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APPRAISAL AND ACQUISITION OF ELECTRONIC DATA PROCESSING RECORDS 

by 

Walter J . Meyer zu Erpen * 

Integrated Approach to Records Hanagement and A r c h i v a l Appraisal 

To b e g i n , a r c h i v a l a p p r a i s a l must i n c l u d e t h e v a l u e s o f 

r e c o r d s t o t h e agency w h i c h c r e a t e d them. I f yo u r a r c h i v e s has 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e o v e r a l l management o f y o u r o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s 

i n f o r m a t i o n a l r e s o u r c e s , i n c l u d i n g t h e i r o f f i c e u s e , o f f - s i t e 

s t o r a g e , and a r c h i v a l p r e s e r v a t i o n , t h e n you must f i r s t e n s u r e 

t h a t t h e r e c o r d s you a r e a p p r a i s i n g a r e r e t a i n e d f o r t h e 

a p p r o p r i a t e r e t e n t i o n p e r i o d . 

The q u e s t i o n you s h o u l d ask i s : Has t h e e l e c t r o n i c d a t a 

w h i c h you a r e a p p r a i s i n g been r e t a i n e d a s u f f i c i e n t p e r i o d o f 

t i m e t o meet t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i v e , o p e r a t i o n a l , a u d i t , f i s c a l , and 

l e g a l r e q u i r e m e n t s f o r w h i c h i t was c r e a t e d ? 

I p ose t h i s q u e s t i o n as a r e c o r d s manager, based upon t h e 

f a c t t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n c r e a t e d i n t o d a y ' s 

s o c i e t y w i l l have more v a l u e t o t h e c r e a t i n g agency i n t h e days, 

months o r y e a r s i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g i t s c r e a t i o n t h a n i t w i l l 

have t o any o t h e r i n d i v i d u a l o r o r g a n i z a t i o n a t any subsequent 

t i m e . 

By i n t e r g r a t e d a p p r o a c h , I mean a l s o t h a t a r c h i v i s t s must 

know t h e c o n t e x t i n w h i c h r e c o r d s were c r e a t e d and must be a b l e 

t o a p p r a i s e a l l f o r m a t s o f a g i v e n r e c o r d s e r i e s a t t h e same 

* NOTE: O p i n i o n s e x p r e s s e d a r e p e r s o n a l and do n o t r e p r e s e n t t h e 
v i e w o f t h e B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a Government. 
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t i m e . When e l e c t r o n i c d a t a i s i n v o l v e d , r e c o r d s s c h e d u l i n g and 

a r c h i v a l a p p r a i s a l i s b e s t c o n d u c t e d d u r i n g systems development. 

As we a r e a l l aware, t h e volume of i n f o r m a t i o n b e i n g 

g e n e r a t e d t o d a y i n a l l f o r m a t s i s so g r e a t t h a t s o c i e t y can o n l y 

a f f o r d t o p r e s e r v e f o r p o s t e r i t y a v e r y s m a l l p e r c e n t a g e o f t h e 

t o t a l . A r c h i v a l l i t e r a t u r e s u g g e s t s t h a t f i v e p e r c e n t o r l e s s 

s h o u l d be r e t a i n e d from a l a r g e c o r p o r a t i o n o r government. G i v e n 

t h e e x c e s s i v e d u p l i c a t i o n , I f e e l t h a t t h e amount w h i c h s o c i e t y 

can a f f o r d t o p r e s e r v e , p r o c e s s and make a v a i l a b l e t o t h e 

r e s e a r c h p u b l i c i s more l i k e l y one t o two p e r c e n t . 

The t a s k o f t h e a r c h i v i s t i s t o i d e n t i f y t h o s e r e c o r d s w h i c h 

have o n g o i n g a r c h i v a l v a l u e t o one's c o r p o r a t e s p o n s o r and/or t o 

s o c i e t y g e n e r a l l y . R e g a r d l e s s o f t h e media o r f o r m a t b e i n g 

a p p r a i s e d , t h e t a s k when d e a l i n g w i t h modern a r c h i v e s i s t h e 

e q u i v a l e n t o f s e a r c h i n g f o r a n e e d l e i n a h a y s t a c k o r a somewhat 

l e s s p o l i t e e x p r e s s i o n , p i c k i n g f l y d r o p p i n g s o u t o f pepper. 

I n c r e a s i n g l y , our f o c u s must be on t h o s e a r c h i v a l r e c o r d s 

w h i c h have s u f f i c i e n t v a l u e t o j u s t i f y t h e i r p r e s e r v a t i o n . 

S u f f i c i e n t v a l u e must o f t e n be d e f i n e d i n t erms o f t h e n a t i o n a l 

o r p r o v i n c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e r e c o r d s . F o r t h e m a j o r i t y o f 

a r c h i v e s , t h e days a r e gone when we c o u l d a f f o r d t o p r e s e r v e 

e v e r y t h i n g t h a t r e l a t e d t o a g i v e n s u b j e c t a r e a o r e v e r y t h i n g 

w h i c h s u r v i v e d i n a s p e c i a l media foirmat. 

Today, a t t h e B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a A r c h i v e s and R e c o r d s S e r v i c e , 

we a r e a l r e a d y p a s s i n g judgement on r e c o r d s c r e a t e d i n 19891 The 

p r o c e s s o f n a t u r a l s e l e c t i o n w h i c h used t o l e a v e t h e p r o v i n c i a l 

a r c h i v i s t s p i c k i n g o v e r what had s u r v i v e d i s no l o n g e r . Now we 



a r e a b l e t o p a s s judgement on v i r t u a l l y 100% o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n 

c r e a t e d by t h e p r o v i n c i a l government!!! 

I f you a r e an a r c h i v i s t w o r k i n g f o r a l a r g e o r g a n i z a t i o n , 

you know t h a t t h e t a s k o f a r c h i v a l a p p r a i s a l i s enormous. 

V i r t u a l l y a l l r e c o r d s have v a l u e t o someone, b u t v e r y l i t t l e o f 

what has p o t e n t i a l v a l u e can be s a v e d . As someone who has done 

a c o n s i d e r a b l e amount o f g e n e a l o g i c a l and l o c a l h i s t o r y r e s e a r c h , 

I r e a l i z e t h a t some o f t h e most b o r i n g modern a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 

r e c o r d s w i l l one day be o f v a l u e t o t h e g e n e a l o g i s t i n a t t e m p t i n g 

t o p i e c e t o g e t h e r t h e f a b r i c o f t h e l i f e o f h i s o r h e r a n c e s t o r s . 

T h a t does n o t , however, mean t h a t s o c i e t y can a f f o r d t o p r e s e r v e 

t h o s e r e c o r d s . 

B e f o r e I t u r n t o t h e a p p r a i s a l i s s u e s s p e c i f i c t o e l e c t r o n i c 

d a t a , w h i c h you a r e h e r e t o h e a r about, I must s t a t e t h a t I am 

no e x p e r t on t h e a p p r a i s a l o f e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d s and t h a t t h e 

i n s t i t u t i o n I work f o r has i n f a c t had l i t t l e e x p e r i e n c e i n t h e 

a p p r a i s a l o f s u c h r e c o r d s . My most c o n c e n t r a t e d e x p e r i e n c e w i t h 

e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d s was i n 1983 a t t h e N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s o f Canada 

when I d i d my a r c h i v a l s t u d i e s p r a c t i c u m i n what was t h e n c a l l e d 

t h e Machine Readable A r c h i v e s D i v i s i o n - My p r a c t i c u m d e a l t 

p r i m a r i l y w i t h p r o c e s s i n g and d e s c r i p t i o n . S e c o n d l y , what I have 

t o s ay r e l a t e s c h i e f l y t o t h e a p p r a i s a l o f e l e c t r o n i c i n f o r m a t i o n 

s t o r e d on m a g n e t i c media s u c h as t a p e s , c a s s e t t e s , and d i s k 

p a c k s , r a t h e r t h a n t h e newer l a s e r t e c h n o l o g y . 
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APPRAISAL AND ACQUISITION CONSIDERATIONS: 

What, t h e n , a r e some o f t h e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s t h a t i m p a c t upon 

t h e a p p r a i s a l and a c q u i s i t i o n o f e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d s ? 

What type of data? 

There a r e many t y p e s o f p r e l i m i n a r y and t r a n s a c t i o n a l 

p r o c e s s i n g d a t a w h i c h a r e t h e e q u i v a l e n t o f t h e d r a f t s o f a memo. 

O b v i o u s l y , s u c h d a t a s h o u l d be d e s t r o y e d as soon as i t s 

u s e f u l n e s s has c e a s e d . 

Does Better or More Complete Data Exist? 

Does t h e d a t a w h i c h you a r e a p p r a i s i n g e x i s t i n a b e t t e r o r 

more c o m p l e t e copy o r l o c a t i o n ? O b v i o u s l y , a r c h i v e s c a n n o t 

a f f o r d t o a c q u i r e e l e c t r o n i c d a t a where i t i s r e a s o n a b l e t o 

e x p e c t t h a t a more d e s i r e a b l e copy w i l l be a v a i l a b l e a t some t i m e 

i n t h e f u t u r e . 

O f t e n , one i n f o r m a t i o n system f e e d s d a t a i n t o a n o t h e r . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e 

i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s between i n f o r m a t i o n s y s t e m s . F o r i n s t a n c e , 

i n one a p p r a i s a l , we e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t t h e most i m p o r t a n t a r c h i v a l 

d a t a c o n t a i n e d i n t h e C o r r e c t i o n s A d m i n i s t r a t i v e R e c o r d s E n t r y 

(CARE) System and t h e P r o b a t i o n R e c o r d s System (PRS) i s r e g u l a r l y 

down-loaded t o t h e P r o v i n c i a l Case F i l e (PCF) System. As a 

r e s u l t , we recommended t h a t a l l of t h e d a t a i n t h e f i r s t two 

systems be d e s t r o y e d and t h a t t h e d a t a i n t h e P r o v i n c i a l Case 

F i l e System be p r e s e r v e d . 



Does Data E x i s t i n Summarized Format? 

A n o t h e r c r u c i a l q u e s t i o n i s whether t h e d a t a has been 

a d e q u a t e l y summarized i n r e p o r t f o r m a t , whether e l e c t r o n i c , p a p e r 

o r m i c r o f o r m ? G i v e n t h e c h o i c e , my p r e f e r e n c e would be t o 

p r e s e r v e i n f o r m a t i o n i n m i n i a t u r i z e d human r e a d a b l e f o r m a t s u c h 

as computer o u t p u t m i c r o f i c h e o r a p u b l i s h e d s t a t i s t i c a l r e p o r t 

b ecause o f i t s g r e a t e r a c c e s s i b i l i t y t o r e s e a r c h e r s . By 

p r e s e r v i n g a summary o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n , t h e l o n g t e r m s t o r a g e 

and r e t r i e v a l c o s t s w i l l be much s m a l l e r . I f an adequate summary 

does e x i s t , t h e a r c h i v i s t must s t i l l d e t e r m i n e whether o r n o t t h e 

e l e c t r o n i c d a t a has s i g n i f i c a n t s t a t i s t i c a l v a l u e based upon t h e 

q u a n t i t a t i v e i n f o r m a t i o n w h i c h m i g h t be c a l c u l a t e d from i t . 

O b v i o u s l y , a summary r e p o r t does n o t c o v e r e v e r y t h i n g . 

Does Data E x i s t i n Hardcopy Format? 

W h i l e t h e b e n e f i t s o f automated r e t r i e v a l and m a n i p u l a t i o n 

i n e l e c t r o n i c f o r m a t a r e tremendous w h i l e d a t a i s b e i n g u s e d v e r y 

f r e q u e n t l y , i t may be more c o s t e f f e c t i v e t o s t o r e i n f o r m a t i o n 

f o r l o n g - t e r m r e s e a r c h v a l u e s on computer o u t p u t m i c r o f i c h e and 

d e l e t e t h e e l e c t r o n i c copy. F o r i n s t a n c e , t h e p r o v i n c i a l l a n d 

t i t l e r e g i s t r a t i o n p r o c e s s i s b e i n g automated so t h a t t h e t i t l e s 

t o t h e p r o p e r t y and homes we own i s s t o r e d e l e c t r o n i c a l l y . Once 

t h e t i t l e t o a p a r c e l o f p r o p e r t y changes hands, t h e o l d t i t l e 

i s c a n c e l l e d . A f t e r c a n c e l l e d t i t l e s have been s t o r e d 

e l e c t r o n i c a l l y f o r a number o f y e a r s , i t may be f e a s i b l e t o copy 

them t o m i c r o f i c h e and have t h e computer system g e n e r a t e an 

e l e c t r o n i c c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e index between t h e t i t l e and t h e 
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c o r r e s p o n d i n g m i c r o f i c h e . The c a n c e l l e d e l e c t r o n i c t i t l e s c o u l d 

t h e n be d e s t r o y e d w i t h o u t l o s s o f i n f o r m a t i o n . G i v e n t h e c h o i c e , 

I w o u l d a c q u i r e t h e m i c r o f i c h e t i t l e s , a ssuming t h a t adequate 

s t a t i s t i c a l r e p o r t s about l a n d t r a n s a c t i o n s a l r e a d y e x i s t e d i n 

summary form. I would much r a t h e r d e a l w i t h t h e p r o b l e m o f 

c h a n g i n g m i c r o f i c h e r e a d e r t e c h n o l o g y t h a n s o f t w a r e and hardware 

c o m p a t i b i l i t y . 

Is Data Readable? 
Once you g e t t o t h e p o i n t o f a p p r a i s i n g d a t a l o c a t e d upon 

a s p e c i f i c s e t o f m a g n e t i c t a p e s o r d i s k s , t h e f i r s t t e c h n i c a l 

q u e s t i o n you s h o u l d ask i s whether t h e d a t a i s s t i l l r e a d a b l e . 

I f d a t a i s f i v e o r more y e a r s o l d and has n o t been s t o r e d i n 

p r o p e r e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s and r e g u l a r l y c o n s e r v e d , i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e d a t a on t h e t a p e o r d i s k you have i n f r o n t o f 

you i s no l o n g e r r e a d a b l e . The e l e c t r o n i c i m p r i n t on a m a g n e t i c 

t a p e f a d e s o v e r t i m e , b u t c a n be r e c o p i e d t o 100% i t s o r i g i n a l 

i n t e n s i t y i f no d a t a has been c o m p l e t e l y l o s t . 

Are Docxmentation Manuals and Code Books Available? 

A r e t h e code books and t h e sy s t e m and u s e r d o c u m e n t a t i o n 

o r i g i n a l l y u s e d by t h e system o p e r a t o r s and u s e r s s t i l l 

a v a i l a b l e ? I f n o t , t h e e l e c t r o n i c d a t a on t h e t a p e s y o u want t o 

a p p r a i s e may be u s e l e s s . The code book i s t h e manual w h i c h 

i n d i c a t e s t h e f o r m a t o f t h e t a p e , t h e l e n g t h and s t o r a g e f o r m a t 

o f e a c h e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d , and t h e a d d r e s s o f each d a t a e l e m e n t 

w i t h i n e a ch r e c o r d . W i t h o u t t h e code book, i t i s p o s s i b l e t o 

r e a s s e m b l e some i n f o r m a t i o n about t h e d a t a , b u t n o t a l l . Take, 



f o r example, d a t a r e l a t i n g t o unemployment i n s u r a n c e c l a i m s . 

Assuming t h a t you a r e a b l e t o d e t e r m i n e t h e f o r m a t and l e n g t h o f 

e a c h r e c o r d , you c o u l d produce a p a r t i a l h a r d c o p y p r i n t o u t , w h i c h 

i s c a l l e d a "dump." You c o u l d t h e n d e t e r m i n e t h e b e g i n n i n g and 

end o f r e c o g n i z a b l e f i e l d s s u c h a s names, a d d r e s s e s , p o s t a l 

c o d e s , phone numbers, gender, e t c . However, you c o u l d do n o t h i n g 

t o d e t e r m i n e t h e b e g i n n i n g and end o f t h e most v a l u a b l e d a t a 

e l e m e n t s w h i c h a r e s t o r e d i n i n d e c i p h e r a b l e c o d e s . A s e r i e s o f 

Y's f o r YES and N's f o r NO a r e m e a n i n g l e s s u n l e s s you know t h e 

q u e s t i o n t h e y a r e g i v e n i n r e s p o n s e t o . L i k e w i s e , n u m e r i c codes 

from 0 t h r o u g h 9 a s s i g n e d t o employment h i s t o r y s t a t u s a r e 

u s e l e s s u n l e s s you know what t h e y c o r r e s p o n d t o . 

Is Special Software Required? 

I n a p p r a i s i n g t h e d a t a m a n i p u l a t e d by a d a t a b a s e o r o t h e r 

s o f t w a r e package, e x i s t e n c e o f t h e o r i g i n a l s o f t w a r e used w i t h 

t h e d a t a i s an i m p o r t a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n . I f t h e d a t a i s s o f t w a r e 

dependent and t h e s o f t w a r e does n o t e x i s t , t h e d a t a i s u s e l e s s . 

Where t h e d a t a i s n o t s o f t w a r e dependent, t h e d a t a w i l l p r o b a b l y 

be a c c e s s i b l e t h r o u g h use o f s t a t i s t i c a l s o f t w a r e , s u c h as t h e 

S t a t i s t i c a l Package f o r t h e S o c i a l S c i e n c e s (SPSS), p r o v i d e d t h a t 

t h e d a t a i s a c q u i r e d as a f l a t f i l e . A c c e s s by t h i s means may, 

however, g r e a t l y d i m i n i s h t h e o r i g i n a l u s e f u l n e s s o f t h e d a t a . 

Each t i m e t h a t a d a t a b a s e s y s t e m i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y enhanced, 

t h e r e l a t e d p u rge o r h i s t o r y f i l e s r e t a i n e d on e x t e r n a l s t o r a g e 

d e v i c e s must be upgraded t o t h e new f o r m a t i f t h e y a r e t o be 

u s a b l e w i t h t h e c u r r e n t s o f t w a r e . The o t h e r a l t e r n a t i v e i s t o 
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r e t a i n a copy o f each v e r s i o n o f t h e s o f t w a r e package and 

c a r e f u l l y document t h e h i s t o r y f i l e s w i t h w h i c h each can be u s e d . 

T h i s i s s u e i s g e n e r a l l y r e f e r r e d t o as d a t a p o r t a b i l i t y . 

I s Special Hardware Required? 

R e l a t e d t o t h e i s s u e o f s o f t w a r e dependency i s hardware 

c o m p a t i b i l i t y . As we a l l know and have p r o b a b l y e x p e r i e n c e d , 

most s o f t w a r e w i l l o n l y r u n on s p e c i f i c hardware. To a v o i d t h e 

p r o b l e m s o f hardware c o m p a t i b i l i t y , a r c h i v e s u s u a l l y a c q u i r e d a t a 

i n a s t a n d a r d f o r m a t c a l l e d a f l a t f i l e , w h i c h i s a c c e s s i b l e by 

s t a t i s t i c a l a n a l y s i s s o f t w a r e p a c k a g e s . 

Does Your Archives Have Access to an EnvironmentallY-Controlled 
Data Storage Library? 

Once you have a p p r a i s e d and a c q u i r e d e l e c t r o n i c d a t a , what 

do you do w i t h i t ? 

T h i s q u e s t i o n must r e a l l y be a d d r e s s e d b e f o r e you b e g i n an 

a c q u i s i t i o n program. We know t h a t e l e c t r o n i c d a t a i s a d v e r s e l y 

a f f e c t e d by m a g n e t i c f i e l d s and e l e c t r i c c u r r e n t s . I am s u r e 

t h a t some o f us have had t h e f r u s t r a t i n g e x p e r i e n c e o f f i n d i n g 

o u r f l o p p y d i s k e t t e w i p e d c l e a n because i t came t o o n e a r t o t h e 

m a g n e t i c f i e l d i n o u r d esk t e l e p h o n e . I n a d d i t i o n , some o f t h e 

d e v i c e s on w h i c h d a t a i s s t o r e d a r e a f f e c t e d by changes i n 

h \ i m i d i t y and t e m p e r a t u r e . 

The s t a n d a r d recommended f o r t h e s t o r a g e o f m a g n e t i c t a p e s 

i s an e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y c o n t r o l l e d t a p e l i b r a r y s u r r o u n d e d by a 

l e a d d a t a s h i e l d . The N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s o f Canada has 

c o n s t r u c t e d a t a p e l i b r a r y ( o r B a l l y Data S h i e l d ) i n H u l l , 
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Quebec. I n a d d i t i o n , a backup copy o f each t a p e i s s t o r e d i n an 

o f f - s i t e l o c a t i o n . 

What are the Costs to Store Data? 
Most a r c h i v e s w i l l n o t be a b l e t o a f f o r d t h e i r own s t o r a g e 

f a c i l i t y and some f o r m o f s h a r e d c o o p e r a t i v e v e n t u r e between 

a r c h i v e s o r w i t h t h e p r i v a t e s e c t o r w i l l be r e q u i r e d . I have 

o f t e n t h o u g h t t h a t a r c h i v i s t s m i g h t a p p r o a c h u n i v e r s i t i e s w h i c h 

have a d a t a l i b r a r y t o a r r a n g e t o d e p o s i t t h e i r a r c h i v a l d a t a on 

a c h a r g e - b a c k b a s i s . T h i s seems l o g i c a l s i n c e a "data l i b r a r y 

a l r e a d y has t h e s t o r a g e f a c i l i t y , a c c e s s t o computer hardware, 

and a p u b l i c r e s e a r c h a r e a t o make t h e d a t a a v a i l a b l e . 

How much does i t c o s t t o s t o r e one c a r t r i d g e / c a s s e t t e o r 

2400 f o o t t a p e p e r day? The c u r r e n t r a t e o f c h a r g e - b a c k used by 

t h e B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a Systems C o r p o r a t i o n , a Crown C o r p o r a t i o n 

w h i c h p r o v i d e s c o m p u t i n g s e r v i c e s t o t h e B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a 

Government, i s 22 1/2 c e n t s p e r day, w h i c h i s about $82 p e r y e a r . 

C u r r e n t l y , t h e a r c h i v a l s t a n d a r d i s t o s t o r e one d a t a f i l e p e r 

t a p e o r c a s s e t t e i n o r d e r t o f a c i l i t a t e r e t r i e v a l . O f t e n , t h i s 

r e p r e s e n t s o n l y a v e r y s m a l l p e r c e n t a g e o f t h e s t o r a g e c a p a c i t y 

o f t h e t a p e o r c a s s e t t e . 

A t s u c h a h i g h d a i l y s t o r a g e c h a r g e , s t o r a g e c o s t i s 

o b v i o u s l y a f a c t o r f o r c o n s i d e r a t i o n d u r i n g a p p r a i s a l . We s h o u l d 

n o t b e l i e v e t h a t s i n c e d a t a i s so much more condensed t h a n p aper 

t h a t we c a n a l w a y s a f f o r d t o keep i t . T h i s may be t r u e when 

d e c i d i n g between k e e p i n g t h e p a p e r o r d a t a copy o f an i d e n t i c a l 

r e c o r d s e r i e s , b u t does n o t a p p l y t o t h e o v e r a l l q u e s t i o n o f 
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W whether o r n o t we can a f f o r d t o keep t h e r e c o r d s e r i e s a t a l l . 

The s t o r a g e o f one e l e c t r o n i c t a p e p e r y e a r i n an 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y - c o n t r o l l e d f a c i l i t y c o s t s a minimum o f e i g h t 

t i m e s t h e s t o r a g e c o s t o f one box o f p a p e r ( a t a h i g h s t o r a g e 

c o s t p e r b o x ) . 

What are the costs to Process the Data? 

Does y o u r i n s t i t u t i o n have on s t a f f t h e t e c h n i c a l e x p e r t i s e 

t o p r o c e s s and make a v a i l a b l e d a t a , w h i c h may, i f i t c o n t a i n s 

p e r s o n a l i d e n t i f i e r s , r e q u i r e what i s c a l l e d a n o n y m i z a t i o n o f t h e 

d a t a ? Data i s anonymized by c o p y i n g a l l d a t a e l e m e n t s w h i c h do 

n o t c o n t a i n p e r s o n a l i d e n t i f i e r s t o a new d a t a f i l e w h i c h c a n 

t h e n be u s e d f o r r e s e a r c h p u r p o s e s . P r o c e s s i n g a l s o i n c l u d e s 

d a t a v e r i f i c a t i o n and p r e p a r a t i o n o r enhancement o f d o c u m e n t a t i o n 

and code books so t h a t t h e d a t a i s a c c e s s i b l e and u s a b l e by t h e 

r e s e a r c h e r . 

What are the~Conservation Costs? 

M a g n e t i c t a p e s d e t e r i o r a t e w i t h t i m e a s do a l l o t h e r s t o r a g e 

media. Whereas you may d i s c o v e r a hundred y e a r o l d p h o t o g r a p h 

o r book t u c k e d away i n a desk drawer w h i c h has been a c c i d e n t a l l y 

p r e s e r v e d i n p r i s t i n e c o n d i t i o n , you w i l l n o t f i n d a m a g n e t i c 

t a p e i n s u c h c o n d i t i o n . The e m u l s i o n on t h e s u r f a c e o f m a g n e t i c 

t a p e s i s known t o become b r i t t l e and " f l a k e o f f " and, as a l r e a d y 

m e n t i o n e d , t h e e l e c t r o n i c i m p r i n t d i m i n i s h e s . D i s t o r t i o n i s a l s o 

c a u s e d by t h e i m p r e g n a t i o n o f t h e e l e c t r o n i c i m p r i n t f r o m one 

^ p a r t o f t h e t a p e t o t h e p a r t s o f t h e t a p e w i t h w h i c h i t i s i n 

c o n t a c t on f r o n t and back. To a v o i d s u c h d i s t o r t i o n , t h e 
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a r c h i v a l s t a n d a r d recommends t h a t each a r c h i v a l t a p e be p r e c i s i o n 

rewound and c l e a n e d a n n u a l l y and r e c o p i e d ( i . e . , t o a new 

a r c h i v a l q u a l i t y t ape) e v e r y f i v e t o t e n y e a r s i n o r d e r t o 

r e s t o r e t h e e l e c t r o n i c i m p r i n t t o i t s o r i g i n a l i n t e n s i t y . 

Of c o u r s e , some o f t h e s e p roblems w i l l be a l l e v i a t e d as t h e 

t e c h n o l o g y i s r e f i n e d and new s t o r a g e media a r e d e v e l o p e d . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e c o s t s o f d a t a c o n s e r v a t i o n must be c a l c u l a t e d 

i n t o y o u r a r c h i v a l a p p r a i s a l . There i s no use i n v e s t i n g 

r e s o u r c e s i n a c q u i r i n g d a t a i f y o u r i n s t i t u t i o n does n o t have t h e 

r e s o u r c e s t o p r o p e r l y c o n s e r v e i t and t h e i m p r i n t i s l e f t t o f a d e 

away w h i l e i t s i t s unused on a s h e l f . 

Can Your Archives Provide Access f o r Reference Use? 

Some d a t a i s c o m p l e t e l y w i t h o u t a c c e s s r e s t r i c t i o n s and t h e 

a r c h i v i s t c a n s i m p l y have a s e r v i c e b u reau make a u s e r copy f o r 

a p a t r o n t o t a k e away f o r r e s e a r c h p u r p o s e s . However, i n many 

i n s t a n c e s , a r c h i v e s must make p r o v i s i o n f o r r e s e a r c h e r s t o use 

t h e e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d s i t has a c q u i r e d under more c o n t r o l l e d 

c o n d i t i o n s , e s p e c i a l l y where t h e d a t a has n o t been anonymized. 

Most a r c h i v a l r e p o s i t o r i e s w i l l n o t have t h e r e s o u r c e s t o 

m a i n t a i n o n - s i t e t h e equipment r e q u i r e d t o mount t a p e s i n o r d e r 

t o r e t r i e v e d a t a f o r t h e u s e r . 

I f e e l t h a t t h i s f u n c t i o n c o u l d be most e c o n o m i c a l l y 

p r o v i d e d t h r o u g h c o n t r a c t u a l agreement w i t h a u n i v e r s i t y d a t a 

l i b r a r y , t h e i n f o r m a t i o n systems d i v i s i o n o f t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n 

w h i c h c r e a t e d t h e d a t a , o r a computer s e r v i c e b u r e a u . Depending 

upon t h e n a t u r e o f t h e agreement, i n s t a l l a t i o n o f a u s e r t e r m i n a l 
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i n t h e a r c h i v a l r e p o s i t o r y m i g h t s t i l l be r e q u i r e d t o g e t h e r w i t h 

s t a f f a b l e t o g i v e i n s t r u c t i o n i n t h e Use and m a n i p u l a t i o n o f 

e l e c t r o n i c d a t a . 

Once p r o v i s i o n has been made f o r r e f e r e n c e u s e , i t i s 

i m p e r a t i v e t h a t t h e a r c h i v a l r e p o s i t o r y e s t a b l i s h a p o l i c y 

r e g a r d i n g r e s e a r c h c o s t s . To what e x t e n t i s t h e r e p o s i t o r y a b l e 

t o s u b s i d i z e t h e c o s t o f m a n i p u l a t i n g , r e t r i e v i n g , and s o r t i n g 

d a t a and p r i n t i n g r e p o r t s ? I s u s p e c t t h a t t h e e n t i r e c o s t o f 

t h e s e r e s e a r c h a c t i v i t i e s must be borne by t h e r e s e a r c h e r . 

What are the Computer Costa to Use Data? 

The c h i e f b e n e f i t o f d a t a s t o r e d i n e l e c t r o n i c f o r m a t i s 

t h a t i t can be s o r t e d and m a n i p u l a t e d t o summarize q u a n t i t a t i v e 

i n f o r m a t i o n i n s t a t i s t i c a l r e p o r t s w h i c h may n o t have been 

p r e v i o u s l y p r o d u c e d . However, u n l e s s you own y o u r own computer, 

t h e computer t i m e r e q u i r e d t o m a n i p u l a t e d a t a on a mainframe 

computer i s most o f t e n e x p e n s i v e . The l a r g e r t h e d a t a f i l e you 

work w i t h t h e more computer t i m e r e q u i r e d . 

Most p r i v a t e r e s e a r c h e r s c a n n o t a f f o r d t h e computer t i m e 

r e q u i r e d t o m a n i p u l a t e t h e l a r g e d a t a f i l e s w h i c h c a n p r o v i d e t h e 

b r o a d demographic v i e w s w h i c h a r e m e a n i n g f u l . Most r e q u i r e a 

r e s e a r c h g r a n t f r o m a f u n d i n g agency s u c h as Canada C o u n c i l o r 

t h e S o c i a l S c i e n c e s and H u m a n i t i e s R e s e a r c h C o u n c i l o f Canada. 

C o r p o r a t e r e s e a r c h e r s a r e b e t t e r a b l e t o a f f o r d s u c h r e s e a r c h . 

How much e l e c t r o n i c d a t a c a n s o c i e t y a f f o r d t o p r e s e r v e i f o n l y 

a v e r y s m a l l number o f r e s e a r c h e r s can a f f o r d t o use i t f o r 

s t a t i s t i c a l r e s e a r c h ? 
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REAPPRAISAL: SHOULD WE RETAIN THE DATA INDEFINITELY? 
The N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s o f Canada, t h e o n l y C a n a d i a n a r c h i v a l 

r e p o s i t o r y t o i n i t i a t e a s u b s t a n t i a l e l e c t r o n i c r e c o r d s program, 

has r e c o g n i z e d t h e need t o r e v i e w and r e a p p r a i s e e l e c t r o n i c 

r e c o r d s " t o d e t e r m i n e t h a t t h e r e i s s t i l l s u f f i c i e n t e v i d e n c e o f 

a r c h i v a l , h i s t o r i c a l and/or r e s e a r c h v a l u e t o w a r r a n t t h e i r 

c o n t i n u e d r e t e n t i o n . " I n f a c t , t h e N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s ' p o l i c y 

r e q u i r e s t h a t t h e r e a p p r a i s a l d a t e be e s t a b l i s h e d a t t h e t i m e o f 

a c q u i s i t i o n . The q u e s t i o n s s u g g e s t e d f o r c o n s i d e r a t i o n d u r i n g 

r e a p p r a i s a l a r e : 
l a ) Would we a c c e s s i o n t h i s machine r e a d a b l e d a t a f i l e i f 

i t was o f f e r e d t o d a y ? 
l b ) I f we would n o t , why s h o u l d we c o n t i n u e t o keep 

i t ? 

2) 

3) 

4) 

I s t h e r e a " r e a s o n a b l e " e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t anyone, 
w i t h a s e r i o u s p u r p o s e , w i l l r e q u e s t t h i s f i l e ? 

W i l l " s c h o l a r s h i p " o r Canada's h i s t o r y , i n 
g e n e r a l , be a d v e r s e l y a f f e c t e d because a 
p a r t i c u l a r r e c o r d no l o n g e r e x i s t s ? 

Would you g e t t h e consensus o f o t h e r a r c h i v i s t s 
t o a g r e e w i t h y o u r d e c i s i o n ? 

CONCLUSION 

I have r a i s e d a l o t o f q u e s t i o n s , b u t o f f e r e d few, i f any, 

answers. A l o t o f my q u e s t i o n s r e l a t e t o c o s t , w h i c h i s a f a c t o r 

we d o n ' t l i k e t o t h i n k p l a y s a r o l e i n a r c h i v a l a p p r a i s a l . 

However, even t h e l a r g e s t a r c h i v a l i n s t i t u t i o n s a r e f a c e d w i t h 

s h r i n k i n g r e s o u r c e s i n f a c e o f t h e e x p l o s i o n o f e l e c t r o n i c d a t a 

and o t h e r f orms o f i n f o r m a t i o n b e i n g o f f e r e d t o them. 
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O b v i o u s l y , t h e i s s u e o f machine r e a d a b l e i n f o r m a t i o n i s one 

w h i c h t h e a r c h i v a l p r o f e s s i o n must a d d r e s s and t h e s o o n e r t h e 

b e t t e r . I f e a r t h a t t h e r e w i l l be no easy answers i n t h i s 

q u i c k l y c h a n g i n g f i e l d . The one t h i n g I do know i s t h a t we as 

a r c h i v i s t s w i l l have t o be r u t h l e s s i n o u r a p p r a i s a l o f 

e l e c t r o n i c d a t a i n d e t e r m i n i n g w h i c h has s u f f i c i e n t v a l u e t o 

w a r r a n t a c q u i s i t i o n and p r e s e r v a t i o n . I f we a r e n o t , we a r e 

f o o l i n g o u r s e l v e s because s o c i e t y s i m p l y c annot a f f o r d t o r e t a i n 

a n y t h i n g b u t a v e r y s m a l l f r a c t i o n o f one p e r c e n t o f t h e machine 

r e a d a b l e d a t a b e i n g c r e a t e d t o d a y . 


