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Abstract: This article is a report on the first comprehensive survey of the resources,
responsibilities, and activities of archival repositories in the United States. After placing
the study in the context of past surveys of archivists and institutions, and describing its
design, the article characterizes the findings on five basic resources common to all
archives—money, staff, holdings, facilities, and users. Summary tables permit com-
parisons of the responses to key survey questions across eight types of archives—
federal, state, local, academic, religious, business, special subject, and museum. The
author concludes with recommendations for improving future studies.
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FOR NEARLY FORTY YEARS, archivists have
plotted the vitality of their profession in a
series of surveys and studies. From early
efforts to mine the Society of American
Archivists' membership directory to re-
cent detailed salary surveys, archivists
have moved toward a broad understand-
ing of the country's archival resources,
responsibilities, and activities. The 1985
census of archival institutions is the most
recent and most ambitious effort to date.
The purpose of the study was to build a
base of statistical information on all
types of archival repositories in the
United States. Members of SAA's Task
Force on Institutional Evaluation, who
designed and carried out the study,
viewed it as an important step in measur-
ing and comparing archival programs in
meaningful ways. Despite the flaws that
are an inevitable part of any study of this
complexity, the 1985 census generated a
wealth of information that will permit ar-
chivists to place their programs in the
context of broad national patterns.

By collecting a comprehensive range of
information from all types of archival re-
positories rather than from individual ar-
chivists, the 1985 study differed from
previous efforts. For his SAA presiden-
tial address in 1956, Ernst Posner sum-
marized responses to questionnaires re-
turned for the Society's first membership
directory. He limited his report to gender
differences and the educational back-
ground of archivists.1 In 1965 Philip

Mason queried a diverse group of ar-
chives and historical agencies, well be-
yond the Society's membership rolls; yet
his study focused primarily on profes-
sional salaries and financial conditions.2

For their comprehensive SAA member-
ship survey in 1970, Frank Evans and
Robert Warner highlighted the qualifica-
tions, responsibilities, and compensation
of archivists, rather than developing a
profile of institutions.3 Mabel Deutrich's
1974 study of salary differences between
male and female archivists and her
broader study in 1979 continued the fo-
cus on individual training and rewards
for archival work." David Bearman's
1982 survey was the most recent attempt
to profile the entire archival profession,
but—like its predecessors—the study was
limited primarily to identifying the most
important factors contributing to differ-
ences in archival salaries.5

Nicholas Burckel and Frank Cook's
comprehensive survey in 1980 of college
and university archives set a standard of
thoroughness for institutional studies.6

Continuing a thirty-year tradition in the
archives of higher education, their study
sought to identify patterns in staffing,
budgets, holdings, services, and facilities
at the repository level. Burckel and Cook
benefited from the timely publication of
a complete directory of colleges and uni-
versities and so were able to select a ran-
dom sample and achieve a higher re-
sponse rate than a typical mail survey.

'Ernst Posner, "What, Then, Is the American Archivist, This New Man?" American Archivist 20 (January
1957): 3-11.

!Philip P. Mason, "Economic Status of the Archival Profession, 1965-66," American Archivist 30 (Janu-
ary 1967): 105-22.

'Frank B. Evans and Robert M. Warner, "American Archivists and Their Society: A Composite View,"
American Archivist 34 (April 1971): 157-72.

"Mabel E. Deutrich, "Women in Archives: A Summary Report of the Committee on the Status of Women
in the Archival Profession," American Archivist 38 (January 1975): 43-46; Mabel Deutrich and Ben DeWhitt,
"Survey of the Archival Profession—1979," American Archivist 43 (Fall 1980): 527-35.

'David Bearman, "1982 Survey of the Archival Profession," American Archivist 46 (Spring 1983): 233-41.
'Nicholas C. Burckel and J. Frank Cook, "A Profile of College and University Archives in the United

States," American Archivist 45 (Fall 1982): 410-28.
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Response to the Burckel and Cook study
was 88 percent, compared to 40 percent
for most of earlier studies.

Survey Design and Procedure
The sixteen-page questionnaire of the

1985 census was more complex than past
archival survey efforts. The nine parts
roughly paralleled SAA's "Principles of
Institutional Evaluation," and included
fifty-two questions on resources (fi-
nances, staff, holdings, facilities), re-
sponsibilities (administration, outreach),
and activities over the archival life cycle
of records (acquisition, description and
processing, reference).7 While three pre-
tests and professional consultation
smoothed the phrasing, structure, and
technical format, some bugs remained in
the final questionnaire. In retrospect, es-
pecially troublesome areas were inappro-
priate response categories, requests for
complex but marginally useful informa-
tion, and inadequate definitions of terms.
Indeed, the entire project was a lesson in
how many ways simple phrases can be in-
terpreted.

SAA mailed 1,253 questionnaires to a
master mailing list compiled from its in-
dividual and institutional membership
rolls in the United States, purged for du-
plicate repositories. No master list or cur-
rent directory of archival repositories ex-
ists. After careful consideration, the Task
Force decided against using the much
larger, and severely outdated National
Historical Publications and Records
Commission list of repositories because
of technical limitations on sorting and se-
lection. Budgetary constraints prohibited

the expansion of SAA's list to include re-
positories outside its immediate network.
Given these limits, the study is not neces-
sarily representative of all American ar-
chives, but rather is a view of the core
group of repositories that are associated
in some way with SAA. Much work
should be done to build a more complete
and flexible list of repositories for future
surveys.

Five hundred forty-nine repositories
returned a questionnaire, including the
National Archives in Washington, D.C.
The 44 percent response rate compared
favorably with David Bearman's 1982
survey, but fell far short of responses to
the Burckel and Cook study. Many re-
spondents commented at length about
their programs and the problems they en-
countered in completing the question-
naire. These comments are an important
aid for interpreting the statistics generat-
ed in the data analysis.

The response rate could have been im-
proved significantly by two simple ac-
tions. First, a follow-up mailing or mail-
ings would have dislodged a number of
questionnaires from the bottom of in-
boxes. A recent Library of Congress user
survey required five follow-up mailings
to achieve a response rate exceeding 90
percent.8 Broader promotion of the study
also would have been helpful. A brief
feature in Catholic Weekly, for example,
increased the participation by religious
archives relative to other groups. Any fu-
ture commitments to profession-wide
surveys should carry an equally strong
commitment to adequate follow-up and
publicity.9

JSAA Newsletter, July 1986, pp. 7-10.
"Personal communication from Daniel Melnick, Library of Congress.
'Data from each questionnaire was entered into the University of Michigan main frame computer by Infor-

mation Transfer Systems, Inc. of Ann Arbor. All consistency checking, cleaning, modification, and transfor-
mation of the data set was carried out by the author, as was all data analysis and technical documentation.
The data set now resides on nine-track tape and is readable by main frame computers and IBM personal com-
puters equipped with hard disk storage and statistical analysis software. Statistical analysis on the University
of Michigan's mainframe computer was carried out with OSIRIS.IV software developed and marketed by the
Institute for Social Research, Ann Arbor, Michigan.
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If the response rate is a potential prob-
lem in interpreting the findings, the exis-
tence of missing data (information re-
quested but not provided) is a potential
opportunity disguised as a problem. With
the exception of the first question on re-
pository type, no part of the question-
naire was completed by everyone. Sec-
tions of a survey were typically left blank
because a repository did not have the in-
formation available, did not compile it in
the form requested, or did not choose to
report it. Even though the questionnaire
urged respondents to note whether the
question was inapplicable or the data
were unavailable, few provided this in-
formation. Particularly incomplete were
sections on finances, reference, and de-
scriptive practices. Relatively strong sec-
tions included staff, facilities, and hold-
ings.

The strengths and weaknesses of repos-
itory reporting capabilities were por-
trayed in patterns of missing data. A ba-
sic purpose of the study was to identify
units of information that all repositories
should try to collect on a regular basis.
The questionnaire drew on the recom-
mendations of the SAA Task Force on
Standard Reporting Practices concerning
the definition of terms and units of meas-
ure.10 In this context, the responses were
a test of the similarity of reporting proce-
dures. Future studies will provide a
means of measuring progress toward the
goal of complete and comparable report-
ing.

Reported below are the major findings
from portions of the survey on archival
resources: money, staff, holdings, facili-
ties, and users. The statistics and exam-
ples that follow elaborate on an earlier
summary report by showing how archival
resources vary among eight types of re-
positories." All analyses exclude data

from National Archives facilities in the
Washington, D.C. area. Readers should
note that not all statistics in the accompa-
nying tables are described in the text, and
some information in the article has been
derived from supplementary analyses.
Readers should also note that the total
number of respondents varies from ques-
tion to question. Unless explicitly stated,
it is not reasonable to expect that the
same group of repositories contributed
data even to adjacent columns of the
same table. The tables were designed only
to allow comparisons across types of re-
positories, not between variables.

For the most important survey ques-
tions, the tables include both medians
and means. The median, sometimes
called the 50th percentile, is the point at
which one-half of the respondents are
above and one-half are below. It is the
most basic way of describing the distribu-
tion of responses. The mean, or average,
is important for understanding the mag-
nitude and range of responses, since it is
sensitive to the value of the responses,
not simply the total number. In the fol-
lowing tables, median figures are usually
smaller than means because the presence
of one or two very large values can easily
pull (skew) the mean above the median.
The more closely the means and medians
approach each other in value, the more
evenly the responses are distributed with-
in a particular category.

Types of Repositories
The most basic finding of the study, if

not the most surprising, was that widely
diverse institutions call themselves ar-
chives. For example, repository monetary
resources available ranged from $100 to
$12 million. Archival staffs ranged from
1 to 156 people. Reported holdings to-
talled as few as 6 linear feet and as many

""'Final Report of Task Force on Standard Reporting Practice," SAA Newsletter, November 1983, pp.
13-16.

"Paul Conway, "Archival Census: First Analysis," SAA Newsletter, March 1986, pp. 10-13.
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as 3.1 million feet. Annual research use
varied from 2 visitors to over 37,000
visitors. This diversity existed within and
across types of repositories.

In the face of such variation, establish-
ing useful groups of repositories was an
important preliminary step to under-
standing the findings. The first question
asked respondents to check the best de-
scription of their repository and allowed
twelve specific categories—federal gov-
ernment, state government, county gov-
ernment, municipal government, public
college or university, private college or
university, denominational college or
university, business, religious, state his-
torical society, local historical society,
and special subject. The thirty-nine re-
spondents who checked "other" fell into
three groups: museum, non-profit inde-
pendent organizations, and public librar-
ies.

Fifteen types of archives was far too
many for meaningful analysis, necessitat-
ing the difficult task of compressing the
respondents into a smaller number of cat-
egories. In an ideal set of repository
types, each institution would fall natural-
ly into one category, and each category
would be of similar size and composition,
yet distinct in relation to the others. In
the real world, assigning a complex insti-
tution to a single category meant balanc-
ing a number of factors. The complex re-
lationships between the repository and
parent, its public, and holdings were
weighed before collapsing categories and
grouping archives with other, seemingly
diverse ones. The type of materials ac-
quired, from the perspective of both sub-
ject and origins, involved the sometimes
vague distinction between manuscripts
and archives. The functions of the reposi-
tory, including the responsibility of the
parent organization to user communities
and the role of records management,
were also considered. Finally, establish-
ing a typology of archives meant consid-

ering the administrative relations between
parent and repository, especially the lat-
ter's degree of independence.

The nature of the parent, holdings,
and public did not, by themselves, neces-
sarily define a repository, although some-
times one of these factors predominated.
There was no perfect composition of any
grouping, but the process of typecasting
was a key to identifying patterns of re-
sources underlying apparent institutional
uniqueness.

The eight groups of repositories that
emerged from this classification process
are listed in Table 1, along with the num-
ber of respondents and percentage of the
total response. (1) The federal category
includes the National Archives in
Washington D.C., the presidential librar-
ies, federal records centers, and federal
government archival repositories that are
not part of NARA. Examples of the lat-
ter range from National Park Service
sites with small historical records hold-
ings to large records programs in national
scientific labs. All are funded by U.S. tax
dollars, and most have a strong mandate
to serve the government and the public.
(2) The state category essentially refers to
state-level repositories and includes state
government archival programs and state
historical societies. Not all state-level pro-
grams responded, but a large cross sec-
tion is represented. (3) The local category
is largely a public sector group and in-
cludes county and municipal programs
and public libraries with public records
and private manuscript holdings. (4) The
academic category is the largest segment
of the study. It groups all respondents
(manuscript collections as well as college
or university archives) who checked the
blocks for public colleges, private col-
leges, and denominational colleges. (5)
Business archives are those that function
within a corporate setting, which may be
a profit or non-profit organization. This
group includes respondents from all hos-
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pital archives. (6) The second largest
group of respondents is religious ar-
chives, ranging from small parish or con-
vent programs to large diocesan and na-
tional administrative programs. (7) Spe-
cial subject archives are mostly non-
profit, discipline or theme-oriented re-
positories. The nature of holdings is the
primary criteria for inclusion in this
group, which includes collections on la-
bor, science, art, literature, music, ethni-
city, and local history. While many of
these repositories are located on college
and university campuses, they identified
themselves as special subject archives on
the questionnaire. (8) The smallest group,
museum archives, emerged as a group
from the "other" category and might
have been larger had there been a sepa-
rate category for museums in Question 1.
Subsequent surveys should employ these
categories to permit respondents to classi-
fy themselves appropriately.

Table 1

Type of

Federal
State
Local
Academic
Business
Religious
Special Subject
Museum

Total

Repository

26
60
29

206
33

103
73
19

549

5%
1 1 %
5%

38%
6%

19%
13%
3%

100%

Regional Distribution
Questionnaires from archives in every

state in the nation were returned. For
purposes of analysis, respondents were
grouped into regional categories roughly
corresponding to the composition of re-
gional archival organizations. Table 2
identifies the regional distribution of the
responses. A close comparison of the re-
gional distribution of respondents with

the regional distribution of the full mail-
ing list of the survey shows that responses
are slightly weighted in favor of the
South and Mountain states, and slightly
against the Mid-Atlantic states. In gener-
al, regional distribution within repository
categories was similar to overall regional
patterns. Business archives were slightly
better represented in the New England
and Mid-Atlantic regions, and federal
and state archives were over-represented
in the Mountain region.

Table 2

Regional
New England
Mid-Atlantic
South
Midwest
Mountain
Pacific

Total

Distribution
59

142
103
154
34
57

549

1 1 %
26%
19%
28%
6%

10%

100%

Age of Repositories
The questionnaire asked for the found-

ing date of the repository and parent in-
stitutions. Almost 90 percent of the ar-
chives were established in the twentieth
century. Many were formed during the
Depression, an outgrowth in part of the
WPA records surveys and the founding
of the National Archives. The most phe-
nomenal growth has occurred since 1960;
almost one-fourth of the archives were
established since 1975. In general, state-
level repositories were oldest. Over 88
percent of the business archives were
founded since 1961. Only four were more
than twenty-five years old. Most recent
growth has been in local, business, and
museum archives.

The study confirmed a long history of
neglect of archival records in well estab-
lished institutions. The average archival
repository was established when the par-
ent institution was sixty-eight years old.
More than one-half the responding ar-
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chives were founded more than sixty
years after the parent, even when those
state archives reporting admission to
statehood as the parent founding date
were excluded. Even more striking, more
than 70 percent of those repositories es-
tablished since 1961 belong to institutions
founded before 1900. Special subject,
museum, and federal archives had par-
ents in their mid-thirties or early forties,
while the parents of new business ar-
chives averaged eighty-four years old.
The parents of the remaining groups of
archives were nearly as tardy, waiting
well over seventy years to establish ar-
chival programs.

Total Financial Resources
At least since Ruth Bordin and Robert

Warner wrote on archival management,
administrators have been warned about
the importance of a repository control-
ling its own budget.12 Nevertheless, only
60 percent of respondents claimed to
have a separately identifiable budget.
Program and salary costs for the remain-
der were subsumed into the operating
budgets of parent institutions. Some
types seemed especially less independent;
only 42 percent of all academic and 47
percent of all museum archives reported
having separate budgets. Separately iden-
tifiable budgets definitely affected re-
spondents' ability or willingness to report
financial data. Eighty percent of those
with separate budgets reported total
budgets, compared to 20 percent without
separate budgets who would—or could—
divulge even summary information. Pub-
lic sector archives and special subject re-
positories were much more likely to re-
port financial figures, while academic
and museum archives were much less
likely to divulge even summary totals.

Table 3 describes the total resources

available and expended by the eight types
of repositories. It clearly shows the domi-
nation by public sector programs: over 60
percent of all monetary resources are
controlled by federal and state repositor-
ies. One-half of all repositories have less
than $82,000 available for each year for
all programs and services. The National
Archives lists its total expenditures in
fiscal year 1985 at $95,138,000. This fig-
ure very nearly equals the $99 million re-
portedly available to the remaining 324
repositories who provided their financial
resources. The average state archives
budget is larger than any reported by a lo-
cal, business, or religious archives. The
total resources available to state pro-
grams equals the resources available to all
other archival programs, excluding the
federal repositories.

Religious archives have the smallest fi-
nancial base; 60 percent have total annual
budgets under $25,000 and almost 90 per-
cent have less than $100,000 available.
Similarly, 60 percent of the academic ar-
chives have under $100,000 available.
These two types of archives account for
80 percent of the smallest (under $25,000)
and over 60 percent of the medium
(under $100,000) categories. On the other
hand, academic and special subject ar-
chives are also well represented in the
large (over $100,000) category.

Repository age provides some explana-
tion for these financial resource figures.
Newer archives are relatively small and
receive less funding. Nearly three-
quarters of the archives founded since
1975 have less than $100,000 available
annually for programs and services. The
location of repositories, however, has vir-
tually no impact on the distribution of
monetary resources. The pattern of
small, medium, and large archives is vir-
tually the same in all regions.

12Ruth B. Bordin and Robert M. Warner, The Modern Manuscript Library (New York: Scarecrow Press,
1966).
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Table 3

All (548)

Federal (25)

State (60)

Local (29)

Academic (206)

Business (33)

Religious (103)

Subject (73)

Museum (19)

Financial Resources

Total
Financial

Resources
Available
(median)

$ 82,000
(323)

$204,000
(19)

$416,000
(50)

$ 36,200
(19)

$ 67,500
(99)

$ 85,000
(19)

$ 22,000
(62)

$ 83,000
(46)

$ 91,000
(9)

Total
Financial

Resources
Available
(average)

$268,920

$466,900

$786,000

$123,000

$172,000

$134,000

$ 50,000

$210,300

$444,000

Total
Financial

Resources
Spent

(median)

$ 75,000
(325)

$204,000
(18)

$320,000
(51)

$ 35,000
(16)

$ 66,600
(102)

$ 82,000
(20)

$ 17,500
(68)

$110,000
(40)

$ 91,000
(10)

Total
Financial

Resources
Spent

(average)

$232,000

$505,000

$637,400

$120,500

$157,000

$110,700

$ 39,700

$179,300

$381,400

Percentage
of Funds for

Personnel

75%
(273)
85%

(18)
73%

(50)
70%
(15)

79%
(87)

75%
(17)

74%
(42)

63%
(35)

69%
0)

This display of dominance and diversi-
ty shows the difficulty of comparing
types of repositories simply on the basis
of raw monetary resources. Comparing
federal and state archives with other
groups on this level is well beyond com-
paring apples and oranges; it is fruitless.
Comparison of patterns of resource use
may be a more reasonable way to identify
similarities among seemingly diverse
groups of repositories.

It is widely acknowledged that archival
work is labor intensive. The Burckel and
Cook survey suggested that salaries and
benefits are a very large portion of most
academic archives budgets. The 1985
survey strikingly confirmed this suspi-
cion. Column 5 of Table 3 shows that, of
all repositories reporting total funds ex-

pended annually and total personnel ex-
penses, the average repository spent 75
percent of its funds on personnel. Only
60 percent of these personnel totals in-
cluded staff benefits. Special subject re-
positories reported an average 85 percent
expended for personnel costs.

Staff and Salaries
Institutions were queried about the

composition, education, experience, and
training of its workforce, and the range
of salaries paid—high, low, and average.
Ninety-six percent of the respondents
provided staff totals, while only one-half
supplied information on average salaries.
Table 4 displays some statistics on staff
composition and salaries of the eight re-
pository types. The total staffs of ar-
chival repositories ranged from 1 to 156
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people, excluding the National Archives
in Washington. Columns 1 and 2 show
that one-half of the repositories reporting
staff totals had fewer than 3.5 full-time
equivalents (FTE). The range of reposi-
tory staff size was tremendous: 28 reposi-
tories (5 percent) reported more than 30
FTEs, while 86 repositories (17 percent)
were one-person shops. Similar to the
pattern of total monetary resources, fed-
eral and state archives typically had the
largest staffs, while business, religious,
and museum staffs were the smallest. The
largest business archives reported a total
of only seven employees.

Columns 3 and 4 report the median
and average figures for professional
staff. Overall, one-half of the repositories
reported employing fewer than two FTE
professional archivists. Religious, aca-
demic, and business archives had the
smallest professional staffs as a group—
just one and one-half FTEs, while state
repositories typically had over five pro-
fessional FTEs on the staff.

Column 5 relates total staff to profes-
sional staff and reports the overall aver-
age percentage of professionals employed
by the eight groups from the 455 reposi-
tories that reported both total staff and
total professional staff FTEs. These fig-
ures cast quite a different light on archi-
val administrative structures. Profession-
al archivists comprised an average of 54
percent of the total staff overall. While
apparently federal and state repositories
had significantly larger total and profes-
sional staffs numerically, they had a
smaller proportion of professional staff
than most other archives. Federal, state
and academic archives made the greatest
use of non-professional staff, while busi-
ness and religious archives had the largest
proportion of professional staffs.

These figures were probably inflated
by the responses from archives whose
staff almost without exception consider

themselves professional. The survey data
cannot evaluate the quality of profession-
al staff. Survey questions on education,
training, and experience were not reliable
measures because they covered the staff
as a whole, were not completed to a signi-
ficant degree, and were misinterpreted by
many. Future studies should look closely
at the assessment of staff quality on the
repository level. The Burckel and Cook
study is a good point of departure.

Many archival repositories seemed to
welcome the presence of volunteers on
their staffs. Column 6 shows that almost
one-half of those repositories that sub-
mitted staff totals had 2.7 or more volun-
teers. Museum, federal, local, and special
subject archives reported the largest num-
ber of volunteers, while business, aca-
demic, and religious archives had the
fewest. One special subject repository re-
ported 130 volunteers, while only four
business archives had any volunteers at
all. Of all repository types, data indicate
that academic archives could probably
gain the most from increased use of vol-
unteers. Two-thirds of all academic ar-
chives reported having no volunteers.

Although identifying the factors af-
fecting compensation for archival work
was not a primary focus of the project,
data on the salary environment in each
repository was gathered for comparative
purposes. The average salary nationwide
was just under $21,400. David Bearman's
1982 study of individual archivists set the
average salary at $21,000.13 Even though
the studies measured different popula-
tions, there were striking similarities in
their results. The apparent lack of im-
provement in archival salaries in the past
three years should be viewed with cau-
tion, however, since the 1985 figures were
probably depressed by the inclusion of
clerical support and other non-archival
staff in the average figures.

'Bearman, "1982 Survey of the Archival Profession," 239.
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Column 7 in Table 4 lists the average
salaries for the eight repository groups.
Unlike the figures for total resources and
total staff, this column shows a fair
amount of homogeneity. For the eight
groups of archives, the average salaries
were within a $9,500 range. Business ar-
chivists on the average were paid the most
for their work, while religious archivists
received the least direct compensation on
the average. (Religious totals excluded
those who reported working below mini-
mum wage.) The lowest average business
salary was greater than the overall aver-
ages for local or religious salaries.

Explanation of salary distribution is a
complex matter. One of the more intrigu-
ing comparative questions is the relation
of salaries to staff size. Archivists in larg-
er repositories were not paid more, on the
average, than staff in smaller institutions.
Average salary figures were distributed in
almost equal proportions from the smal-
lest to the largest archives. The pattern
was the same for reported lowest salary;
archives looked much alike on the low
end of the salary range. Not so, however,
on the high end—which may be fairly as-
sumed to represent the salary of the direc-
tor. Over 35 percent (117) reported the
highest salary exceeded $30,000, the aver-
age being $27,900. Most significantly,
there was a striking correlation between
the size of a repository's staff and the di-
rector's salary. Seventy-two percent of
the archives with more than ten employ-
ees had a director paid more than
$30,000, whereas only 18 percent of the
directors of archives with three or fewer
employees received such salaries.

Holdings
The holdings of an archival repository

are a third important resource. The ques-
tionnaire asked for a seemingly frighten-
ing amount of detail on the volume and
type of repository holdings, generating 65

variables in eight complex questions. The
section's main goal, not entirely met, was
to explore the varying composition of ar-
chival holdings across types of repositor-
ies. While about 70 percent of all reposi-
tories provided a figure on the total quan-
tity of holdings in linear or cubic feet,
more detailed breakdowns were far less
complete. The single most striking con-
clusion from this avalanche of data was
also the most obvious: archives are an in-
credible mishmash of documents, books,
audiovisual items, and all manner of arti-
facts. Most archives are part repositories
of historical documents, part museum,
and part library. Any effort to create a
homogeneous picture of holdings is a
complex and ongoing process requiring
careful attention to definition and the
context of archival programs within larg-
er institutional settings.

Table 5 is a sampling of facts and sta-
tistics from the holdings data. Columns 1
and 2 report the median and average total
volume for each type of repository. Ar-
chives reported as few as 6 feet of hold-
ings and as many as 137,000 feet, exclud-
ing 4 archives with more than 300,000
feet of holdings. Overall, one-half of the
361 repositories that reported a total fig-
ure held 2,200 feet of holdings or less.
The overall average is a much larger
7,900 feet, due to the presence of a num-
ber of very large repositories.

As in previous categories, the federal
and state repositories are well endowed
with archival resources. Three-quarters
of all federal repositories and almost the
same portion of state repositories report-
ed more than 5,000 feet of holdings. All
other types of repositories were compara-
tively smaller. Business, museum, and re-
ligious archives were the smallest, averag-
ing fewer than 3,000 feet. No business ar-
chives reported more than 13,000 feet.

An "Intensity of Care" index, shown
in columns 3 and 4 of Table 5 was devel-
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Table 5

All (548)

Federal (25)

State (60)

Local (29)

Academic (206)

Business (33)

Religious (103)

Subject (73)

Museum (19)

Total
Volume of
Holdings
(median)

2,200
(361)

14,000
(19)

9,500
(49)

2,200
(22)

2,400
(139)
1,000

(18)
650
(52)

1,500
(50)
800
(12)

Holdings

Total
Volume of
Holdings
(average)

7,900

14,500

23,600

10,500

5,500

2,400

3,000

4,100

2,700

Intensity
of Care

(median)

403
(350)
889
(19)

900
(47)
461
(20)
485

(136)
400
(18)
214
(50)
377
(48)
375
(12)

Intensity
of Care

(average)

881

1376

1205

730

835

688

718

914

445

Cost of
Holdings
(median)

$34
(249)

$37
(16)

$31
(44)

$141
(12)
$27
(80)
$81
(12)
$29
(43)
$76
(34)
$75
(8)

oped to measure the relationship between
total staff and total holdings for each re-
pository group. The index was computed
by dividing the total holdings of each re-
pository by the total repository staff, a
crude but effective control for large staffs
and large volumes of holdings. The
smaller the number, the more intense the
care holdings may receive. Overall, one-
half of the 351 repositories included in
the index had over 400 feet of holdings
for every staff member. Federal and state
repositories as a group had more than
double this figure, averaging nearly 900
feet per employee. Religious archives had
the smallest volume of holdings per staff
member (214 feet), while the remaining

groups of repositories were within 20 per-
cent of the overall median.

By calculating and charting the Intensi-
ty of Care index over time, a repository
may assess the development of its archi-
val program. But it should be weighed
carefully. An International Council on
Archives study has shown that the age of
archival materials, the type and format of
the items, and even the language of the
original item all help to determine the
level and nature of care required.14

Another measure of repositories and
holdings is the relationship between total
resources expended and total volume of
holdings. This measures the gross cost of
acquiring, storing, and servicing archival

"Harald Jflrgensen, "Report on the Cost of Archive Service," report prepared for a 1973 International
Council on Archives roundtable discussion.
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materials and is one way to compare the
total potential care that holdings may re-
ceive. Column 5 shows that one-half of
all respondents spent more than $34 in
1985 for every foot of holdings stored.
This figure included staff costs, applica-
ble facilities charges, supplies, equip-
ment, and other expenses. Medians for
federal, state, academic, and religious ar-
chives were within 10 percent of the over-
all $34 median. Museum, special subject,
and business archives spent over twice
this amount for each foot of holdings;
and local repositories spent $142 per foot
of holdings—or over four times the na-
tional median. While some of the varia-
tion may be accounted for in higher sala-
ries, other factors are clearly at play, in-
cluding inflated facilities charges and rel-
atively small volumes of holdings in re-
positories with significant "non-
archival" programs.

Facilities
The archival building is an important

resource, but a potentially significant
drain on slim program budgets. Seven-
teen percent of respondents reported pay-
ing rent and overhead (e.g., utilities), and
in most cases the charges were token, not
actual costs. The questionnaire gathered
information on the amount of available
space and a variety of equipment and ser-
vices. Table 6 presents the findings on
safety and environmental equipment and
handicapped access. The discouraging
story was confirmed by numerous written
comments on the questionnaire. Columns
1 and 2 concern fire detection and sup-
pression equipment. Only three-quarters
of all respondents reported having smoke
alarms and heat sensors, while less than
one-half (44 percent) reported having ei-
ther sprinkler or gas fire suppression sys-
tems. Fire-protected storage space was

clearly a problem. One repository report-
ed that its archival storage facility con-
sisted of the long narrow attic of a college
dormitory. Only about one-third of local,
academic, and religious archives had fire
suppression systems.

The data on temperature and humidity
controls were only slightly more comfort-
ing. Overall, 76 percent of all respon-
dents reported having adequate tempera-
ture control. One archivist commented,
"If you mean a system that works
regularly—forget it!" Museum archives,
the newest group of repositories, had the
best record for temperature and humidity
control, followed closely by federal ar-
chives. Only 66 percent of all business ar-
chives, one of the newest groups of repos-
itories, reported having adequate temper-
ature control. Column 7 shows that only
60 percent of all repositories reported
having handicap access, with federal ar-
chives, museum, and special subject re-
positories leading.15

Research Use
The report of the SAA Committee on

Goals and Priorities, Planning for the
Archival Profession, refers to use as the
ultimate purpose of archival work. From
this perspective, the users who visit,
write, and telephone for information are
a significant archival resource. Yet survey
data from institutions, no matter how
powerful, cannot address the issues of the
quality of research, or the use of archival
information beyond the repository. They
do give a sense of the magnitude of re-
search use among groups of archives and
the associated demands on archival pro-
grams.16 The questionnaire asked for in-
formation on the total number of re-
searchers and daily visits and the total
volume of a repository's reference mail
and telephone traffic. It asked respon-

1!Brenda Beasley Kepley, "Archives: Accessibility for the Disabled," American Archivist 46 (Winter 1983):
42-51.

"Roy C. Turnbaugh, "Archival Mission and User Studies," Midwestern Archivist 11, no. 1 (1986): 30.
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Table 6

All (548)

Federal (25)

State (60)

Local (29)

Academic (206)

Business (33)

Religious (103)

Subject (73)

Museum (19)

Fire
Detec-
tion

72%
(376)
92%

(23)
87%

(52)
75%

(21)

68%
(132)
72%

(23)
56%

(54)
8 1 %

(54)
90%

(17)

Fire
Suppres-

sion

44%
(228)

80%
(20)

50%
(30)

32%
(9)

37%
(73)

75%
(24)

29%
(28)

54%
(36)

42%
(8)

Facilities

Tempera-
ture

Control

76%
(394)

84%
(21)

75%
(45)

7 1 %
(20)

74%
(145)
66%

(21)
74%

(71)
8 1 %

(54)

90%
(17)

Humidity
Control

60%
(315)

80%
(20)

67%
(40)

57%
(16)

50%
(114)
59%

(16)
57%

(57)
57%

(38)
74%

(14)

Closed
Stacks

78%
(406)
84%

(21)
93%

(56)
68%

(19)

80%
(155)
75%

(24)
60%

(58)
85%

(57)
84%

(16)

Burglar
Alarms

60%
(311)
92%

(23)
72%

(43)
64%

(18)

52%
(101)
60%

(19)
38%

(36)
8 1 %

(54)

90%
(17)

Handi-
cap

Access

60%
(311)
92%

(23)
72%

(43)
64%

(18)

52%
(101)
60%

(19)
38%

(36)
8 1 %

(54)

90%
(17)

dents to divide these totals among six cat-
egories of researchers: staff of parent in-
stitution, genealogists, scholars, students,
general public, and "other."

This was the most difficult section of
the questionnaire to develop. Archivists
have been admonished to refrain from pi-
geonholing researchers and instead to al-
low them to describe themelves." With
this warning and archivists' inability to
develop a comprehensive typology of
users, it was not surprising that respon-
dents made more comments on this sec-
tion than on any other part of the ques-
tionnaire. Essays appeared on the bottom
of the page, including this typical one:
"We find it irritating of SAA to be using
the category 'scholars' as separate from

'genealogists,' 'students,' etc., as if the
latter categories were not scholars."
More research is needed before archivists
can confidently categorize users.

Table 7 presents a few of the statistics
from the study's overall reference totals.
The most basic conclusion is that archi-
vists do not know who their users are,
and moreover, do not seem to be trying
to count them. Only two-thirds of all re-
positories provided even a raw number of
research visitors. Of the five resources
considered in this article, only total fi-
nancial data received a lower response.
Sensitivity to disclosing financial infor-
mation is somewhat understandable; to-
tal user statistics, however, are not privi-
leged.

"Elsie T. Freeman, "In the Eye of the Beholder: Archives Administration from the User's Point of View,"
American Archivist 47 (Spring 1984): 111-23.
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The information on research use from
the 354 respondents who provided it is
wildly divergent. Some archivists report-
ed as few as 2 and others as many as
37,000 annual research visits. Overall, the
annual average number of researchers is
just over 1,400, but one-half of the re-
spondents reported having fewer than
325 people in 1985—barely 1 per day.
Columns 1 and 2 show the diversity
among repositories. Federal, local, aca-
demic, special subject, and museum ar-
chives hovered around the middle on
both the average and median figures.
Business and religious archives had signi-
ficantly fewer research visitors, and state
archives as a group had over three times
the national average research use.

Columns 3 and 4 represent the calcu-
lated median and average total volume of
research: visitors, mail, and telephone re-
quests. It should be noted, however, that
the total number of repositories able to
provide data on all three activities was
only two-thirds of those reporting re-
search visitors. In addition, larger reposi-
tories may have had sufficient staff to
track correspondence and incoming tele-
phone calls. Together, these factors may
account for the inconsistencies between
the figures in the first four columns.
Clearly, archivists need more accurate
and complete record keeping on research
use.

The available figures show an even
greater disparity among types of archives
than the research totals alone. State-level
repositories supported the largest volume
of total reference by a sizable margin.
Federal repositories, dispersed around
the country, had a significant amount of
reference contacts with non-visitors. Spe-
cial subject and religious archives also
had proportionately higher non-visitor
reference than the national median of 931
contacts. The few business archives able
to report researcher, mail, and telephone

totals had the least demand for reference
services of any kind.

If use is the ultimate purpose of archi-
val work, it is instructive to examine
whether reference use is commensurate
with repository expenditures. Column 5
presents the median figures for the eight
repository groups, calculated by dividing
a repository's total budgetary expendi-
tures by its total reference load. Again,
because financial and user data were gen-
erally under-reported, the figures should
be used only for rough comparison.
Overall, the 184 repositories that report-
ed the necessary figures spent $74 in 1985
for every reference contact made. Busi-
ness ($296) and federal archives ($197)
spent the greatest amount relative to total
direct use, while state ($38), local ($58),
and religious ($63) repositories spent the
least. Although these figures may not be
the fairest and most precise measure, they
are a way to equalize the huge disparity
among repositories in terms of budgets
and total use. They show in gross terms
the varying levels of reference demand,
and should be useful in future studies.

Two other measures of reference ser-
vice are the potential demand of research
use on archival holdings and on staff re-
sources. The first of these, the "Intensity
of Use" index, was compiled by dividing
the total volume of holdings by the total
number of research visitors. In the aggre-
gate, this index is a way of measuring
whether repositories with a greater vol-
ume of holdings have correspondingly
heavier reference use. The higher the
number, the fewer researchers are mak-
ing use of the holdings overall. The fig-
ures in Column 6 suggest that there was
relatively little variation among groups of
repositories in terms of the demand on
holdings. Federal archives have one-half
the demand relative to the national medi-
an. Local and museum archives on the
other hand have about twice the demand.
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Other groups of repositories all hover
around the national median of six feet
per research visitor.

The final measure, "Reference De-
mand," captures the relationship be-
tween research visitors and staff re-
sources, by dividing the total number of
research visitors by the total number of
repository staff. Column 7 shows that
one-half of all repositories had at least
seventy-five researchers visit per year per
staff member. Federal, academic, busi-
ness, and special subject archives all ap-
peared to be under similar pressure in this
context. Religious archives, with only
twenty-five researchers per year for every
staff person, may seem under-staffed at
two staff per repository, but they were
also under-used. The staffs of state level
archives, on the other hand, were almost
ten times more pressured by research use
than the least used group, followed at
some distance by the other public sector
group, local archives.

Conclusions
The above statistics offer a variety of

perspectives on the key resources current-
ly available for archival programs and
services. But quantitative measures alone
cannot and should not describe the quali-
ty of archival work. Quality is not meas-
ured in the aggregate, but through many
careful studies of how individual pro-
grams make the best use of available re-
sources. In this regard the averages, and
especially the mid-points represented by
medians, can be considered as tentative
norms—not norms to be enshrined as
performance standards, but benchmarks
to be exceeded each time a national study
is repeated. The data could become
points of departure for qualitative assess-
ments presented in case studies—studies
that transcend the "This-is-what-we-do-
in-our-shop-and-isn't-it-neat?" level to
draw out the relationships among

resources—money, staff, holdings, facili-
ties, and users.

This static snapshot of archival pro-
grams should be transformed into a dy-
namic portrait of a developing profes-
sion. Comprehensive, national-level stud-
ies such as this survey need to be repeated
regularly—at least every three or four
years. To help ensure the success of fu-
ture efforts both the Society of American
Archivists and individual repositories
must take some specific actions.

Before the next national survey of ar-
chivists or archival institutions for what-
ever purpose, SAA can do two things to
improve the quality of research. First, it
can compile a much more comprehensive
list of archival repositories in the United
States, including the type of repository
and other basic information. Second,
SAA must analyze the 1985 questionnaire
to identify the most useful information
that should be regularly collected. The
basic format and structure of the ques-
tionnaire should be retained; but it
should be shortened by removing ele-
ments not reasonably ascertained and re-
quests for information that will not con-
tribute to the larger goal of comparing
changes in types of repository programs.

In the next few years, individual repos-
itories can also take action to improve fu-
ture national studies. First, they should
compare the averages and medians in this
report and future reports against their
specific repository activity. They can use
the data as a point of departure for de-
tailed self-studies and realistic compari-
sons with similar types of repositories.
Second, all repositories should begin
compiling statistics in a form compatible
with the survey questionnaire.

Every archival repository is unique.
Archivists can take pride and find
strength in the diversity of creative ap-
proaches to planning, administration,
and reporting. Individually successful
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programs contribute to the slowly devel-
oping archival profession. The 1985 cen-
sus of archival institutions has shown
that patterns of performance exist. Iden-
tifying patterns of success is as important
to the profession as recognizing individu-
al performance. Repeated national stud-
ies of archival repositories are useful
tools for discovering similarities among

repositories and recognizing areas where
differences are powerful and should be
respected. By clarifying existing patterns
and showing how they are evolving, pre-
sent and future national studies can iden-
tify the common ground—the highest
common denominator—that can serve as
a foundation for widely accepted stan-
dards for archival programs.


