PAGE  
6

Daniel Hartwig

Society of American Archivists Annual Meeting, 2008 
Session 501: “Pre-Custodial Intervention: Let Them do the Damn Work”
August 30, 2008



1. Introduction
Good morning. My presentation will examine Pre-Custodial Intervention (PCI) in the context of institutional repositories as informed by my experience at the Yale University Archives. Herein, I will discuss PCI’s advantages and disadvantages for institutional repositories, as well as some of the theoretical and practical issues surrounding PCI for the archival community as a whole.
2. Background
Let me provide just a little background for our approach. The most important thing to note is that there is no formal records management program at Yale, although there are several dated records schedules posted on our website that we point offices to and which are utilized to varying degrees of success. The university archives only performs then the most basic records management activities. Why? Because the archives is comprised of 2 FTE, a head of the archives, Kevin, and a records services archivist, myself. In addition, we have the partial time of 2-3 clerical/technical staff to perform basic arrangement and description work. However, despite no formal mandate in the way of a university records or records management policy, over the last 5 years we have averaged more than 200 accessions and well over 2,000 linear feet of material per year. Electronic records are starting to pour in as well. Last year we took in over 115 gigabytes. Given these numbers and our relatively small staff, we have no choice but to be innovative and proactive in our approach to processing, ensuring that what comes in is efficiently described and immediately accessible, generating no backlog. To do so, we treat accessioning as processing, rarely if ever going back to touch or process most university records. How do we do it? 
3. PCI
By requiring creators to appraise, re-house, arrange, describe and in many instances transfer materials to the archives themselves. In shifting these time-consuming responsibilities to creators, we free up our time to address the most critical needs of the department and our collections.
So, what exactly then do we do? We enter accession info into our collections management system, verify box contents for only 10% of the material designated for permanent retention, encode the folder-level inventory provided by the office into EAD, update the finding aid and catalog record, and barcode and label the boxes and send to storage. That’s it. The total time required to accession/process materials can be just a few minutes!
4. Advantages

What are the advantages of this approach? First and foremost, it obviously allows you to do a lot more with a lot less.
Second, it reduces the bulk of material transferred to the repository and hence the time required to process it.

Third, it mitigates the post facto detective work needed to understand context, content, and, most importantly, any restrictions that may need to be applied. 
A fourth advantage, particularly in the case of electronic records, is that this approach allows archivists to provide guidance that increases the chances of the records surviving in accessible and reliable form and hence delay the burden of preservation for the repository.
5. Disadvantages

One of the primary disadvantages of this approach is the very act of turning over responsibility to non-archivists. Take appraisal, it is often difficult for non-archivists to discern the historical significance of records as they are being created, let alone navigate the dozens of hard-to-use and difficult-to-understand record schedules required to guide them in their decisions. Throw in concepts such as ‘permanent,’ ‘non-permanent’ or ‘requiring temporary retention’ and you end up with lots of confusion. All this is to say that PCI will likely have you taking in material you otherwise wouldn’t. 
But let me back up here, because to do appraisal or arrangement and description creators need to be trained how to do so. But if you have a small staff to begin with and are trying to reduce workload, to now introduce developing and delivering say dozens of training sessions you’re not really saving time, merely substituting one set of responsibilities for another. And yet without any training how can you expect appraisal or application of records schedules to even be remotely successful? However, even with all the training in the world it is of little use in offices with high turnover, lack institutional knowledge, or that rely on ever new students to do their work. Sustaining an active and effective relationship with creators can therefore be very difficult and time-consuming.

A third disadvantage, particularly in the case of electronic records, is that creators just often don’t have the time, expertise, or technical support to care for records identified for long-term preservation. This can lead to neglect, corruption and unreliability of records.
A fourth disadvantage is the potential for offices to become self conscious or unnatural in their record-keeping, which clearly undermines authenticity and burdens the creative process.

6. Theoretical/Practical Issues

So, given this brief discussion of some of the advantages and disadvantages of PCI, let me turn to 2 important issues it raises for our profession. 
First, with the recent philosophical shift in the archival community’s approach to processing brought on by MPLP, we need to boldly consider new approaches to efficiently and expediently acquire, accession, process, and provide access to archival material. PCI is certainly one such option, but are we in adopting it delegating our archival responsibility? I think the answer is yes and no. 
Take appraisal for example, yes, we turn over some appraisal decisions to creators, which again may lead to transfer of material we don’t want. However, this is not all the appraisal that goes on. Archivists create records schedules and/or collection management policies that identify the material of long-term historical interest. We then work with or point creators to use said documents. And when things go wrong, we go back to the creators to explain things and improve the process. 
As for arrangement and description, we too have the final say and may augment or revise descriptions as needed, or even go back to office to have materials more fully described if need be. 
As it stands, then, although we in fact delegate certain aspects of the archival process, we, as archivists, still maintain our fundamental responsibility for the process as a whole.
A second critical issue concerns utility. In other words, do the benefits of PCI outweigh its disadvantages? This is a difficult question to answer on a number of levels. First, a number of things have to either be in place or developed prior to implementation. Among others, these include effective records schedules/collection development policies and ongoing training for creators. Both of these, however, require significant commitment from the repository and the willingness to accept the steep learning curve involved. Depending on the repository, then, PCI may not be a viable option for immediate payoff. However, if you do have time and accept the inherent tradeoffs, it will provide a long-term benefit to your repository.
A second part to the utility issue concerns the usefulness of creator-produced description. That is, how useful, from a research or historical perspective, is description provided by creators who are often unaware or cannot foresee the ultimate value of their material? That is not to say it is any worse than our already admittedly flawed or subjective terminology, but anyone who has say dealt with the dreaded terms “miscellaneous,” “general,” or my favorite, “general miscellaneous” also knows that creator-produced description can truly be absolutely useless. As a result, PCI often requires that you go back to the creators and request fuller description or invest the time in doing it yourself, the later defeating the very purpose of PCI. 
Nevertheless, I contend that just having folder-level accession inventories available online and easily searchable is benefit enough, greatly facilitating access and retrieval beyond the capability of any and all approaches to processing a small repository can muster. Furthermore, at least in our case, given that these records are in most instances restricted, subject to use by the creating offices only, providing original descriptions used by offices helps them to access and retrieve materials without our intervention, again lessening our workload and reference requests. 
7. Conclusion

To some up, PCI is an extremely useful means for empowering records creators to take responsibility for their records and help us as archivists by appraising, arranging, describing, and providing access to their own archival material. Although archives face clear challenges in implementing and successfully administering PCI, there is no question that it significantly reduces processing time and workload for archivists, allowing us to focus on what is most important. And for those of you who fear PCI too greatly empowers creators and shirks our professional responsibility, have no fear, we’re still in charge, and we’re still watching what’s going on. We’re just happy to have someone else do the damn work for a change. Thank you.
