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ABSTRACT
In the spring of 2017, the article authors conducted a survey of archival institutions 
in the United States and Canada regarding current reappraisal and deaccessioning 
practices. The first of its kind in the United States, the survey gathered quantitative 
data regarding how, why, and which archival repositories reappraise and deacces-
sion. This article describes the survey method, questions asked, and data collected, 
and provides an analysis of the results. The authors sought to learn if resources 
influence these practices; what, if any, policies and guidelines exist locally; how the 
processes are carried out; how archivists perceive ethical concerns commonly asso-
ciated with these practices; and what benefits and consequences result from reap-
praising and deaccessioning. They found that reappraising and deaccessioning are 
common practices throughout a variety of institutions and result in positive out-
comes. However, misunderstanding remains about these practices, and institutions 
may not always be conducting these practices in an ethical and responsible manner.
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This article presents the results of a 2017 survey about the practices of reap-
praisal and deaccessioning in the archival profession in the United States 

and Canada. Following a literature analysis to contextualize the survey and 
results, it describes the survey method, questions asked, and data collected, and 
provides an analysis of the results. The first published survey of its kind in the 
United States, it sought to gather quantitative data regarding how, why, and 
which archival repositories reappraise and deaccession. We wanted to learn if 
staffing, monetary, and other resources have an effect on conducting these prac-
tices; why institutions do not make use of these practices; whether local policies 
and guidelines exist; how the processes are carried out; how archivists perceive 
ethical concerns commonly associated with these practices; and what benefits 
and consequences result from reappraising and deaccessioning. The survey gen-
erated information on the types of repositories that reappraise and deacces-
sion; what happens to deaccessioned materials; and the influence of the 2012 
Society of American Archivists’ (SAA) Guidelines on Reappraisal and Deaccessioning 
(Guidelines) on these practices.1

Literature Analysis and Review

Reappraisal and deaccessioning have been discussed in US and Canadian 
archival literature steadily since the early 1980s.2 These discussions have gener-
ally fallen into two camps: practical case studies and discussion of processes to 
follow when reappraising and deaccessioning materials; and theoretical and 
ethical discussions regarding the value and potential pitfalls of these practices. 
Discussions specifically of deaccessioning started in the museum and library 
literature. While this review will acknowledge some of those discussions, 
the focus will be mostly on US and Canadian archival professional literature, 
because a wide body of discussion exists from which to pull and because this 
literature relates directly to the demographics of those surveyed.

In The Ethical Archivist, Elena Danielson provides a framework for two types of 
practitioners: pragmatists, those who are ready and willing to consider reappraisal 
and deaccessioning as useful and regular processes in good collections manage-
ment; and idealists, who are only willing to reappraise and deaccession under 
unusual, case-by-case bases.3 Following this framework, pragmatists have written 
much of the archival literature, including both case studies and theoretical and 
ethical discussions on how and why to reappraise and deaccession. Ethical and 
philosophical concerns in the literature generally focus on public perception by 
donors and/or researchers, and the potential loss of public trust; problems of basing 
reappraisal decisions on past use and questioning predecessors’ decision-making; 
ensuring that reappraisal and deaccessioning practices are transparent, described 
in policy, and followed; and the selling of deaccessioned materials.
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Concerns over relationships with donors and more general concerns about 
public perception loom large in the field. Danielson, for example, discusses 
public trust at great length, noting that deaccessioning can be seen as an “ethical 
failure” by the public.4 James O’Toole describes the history and changing usage 
of the word “permanence”; or rather, the archival field’s move away from that 
term to discussing materials instead in terms of enduring (potentially nonper-
manent) value. Focusing mostly on rare books, Samuel Streit’s 1997 case study 
explores possible growing divides between special collections and donors due to 
this changing idea of permanence.5

Case studies rarely focus on negative outcomes for donor relations; Sally 
Griffith’s history of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania is one notable excep-
tion. In a lightning round on various reappraisal and deaccessioning scenarios 
at the 2016 Society of American Archivists’ Annual Meeting, Adriana Cuervo 
discussed donor-incited deaccessioning, when the institution would have 
preferred to keep the collection. Expanding the definition of “donor” to include 
cases of institutional transfers, Caryn Wojcik discusses miscommunication 
issues with government agencies. She warns that government archives must 
involve those agencies when reappraising scheduled records.6 Other authors, 
including Todd Daniels-Howell, Laura Uglean Jackson and D. Claudia Thompson, 
and Mark Greene,7 note improved donor relations from reappraisal projects. 
Daniels-Howell specifically discusses enhanced donor relations from a refined 
collection development policy.

Karen Benedict in her seminal 1984 article argued against Leonard 
Rapport’s usefulness criteria as a reason for reappraisal and deaccessioning.8 
She and a handful of other authors, including Chan May, Mary P. Ledwell, and 
Sheila Powell, argue that professionals should not second guess the original 
archivist’s appraisal decision and that using reappraisal as a standard collec-
tions management tool will be subject to whim and set a negative precedent.9 
These authors, the idealists in Danielson’s framework, believe that once mate-
rials have been acquired by an archival institution, they therefore have value 
and should only be deaccessioned under unusual circumstances when necessity 
arises.10 Other authors, including most who have written case studies, as well as 
many who focus on the ethical and theoretical aspects of these practices, instead 
consider reappraisal and deaccessioning as essential to collections management. 
These authors, including Leonard Rapport, Mark A. Greene, Maygene Daniels, 
Menzi L. Behrnd-Klodt, Frank Boles, William L. Jackson, Lawrence Dowler, and 
Mark Shelstad, among others, argue for transparent decision-making based on 
collections development and management policies. They also argue that insti-
tutions must use reappraisal and deaccessioning to ensure they continue to 
steward their collections responsibly for the good of the institution’s patrons 
and donors.11
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This is a key point: those who argue in favor of reappraisal and deaccessioning 
argue in favor of transparent and documented policies and procedures. For many of 
these leaders in the profession, reappraisal and deaccessioning are good collection 
management and of benefit to both donors and researchers when these practices 
are done in an ethical manner and accomplished through documentation rather 
than secrecy. A lack of transparency and policy can be due to internal disagree-
ment within an institution. Sally Griffith’s discussion of the Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania points to disagreements between staff and board members, and 
Tina Lloyd’s case study regarding Library and Archives Canada also discusses 
internal disagreements about reappraisal and deaccessioning, as well as positive 
outcomes from a project undertaken there despite those disagreements.12

Many authors’ ethical and theoretical discussions focus specifically on the sale 
of collection materials, including those of Elena Danielson and Thomas Wilsted. 
Danielson states that selling collection materials is acceptable, as long as the sale 
is conducted in an ethical manner, with policies in place beforehand guiding the 
sale and how proceeds are used. Wilsted, writing in 1993, notes that SAA’s Code 
of Ethics does not provide enough substance to handle ethically complicated situ-
ations, such as selling collection materials. He suggests institutions develop poli-
cies for handling these ethically complex situations, specifically focusing on who 
should make recommendations and final decisions and how proceeds from sales 
should be used.13 David H. Stam and David Szewcyk discuss how sales should be 
conducted and monies should be used when selling duplicate rare books.14 A few 
case studies, including one by Michael Doylen and another by James Gerencser, 
provide information about positive experiences in selling deaccessioned materials, 
as well as documentation about time spent and how proceeds were used.15

The few surveys examining reappraisal and deaccessioning practices in the 
archival and related cultural heritage fields have all had 100 or fewer respon-
dents. In 1987–1988, the National Archives of Canada performed an Acquisition 
Evaluation Study, receiving 100 responses from archival repositories across the 
nation for a study regarding acquisition practices at the National Archives and 
in the provinces. Among those respondents, 65% indicated that they had reap-
praised and deaccessioned, 15% of whom indicated reappraisal and deacces-
sioning had been backed by policy and procedure. Those who indicated they did 
not reappraise and deaccession suggested they would not need to if the initial 
appraisal had been conducted correctly.16

A 1995 survey conducted by Richard Oram focused solely on rare book deac-
cessioning. Oram was interested in determining if deaccessioning was becoming 
more accepted practice. Of 100 US academic repositories that received the survey, 
60 responded. Oram found that deaccessioning was becoming both less contro-
versial and more common. Cynthia K. Sauer’s 2000 survey of 100 manuscript 
repositories across the United States, focusing on whether or not institutions 
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had collection development policies in place, had an 80% response rate. In this 
survey, one respondent indicated creating a policy to allow for the deaccessioning 
of collections. While 15 respondents indicated their collections development 
policies included a section for deaccessioning, other respondents indicated deac-
cessioning policies existed elsewhere outside the collection development policy.17

Survey Background—Purpose of the Study

Our objectives for a survey studying reappraisal and deaccessioning 
in archival repositories in the United States and Canada were multifold. The 
primary purposes were to learn at a macrolevel how repositories conduct reap-
praisal and deaccessioning, how common these practices are, and how the 
archives profession currently perceives reappraisal and deaccessioning. We 
sought to determine which types of repositories reappraise or deaccession and 
which do not, and why repositories reappraise and deaccession and why they 
do not. Additionally, the survey generated quantitative data about the processes 
involved in reappraisal and deaccessioning, effects on donor relations, trans-
parency regarding deaccessioning decisions, and disposition of deaccessioned 
materials. The survey asked about the existence of reappraisal and deacces-
sioning policies; the impact of the Society of American Archivists’ Guidelines; and 
benefits and negative effects from reappraising and deaccessioning.

Methodology

Survey design commenced in February 2017. We formulated mostly 
multiple choice questions with write-in options. We rejected the use of Likert 
scales because they would have led to a lengthy survey due to the high number 
of objectives and options for multiple choice questions. We wanted a represen-
tative sample from across the profession, and a long survey would have reduced 
this probability.

We first looked to the archives professional literature for any previous surveys 
on reappraisal and deaccessioning. While we did not find any from the archives 
community, we located two surveys from the museum profession in European 
countries, as well as the more general surveys discussed above from the United 
States and Canada.18 We adopted some questions for our survey, but because the 
European surveys dealt with museum objects and had different objectives, we chose 
not to duplicate the studies. The SAA Guidelines for Reappraisal and Deaccessioning, 
itself based on an extensive literature review, provided many of the options for 
multiple choice answers to questions such as “Why are you reappraising and/or 
deaccessioning at your institution?” Some responses that the literature cites as 
unethical or poor practice were deliberately included, such as deaccessioning for 
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monetary gain or using funds from selling materials for emergencies including 
budgetary shortfalls. After creating a first draft of the survey, we distributed it 
for review by 5 colleagues familiar with reappraisal and deaccessioning. Based on 
their feedback, questions were refined and the survey was finalized.

We administered the survey using the Qualtrics platform. This platform 
allows for skip and branch logic, so that respondents may bypass individual 
questions or entire sections depending on their answers to previous questions. 
We used both these options to reduce survey fatigue and ensure respondents 
only had to answer questions pertinent to their institutional practices.

The survey ran from March 8 to April 14, 2017. The target population was 
repositories in the United States and Canada. We advertised widely, sending 
the survey link to the general Archives and Archivists listserv and the SAA 
Acquisitions and Appraisal Section listserv. We posted the survey to distribution 
lists and social media pages, such as Facebook, for regional archival organiza-
tions to which we belonged, including the Midwest Archives Conference, the 
Kansas City Area Archivists, the Society of Rocky Mountain Archivists, and the 
Society of California Archivists.19 One reminder was sent to each of these lists 
and organizations. We also asked SAA section chairs to post an announcement 
to their respective section distribution lists, but do not know to which groups 
it was posted.20 A link to the survey also appeared twice in SAA’s biweekly “In 
the Loop” email membership newsletter, and we posted on the New England 
Archivists’ and Northwest Archivists’ Facebook pages and in the National 
Association of Government Archives and Records Administrators (NAGARA) 
LinkedIn Group.21 We extended the survey deadline a week to advertise through 
the Association of Canadian Archivists’ listserv to encourage more Canadian 
responses (we had asked a colleague to post it on our behalf, which took longer 
than expected). We do not know exactly how many people or repositories 
received the survey, but estimate it to be approximately 6,000 individuals based 
on approximate numbers of subscribers to the various channels. Respondents 
did not receive any compensation for completing the survey.

While the survey received 489 responses, 149 respondents did not continue 
after the initial demographic questions, and another 17 surveys contained no 
data. Three hundred and twenty-three surveys were submitted with most or 
all questions answered, a 66% completion rate. Information discussed in this 
article will focus on those completed responses. On average, participants took 
32 minutes to complete the survey.

We sent a second, follow-up survey by email to 13 participants who reported 
that their repositories reappraised and/or deaccessioned born-digital materials 
and provided contact information. We wanted to learn more about how insti-
tutions undertake the practice of reappraising and deaccessioning born-digital 
materials and confirm that the respondents understood the difference between 
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weeding and deaccessioning. This survey was also administered through 
Qualtrics and contained 4 multiple choice questions and a free-text comment 
field (see Appendix B). It was open from November 9, 2017, to November 30, 
2017. Twelve people responded and answered all required (multiple choice) ques-
tions. Data from this survey is also discussed with the results.22

Demographics of Respondents

Survey respondents came from a diverse background in geographic location, 
institutional type and size, and staffing and budgetary situation. Most participants 
were from the United States, with 34 Canadian archivists responding. The number 
of Canadian participants was low likely because the survey was distributed to the 
ACA listserv only 2 weeks before it closed. Survey participants were anonymous 
unless they volunteered their contact information for possible follow-up ques-
tioning. While almost half the respondents were from academic institutions (138 
responses, 42.8%), government repositories were also well represented, consti-
tuting 14% of total responses, with individuals representing local, state or provin-
cial, and federal government repositories. Religious archives and public libraries 
each accounted for 8% of the responses (26 and 25 institutions respectively), and 
museum archives accounted for 22, or 7%, of total responses. Local historical 
societies or museums and corporate archives each had 15 responses (4%), and 
nonuniversity research libraries, medical archives, and other types of archival 
institutions made up the rest of the respondents (12.7%) (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1. Institution type
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Most Canadian responses were from Ontario (18 of the 34), and the top 
4 states from which US responses came were California (52), Massachusetts, 
Missouri, and Illinois (all with 18 responses each). According to data avail-
able on Proquest Archives Finder, with the exception of California and 
Massachusetts, which have over 400 and 300 repositories respectively, the 
number of responses per state or province does not proportionally reflect 
the number of repositories per state or province. To illustrate, Illinois and 
Missouri have many fewer archival repositories than other states with lower 
response rates.23 For example, the states of Washington and New York have 
over 200 and 600 repositories, respectively, and yet the response rate from 
these states was considerably lower (2 and 13 institutions). Numbers may be 
skewed due to our inability to reach institutions in states and provinces to 
which we are not professionally connected. There were no responses from 
a handful of states, Manitoba or Prince Edward Island, or Puerto Rico (see 
Figure 2).

Which Repositories Reappraise and Deaccession?

Of the 323 responses, 268 individuals answered that they have reap-
praised and/or deaccessioned at their current institution, 52 answered that 
they have never reappraised nor deaccessioned, and 13 indicated that they had 
reappraised and deaccessioned at another institution in which they previously 
worked. While we recognize that results may be skewed toward institutions 
that conduct these practices, when advertising the survey, we stressed our 
interest in responses from institutions that do not reappraise and deaccession 
to form a more complete picture of these practices in the United States and 
Canada.

All institution types engage in reappraisal and deaccessioning, with them 
being most common among local historical repositories (100% of 15 responses) 
and federal government archives (85%, or 11 out of 13). One hundred and nine 
out of 138 (79%) academic repositories reappraise or deaccession, with 68% 
having specifically deaccessioned. Eleven out of 15 corporate archives reap-
praise, deaccession, or both.

We wished to determine if the size of holdings and how long an insti-
tution had been collecting had any impact on whether or not an institution 
reappraises and deaccessions. The size of an institution’s holdings has some 
relevance to reappraising and deaccessioning (see Table 1). Fifty-one percent of 
institutions with less than 1,000 linear feet reported to have reappraised and/
or deaccessioned, while 80%–89% of institutions with holdings ranging from 
1,000 to over 50,000 linear feet said that they reappraise and/or deaccession. 
Institutions that have been collecting for less than 25 years were less likely 
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FIGURE 2. Geographic location and number of respondents24
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to reappraise and deaccession (see Table 2). For each of these tables, we ran a 
Pearson Chi-square test to determine statistical significance. The data for each 
of these tables have a p value of .000, indicating statistical significance between 
the expected and observed frequencies among the categories.

Table 1. Size of Holdings Compared to Reappraisal and Deaccessioning Practices (p 
value: .000)25

Has your institution 
reappraised and/or 

deaccessioned?

Less than 
1,000 l.f.

1,000–10,000 
l.f.

10,000–
50,000 l.f.

More than 
50,000 l.f.

Don’t know

Yes 22 114 67 35 17

No 21 26 9 4 5

Total 43 140 76 39 22

Table 2. Length of Time Collecting Materials Compared to Reappraisal and Deacces-
sioning Practices (p value: .000)26

Has your institution 
reappraised and/or 

deaccessioned?

0–25 years 26–75 
years

76–150 
years

More than 
150 years

(blank) Total

Yes 22 142 66 24 1 255

No 20 27 12 6 65

Total 42 169 78 30 1 320

Resources Needed for Reappraisal and Deaccessioning

As with any other operational activity, resources are required to carry out 
reappraising and deaccessioning. These resources include money, people, time, 
and underlying structures that include policies and procedures. We wanted to 
know if a correlation exists between the amount of resources with which an 
organization operates and its reappraisal and deaccessioning practices. The 
survey asked respondents in an open-ended question to provide the annual 
operating budget of the archives and, in a multiple choice question, the number 
of full-time employees. While only 54% of respondents provided meaningful 
budget information, some interesting results appeared. Of the 9 archives with 
a budget of over $4 million, 100% have deaccessioned, as opposed to 33% of 
the 8 repositories with an annual budget less than $1,000. However, budgets 
ranging from $1,000 to $4 million showed little variation—those with smaller 
operating budgets were just as likely, if not more so, to deaccession (see Table 
3). We analyzed the significance of this data using the Pearson Chi-square Test, 
which revealed a p value of .192 (the differences were not significant enough 
between expected and perceived values to confirm that operating costs affect 
whether or not an institution reappraises or deaccessions).
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Table 3. Annual Operating Budgets and Reappraisal and Deaccessioning Practices (p 
value: .192)27

Has your 
institution 

reappraised or 
deaccessioned?

$0–
$999

$1,000– 
$9,999

$10,000– 
$50,000

$50,000– 
$100K

$100K– 
$500K

$500K– 
$1M

$1M–
4M

$4M+

Yes 3 6 15 30 51 14 6 9

No 4 2 6 13 12 3 1 0

Total 7 8 21 43 63 17 7 9

Some authors have indicated that reappraisal and deaccessioning activi-
ties are personnel-intensive, requiring dedicated time from full-time employees 
(FTE).28 Sixty-one percent of institutions with less than 1 FTE reported to reap-
praise and deaccession compared to 90% of institutions with 7 to 10 FTE. Data 
from the survey show an upward trend that repositories with more employees 
are more likely to reappraise and deaccession (see Table 4). The Pearson 
Chi-square Test revealed a p value of .02, indicating statistical significance. 
While FTE and staff time are clearly factors, that over half of institutions with 
limited staffing have found the resources to reappraise and/or deaccession could 
imply that limited resources are not an impediment to these practices, which 
may not be as resource-intensive as is commonly believed; or that the need is so 
great for these institutions that they prioritize finding the necessary resources. 
Nonetheless, some institutions refrain from reappraisal and deaccessioning due 
to the amount of time the process takes. One reason given by 28 of the 52 
respondents who indicated their institutions did not reappraise and deacces-
sion was a lack of time (see Figure 3). Several open-ended responses indicated 
the lack of time for anything more than the basics of processing, reference, and 
other routine archival duties. One individual discussed high staff turnover, an 
issue that can easily slow down both day-to-day activities and special projects.29 
As another respondent put it, “I have been trying to initiate some reappraisal 
and deaccessioning at my institution, but limited staffing makes it difficult to 

Table 4. Number of FTE Employees and Reappraisal and Deaccessioning Practices (p 
value: .02)31

Has your 
institution 

reappraised or 
deaccessioned?

Number of FTE

0–0.9 1 2–3 4–6 7–10 11+

Yes 21 51 74 43 27 39

No 13 17 20 5 3 7

Total 34 68 94 48 30 46
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carry out…. All of the members of my library’s staff agree that we should deac-
cession some of our collections but actually finding the time to do so is difficult, 
particularly when we could be devoting that time to processing our backlog.”30

Policies and Guidelines

The SAA Guidelines recommend having policies in place prior to reappraising 
and/or deaccessioning any collection material.32 Although a small majority of 
institutions engaging in reappraisal and deaccessioning have written policies 
to guide these practices, 41% of institutions conduct reappraisal and/or deacces-
sioning without internal written guidelines. One individual described:

We have found the SAA guidelines to be a very useful tool when deacces-
sioning. When we first asked to deaccession materials some thirty years ago, 
we were met with staunch opposition from library administration. We still 
resist drawing up our own deaccessioning policy as it is likely to be rejected 
or amended to death. It’s far easier to point to SAA documents that approve 
of the concept and provide measures for insuring that nothing untoward 
happens. This seems to satisfy most administrators.33

A lack of internal policy could mean some repositories are making deci-
sions about what to keep and not keep without clear guidelines and workflows, 
which can lead to inconsistent, inefficient, and undocumented decisions. For 
other institutions, not having the authority or a procedure in place may be 
a barrier to implementing reappraisal and deaccessioning. Eighteen responses 

FIGURE 3. Reasons not to reappraise and deaccession
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from those who do not reappraise and deaccession indicated they do not have 
a policy or the authority to employ these practices. Some open-ended responses 
revealed that while procedures exist for rare books, museum items, or other 
collecting areas within larger institutions, those procedures may not be rele-
vant or useful for archival collections.34

We were interested to see if we could determine whether institutions have 
been reappraising and deaccessioning more in the past five years since the release 
of SAA’s Guidelines for Reappraisal and Deaccessioning, which is meant to make these 
procedures more accepted practice within the profession and to help in developing 
local policies. While the survey shows a definite increase in reappraisal and deac-
cessioning practices in the past five years,35 it is not conclusive that the publication 
of the Guidelines influenced this increase. When combining all 3 answers that indi-
cated an institution may have used the Guidelines to help develop or refine its local 
procedures,36 and comparing this number to those not using the Guidelines at all, 
institutions were slightly more likely to indicate they had used the SAA Guidelines, 
except for those respondents stating their institutions had been reappraising and 
deaccessioning for 30 years or more (see Table 5). A Pearson Chi-square test for this 
data shows that the differences among categories are insignificant. One hundred 
and nine responses—43% of the 255 responses to the question—indicated they did 
not use the SAA Guidelines at all. Forty-one responses (42%) of those who recently 
began reappraising and deaccessioning stated they do not use the Guidelines, 
possibly meaning that the recent increase in these procedures may simply be an 
indication that repositories have seen an increased need to reappraise and deacces-
sion. Recent publications, discussions, and education on reappraisal and deacces-
sioning (although not the Guidelines specifically) may also be influencing an uptick 
in these practices.37 The existence of an SAA-approved standard on reappraisal 
and deaccessioning has possibly increased the belief among professionals that the 
practices are acceptable. We did not ask if survey participants knew about the exis-
tence of the Guidelines, only whether they had used them or not.

Table 5. Use of the SAA Guidelines Compared to How Long an Institution Has Been 
Reappraising and Deaccessioning (p value: .718)38

Did your 
institution 

use the SAA 
Guidelines?

How long has your institution reappraised and deaccessioned?

5 years or less 6–10 years 11–30 years More than 30 
years

Don’t know

Yes 56 31 25 8 25

No 41 18 19 10 21

Total 97 49 44 18 46
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Deaccessioning or Weeding?

In an unintended outcome of the survey, the data indicate that respon-
dents may have been thinking about weeding rather than deaccessioning when 
answering questions. When weeding, a full reappraisal is typically not carried 
out; instead, individuals make quick decisions about removal for a small amount 
of material, and the collection overall will be kept by the repository. We sought 
to investigate reappraisal and deaccessioning of substantive amounts of material, 
such as entire series or collections. The survey introduction clarified this to distin-
guish deaccessioning entire series or collections that have already been accessioned 
(and sometimes processed) from the practice of weeding that may occur during 
accessioning or processing. The SAA definition of deaccessioning, “the process by 
which an archives, museum, or library permanently removes accessioned mate-
rials from its holdings,” does not clarify distinctions between deaccessioning 
and weeding, though the two definitions are not linked in the Glossary of Archival 
Records and Terminology.39 The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 
5127 definitions for withdrawal, weeding, and deaccessioning also do not make 
clear distinctions between these three activities.40 Vague definitions could confuse 
practitioners. In open-ended responses, some respondents discussed removing 
duplicates, nonrecord copies, empty boxes and envelopes in which materials had 
been received, blank letterhead, and other routine processing decisions.41 These 
decisions reflect weeding, not deaccessioning. Additionally, 22 respondents stated 
that they do not reappraise before deaccessioning; we wonder if these respon-
dents are in fact weeding rather than deaccessioning.

A quarter of respondents indicated their institutions reappraise and/or 
deaccession born-digital formats, a higher percentage than we anticipated when 
institutions are just beginning to systematically process and provide access to 
born-digital materials.42 Based on the open-ended responses, we wondered if, 
rather than deaccessioning born-digital materials, repositories are actually 
weeding duplicate and out-of-scope digital materials from collections. Twelve 
people completed the second, follow-up survey on reappraising and deacces-
sioning born-digital materials described earlier in the methodology section (see 
Appendix B for the survey instrument). Despite the small pool, some interesting 
results came forth. When asked when during the archives life cycle they typically 
reappraise born-digital materials, survey respondents most frequently selected 
“during processing” (7 responses). “During accessioning” and “After accessioning, 
before processing” were each selected 5 times (respondents could select all appli-
cable answers). Out of 12, 9 answered that they have deaccessioned external media 
(the examples provided in the survey included hard drives, floppy disks, CDs, 
and USBs), although 7 responses indicated deaccessioning files in a digital repos-
itory, presumably postprocessing. Yet, the comments included statements about 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via free access



522

The American Archivist  Vol. 82, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2019

aarc-82-02-04  Page 522  PDF Created: 2020-3-27: 2:04:PM  

Marcella Huggard and Laura Uglean Jackson

deaccessioning duplicates and mistakenly sent files, which largely conforms to 
analog acts of weeding during processing. (One comment mentioned “out-of-scope” 
materials.)43 However, when asked, “Do you think weeding and deaccessioning are 
synonymous?,” 10 out of 12 said definitely not. One individual clarified, “If I were 
tossing a duplicate or something that was not archival, it would be weeding. 
Deaccessioning is about getting rid of things that may have once been deemed to 
be archival.”44 Answers to this follow-up survey point further to confusion in the 
profession about the distinctions between weeding and deaccessioning.

Procedures for Reappraisal and Deaccessioning

While reappraising and deaccessioning comprise core activities that include 
reviewing ownership documentation and collection contents, each institution 
accomplishes these procedures differently to accommodate institutional needs 
and resources. The 258 survey respondents who indicated their institutions reap-
praise and/or deaccession were asked a series of questions about how their insti-
tutions follow these procedures and what happens to deaccessioned materials.

Reappraisal can be done when the need arises or as a regular, planned 
project. Most respondents—186 of the 255 who answered the question—indicated 
they have reappraised on an ad hoc or as-needed basis, rather than regularly and 
systematically. Only 14 respondents indicated they regularly reappraise, though 
an additional 55 individuals stated they reappraise both regularly and on an ad 
hoc basis. While institutions are reappraising and deaccessioning, these prac-
tices are still not part of regular activities in the same way that processing and 
reference are. This could explain why many repositories do not have reappraisal 
and deaccessioning policies. Some individuals who reappraise and deaccession 
sporadically raised concerns about the lack of systematic reappraisal and deac-
cessioning leading to “haphazard” and “inconsistent” decision-making,45 a point 
made by many authors in the literature. As one individual stated, “Our reposi-
tory definitely would benefit from a project to systematically identify accessions 
with deferred appraisal challenges, and then take appropriate action. Because 
we also have sparse ownership documentation for many of our accessions 
acquired prior to the 1990s, that adds to the challenge.”46

The person or persons making a final reappraisal decision is an important 
factor in the process; this person or set of persons can streamline or hinder a reap-
praisal workflow. The SAA Guidelines reiterate throughout that reappraisal decisions 
are a shared responsibility,47 yet responses to this survey question indicate individ-
uals are making these decisions largely on their own. For 76% of institutions, an 
individual archivist or curator makes the final decision about a reappraisal ques-
tion; it is unclear whether these individuals consult others before doing so. As one 
individual wrote, “. . . these decisions aren’t made by committee, they are made 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via free access



The American Archivist  Vol. 82, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2019

523

aarc-82-02-04  Page 523  PDF Created: 2020-3-27: 2:04:PM  

Practices in Progress:  The State of Reappraisal and Deaccessioning in Archives

by one person. I often wish her decisions were vetted at a higher administrative 
level.”48 Decisions made by a single individual in a vacuum potentially put the 
institution at risk. This can also lead to more inconsistency, as individuals making 
isolated decisions may not keep detailed records about the outcome and how 
they arrived at the decision. This high percentage of individual decision-making 
is consistent across repositories, regardless of staff size. Nearly 79% of reposito-
ries with 3 or fewer employees make individual decisions, compared with 72% of 
repositories with 4 or more employees. Whether or not the circumstances allow 
for decisions by committee, usually 1 person is responsible for determining what 
remains in an institution’s holdings and what does not.

The next likely decision-maker is administration or management (93 
responses, or 36%), a group of individuals who may or may not know the institu-
tion’s collections as intimately as archivists or curators, or much about archival 
appraisal. How much information these groups receive from archivists and cura-
tors who work daily with the collections to make their deaccessioning decisions 
is unclear. Twenty-one responses (8%) stated the board of directors, another 
group of individuals who may not be versed in archival appraisal theory, makes 
these decisions. Sixty-two responses, 24%, indicated a collections or acquisitions 
committee makes deaccessioning decisions, while 16 responses (6%) indicated a 
committee specifically dedicated to reappraisal and deaccessioning makes these 
decisions. Standing committees are more likely to document their discussions 
and final decisions and keep the procedure transparent, at least internally to 
staff (see Figure 4).49

FIGURE 4. Who makes the decision to deaccession?
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Responses to the question “What happens to deaccessioned material?” indi-
cate that institutions use a variety of methods to dispose of materials, including 
transfer to another archival institution for research purposes, transfer to nonar-
chival institutions for nonresearch purposes, returning to the donor, destruc-
tion, and sale (see Figure 5). The disposition of deaccessioned archival materials 
often makes the practice a responsible one or a controversial one. Transfer to 
another institution for research or archival purposes is the preferred dispo-
sition according to many authors. It keeps the materials in the public trust 
and builds positive relationships between repositories.50 Two hundred and two 
respondents said that they have transferred materials to another repository for 
research or archival purposes. However, individuals overwhelmingly indicated 
they do not follow up to see if the other institution has provided access to these 
collections. As one individual stated,

Some collections I’ve demanded in the transfer agreement that the materials 
be made public permanently (most prominently with a large collection that 
was moved to a more geographically and culturally appropriate institution at 
the donor’s request, but which, unfortunately, went to a private institution). 
In most other cases I allow the receiving institution (since I’m usually only 
deaccessioning to other public archives) to determine how they wish to handle 
access or to potentially dispose of the materials themselves.51

Although most archivists do not have the time for more responsibilities, not 
following up with other institutions may contribute to collections lingering in 
backlogs. An expectation that the collection will be at least minimally processed 
(i.e., have a collection-level online finding aid) and made available to researchers 

FIGURE 5. What does your institution do with deaccessioned material?
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may lead to a more favorable perspective in the profession regarding deacces-
sioning. With a trend in the archival profession toward minimal and iterative 
processing and recognizing our commitment to donors and their papers, this 
expectation is not unreasonable.52 Perhaps recognizing this responsibility, 
survey responses indicate that most transferring institutions provide what 
documentation they have about deaccessioned collections, including copies of 
donor/accession files, container lists, and finding aids if the collection had been 
processed.

One hundred and eighty-three repositories have destroyed deaccessioned 
materials, indicating that institutions have few qualms about throwing away 
materials that are institutionally out-of-scope, duplicative, sensitive, confiden-
tial, or otherwise inaccessible to the public. One individual wrote, “While our 
deaccession policy recommends transferring materials to another institution 
whenever possible . . . we have never had occasion to do this, mostly due to the 
specialized nature of our collection. . . . Far more often, deaccession decisions 
have led to the destruction of materials.”53 Destruction is sometimes the best 
or most likely option for disposition. This includes born-digital files; 10 indi-
viduals in the follow-up survey on born-digital reappraisal and deaccessioning 
indicated they destroy files not being kept. Five responses also indicated they 
return digital files to the donor, and four institutions transfer to another, more 
appropriate repository.

Some open-ended responses appear to indicate respondents think destruc-
tion is the only outcome of deaccessioning. When responding to why his or her 
institution does not reappraise and deaccession, one individual stated, “[I am 
t]roubled by [the] concept of potentially trashing a collection which was taken in 
because it has merit but which no longer fits the revised collecting policy of the 
repository.” Individuals and institutions with these concerns should remember 
that “Deaccessioning does not always mean destruction,” as another individual 
wrote.54

Ethical Concerns: Selling Collection Materials

Selling collection materials is one of the main ethical concerns archivists 
have about deaccessioning. While the simple act of removing collection mate-
rials can cause controversy among an institution’s stakeholders, more typically, 
controversy arises in the public sphere specifically when materials are sold.55 
Many archives are reluctant to sell because of shocking headlines; some cannot 
sell materials due to institutional policy, legal mandate, or deeds of gift; and 
much of what archives deaccession has little or no market value. Only 14% of 
survey participants have sold deaccessioned materials. Most of these individuals 
indicated their institution uses proceeds from sales to purchase new materials or 
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for preservation/conservation needs of materials remaining in their holdings (see 
Figure 6). This is the procedure recommended by both the American Alliance of 
Museums (AAM) and the American Association of State and Local History (AASLH)56 
(the archives profession, both in the United States and Canada, currently does not 
advise how proceeds from sales of deaccessioned materials should be used). The 
Guidelines specifically state that repositories should not reappraise and deacces-
sion for the purpose of raising money. Only 3 people selected “monetary gain” 
as a reason for deaccessioning. Twelve respondents indicated their institutions 
use proceeds from sales as part of their annual budgets, and 3 respondents indi-
cated proceeds have been used toward emergency situations, such as roof leaks 
or budgetary shortfalls. The SAA Guidelines and the museum community advise 
against using funds from the sale of deaccessioned materials for emergencies or 
shortfalls in standard operating budgets,57 yet the archivists in charge of collec-
tions may not have a say in how funds from sold collection materials are used. 
One individual stated, “I could not get the board of directors to agree that any 
proceeds from deaccessioned items that have been sold should go toward collec-
tion care (which the museum is badly in need of). Instead, the money is used for 
budget shortfalls, against my judgment and international codes of ethics.”58

Ethical Concerns: Relationships with Donors, Administrators, 
Researchers, Staff

Typical reasons not to reappraise and deaccession stem from potential 
ramifications regarding relationships between an institution and its donors 

FIGURE 6. How does your institution use proceeds from sales?
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and researchers, and relationships within an institution between staff and 
administration. As one open-ended response stated, “I think that the potential 
effects on public perception/donor relations discourage reappraisal and deacces-
sioning, as does lack of time to spend beyond regular appraisal, accessioning, 
and processing” [emphasis added]; this respondent also stated that his or her 
institutional work culture is more likely to “embrace the potential usefulness 
of material” rather than deaccession it. At the same time, one individual who 
had reappraised and deaccessioned at a former institution admitted hesitancy 
to do so at his or her current institution because of a lack of familiarity with the 
community using the collections, as well as uncertainty about the new institu-
tion’s administrative support of potentially controversial decisions. Wishing to 
refrain from any reappraisal decision-making until becoming more familiar with 
research use over time and with administration is ethically sound practice.59 Of 
the 65 respondents who indicated their current institutions do not reappraise 
and deaccession, including the 13 respondents who reappraised and deacces-
sioned at previous institutions, over 67% indicated they think their current insti-
tutions should implement reappraisal and deaccessioning. This may hint that, 
within institutions, disagreement exists about these collection management 
practices. One individual stated deaccessioning had become highly politicized at 
his or her institution due to disagreement among administrators about collec-
tion policy; another noted that some administrators want immediate deacces-
sioning without reappraisal, while much of the administration does not even 
wish to discuss the topic.60

Responses indicate that donors are generally involved with or know about 
the transfer of collections to other institutions. Most repositories reported that 
they notify donors either prior to or after transferring collections to other insti-
tutions. To the question, “Do you notify the donor after you have transferred a 
collection,” 46 respondents selected “Other” and wrote comments in the open-
text field. Common remarks included that all or most donors of deaccessioned 
collections are deceased (14 responses); contacting the donor depends on if 
donor information exists or if the gift agreement stipulates that the donor be 
contacted (10 responses); repositories only contact donors if alive (6 responses); 
and contacting donors is not an issue because none exist or it is an institutional 
archives (4 responses). Only 24 individuals observed they had seen a negative 
effect on donor relations due to reappraisal and deaccessioning. Perhaps as 
important, 15 individuals indicated they had seen negative perceptions from 
their own administration, pointing again to internal disagreements within orga-
nizations about these practices. For those individuals and institutions reluctant 
to deaccession due to concerns about donor relations, one individual’s response 
may be reassuring:
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When I perform a deaccession of a collection, I always inform the donor why 
it is being deaccessioned. My predecessor did not have a written mission state-
ment or collection policy and I explain to them why the collection no longer 
fits. I also explain my process for finding a repository that is better suited to 
the parameters of the collection. Thus far, when I take the time to explain and 
show how their materials benefit being in a repository better suited to their 
materials, they all are on board.61

The survey data confirm what others have claimed, that deaccessioning 
does not necessarily harm donor relations.62 In fact, involving the donor when 
possible can open communication lines to better understanding between the 
donor and the institution.

Transparent or Obscured Decision-Making

Overwhelmingly, institutions are reappraising and deaccessioning 
behind closed doors—217 out of the total 243 responses to this question 
revealed they do not publicize that they deaccession. Additionally, only 14% 
of respondents who have written reappraisal and deaccessioning policies 
publish them online. Given the recommendation in the Guidelines that repos-
itories divulge their deaccessioning practices, these data indicate that the 
profession as a whole should be more transparent about these practices.63 
The Guidelines argue that because reappraising and deaccessioning contribute 
to good collections management, advising constituents and stakeholders that 
materials may be deaccessioned from an institution’s holdings is perfectly 
acceptable. This transparency may lead to the resolution of the problems that 
most concern archivists regarding donor relations and researchers’ needs. 
This does not appear to be the actual perception of most archivists or reposi-
tories. The few institutions announcing that they deaccession divide between 
those that publicize widely (through finding aids, meeting minutes as public 
records, newsletters, and deeds of gift); and those that publicize internally 
to staff, faculty on campus, and other parties more directly (see Figure 7). 
Having publicly available policies about which all staff are knowledgeable 
can help institutions in both the appraisal and reappraisal processes. One 
individual discussed administrators and development officers insisting the 
archives take collections of minimal research value in the hope of future 
monetary gains that often do not materialize. This person continued, “I think 
it calls for publicly available collection development policies that also include 
statements about reappraisal and deaccessioning, as well as transparency 
about how the process works.”64
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Outcomes and Impacts of Reappraisal and Deaccessioning

What positive and negative outcomes have respondents seen from acts 
of reappraisal and deaccessioning? Why do these institutions continue to 
reappraise and deaccession? Two-hundred and thirty-nine survey participants 
selected the top 3 reasons why they reappraise and/or deaccession (see Figure 
8). The overall top 3 reasons are finding out-of-scope materials (197 responses); 
to create collections storage space (153 responses); and to implement changes 
to a collecting policy (130 responses). Unsurprisingly, nearly three-quarters of 
respondents reappraise or deaccession because they have found out-of-scope 
material; this is the essence of reappraisal and deaccessioning. Deaccessioning 
to create space can raise some ethical concerns if space need is the only crite-
rion used when determining whether a collection should be deaccessioned 
or not; however, no respondents selected only “to create collections storage 
space.” Deaccessioning to address the issue of maxed-out storage capacity is a 
form of crisis management. Rather than solving a space problem by creating 
other storage areas, deaccessioning solely to create space may mean that 
valuable, useful collections are removed from access; this would be similar 
to selling materials to address a budget crisis. Nonetheless, in our own 
experience, criteria for selecting which collections, records series, or other 
aggregated materials to reappraise include the amount of space taken, with 
priorities for reappraisal given to larger aggregates of material. Space savings 

FIGURE 7. How do you publicize that your institution has deaccessioned?

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via free access



530

The American Archivist  Vol. 82, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2019

aarc-82-02-04  Page 530  PDF Created: 2020-3-27: 2:04:PM  

Marcella Huggard and Laura Uglean Jackson

is a natural benefit of deaccessioning, and one valued by archivists and admin-
istrators alike.65

The top 2 benefits of reappraisal and deaccessioning, almost equally, found 
in this survey were more focused collecting scope and more collections storage 
space (185 and 182 responses each). The top third benefit selected was improved 
overall access to collections (119 responses), with a prioritized backlog not far 
behind (103 responses). Among the “other” responses, 4 people mentioned that 
deaccessioning generates good will and support for other archival repositories, 
a benefit when institutions transfer out-of-scope collections to a more appro-
priate institution.67 One individual described a project in which stakeholders 
helped archives staff reappraise collections received by the institution prior to 
the 1980s:

This occasionally slow and tedious process helped free up some needed space 
and helped draw attention to the valuable records by removing some unneces-
sary clutter. More than that though it was a very positive experience for most 
of the representatives who went on to become advocates for the importance 
of the archives. . . . What was odd for me is that by making people destroy 
history, the archives received a major public relations boost on campus and 
has benefited significantly.68

FIGURE 8. Why is your institution reappraising and/or deaccessioning? 66
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Based on survey responses, the most beneficial elements of deaccessioning 
are more active collections management and creation of additional storage space 
for materials that better fit an institution’s collecting scope and researchers’ 
needs (see Figure 9). Deaccessioning can strengthen institutional holdings.

Out of 110 people responding to the question “What negative effects have 
you seen from reappraising and deaccessioning?,” 18 individuals indicated they 
had seen no negative consequences. Most negative consequences, either selected 
from the available choices or written in, were negative perceptions by the public 
or staff (see Figure 10). Several people also commented upon the time it takes 
to reappraise and deaccession. Only 2 people commented that researchers were 
upset or annoyed to learn that collections had been deaccessioned. We find it 

FIGURE 10. What negative effects have you seen from deaccessioning?

FIGURE 9. What benefits have you seen from reappraising and/or deaccessioning?
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telling that 239 respondents took the time to think about the benefits their 
institutions have seen from reappraisal and deaccessioning, while only 110 
wished to describe the negative effects.

Areas for Further Research

Without previous aggregated data, it is difficult to know precisely how 
much these practices have changed and why. Data from this survey should serve 
as a benchmark for future research and insights about reappraisal and deac-
cessioning, including how the practices have changed and are perceived in the 
profession in Canada and the United States. The data are available through the 
University of Kansas ScholarWorks institutional repository.69 Other areas could 
benefit from further research, some of which were noted by survey respondents. 
These include investigating how much time reappraisal and deaccessioning 
takes—both staff time and the length of time from the start of a reappraisal 
process through the end of the deaccessioning phase; as well as documentation 
about reappraisal and deaccessioning of born-digital materials and how these 
practices may differ from analog materials.

Professional Call to Action

We suggest several avenues the profession as a whole should consider to 
continue making reappraisal and deaccessioning acceptable and ethical profes-
sional practice. Reappraising and deaccessioning on a regular basis, rather than 
as the need arises, could help change the perspective that reappraisal and deac-
cessioning are to be feared. It could also help ensure these processes are system-
atic and more standardized at an institution, increasing consistent and sound 
decision-making rather than decision-making without reference to precedent. 
Educating staff and the public about these practices could help make them 
more transparent—so that archives can be matter-of-fact about them, rather 
than secretive and ashamed. SAA, perhaps through its technical subcommittee 
overseeing the Guidelines, can work on making the Guidelines more widely known 
and continue educating the profession about what deaccessioning is and is not, 
and that deaccessioning does not always lead solely to destruction. Additionally, 
the profession should expect that transferred collections will not be trans-
ferred from one backlog to another, but that repositories will at least provide 
minimal online description and access to collections they agree to take from 
deaccessioning institutions. All of these improvements would help to change 
the perspective that deaccessioning is something to fear and instead allow 
deaccessioning to become part of responsible, ethical collections management 
practices.
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Conclusion

The survey results described in this article echo the ethical and practical 
concerns raised in the professional literature, as well as confirming positive 
experiences found in many of the case studies. Institutions in 2017 continued 
to grapple with issues discussed in the literature over the past thirty-five years, 
including lack of policy, concerns about donor relations, and how to ethically 
dispose of deaccessioned materials. At the same time, the survey results provide 
a more nuanced understanding of tensions about these practices and proce-
dural issues within institutions.

While the majority of survey participants indicated their institutions reap-
praise and deaccession—much as the literature accepts reappraisal and deac-
cessioning as necessary acts—both quantitative and qualitative data indicate 
that concerns about ensuring these are ethical, standardized, and accepted 
practices remain relevant. For example, the lack of written documentation at 
many institutions—as well as the lack of transparency about reappraisal and 
deaccessioning with institutions’ constituents—are major causes for concern. 
Archival professionals should be honest with donors, researchers, and inter-
nally within their institutions about these practices, and they must document 
how these decisions are made. As noted by survey respondents and in the litera-
ture, too often professionals do not know what decisions were made and why in 
an original appraisal decision; the field should not continue that practice when 
reappraising. Additionally, misunderstanding exists about what deaccessioning 
involves, including conflating weeding with deaccessioning and equating deac-
cessioning solely with destruction. Disagreement also continues within archival 
organizations about appropriate procedures and practices. Data from this 
survey indicate an opportunity for more acceptance, improvement, and agree-
ment in the profession about what these practices entail. This can only happen 
when reappraisal and deaccessioning are viewed as regular and favorable parts 
of collections management practices, which can only happen when they are 
conducted ethically and transparently.

Data from the survey also reflect much that has been written in the liter-
ature regarding positive outcomes from using these processes. While finding 
time and other needed resources can be a burden—and sometimes are why insti-
tutions have not conducted reappraisal and deaccessioning—institutions report 
a reduction in collections that do not fit their collecting scope and improved 
access for all collections remaining at their institutions. At the same time, few 
respondents mentioned problems with donors or researchers, and some in fact 
noted improved relationships from taking on these activities.

Reappraising and deaccessioning are practices in progress. While no 
collections management practice is entirely perfect—people will take short cuts, 
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deviate from standards, and ultimately follow procedures that work for their 
institutions—the more ethically, responsibly, and transparently that reappraisal 
and deaccessioning are accomplished, the better archival collections will be 
managed for the service of donors, researchers, and future professionals stew-
arding these collections.
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Appendix A: Survey Introduction and Questions

This survey aims to gather information about the reappraisal and deaccession-
ing practices of archival organizations in the United States and Canada.

For the purposes of this survey, “archival organizations” is an umbrella 
term meaning any organization that manages archives and manuscript collec-
tions. Even if your organization does not reappraise or deaccession, please fill 
out this survey. This data will provide the authors of this survey with collective 
and analytical information regarding archival reappraisal and deaccessioning. It 
may be used for and disseminated in presentations, posters, and/or publications.

Throughout this survey, “archival materials” includes records, manu-
scripts, and other unpublished primary source documents that are typically 
acquired by an archives or special collections repository. Reappraisal, as defined 
by the Society of American Archivists (SAA) glossary, is “the process of identi-
fying materials that no longer merit preservation and that are candidates for 
deaccessioning.” Deaccessioning, as defined by the SAA glossary, is “the process 
by which an archives, museum, or library permanently removes accessioned 
materials from its holdings.” In both instances we are interested in the reap-
praisal and deaccessioning of a substantive amount of a collection—a series or 
more of material—rather than the weeding that normally goes into processing 
a collection.

This survey is anonymous, unless you choose to provide your contact infor-
mation for follow-up questions. Please address any questions and comments to 
the authors of this survey [contact information removed].

1. What is your institutional type?
 Š Academic repository (College/university archives, special collections, or 

both)
 Š Corporate archives
 Š Federal government
 Š Local government (county, city, etc.)
 Š Local or regional historical society/museum
 Š Medical archives
 Š Museum archives or museum library and archives
 Š Non-university research library
 Š Other non-profit archives
 Š Public library
 Š Religious archives
 Š State historical society
 Š State or Provincial Archives and/or Library
 Š Tribal government agency or tribal archives
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________
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2. Where is your institution located?

[Presented participants with a dropdown list of fifty US states; Washington, DC; 
Puerto Rico; ten Canadian provinces, or outside the United States and Canada.]

3. How long has your institution been acquiring archival collections?
 Š 0–25 years
 Š 26–75 years
 Š 76–150 years
 Š More than 150 years

4. How many full-time equivalent (FTE) staff, professional or not, employed in 
your repository work directly with archival collections or perform archival 
functions (i.e. appraisal, acquisitions, processing, reference, outreach, etc.)?

 Š 0–0.9
 Š 1
 Š 2–3
 Š 4–6
 Š 7–10
 Š 11+

5. What is the total annual operating budget (including salaries) for your insti-
tution’s archives administration? (Please use numbers only.)

[free-text field]

6. What is your total archival holdings? (Analog materials only; please treat 
cubic footage similarly to linear footage.)

 Š Less than 1000 linear feet
 Š 1,000–10,000 linear feet
 Š 10,000–50,000 linear feet
 Š More than 50,000 linear feet
 Š Don’t know

7. Does your institution have a written policy regarding reappraisal and 
deaccessioning?

 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Don’t know
 Š Information about reappraisal and deaccessioning procedures is located 

in other documentation:  ________________________________________

8. If yes, is this information available online?
 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Intranet only (for staff)
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9. Has your institution carried out reappraisal and/or deaccessioning of archi-
val material?

 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Have reappraised, have not deaccessioned
 Š Have deaccessioned, did not reappraise beforehand
 Š My current institution does not, but I have reappraised and deacces-

sioned at other institutions

10. If not, why? (Check all that apply.)
 Š Legal mandate prohibits deaccessioning
 Š Have not yet needed to do so
 Š Not enough time
 Š No policy or authority to initiate/guide the process
 Š Opposed to reappraisal and deaccessioning
 Š Opposed to selling collections
 Š Fear of bad publicity and/or damaging donor relationships
 Š Other ethical quandaries with reappraisal and deaccessioning: _______

 ______________________________________________________________
 Š Other: _________________________________________________________

11. Even though your institution does not reappraise and deaccession, do you have 
collections you think should be reappraised and potentially deaccessioned?

 Š Yes
 Š No

12. Why are you reappraising and/or deaccessioning at your institution? (Please 
check your top 3 reasons.)

 Š To create collections storage space
 Š To implement or adjust to changes in collecting policy/collecting 

focus(es)
 Š Found out-of-scope materials
 Š Demonstrated lack of use by researchers
 Š Collection materials are so heavily restricted as to be nearly or totally 

inaccessible
 Š Collection materials have preservation issues making use and manage-

ment difficult
 Š To make split collections whole
 Š Monetary gain
 Š To assess and prioritize processing backlog(s)
 Š To comply with the law (e.g. replevin)
 Š Requested by donor
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________
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13. Do you regularly reappraise archival materials, or do you reappraise on an 
ad hoc basis?

 Š Regularly
 Š Ad hoc
 Š Both, as needed

14. Do you reappraise and/or deaccession born-digital archival materials?
 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Don’t know

15. When did your institution start reappraising and deaccessioning archival 
materials?

 Š 5 years ago or less
 Š 6–10 years ago
 Š 11–30 years ago
 Š More than 30 years ago
 Š Don’t know

16. Does your institution refer to the SAA guidelines on reappraisal and deac-
cessioning when performing these actions?

 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Did when developing local procedures
 Š For certain tasks:  _______________________________________________

17. Who makes the decision to deaccession individual collections? (Check all 
that apply.)

 Š An acquisitions or collections committee
 Š Committee dedicated to reappraisal and deaccessioning
 Š Archivist, curator, or other professional staff person makes individual 

decisions
 Š Administrators and/or management
 Š Board of directors
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

18. What does your institution do with deaccessioned materials? (Check all that 
apply.)

 Š Transfer to another archival institution for preservation and research 
or other archival uses

 Š Transfer to another unit or institution for a different purpose (i.e. to 
public library, circulating stacks, community or high school theatre, 
etc.)

 Š Sell
 Š Return to the donor
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 Š Destroy
 Š Other  _________________________________________________________

19. If you sell materials, how does your institution use proceeds from the sales? 
(Check all that apply.)

 Š Buy new collection materials
 Š Use toward preservation needs for existing collections
 Š Use toward annual operating budget
 Š Use toward emergency (i.e. roof leak, budgetary shortfall, etc.)
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

20. Does your institution follow any guidelines about selling collection materi-
als? (Check all that apply.)

 Š AAM or other professional code of ethics or guidelines
 Š Institutional code of ethics and/or guidelines
 Š State and/or federal law
 Š None of the above
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

21. When transferring archival materials to another archival institution, what 
documentation do you send to the other institution? (Check all that apply.)

 Š Copies of donor file/accession records
 Š Copy of finding aid
 Š Directions to OCLC catalog record, copy of MARC record if available
 Š Copy of container list if available
 Š None of the above
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

22. Do you track if the other institution makes the collection available?
 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Don’t know

23. Do you notify the donor after you have transferred a collection?
 Š Yes
 Š No
 Š Notified donor prior to transfer
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

24. Do you publicize in any way that your institution deaccessions?
 Š Yes
 Š No

25. If yes, how have you announced or publicized the fact that your institution 
has deaccessioned? (Check all that apply.)

 Š Website/social media (e.g. blogs, etc.)
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 Š Finding aids/catalog records
 Š Newsletter
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

26. What benefits have you seen from reappraising and deaccessioning at your 
institution? (Check all that apply.)

 Š Improved overall access to collections
 Š Made split collections whole
 Š Prioritized backlog
 Š Complying with the law
 Š Complying with current policies
 Š More focused collecting scope
 Š Added income
 Š More space for new collections
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

27. What negative effects have you seen from reappraising and deaccessioning 
at your institution? (Check all that apply.)

 Š Negative affect on donor relations
 Š Negative perception from public
 Š Negative perception from administration/board of directors
 Š Loss of valuable materials
 Š Turned collection materials into assets
 Š Taking archival materials out of the public trust
 Š Other:  ________________________________________________________

28. If you have anything you would like to add about reappraisal and deacces-
sioning, please feel free to comment here:

[free-text field]

29. If you are willing to be contacted for a possible follow-up survey or inter-
view, please provide your name and email address:

[free-text field]
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Appendix B: Introduction and Questions for Second, Follow-up Survey 
on Reappraising and Deaccessioning Born-Digital Materials

[Email sent to participants]

Dear Survey Participant,

I’m writing because several months ago you took a survey about reappraisal 
and deaccessioning practices in archives. In it, you provided your contact infor-
mation for follow-up questions. We are finishing our analysis of the results and 
want to ask you a few more questions because you selected “yes” to the ques-
tion, “Do you reappraise and/or deaccession born-digital archival materials?” 
We’ve created a very brief (5 question) follow-up survey that should take no 
more than 5 minutes to complete. We would be grateful if you are able to 
respond to the questions by November 30, 2017. Thank you for your time and 
interest in this research.

Access the follow-up survey here: [URL to Qualtrics survey]

1. At what point in the archival life-cycle do you TYPICALLY reappraise born 
digital material? (select all that apply)

 Š During accessioning
 Š After accessioning, before processing
 Š During processing
 Š After it has been processed and made available
 Š Other: [free-text field]
 Š I have not reappraised born digital materials
 Š I am unsure what my institution does

2. When you deaccession born-digital material, what are you disposing of? 
(select all that apply)

 Š External media carriers such as hard drives, floppy disks, CDs, USBs
 Š Files stored in a digital repository or dark archive
 Š Other: [free-text field]
 Š I have not deaccessioned born digital materials
 Š I am unsure what my institution does

3. If you’re deaccessioning born-digital material, what do you do with it? 
(select all that apply)

 Š Transfer it (give digital files or media to another archival repository)
 Š Destroy it (delete files or throw away media)
 Š Return it to the donor
 Š Sell it
 Š Other: [free-text field]
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4. Do you think that deaccessioning and weeding are synonymous?
 Š Definitely yes
 Š Probably yes
 Š Probably not
 Š Definitely not

5. If you have further thoughts or opinions about reappraising and deacces-
sioning born-digital materials, please share them here.

[free-text field]
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