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RESUME  Cet article traite du modele de tri & grande échelle utilisé aux Archives
nationales du Canada depuis 1991. Apres un examen des concepts de 1a théorie supportant
la stratégie documentaire et le modele de tri archivistique a grande échelle, 1’article
présente 1’approche planifiée des Archives nationales pour trier 4 grande échelle les
archives du Gouvernement du Canada. Les forces et faiblesses du modele sont discutées
a1’aide d’une analyse détaillée de quatre projets de tri a grande échelle réalisées dans le
domaine de la santé et des services sociaux.

ABSTRACT This article examines the application of the macro-appraisal model, which
has been practised at the National Archives of Canada since 1991. After a conceptual
review of the theory behind documentation strategy and the macro-appraisal model, the
article outlines the National Archives’ “planned approach” to the macro-appraisal of
records of the Canadian federal government. Through a detailed analysis of four
appraisals in the field of health and social welfare, a number of strengths and weaknesses
of the macro-appraisal model are discussed.

Introduction

Few archivists would deny that appraisal is the cornerstone of archives. How an
archivist decides which records from a vast body of available information are
of lasting value to society ultimately determines the historical record left to
succeeding generations, as well as the record left for all subsequent archival
activities such as arrangement, description, preservation, reference, and outreach.
Numerous articles and books have been written on many aspects of appraisal;
yet because all archivists are products of the society in which they live, no two
archivists will approach an appraisal in exactly the same way. Moreover, until
recently, archival appraisal has lacked the solid theoretical base which should
be present in such a key activity. In 1975, Gerald Ham wrote in “The Archival
Edge” that

[o]ur most important and intellectually demanding task as archivists is to make an
informed selection of information that will provide the future with a representative
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record of human experience in our time. But why must we do it so badly? Is there any
other field of information gathering that has such a broad mandate with a selection
process so random, so fragmented, so uncoordinated, and even so often accidental?

In the last ten years, two new appraisal strategies, each with their own
theoretical underpinnings, have emerged in the North American archival com-
munity: documentation strategy, pioneered by Helen Samuels; and macro-
appraisal, developed by Terry Cook. Both have sought to approach this most
important of archival functions in a systematic and logical fashion in order to
create a better archival record. While there have been several articles written on
the application of documentation strategy, there has been a lack of similar
works published on the applicability of macro-appraisal theory.

This article examines the application of the macro-appraisal model, which
has been practised at the National Archives of Canada since 1991. Through
detailed analysis of four appraisals conducted for federal government records
created in the field of health and social welfare, a number of strengths and
weaknesses of the model will be revealed and analyzed.

The Development of the Documentation Strategy

One of the key criticisms which Gerald Ham levels at the practice of archival
appraisal is that for many archivists, the “archival endeavour is primarily a
custodial one,” and that the continuing influence of this custodial tradition “has
not only been a major factor in the archivist’s failure to deal with acquisition
policy on a coherent and comprehensive basis, but has resulted in an obsession
— with the ‘nuts and bolts’ or craft aspects of our work.”? As a result of this
traditional outlook, he argues, archivists have been tied to the service of
academic research interests, acting in a passive role which led them to concen-
trate on the end result of the process—the records used by researchers—rather
than the task of documenting societal activities. Noting that as a result archival
holdings too often reflected “narrow research interests rather than the broad
spectrum of human experience,” Ham argued that in light of massive changes
in society, the increasing bulk of records, the vulnerability of certain types of
records, and the increasing effects of technology, archivists needed to take a
more active role in documenting society. More importantly, archivists needed
to devote a significant portion of their intellectual resources to developing the
proper strategies and guidelines to support the appraisal function.
“Conceptualization must precede collection,” he urged, for “if we cannot
transcend these obstacles, then the archivist will remain at best nothing more
than a weathervane moved by the changing winds of historiography.”3
Ham’s call for conceptualization to precede collection was answered in part
with the publication in 1986 of Helen W. Samuels’s seminal article “Who
Controls the Past?,” which introduced the concept of documentation strategy.
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Building upon the work carried out by herself and others at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology documenting the records of modem science and tech-
nology,* Samuels observed that once archivists accept appraisal responsibili-
ties, modern society, with its increasingly complex interactions and its vast
sources of information, forces them to re-examine their role as selectors of
information. “Archivists are challenged to select a lasting record,” she says,
“but they lack techniques to support this decision making.” In proposing
documentation strategies as an answer to this problem, Samuels notes that
traditional archival appraisal principles elucidated by Theodore Schellenberg
and others focus on the need to understand thoroughly the bureaucratic struc-
ture of whatever institution is being documented, and place more emphasis on
the form of the record (i.e., textual paper, electronic, or photographic) rather
than its substance. Yet complete familiarity with a particular institution, its
structure, and its records is now inadequate for archivists to make informed
appraisal decisions because of increasingly complex interrelationships be-
tween institutions, which leads to the integration of the information those
institutions create. In order to make suitable appraisal decisions, therefore,
archivists need to examine documentation in a comprehensive manner, ignor-
ing the restrictions imposed on it by institutional boundaries and the form of the
records.

Samuels’s documentation strategy, which is designed not to replace but to
augment traditional appraisal methods, is the third level of collecting strategy,
the first being the collecting policies of individual institutions and the second
being collecting projects. A documentation strategy is “a plan formulated to
assure the documentation of an ongoing issue, activity or geographic area;” its
development involves records creators, archivists, and users, and it is carried
out through “the mutual efforts of many institutions and individuals influenc-
ing both the creation of the records themselves and the archival retention of a
portion of them.”® The strategy is therefore composed of four activities:
choosing or defining a topic to be documented, selecting the advisors and
establishing a site for the strategy, structuring the inquiry and examining the
form and substance of the available documentation, and selecting and placing
the documentation.” Each of these stages requires detailed research and close
analysis at a high level before actual groups of records are examined for
appraisal and selection.

Samuels’s work, which argued for a thematic subject focus for the appraisal
process rather than an assessment based completely upon organizational struc-
tures or functional realities, was followed by a number of other articles explor-
ing the concepts of documentation strategy through the application of its
framework to model situations,? as well as through examinations and critiques
of its theoretical underpinnings. In Archival Methods (1989), for example,
David Bearman examines four fundamental activities of archives, including
selection and appraisal, for their adequacy in handling modern records and
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record creators and their possible adjustment and refinement. Noting that for
traditional archives evidential and informational values to known or antici-
pated researchers are the main reasons that records are kept beyond the period
of their administrative life, Bearman goes on to state that “the theory of values
has serious shortcomings as a tool for making appraisal decisions within an
institution, and is fatally flawed in helping to make broader appraisal deci-
sions.”® Like Samuels, he argues that one of the main problems with the
modern appraisal process is that it is carried out in an institutional context,
“isolated from either a meaningful knowledge of the ‘universe of documenta-
tion’ or from the appraisal activity of other repositories.”!? He supports the
focus of documentation strategy on the appraisal of activities and functions
rather than records, and further contends that “we will only be able effectively
to appraise larger volumes of records if we focus our appraisal methods on
selecting what should be documented rather than what documentation should
be kept.”!! However, despite his support for the concerted, cooperative efforts
of documentation strategy versus less systematically organized institutionally-
based appraisal, Bearman contends that the strategy is flawed in two ways:
through a lack of methodologies defining what constitutes an appropriate
subject for a documentation strategy, and through the “excessive manpower
requirements” necessary to carry it out.'?

Bearman’s reservations are echoed to a certain extent by Terry Cook in a
number of works on appraisal which appeared in 1991-92. Beginning with The
Archival Appraisal of Records Containing Personal Information: A RAMP
Study With Guidelines (1991), Cook describes the “primitive” state of existing
archival theory, with its dependence upon taxonomic processes (i.e., the de-
scriptive categorization of various values of records such as evidential and
informational and then the search for such values in the records to be ap-
praised), and its lack of research into the concepts of societal dynamics, which
leads to the appraisal function being carried out in isolation and without benefit
of a proper theoretical model.!3 Noting that documentation strategy is “a very
promising conceptual approach to appraisal,” he praises its efforts to place
appraisal in a broader context, incorporating and at the same time transcending
both traditional records evaluation criteria and existing institutional acquisition
policies and practices and therefore documenting the main themes in society.
But just how do teams of archivists and their advisors choose which of society’s
activities are worthy of appraisal and preservation? Cook notes that despite the
promising conceptual framework of documentation strategy, which integrates
an analysis of official government/institutional sources with private manu-
scripts and special graphic and published material, there is also, “unless applied
on a very narrow and local basis, the threat of enormous overlapping of themes
or functions and thus the real possibility of duplication of archivists’ research
work and records acquisition.”! He later notes in his 1992 article “Mind Over
Matter: Towards a New Theory of Archival Appraisal” that “the themes or
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subjects chosen, given the a priori nature of the approach itself, will always be
in dispute.”! Although not stated directly, the implication of Cook’s concerns
about the potential duplication of effort in documentation strategies is that the
most important element of a documentation strategy, that of determining the
scope of the topic or theme for the project, lacks a solid theoretical underpin-
ning and therefore ultimately undermines the end results.

At the same time, however, Samuels herself was refining the originally
stated concepts behind documentation strategy, notably in a paper given at the
Association of Canadian Archivists’ annual conference in Banff in May 1991.16
As Cook noted in his commentary on the paper, the original proposal for the
session had focused on the dichotomy between Samuels’s original statements
on documentation strategy, which argued for a strong thematic or subject focus
for appraisal and a key role for users in forming appraisal decisions, and his
own assertion that appraisal required an institutional-functional or provenencial
focus.!” That original dichotomy was nearly erased with Samuels’s addition of
institutional functional analysis to the original documentation strategy concept,
an analysis which was more fully elucidated in her subsequent monograph
Varsity Letters: Documenting Modern Colleges and Universities (1992). She
argues in the “Rationale for the Functional Approach™ that selection activities
must start not with an examination of the specific records, but with an under-
standing of the context in which those records are created, including detailed
knowledge of the creating institution and its functions. This knowledge of
institutions and their functions has been used extensively by archivists in the
appraisal process in the past, but it has been “synonymous with a structural
analysis [where the] question archivists have asked is what is the function of a
given office?” To make functional analysis really work in appraising the vast
quantities of modern records in ever-changing organizations, it must be turned
around from this original orientation to analyzing the functions themselves and
documenting where they occur, regardless of structure.!®

While the introduction of the concept of institutional functional analysis
does greatly reduce the initial criticisms of documentation strategy’s strong
subject/thematic orientation, it does not completely erase them. Varsity Let-
ters examines seven functions carried out by colleges and universities, but
apart from noting that the categories and terms were “derived from a careful
examination of the literature on higher education and particularly the vocabu-
laries the academic community uses to describe and evaluate itself,”!® the
methodology for determining these particular functions is not explained.
What exactly is the “literature on higher education?” Are the seven functions
part of the official mandates of the institutions as set out in legislation or other
legal documents? Are they the product of archivists interviewing academics
to determine their work patterns? Or, as Cook puts it, “are they chosen
arbitrarily and artificially—as seems to be the case—by the documentation
strategy team members?"2
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To counteract the vacuum or flaws he perceived in both existing archival theory
and in the documentation strategy, Cook turned to an examination of European
archival literature and a discussion of the need for archivists to understand how
a society functions and creates records long before actually carrying out an
appraisal of records.?! In “Mind Over Matter,” he argues that appraisal theory

seeks to specify the generic attributes, interconnections, and points of special intersec-
tion or conflict between creators of records (structures, agencies, people), sociohistorical
trends and patterns (functions, activities, programmes), and the clients, customers or
citizens upon whom both structure and function impinge, and who in turn influence both
function and structure, directly or indirectly, explicitly or implicitly.22

North American appraisal theory, he argues, is unplanned, taxonomic, random,
and fragmented, and has “rarely embodied” the concepts of institutional and
societal dynamics which would lead archivists to a working model that could
allow them to appraise, in Gerald Ham’s words, “the broad spectrum of human
experience.” Therefore, the goal of a new “macro-appraisal” theoretical model
that would reflect all of these concepts is not a search for research value in
records, which Schellenberg and his successors placed at the heart of appraisal,
but rather “the articulation of the most important societal structures, functions,
records creators, and record-creating processes, and their interaction, which
together form a comprehensive reflection of human experience.”?3 In a nut-
shell, the focus of appraisal needs to shift from determining the value of the
actual records for research purposes to assessing the functional-structural
circumstances which led to their creation; in fact, an examination of the
importance of their context of creation, or their provenance. For Cook, prov-
enance is not so much a characteristic of the origin of archival records as it is the
determining principle or mechanism for determining what becomes an archival
record.

The macro-appraisal model which Cook proposes is based on a “top down”
approach, which focuses on the key process(es) through which a particular
function is expressed by interacting with structures and individuals.?* Like
documentation strategy, macro-appraisal requires a planned, logical approach
which is supported by carefully executed research and detailed analysis, so that
archivists embarking upon appraisals are equipped with an understanding of
the numerous factors which will influence their examination of the physical
records: the history of the record creator(s), its mandate and function(s), its
structure and decision-making processes, the way in which it creates records,
and the changes to these processes over time.2> The model therefore has two
parts: criteria to assign priorities to record-creating structures within the func-
tional context of society;?® and variables to determine the nature and impor-
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tance of the interaction of individual citizens with those structures and func-
tions.

The assigning of institutions to priority categories based on these criteria not
only allows the archivist to focus first on the activities of the most central,
complex, and important institutions, but also to identify quickly and clearly any
obvious overlapping of functions between institutions, especially between
more junior or reporting institutions, thereby avoiding the potential duplication
of appraisal efforts which Cook argues characterize documentation strategy
and virtually all traditional “research values” appraisal. Records disposition
should therefore be more efficient and ultimately faster, as key sites of the
records of highest archival value will be preserved early in the process.

The benefits of this strategic approach to appraisal are both theoretical
(identifying the important functions in society which should be documented)
and practical (the ability to focus appraisal activities on records of the highest
potential archival value). They are equally applicable at lower levels, particu-
larly for large government departments responsible for functions such as
health, welfare, employment benefits, immigration, and national defence. For
these reasons, the same strategic analysis that was used to determine the
priority between parent institutions is also carried out for each institution’s
internal divisions and branches in order to determine their relative functional
importance as record creators within the larger agency.

Once the ranking of the individual institution and its internal structures and
functions is complete, the macro-appraisal model proceeds to its second part:
assessing the nature and importance of the interaction of three factors: the
programme (function); the agency (structure); and the client (citizen). The
model suggests a number of variables which need to be applied to each of the
three factors in order to reveal the nature and location of an “image” of society
that should be preserved in some fashion.

The programme, which Cook defines as the “purpose, intent, idea, even the
theory or ideology, defining a particular institutional function” is the site of
policy and decision making, often documented through laws, regulations,
guidelines, and directives. Through these sources, the programme reflects a
certain amount of its societal context and presents its ideal expression. Most
programmes are not, however, completely free of variations that result in
differences or gaps between the formal articulation or intention of the pro-
gramme and how it operated in practice, variations which may be reflected in
the interaction of programme and individual and the records such interactions
create. If the programme is one that has been determined to have a significant
impact on society, based on evidence found in the record-keeping systems, then
this may well affect the appraisal decisions made on the records it creates.

The agency and the citizen also have a number of factors that may affect their
roles in the interaction of function, structure, and citizen. Cook observes that
the administrative structures created to carry cut programmes often have their



96 Archivaria 43

own inherent biases, such as the operating culture (the degree of initiative,
interpretation, discrimination, and determination allowed to the staff), and the
structure of the record-keeping systems themselves. In a similar way, the nature
of the behaviour of individual citizens may also have an impact on the three-
part dialectic; it may vary in its completeness and accuracy, the length of time
the interaction with the agency is carried out, and most importantly, the way in
which the citizen is allowed to have direct, conscious input to the agency
through freedom of expression.

After applying the macro-appraisal model to identify and isolate the key
areas where the best archival records are likely to be found, the actual records
themselves are then assessed, in a process which Cook refers to as “micro-
appraisal.” It is at this point that many of the more “traditional” factors
commonly associated with Northern American appraisal practices are found—
what time span do the records cover, how complete or authentic are they, how
much is there, and what legislative requirements affect them. Practical consid-
erations of conservation, space availability, or processing costs are also weighed
and may have an impact on the final appraisal decision; there are numerous
tools which exist to assist archivists in performing appraisal of actual records.?’
Within the macro-appraisal model, even the micro-level appraisal proceeds in a
planned fashion, through a nine-step appraisal methodology which Cook
developed; devised to test the macro-appraisal research and hypotheses by
looking at categories of records in a logical order, this methodology was
formally approved by the National Archivist and is practised at the National
Archives of Canada.?® Ultimately, however, macro-appraisal remains the stra-
tegic, conceptual approach to the entire appraisal process.

But does the macro-appraisal model work in practice, and what does practice
reveal about the model itself?

Macro-Appraisal and the ‘Planned Approach to Records Disposition” of
the National Archives of Canada

Since 1991, the National Archives of Canada (NA) has been applying the
principles of the macro-appraisal model to the records of the Canadian federal
government. The National Archives’ “Government Wide Plan” (GWP), which
seeks to evaluate and schedule records from each of the 156 institutions?
governed by the National Archives of Canada Act, is characterized by a number
of changes from past records disposition activities.3®

Prior to the implementation of the Government Wide Plan, the National
Archives did negotiate many records schedules with its client departments and
carried out numerous appraisals of records; however, the process was a passive
and ad-hoc (“on demand”) one over which the NA exercised little control.
Federal institutions willing to cooperate in the process prepared records sched-
ules at their own initiative and presented them to the NA for approval, where
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they were accepted, rejected, or modified before an appraisal was carried out.
This process was very time consuming and inefficient, partly because the
initiative for the preparation of schedules rested with the institutions. Schedules
generally covered large amounts of case file material or other voluminous
records which were causing storage problems,while records from the higher
echelons of the institution, which were clearly judged to be important to their
creators and therefore better preserved, were not addressed, nor were electronic
records, other media of records beyond paper files, or regional and field office
records, with few exceptions. Appraisal of federal records was therefore often
carried out “from the bottom up,” resulting in the acquisition of many records
(possibly of dubious archival value) in a haphazard and piecemeal fashion. The
process also often made it necessary to carry out at least two appraisal decisions
on the same records: one at the time of the initial schedule, and one when the
material was ready for transfer to the permanent holdings of the NA or even
worse, had become part of its accessioned backlog. For example, large case file
series were usually assessed as having a certain archival value, but were so
voluminous that the NA could not possibly acquire all of the records. The
approved schedule therefore noted that a sample of the records would need to
be taken prior to their transfer to the NA, more often than not through a
methodology to be determined at a later date. When the records in question
were at the end of their retention periods and ready for transfer, the receiving
archivist then had to assess the records (essentially re-appraise them) to deter-
mine what that sampling method would be. Because of the large volume of
records and the need to focus limited archival resources on the appraisal of
newer material, the end result of this process was the acquisition of large
quantities of records of low archival value which remained in the processing
backlog.

The institution-driven system also meant that it was next to impossible to
predict or plan the workload in any given portfolio, and greatly reduced the
ability of the NA to respond to its clients’ needs. At any given time, one
archivist whose responsibility included a large department with an active
records management programme and many large series of records could have
had upwards of twenty records schedules awaiting appraisal and approval,
while another archivist in a different portfolio may have had only a few or even
none at all. Naturally, this created tensions between the NA and its clients:
institutions wanted their schedules approved quickly to solve their records
management problems, and the NA had to expend its energies appraising
records that were known to be of low archival value.

The National Archives, through its Records Disposition Division (RDD),
now takes an active role in determining what records will be the focus of the
records disposition process, through the application of the macro-appraisal
model at the levels of both the entire government and individual institutions,
and by planning the disposition work through direct negotiations with its client
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institutions. Each federal institution has been assessed using the first part of the
macro-appraisal model and assigned to one of four priority categories, often
referred to internally according to the year in which the institution will be
approached by the National Archives to begin negotiations (e.g., Category One
or “Year One” institutions, etc.).3! Following a second macro-appraisal applied
to the internal functions or structural divisions of the institution itself in order to
determine the key archival priorities, the NA initiates negotiations with the
institution, which result in a list of disposition priorities agreed to by both
parties and formalized in a document known as a Multi-Year Disposition Plan
(MYDP). The MYDP details the order in which the various bodies of records
will be approached; the Implementation Timetables which accompany the Plan
show the expected time frames for completion of records disposition submis-
sions (the package prepared by the institutions to describe the records holdings
for which they are seeking disposition authority from the NA) and the resulting
archival appraisals and records disposition authorities.

In this new planned approach, the inclusion of records in other media is
actively sought throughout the process. Earlier schedules were media specific
and generally focused almost entirely upon paper records, with occasional
efforts to address the growing issue of electronic records. While efforts were
made to schedule both paper records and electronic systems, the appraisal
process was carried out by archivists in two separate divisions, fostering media
isolation. Records in other media (i.e., audio-visual, documentary art, photog-
raphy, maps, plans, and drawings) were rarely, if ever, appraised through the
scheduling process and were dealt with instead through direct contact between
media archivists and institutions. Now, instead of individual media specialists
working in isolation, appraisals are carried out by teams of archivists headed by
a lead archivist from the division responsible for the bulk of the records within
the submission (usually the archivist responsible for paper and electronic
records, but sometimes an archivist from the media division). This means that,
wherever possible, submissions, appraisals, and authorities cover all records
created by an institution or one of its parts, (i.e., paper, electronic, audio-visual,
photograph, documentary art, plans, drawings, and maps) for headquarters,
regional or field offices, and all hierarchical levels from Assistant Deputy
Minister or Director General to the front-line employees delivering the service(s).

In developing the macro-appraisal model, Cook stated that this new ap-
proach to appraisal “evidently requires a whole-hearted commitment to re-
search by archivists into the process of records creation and, more important,
into the operational functions animating that process. Appraisal is a work of
careful analysis and of archival scholarship, not a mere procedure” (origi-
nal emphasis).3? This emphasis on initial research and careful analysis is quite
evident at the National Archives. Through extensive research into institutional
history, mandates, functions, and other factors necessary to prioritize federal
government institutions and their internal divisions for the purpose of acquisi-
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tion, archivists are now generally much more prepared to undertake appraisal
because of their detailed knowledge of the context of record creation.3? This
allows for the easier application of the “top down” principle outlined by the
macro-appraisal model and reiterated in various internal tools and guidelines,**
and ultimately results in the acquisition of a better archival record.

Since 1991, the planned approach to disposition has resulted in the signing of
approximately eighty Multi-Year Disposition Plans, and has greatly increased
the number of appraisals and records disposition authorities completed by the
NA. One of the earliest MYDPs was signed with the former Department of
National Health and Welfare (NHW), an institution designated as a Category
One institution in the Government Wide Plan. The National Archives has also
signed an MYDP and completed a single, comprehensive authority for a related
Category Three institution, the Medical Research Council of Canada (MRC).
As the responsible archivist for both of these institutions, and having been
involved in the planned approach over the six years it has been operating, [
have had the opportunity to apply the macro-appraisal model and its related
functional appraisal methodology to four large appraisals: social welfare records
created by the Social Service Programmes Branch and the Income Security
Programmes Branch of NHW; policy, subject, and grant files of the MRC; and
policy, subject, approval, and monitoring records created by the Drugs Directo-
rate of the Health Protection Branch of Health Canada (a successor agency to
NHW). Analysis of the appraisal process and its conclusions, detailed in
appraisal reports completed over the full six-year span of the planned approach,
reveals a number of interesting observations about the evolution of appraisal at
the NA and some of the strengths and weaknesses of the application of the
macro-appraisal model to the records of a large organization, namely the
Government of Canada.

The Social Service Programmes Branch®

Under the original Multi-Year Disposition Plan signed by National Health and
Welfare and the National Archives in 1992, the first priority was the comple-
tion of a Records Disposition Authority covering the records of the Social
Service Programmes Branch (SSPB). The Branch, which was later split in two
parts during the reorganization of the federal government in 1993 and assigned
to the newly-formed Department of Human Resources Development (HRD)
and the re-named Department of Health, ensures the maintenance of the “social
safety net” for Canadians by supporting the provision of social assistance to
persons whose economic circumstances are inadequate to meeting their needs,
or whose social circumstances expose them to the risk of poverty, isolation, or
dependency. The major components of that safety net were originally provided
by the Canada Assistance Plan (CAP), a federal-provincial cost-sharing ar-
rangement created in 1966 by which the federal government contributed
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funding to the provinces to defray the costs of provincially-organized social
assistance programmes. In addition to the provisions of CAP, which was
rescinded by the federal government in 1995, SSPB and its successors provide
grants and contributions to promote and maintain the continued participation of
Canadian senior citizens in the community and to develop and demonstrate
new, innovative, and effective community social services. The Branch also
advises federal and provincial officials, voluntary organizations, and consumer
groups on a variety of issues such as adoption, family and children’s services,
community development, and rehabilitation.

The records disposition submission for SSPB, which was completed in
December 1992, marked the first time that the National Archives had received
a single, comprehensive submission from NHW; this fact alone demonstrates
the value of a planned approach to disposition and appraisal. The submission
covered approximately 975 linear metres of active paper policy and subject
files and twenty-nine computer systems or electronic databases, as well as
photographic, audio-visual, and documentary art records held both at head-
quarters in Ottawa and in ten regional offices across Canada. The Terms and
Conditions for the Transfer of Archival Records which accompanied the
approved authority included provisions for the transfer of a wide variety of the
paper files, as well as electronic systems and documentary art records; to date,
the National Archives has received nineteen accessions from this authority
totalling 140 linear metres.

The appraisal report for the SSPB authority, which was approved in 1993,
marks the transition period between the former traditional method of archival
appraisal and the application of the macro-appraisal model, with its emphasis
on functional appraisal. As well, it shows the contrast between the two ap-
proaches. Prior to the implementation of the planned approach, I had completed
appraisals in five unrelated areas of NHW, four of which had been sent to the
NA primarily to address various records management concerns of the depart-
ment.>¢ Only one, that of the Medical Services Branch Central Registry, was
initiated because of archival priorities; the registry was stored in unacceptable
conditions that threatened the preservation of valuable records dating back to
the late nineteenth century which documented the earliest activities of the
department. Each of the five earlier appraisal reports justified the preservation
or destruction of all or portions of the material based heavily on the value(s)
ascribed to the records—evidential, informational, legal, etc.—and an assess-
ment of their potential use as sources by researchers (what Terry Cook refers to
as the “taxonomic stage” of archival appraisal).’” While the assessment of the
records was linked directly to the mandate and functions of the particular
organizational entity to which the records belonged, usually through a sum-
mary of the its administrative history, there was little analysis of the broader
context in which the records were created outside of that organizational struc-
ture, and hence little if any discussion of where related records were created
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and preserved in other agencies. The appraisals did result in the transfer of
records of archival value to the NA for permanent preservation, but they did so
in a piecemeal fashion which left other rich records (such as those created by
the high-level policy-making areas) outside of the control of the NA.

SSPB differed greatly from these earlier appraisals. Extensive background
research prescribed by the macro-appraisal model needed to be completed in
order to conduct negotiations with NHW to agree upon the priorities which
would form the first Multi- Year Disposition Plan. The research placed SSPB in
an appropriate context within NHW and the federal government as a whole and
clearly indicated that despite its relatively small size within the department
(approximately 270 people out of a total departmental staff of 8,729), it was
responsible for administering programmes (most notably the Canada Assist-
ance Plan) which had a potentially high impact on the lives of individual
Canadians and might therefore produce records which would document key
aspects of Canadian society. Furthermore, the fact that the Branch had always
maintained a relatively stable record-keeping system and had few obvious
storage problems led to the situation that despite the existence of three previous
records schedules, this branch was almost completely undocumented in the
holdings of the NA, apart from a few feet of very early records. Following this
research phase, therefore, I embarked upon the appraisal with a detailed
understanding of the history, structure, mandate, functions, and activities of
SSPB, all of which I expected to see reflected in the records themselves.

As this was the first appraisal in the health and welfare portfolio undertaken
since the implementation of the planned approach, the goal was to provide the
best source of documentation for the most important functions of SSPB follow-
ing the criteria outlined in the second part of the macro-appraisal model, that is,
evidence of the different interactions of programme, agency, and client. The
appraisal was therefore begun in the area where the initial research had
determined the records relating to the most important function (administration
of the Canada Assistance Plan) should be found, and then proceeded to
examine each of the other lesser functions in a roughly descending order of
importance; to clarify, this meant the “importance” to the functioning of the
record creator, not importance to future researchers or themes in Canadian
history. Throughout the assessment of the records, there were continual at-
tempts to make a clear link between the records and the functions that they

" supported, in order to recommend that only the best records at the highest level
that reflected those functions most clearly be preserved.

What actually emerged in the final report was in essence a hybrid appraisal,
one which combined remnants of the traditional values-driven taxonomic
appraisal process with an initial and somewhat incomplete attempt to link
records more closely with both the functions that they supported and the
intellectual processes that created them. The appraisal maintained a very
traditional, structurally-oriented outlook in which the records were described
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and assessed predominantly within the framework of the organizational entity
or entities that created them. For example, the report is physically divided into
eleven sections, one for each of the formal operational divisions within SSPB.
Each section begins with a short administrative history of the programme and
its functions, which focuses primarily on the dates of key organizational
changes. After a description of the records and their physical and intellectual
arrangement, appraisal justifications are given for the preservation or destruc-
tion of each separate body of records based on the nature of the functions
carried out by the division and which particular records would best reflect those
functions. Most of the recommendations follow this pattern of a direct correla-
tion between functions and specific records; they began with statements such as
“There are two main functions within the National Welfare Grants programme...”
or “The Child Care Programmes Division has three main functions...,” pro-
ceeded to enumerations of the specific functions, and concluded with state-
ments on the nature of the records which must be preserved in order to
document the functions most clearly and succinctly. Yet at the same time that
recommendations were made to preserve records on the basis of their link to the
functions of SSPB, the preservation of other records in the appraisal was clearly
Jjustified through a more traditional method, that of their evidential/informa-
tional value and potential use as sources for research, rather than as the best
reflection of the interaction between programme, agency, and client. For
example, in appraising the electronic system which supported the tracking of
federal payments to the provinces under the Canada Assistance Plan and
recommending those records for preservation, it was noted that:

Anyone seeking to research the history of CAP payments ... could construct a more than
adequate overview ... using the ... figures available in published secondary sources, ...
[However, for the later period], the researcher has the added benefit of having the data
used to produce those macro and middle level statistics already in a manipulable
electronic format.3?

While this first application of the macro-appraisal model showed some of the
difficulties of abandoning completely the traditional, values-based approach to
appraisal that was practised in the past, or, more optimistically, that the
National Archives allowed for a transitional period between the “old” and
“new” approaches, this “bare bones” functional appraisal—with its focus on
the basic question of “What is the function of this division and what records
must be preserved to document it?”"—nonetheless provided an approach which
clearly identified common functions across divisions and allowed for a ration-
alization of appraisal decisions. As the assessment of the records created by
each of the operational units of the SSPB was carried out, it became apparent
that all of the organizational divisions responsible for administering the various
grant programmes operated in a similar fashion regardless of the specific
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details of the grants that they were awarding. This observation led in turn to the
formulation of a common approach to the appraisal of these records so that
their preservation or disposal was recommended in a consistent fashion through-
out the report. Ultimately, this initial manifestation of common functions
suggested a plan of action that was to be of immense value in the next project,
the appraisal of a related social welfare organization, the Income Security
Programmes Branch.

The Income Security Programmes Branch’®

The Income Security Programmes Branch (ISPB), initially part of the Depart-
ment of National Health and Welfare and now part of the Department of
Human Resources Development, is the main federal entity responsible for
promoting and preserving the social security and social welfare of Canadians
and their families. It administers (or administered) income support or benefit
programmes in two main areas: assistance to families with children under the
auspices of the Family Allowances Act and the eligibility portions of the Child
Tax Benefit Programme;*® and retirement or disability payments to Canadians
under the Old Age Security Act and the Canada Pension Plan Act. ISPB is also
an excellent example of Cook’s assertion that “the central flaw of the taxo-
nomic approach to appraisal is that there are altogether too many records ‘at the
bottom’ for archivists to appraise,”*! and a perfect candidate for the application
of the macro-appraisal model because of its size, complexity, and numerous
functional links to other government agencies. Legislation, regulations, and
policies developed at ISPB headquarters in Ottawa are administered by a
network of sixty-nine full-time and 208 part-time field offices and Client
Service Centres across the country employing approximately 2500 people.
During 1991-92, the ISPB made 120 million payments to 9.4 million clients
across Canada and around the world. By the year 2000, the aging of the
Canadian population is expected to result in a twenty-two per cent increase in
this client base to 11.5 million persons.*?

Unlike the Social Service Programmes Branch, which had been largely
unknown to the NA as a record creator prior to the macro-appraisal research
carried out for the MYDP negotiations, the Income Security Programmes
Branch had been a focus of attention for the NA’s records disposition activities
since the mid 1980s.*3 Early scheduling efforts were concentrated on the
treatment of client case files, said to number near fifty million, which were
causing storage problems for ISPB all across Canada. Foreshadowing the
contextual approach that was later articulated in the macro-appraisal model, the
archivists responsible for electronic and textual paper records soon recognized
that adequate appraisals of the client records (in particular, those from the
Family Allowance programme) could not be conducted in isolation. They
noted that in order to make appropriate recommendations for the vast amounts
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of client case files and their related electronic records, the entire information
universe, from the highest level subject and policy records to the most routine
case files, would have to be appraised at the same time. Unfortunately, the
inclusion of the related subject blocks in a records schedule covering client files
and electronic records proved to be an impossible task under the constraints of
the pre-MYDP records scheduling process.

In 1992, therefore, initial MYDP negotiations with NHW focused on ISPB,
since the macro-appraisal research showed that in the scope of its activities
ISPB is undoubtedly one of the portions of the federal government most closely
involved with the lives of individual Canadians and most centrally located in
the broader “social portfolio” of government in terms of pieces of legislation,
number of offices, size of budget, etc. A records disposition submission,
prepared through the combined efforts of staff of NHW and the NA, was
presented to the NA for appraisal in the fall of 1994. The submmission covered
forty-five linear kilometres of textual subject and client case files, five very
large mainframe computer systems (Old Age Security [OAS], Canada Pension
Plan [CPP], Family Allowance/Child Tax Benefit [FA/CTB], and International
Benefits) which had been in operation since the late 1960s, five microcomputer
systems, numerous individual computer statistical data files, and assorted
collections of audio-visual, photographic, and documentary art records created
all across the country. It also included documentation on the existence of
extensive operational linkages between ISPB and other government institu-
tions, particularly Revenue Canada/Taxation and the former Department of
Employment and Immigration, as well as inter-departmental activities with
other agencies such as Justice Canada and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.
In keeping with the desire to be comprehensive, the authority that resulted from
this submission was intended to replace ten existing authorities dating from the
late 1950s, none of which had covered more than a fraction of the programme
or their records, and most of which focused predominantly on the reduction of
storage problems through the “stripping” of files or the destruction of routine
forms and correspondence following microfilming.*

The appraisal of the Social Service Programmes Branch records had re-
vealed the existence of certain common functions across divisions and there-
fore allowed for a rationalization of appraisal decisions for a particular type of
record (i.e., grant files). The macro-appraisal research that was done for the
MYDP negotiations showed that, as with SSPB, the Income Security Pro-
grammes function appeared to carry out common activities, often across
divisional boundaries: the development of underlying legislation and policy to
determine the eligibility requirements for each of the three programmes (CPP,
OAS, and FA/CTB), and the three functions directly related to the administra-
tion of the programmes (assessing eligibility, determining the amount and type
of benefits, and administering the payments). Several other supporting func-
tions, such as the detection of fraud, appeals of decisions, and communications
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to the public, were also readily identified. The research and analysis to identify
these functions, combined with information on the existing structures within
the Branch, led to the articulation of a detailed appraisal hypothesis, which was
described in the first part of the appraisal report. Based in part on a number of
existing assumptions resulting from the Archives’ earlier disposition efforts in
ISPB (i.e., that the electronic data was of archival value and would be pre-
served, and that the huge numbers of case files would require the development
of a detailed method of sampling), the appraisal hypothesis suggested where
the records of highest archival value should be found, what they should
document in the way of the interaction between the programmes, structures,
and clients of ISPB, and therefore what might be preserved by the National
Archives.® Since all of this macro-level analysis was completed before a single
record was examined in the Branch, the subsequent appraisal was, in essence,
the confirmation, modification, or rejection of that initial hypothesis. This two-
step process—macro-level functional research to form an hypothesis and the
testing of those tentative conclusions against actual records in a logical order—
is, in fact, the formal “Appraisal Methodology” that Cook advocates as the
essential third phase of the macro-appraisal approach (the first two being cross-
government and cross-institution research and analysis).

The appraisal report for the Income Security Programs Branch was com-
pleted in May 1995, two years after the completion of the SSPB appraisal.
Unlike the SSPB appraisal report, where bodies of records supporting a wide
variety of diverse functions were described as being closely linked to the
organizational structures that created them in an almost one-to-one relationship
with little or no overlap, the appraisal of ISPB showed a much greater tendency
to resolve itself into a true functional analysis not closely tied to individual
structures. This was due in large part to the straightforward nature of the
Branch’s mandate—the development and delivery of benefit programmes as
defined by legislation—and resulted in the observation that specific functions
were often documented through records that supported shared activities or
goals across organizational lines. The report, which was designed in a structural
fashion to follow the information provided in the records disposition submis-
sion (which was arranged according to operational entity), often traced related
records for a single function through several different descriptions of internal
divisions. For example, the function of determining the eligibility of clients for
particular benefits would be developed in the Policy and Legislation Division,
interpreted in the Programme Policy Application Section, codified within the
Programmes Manuals and Directives Sections, applied in Client Service Cen-
tres (CSCs), investigated in the Controls Programme, and appealed in the
Appeals Programme.

This meant that the overall appraisal of each group of records could not be
undertaken in isolation, but had to be assessed in a rational order based upon the
nature of the information flow or business processes within ISPB (i.e., from the
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development of the policies and procedures, through their implementation,
subsequent evaluation, and possible appeal). The need to assess the bodies of
records in this fashion meant that a number of the assumptions on which the
appraisal hypothesis had been based were somewhat flawed and could be
corrected. For example, the appraisal of the records created by Policy and
Legislation showed that significant amounts of detailed statistical information
on client benefits were already being produced by the agency itself, and that the
NA would therefore not need to preserve extensive amounts of the client data in
the electronic systems. The end result of the report was the acquisition of a far
smaller amount of records than was originally anticipated, because of a better
understanding of the context in which the records were created.

The appraisal of the Income Security Programmes Branch demonstrated that
the development of a sound, detailed appraisal hypothesis based upon macro-
level functional research and then confirmed or modified through examination
of the records and their interrelationships is a most effective method to ensure
the acquisition of the best archival records. The success of the approach to this
appraisal contributed greatly to the formulation of the appraisal hypothesis and
methodology for the next approved disposition authority, that for the Medical
Research Council of Canada.

The Medical Research Council of Canada*®

In 1994, an MYDP was concluded between the National Archives and the
Medical Research Council of Canada (MRC). The Council, which traces its
existence to the Associate Committee of Medical Research formed within the
National Research Council of Canada in 1936, is composed of a President and
twenty-one member representatives of the scientific and lay communities
supported by a Secretariat of approximately sixty-five people. The MRC
promotes and assists biomedical research through the administration of an
extensive programme of grants and awards designed to provide financial
support to researchers located primarily in universities, health care institutions
such as teaching hospitals, and research institutes. The MRC also acts as an
advisor to the Minister of Health on all health science/biomedical research
issues and serves as the liaison between the federal government and the private
sector for a wide variety of initiatives, including joint funding or sponsorship of
projects.*’

The MRC had had a records schedule approved by the NA in 1979 (Author-
ity 79/006), which covered a significant portion of their paper textual files,
predominantly grant and award case files. Under the terms of this authority, all
grant and award files were to be transferred to the NA upon the expiry of their
retention periods. Since the appraisal which led to the 1979 authority had
isolated the grant and award files from the context of all other supporting
records, it was agreed during the MYDP negotiations that the existing records
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schedule would be replaced with a single, new, comprehensive authority for the
entire agency. To that end, the submission report contained detailed informa-
tion on all aspects of the MRC’s records, approximately 170 metres of textual
subject files, 240 metres of active grant/award case files (approximately two-
years’s worth), eight computer systems, and a collection of audio-visual,
photographic, and documentary art material.

The macro-level research carried out prior to the start of the appraisal for the
MRC revealed a number of key points which led to the formulation of the
appraisal hypothesis. Both published documents (such as the Main Estimates of
the Government of Canada) and the submission report itself noted that the
MRC expended approximately ninety-seven per cent of its budget on grants
and awards, and that the vast majority of the records they created were
individual grant and award files. Of the 332 metres of MRC records transferred
to the National Archives from 1979 to 1995 as a result of Authority 79/006,
some three hundred metres were grant or award files (approximately ninety per
cent). An assessment of the case files already held by the NA showed that the
grant and award files do provide some evidence of the MRC’s functions and
programmes, and that they were also relatively homogenous in their structure.
The assessment of these holdings, combined with knowledge of secondary
sources of information on the MRC (such as detailed annual reports, publica-
tions, and summaries of research grants) and the existence of supporting
electronic records systems within the agency itself, led to an appraisal hypoth-
esis which stated that “while the grant and award files show some evidence of
the MRC’s functions and programmes by demonstrating the approval process
as it related to a specific application, they were neither the records of highest
archival value, nor all of equal importance, and should therefore be considered
as candidates for sampling or selection.”?

Because of the small size of the MRC, examination of the records quickly
revealed that the appraisal hypothesis was sound. The policy and subject files,
which made up roughly ten per cent of the MRC’s holdings, revealed “a wide
variety of information on the nature of the MRC, its programmes, their opera-
tion and the interaction between the MRC, other agencies/partners, and the
biomedical research community.”*® The grants and awards themselves were
shown to be the end result of a detailed, peer-reviewed process which made use
of a network of five thousand external referees (all volunteers), twenty-nine
grant and eleven awards committees divided into subject areas and comprising
a membership of four hundred working scientists (drawn from universities for
their knowledge, expertise, and experience), and the Executive Council of the
MRC itself, which approves the recommendations of the committees.’® The
key documentation of the interaction of all of these various elements was not
found within the grant/award files themselves, but in the general policy files
and the operational files for each grant/award committee, as well as the overall
summary data on each grant/award application held in the supporting computer
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systems. Closer examination of the various categories of grant/award files also
showed that several smaller groups of files relating to awards to scientists of
particular merit (such as the MRC Career Investigators or Distinguished Scien-
tists) tended, because of the nature of the award or grant, to contain more
detailed information about the entire career of the scientist, rather than focusing
on the specific grant. Files for grants to specialized groups of researchers (such
as the Network Centres of Excellence) also demonstrated a body of documen-
tation which differed from the standard information found within the other
types of grant/award files. This meant that grant and award files were in fact not
all of equal archival importance or homogeneous in character, as had been
suggested in the earlier records schedule.

The appraisal report concluded that while there was “no doubt that the case
files are the single richest source of detailed information on the projects which
receive funding from MRC programmes ... it is not necessary to retain each and
every grant or award case file in order to document the existence, functions and
results of projects.”! It was therefore recommended that in addition to all
policy and subject files, and the tombstone data from the three computer
systems, the NA preserve all grant and award files for categories where the
MRC’s stated eligibility requirements cite the need for the recipient to be a
highly-respected/distinguished/outstanding individual making significant con-
tributions to the biomedical research community, files on unique research
groups such as the Network Centres of Excellence, and a selection of files from
other grant and award categories.>?

The appraisal of the records of the Medical Research Council demonstrated
once again the importance of the comprehensive approach to records disposi-
tion that is the hallmark of the macro-appraisal model. Without the detailed
understanding of the agency, its programmes, and its interactions with its
clients, as well as an examination of the methods by which the records
demonstrate each of these factors, the resulting records disposition authority
can all too easily lead to the preservation of large quantities of records which do
not have the highest archival value. Like the archival recommendations made
with regards to the Income Security Programmes Branch, the decision not to
preserve the majority of an agency’s records also underscores the need to make
hard archival decisions when faced with an overload of information, an aspect
of the macro-appraisal model which was further tested in the appraisal of the
records of the Drugs Directorate of Health Canada.

The Drugs Directorate, Health Canada™

The Drugs Directorate of Health Canada traces its roots to the federal govern-
ment’s first attempts to impose controls on the purity of food and drugs with the
passage of An Act to Impose License Duties on Compounders of Spirits ... and
to Prevent the Adulteration of Food, Drink and Drugs in 1875. The enactment
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of the Food and Drug Act in 1920, the subsequent refinement of the Act, and the
development of its accompanying regulations further solidified the federal
government’s control over the safety, purity, and quality, as well as the
labelling and advertising, of all food, drugs, and cosmetics sold in Canada.
Today, the Drugs Directorate, through its six bureaus, is responsible for the
protection of the health of Canadians through the assessment and management
of the risks and benefits associated with the availability and use of drugs and
cosmetics. It performs a number of related functions: establishment of legisla-
tion, drug quality standards, and control regulations; review and/or approval of
drugs and cosmetics for sale in Canada through pre-market evaluation or -
notification; laboratory research to identify and resolve problem areas, and to
provide background information on medical, scientific, or technical concerns;
post-market surveillance of new drugs, cosmetics, and adverse reactions;
regulation of narcotic, controlled, and restricted drugs; inspection of licensed
pharmaceutical manufacturing plants and audits of all licensed dealers, phar-
macies, and hospitals; and enforcement of regulations concerning drugs and
cosmetics.>*

The submission prepared by the Drugs Directorate covered a wide variety of
records, including approximately 2,347 metres of textual subject files, 14,126
metres of drug evaluation case files for the more than 20,432 drugs available
for sale in Canada, eight mainframe computer systems, twenty-eight micro-
computer systems, a shared file server that functions as an electronic registry
system, and various audio-visual records. While the majority of the records are
held at the Directorate’s headquarters in Ottawa, the surveillance and compli-
ance functions are carried out in five regional offices across Canada.

Of the four appraisals described here, that of the Drugs Directorate adapted
most readily to the application of a functional appraisal. As was the case with
the Income Security Programmes Branch, the initial research that preceded the
appraisal of the Drugs Directorate identified a number of key functions, some
of which apparently crossed organizational boundaries. The research also
indicated that these functions, particularly the pre-market evaluation of new
drugs, are based 