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This is Part I of an edited version of a paper submited to the Melbourne 
College of Advanced Education as a course requirement for the Graduate 
Diploma in Information Management (Archives and Records) in 1988. Part I 
examines the development of the principles of appraisal within the public 
archives tradition, including a discussion of the main theoreticians. It then 
considers how other archivists have interpreted appraisal criteria. A 
framework in which appraisal principles operate is drawn, which can apply 
to any institutional setting. Part II examines the application of government 
appraisal principles to business records within this broader framework.

1 Introduction
Archivists have historically been concerned with records of permanent 

value. In the public sector, their role has changed from that of passive 
receivers to active selectors of records for retention and often for 
destruction. This process of evaluating records has been defined as 
appraisal.1 Appraisal determines what ends up in an archives. It has become 
a fundamental concern of archivists since they became involved in record 
selection.

The theory and practice of archival appraisal was developed by the 
United States National Archives in the 1950s, as a result of the need 
to select permanent value records from the huge bulk of records produced 
by government, particularly after World War Two. Records management 
was concerned with the evaluation primarily of temporary records. It
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was expected to solve many records problems by creating and maintaining 
more efficient systems. The archivist could then concentrate on developing 
criteria for selecting records of permanent value. Major public archival 
institutions in Australia adopted the US terminology and methods of 
disposal of records, by way of disposal schedules, which listed categories 
of records to be retained or destroyed on a time basis. Appraisal was 
part of the procedure used to arrive at a disposal schedule and thus 
combined both the creating agency’s and the archives’ retention needs.2 
The appraisal process is quite different when applied to records transferred 
to archives which have already undergone administrative selection.

Archival appraisal of records in agency custody has led to a blurring 
of records management and archival functions in recent years and has 
had a strong impact on how the appraisal criteria are applied. Machine- 
readable records have led the archivist further into the records management 
domain, in the knowledge that appraisal of these records must be built 
into systems at the creation stage.

In order to evaluate the applicability of government derived principles 
of appraisal to business records, we need to understand the public archives 
tradition, how and why archivists became involved in appraisal and the 
terms they have adopted. The broad factors which influence archival 
appraisal principles are equally applicable in both a business or a 
government setting. Once the fundamental institutional differences are 
analysed, similarities can be extracted and re-defined to suit a particular 
archival context.

2 The Selection of Records for Preservation as an Archival Task—an 
Historical Overview

The French Revolution gave rise to the concept of government 
responsibility to preserve records for the people as well as for 
administration. It was not until the twentieth century that archivists 
established the principle that they should be consulted before any records 
were destroyed. After World War Two, the huge proliferation of records 
occurred as a result of the rapid expansion of government functions and 
the ability of machines to duplicate records. Large scale destruction of 
documentation became inevitable.3

Since the 1950s governments all over the world have developed 
legislation and records control programs to assist in the orderly transfer 
of records to archives. The public archivist thus became involved with 
both permanent and temporary records.4

In Great Britain, the Jenkinsonian tradition was the basis of the Grigg 
principle that appraisal should be delegated to the originating department 
and should not reflect the biases of academic researchers of a particular 
day.5 In the Grigg method there is a separation of the evaluation processes 
of administative and historical values. A first review by the departmental
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officer takes place five years after the record is closed. Some historical 
awareness does come into play and Public Record officers do provide 
unofficial advice on record values. It assumes a close relationship between 
current administrative values and continuing future research values, but 
distinguishes between the two processes. Records which pass the first 
review are reviewed twenty-five years later to determine the research 
value. This second review is implemented by the Public Record Office 
in conjunction with a departmental officer. Both administrative and 
research values are taken into account at this stage. In Great Britain’s 
Public Record Office, appraisal is an archival activity at the second review 
stage when the potential research values are assessed.3 * * 6

In the United States, the National Archives and Record Service (NARS) 
promoted records management in the 1940s and 1950s in order to facilitate 
the disposal of records before they reached the National Archives. In 
the United States federal system disposal/retention schedules are prepared 
by agency staff under archival supervision and permanent value records 
are appraised by archival staff.7 The American concept of appraisal is 
directed to the selection of permanent value records.8

In Australia, the Australian Archives, the Commonwealth’s archival 
authority, was given authority under a 1966 Cabinet directive to control 
the destruction of Commonwealth records by means of authorised 
schedules. The Archives Act of 1983 provides a statutory basis for all 
archival activities.9 Appraisal is always part of the disposal process leading 
to a disposal schedule. Agencies prepared draft schedules on the basis 
of administrative criteria as well as providing an opinion on their 
informational/research value. However, the Australian Archives can reject 
the recommendations of the agency if a case for secondary reference 
values is found. Disposal authorities cover both permanent and temporary 
records and require mutual agreement to be authorised by the Australian 
Archives.10 The Public Record Office of Victoria, as the State archives 
of Victoria, also follows a joint agency/archives process in appraisal and 
disposal. However, it does not have detailed provisions for disposal in 
its Act. Instead, these are provided by standards issued by the Keeper 
of the Public Records.11

The term ‘appraisal’ as used by Australian Archives and the Public 
Record Office of Victoria covers all aspects of disposal and touches on 
custody, retention, destruction and storage. It is the means of providing 
the authorities to destroy and the method of determining the value of 
records to provide for their proper disposal.12

3 The Development of the Principles and Theory of Appraisal in the
Public Sector

3.1 Appraisal Theory
Appraisal literature deals either with the philosphical basis of appraisal
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criteria or else with the techniques for implementing appraisal decisions. 
A body of appraisal theory such as that for arrangement and description 
of records has not been developed.13 However, the concept of records 
as evidence of the organic growth of the organisation which produced 
them, which gave rise to the way archives are arranged and described, 
also influenced the development of archival appraisal principles.14

Discussions on the rationale for appraisal decisions centre on whether 
objective criteria can be achieved and whether the archivist, because of 
his/her historical training, is in a position to judge the research values 
of records. This latter consideration has resulted in most of the literature 
written on appraisal principles.

3.2 Schellenberg’s ‘evidential’ and ‘informational’ dichotomy
Theodore R. Schellenberg of the United States National Archives and 

Records Service is considered the most influential theoretician of archival 
appraisal. He provided the concepts of ‘evidential’ and ‘informational’ 
values of records as a framework for the consideration of the research 
values of records. In ‘The appraisal of modern public records’, a National 
Archives and Records Service bulletin produced in 1956, he provided 
the overview of his concepts as they had evolved in the National Archives. 
His book Modem Archives: Principles and Techniques, published in the 
same year, reiterates and elaborates on these views.

Schellenberg’s guidelines need to be evaluated in their historic context. 
He wrote when there was a pressing need to reduce public records. He 
considered that records management would assist in determining the 
quality of records selected and would work closely with archival 
management. The terms ‘evidential’ and ‘informational’ are based on the 
statutory definition of ‘records’ from the Federal Disposal Act of 1943:

All books, papers, maps, photographs or other documentary materials, 
regardless of physical form or characteristics, made or received by any 
public or private institution in pursuance of its legal obligations or in 
connection with the transaction of its proper business and preserved or 
appropriate for preservation by that institution or its legitimate successor 
as evidence of its functions, policies, decisions, procedures, operations or 
other activities or because of the informational value of the data contained 
therein.15 [author’s emphasis added]

According to contemporary accounts, this definition of‘records’ actually 
placed the responsibility for appraisal with the agencies. This definition 
was carried across to some State records legislation, but was considered 
too elaborate for small non-government bodies.16

Schellenberg synthesises European and American views on appraisal, 
as well as adding his own contribution. He sees two values in public 
records; the primary values for the originating agency and the secondary 
values for other agencies and private users. The primary values exist
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for records created to accomplish the purposes for which an agency has 
been created; that is administrative, fiscal, legal and operating uses.17 
They are evidence of the government’s financial and legal commitments 
and also of value to the citizens served by government. The administrator 
must evaluate the continuing value of the records for the agency. The 
secondary uses are the values that exist beyond the record’s current use 
and for other than current users. He believes that the archivist should 
evaluate these secondary uses because archives are preserved for reasons 
other than that for which they were created.18

The secondary values of the records are:
• the evidence they contain of the organisation and the functioning of 

the government body that produces them.
• The information they contain on persons, corporate bodies, things, 

problems, conditions with which the government deals.19

Schellenberg emphasies that his definition of ‘evidential values’ differs 
from Jenkinson’s evidence that derives from unbroken custody of records. 
He is influenced by German archival theories on public records as evidence 
of the organic growth and functioning of public records. Records are 
considered in the administrative context and by the position of each 
administrative unit in the government structure. This is in fact how all 
archival activities are considered and places Schellenberg’s appraisal 
approach within the traditional archival principles of original order and 
provenance, whereby all records are arranged and described in the order 
they were created.20

In practice, the ‘evidential’ value refers to the same type of records 
that are of value to the administrator for both current and future purposes, 
as those retained by the archivist, but-for different reasons. There is, 
therefore, an overlap in administrative and evidential values.21

Evidential values relate only to public records. The public archivist, 
‘as an agent of government’, should first be concerned to preserve evidence 
on how the government was organised and how it functioned. Schellenberg 
considers the use of these records not only for the student of public 
administration, but essentially as a benefit to future administration, and 
as part of the government’s accountability to the public for its actions.22

The test of evidential values is considered an objective one, in which 
the archivist’s historical methodology has taught him to use organisational 
development as the context for source records. The relationship between 
the record and the activity/function it documents is essential to its 
meaning.23

Schellenberg considered certain factors required when applying 
evidential values to records. Individual pieces of information were not 
to be appraised, but the entire documentation of an agency. The value
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of the records was affected by the importance of an office in the 
administrative hierarchy, the character of the functions performed by each 
office and the character of the activities carried on under a given function 
by each office in the administration and their interrelationship.24

Informational values are derived from the information in public records 
on matters with which public agencies deal, including persons, places, 
and subjects. These are not appraised by considering the source of the 
records, but rather by looking at other documents that exist on the topic, 
that is the type of subjects researchers may be seeking. Subject specialists 
may need to be consulted and many users considered.25

The tests or criteria for informational values are uniqueness, form and 
importance. First, there is uniqueness of the information and of the records 
that contain the information. All sources on a subject should be considered. 
The uniqueness of form relates to the physical duplication at various 
offices. In other words, the more information that exists on a subject 
the less valuable it becomes. He also distinguishes between records of 
different periods. These include ‘historical records’ of a period in which 
scanty records remain, and defining chronological dates before which 
all records are retained.26

Form of the information in records and the form of the records is the 
second criterion of informational value. Form as applied to information 
relates mainly to the degree to which the information is concentrated. 
Concentration of information in records is the most suitable form for 
archival preservation. The physical condition of the records and the 
arrangement of the information in the series if it facilitates the extraction 
of information also relate to form.27

The importance of the information he considered the ‘realm of the 
imponderable’. Records in a collective form are usually more useful than 
as single items. In relation to persons and things, the importance of the 
individual is considered. However, the test of importance is applied only 
when standards of uniqueness and form have been met.28

The importance of records about persons, both to the individual and 
to scholars, overlaps with residual legal values, for example citizenship 
and property.29

Schellenberg saw his appraisal views as guidelines, not exact standards. 
He was aware of factors which would require a differing approach. These 
included different periods in time, different values for different institutions 
or countries, the need for outside advice and the cost-factor of the retention 
of records. His main writings refer to public archives. In relation to non 
government records, particularly private collections, he considered only 
the research/informational value as a valid secondary value.30

Schellenberg has been criticised for his emphasis on administrative
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history and evidential values in appraisal by some US writers.31 However, 
the need for the public archivist to preserve records relating first to the 
origins of administrative policy and second people’s rights and third 
informational values was reiterated by Meyer Fishbein, Director of the 
Records Appraisal Division of the US National Archives and Records 
Service.32 Christopher Hives, a Canadian archivist, on the other hand, 
believes that Schellenberg placed too much emphasis on research values 
and the archivist’s role in interpreting this value. He claims that, by 
delegating administrative values to the records manager, Schellenberg 
effectively excluded the archivist from integrating appraisal with records 
management and of retarding the identification of permanently valuable 
records early in the life cycle of the record.33

Michael Cook, an English archivist, finds particular problems with 
Schellenberg’s terminology despite its wide use outside the United States 
federal archives. He considers evidential values as useful concepts for 
administrative history, particularly the way records are arranged and 
described, and that this reveals the significance of the informational 
content. However, Cook considers the informational content more relevant 
for appraisal than evidential, citing the example of case files as high 
in informational value but low in evidential value. Unlike the Grigg system, 
which requires an administrative value before an historical value, Cook 
believes the informational content value on its own should not be 
discounted in appraisal.34

3.3 Norton’s ‘legal’ value of records
Margaret Cross Norton, the Illinois State Archivist, writing in the 1930s 

to 1950s, was one of the earliest American archivists to formulate a 
set of rules for appraisal. Her definition of the ‘legal’ values of public 
records is referred to in archival appraisal literature. Her emphasis on 
the role of archivists as servants of government, providing administrative 
efficiency integrated with the administration, has been taken up by some 
writers of current appraisal literature.35

Norton considered public records as a product of government activity 
and therefore primarily serving the government. The archivist’s role is 
as custodian of the legal records of the state. Records are preserved as 
long as they are potentially useful for the protection of property or personal 
rights and take on an historical value only when this administrative value 
ceases.36

The archivist’s knowledge of research values assists the records manager 
decide on permanent values of records. Writing in 1944, the questions 
she poses for borderline cases are similar to appraisal guidelines today. 
The questions are:

Is this the original, official copy of the record?
Who made this record?
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Who uses it?
What purposes does it serve?
What information does it give?
Who would be inconvenienced by its destruction?
Is the information available elsewhere and in what form?
Which is the most authorative for court purposes?37
She espouses two values in records: a primary legal value, and a 

secondary historical value. This view is summed up in a 1930s article:
The origin of governmental and of private business archives is the same— 
both are records of business transactions made and preserved because such 
records might be later required as evidence in lawsuits involving those 
transactions. It is only because the government touches the lives of relatively 
more people that its archives tend, as their legal use becomes less frequent, 
to take on a relatively greater historical significance than do private 
archives.38

Her definition of the legal authenticity of records owes much to Jenkinson 
and the public archives tradition. It is based on the concept of the 
sovereignty of the people in a democratic system of government. 
Government records belong legally to the people and records documenting 
their rights are essential.39

Norton’s legal concept of record values does not relate to statutory 
retention periods for records. The value of the records as evidence in 
court is the main reason records are retained. This value overlaps with 
Schellenberg’s ‘evidential’ value in that records which explain policy 
decisions as well as establishing rights of government and its constituents 
under law are retained by the administrator. Once they lose their legal 
value they may become of archival value. She makes rare references 
to the ‘unthought of research value’ in records destroyed by the 
administrator and is wary of using research trends for preserving records. 
Her appraisal process moves from administrative to legal to historical 
values.40

3.4 Brichford’s compendium of ideas and practices
Maynard Brichford’s Archives and Manuscripts: Appraisal and 

Accessioning was produced as part of the Society of American Archivists 
Basic Manual Series. As an introductory handbook for archivists, it took 
a practical approach to appraisal methods. Brichford uses Schellenberg’s 
framework and describes the characteristics of records as the basis of 
the appraisal process. He draws on Norton and other American archivists’ 
views as well as European archivists. Unlike Schellenberg, he does not 
separate the administrative values from other values but rather sees one 
flow from the other.41

Brichford refers to the stated goals of each archival program as the 
basic criterion for record evaluation and the necessity for documenting
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all decisions.42 He describes appraisal as a process which requires the 
analysis of the origin and characteristics of record series, that is their 
age, volume and form, their functional, evidential and informational 
characteristics, a knowledge of the techniques for segregation and selection 
of records, an awareness of the development of research methodologies 
and needs and a sequential consideration of administrative, research and 
archival values.43

Brichford’s administrative values, like Norton’s, may have archival 
values. Like other public archivists, Brichford considered that his first 
duty was to retain records for government continuity. He refers to ‘financial’ 
records of continuing administrative value which may need to be retained 
for audit or statutory purposes. They may take on an archival value, 
although Brichford does not elaborate on this view.44

Another administrative value of Brichford’s is ‘legal’ values. Brichford 
extends Norton’s ‘best evidence’ rule to include specific statutory retention 
periods, statutes of limitations which determine minimum retention periods 
but which may ultimately be permanent; as well as possible litigation, 
using record evidence which may extend beyond the life of one person. 
In addition, the legal or civic rights of individuals to citizenship, property 
and employment benefits are all seen as public duties of an archivist45

Brichford uses the term ‘research’ values rather than ‘informational’ 
values. Administrative and archival values represent research values in 
that documents regarding government policies or individual rights may 
interest some researchers. Scholarly research is also a public goal of an 
archivist. He looks at the records as a whole collection of documentation 
in terms of research values. He includes particular attributes which extend 
Schellenberg’s when considering research values. These include 
uniqueness, credibility, time span and accessibility. Other factors include 
the use of records by researchers, including the type/series and quality 
as well as considering recent users of archives, such as genealogists46

Finally, Brichford considers ‘archival values’. It is not a category which 
stands alone but arises from administrative and research values. It is really 
a summary of all the previous considerations as well as the financial 
cost of preserving records indefinitely and the scarcity of information 
on a particular topic. Cost includes the processing, the description, the 
preservation and the storage which leads to a preference for small quantities 
of highly concentrated data being retained.47

3.5 Appraisal principles and the development of objective appraisal 
criteria—selected viewpoints

Schellenberg’s terminology and its interpretation is largely dependent 
on whether appraisal is delegated to the administrator or to the archivist. 
However, most archivists see their role as determining the research values 
for which objective criteria are the most difficult.
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Thorton W. Mitchell, as Assistant Records Administrator for State 
Records, North Carolina, accepts Schellenberg’s premise that the archivist, 
because of his historical training, is responsible for evaluating secondary 
values of records. He advocates considerations of the needs of a broad 
spectrum of users and suggests that the agency’s views on preservation 
of particular records be given importance. Appraisal decisions should take 
into account the total documentation of the agency and outside sources, 
the scarcity of information on a subject, the form and nature of the data 
and the avoidance of generalisations such as considering all policy records 
more valuable than facilitative records.48

Felix Hull, an English county archivist, believes that the primary 
administrative values are still the basis of permanent values and that 
Brichford’s sequential process is the best method of developing selection 
criteria. He considers Schellenberg’s secondary values as an addition to 
the administrative values. The primary value is the administrative needs 
of the agency. The archivist adds to the criteria by appraising all records 
including those discarded administratively. The real differences in appraisal 
depend on whether the responsibility for appraisal is moved totally to 
either the administrator or the archivist.49

Morris Reiger, as Chairman of the Committee on Archival Development, 
of the International Council of Archives, attempts an objective basis for 
the appraisal of government records by defining the criteria. The criteria 
are applied to the secondary values of records, which he defines as the 
residual values that records possess once they have become non-current.

These are the continuing administrative, legal and/or financial values 
for the agency and/or other agencies, the ‘individual rights’ values, 
evidentiary or functional documentation values and informational values 
which are those that contribute to research and scholarship in any field 
of knowledge. The application of the informational value is based on 
subject specialisation by individual appraisers including a knowledge of 
current and future research trends.50

Ake Kromnow, a Swedish archivist, in his report to the International 
Congress on Archives reporting on a study of contemporary records 
appraisal, considered international standards for government records 
difficult because each country’s administrative processes and heritage 
differ. Only a general scheme can apply and in each case a specific plan 
is developed for each archives. He believes objective criteria can be 
developed for a state’s political, administrative and judicial functions and 
its relationship with its citizens; however, the issue of retaining records 
about social, economic, medical or other conditions needed for modern 
research is not objective. It falls into the ambit of the cultural role of 
a government archives. For this reason most countries use an interrogative 
approach to ‘informational’ content, for example will it suit research in 
terms of its form and content.51
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Kromnow’s method of appraisal includes substitution which is based 
on the idea that the material destroyed must be duplicated elsewhere 
and the concept of uniqueness which is a subjective decision.52

The influence of current and future research trends is, therefore, the 
least objective appraisal criterion applied by archivists and the one for 
which they are supposedly trained to implement.

Swedish archivist Nils Nilsson writes of the need to take future research 
trends into account when appraising by record content, by looking at 
such aspects as reliability of the material, quantity to make it a worthwhile 
study, availability of similar material, preservation costs and the density 
of the information.53

However, German archivist Hans Booms believes records should 
represent the function and value within the environment which generated 
them. Historians must accept them as a reflection of the value system 
of the time. Both Nilsson and Booms believe that the archivist must consult 
with other archival institutions, experts in many fields and the administrator 
who created the records when appraising records.54

On the other hand, American archivist Meyer Fishbein considers the 
analysis of changing research trends as a factor in appraisal. He sees 
the archivist’s broader training in social and physical science and contact 
with researchers as a means of assessing the ‘informational’ value of 
records. He believes subjectivity comes into play even when ‘evidential’ 
values are applied, particularly in relation to how much to retain at 
particular hierarchical levels of an organisation.55

Fishbein demonstrates how mass/aggregate data, which Schellenberg 
considered better retained in summary form, are now sought out by 
quantitative economists and social historians. In the past, much of this 
raw data was expendable because of the volume involved, but computer 
manipulation has made this material more viable for research. This 
indicates an increase in the ‘informational’ value of machine-readable 
records of the future.56

Although the archivist’s contact with researchers is considered 
invaluable in selecting records of ‘informational value’, despite the 
difficulty of anticipating future uses, it has also been argued that records 
which are preserved and rarely used should be reappraised and possibly 
destroyed. Similarly, records which are unlikely to be available for access, 
should not be retained, despite their informational value.57

On the other hand, the failure to anticipate informational uses and 
retaining records on the basis of the evidential value to the creating agency 
were questioned in the Federal Bureau of Investigation files case in the 
United States in 1979. The National Archives and Records Service failed 
to convince the court that certain records were not worthy of preservation.
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The court questioned the government’s decision to place its needs before 
the general public.58 Although a similar incident is unlikely to arise in 
Australia, the case demonstrates the government’s dual function which 
must be reflected in its appraisal policies,that is its responsibility to the 
government and to the people.

The reliance on ‘evidential’ rather than ‘informational’ value is partly 
due to the difficulty of establishing anticipated future needs. A study of 
the pattern of archival use by social historians indicated that researchers 
managed to supplement gaps in sources with other sources and that 
individual appraisal decisions are often not as crucial as archivists are 
led to believe.59

An attempt to develop an objective appraisal framework which is 
applicable in any institutional setting has been formulated by American 
archivists Frank Boles and Julia Marks-Young. Their model consists of 
three general categories of decisions which are interactive and cumulative. 
The institutional policies are central to their model. First there is the 
value of the information in terms of the circumstances of creation, the 
analysis of content and the use of the records. This falls into the traditional 
appraisal method of seeking the relationship between records and activities. 
Second there are the costs of retention in terms of storage, processing, 
conservation and reference which Brichford also covered, and third, the 
implications of appraisal recommendations, which cover such aspects as 
precedents for future appraisal decisions.60

Frank Boles in a later article extends these ideas. His view is that 
once institutional needs are defined, ‘informational’ values become less 
subjective. Boles argues that appraisal has traditionally been tied to specific 
record evaluation and that there is a distinction, as well as a relationship, 
between institutional interest and document evaluation. He breaks 
appraisal activity into three parts. First there is institutional interest 
evaluation, that is what kind of information is desirable or important 
to an archival institution. Second there is the implementation of the record 
evaluation criteria which involves applying traditional criteria such as 
evidential or informational values, and third, the interaction of institutional 
interest and record evaluation. This provides a means of arriving at an 
appraisal decision. However, technical problems such as record media 
transcend institutional interest. Generally, institutional interests take 
precedence and rationalise the appraisal process.61

The need to refine institutional policies is important in a non-government 
archives where there is often no statutory definition of its purpose. Boles 
and Marks-Young write from a non-government viewpoint. Their ideas 
are therefore less applicable in a government context where objectives 
are usually clearly defined.
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4 A Framework for Appraisal—Factors which Influence Appraisal
Criteria
Administrative/evidential appraisal criteria have remained the main 

initial selection basis for most government archivists with historical/ 
informational/research criteria as the secondary considerations. The major 
appraisal authors, Schellenberg, Norton and Brichford, all acknowledge 
a sequential approach. The principal differences derive not so much from 
the principles themselves but from the timing and the implementation 
of appraisal by the archivist or by the creating agency or the records 
manager. In order to develop specific criteria for any setting, whether 
it is government or business, certain factors come into play which largely 
determine the appraisal criteria most likely to apply. These factors do 
not operate in isolation and each one has an impact on the other.

4.1 The function/role of the archives

Records retention criteria are partly the result of individual institutional 
choices. Frank Boles has shown the link between records evaluation and 
institutional goals/policies/objectives. The link between policy and 
appraisal as a basic criterion for evaluation was already noted by Maynard 
Brichford.62

Whether or not the archives sees itself as a cultural institution is an 
important factor in applying the research value to records. Various types 
of archives have features which identify their role and appraisal 
requirements. For example, government archives are obliged to retain 
records, usually as a statutory responsibility based on traditions that include 
improving government efficiency, as well as cultural factors, and personal 
information needs, such as individual rights and privileges. The balance 
between government accountability and public interest is both a source 
of conflict and a dual goal.63 In a collecting archives records are often 
heavily culled by the organisation donating the records. Whether the 
archives collects business or other records, a collecting archives responds 
to research needs and appraises with an eye to completing holdings.64 
Business archives is a broad term and encompasses various legal entities. 
In Australia it refers to private sector enterprise, particularly the company. 
It can include such diverse areas as manufacturing, trading, retailing, 
banking, insurance, and professional businesses. In democratic nations 
the establishment of business archives is voluntary and, unlike 
governments, businesses are generally not compelled to retain records 
beyond legal requirements.65 Their guiding force is to preserve what is 
of greatest benefit to the company/parent institution. Permanent records 
are usually kept for legal, promotional and, occasionally, research values. 
The outsider user is remote and there is little accountability to the public.66
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4.2 The position of the archives/the archivist in the organisation
Government or in-house archivists will be influenced in their appraisal 

decisions by their position and role in the organisation. If the archivist 
is part of the public relations department, records related to this function 
will be given prominence. Conversely, if an archivist is part of the 
information system of the organisation, a more broadly-based selection 
policy is likely. Where the archives is part of a government administration 
rather than a cultural resource centre, it will tend to retain records for 
government continuity.67

4.3 The cost factor as an appraisal consideration
The main theoreticians of appraisal include the cost factor of preserving 

records as an important appraisal consideration. It is also closely linked 
with institutional policies.68 As part of the evaluation process, the cost 
benefit analysis occurs as a final consideration, and includes the physical 
preservation, problems of the media, in addition to processing, storage 
and servicing. It can include the copying on to another format and thus 
deciding on the content value.69 In the context of appraising electronic 
media, the preservation cost is an important appraisal consideration.70 

For some archivists the financial considerations should not apply to truly 
permanent value records.71

4.4 The timing and responsibility for appraisal in the life cycle of 
the records

Most appraisal literature emphasises the benefits of appraisal as early 
as possible in the life cycle of the records, that is either when the records 
are still in the office of origin or when they have been recently transferred 
into intermediate storage.

In the delegated approach, such as the British system, records are 
appraised first five years after they cease to be active on an administrative 
basis by the administrator, and then twenty-five years later on the basis 
of further administrative and historical values by Public Record officers. 
Administrative values remain the primary selection factor.72 In the direct 
approach to appraisal, as in the United States Federal archives system, 
where the responsibility for appraisal of administrative values is the record 
manager’s and the long-term evidential and informational values are the 
archivist’s, the processes occur at the same time or one shortly after the 
other.73 This provides a more balanced approach to the values attributed 
to the records. In the Australia Archives approach, which is a hybrid 
of the British and American systems, administrative and archival appraisal 
occur simultaneously, even though a strong emphasis is placed on the 
agency’s contribution to administrative evaluation. Nevertheless, in all 
cases the archivist retains control over determining the research value 
of the records. This is known as the concept of ‘movable responsibility’,
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whereby the archivist takes over from the administrator/records manager 
at a particular phase in the appraisal process.74

The context of the documentation is lost when appraisal occurs once 
records have been in secondary storage for some years. The only benefit 
of hindsight appraisal is the ability of the archivist to consider current 
user values and to appraise in the context of existing archival holdings 
or gaps.

In terms of electronic media, it is imperative that appraisal take place 
at the earliest possible stage, preferably built into the system, as disposal 
of machine-readable records occurs each time information is updated.75

Whether it is a business or a government archives, the degree to which 
the archivist controls appraisal decisions will influence the relative 
importance of particular criteria and the ability to interpret the records 
in their organisational context.

4.5 Records management and the appraisal function
Flowing from the question of responsibility and timing of the appraisal 

process is the role of records management in the appraisal process. The 
disposal of records is a records management function. Depending on 
whether one writes on appraisal from an archival or records management 
point of view and the perception one has of the role of these professions, 
the interface between archives and records management regarding 
appraisal differs.76 In an organisation where they are organisationally two 
distinct functions, records management is usually more concerned with 
the efficiency side of disposal.77 Even a limited records management 
program which disposes of temporary material is carrying out appraisal 
activities.78 In addition, archival involvement in records management can 
assist in developing record keeping systems which allow for permanent 
value records to be more easily segregated from temporary records.

Margaret Cross Norton emphasised the involvement of the archivist 
with records management to facilitate appraisal. However, she saw the 
records manager appraising the administrative value of the records with 
the archivist’s scholarly perspective evaluating the permanent value of 
the records. Schellenberg also divided the role of archivists and records 
manager regarding appraisal.79

Appraisal is, therefore, the bridge between archives and records 
management. The relationship also depends on our definition of appraisal. 
If we limit it to permanent value records then it is purely an archival 
role.80 If we consider it as part of the disposal process then it is a combined 
records management/archival function. In terms of appraising machine- 
readable records archival cooperation in records management is critical 
in order to prevent the loss of potentially permanent data.
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The trend to integrating archival and records management traditional 
roles into an information management function is seen by some archivists, 
particularly in the business context, as the only way to ensure that valuable 
records will survive.81 Others fear that the pragmatic economics-orientated 
information manager will destroy everything within legal limitations.82 
W. Kaye Lamb predicted that the archivist’s role in appraisal diminishes 
if there is systematic disposal and therefore a review or veto of records 
management disposal decisions should remain with the archivist.83

The dichotomy of administrative and informational values derives from 
the separation of the appraisal process between records management 
(previously the creator of the records) and archives. Whether the two 
functions are separate or shared, either in a government or a business 
context, will affect the interpretation of appraisal principles.

4.6 Specific record evaluation factors
Although specific record evaluation factors interact with insitutional 

objectives, most are equally applicable to all archival settings regardless 
of their mandates. The state of preservation and legibility of records as 
well as the format, arrangement and physical characteristics are important 
appraisal considerations. The records keeping systems themselves, 
particularly the need to segregate records into disposal classes within 
series or as series, are acknowledged as appraisal tools.84 Brichford refers 
to the function of the records as the initial indicator of their value. Its 
relationship with other records and the function of the organisation which 
created them are widely accepted appraisal methodology for establishing 
the disposal status of the records.85

The age and volume of the records also affect appraisal decisions. The 
age consideration usually involves establishing a cut-off point for record 
appraisal. The quantity may be affected by methods of reduction such 
as the transfer to other physical forms in order to retain the information.86

The physical medium on which the information is recorded may be 
appraised by conventional appraisal principles but also technical 
considerations come into play. The long-term preservation of particular 
forms of records should be considered at the time of their creation. ‘When’ 
rather than ‘how’ in appraisal is particularly critical with special physical 
formats.

Machine-readable records, in particular, require a system-designed 
approach to appraisal which commences early in the life cycle of the 
record, so that information preserved is built into the system and informed 
judgements can be made when all the system documentation is available.87 
These considerations are also independent of institutional mandates.

The objectives of the archives as well as the parent agency’s needs 
and the users as defined by the organisation, will form the basic framework
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for appraisal. Record evaluation criteria such as evidential/informational 
values will be affected by the timing of and responsibility for appraisal 
decisions within the life cycle of the record. In addition, other evaluation 
factors, such as the function of the records, their relationship with other 
records, their age, volume and physical format, as well as the cost of 
preserving them, are well-developed methods of appraisal for all archival 
institutions even though they operate within the framework of institutional 
objectives.
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