
Thanks for joining us! Today’s presentation will begin shortly.

Please check your audio and video settings.
You should currently hear music in the background.

If you have questions or want to report any technical issues, 
contact us at info@dhpsny.org or (215) 545-0613.



Accessioning!



Clare Flemming, M.S., C.A., M.A.
Consulting Archivist

Somewhere in the Hudson Valley



DHPSNY

Documentary Heritage and Preservation Services for 
New York (DHPSNY) is a statewide program that 
supports the vast network of unique library and 
archival repositories that safeguard New York’s 
historical records. 

DHPSNY provides a range of free services to eligible 
cultural institutions throughout the state, including 
archives, libraries, historical societies, and museums 
which operate programs to preserve and make 
accessible records of enduring value.

http://dhpsny.org

http://dhpsny.org


audience

Smaller repositories
Limited staff, often part-time, often volunteer
Looking for a basic review
Sprinkling of Dos and Don’ts

All are welcome!



26 miles of records
Proprietary bar-code system

Archivist in charge of Accessioning
35 archivists on staff of 70 employees

Dozens of book trucks in use at all times
Fleets of researchers in reading room 6 days a week



35-second whirlwind glimpse of
the stacks with John Diefenderfer,
New York State Archives, Albany



terminology



Following definitions are from “A Glossary of Archives and Records Terminology.” Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2005. 
Online at https://www2.archivists.org/glossary

!

https://www2.archivists.org/glossary


Noun:

Materials physically and legally transferred to a repository as a unit at a single time;
an acquisition



Noun:

Materials physically and legally transferred to a repository as a unit at a single time;
an acquisition



Verb:

1. To take legal and physical custody of a group of records or other materials
and to formally document their receipt.

2. To document the transfer of records or materials in a register, database, or
other log of the repository’s holdings.



Verb:

1. To take legal and physical custody of a group of records or other materials
and to formally document their receipt.

2. To document the transfer of records or materials in a register, database, or
other log of the repository’s holdings.



The materials may be acquired by gift, bequest, purchase, transfer, 
retention schedule, or statute. 

An accession may be part of a larger, existing collection.

An accession added to existing collections is sometimes called an 
“accretion” or an “accrual.”



“Accession” should be distinguished from “acquisition.”

As nouns, they are synonymous. 

However, the verb “accession” goes far beyond the sense of “acquire,” 
connoting the initial steps of processing by establishing rudimentary 
physical and intellectual control over the materials by entering brief
information about those materials in a register, database, or other 
log of the repository’s holdings.



“Accession” should be distinguished from “acquisition.”

As nouns, they are synonymous. 

However, the verb “accession” goes far beyond the sense of “acquire,” 
connoting the initial steps of processing by establishing rudimentary 
physical and intellectual control over the materials by entering brief
information about those materials in a register, database, or other 
log of the repository’s holdings.



Control Freaks

• Intellectual Control
• Physical Control



Noun.

An agreement transferring title to property without an exchange of 
monetary compensation.



Noun.

An agreement transferring title to property without an exchange of 
monetary compensation.

In archives, deeds of gift frequently take the form of a contract 
establishing conditions governing the transfer of title to documents and
specifying any restrictions on access and use. 



“Donor agreements cannot become the dead hand of the past; 
they must contain some option for reappraisal and deaccessioning.”

Doyle, Michael, Experiments in Deaccessioning: Archives and On-line Auctions. 
American Archivist 54:2 (Fall/Winter 2001), p. 350–362.

DHPSNY webinar “Policies and Procedures for Deaccessioning” 
January 31, 2019 and online thereafter

Fortunately, on that note … 



But You Promised …
I’ve Deaccessioned and Lived to Tell About It …
Invitation to a Bonfire …  
Experiments in Deaccessioning …
Controversy and Collections …  



SPACE

TIME

RESOURCES



mutts.com

1. A clear offer by the donor … 



mutts.com

2. Acceptance of the offer by the archives … 



mutts.com

3. Transfer of the collection to the archives … 

For more information on Deeds of Gift, see https://www2.archivists.org/publications/brochures/deeds-of-gift
For more information on Earl and Mooch, see www.mutts.com by Patrick O’Donnell 

https://www2.archivists.org/publications/brochures/deeds-of-gift
http://www.mutts.com
















2019-004 General 
Sherman V. Hasbrouck
Collection

2019-004 Box 1 of 9
2019-004 Box 2 of 9
2019-004 Box 3 of 9
 etc.

- United as one accession
- Flexible
- Room for accruals



2019-005
Dwight Collection
Box 1 of 1

2019-006
Brink Family Collection
Boxes 1 and 2

2019-005
Cantine Family Collection
Boxes 1, 2, 3



2019-015 Oral History Collection
2019-015-001 … Interview with X 
2019-015-002 … Interview with Y
2019-015-003 … Interview with Z



2019-045 Civil War 
Memorabilia

2019-045-001 Drum
2019-045-002 Belt A
2019-045-003 Belt B
2019-045-004 Belt C



2019-077
Film Collection

2019-077-001 Film X
2019-077-002 Film Y
2019-077-003 Film Z

Or … 

2019-077 Film X
2019-078 Film Y
2019-079 Film Z

























Noun.

The arrangement, description, and housing of
archival materials for storage and use by patrons.



Noun.

The arrangement, description, and housing of
archival materials for storage and use by patrons.

A collective term used in archival administration that refers to the 
activity required to gain control of records … including accessioning, 
arrangement, culling, boxing, labeling, description, preservation and 
conservation.





But I just wanna work in the back with the papers!





More Product, Less Process



American Archivist
Vol. 68 (Fall/Winter)
2005: 208-263



“Put very simply, processing is not keeping up with 
acquisitions and has not been for decades, resulting 
in massive backlogs of inaccessible collections at 
repositories across the country (and across all types 
of archival institutions).

More Product, Less Process

“It should be dismaying to realize that our 
profession has been struggling with backlogs for at 
least sixty years.

“Backlogs are continuing to grow and are weakening 
the archival profession.”



More Product, Less Process

“Truly, much of what passes for arrangement in processing work is really 
just overzealous housekeeping, writ large.

“Our professional fastidiousness … has encouraged a widespread 
fixation on tasks that do not need to be performed.”



More Product, Less Process

“Good processing is done with a shovel, 
not with tweezers.” 



More Product, Less Process

“We must get beyond our absurd over-cautiousness that unprocessed 
collections might harbor embarrassing material not accounted for in 
deeds of gift …  



More Product, Less Process

“We must stop fretting over what users might think about us 
if given a dirty, disorganized collection …  

“… their thoughts will be paeans of praise 
compared to what they now think about us, 
after being denied access to so much of our 
holdings.”



More Product, Less Process

MINIMUM GOAL: Accession-level 
description for every collection!



Accessioning as Processing



American Archivist
Vol. 69 (Fall/Winter)
2006: 274-283



Accessioning as Processing

“Accessioning as processing is … the goal … During the accessioning process 
… we arrange and describe the materials, including the creation of the finding 
aid, so that they are ready for research use and never enter our backlog.

“In short, we apply processing 
standards such as those 
recommended by Greene and 
Meissner during the accessioning 
process.”



Accessioning as Processing

“Now we spend a little extra time during the accessioning process and often end up 
with a collection that is ready for research quickly.”





















Very special thanks for permission to utilize and photograph
archival collections in their care: 

Jody Ford, Director

Stone Ridge Library (Ulster County, NY)

Kathleen Bonk, Museum Technician, Geology

New York State Museum (Albany, NY)

John Diefenderfer, Archivist, Archival Advisory Services

New York State Archives (Albany, NY)
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facebook.com/dhpsny

@dhpsny

@dhpsny

Connect with us!

Questions?
DHPSNY staff is available to answer your questions. Contact us at 
info@dhpsny.org or (215) 545-0613.


