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Beneficial Shocks: The Place of
Processing-Cost Analysis in
Archival Administration
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Abstract: Although the importance of an accurate knowledge of processing (and other)
financial and temporal costs have often been nominally stated in archival literature, serious
discussions or case studies have been rare. Of those, most have advocated cost analysis
for appraisal or management advantages. The development of an ongoing processing-cost
analysis at the Billy Graham Center Archives suggests that the latter are particularly ben-
eficial. The archival profession would benefit from greater comparison of costs between
similar types of institutions and from the regular reporting of statistics.
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Beneficial Shocks 33

The essential requirement of measuring is
to see the world in a blinkered way. To cut
out the irrelevant, one needs discipline.1

WHAT IS THE VALUE OF AN ARCHIVES?

That question can be answered in a variety
of ways, from the spiritual to the pragmatic
to the romantic to the administrative. Ul-
timately, an archives' value depends on
which needs it fulfills for users. Perhaps an
easier question, and one that goes a step
toward answering the first is: what is the
cost of an archives? The literal answer of
the question, the one that requires a decep-
tively simple answer in terms of coins of
the realm and ticks of the clock, seems to
be only occasionally asked in the profes-
sion, and most answers have been heavy
with qualifiers. The purpose of this article
is to examine cost analysis (in terms of dol-
lars and time) as applied to one aspect of
the archival enterprise—processing. After a
survey of the literature on the subject, we
will describe the ongoing effort at the Billy
Graham Center to provide meaningful sta-
tistics for processing costs. We will con-
clude with some thoughts on standards for
processing rates and the value of the reg-
ular compilation and publication of archi-
val statistics for the profession. We will
also suggest a model which could be used
for cost analysis study within an institution
or among several.

Theoretical Discussions

In 1944 G. Philip Bauer of the relatively
new U.S. National Archives flatly stated
the necessity of archivists knowing their
bottom lines: "Values must be weighed
against costs . . . there is no way of pre-
cisely balancing imponderable values
against costs. But costs are at least calcu-
lable and can be accurately broken down

'Greg Dening, Mr. Bligh 's Bad Language/Passion,
Power and Theatre on the Bounty (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1992), 295.

so that the appraiser may ask himself in
every case whether the public benefit to be
derived from saving certain records is suf-
ficient to offset the necessary expenditure
of public money." Bauer indicated that
costs should be calculated to include over-
head and labor expenses. He went on to
say, "There is no purpose here to enter into
the dark mysteries of cost accounting. Ac-
countants are paid to understand these
mysteries. The present aim is merely to call
attention to the fact that a stern and true
cost accounting is a prerequisite of all or-
derly appraisal."2 For many years to come,
statements abounded that it was essential
for archivists to know the exact or reason-
ably exact cost of acquisition, processing
and storage,3 but no one seemed any more
inclined than Bauer was to actually enter
into the dark mysteries and come out with
figures on paper.

By the 1970s library science had a long
tradition of cost analysis of the operations
of a library and had generated a large da-
tabase for enlightenment and befuddle-
ment. In 1973 James Wilson could write,
"A manager—of a library or of any other
operation— who does not know and con-
trol his costs is not really a manager. . . .
If there is one operation in the information
field where there is sufficient cost and sys-
tem analysis for any serious inquirer or
would-be user, it is libraries. Cost ac-
counting systems applicable to libraries

2G. Philip Bauer, The Appraisal of Current and Re-
cent Records, National Archives Staff Information
Circulars No. 13 (Washington, D.C.: June 1946), 2 -
3. Bauer's paper was originally given at a National
Archives conference in 1944.

3See, for example, Joseph's Olenburg, "Appraisal
of Manuscripts," in Record Appraisal, Michigan
Historical Association Occasional Publication No. 1
(Ann Arbor, Mich.: 1976). Bauer starts his paper with
statements about the need to balance potential use
against costs when appraising possible acquisitions
and defines costs in terms of space, staff time, money
(spent for the purchase of manuscripts as well as staff
salaries), and researcher time spent in sifting through
mountains of documents.
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34 American Archivist / Winter 1995

date back nearly 35 years."4 The situation
for document repositories was very differ-
ent. During this same time, Kenneth Duck-
ett wrote, "Cost analysis is virtually
unknown by curators and very few have
studied their procedures to see if they can
be streamlined; yet work analysis tech-
niques could provide valuable administra-
tive data in both areas [planning and
development]."5 He admitted that "possi-
bly one reason work analysis is difficult to
administer in many manuscript repositories
is that staff members rarely work long at
any task without interruption."6 He be-
lieved the main objection that would be
raised to cost analysis was that every col-
lection was unique. While admitting some
truth in this, he also thought enough
grounds for comparison existed to make
data gathering and comparison effective
management activities.

Over the next twenty years, the literature
in archival journals on cost analysis, al-
though never voluminous, included both
theoretical discussions and case studies.
The theoretical discussions usually cen-
tered on the place of cost analysis in ap-
praisal. The case studies and those articles
that combined case studies with theoretical
discussion considered cost analysis a man-
agement tool.

In 1977, Maynard Brichford returned to
Bauer's concern with the importance of the
connection between knowledge of costs
and building collections. In the Society of
American Archivists' manual on appraisal
and accessioning, he briefly described
processing, preservation, and storage costs
archivists should weigh against other val-
ues when deciding whether to accept ma-

"Quoted in Eleanor Frances Brown, Cutting Library
Costs/Increasing Productivity and Raising Revenues
(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1979), 4-5.

'Kenneth Duckett, Modern Manuscripts (Nashville,
Tenn.: Association of State and Local History, 1975),
28.

'Duckett, Modern Manuscripts, 28.

terials.7 Eight years later, Frank Boles,
building on several years of work he had
done with Julia Marks Young on the theory
and actuality of archival appraisal,8 found
that what archivists said, wrote, and
thought they did in appraisal often differed
from their actual practice. Boles and
Young found that, despite formal state-
ments about the importance of knowing
costs, costs ranked a low third out of the
three decision modules involved in ap-
praisal, with value-of-information first and
implications-of-the-selection-decision (do-
nor relations, internal policies of the insti-
tution, and so on) second. As Boles wrote,
"Implications matter to archivists, costs
apparently do not."9 Perhaps this was
partly because costs could be massaged in
various ways. Processing costs in particular
were very fluid, unlike the costs of library
cataloging: "[AJrchivists have no profes-
sionally sanctioned minimum processing
standard. Without a minimum processing
standard that all records in their care must
meet, there is no professionally imposed
baseline from which to estimate minimum
processing costs."10 Institutional standards
may more often be honored in the breach
than in the application. The level of proc-

'Maynard Brichford, Archives & Manuscripts: Ap-
praisal & Accessioning (Chicago: Society of Ameri-
can Archivists, 1977). Brichford's paper on
retrospective analysis at the 1976 SAA meeting was
one of the sources that his colleague William Maher
drew on for his work in cost analysis, as he mentions
in "Measurement and Analysis of Processing Costs
in Academic Libraries," College and Research Li-
braries 43 (January 1982): 60.

"See Boles and Young, "Exploring the Black Box:
The Appraisal of University Administrative Rec-
ords," American Archivist 48 (Spring 1985): 121^M)
and Boles, "Mix Two Parts Interest to One Part In-
formation and Appraise Until Done: Understanding
Contemporary Record Selection Processes," Ameri-
can Archivist 50 (Summer 1987): 356-68.

'Boles, Frank, in association with Julia Marks
Young Archival Appraisal (New York: Neal-Schu-
man, 1991): 73.

"Boles, Frank, in association with Julia Marks
Young Archival Appraisal (New York: Neal-Schu-
man, 1991): 58.
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Beneficial Shocks 35

essing and professional attention can vary
widely from collection to collection and
within different components of a single
collection. And many archivists are able to
tap into foundation and government agency
funds to process certain collections. Ac-
cording to Bales, "because of this ability
to adjust costs to suit their needs, archivists
often ignore processing costs in making
processing decisions."11

In 1984 F. Gerald Ham wrote in Amer-
ican Archivist, "It is the application of
analysis and planning to basic archival pro-
cedures which enable archivists to make
better choices in the use of limited re-
sources. . . . They need to measure what
they do, especially the rates of processing
and reference services; and they must as-
sign a realistic cost to their activities. The
information is essential not only for ap-
praisal purposes, but also for planning and
management of all archival functions. . . .
The tools for better measurement are here,
the next step is to apply them routinely to
archival practice."12 Nine years later as au-
thor of the volume on selection and ap-
praisal in the SAA's Archival Fundamen-
tals series, he once again outlined the
factors involved in determining appraisal,
preservation, and storage costs. He admit-
ted, however, that "few archivists include
the cost of record acquisition, processing,
preservation and retention into their [ap-
praisal] evaluation. Rather, they treat these
costs as undefined expenses and assume
they are the cost of doing business."13

"Boles, Frank, in association with Julia Marks
Young Archival Appraisal (New York: Neal-Schu-
man, 1991): 59.

12F. Gerald Ham "Archival Choices: Managing the
Historical resources in an Age of Abundance," Amer-
ican Archivist 47 (Winter 1984): 21.

"F. Gerald Ham, Selecting and Appraising Ar-
chives and Manuscripts (Chicago: Society of Ameri-
can Archivists, 1993), 58.

Case Studies

Not all archivists had been uninterested
in costs, however. There have been case
studies of the resources expended in proc-
essing actual collections.14 The first (and
second to last) study of comparative costs
between archives was done in 1976.15

While chair of the Society of American Ar-
chivists' committee on Collecting Personal
Papers and Manuscripts, Charles R.
Schultz asked archivists from other insti-
tutions to fill out a form devised by the
staff at Texas A & M's archives for meas-
uring the time spent on the acquisition, ar-
rangement, and description of collections.
The study produced widely varying infor-
mation on seven individual collections
processed at six different institutions.
Schultz concluded that a typical large,
somewhat disorganized modern collection
could be acquired and processed at a rate
of forty hours a foot or less per cubic foot,
and he called for more case studies to pro-
vide comparable data.16

Over the next eleven years, seven rele-
vant articles appeared in American archival

'"Archives have been performing one specialized
form of cost analysis on a relatively frequent basis: a
calculation of how much time went into preparing
oral history transcripts. For example, see Willa K.
Baum, Transcribing and Editing Oral History (Nash-
ville, Term: American Association of State and Local
History, 1977), 18-19. Baum estimated that sixty-
three hours were needed from preparing for an inter-
view to transcribing the final result (in about forty
pages) for a ninety-minute interview. Cullom Davis,
Kathryn Back, Kay MacLean, Oral History/From
Tape to Type (Chicago: American Library Associa-
tion, 1977), 114, gave a similar estimate of forty
hours for a one hour interview, resulting in a 24 to
40 page transcript. Neither publication gave a basis
for these estimates.

15The only other study of comparative costs (ex-
pressed in terms of time) that we found was Karen
Temple Lynch and Thomas E. Lynch, "Rate of Proc-
essing Manuscripts and Archives," Midwestern Ar-
chivist 7 (Winter 1982): 25-34, discussed below.

"Charles Schultz, "Report on Case studies in Man-
uscript Administration—Costs of Acquiring, Process-
ing, and Housing Collections." Unpublished report to
the SAA's Committee on Personal Papers and Man-
uscripts, September 28, 1976.
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36 American Archivist / Winter 1995

literature and one in the Australian litera-
ture (describing findings in a New Zealand
repository). Almost all were studies of
processing at individual institutions, usu-
ally with the caveat that their data might
not be broadly applicable.17 The most sig-
nificant and thoughtful work was done by
Thomas Wilsted and William Maher.
Wilsted, then Manuscript Librarian of the
Turnbull Library in Wellington, New Zea-
land, conducted a study of labor, supplies,
and shelving costs at the library and found
on the average a cost of N.Z.$132 per
meter,18 which William Maher later calcu-
lated to equal U.S.$49 per cubic foot.19

Wilsted further estimated that the proc-
essed collections in the library represented
an investment in processing of N.Z.
$200,000. As Wilsted later explained,
"While this cost is invested over a period
of years, the large cost should also indicate

"They are listed in this footnote in the order of
their published appearance: Thomas Wilsted, "Scor-
ing Archival Goals," in Andrew Lemon, ed., Archives
Conference Proceedings 1977 (Australian Society of
Archivists): 19-23; William Maher, "The Importance
of Financial Analysis in Archival Programs," Mid-
western Archivist 3 (Spring 1978): 3-24; W. N. Da-
vis, "Budgeting for Archival Processing," American
Archivist 43 (Spring 1980): 209-11; William J.
Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Processing
Costs in Academic Libraries," College and Research
Libraries 43 (January 1982): 59-67; Lynch and
Lynch, "Rate of Processing Manuscripts and Ar-
chives," Midwestern Archivist 7 (1982): 25-34; Terry
Abraham, Stephen E. Balzarine, and Anne Frantilla,
"What Is Backlog Is Prologue: A Measurement of
Archival Processing," American Archivist 48 (Winter
1985): 31^14; Uli Haller, "Variations in the Process-
ing Rates on the Magnuson and Jackson Senatorial
Papers," American Archivist 50 (Winter 1987): 100-
9; and Thomas Wilsted, Computing the Total Cost of
Archival Processing, Mid-Atlantic Regional Archives
Conference Technical Leaflet No. 2 1989. (The last
mentioned booklet had appeared earlier in the "Dear
Archivist" column in the Summer 1982 issue of Mid-
Atlantic Archivist.)

18Wilsted, "Scoring Archival Goals," 22. Wil-
sted's article was on the importance of goal-oriented
management in archives and his processing analysis
was part of this larger study. He also described a
study of Turnbull's users.

"Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-
ing Costs in Academic Libraries," 67, note 4.

the amount of savings which could be
made by the evaluation of our methods and
finding means of eliminating the amount of
labor involved or substituting non-profes-
sional personnel whenever possible."20

While stressing the potential value of cost
analysis as a source of data for manage-
ment decisions, Wilsted cautioned that cost
analysis tended to measure quantity and
not quality, and, as yet, there was not
enough data for useful intra-institution
comparisons. He suggested the develop-
ment of a common method that would pro-
duce comparable results: "One of
Schellenberg's constant concerns was for
archivists to standardize their procedures.
Here is one area where this would be help-
ful."21 In 1982, in his column for The Mid-
Atlantic Archivist (later published as a
MARAC booklet, from the Mid-Atlantic
Regional Archive Conference), Wilsted
suggested such a methodology, that formed
the basis of the cost analysis we use at the
Billy Graham Center Archives.

The first published case study in the
United States was done by William Maher,
who has provided the most thoughtful anal-
ysis of the benefits of cost studies. His
1988 unpublished paper, "The Use of Cost
Studies in Managing Archival Programs,"
is an excellent summary and analysis of
most of the work in the field. His 1978
article, "The Importance of Financial
Analysis in Archival Programs,"22 con-
tained examples of retrospective studies to
produce information on processing costs.
(In doing so he was elaborating on sugges-
tions made in 1976 by his colleague May-
nard Brichford at a Society of American
Archivists meeting.23) The average mone-
tary cost for processing done at his own

20Wilsted, "Scoring Archival Goals," 22.
2lWilsted, "Scoring Archival Goals," 22.
22Maher, "The Importance of Financial Analysis in

Archival Programs," 3—24.
23Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-

ing Costs in Academic Libaries," 60.
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Beneficial Shocks 37

institution, the Archives of the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, came to
$18.79 per cubic foot in labor costs.24 (A
similar calculation showed that the average
reference request cost $2.05.)

In 1982 Maher greatly expanded these
initial comments in his article, "Measure-
ment and Analysis of Processing Costs in
Academic Libraries." He described two
ways of doing cost analysis: retrospective
analysis (as he described in his 1978 arti-
cle), and direct measurement, which gath-
ers data specifically for the purpose at
hand. Once again he gathered his data from
his own archives, and a retrospective anal-
ysis of data from 1978-1980 resulted in a
figure of processing costs of $31.17 and
5.6 hours per cubic foot.25 Direct measure-
ment of the work done on individual col-
lections produced quite different figures:
$17.87 and 4.2 hours per cubic foot if
based on the actual volume of records
when finally processed, or $14.34 and 3.4
hours per cubic foot if based on the volume
when processing began (thus including ma-
terials later weeded). He also, like Wilsted,
considered quality versus quantity. To
what depth of detail are the materials de-
scribed? One crude indicator would be the
size of finding aids. In studying the cost of
finished, processed products in terms of
processing product units (one box of proc-
essed records or two pages of a guide or
two control cards), he arrived at a cost of
$10.21 and 2.4 hours per unit.26 Further
study of the processing on a sample of a
thirty-two-record series showed costs of
$27.51 and 6.9 hours per processed cubic
foot using post-weeded volume, $22.09
and 5.5 hours per cubic foot using pre-
weeded volume, and $13.03 and 3.3 hours

per processing product unit.27 The article's
graphs indicated the considerable cost dif-
ference between processing administrative
records and processing personal papers and
between the speeds and monetary costs of
professional archivists and other staff, such
as graduate students.

Although suggesting that it would be de-
sirable for other university archives to do
studies of their own, Maher found the prin-
ciple benefit of the studies he had done
were in their uses as data for internal ad-
ministrative decisions: "Knowledge of
processing time and costs can guide the ar-
chivist in determining the length and types
of finding aids to provide without overbur-
dening the staff. Finally, the results of the
study can lay the foundations for further
research into methods for improving the
productivity and quality of processing,
such as dividing large collections between
several processors or having some proces-
sors specialize in arrangement and others
in description."28

Other studies carried further some of the
ideas laid out by Wilsted and Maher. W.
N. Davis studied the labor costs of proc-
essing in the California States Archives in
1977 to 1978, and he found, "an Archivist-
I performs his or her level of processing
[arrangement, description, cross refer-
ences] at the rate of 1 cubic foot per 6.25
hours or 288 cubic feet per year. The cler-
ical [refoldering, typing] rate is 1 cubic
foot per 1.04 hours or 1,730 feet per
year."29 Further study of Davis's figures
show that 5,695 staff hours (archival and
clerical) were required to process materials
that ultimately occupied 1,050 cubic feet.
Thus, the staff output was 5.42 hours per
cubic foot. He saw the benefits of the study

24Maher, "The Importance of Financial Analysis in
Archival Programs," 10.

25Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-
ing Costs in Academic Libraries," 60.

26Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-
ing Costs in Academic Libraries," 63.

"Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-
ing Costs in Academic Libraries," 64.

28Maher, "Measurement and Analysis of Process-
ing Costs in Academic Libraries," 66.

29Davis, "Budgeting for Archival Processing,"
211.
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38 American Archivist / Winter 1995

as budgetary, particularly in defending ar-
chival budgets to nonarchivists: "Reason-
ably exact operational statistics, which are
far more persuasive that non-analytical
general pleas, are definitely available to the
archivist."30

Karen Temple Lynch and Thomas
Lynch considered the estimated processing
rates included in grant proposals sent by
archives to the National Endowment for
the Humanities and the National Historical
Publications and Records Commission.
They examined the calendar time it would
take to complete a project, rather than the
actual hours spent in processing. The fifty-
five arrangement and description grants
varied widely but showed an estimated
geometric mean of 2.01 linear feet per pro-
cessor per week. Estimates for twentieth-
century records indicated a faster rate than
earlier records, with government and busi-
ness records considerably faster than insti-
tutional records, personal papers, and
mixed-type papers projects.31 They
suggested the possibility of further study of
the efficiency of having a mixed (profes-
sional and nonprofessional) processing
staff and the effectiveness of less detailed
finding aids in terms of users' actual
needs.32 In this first intra-institutional study
since Schultz, the Lynches were hopeful
that, if the variables involved in processing
were more closely studied, "it should be
possible to devise a rough formula to in-
dicate approximately how long processing
the collection to a given level of control
may require."33

Terry Abraham, Stephen E. Balzarine,
and Anne Frantilla examined the calendar
time that elapsed at Washington State Uni-

versity between the time a collection was
accepted to the time that it was ready for
use. They gathered information from the
logs and worksheets used in actually proc-
essing collections and included the time
spent in acquisition, accessioning, process-
ing and arrangement, and description of a
variety of accessions, including photo-
graphs and oral history interviews. They
found that time to be on the average 16.23
months, which translated into 25.2 hours
per cubic foot.34

Uli Haller at the University of Washing-
ton examined in great depth the processing
of two large collections of senatorial pa-
pers. His data included information on the
speed of processing of different types of
series within each record group as well as
an attempt to show depth of processing by
discovering hours-per-inventory-lines and
index terms. Overall results were 3.8 hours
per cubic foot, 3 index terms per hour, and
4.3 inventory lines per hour.35 Haller's re-
view of several other processing studies
emphasized that the recording of process-
ing rates was not standardized and that dif-
ferences in interpretation were a partial
cause of the differences in reported rates.
Thus, comparisons between repositories
might not be very useful, but comparisons
within institutions would be beneficial for
analyzing work done.36 As Haller wrote,
"The value in detailed processing figures
lies in spotting series that . . . are being
processed too slowly or should be yielding
more access points for the amount of time
being invested. . . . Once the potential use-
fulness of a series has been established, the
average processing rate figures can help

30Davis, "Budgeting for Archival Processing,"
211.

3'Lynch and Lynch, "Rate of Processing Manu-
scripts and Archives," 31.

32Lynch and Lynch, "Rate of Processing Manu-
scripts and Archives," 33.

"Lynch and Lynch, "Rate of Processing Manu-
scripts and Archives," 33.

"Abraham, Balzarine, and Frantilla, "What Is
Backlog Is Prologue," 37-9.

35Haller, "Variations in the Processing Rates on the
Magnuson and Jackson Senatorial Papers," 102.

36Haller, "Variations in the Processing Rates on the
Magnuson and Jackson Senatorial Papers," 102-3.
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Beneficial Shocks 39

determine how much staff time should be
budgeted to process that series."37

Besides these studies, there have been
occasional relevant comments.38 One was a
description of photograph cataloging at the
Center for Archival Collections at Bowling
Green State University that mentioned it
took nine months for a part-time cataloger
to catalog 1,100 photos according to An-
glo-American Cataloging Rules (2nd Edi-
tion).39 In 1981, the Society of American
Archivists published a "Problems in Ar-
chives" kit on "Archival Processing
Costs," which consisted of a tape of a ses-
sion at an SAA annual meeting, apparently
in 1980. William Maher and Karen Temple
Lynch gave early versions of the articles
they later published in 1982. Lawrence
Stark talked about the significance of cost
analysis in archival planning. In 1983 Mar-
garet Childs, of the National Endowment
for the Humanities, could note, regretfully
that "the profession is not very well pre-
pared to apply the principles of cost ac-
counting to archival operations. Indeed,
archivists are just now coming to agree
upon a single standard terminology to de-
scribe routine functions so that comparable
data can begin to be collected from repos-
itories about the cost of such functions."40

Among the statistics gathered in the SAA's
1985 Census of Archival Institutions was a
total monetary figure for staff costs, facility
charges, supplies, equipment, etc., and the
number of feet of holdings. Dividing the

"Haller, "Variations in the Processing Rates on the
Magnuson and Jackson Senatorial Papers," 109.

38Boles and Maher both refer to Michael Cook's
discussion of cost analysis in Archival Administration
(Folkstone, Kent: Wm. Dawson and Sons, 1977), al-
though we have not been able to obtain a copy of this
volume.

"Marilyn I. Levinson and Martha Lause, "Cata-
loging of Historical Photographs in Small to Medium
Size Archival Operations," Midwestern Archivist 8
(May 1983): 25.

""Margaret S. Child, "Reflections on Cooperation
Among Professions," American Archivist 46 (Sum-
mer 1983): 288.

latter into the former gave a very rough
idea of the cost of holdings. The median
for the 249 archives that responded was
$34 per foot, although medians varied
widely according to types of institutions.41

The subject of processing rates is occasion-
ally discussed on the latest archival forum,
the ARCHIVES listserv, accessible through
Internet.

External factors to some extent limited
the usefulness of the studies considered
here. Monetary costs from different years,
of course, have to be indexed for inflation
to make any truly meaningful comparison.
In the 1970s and 1980s many archives at
least partially automated their processing
activities, especially description. Of the
studies mentioned, only the one done at
Washington State University touched,
briefly, on the influence of the computer on
processing, and none indicated what part
the USMARC Archival and Manuscripts
Control or AMC/MARC Format played in
their description. Therefore it is very likely
that a significant part of the processing
methodology on which some or most of the
studies were based is now obsolete. Thus
the actual figures produced by the study are
of declining value, although this does not
affect the basic importance of the principle
of measuring the time and cost of process-
ing (and other archival operations).

The studies identified many of the rele-
vant factors to be considered in doing cost
analysis: the nature of the records (eight-
eenth century? nineteenth century? twenti-
eth century? large or small collections?
organizational records, personal papers or
oral histories?), how should volume be
measured (initial size of accession(s) ver-
sus final size of processed collection), and
how should labor costs be assessed (staff
salaries versus staff salaries plus benefits).

""Paul Conway, "Perspectives on Archival Re-
sources: The 1985 Census on Archival Institutions,"
American Archivist 50 (Spring 1987): 185-86.
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The published case studies described
above show a surprising variety in the
quantitative results produced (see figure 1)
and remarkable similarity in their conclu-
sions. Cost analysis can provide helpful
data for administrative decisions on staff-
ing and acquisition and can be useful for
defending archival budget request or grant
proposals. Although several authors sug-
gest the desirability of some cross-institu-
tion comparisons, they tend to doubt
whether the data gathered at one institution
(as opposed to the experience and meth-
odology of gathering the data) can be
meaningful to the work done at another
(see figure 1).

If even those who have actually done
cost studies are often doubtful about their
wider usefulness, it is not surprising that
many archivists seem viscerally opposed
even to the theoretical consideration of the
subject. No sooner had Bauer delivered his
paper in 1944 than fellow National Ar-
chives staff member Herbert Kahn weighed
in with strong objections, raising a straw
man in the process: "It is, of course, ob-
vious that the factor of cost in the main-
taining of records is and always must be
one of the most important factors in deter-
mining what records should be kept. The
point I have tried to emphasize is that any
attempt to make a dollars and cents eval-
uation of records the sole criterion of their
worth is, because of the very nature of the
selection process, impractical and unwise if
not impossible."42

Decades later, many archivists not only
continue to ignore cost in appraisal prac-
tice, as Ham and Boles (among others)
stated, but resent them in theory. Boles de-
scribed the reaction of one colleague when
in 1984, he and Young discussed with that
colleague their plans to study appraisal the-
ory and practice: "In his view, archives ex-

42Bauer, The Appraisal of Current and Recent Rec-
ords, 25.

isted to preserve valuable records, and
factors such as cost, not to mention politics
and policies, were totally inappropriate in
an appraisal decision. To consider them
was to 'take the low road to appraisal.'"43

Wilsted, Maher, and Duckett, also de-
scribed the objections they had heard or an-
ticipated to cost analysis as a management
tool, particularly the objection that archival
institutions were too different for compar-
isons to have much use.

Then, too, in some cases there is a fear
of what information may come to light. In
writing about the 1976 processing costs
study to one of the authors of this article,
Charles Schultz stated, "We felt that prior
committees and other groups had purposely
refrained from making such a study be-
cause they feared that the costs would
prove to be so high that administrators
would refrain from agreeing to begin col-
lecting and processing collections. On the
other hand, we felt that we had an obliga-
tion to be able to tell administrators con-
templating beginning a collecting program
how much the acquisition and processing
did cost at some institutions. Of course, we
also saw the dangers we felt others had
seen."44 If archivists are afraid that they
will be shocked by what they will find
through cost studies, they are probably
right. Wilsted found the figures produced
by his study at the Turnbull Library "start-
ling in the extreme and brought home just
how labor intensive our profession is."45

While Maher and Haller found that some
of the conclusions they could draw from
the studies at their institutions were not

43Boles, "Mix Two Parts Interest to One Part In-
formation and Appraise Until Done," 367, note 25.
Boles's and Young's rejoinder was that it was neither
a high road nor a low one, but a well-traveled one.

"Charles Schultz, e-mail message to Robert Shus-
ter, 2 May 1994.

45Wilsted, "Scoring Archival Goals," 22.
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Figure 1. Comparison of Processing Cost Studies. In most cases, the figures in this chart are the
means or averages of varying results. In each case they represent only a small part of the findings
of each study. They were chosen here for comparison purposes.

Study (Year)

Schultz(1976)

Wilsted (1977)

Maher(1978)

Davis (1980)

Maher(1982)

Lynch (1982)

Abraham (1985)

Haller(1987)

Hours Per CF

8.7 to 40.7

—

—

6.25 (Archivist I)

1.04 (clerical)

5.42 (average)

5.6 (ret.)

4.2 (dm, post-processing

vol.)

3.4 (dm, pre-processing

vol.)

19.9*

25.2

3.8

Other Measurement

$57.35 to $236.94 per cf

$49 per cf

$18.79 per cf

$31.17 per cf (ret.), $17.87 per cf (dm),

$10.21 and 2.4 hours per processing

product unit

2.01 linear feet per week

16.23 months from accessioning to available for

users

3 index terms per hour, 4.3 guide lines per hour

'Extrapolated by the authors of this article, assuming a 40-hour workweek dedicated entirely to processing.

KEY: Cf: cubic foot; ret: retrospective analysis; 1m: direct measurement.

very surprising,46 our own experience with
cost analysis has provided us with more
surprises or even shocks than validation
and it is to that experience that we now
turn.

Cost Analysis at the Billy Graham
Center Archives

Our front-end collision with reality be-
gan when we at the Billy Graham Center

"""Maher said, in "Measurement and Analysis of
Processing Costs in Academic Libraries," 66, "Most
archivists will not be surprised by these conclusions
and they might, therefore, question the value of doing
such a detailed study of processing costs." Haller
similarily commented in "Variations in the Process-
ing Rates on the Magnuson and Jackson Senatorial
Papers," 109, "The reported results merely give
some quantitative support to well-established profes-
sional rules of thumb.'' Compare this with Lynch and
Lynch, "Rate of Processing Manuscripts and Ar-
chives," 28. Of twelve completed NHPRC grants,
five correctly estimated the processing time involved
and the rest underestimated, sometimes by a large
margin. None had overestimated the processing time
needed.

Archives47 inaugurated our cost analysis in
1990. We included it in our program, not
as a special limited project, but as an on-
going management tool. The initial impe-
tus for the analysis was our suspicion that
we were devoting far too much time to
processing our collections, particularly to
transcribing oral history interviews. How-
ever, our inquiry was not devised as a
whole but rather developed piecemeal as
we became aware of new tasks to monitor.

Goals and Anticipated Benefits.

We ultimately developed three goals for
our analysis:

"The Graham Center Archives collects materials
that document North American nondenominational
missions and evangelism. We serve as a record center
for some thirty existing organizations involved in
spreading the Christian gospel, as well as preserving
the papers of many private individuals. We also con-
duct oral history interviews and purchase relevant mi-
crofilm collections. At the present time we have 486
processed collections. Processed and unprocessed ma-
terials occupy 7,409 linear feet of shelving.
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1. To improve our time management
2. To ensure that the most time was

spent on projects with the highest
priorities (process collections to a
level corresponding with their ap-
praised importance)

3. To determine the monetary cost of
our processing

It seemed that we were allowing a collec-
tion to govern the archivist by imposing
upon him or her the amount of time needed
and level of detail to which it should be
described. We instead wanted to determine
how much time was available and how that
time was allocated. Each year we planned
for the next year by establishing annual
goals. By expending our greatest effort on
those things most important to our mission,
we hoped to achieve our highest priorities,
reinforce our focus, and develop a means
to measure and evaluate our own staff abil-
ities and progress. Since processing is one
of our highest priorities, we wanted to mas-
ter the art of estimating how long it would
take to process a given collection, partic-
ularly because processing is only one of
our archival priorities. In light of our other
responsibilities, but particularly our pro-
cessing backlog, we began to take steps to
calculate the time and money invested in
processing individual collections. We
hoped over time to not only identify our
processing rate and then reduce it, but to
accomplish more processing over the same
amount of time.

In the mid-1980s we had developed a
simple three-level scheme to assign pro-
cessing priority levels to all incoming ac-
cessions. In 1990 we expanded the scheme
to five levels. We classified each accession
based on the degree of intersection with
our collecting policy and other already
processed collections, extent of documen-
tation, anticipated researcher and reference
use, restrictions, and conservation needs.
Priority level affected a collection in two
ways. First, it placed a collection on the

processing calendar. We would process
within seven years those collections with
the highest priority levels, while those in
the lower two categories would be pro-
cessed only when time allowed. Second,
the scheme guided the processor in know-
ing to what extent to process the collection.
Priority-five collections would receive ex-
tensive attention in terms of description
and conservation; priority-two collections
would receive almost none.

That was the theory. Of the two antici-
pated benefits, we had only successfully
determined what to process first and what
to delay. We had yet to discipline ourselves
to ration our attention to a collection based
on its processing level. Our motive for col-
lecting the data was, therefore, far from ab-
stract. We wanted a concrete measure of
how close to our goal we were.

We also expected another benefit from
the cost analysis. For some time we had
been charging new donors of organiza-
tional records a partial processing fee based
on the delivered volume of their records.
We could no longer provide the records re-
tention service and processing for free and
wanted the donors to share in the cost of
preserving their records. Although we
never envisioned the fee would cover all
processing expenses, we could not answer
our own question, "What percentage of the
fee does the donor cover?" because we
didn't know how much processing actually
cost us. This stirred us not only to track
processing time but to calculate monetary
processing costs.

What to Measure? We decided to col-
lect data to identify the following:

1. How much time did we really devote
to processing?

2. How did that time correlate with the
volume of processing (yielding a
processing rate of cubic feet per
hour)?

3. How did the processing rate for sim-
ilar types of materials compare?
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4. How did the processing rates for dif-
ferent staff members compare?

5. What was the average financial cost
attached to a cubic foot of processed
material?

6. How did actual time and cost results
compare with our aims as articulated
in our processing level scheme?

Just as our motivation for conducting the
analysis developed gradually, our defini-
tions also emerged over time. Before we
could collect data, we determined what we
meant by processing. We defined it in
somewhat the same way as Abraham, Bal-
zarine, and Frantilla had, as those actions
performed on a collection after it had been
logged in as an accession until it was ready
for researcher use. This definition excluded
appraisal and accessioning, but included
arrangement and description (including in-
dexing and transcription of oral history in-
terviews, adding new material to collec-
tions, preparing worksheets of MARC
records for entry on local and national da-
tabases, revising guides, and transferring
guides in an older computer format to our
current system), conservation, and admin-
istration. This work was, and still is, done
by our professional staff, office manager,
student helpers, and volunteers. (In our
usual pattern, one professional staff mem-
ber serves as the main processor and ar-
ranges the material, writes the guide and
related finding aids, submits a finished
draft of the guide for review, and then
makes concluding refinements). He or she
has help from students and volunteers
along the way; all full-time staff participate
in some phase of processing each collec-
tion. Afterward, the staff makes paper and
computer copies for our reference room.

We also defined what to measure. Orig-
inally, we monitored only our indexing and
transcription of oral history interviews.
(This was actually a good starting point,
because as smaller, more uniform, less
complex projects, they were easier to quan-

tify.) We later added to this our processing
of paper records, guide revisions, and writ-
ing MARC records. However, we did not
just add each one of these types of pro-
cessing to obtain one overall figure. We
also agreed to collect information on the
various types separately, in order to be able
to compare similar processing tasks in dif-
ferent collections. Finally, we agreed that
the volume we would consider in our cal-
culations would be the final volume of a
collection rather than the initial volume of
the accessions to comprise the collection.
The hours would measure the actual labor
expended, and the cubic footage would
correspond to the final physical product,
the one used by researchers. Monetary and
time costs of adding material to a collec-
tion after it was processed would be added
to that collection's processing costs, giving
us an up-to-date cost for each collection in
hours and dollars.

The last element to be put in final form
was the units of measure in which we
would record our processing. As we ini-
tially tracked the description of oral history
interviews and subsequent transcription,
we recorded only our time. With those fig-
ures, we computed the time spent indexing
per hour of interview tape, or transcribing
per hour of tape. As this information ac-
cumulated over time, we compared the in-
dexing of various interviews and the
transcription rates on various projects. As
we added other processing tasks to our cost
analysis, we extended the measurement of
time to these as well. We finally added the
calculation of monetary cost, which then
permitted us to compute dollars per re-
corded hour of interview or per cubic foot
of processed papers. We benefited greatly
from Wilsted's Computing the Total Cost
of Archival Processing in developing our
own formulae and parameters. Figure 2 de-
tails the sums we eventually computed for
storage and supplies in 1993. (We devel-
oped labor costs by dividing salary plus
benefits by the hours worked, totaling
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Figure 2. Partial List of Supply and Storage Costs. Supply costs included a 15 percent shipping
charge. Document cases were estimated to contain an average of 25 folders; record cartons held an
average of 60.

Storage $ per

linear foot

document case

slim document case

single-row audio tape

double-row audiotape

oversized audiotape

PhotoArchive (slides)

Photocopy and printer cost per

photocopied page

printed page

Sample formula for calculating

Processor time $

+ Student time $

+ Supply $

+ Storage $

+ Review time $

+ Coordinator time $

= Total

7.49

3.28

1.64

.30

.15

.54

.94

page

.045

.03

Supply $ (box $ includes storage)

1 document case (dc)

1 slim dc

1 oversized photo dc

1 oversized dc

1 folder

1 PhotoArchive (slides)

1 audiotape reel box

1 audiotape empty reel

half of copy cassette

full reel of blank tape

orocessing papers cost:

19.16

11.54

78.13

25.88

.19

32.14

.21

.58

.40

4.97

roughly 1,800 hours per person, excluding
sick days, holidays, and vacation time. Al-
though the salary range varied, students'
costs were more standard, in some cases a
fifth of full-time staff costs.)

To track our indexing and transcribing
time, we developed simple forms (see fig-
ure 3). Transcribing forms distinguished
between time for producing the first draft
and time for doing the final cleanup of the
transcript work, and they specified the time
spent by a student assistant and archivist.
With this information we not only could
compare the total time on one transcript
with another, but we could analyze how
much time the initial transcribing required,
what proportion of the project required an
archivist's (more expensive) time, and
what percentage of the total time was de-
voted to final review. We generally meas-
ured the same elements for indexing.

What We Learned. By computing our
monetary costs using these building blocks,
we made a quantum leap in our analysis, a
leap that resulted in a concrete aware-
ness—and an accompanying shock of what
we were spending in time and money.

Once we recorded the time spent on
transcribing oral history interviews, we
quickly saw it had become a black hole for
our time. While transcribing is labor inten-
sive and detail oriented, it does not demand
some of the hard decisions archivists must
make when processing paper records.
Processors, therefore, if allowed, tended to
drift into excessive transcribing and
avoided working on large paper collec-
tions. It wasn't that we were slow tran-
scribers, but that the time we allocated to
transcribing much exceeded its priority in
our overall goals. (We have found this also
to be the case when alternating between
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Figure 3. Transcribing and

Transcript Report

Collection no.

Tape no.

Transcriber

Student

Your hours

Student hours

Review hours

Revision hours

Total hours

Indexing Work Forms

Guide Index Report

("".nllertion nn

Tapes/total minutes '

Proressor

Student

Ynur hours

•Student hours

Review hours

Revision hours

Total hours

large and small collections. At our institu-
tion, we flush the small collections out of
the underbrush with relative ease. It is the
large organizational woolly mammoths at
which we wave our archival flints and
sticks with limited effectiveness that inflict
the greatest financial and psychic cost upon
us.)

We both expected and were stunned by
the results. We had decided to transcribe
our oral history interviews more aggres-
sively in 1990. However, in achieving that,
we spent more than a quarter of our pro-
cessing time for the year on transcription.
(See figure 4.) When we evaluated that in
light of other processing tasks, we agreed
we wanted to allocate our time differently.
We consequently cut back by almost a
third (reducing our transcribing time to 296
hours) the amount of transcribing we
would do each year. Other processing tasks
had a higher priority, and we would leave
transcribing undone in order to achieve
those.

When we expanded our data collection
in 1991 to monitor the processing of paper
records and collection supplements, mak-
ing guide revisions and writing automated
MARC records, this also expanded the
baseline of information from which we

could hope to begin to draw some conclu-
sions. By the end of 1991, we knew how
many hours we had devoted to processing
and had hints of our rates in the various
processing tasks.

As we compiled additional years of data,
we refined the system for analysis. We re-
alized after gathering time statistics for
several years that the processing rate infor-
mation was by itself helpful but inade-
quate. It did give us an internal point of
reference, (as other archives had reported
in earlier analysis), helping us to identify
those types of collections that took more
time to process, and to draw general con-
clusions about which archivists were pro-
cessing at higher or lower rates. But the
system lacked a point of intersection with
the other aspects of our work. In 1993,
therefore, we expanded our time analysis
to include monetary cost analysis. This al-
lowed us to determine how much we spent
on processing, how many dollars it cost to
process a cubic foot of papers, and what
price we were paying to index or transcribe
an average hour of oral history. These were
figures our administrators and donors read-
ily understood.

The figures we gathered for processing
each collection reflected all of the work
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Figure 4. 1990 Transcribing Data

Task

Total processing time (approximate)

Time transcribing 21 tapes (26.6 hours)

Time partially transcribing 6 tapes (5.9 hours)

Total transcribing time

Percentage of processing time devoted to transcribing

Time (in hours)

1,600

354

78

432

27%

performed on the collection. In this it dif-
fers from some of the studies previously
cited. For example, the figures calculated
for MARC records included not only writ-
ing the record, but worksheet review, au-
thority list verification, loading records into
local and national databases, and system
administration. Those figures included the
hours of full-time staff and student work-
ers. The labor costs of various staff mem-
bers were figured at their respective rates.

Once we expanded our analysis to in-
clude monetary figures, we further refined
the process to include all costs: labor, sup-
plies (mainly archival storage boxes and
folders), and storage (based on the cost of
the shelving itself). Although we do not
usually have heavy conservation costs, we
figured costs such as those for microfilm-
ing where appropriate. We closely fol-
lowed Wilsted's methods, particularly in
basing labor cost on dividing the actual
hours worked into an employee's salary
and benefits.

We added a separate form to record time
we allocated to revising our guides. "Re-
vision" was used to cover a multitude of
activities. Some guides were created before
the archives had computers; those guides,
therefore, had to be typed into the database.
Many guides were entered into the com-
puter using now-obsolete software and
hardware; those guides also had to be
brought into our current computer system.
There was also the correcting of errors dis-
covered in guides. Revising guides still re-
mains a high priority so that patrons and

the reference archivist can do keyword
searches of the guides via the computer.
While this has not been a major component
of our processing, tracking time on these
minor tasks made it possible to keep a
more concise gauge of the ongoing mone-
tary cost of a collection, develop a more
accurate account of our total processing ex-
penses, and plan for similar tasks in the
coming years.

The staffs regular processing meeting,
where staff members reported on the pre-
vious month's activities, stated goals for
the upcoming month, and discussed prob-
lems, proved to be the most consistent
means for planning, reporting, and collect-
ing information. A monthly reporting and
planning form provided an ongoing record
of this information.

Computing fiscal costs may have been
the next logical step after compiling time
figures, or it may have reflected how our
culture assesses value. In either case, the
resulting figures provided another jolt. The
cost summaries converted abstract inten-
tions and hopes into concrete accomplish-
ments (or lack of them). By viewing dollar
figures, we saw the value we placed on
processing within the framework of our to-
tal budget and time for a year. Although
we had not yet correlated monetary costs,
we saw what was coming when we initially
tracked our transcribing in 1990.

Undoubtedly, part of the shock came
when we examined processing for the first
time in bottom-line figures, rather than as
we had traditionally (and distantly) viewed
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Figure 5. 1993 Processing Statistics for Completed Projects, Excluding 1993 Hours Spent on
Yet-To-Be-Completed Projects.

Category

Papers

O.H. indexing

Transcribing

MARC records

Guide revisions

These figures are

calculated to equal

$/Volume

$374.48/cubic foot

133.84/hourof tape

255.26/hour of tape

75.47/record

2.45/page

based on 2,487 hours of

a cost of $50,679.15.

$/Hour

$24.75/hour

18.94/hour

14.50/hour

19.92/hour

14.26/hour

processing (including 62.0

Hours/Volume

15.1/cubicfoot

7.1/hour of tape

17.6/hourof tape

3.8/record

.2/page

hours of administration),

it. As Boles said, we had preferred consid-
ering implications rather than cost. We in-
stinctively avoided viewing processing in
terms of a single bottom-line figure, per-
haps out of fear that the figure would be
greater than the imaginary figure we con-
ceived, planned, acted on, and comforted
ourselves with. The extent of our shock, in
fact, confirmed that the resources we de-
voted to processing exceeded the value we
placed on what we had accomplished.

The Shortcomings of our Methodol-
ogy. Developing a consistent methodol-
ogy used by all the staff proved to be
more difficult than we anticipated. For ex-
ample, some staff consistently recorded
not only their own hours but also those of
students working for them, whereas others
had to estimate their assistant's hours long
after the work was completed. Some staff
used the figure of 1.1 cubic feet as the
volume of a record carton, while others
rounded the figure off at 1.0. Once we be-
gan computing monetary cost, we stum-
bled over our forgetfulness about
recording all cost elements. We continu-
ally had to remind ourselves and staff
members that everyone had to record data
in the same way so that the final figures
would be comparable.

Another fault that we discovered after
years of collecting data was that we were
isolating the writing of MARC records and
guide revisions. Instead, these activities, all
associated with individual collections,

more appropriately should have been added
to the total time spent on each collection.
For example, the hours spent writing the
MARC record for collection 449 or revis-
ing the collection 81 guide should have
been added to the total hours compiled for
collection 449 or 81, rather than isolating
those as separate categories of MARC re-
cords or guide revisions. Although segre-
gating this data has been helpful, particu-
larly in the case of writing MARC
descriptions (because other archives are in-
terested in comparing or planning for this
descriptive process), we have now refined
our methodology to incorporate the time
devoted to these activities into the data for
their corresponding collections. We can
then extract those figures into other cate-
gories for special analysis.

What we have learned so far is that
we're processing more intensively that we
realized or intended (and consequently ar-
ranging and describing less for the amount
of time available for processing). Figure 5
summarizes our 1993 processing:

As an illustration, staff members tallied
2,487 hours spent on processing in 1993.48

"Since we developed the analysis to monitor time
and monetary costs for processing projects completed
during a given year (rather than just totaling all pro-
cessing time and monetary cost incurred between 1
January and 31 December), the figures illustrated
above do not reflect all the processing hours for 1993.
(2,323 hours, representing 27 percent of the staffs
8,450 total work hours). A collection might have been
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Of those, 914 hours of work (37 percent of
the processing total) produced 60.4 cubic
feet of completely processed paper records.
Factoring in labor, supplies, and storage
costs, we spent $22,618.58 on processing
paper records alone. From these figures we
determined we spent $374.48 per cubic
foot, allocated an average of 15.1 hours to
each cubic foot, and spent an average of
$24.75 per hour. (This last figure is the best
indicator of whether professional staff or
student workers are doing the majority of
the processing on a given project.) Unlike
some archives, the Graham Center profes-
sional staff do the majority of the process-
ing, rather than placing it in the hands of
student workers. (This is partly because we
cannot use the work-study program (finan-
cial aid from the state) students from
Wheaton College due to the religious em-
phasis of our organization, and graduate
students do not apply for our student job
openings.) This immediately boosts the ex-
pense. However, our cost analysis has
forced us to think about developing ways
to transfer more work from full-time staff
to part-time students. In addition, contrary
to the assumptions of some earlier studies,
we learned that the costs of supplies and
storage can be considerable—in our case,
a quarter of the total expense.

We also observed that conservation costs
could considerably boost the monetary ex-
pense of processing. Microfilming costs for
two collections were large and immediate,
even though this task required very little of
our time and produced very little volume,

processed over several years, but the hours and costs
are totaled only when the project is finished. There-
fore, the 2,487 hours recorded for processing com-
pleted in 1993 included hours carried into 1993 from
1992. Likewise, while most of the hours of processing
carried out during 1993 contributed to the projects
completed in that year and are part of the 2,487 hours
of work, some of those 2,323 hours were expended
on projects that remained unfinished at the end of the
year. They are therefore included in the 1994 tally,
not in the 2,487 figure.

the primary axes along which we evaluated
our processing.

The cost-analysis figures produced an
overall picture of how we spent our pro-
cessing time. We devoted 37 percent of our
time and 45 percent of our budget to pro-
cessing collections primarily made up of
papers. We used 9 percent of both our time
and money on indexing oral history inter-
views, whereas our transcriptions cost 8
percent of our time and 12 percent of our
processing expenses. We established our
MARC records project as a high but short-
term priority, and we were therefore satis-
fied to use slightly more than a quarter of
our processing time and expenses on it. We
revised guides using 12 percent of our time
and 8 percent of our total expense. Admin-
istration and planning used 3 percent.
Taken together, the 2,487 hours we tallied
on processing completed in 1993 cost just
over $50,000.

The Graham Center Archives cost anal-
ysis was built on our own experience,
rather than a consideration of previous
studies (except for Wilsted). We were
largely ignorant of what other archives
were doing when we began. Nor did we
design it as a formal study for a defined
period of time. We instead intended it to
be an ongoing process, not a temporary ex-
periment. Our goal was to process our col-
lections more effectively and to maximize
the use of our limited time and resources.
However, in comparing and contrasting our
ongoing analysis with earlier studies, sev-
eral distinct features of our methodology
emerged. Some of these echo other work
already done; others provide new pointers
for other archives planning similar work.

First, we chose to measure each different
processing task, rather than lumping them
all together. We examined not only pro-
cessing of paper records but also indexing
oral history interviews, maintaining and re-
vising guides, and writing MARC records.
This allowed us to monitor more closely
each type of processing in addition to de-
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veloping a composite figure for an entire
year. Given the varied aspects of our pro-
cessing, cost analysis should take into ac-
count the different types of arrangement
and description that the various types of
collections require.

A second point is that we attempted to
account for all our processing costs, rang-
ing from labor to materials to storage to
conservation to administration. To exclude
any of these would hide the real cost of
processing. We have learned that we need
to refine further our computation of storage
costs, since our computation assesses a
one-time expense (essentially the purchase
price of the shelving subdivided to the lin-
ear foot), rather than accounting for ongo-
ing overhead.

Third, it became clear that we profited
from recording ongoing costs that arise
from adding more materials to a particular
collection. If a cubic foot of material is
added to a given collection, those figures
are not only calculated for the given year,
but they can be added to the total cost of
that collection. This allows us to track the
costs of individual collections over time
and could help us with deaccessioning de-
cisions when we are weighing costs against
value.

Applying What We Learned. We have
already begun to reap managerial benefits
from monitoring processing data. As men-
tioned earlier, the first benefit we realized
was that our actual practice was not in line
with our stated priority regarding oral his-
tory interview transcription.

When we had compiled more informa-
tion, we realized the second benefit, that of
being able to compare processing of simi-
lar types of material within a year and over
a period of years and to evaluate personnel
characteristics. With increasingly more re-
liable averages compiled over several
years, we can now evaluate the processing
of a specific collection by identifying why
the archivist either exceeded or worked be-
low the average. Confronted with the pro-

cessing of one collection requiring 2.1
hours per cubic foot and another requiring
44.6 hours per cubic foot, we were forced
to hunt for both the differences between the
collections that explain the variation and to
review those decisions that the archivist
should have made differently in order to
reduce that time. This gave us a tool by
which to refine our processing and identify
staff needs for training and improvement.
At a broader level, we could evaluate our
various processing tasks over several years
to watch for trends to guide our evaluation
and planning. It gave us a concrete means
of estimating how much time would be re-
quired to process a particular collection.
Taken within the context of the total num-
ber of hours we could allocate to process-
ing, it helped us determine how much we
could reasonably hope to process.

Third, it pushed us to decide whether we
really were serious about the processing
priority levels we assigned to collections.
This postaccessioning appraisal is a key
juncture in our processing sojourn, the im-
pact of which reverberates until the collec-
tion is in the users' hands. To spend
$10,000 on a large priority-one collection
would be acceptable, but duplicating that
cost on a medium-size priority-three col-
lection would be questionable and to do the
same for a small priority-four collection
would set off alarms that things were out
of control. The analysis showed us that we
overprocessed our collections, and, when
uncontrolled, the amount of time and cost
per unit had less to do with the priority we
placed on the collection and more to do
with the demands for attention the collec-
tion itself put on us. In short, like a math-
ematical equation that condenses pages and
pages of narrative into a few lines, the
processing cost analysis forced us (and still
forces us) to face what we actually do in-
stead of what we thought or hoped we were
doing.

Finally, and perhaps most important, we
benefited from being forced to deal with
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real hour-and-dollar figures rather than
with generalities such as, "Surely research-
ers will appreciate the extra work we put
into this," or "we could have done better
but. . . . " Many projects demanded our at-
tention. When we added the costs and saw
we had spent almost $10,000 to process
one collection, we had to ask, "Was that
money well spent? Could we have
achieved our goal by spending $7,500 in-
stead? How could we have trimmed the
time poured into that collection? What
would we have preferred to do with the
$2,500?" Answering these questions won't
undo work already done, but it could im-
prove our planning and processing skill for
the next collection. This probably was the
greatest reward of the cost analysis because
it pushed our faces into the hard realities
of our time and budget.

The Areas Not Addressed. Our analy-
sis did not address several characteristics
of processing. As others have mentioned,
performing a convincing cost analysis of
the quality of processing was difficult. Our
figures measured the amount of time we
spent on processing and the cost of that
time and corresponding materials. But
while the analysis allowed us to compare
the times and costs of various collections,
it assumed that all processing was of equal
value and allowed no comparison of how
well or poorly the job was done. Quality
of processing, defined as how accessible
the information in a collection is to users,
is not as readily quantifiable, although
Maher and Haller have struggled with the
question. We felt it was a separate, though
certainly related, topic, but we decided to
concentrate first on the cost rather than the
value.

The cost analysis also failed to break the
descriptive aspects of processing into its
components, such as the amount of time
required to write the biographical sketch or
the scope notes. Nor did it account for var-
iables such as handwriting or preponder-
ance of photographs or the degree of

preexisting organization of the files when
received. All collections were treated
equally, when in fact various factors al-
ways speed up or slow down processing.49

The analysis system does not adequately
account for the contributions of volunteers.
We included their hours (without any at-
tached cost), so the dollar total reflects
what we spent in time and money. How-
ever, it hides the cost we would spend in
another year without volunteer help.

The system of collecting information
and analyzing our progress, still in its
youth, requires minimal time. The danger
is always present that the costs of the
recordkeeping itself will exceed the benefit
of analysis. However, our aim as we
streamline the system is to make it both a
part of our everyday work and make that
work more effective and productive.

Conclusion

Our own experience confirmed to us the
value of the "blinkered" or concentrated
way of looking at things that Dening
pointed out in the quote that began this ar-
ticle. It is probably obvious by now that
cost analysis often involves pain—the pain
of seeing the abstract brought into its right
relationship with the concrete. Indeed, of-
ten while compiling the figures for our cost
analysis, we felt as if we had hit the con-
crete. When we began the process we
sometimes found ourselves in visceral ac-
cord with the opposition that some archi-
vists have stated to cost analysis and that
others have described in the profession's
literature. But the contact also was invig-
orating and enormously helpful. Used
properly, cost analysis can be a wonderful
means of concentrating the archivist's at-
tention in future planning. Of course, as
Wilsted, Maher, and others have empha-

49The Graham Center's collections are principally
twentieth-century records and therefore easier to pro-
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sized, it is only a tool and only one among
many. It is concerned with cost, not value;
and it measures quantity, not quality. The
process of analysis should not (and need
not) lead to the paralysis of processing. But
for postaccessioning appraisals and man-
agement decisions, it can be an invaluable
addition to the internal tool kit of an ar-
chives.

We also believe cost analysis has value
for the profession at large. It seems incred-
ible that so little comparative work has
been done between institutions. It is almost
accepted as a given in the literature that
processing methodologies and local con-
ditions vary so widely from archives to ar-
chives that figures developed at one
institution are meaningless at another. Rud-
yard Kipling wrote that there were nine and
sixty ways of constructing tribal lays or
legends, "and every single one of them is
right!"50 Archivists appear to have much
the same attitude toward processing. This
is unfortunate, because comparative studies
of the processing costs of similar institu-
tions applying similar methods to similar
materials could help establish the parame-
ters for valid comparisons and, through the
process of beneficial shocks like those we
experienced, could lead to greater unifor-
mity in determining acceptable costs. The
difference between having a general, intu-
itive feel for what your processing costs are
and seeing what you are actually spending
in time and money for individual collec-
tions is similar to the difference between
having a feeling that you are overweight
and seeing the actual numbers on the bath-
room scale. In 1986, the SAA published its
report on the profession's goals and prior-
ities for the immediate future. One state-
ment reads, "A lack of standards for the
care and preservation of archives has re-

50Rudyard Kipling, "In the Neolithic Age," from
Rudyard Kipling's Verse: The Definite Edition, (Gar-
den City, NY: Doubleday, 1940), 338-39.

suited in a proliferation of programs and
inadequate facilities and staff. Archival re-
positories, like libraries and museums,
should be accountable for meeting stan-
dards that will assure the preservation and
use of records entrusted to their care."51

This surely applies to processing and the
benefits a judicial use of cost analysis
could bring.52

If nothing else, archives that perform
cost analyses of their processing on a reg-
ular basis should be encouraged to report
their statistics regularly. Perhaps an agency
such as the SAA or the Archives Library
Information Center of the National Ar-
chives could publish summaries of such re-
ports on an annual or at least a regular
basis. (The 1986 SAA report also encour-
aged compilation of statistical summaries
of archival activities and statistical analy-
ses of effectiveness.)

In 1977, Wilsted delivered to a meeting
of Australian archivists the paper which
was later published as "Scoring Archival
Goals." The response of Lindsay Cleland,
the senior project archivist at the Australian
Archives, seems valid today: "Statistical
measures have a hardness about them—
they demand attention, they just won't go
away, especially when they are published;
and I think they should shake us up and,
as Tom says, make us look more closely at
what we are doing."53

51Society of American Archivists, Planning for the
Archival Profession/A Report of the SAA Task Force
on Goals and Priorities, "Objective B" (Chicago:
Society of American Archivists; 1986): 16.

52William Maher, "The Use of Cost Studies in
Managing Archival Programs," unpublished paper
prepared for a Library Science class, May 11, 1988.
Maher stated that one conclusion rising from consid-
ering the seven case studies referred to, "is that a cross-
institutional study utilizing the same methodology and
units of measurement is necessary if any broader con-
clusions are to be achieved. Even if such a study in-
volved only three archives for a period of no more
than six months, it could clarify many of the discrep-
ancies that have developed in these studies."

"Wilsted, "Scoring Archival Goals," 24.
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Appendix A
Proposed Model for Future Analyses

In order to provide a more substantial
base from which to compare process-
ing data, we propose the following
standard model for anyone wanting to
conduct a cost analysis study, whether
at one institution or across several
institutions.

1. Data should be collected over a
time period of at least three to five
years.

2. Data should be gathered according
to agreed-upon definitions (particu-
larly for "processing") in order to
express results in meaningfully
comparable terms.

3. Collections should be classified by
several predominant characteris-
tics that may affect processing rate
in order to facilitate making mean-
ingful comparisons with other simi-
lar collections. The following
distinctions should be included:
a. Pre-1900 versus post-1900
b. Greater or equal to 50 cubic
feet versus less than 50 cubic feet
c. Personal papers versus govern-
ment records versus business
records
The project should also be de-
signed to monitor the creation of
oral history interview indexes and
transcripts and MARC records,
since the distinct character of
these documents makes them dif-
ficult to compare with each other.

4. Analysis should be conducted on
collections whose predominant
form is paper documents.

5. Volume should be consistently cal-
culated in linear or cubic feet, but
not both. Data on a collection's vol-
ume should be based on final cu-

bic or linear feet, rather than the
volume of the unprocessed acces-
sions, corresponding to the form in
which the collection becomes
available to researchers, rather
than the total amount of material
processed.

6. Results should be calculated in
terms of hours and dollars. The pri-
mary formula on which to base the
analyses should be the end vol-
ume divided by hours and by dol-
lars.

7. Personnel costs should be calcu-
lated to include both salary and
benefits.

8. Monetary computations should in-
clude the cost of supplies (storage
boxes, folders, and so on) and
storage (shelving, building, and op-
erations costs for the space allo-
cated for storage).

9. Despite economic fluctuations over
time (inflation, salaries, and so on),
which may diminish the reliability of
comparing results in dollar figures,
the project should be designed to
gather monetary costs for compar-
ison at a given time and for the in-
ternal benefit to each contributing
institution.

10. The types of information to be re-
corded should be very simple and
easy to gather in order to keep to
a minimum the amount of time de-
voted to this foundational but pre-
liminary aspect of the analysis.

If this model is used to compare proc-
essing between institutions, special ef-
forts should be made to ensure that it
is similar institutions and similar types
of material that are being compared.
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