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Business Archives in a University

Setting:

Status and Prospect

Several surveys over the past twenty-five years have documented the failure
of modern businesses systematically to preserve their historically significant
records. If such records are to be preserved, therefore, it may fall to uni-
versities to become more aggressively involved in collecting. This article
summarizes results of a survey designed to determine which universities are
collecting business records, how they began, and what problems they have
encountered. After assessing the experience of these institutions, it suggests
an acquisitions strategy to overcome the problems associated with collecting

business records.

BUSINESS HISTORY as an academic disci-
pline is relatively new; so too are business
archives. N. S. B. Gras introduced business
history to Harvard University in 1927,
where he pioneered the case-study ap-
proach in his graduate courses. Business ar-
chives in the United States are an even
more recent development, beginning with
the appointment of William Overman as ar-
chivist for the Firestone Tire and Rubber
Company in 1943.

Both developments were a belated recog-
nition of the increasing importance of
understanding business history in order to
understand American history. Archivists,
whose responsibility it is to document
human activity, are properly concerned that
business activity be documented, but the
record of performance over the last two
decades indicates that not enough is being
done. Problems apparently continue to out-
run solutions.!

Several surveys, conducted between 1955
and 1976 by individual researchers and the
Business Archives Committee of the Society
of American Archivists, indicate the dimen-
sions of the problem of documenting busi-
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ness activity. Historically significant busi-
ness records are usually kept either by
businesses themselves or by independent
archival repositories, such as historical
societies or universities. Businesses appar-
ently think so little of their historical rec-
ords that most large corporations neither
employ an archivist nor have even an ele-
mental archival program.

Even using a generous definition of what
constitutes a business archives, there were
fewer than 200 business archives in the
United States and Canada in 1975. While
business archives have grown significantly in
the past two decades, the actual number is
not impressive compared with the number
of businesses.?2

If businesses themselves are unwilling to
establish company archives, then it may fall
to colleges and universities to preserve the
necessary records. Because of their size,
number, influence, variety, and their broad
cultural and educational role, colleges and
universities may, in fact, be the most logical
repositories for business records. They are
widely dispersed geographically, making
possible regional collections. They have the
faculty and staff expertise necessary for de-
veloping an acquisitions strategy and for ap-
praising technical records. They have the
monographic literature, scholarly journals,
and government documents to complement
archival sources. They have the business,
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economics, and history graduate programs
that provide research topics. They have li-
brary, archival, and historical agency
courses in which students can be trained in
archival work using the records as a learning
laboratory. They have offices of extramural
support to assist in formulating grant pro-
posals to acquire and process these collec-
tions.

Even with problems of declining enroll-
ments and revenues, universities may,
nevertheless, be the most realistic re-
positories for documenting American busi-
ness in the present century.

Most major universities have at least
some business records, but the quality, vol-
ume, and completeness of those collections
vary tremendously. This is true particularly
for twentieth-century records of the modern
business corporation. Modern business rec-
ords are dated somewhat arbitrarily from
about 1890 or the late nineteenth century,
when the size of businesses increased
rapidly, when accounting practices became
more elaborate, when new office machines
contributed to the increased volume of rec-
ords, when the communication and trans-
portation network stretched across vast
areas to make regional and national markets
possible, and when the role of government
in regulating businesses became substantial.
It is particularly the records dating from
these changes that document the transfor-
mation of business as well as of the larger
society.?

SURVEY OF
COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES

Past efforts to assess holdings of business
records have focused on archival re-
‘positories generally or on businesses them-
selves. In an attempt to learn what colleges
and universities specifically are doing to se-
cure modern business records, sixty-five
such institutions in the United States and
Canada were queried in 1978.

Institutions were selected from the Soci-
ety of American Archivists Directory of In-
dividual Members (1978) and were chosen
from public and private institutions from all
geographic areas, although large universities
represent the greatest percentage of those
surveyed and also the greatest percentage of
those responding.

While questionnaires were sent to univer-
sity archivists, the cover page noted that the
purpose of the survey was to assess the ef-
forts by universities to collect business rec-
ords, as part of either their university ar-
chives, their special collections, or some
other unit of the university, such as the
business school or history department.*

More than half the respondents indicated
that their universities had some business
records. The remaining twenty universities
had none, and it is worth noting why. The
reason cited by most was that they had
never seriously considered collecting busi-
ness records. The second most frequently
cited reason was they were not charged
with the responsibility for developing collec-
tions other than university records. Fewer
than half noted that they would accept
business records of importance, if offered,
but they have not actively sought such rec-
ords. Surprisingly, in light of the volume of
records generated by businesses and, there-
fore, the possibilities of developing collec-
tions, few mentioned that they would be in-
terested in collecting business records if
they had adequate staff and facilities.

The remainder of the questionnaire was
completed by the thirty institutions that
held business records. The information they
provide sheds light on three general ques-
tions: (1) What kinds of business holdings
are currently found in colleges and universi-
ties? (2) How and when have institutions
begun collecting business records? and (3)
What problems have they encountered in
acquiring, processing, and making the rec-
ords available? (See appendix B for the
definition for business records and papers
used.)

Sizes and Kinds of Collections

In general, business collections comprise
less than a quarter of the volume of the
holdings of universities that have business
records. Although the percentage of busi-

*This survey was conducted in conjunction
with a grant from the National Historical Publica-
tions and Records Commission to the University
Archives and Area Research Center of the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin—Parkside. Colleges and uni-
versities to which questionnaires were sent are
listed in appendix A.
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ness records varied significantly from in-
stitution to institution, only two indicated
that more than 50 percent of their holdings
are of business. The number of different col-
lections at each institution varies as widely
as the percentage of total holdings devoted
to business, from a low of 1 to a high of
more than 1,400.

Overall it appears that nearly half of those
universities with business collections have
thirty or more separate business collections.

Most major types of businesses are in-
cluded, and some, such as the lumber, tex-
tile, and railroad businesses, are heavily
represented in university collections. Less
well represented are the records of com-
mercial banks, department stores, and retail
and wholesale grocers. Sizes of these collec-
tions vary considerably, but several are, in-
deed, large in volume, representing com-
panies whose records extend into the twen-
tieth century. Most, however, indicated that
their records reflected small companies—
those with fewer than 100 employees.
Slightly more reported that most of their
records were of privately held companies, as
opposed to publicly held, defined as firms
issuing publicly traded stock. The business
records of nearly half the institutions cen-
tered on family papers of company founders
or influential citizens in the community.

In summary, then, current college and
university business collections comprise a
relatively small portion of total holdings but
represent a wide range of business enter-
prises. Even so, individual business collec-
tions tend to be significantly larger than
other types of collections, such as those of
social organizations, labor unions, or indi-
viduals.

Nearly all the institutions began their col-
lections of business records when a collec-
tion was offered, rather than after first de-
veloping a specific policy on acquiring busi-
ness records. Most also noted their records
were primarily of firms no longer in busi-
ness.

This suggests that it is easier to acquire
records when a firm is defunct or going out
of business than while it is still in operation.
In fact, one university got its records
through an estate lawyer.

For a substantial majority of institutions,
business collections were of companies in

the same geographic area as the repository.
Further, a quarter noted that the records
reflected businesses in which the university
had strong research or educational pro-
grams.

Finally, the same percentage indicated
that their initial business collections related
to the university, either through its faculty,
graduates, board of trustees, or other uni-
versity contacts. The connection was not al-
ways clear, however. In some cases collec-
tions reflected the research interests of cer-
tain faculty, the business firms of members
of the board of trustees, or graduates, or the
contacts of chief university administrators
with businesses.

Establishing the Collection

Thus, answers to how and when colleges
and universities began to build business col-
lections suggest little planning. The first
university systematically to collect business
records was Harvard University. In 1916,
on behalf of the Harvard Business School,
Professor Arthur H. Cole secured the Slater
Company records, dating from the colonial
period. The Universities of Washington,
California at Los Angeles, Illinois, Michi-
gan, North Carolina, Virginia, and Cornell
were also relatively early collectors of siza-
ble business records.* Most of the remain-
der of the universities collecting business
records did not begin until the 1950s or la-
ter, and they were the most likely to have
begun collecting without plans.

Finally, what problems have colleges and
universities met in acquiring, processing,
and making available business records? The
reason many institutions do not acquire
business records is their huge volume and
their low research use. One archivist with
more than twenty-five years of experience at
three different repositories felt that “busi-
ness records are the lowest grade ore mined
by collectors.”

The first obstacle to acquiring business
records is either the firm's unwillingness to
deposit records in a repository open to the
public or the firm’s lack of understanding
about the potential value of its records. Typ-
ical reaction indicated that “businesses are
reluctant to cooperate with archival institu-
tions because of their suspicions that their
records in an archives might be ‘too avail-
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able’ or result in releasing confidential in-
formation.”

Problems related to appraisal were raised
by some archivists who felt they did not
have the technical expertise to evaluate the
records. Difficulties in persuading busi-
nesses to donate their records suggest that
firms already involved in their own records
management programs might be more sus-
ceptible to successful solicitation. Yet, al-
most none of the firms whose records were
acquired by universities had had records
management programs.

In nearly all cases archivists handled most
of the negotiations for acquisition. However,
in more than half of the cases, at least some
work was done by someone else within the
university. Professors of history, economics,
and business were the most obvious con-
tacts, although administrators such as de-
velopment officers, librarians, and attorneys
were also involved at some stage of negotia-
tions.

Those who had experience using faculty
or administrators generally found them use-
ful, especially for establishing entree and
opening negotiations. A significant minority,
however, found the third-party contacts
troublesome, primarily because such con-
tacts did not understand archival procedures
and had not sufficiently coordinated ar-
rangements in advance with the archives.

Where archivists did not actually acquire
the business records they had solicited,
some were successful in persuading firms to
establish a rudimentary company archives.
Few had any influence on the development
of a records management system, however.

For universities housing records of ongo-
ing firms, the arrangements for transfer of
records from the company to the repository
vary. In most instances the archives re-
ceives records when they are designated as
noncurrent, either because some basic rec-
ords management schedule has been estab-
lished or because of some change in the
company organization, such as merger, relo-
cation, or the discontinuation of a product
line.

Other reasons cited for transfer of records
include retirement of a chief executive or
the fact that available storage space within
the company is exhausted. In more than 50
percent of the cases where records of an

ongoing firm have been deposited with a
university, all significant records prior to a
given date have been transferred. In some
instances companies lent certain records,
such as incorporation documents, board of
directors’ minutes, or employee personnel
records to the university to microfilm, after
which the original documents were returned
to the company.

Processing the Collection

Besides problems of acquisition, difficul-
ties of processing are also enormous. Pro-
cessing large collections is time-consuming
and expensive; yet almost none of the com-
panies whose records were being deposited
with a university helped provide funds for
processing and arranging the collection.

Part of this, of course, can be accounted
for by the fact that some of the records
were of companies no longer in business
and without assets to fund the processing of
their records. Of those universities that did
receive assistance, the amount was usually
small, and probably in no case did it cover
the actual cost of processing the entire col-
lection.

While some institutions mentioned that
they planned to seek such assistance, the
experience of those who have tried is not
encouraging. If companies are unwilling to
establish their own archives, they are also
apparently unwilling to pay another institu-
tion to do the job for them.

Making the Collection Available for Use

It appears, however, that once problems
of acquisition and processing have been re-
solved, procedures for making the records
available for research have been fairly
routine. Nearly all the records on deposit in
universities have few or no restrictions on
access, and few require company approval
to publish research based on business col-
lections.

This is true apparently because most of
the records are of firms no longer in busi-
ness and many are of late nineteenth cen-
tury businesses with few who were associ-
ated with the firm still living. Those univer-
sities indicating that some restrictions are
imposed usually permit access to records at
least twenty-five years old. The problems,
then, focus on acquisition, processing, and




storage, not physical access by researchers.

Summary

It appears from this survey, then, that a
majority of large universities with significant
archival and manuscript holdings do collect
business records, broadly defined. Particu-
larly, they collect records of relatively small,
privately held firms, frequently centered on
the personal papers of an individual impor-
tant in the company, such as its founder or
president.

Most of the business collections are of de-
funct companies that conducted business in
the same city or geographic area as the uni-
versity that accepted their records. Most ar-
chives or special collections began collecting
business records, not after first developing a
collecting policy, but rather after they had
accepted a business collection, some time
after 1950. Few of these collections have re-
strictions on research access, and, taken to-
gether, business records comprise less than
10 percent of the holdings of university re-
positories.

Nearly all such collections are processed
and have finding aids. Further, most busi-
ness records are for the period prior to
1920. Few firms have helped provide even
minimal funding to process their collections.
Most negotiations for the acquisition of
these records have been conducted by the
archives or manuscripts staff. Of the collec-
tions acquired, almost none of the com-
panies donating the records had either ar-
chival or records management programs,
nor were many established as a result of
dealing with archivists.

Those universities without business col-
lections generally were not charged with the
responsibility for developing collections
other than university records; nor had they
ever seriously considered collecting business
records.

STRATEGY FOR
ACQUIRING BUSINESS ARCHIVES

If this general summary represents the
status of business records in college and
university repositories, what are the pros-
pects for development of business holdings?
What special problems and likely solutions
does this information suggest?

The most obvious problem is that modern
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business records are voluminous. Particu-
larly for this reason, some rational collecting
policy and acquisitions strategy are neces-
sary. Recent attention has focused on large
political collections of persons whose careers
spanned a number of years and who held
significant state or national elective offices.5

At the presidential level, presidential li-
braries, built with private funds but main-
tained and staffed by the National Archives,
have emerged as a solution for the problems
of size and staffing. Proposed federal legisla-
tion may sharply increase the number of
papers of public officials being transferred to
archival repositories. *

No such solution is being discussed for
the records of business. Although Oliver
Wendell Holmes and Richard Berner have
argued for increased governmental initiative
in this area, their proposals, provocative and
imaginative as they are, will not soon be
realized.®

In the immediate future, therefore, ar-
chivists must find some way to deal system-
atically with business records. Not to do so
is to risk losing records fundamental to an
understanding of our economic develop-
ment. To many historians the business cul-
ture of American society characterizes the
United States as much as its political de-
mocracy. The records of business are too
significant to dismiss in the present because
of inadequate space to house them or insuf-
ficient use to justify their retention.

These problems make it imperative that
business records be selected with extreme
care. A well-planned acquisitions strategy,
undertaken singly by a university in a rela-
tively small urban area or cooperatively by
several institutions in a larger urban or geo-
graphic area, should begin with a survey of
available records. Knowing what records

*The report of the National Study Commission
on the Records and Documents of Federal Of-
ficials recommended that the papers of the presi-
dents and vice-presidents be administered by the
National Archives. Members of Congress as well
as federal judges, however, would be permitted
to deposit their papers in a repository that met
statutorily defined minimum standards. The
commission further recommended that Congress
consider a one-time allocation of funds to nonfed-
eral repositories that received public papers (SAA
Newsletter May 1977, p.1, 3).
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exist is essential to developing a policy for
coordinated acquisition.

The first step in surveying is to define a
geographic area large enough to be an iden-
tifiable region but small enough realistically
to survey, such as a Standard Metropolitan
Statistical Area devised by the U.S. Bureau
of the Census, a greater metropolitan area
of a city, or a cluster of counties.

The next step is to develop an economic
profile of the area from a historical perspec-
tive, using available published information.
This material might be found in histories of
the city or geographic area. More often,
however, it will require some work in re-
cent census data, visits to local chambers of
commerce or manufacturers and employers’
associations, or trips to local libraries and
historical societies to obtain adequate data
for identifying the major economic charac-
teristics of the area.*

The archivist should then work with fac-
ulty whose research interests are in busi-
ness, business or economic history, or eco-
nomics, to decide which types of businesses
best typify the area and which have been
most significant in the development of the
community. This group of firms will form
the survey population.

Before beginning the survey, however, it
is important to enlist the support of the
business community. This might be done by
first seeking the cooperation of the local
business associations or forming a select ad-
visory committee of business leaders favor-
able to the project who are willing to be
publicly identified with it. This is a time-
consuming step, but it is an essential one if
the subsequent survey is to be successful.

The survey of businesses can be con-
ducted in a variety of ways, but a mail ques-
tionnaire is probably the easiest. Busi-
nesses, as previous general surveys by the
Business Archives Committee have shown,
are no more inclined than other institutions
to provide detailed answers to question-
naires. It is therefore important for the
questionnaire to include a cover letter, pre-

*The procedure here described is substantially
the one followed by the author in a records sur-
vey of manufacturing firms in Racine and
Kenosha, Wisconsin, funded by the National His-
torical Publications and Records Commission.

ferably individually typed, indicating the in-
tent of the survey, the support of key busi-
ness individuals or organizations for the
project, and the general theme that busi-
ness story cannot be accurately told without
preservation of, and access to, historically
significant business records.

The letter should be addressed to the
chief executive or chief operating officer of
the company, asking that he or she forward
the questionnaire to someone in the firm
familiar with its noncurrent records, such as
the corporate secretary, vice-president for
administration, or controller. Avoid, if pos-
sible, public relations officers, who will
probably not be in a position to provide
complete information. The questionnaire it-
self should be carefully drawn to elicit the
maximum amount of relevant information
with the least amount of effort from the re-
spondents. Determine what records are of
greatest use to potential researchers and ask
only for that information.

After developing a fairly detailed picture
of the existence and availability of business
records from completed questionnaires, the
archivist should discuss a possible acquisi-
tions strategy with faculty, local historical
societies, and libraries. Ideally that decision
should be made with the advice and assis-
tance of the state historical society and the
state historical records board. Acquisitions
need not occur immediately, nor do
selected firms all need to be approached at
the same time.

The data from the survey, plus the
analysis of faculty and historical and library
agencies, will provide the general
framework for a practical policy—one that is
not likely to change radically over several
years.

The framework gives the archivist the in-
formation needed to decide which com-
panies should be cultivated and how likely
their records are to be otherwise destroyed.

It establishes a contact that can be main-
tained and a channel for receiving regular
mailings of company literature and reports.

It means that as the opportunity presents
itself—company merger, retirement of a
chief executive, the move of a company to a
new location—the archivist is in a position
to act.

It means that as funds become available,
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from whatever source, the archivist has the
ability to move relatively quickly to acquire
collections or to process those already ac-
quired.

Above all, it means that archivists take

the initiative in developing a rational policy
for documenting one of the most important
and protean activities of American soci-
ety—business.
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Georgetown University
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Stanford University

State University of New York at Buffalo
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Temple University
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APPENDIX B
DEFINITION OF TERMS

The definition for business records/papers used
in this article and in the original questionnaire is
that found in Edwin A. Thompson, “A Glossary
of American Historical and Literary Manuscript
Terms” (Washington, D.C., 1965), p.21-22:
“Records normally growing out of a commercial
or industrial enterprise, and may include (among
others) such items as accounts, account books, ac-
counts current, accounts rendered, accounts
stated, annual reports, annual statements, articles
of association/incorporation, audits, balance
sheets, bank letters, bank notes, bank statements,
bankbooks, bills, bills of exchange, bills of lading,
bills of sale, billbooks, blotters, bonds, business
cards, canceled checks, cash accounts, cashbooks,
cash-disbursement journals, certificates of incor-
poration, checks, checkbooks, corporation rec-

ords, daybooks, deeds, deed polls, disbursement

University of Missouri-Columbia
University of Nebraska—Lincoln
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
University of Toronto

University of Vermont
University of Virginia

University of Washington
University of Western Ontario
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Washington State University
Wayne State University

West Virginia University
Winthrop College

Wright State University

Xavier University

Yale University

York University

books, drafts, drawing accounts, estate papers/
records, estimates evaluations, expense accounts,
expense books, freight bills, household account
books/records, indentures, invoices, invoice
books, journals, justifications, land seript, land
warrants, leases, ledgers, letters of credit,
licenses, manifests, market letters, memorandum
books, mortgage notes, organization charts,
partnership records, patents, payrolls, payroll
records, personal accounts, prices current, pri-
vate ledgers, profit and loss statements, pro-
missory notes, purchase journals, purchase led-
gers, purchase orders, purchase records, receipts,
receipt books, records, regulations, rent rolls, re-
ports, requisitions, sales journals, sales ledgers,
sales notes, sales records, schedules, script, spec-
ifications, statements, stocks, stock certificates,
stock ledgers, stores ledgers, tables, tallies, tally
sheets/cards, tax certificates, time books, time
sheets, trial balances, vouchers, voucher checks,
warehouse receipts, waste books, and waybills.”




