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Techniques and methods of appraisal are bound to the context of the theory or 
traditions of archival practice in which they take place. There are several different 
traditions of appraisal from European approaches to the UK approach to North 
American approaches. Australian practice has evolved within the context of these 
inherited approaches and formed a hybrid model, never fully articulated, in which 
inherent tensions have never been completely resolved. In recent years, in 
common with overseas colleagues, Australian archivists have further evolved our 
appraisal practice to a functions-based model.

This article is the first of a two-part exploration of archival appraisal. From an 
analysis of the concepts critical to an understanding of the appraisal process, this 
first part examines the historical archival traditions which influenced the 
development of appraisal practices in Australia.

Part 2 will examine in detail the current functions based Australian practice, discussing 
its antecedents in Australian recordkeeping practice and comparing it to functional 
approaches in other appraisal traditions. It will look at the tensions which arise and 
the criticisms of this practice, exploring the issues raised for attention and offering 
some thoughts towards their resolution.
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Introduction1

Appraisal is a predominantly twentieth century professional recordkeeping function 
of applying a conscious process to determine what records to keep'. It emerged 
as a major consideration during the twentieth century as a result of the overwhelming 
bulk of modern documentation, fluid organisational structures, electronic records 
and the niggling concern that everything can be of value to someone. Appraisal 
has been the subject of constant professional discussion, as archivists strive towards 
methodologies that meet objectives, are coherent, timely and cost effective. 

Techniques and methods of appraisal are bound to the context of the theory or 
traditions of archival practice in which they take place. There are several different 
traditions of appraisal from Europe, United Kingdom and North America which 
have influenced Australian practices. Of these the European appraisal tradition 
has been less immediately accessible to Australians, its influence largely dependent 
on translations into English. From these traditions Australian archivists have 
borrowed appraisal thinking and practices which have been implemented with 
home-grown twists.

Australian recordkeeping traditions are clearly based on the influence of Jenkinson. 
This influence was paramount in developing the practices of the Archives Division 
of the National Library and its successor, the Commonwealth Archives Office 
from the 1940s.2 However, there was also a substantial influence from the American 
traditions articulated by Schellenberg, specifically in the management of the 
appraisal/disposal process, an area where Jenkinson was unable to assist Australian 
archivists in developing methods of dealing with their essentially twentieth century 
records. Tensions between the two traditions reverberate in the published writings 
on appraisal issued by the Commonwealth over the years, and that the tensions 
were a constantly problematic can be traced in the willingness of the institution to 
experiment with alternative methods.3 At least three new approaches’ to appraisal 
have been discussed in the professional literature in the past 15 years.

Rather than outline the detailed approaches, this article focuses on underlying 
assumptions in appraisal as a framework within which to place Australian practice.4 
The article seeks to examine the underlying assumptions involved in:

• the purpose of an archival institution and archives

• the positioning of an archival institution

• roles and responsibilities for appraisal

• objectivity/subjectivity of the appraisal decision

• the basis on which decisions to retain records are made, and
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• techniques and appraisal practice.

This article addresses legal mandates and legislative requirements for recordkeeping 
only in passing. This is not to diminish the importance of the law/recordkeeping 
nexus in affecting appraisal practices, but it is not the focus of this article.5 The aim 
of the article is to provide the necessary background for an examination and 
discussion of current Australian functions based appraisal practices in the 
subsequent article.

Underlying assumptions about the purpose of an archival institution 
and archives
What archivists think archival institutions and archives do is often difficult to uncover. 
Yet this shapes the way we go about our business. While there is little debate about 
the broad objectives to maintain a reliable and authentic record over time, the 
problem comes with how this is conceptualised: a problem which is perhaps twofold. 

The first area of conceptualisation involves the relative weights given to the two 
integral roles of archival institutions - those of administrative importance and 
cultural importance. The balance between these two roles shifts over time, being 
dynamic rather than static. Schellenberg identifies the major themes in reasons 
for archival establishments as firstly 'improving governmental efficiency’, secondly 
‘a cultural one’, thirdly ‘one of personal interests (meaning, it is clear in his 
expansion of this statement, that archives are the ultimate proof for all permanent 
civic rights’) and fourthly ‘an official one’ which is expanded to indicate that 
‘records...are needed by a government for its work'.6 He asserts that the 
establishment of the Public Record Office in England was primarily driven by the 
first reason, that the National Archives of the US was primarily driven by the 
second reason and that the National Archives of France was primarily driven by a 
combination of the second and third reasons. This characterisation of 
Schellenberg’s analysis is somewhat simplistic in that the interrelationship between 
these elements is clearly stressed in his writing, however it does allow us to 
differentiate between motivating factors and thus to begin thinking about diverse 
archival traditions and practices.

The second area of conceptualisation is about what archives are. In the British and 
(at least some of) the European traditions records are archives and archives are 
records. There is no conceptual difference. Recent experience in translating the 
ISO 15489 Records Management, clearly indicates that creating a distinction between 
records and archives caused problems for many of the non-English speaking 
countries. Definitions are always tedious, but there is a major issue of substance 
here. Schellenberg cited the Prussian archivist Adolf Brenneke whose definition
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clearly indicated that archives are those records ‘intended for permanent 
preservation’, and asserted to be archives, materials must be preserved for reasons 
other than those for which they were created or accumulated'.7 However, in 
Australia Ian MacLean in 1962 wrote ‘We in Australia agree with Jenkinson when 
he states that ‘records’ and ‘archives’ are really the same thing’ and For my part I 
take the view that documents achieve record’ or ‘archive’ status when they are 
made part of the record, whether they are eventually preserved permanently or 
not’.8
These issues are fundamental to the way we develop our archival practices and 
determine ‘what to keep’. Do we define, eliminate, select or evaluate? This 
articulation may seem to be a pedantic distinction, but it underpins an exploration 
of the primary motivations and articulations of our practice. If the primary 
motivation is the administrative role of ensuring governmental efficiency and official 
use, emphases in our appraisal practices and resource allocation will be influenced 
towards definition and elimination, and perhaps selection. If the primary motivation 
is addressing a cultural role, the emphases will be focused more towards selecting 
and evaluation and the language of collection’ and service to the broadly defined 
research use of the archives will possibly apply.
In Australia the two equally important roles of an archival institution - the 
administrative and the cultural - cannot seem to sit in harmony. The pendulum 
swings between the two extremes and the articulation of our practice, whether that 
be in appraisal or access or any other recordkeeping activity is filtered through the 
lens of privileging one role over another9 and this despite the clear statement of 
both roles in many archival mission statements.10

The positioning of an archival institution

The role presumed to be primary to the archives institution is reflected in where the 
archives is positioned in its broader organisational context, which in turn affects 
how well it is able to carry out the dual role. While this section is couched primarily 
in governmental terms, the same argument applies to the organisational position 
of corporate or in-house archives.11 It is rarely archivists who determine the 
positioning of an archives in a broader organisation, rather positioning reflects 
how well our messages have been received by those who determine organisational 
structures. Periodically this lands archival institutions with strange bed fellows, 
and can alter the way messages about the institutions are delivered to suit a broader 
political agenda.12
Beyond these, essentially transient, issues of positioning there is a more fundamental 
notion to be explored relating to where the boundaries of responsibility are drawn. 
Where do the boundaries of the organisation’ begin and end? For a government
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archives, the higher entity is the notion of the state’, or the Crown'.13 Through 
legislative intent government archives are provided with their terms of reference and 
statement of functions. The legislative intent raises the role of the archives above 
responsibilities to the particular government of the day. In the words of W. K 
Lamb: ‘...public records are the property of the people, not of civil servants nor of 
whatever administration happens to be in power...and that the Archives should be 
one step removed from the Civil Service and political control and from restrictions 
that might result from it’.14

The public archival institution is, however, also an instrument of government. It 
implements legislation which expresses the intent of the government in relation to 
recordkeeping. In this role, it is responsible for determining what records are 
managed over time on behalf of the government - traditionally by taking records 
into archival custody for the ongoing preservation of these records. In doing so 
the archival institution is often enabled to regulate recordkeeping in other agencies 
of government. They may have a policy setting role and an oversight/monitoring 
role. Other agencies of government are, under legislative mandate, required to 
comply with these policies and guidelines, and are thus agents of the whole of 
jurisdiction entity - the government. But they are equally independently 
responsible for recordkeeping within their own domains.

That these issues impact upon the appraisal activity and its attendant disposal process, 
can be clearly illustrated by two quite infamous cases within recent Australian archival 
history. The first is the, yet to be completely told, story of the dismissal of the Keeper 
of Public Records in Victoria arising out of questioning, during an election campaign, 
the illegal destruction of a report into mishandling of travel expenses of a senior 
Victorian Government official (Bob Nordlinger, the head of the Victorian Tourism 
Commission), and the subsequent attempts by the Government to ‘substitute a 
purely custodial (‘heritage’) role for one in which the PRO’s cultural role was 
combined with, and was supported by, a properly conceived and executed records 
management program’.15 The second case, the now notorious Heiner Affair in 
Queensland, used the existing focus of the Queensland State Archives at the time, 
as being primarily responsible for determining the cultural value of records to 
justify the severe limitation of the role of the State Archivist when exercising the role 
of authorisation of disposal of records. This specific case involved the destruction 
of papers accumulated by retired magistrate, Noel Heiner, who had been appointed 
by the outgoing Cooper Government to investigate alleged inmate abuse at the John 
Oxley Youth Centre (JOYC). We now know that Noel Heiner was beginning to 
uncover testimony concerning serious abuses and inappropriate responses by the 
JOYC staff’.16
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Destruction or release of records to public scrutiny has long been a political tactic of 
governments and organisations, as Ian Wilson describes it, deliberate destruction 
of records has been the constant companion of war, revolution, politics and social 
aggression.’17 Institutional placement can be political representation of perceived 
importance and orientation of the recordkeeping role. Records and appraisal 
practices can be political tools, over which we have little control, but how the role 
in relation to appraisal is articulated can affect placement and authority of the 
archival institution.

Roles and responsibilities for appraisal

For appraisal practice (and recordkeeping practice more widely), determining where 
the responsibilities for the recordkeeping function of appraisal sits is a critical 
issue.
Different traditions embody different approaches to this aspect of appraisal. 
Luciana Durand, tracing the major ideas of European archival theory in relation 
to appraisal, notes that selection of which documents were superceded by others 
or which were destroyed was embedded in procedures undertaken as routine by 
record creating bodies and in more modern times by regulations established by 
Committees established for this purpose. ‘No evaluation was involved, and 
therefore no appraisal. Rather the traces of all facts were preserved...’. 18 Within 
this, some forms were seen as requiring more secure protection and were removed 
for safe keeping outside the records creating body. Duranti traces these idea 
through the writings of German, Spanish, French and Italian archivists. She argues 
that the presence of records in the archives repositories creates a web of 
relationships between the records which in itself constitutes meaning. The 
archivists’ role was not to select, but to protect these records and their context. 
Archivists actively involved in selecting within these designated records risk 
destroying the archival bond and alienating the characteristics of authenticity and 
reliability.
Similarly, within the British tradition, as articulated by Sir Hilary Jenkinson, the 
impartiality of the archivist with physical and moral duties to the record is stressed. 
Jenkinson recognises the question of the bulk of present day Archives is a new 
and serious matter’.19 In his Manual he warns against active involvement of 
archivists in destruction which can equate to the archivist and/or historian having 
a role in records creation and at risk of imposing a personal value judgment. This 
negates the principle of impartiality of the archives and involves the archivist in 
the tricky territory of determining the historical record. Jenkinson’s view places the 
appraisal processes including disposal decisions with the individual agency/ office 
of origin.20
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Practice in the UK post Jenkinson modified the position of the Public Record 
Office. Following the recommendations of the Grigg Report of 1954,21 the PRO 
implemented a system of regulated life cycle reviews which comprised the basis 
of their practices from the 1950s to the 1990s. The practice was based on a 
network of departmental record officers responsible for working sequentially with 
records creators and Public Record Office Inspecting Officers to undertake a 
series of reviews at different points of time each with a predetermined point of 
view.22

In American practice, responsibility for appraisal decisions was distributed. 
Agencies were responsible for the determination of the primary value (that is the 
'values for the originating agency itself) and archivists in an archival institution 
were responsible for the determination of secondary values (that is ‘values for 
other agencies and private users’).23

Australian appraisal practice is varied. Descriptions of the practices of the (then) 
Archives Office of NSW prior to 1977 shows a reactive process of appraisal based 
solely on response to agencies proposing material that they wished to dispose of, 
at which time a specific one-off process of appraisal was undertaken on those 
records proposed. Reforming these practices initially involved staff of the Records 
Management Office creating disposal schedules on behalf of agencies and carried 
out in conjunction with survey work. Problems with that practice, including lack 
of departmental involvement and commitment to the end product, resulted in the 
practice of agencies preparing disposal schedules under guidance of the Records 
Management Office. ‘Archival appraisal’ was still regarded as separate, conducted 
by a different part of the organisation, focused on the administrative, legal and 
research values of the records which determines their retention’, a position assisted 
by the existence of Guidelines in the Appraisal of Public Records for Retention as 
State Archives'.2'*
The practice in the Commonwealth was different. A very activist involvement in 
regulating current recordkeeping was a feature of the Commonwealth Archives 
Office from the mid 1950s, particularly through the implementation of the 
Registrar’s scheme. In the early years, The appraisal of material...carried out as 
far as possible in agencies by well trained agency staff’25 was accompanied by an 
active survey role to identify all records, regardless of ’archival value’ maintained 
by agencies. Appraisal however, ceased to be actively pursued in the 
Commonwealth, perhaps with the demise of the Registrar’s scheme, resulting in 
the establishment of a Disposal and Appraisal Unit in Cent ral Office in 1975 and a 
subsequent ‘shift in emphasis from the need to justify the destruction of records to 
a requirement involving the critical appraisal of material to justify its permanent
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retention’.26 Still later, Australian Archives staff were asserting that too much is 
made of the “judgment of the professional archivist"...officers from general clerical 
backgrounds have to make the basic appraisal decisions. The archives role is to 
facilitate and, where necessary, assist in that process, and to make sure that all 
relevant interests have been accommodated and current accountability standards 
met’.27

Thus different traditions of practice determine who will undertake appraisal 
decision making. The role of the archival institution is, in all cases, to approve the 
appraisal decision making, if not to undertake the decisions in their entirety. The 
extent to which the responsibility for determining the appraisal propositions, often 
embodied in disposal schedules, is distributed is different in the various practices. 
In some jurisdictions the archival authority issues guidelines and standards against 
which agencies make appraisal decisions which are then reviewed and approved 
by the archival authority. The issues which arise are whether agencies can be 
‘trusted’ to make appraisal decisions - whether they'are acting in partnership with 
the archival authority in ensuring that appraisal decisions are made appropriately, 
the degree of involvement of the archival authority in ensuring that the decisions 
are made properly, and the role of the archival authority in applying another layer 
of appraisal decision making - ostensibly to serve the ’cultural’ objective (beyond 
administrative use) of their role.

Objectivity/subjectivity of the appraisal decision
The aim of much of traditional appraisal practice was an attempt to achieve objectivity 
in decision making. Recognition of the inherent subjectivity of appraisal decision 
making is clearly expressed in Jenkinson 's Manual.28 In his rejection of the conscious 
decision making by archivists, Jenkinson proves no assistance in dealing with the 
reality of twentieth century records and their tremendous bulk. His approach, 
which is essentially that such interference with the record compromises the archive 
as a whole, may be theoretically correct, but it is not tenable as an approach to 
appraisal. His conclusion that reassertion of greater control in the making of records 
is one with which Australian archival practice has much sympathy, although Maclean, 
in interpreting Jenkinson in the light of Australian practice states The solution 
seems to us in Australia to depend, in particular, on careful control of the content, 
construction and titling of the files, and in general, on relating the filing systems not 
so much to the formal functional or organisational pattern of the office, as to the 
actual flow of administrative work in the office’.29
None the less, some form of selection must be undertaken. Rather than find 
guidance in the British tradition, Australia turned to the experience of America in 
dealing with similar issues. The work of the Americans of the 1940s and 1950s
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introduced for the first time the development of appraisal taxonomies and introduced 
value’. Explicit attention to records thought to be of interest to the future researcher 

was a significant and influential result. Such issues were contrary to the European 
tradition as embodied in Jenkinson. The Commonwealth Archives Office, none the 
less, adopted the methodology of appraisal criteria derived from Schellenberg.30 
While archivists were applying the taxonomies of value originally proposed by 
Schellenberg, albeit refined for specific application, there is no doubt that the 
application of these criteria to records was still subjective, particularly when 
interpreting the ‘informational’ value criteria.31
The issue of the inherent subjectivity of appraisal decision making was well known 
in European archival discussion. The efforts of Prussian archivists to reject the 
laissez faire fingerspitzengefuhl (finger in the wind) methods of determining 
appraisal were reported in 1937,32 resulting in more defined appraisal criteria 
based on an analysis of the relative functions and positioning of the creating body. 
Reacting against these notions of privileging particular administrative bodies, Hans 
Booms in 1971 explored the relationship of social values and archival standards 
in relation to the archivist’s role of formulating documentary heritage.33 His essay 
specifically outlined the social context of appraisal and appraisers which determine 
their decisions thus rejecting the notion of a scientific, objective method of appraisal. 
He also argued for the articulation of a directly interventionist content-oriented 
approach to ‘formation’ of the archives.

The basis on which decisions to retain records are made

The criteria by which the various Australian archival institutions undertook this 
appraisal decision making were not clearly articulated. I he appraisal regime was, 
in general, ad hoc.34 Decisions were negotiated with agencies, with concessions 
on both sides, to determine the records that were to be retained for the long term. 
The expediency of the transfer process often took precedence over attention to 
more than a basic appraisal. The skills and experience of long serving and 
responsible archivists, who had accumulated knowledge across government, was 
really the primary source of consistency in decision making, where the archival 
institutions were essentially reactive, receiving schedules (and often records/archives 
without schedules) as agencies allocated resources to complete the tasks. Multiple 
layers of review within the archival institution itself assisted in providing additional 
checks, but the process was still reasonably ad hoc. Decisions, embedded in 
recommendations embodied in disposal schedules, were often authorised by an 
advisory committee of some kind which involved a broader cross section of 
interested stakeholders - historians, administrators and sometimes representatives 
of the judiciary.
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Many archival institutions were also in the business of providing temporary storage 
for agencies within their domain, which further clouded the transfer/appraisal 
nexus. This was in an era of relative resource affluence which now has largely 
ceased. But this abundance of space and fuzzy appraisal decision making criteria 
led to a risk averse retain unless beyond all doubt/just in case culture, erratic 
sentencing and a view that resources, including for building and maintaining 
repositories, would always be found’.35

Once inside the sanctity of the archives institution, just how did the taxonomic 
values get applied? There is very little evidence in the published record of how 
these values were applied. To those outside the archives institution the processes 
for applying additional evaluative appraisal criteria were completely unknown. 
Within the archives institution, hopefully, fully developed appraisal reports were 
created to support decision making. But the process was completely unaccountable. 
Destruction recommendations might be reviewed by an external advisory body, 
but for most archives institutions, the process of determining what to keep was 
completely invisible to the outside world. Reliance on the assertion of superior 
skills of the archivist applying magic criteria leaves the archival profession vulnerable 
to criticism.36

Techniques and appraisal practice
Early British appraisal criteria were, in 1943, providing guidance on what records to 
be kept37 and, as discussed earlier, the phased review approach was adopted.

In Germany, a more function/structure based approach was developed to combat 
subjectivity in appraisal decision making. The Prussian archivists were concerned 
primarily with the quality' of the record for historical research. Selection schedules 
determining what should be retained for permanent preservation were issued as 
early as 1833. The archivist was involved in determining what should be retained 
once the material was no longer needed for administrative purposes. In 1926 
Karl Otto Muller proposed a division of records according to administrative 
level - central, intermediate and local authorities - with the proposition that central 
agencies of government would create more valuable records than local ones.38 
This subsequently developed into the 1950s proposition that rather than looking 

at the record level, the agency as a whole could be defined as being 'more or less 
worthy of permanent preservation’ and that agencies could be ranked according to 
their importance. The administrative level of the agency and the degree of 
independence in decision making were factors in the ranking.39 The German 
practice also strongly argued that records could not be appraised in isolation but 
must be placed in their administrative context.40 These ideas were not particularly 
well translated into practice at the time.41



Diverse Influence: Australian Appraisal Practice 73

The practice of the National Archives of the USA is enca psulated and expounded 
in Schellenberg’s Modern Archives of 1956. This work built on practices already 
in place within the institution articulating criteria for appraisal work based on the 
distinction between primary’ (or values to the originating agency) and ‘secondary’ 
(values for other agencies and private users). Records having secondary values 
were broadly categorised as having ‘evidential’ and ‘informational’ value. 
Schellenberg defines these categories quite broadly although they have been 
misinterpreted as narrow or conflicting concepts.

The technique of disposal scheduling derived from American practice of the late 
1930s-40s.42 This tool can be seen as an extension of the lists of material to be 
destroyed or regulations routinely developed by the administration in the British 
tradition. It introduced a technique to list records and records series with retention 
periods suggested by the administrative bodies, subject to review and approval by 
the National Archives. Essentially records staff in agencies were responsible for 
determining administrative use (sometimes misinterpreted as the ‘evidential values’) 
and archives staff added the larger cross agency dimensions to the analysis as well 
as considerations of research potential (again sometimes narrowly assumed to be 
the ‘informational values’).

The development of records management as a separate but related professional 
group in America at this time also affected the implementation of appraisal. Records 
management was initiated to stem the tide of records flowing into archival 
repositories. The Hoover Commission of 1949 included recommendations on 
records management with a primary focus was ‘on the sizeable reduction of existing 
holdings in departmental offices’.43 This was the responsibility of the Records 
Officers in departments with advice from the Records Management Division of 
the US National Archives. Intermediate repositories were established for storage 
purposes.

The development of formalised criteria against which records were to be measured 
or evaluated is one of the lasting legacies of these American approaches and its far 
reaching influence can be seen in the Australian articulation of appraisal criteria 
well into the 1990s.44 Features of the appraisal practices evolving from the 
techniques described above are:

• an emphasis on the record itself - in methodological steps including 
survey/inventory: scheduling of records series and examination of 
individual records through sentencing:

• some emphasis on the form of the record - minutes for example were 
generally regarded as more important than other records:
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• an emphasis on the management and policy development layers of 
organisations rather than those documenting the implementation of 
policy;

• a tendency towards a passive approach where archival institutions 
institute appraisal processes in reaction to proposals by agencies for 
disposal schedules or transfer of records; and

• a tendency to appraise records in isolation of other records created 
by the agency or other agencies.

Seeking ways of evaluating records

Inherent in the notion of evaluation of records is the notion of framing or shaping 
the form that the archival record will take for future generations. The evaluation 
appraisal criteria introduced by Schellenberg contrasts to the more passive notions 
of accumulation or elimination of the valueless which is the characteristic advocated 
by the Jenkinsonian approach. But the subjectivity that this approach introduces 
requires models to frame practices for active documenting and it is these models 
which are absent in the Australian archival landscape. There is however, a history 
of attempts to address this issue, and the influence of the collecting traditions 
become particularly important in this regard.

By 1957 in Germany there was a call to ‘cease the practice of simply disposing of 
valueless records and to adopt instead the principle of selecting valuable 
records’.45 The East German archivists were actively experimenting with appraisal 
during the 1970s and beyond. Their practice was based on the proposition that 
‘the value of archives is determined by the social importance of the events, activities 
and subjects it refers to’46 and that documents got their value through their 
importance for fulfilling of the manifold tasks a socialist society sets itself for carrying 
through the historic mission of the working class. Furthermore it was declared 
that the function and the place of an administrative body defines essentially the 
information potential and relevance of its documents...and thereby their value’.47 

Hans Booms, writing in 1971, rejects the notion that administrative structure and 
positioning is the appropriate basis for appraisal. He argues for a much more 
socially situated approach to the formation of a documentary heritage’ focusing 
on the content of the records to reflect social processes. This requires a 
comprehensive view of the total societal development process and an interpretation 
of the way in which society has actually developed to form a documentation model 
from which the archivist forms the documentary heritage.
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East German attempts to implement Booms’ ideas during the 1980s resulted in the 
development of a list of some 500 events which ought to Be documented. Angelica 
Menne Haritz warns of the problem in this approach which fits the records into a 
politically desirable image of history’.48 references great dif ficulty in implementation 
and warns, ‘As important decisions are delegated to authorities outside the 
profession, archivists are reduced merely to executing guidelines that we cannot 
investigate, even if they cause us to act as instruments for political purposes we 
would not support as individuals’.49

A related notion of active and targeted documenting aros^e in the US in the 1980s 
with the concept of documentation strategies. In essence a documentation strategy 
‘is a plan to assure adequate documentation of an ongoing issue, activity, function 
or subject’.50 Reports on one of the projects which attempted to faithfully follow 
the theoretical proposal concluded that the methodology is 'to supplement rather 
than replace the traditional methods of archival appraisal’. The idea of the 
documentation strategy is in the tradition of the documentation plan articulated 
by Hans Booms and also has echoes in the collaborative collecting of library 
institutions. Now seen as something of an unachievable aim, the concepts have 
had some influence, most notably in focusing attention on under represented 
areas of collection and cross institutional cooperation. In Australia, we could see 
the work of the Australian Science Archives Project as a variant of the 
documentation strategy.51

During the 1980s, particularly in America, collecting archives borrowed from the 
library tradition of collection development.52 A response t o limited and contracting 
resources and to an expanding universe of responsibility saw collecting archives 
attempt to rationalise and define boundaries for their collecting activity. Such 
plans or policies tend to be defined at unrealistically large levels, and are often 
determined by boards rather than by working archivists. The scope of the collection 
so defined is by their very nature extremely broad and unac hievably large, a problem 
well understood by collecting archives.

The recent trend for Australian archival institutions to define their ‘collecting policies’ 
is clearly in this tradition. It is inherently a custodial approach and one that seeks to 
establish very broad parameters against which appraisal d ecision making can take 
place. In reality, however, these criteria are too broad tto be useful for actually 
making appraisal decisions and the gut appraisal decision (the fingcrspitzengefuhl 
of the German archivists) can easily be retrofitted into any one of a number of the 
broad appraisal/selection criteria.
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Conclusion

By the end of the 1980s problems with traditional appraisal practice in Australia, as 
in other countries, were becoming quite clear. The inherently reactive, records- 
centric approaches were not able to keep pace with the demands placed upon the 
profession. The tensions in the Australian appraisal practice between the 
Jenkinsonian adherence to the reliable and authentic record and the application 
of evaluation criteria with no clear models was becoming visible with the strain on 
archival institutions to conduct their dual role of administrative and cultural 
organisations.53

Australian archivists entered the 1990s profoundly confused, resulting in a period 
of introspection on the nature of records. What emerged from that period of 
reflection was a clear reassertion of the characteristics of records which has enabled 
us to become proactive and creative in addressing electronic recordkeeping. What 
is still required is a model to address the necessary selection activities to determine 
what records to keep. The second part of this article explores the emergence of 
the Australian functions-based approach to recordkeeping, revisiting the underlying 
assumptions about appraisal discussed in this article and examines how they are 
applied in current Australian appraisal practice.

ENDNOTES
1 This article had its genesis as a conference session presented to the Australian Society 
of Archivists, Sydney 2002. The brief for that session was a ten minute overview of the 
history of the theory and practice of appraisal, published in the Conference Proceedings. 
The invitation to rework the presentation as a journal article soon revealed the inadequacies 
of that framework for the issues that I wished to discuss. I have Glenda Acland to thank 
for editorial expertise in dissecting the huge initial draft into two discernible and hopefully 
coherent parts.

2 The importance and reliance on Jenkinsonian approaches to records and archives 
can be seen in the published writings of lan Maclean, the first Commonwealth Archivist. 
Schellenberg's Preface to Modern Archives also attests to this: 'My views are derived in 
part from the Australian archivists, whose knowledge of the principles expounded by Sir 
Hilary Jenkinson...served to bring these into sharp focus for me T.R. Schellenberg, Modern 
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