environment, objects are often separated from original collections and devoid of meaning that is 
conveyed in the multi-level hierarchical structure of archival description. A recent study of forty-two 
digitized archival collections found that metadata records fail to indicate the original context of digital 
surrogates (Force and Smith 2021, 102-ҏҎҒӧӄ 2@= 9ML@GJK KL9L=Ӆ ӑ;GFL=PLM9D AF>GJE9LAGF 9:GML L@=K=

digital surrogates, such as their provenance, is mostly absent, thereby potentially obscuring their true 
=NA<=FLA9JQ N9DM=Ӓ Ӧ$GJ;= 9nd Smith 2021, 104). 
 

The lack of attention to contextualization, representation, and use of digital archives was noted almost 
LOG <=;9<=K 9?GӅ O@=F +9J?9J=L &=<KLJGE OJGL= @=J H9H=J GF ӑAFL=J>9;=K OAL@ L@= H9KLӒ Ӧ&=<KLJGE

ҐҎҎҐӅ Ґґӧӄ 2@= ӑAFL=J>9;=Ӓ AK 9 Eetaphor for archivists interacting with users, but in the digital library 

world, most archivists have little or no control over the interface. The problem is even more urgent with 
the trend towards more minimal archival description and calls for large-scale digitization of archival 
collections (Greene and Meissner 2005, 236-249; Miller 2013, 527-533). 

 
Many DAMS employed to display archival materials are based on a data model and metadata schemas 

traditionally used in library cataloging practices, a framework that does not incorporate network 
structures currently used to represent archival context. This model is implemented in the older 

generation of DAMS, such as CONTENTdm as well as newer open source systems like Omeka or Hyrax. 
The bibliographic data model that assumes that materials can exist and be interpreted as sole items is 
dominant. The bibliographic model also requires more granular item-level description. Cal Lee 

demonstrates, calling on archival theory, that making meaningful use and sense of digital objects 

requires multi-faceted contextual information (Lee 2011, 106) to be meaningfully understood.  
 

More recent systems have been developed with archivists as substantial stakeholders, including the 
ArchivesSpace public interface and ArcLight. However, those systems remain institution-specific 
(ArchivesSpace, for instance, was never designed for cross-institutional multi -tenancy) or are not 

available to institutions seeking to provide combined access to library and archival materials together. 
Since libraries, archives, and museums utilize vastly different data structures and descriptive controls, 
AL AK ;@9DD=F?AF? LG MK= KQKL=EK >JGE =9;@ GL@=JKӐ <AK;AHDAF=K OAL@GML >MF<9E=FL9D EG<A>A;9LAGFKӄ 1G
much time and energy can be spent trying to define and describe the issue and to capture all possible 

permutations of it, that often little is left over for creating solutions.  

 

The challenges of archival representation in digital libraries are compounded in the distributed large-

scale systems, such as the Digital Public Library of America (DPLA) or Europeana, which harvest 
metadata from individual libraries or regional aggregators. Metadata records shared with aggregators 
often do not include links to original collections or finding aids, so results are returned with little 

relevant contextual information that would help users understand the documents and see the 
relationship to other records (DPLA Archival Description Working Group 2016, 19-27). Users must 

navigate two- or three-step pathways to locate digital objects and metadata records at originating 

institutions and sometimes get lost in the multi-layered structures (Matusiak 2017, 165-167).  
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All of these challenges are additionally compounded by lack of resources. Time, money, and staffing 
are all relatively scarce in archives, and little can be spared to build specialized systems for digital 

discovery, let alone convince our colleagues to fundamentally rethink their own so that we can 

participate. Additionally, there is no one technological solution that can be adopted by all. There are 
many ways that context can be conveyed with content. When our few resources are spent designing 

and implementing differing systems, we may not end up with complementary approaches. 
 
Two examples illustrate both the technical and intellectual problems presented in the current 
environment.  

Example 1: An item contains adequate contextual information in its original 
system, but be stripped of said context when reused in other systems without 

adequate infrastructure. 

An item described as "Certificate from the French Gallery" from the Philadelphia Museum of Art 
illustrates this nicely. The Museum's website displays this individual item with reference and links to 

the collection it comes from, the John G. Johnson Archives.  
 

 
$A?MJ= Ȑȹ Ʉ!=JLA>A;9L= >JGE L@= $J=F;@ %9DD=JQɅ AF GJA?AF9D " +1
(https://archives.philamuseum.org/jgj/JGJ_B003_F019_003, accessed 2021 August 30) 

 

Within that collection, this item is identifiable as part of Johnson's correspondence related to his 
acquisition of artworks that make up part of the museum's collection. Johnson is not well known, 

https://archives.philamuseum.org/jgj/JGJ_B003_F019_003
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however, the notes included in the full collection description (not pictured) give adequate context to 
understand his role in the museum's history. 

 

The same object appears in the Digital Public Library of America, again named "Certificate from the 
$J=F;@ %9DD=JQӄӒ 2@= NAKA:D= E=L9<9L9 GF L@= AL=E H9?= E=FLAGFK L@= ;GDD=;LAGF 9F< L@= .@AD9<=DHhia 

Museum of Art. However, the link to the finding aid and ARK identifier are both part of the full DPLA 
record that can only be viewed through the DPLA API ӛ not the web-page view that most users will 
interact with.  
 

 
$A?MJ= ȑȹ Ʉ!=JLA>A;9L= >JGE L@= $J=F;@ %9DD=JQɅ AF ".*

(https://dp.la/item/3d29761d3cad51c5838230acfefba360, accessed 2021 August 30) 

 

https://dp.la/item/3d29761d3cad51c5838230acfefba360
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The other metadata is exactly the same as it is on the original page, but without the context it is less 
useful. The collection name and a link to the finding aid are both part of the actual DPLA record, which 

can be viewed through the DPLA API, but both fields are suppressed from the visible web-page view that 

most users will interact with. Moreover, the ARK persistent identifier has been suppressed in display 
(even though it is present in the harvested metadata), while the less stable URL has been carried 

forward.  
 
DPLA's partnership with Wikimedia Commons, through which DPLA shares its metadata with 
Wikimedia, shows how the problem quickly compounds. In the new instance of the French Gallery 

certificate, the collection name and description have been completely stripped from the item leaving it 
with no contextual metadata save a link (but not the persistent link) to the item in its original context 
buried near the bottom in a list of links. 

 

 
$A?MJ= Ȓȹ Ʉ!=JLA>A;9L= >JGE L@= $J=F;@ %9DD=JQɅ AF 5ACAE=<A9 !GEEGFK 

(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Certificate_from_The_French_Gallery_-_DPLA_-
_3d29761d3cad51c5838230acfefba360.jpg, accessed 2021 August 30) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Certificate_from_The_French_Gallery_-_DPLA_-_3d29761d3cad51c5838230acfefba360.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Certificate_from_The_French_Gallery_-_DPLA_-_3d29761d3cad51c5838230acfefba360.jpg
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This example illustrates how vital contextual information can be lost over time by sharing works 
between systems that are not designed to capture such information. Although the original source has 

adequate context, once the metadata is adapted to new systems it is lost. 

#P9EHD= Ґӆ F AL=E AF 9 " +1 =PAKLK OAL@AF 9F 9J;@AN9D ;GDD=;LAGFӅ :ML L@= AL=EӐK
metadata does not acknowledge this.  

The following example is simplified from real materials in real archival collections. Three objects exist 
AF 9 <A?AL9D DA:J9JQ J=HGKALGJQӄ #9;@ @9K :==F D9:=D=<Ӆ :Q ALK ;J=9LGJKӅ ӑ;GEEMFAKL HJGH9?9F<9ӄӒ *GGCAF?

at each object, the researcher sees the exact same materials Ӝ newspaper clippings from 1949 from the 

Daily Worker (the newspaper of the Communist Party of the United States) about the Smith Act trial of 
eleven Communist Party leaders. But these are indeed from three distinct archival collections Ӝ one of 
these is from the records of Judge Harold Medina, who adjudicated the trials, one is from the records of 

the American Civil Liberties Union, and one is from the records of the Communist Party, USA. Three 

copies of the exact same file Ӝ three digital objects Ӝ three distinct archival contexts. 

 
However, in typical DAMS, these distinct contexts are de-emphasized. The user will have access to 

information about the clipping itself, but much less information about who was the collector, where it 
exists within a collection, and how it came to be there. After records are exported from archival systems, 
there are usually no clues to be gained from the interrelation of records, the intuited recordkeeping 

practices of creators, or the extra-textual evidence about chain of custody, appraisal, or other 
intervention that is available in a finding aid.  
 

Context within a single collection is important, too, for historical understanding. Was this file from 
(M<?= +=<AF9ӐK GOF KM:B=;L >AD=KӅ L@=J=:Q :=LJ9QAF? 9 HJ=BM<A;= @= E9Q @9N= @9< 9:GML L@= F9LMJ= G>
L@= .9JLQӐK ;GEEMFA;9LAGFKӋ -J O9K AL >JGE @AK >AD= G> Hublic response mail Ӝ a letter-writer may have 

K=FL L@AK LG @AE 9K 9F =P9EHD= G> ӑ!GEEMFAKL .JGH9?9F<9ӄӒ 'F L@= !GEEMFAKL .9JLQӐK J=;GJ<KӅ O9K L@AK
meant as a working file, a place where members could go to get examples of communications (an 
affirmation that propaganda is desirable and should be produced to help change public opinion)? Or 
was it stored in its files about the trial, a tongue-in-;@==C O9Q LG L@AFC 9:GML ALK J=KHGFK=Ӌ 'F L@= !*3ӐK

records, are these from the files of a case that the ACLU was invited to write an amicus brief about? Or 

was it from a central library subject file, so that the organization could reference information about 
changing political landscapes? In any of these scenarios, contexts of creatorship and the institutional 

use of records matter very greatly for any researcher who wants to understand how individuals and 
organizations encountered these ideas and participated in conflicts. 
 

In most DAMS, the information found in item-level records must stand for itself. While not all users or 

objects require the missing context, by leaving this information behind, DAMS are only fulfilling a 
portion of the potential users and use cases. 

Principles for Access with Context 

Principles of archival representation in the context of digital archives that should be considered by 

decision makers as they choose and develop systems for meaningful representation of archival 

materials are proposed below. The aim of these principles is to preserve contexts across records, the 
relationships to records creators, and the events that affect how records are understood over time. 
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Create space for deep conversations with all stakeholders so that everyone 
understands foundational requirements. 

Sometimes the most important conversations are the ones that seem most obvious. It may not be 
common for practitioners who come to a digital archives project from the library world, software 
development, archival administration and museology to have the same understanding of the nature of 

what is being represented and what a system needs to be able to do. But the development of shared 
understanding is critical, and one in which respect for both shared and distinct expertise is essential to 
success, since an element of the persistence of this problem is valuing one area of expertise over 

another. This is an opportunity for participants to come to consensus Ӝ and compromise Ӝ about 
questions of representing provenance, administrative interventions, materiality, and content. These 
discussions should be concrete and explicit. It may also be helpful to use rapid prototyping methods to 

;GEH9J= =N=JQGF=ӐK =PH=;L9LAGFK G> 9 >AF9D GML;GE= LG O@9L AK =N=FLM9DDQӜ after much time and labor 
has been spent Ӝ produced (Ellis and Callahan 2012). 

Value archival context and design systems with context in mind.  

'F GJ<=J LG HJ=K=JN= ;GFL=PLӅ ALӐK >AJKL AEHGJL9FL LG N9DM= 9F< MF<=JKL9F< L@9L ;GFL=PLK 9;JGKK 9F<
between groups of records provide essential historical evidence to researchers, and should be 
preserved whenever possible. 

 

Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS) provides a body of rules and principles for creating 
archival descriptions agnostic of output format. DACS provides useful guidance regarding the essential 
nature of context:  

 
Within systems that communicate archival description to users, it is often the case that descriptive 

elements may be shared, inherited, or otherwise linked across and between entities. Traditionally, 

inheritance has been implicitly presented as hierarchy within the idiom of the print finding aid where 
frontmatter (collection-level descriptive notes, creator elements, conditions governing access and use, 
repository information, etc.) applies to archival descriptions on subsequent pages. However, in modern 

networked archival information systems (relational databases, linked data systems, etc.) linkages, 
relationships, and inheritances can be non-hierarchical. This makes it particularly important for 

outputs from these systems to clearly explain relationships so that a user understands which records, 
agents, or activities an archival description governs. (SAA TS-DACS 2021) 

 
As stated by DACS, representing context is just as crucial for online access to archives as explaining 
content, however, it may need to be addressed differently than in traditional formats. Attention to 

maintaining context must be a part of any system design.  

 
One already-existing system designed to maintain context1 is the EAD-encoded archival finding aid. 

Archivists providing descriptions in a finding aid benefit from the meanings interpreted from networks, 

 
1 It is important to note that the EAD-encoded finding aid, displayed as flat HTML, does not entirely successfully 

nor explicitly explain the relationships between records, creators, and activities. Relationships between 
aggregations of records are represented by their context within hierarchical XML structures. Ideally, an archivist 
would explain more explicitly the nature of a single letter to a set of correspondence, for example. The 

relationships between the letter, the group, and the collection would be explicitly encoded. This, in turn, would 
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which allows for labor saving. It is not necessary, for instance, when describing many instances of a 
;GJHGJ9LAGFӐK :G9J< EAFML=K LG =PHD9AF L@= F9LMJ= G> L@= ;GEH9FQӅ L@= ;GEHGKALAGF G> L@= :G9J<Ӆ =L;ӄ

Instead, because this has been described elsewhere in the network of archival records the researcher 

can apply this context to the item and the archivist can simply provide any contextual information that 
might apply to a particular record (date, extent, etc.). In this way, archival descriptions Ӝ as a whole 

network of related records Ӝ become more than the sum of their parts.  

Make contextual relationships between records explicit and clear. 

DACS compels archivists to not only describe records as information objects, but also to describe the 

relationships among records, agents, and activities essential to understanding archives (Technical 
Subcommittee on Describing Archives 2021). In the EAD example given above, context and relationships 
are conveyed within the network structure of the finding aid. In other systems contextual relationships 
may be made explicit through the use of additional contextual metadata elements such as collection 

names and descriptions, or the use of persistent identifiers between systems. 

Leverage the power (and cost savings) of aggregate digitization and existing 
aggregate description when appropriate.  

In a system that does not support a networked structure, as described above, the archivist or digital 

librarian may feel compelled instead to add more information to the item level record so that 
information found elsewhere in the finding aid may be brought to each individual object. Unfortunately, 

the process of item-level metadata creation in archives has been widely shown, across cost analyses of 
digitization projects and programs, to be the greatest cost of the creation of digital archives, so 
HJG@A:ALAN=DQ =PH=FKAN= 9K LG E9C= <A?ALAR9LAGF 9L L@= K;9D= G> GMJ MK=JKӐ =xpectations for online access 

impossible (DeRidder, Presnell, and Walker 2012, 155-158; Force and Smith 2021, 102-104). 

 
Instead of digitizing and describing a single item within an archives, a digitization project might instead 

look to see how this item existed in the context of the finding aid and mimic that organization and 
description. The finding aid provides networked nodes of information objects that existed within the 
context of one another when they were used in the course of daily life. The description and arrangement 

archivist, when processing the collection, usually kept these single items together and described them 

as an entire file.2 
 
In modern DAMS, it is possible to display multiple objects as part of a single description, maintaining in 

addition the context of the file group. Doing so maintains the arrangement work already done by the 
archivist who had processed the collection and can minimize additional metadata work. It also creates 

a level of description appropriate to understanding the material without unnecessary additional 

information. All digitization will eventually run into limits in funding, labor, and/or time before they 
reach limits in collections material. By adding description to individual items, archivists are spending 

 
make it possible for an information system to help the user understand the relationships between nodes in a 

network. 
2 2@AK AK AF 9;;GJ<9F;= OAL@ " !1 HJAF;AHD=K җ 9F< ҏҎӄ ӑ1L9L=E=FL G> .JAF;AHD=KӅӒ "=K;JA:AF? J;@AN=Kӆ !GFL=FL

Standard (Version 2021.0.0.2). https://saa-ts-dacs.github.io/dacs/04_statement_of_principles.html#9-each-

collection-within-a-repository-must-have-an-archival-description 

https://saa-ts-dacs.github.io/dacs/04_statement_of_principles.html#9-each-collection-within-a-repository-must-have-an-archival-description
https://saa-ts-dacs.github.io/dacs/04_statement_of_principles.html#9-each-collection-within-a-repository-must-have-an-archival-description
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more time describing materials and serving fewer users than they otherwise could; it is a more ethically 
sound choice to leverage aggregate description.  

Be consistent about modelling relationships between an analog object (if 
relevant), a digital object, and the description of the archival record.  

Thinking of digital objects as aggregates with a single description consistently across systems has the 

potential to simplify how we think about digital representations.  
 

Within archival management systems and standards, we are encouraged to think of digital objects as 

analogous to what is described. If an item is listed in the contents of the folder in the finding aid, then 
we expect to see that item in the digitized folder. Thinking of materials in this way then encourages us 
to digitize according to the level of description (a box, a folder, etc.) rather than selecting individual 

items to describe and highlight. Applying this intellectual control consistently across systems removes 

confusions when linking between them, for example, links in a finding aid to the representations of 

digital objects in a DAMS.  
 

'F J;@AN=K1H9;=Ӆ J;@ANAKLKӐ 2GGDCALӅ 9F< GL@=J 9J;@AN9D E9F9?=E=FL KQKL=EKӅ L@= <A?AL9D G:B=;L J=;GJ<
can be thought of as an analogue to the container record. Instead of pointing us to where we can find 
the physical manifestation of what is being described (in a box, on a shelf, in a building), we provide 

access to the digital manifestation in a networked location. These links can both provide flexibility in 
systems design, and the potential for describing meaningful aggregations where pointing to each 
individual item is impractical. 

Use persistent identifiers. 

One method for retaining context in the representation and reuse of digital objects is through the use 
of persistent links Ӝ in essence, a URL that is maintained by its owner so that it does not break. Even for 

non-public-facing objects, stable identifiers are necessary for reducing ambiguity and making sure that 
relationships can be understood and made actionable by machines. Both the object and the description 
of the object need stable identifiers (DACS 2.1). Despite persistent identifiers (PIDs) being an accepted 

Internet best practice for over twenty years, stable URL links are still missing from important DAMS 

(CONTENTdm, PastPerfect, Preservica). DAMS that do offer PIDs (DSpace) tend to offer only fee-based 
PID options (Handle, DOI) rather than PIDs that are free (ARK, PURL, URN, local permalinks), slowing 
adoption, especially by institutions in the global South. The archival world is supported by a long tail of 

older, PID-unaware DAMS that continue to output unstable links, which create extra work and 
potentially disappointed users for aggregators such as Calisphere and DPLA. 

 

Once objects are persistently findable, it is possible to achieve better connections between content and 
context. A downstream use of a digital object may not need to fully reproduce the entire context of a 
collection, but with some minimum information such as collection name and a persistent identifier 

leading back to the item in context, relationships can be better preserved. 

Lean on widely-used standards, systems, and solutions. 

Institution-specific solutions have value, both for specific needs and as proof of concept. However, they 

also promulgate two problems: unequal access to collections, and creating walled gardens that are 
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potentially less interoperable with other systems. This also makes success more difficult. But many of 
those difficulties could be solved by using common and domain-specific standards, which can help 

ensure that data is usable in the future, and, crucially, that subtle but fundamental conceptual 

requirements are being met.  
 

In addition to standards, large-scale, even national, infrastructure and participation/membership 
structures that are accessible for institutions with related missions can help spread understanding and 
adoption. DACS, for example, provides excellent guidance for understanding and thinking about the 
role of context. However, the standard may not be as recognized outside of the archival community 

because this is not a core disciplinary concern. Sharing knowledge and infrastructure and being 
conversant in the disciplinary and standards conversation can often help software developers model 
9F< HJGEGL= MK=JKӐ J=IMAJ=E=FLKӄ 

What success can look like 

To move from principles to solutions, what might success look like? Although we believe that system-
agnostic principles are the most important step at present, ALӐK @=DH>MD LG @9N= ;GF;J=L= =P9EHD=K LG

make principles easier to understand. This section provides examples of projects that implement some 
of the principles and a set of recommendations for system designers and developers. 
 

One example that leans in the right direction to fulfill these principles, and that has a distinct advantage 
of simplicity and scalability, is the prototype co-developed by the Orbis Cascade Alliance and the 
3FAN=JKALQ G> 4AJ?AFA9ӐK Institute for Advanced Technology in the Humanities (IATH) through a 2011-2014 

National Leadership Grant from the Institute for Museum and Library Services (IMLS).3 This solution 
relates Archives West, a database of over 30,000 EAD finding aids from Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 
Montana, and Utah, with the digital objects harvested for its DPLA hub. The digital objects appear as a 

group in the finding aid at the collection level, and a separate page retains that collection level 
information:  
 

 
3 https://www.imls.gov/grants/awarded/lg-07-11-0290-11-0  

https://www.orbiscascade.org/
http://www.iath.virginia.edu/
https://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/
https://www.imls.gov/grants/awarded/lg-07-11-0290-11-0
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Figure 4: Albert Henry Barnes photographs finding aid with associated digital objects. 
(https://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/ark:/80444/xv76599/, accessed 2021 June 11) 
 

 
Figure 5: Albert Henry Barnes photographs finding aid with all associated digital objects. 

(http://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/do.aspx?ark=ark:/80444/xv76599, accessed 2021 June 11) 
 

https://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/ark:/80444/xv76599/
http://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/do.aspx?ark=ark:/80444/xv76599
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A digital object from the same collection appears in the University of WashingLGFӐK " +1 OAL@ 9 DAFC LG
L@= ;GJJ=KHGF<AF? >AF<AF? 9A<ӐK J;@AN9D 0=KGMJ;= )=Q Ӧ 0)ӧӆ 

 

 
Figure 6: Item from Albert Henry Barnes photographs in University of Washington DAMS, showing ARK 

link to finding aid. (https://digitalcollections.lib.washington.edu/digital/collection/barnes/id/0, accessed 
2021 June 11) 
 

This solution is based on the inclusion of the finding aid ARK in every digital object record and an OAI 
set harvest link in the finding aid.4 It meets the criteria of being scalable, simple to implement, and relies 

on an easy to understand data model. The information travels with items contributed from the Orbis 

Cascade harvester to DPLA. However, it does not provide the degree of context to individual digital 
objects described in our final criteria.  
 

 
4 For more details, see the Orbis Cascade EAD Best Practices and Dublin Core Best Practices. The documentation 

and code for the harvester that enables this solution is available at Githubӄ 19E +=AKL=JӐK HJ=K=FL9LAGF GF L@=
project, which includes both additional details and screenshots from a beta product, is available at 
https://www.slideshare.net/samalanmeister/the-crosssearch-and-context-utility -contextualizing-digital-

content-and-associated-encoded-archival-description-finding-aid-metadata-in-the-northwest 

https://digitalcollections.lib.washington.edu/digital/collection/barnes/id/0
https://www.orbiscascade.org/programs/ulc/archives-and-manuscripts-collections/ead/ead-best-practices/
https://www.orbiscascade.org/programs/ulc/digital-collections/documentation/dublin-core-best-practices/
https://github.com/Orbis-Cascade-Alliance/harvester
https://www.slideshare.net/samalanmeister/the-crosssearch-and-context-utility-contextualizing-digital-content-and-associated-encoded-archival-description-finding-aid-metadata-in-the-northwest
https://www.slideshare.net/samalanmeister/the-crosssearch-and-context-utility-contextualizing-digital-content-and-associated-encoded-archival-description-finding-aid-metadata-in-the-northwest

