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ARCHIVAL SAMPLING: 
A METHOD OF APPRAISAL AND 

A MEANS OF RETENTION 

by James Gregory Bradsher and Bruce I. Ambacher 

INTRODUCTION 

Appraising records is the most important aspect of archival 
administration. Appraisal decisions result in the destruction of 
most records. In deciding what to retain and what to destroy, 
archivists evaluate the research value of the records knowing that 
all records have some value. With limited resources, archivists 
also must consider the costs associated with processing, storing, 
and preserving those records accessioned into their archival 
repositories. 

The appraisal decision has become more difficult due to the 
growing volume of records and changes in research methodologies. 
As governments, institutions, organizations, and other entities 
expand their activities and operations, ahd technological advances 
facilitate faster records creation, the result has been an explosion 
in volume. Although bulk is the bane of archivists, it is often that 
same bulk that many scholars desire to use in their research. 
Increasingly researchers are supplementing their traditional research 
methods with quantitative analysis. This enhances the research 
potential of many series of case-type files. Thus, it is these series 
which present the major problems of costs, particularly when the 
large series is a continuing one. 

When appraising relatively large series of case-type records, 
especially those that are homogeneous in format and content, 
archivists are confronted with the task of delicately balancing 
researcher needs and archival interests. Frequently these large 
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series contain information in each case file with varying archival 
values, as well as information with little or no archival value. In 
the past such series often were kept in toto, preserving the valuable 
information along with the superfluous. Just as often such series 
were destroyed. Archivists assumed that the large volume did not 
warrant the cost of processing, preserving, and storing the entire 
series just for the few exceptional case files it contained. They 
also were uncertain whether the series would support quantitative 
analysis. 

Thus, deciding what to do with large series containing records of 
mixed archival values is perhaps the most challenging task facing 
the archival appraiser. Archivists have been criticized for not 
being more objective in their appraisals, especially those relating 
to large, mixed-value series. To answer such criticisms, and to 
address the interests of researchers and the reality of bulk, 
archivists have begun sampling as an appraisal method, that is 
deciding the archival value of a body of records based on an 
examination of a scientifically created sample. 

Four large sampling projects, completed within the past fifteen 
years, employed sampling both for appraisal and for retention. 
They are the appraisals of the records of the Massachusetts courts, 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Justice 
litigation case files, and the Quebec courts. 

Sampling is taking any portion of a population as representative of 
that population or universe. To be truly representative, the portion 
of the population selected must be selected randomly. Sampling 
leads to more objective appraisals of the whole series, and points 
out what should be retained both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
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Quantitative sampling permits statistical analysis, but may not 
provide for the retention of files with exceptional research potential 
- those pertaining to important or interesting persons and subjects. 
Some archivists, therefore, have attempted qualitative selection to 
provide for the retention of the "exceptional" case files - those that 
generally would be destroyed if only some form of quantitative 
sample was retained. 

Like other appraisal methods and decisions, there are advantages 
and disadvantages to using sampling both as a means of appraisal 
and as a method of selection and retention. This technical leaflet 
addresses some of the advantages and disadvantages of sampling 
ind suggests when it is appropriate to sample and, if used, how it 
is accomplished. 

SAMPLING AS AN APPRAISAL METHODOLOGY 

When appraising records, archivists generally supplement or 
confirm the written descriptions of the records by looking at the 
records. They may examine the first, last, and several files from 
the middle of a series and make a subjective decision about the 
series' archival value. In most instances this is the easiest, 
quickest, and, as often as not, a satisfactory method of appraisal. 
In the past however, appraisals have been criticized for being too 
subjective. Past decisions to retain quantitative samples and/or 
qualitatively selected files also have been criticized, both because 
they were done in the first place, and because of the method used 
to select what was and was not retained. 



James Gregory Bradsher 
Bruce I. Ambacher 

A more objective appraisal can overcome these criticisms. 
Scientifically sampling the records to be appraised provides an 
objective appraisal. This method involves sampling a statistically 
valid number of files, collecting uniform information about each 
file, assigning a value to each file, analyzing the information, and 
making retention decisions about which files, if any, to retain. 

The major advantage of sampling for appraisal is that it provides 
an objective, unbiased basis for appraisal decisions. The major 
disadvantages are that it can require more time to determine the 
appropriate sample, to actually sample the records, and to 
document the process. But often archivists fail to take the time to 
ensure that their appraisals are the best they can be. 

Quantitative Samplin~ as an ADDraisal Method 

Sampling for appraisal involves five distinct steps. The process 
begins with the appraiser examining the records (the universe) to 
determine the recordkeeping practices, procedures, objectives, and 
content of the records (Step one). This review will help determine 
if one sample is required or if the records actually represent more 
than one "strata" for the purposes of sampling for appraisal. In 
sampling court cases, for example, separate strata would be used 
for criminal cases, civil cases, and bankruptcy cases. If more than 
one strata is present, each sample drawn should represent the same 
percentage of all records sampled as that strata represents of the 
total universe of records to be appraised. Thus if strata 1 contains 
the criminal cases and they represent 10% of all the records, then 
that sample should represent 10% of all the records sampled. Each 
sample is treated as a separate universe. 
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Step two is to determine the proper number of files to review. The 
number should be sufficient to ensure that the sample will reflect 
the characteristics of the entire series and that valid inferences 
about the universe can be drawn. Unfortunately, there is no preset 
formula. The larger the sample, the smaller the error. This is due 
to the increased probability of randomness in larger samples. 
Larger samples, however, require more time and expense but add 
little to the accuracy of the results. Too small a sample causes 
ambiguity about the representativeness of the results. Thus sample 
size is a "compromise" dependent upon the level of confidence 
required, the amount of error that can be tolerated, the 
homogeneity of the population being sampled, and the resources 
(time, staff, and money) available. 

Archivists who are uncertain about determining sample size can 
consult an expert survey methodologist or utilize a computer based 
expert system software to assist in determining the sample. One 
such system is EX-SAMPLE, developed by The Idea Works. 

In creating the samples for its 1980-1981 appraisal of the records 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the largest appraisal project 
to employ sampling for appraisal, the National Archives developed 
the ratios listed in Table I to reflect the minimum number of cases 
to be sampled based on the number of cases in a universe. 

The sample sizes suggested actually oversample universes of less 
than 1500 cases in order to compensate for the greater variation 
from the norm and to ensure that the sample will reflect the entire 
universe. 
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TABLE I 
RATIO OF UNIVERSE TO SAMPLE SIZE 

NUMBER SIZE OF 
OF CASES SAMPLE 

< 40 5 

40 - 300 10 

301 - 750 15 

751 -1500 20 

> 1500 35 

+ 

The selection of records to be examined should be unbiased. 
Developing and implementing a proportionate systematic sample 
with a random start will eliminate any prejudgment which might be 
introduced by the appraisers. In a proportionate systematic sample 
the records selected for examination will be spaced evenly 
throughout the universe, that is every nth case is selected without 
regard to any other criteria such as size, subject, or completeness. 

Implementing a random number for the first case further ensures 
impartiality and allows specific levels of confidence to be assigned 
the results based on the size of the sample. Use a table of random 
numbers, found in the back of most statistics text books, to 
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determine the number of the first case to be reviewed. The number 
for each subsequent case is determined by the interval between 
cases. 

For example, you are examining the state motor vehicle violation 
case files. The universe consists of 350,000 case files dated 
between 1936 and 1988. You have determined that a sample size 
of 165 (every 2,122nd case) is required to achieve a "confidence 
level" of 0.95. Using a table of random numbers you pick 1652 
as the first case to review, the next case would be 3774 (1652 + 
2122), the third would be 5896 (3774 + 21 1 l), etc. 

The size of the sample should be sufficient to achieve a confidence 
level of 0.95. This widely accepted measure of accuracy means 
that if you created 100 different samples employing a proportionate 
systematic random sample each time - but with a different starting 
case number each time - 95 of the 100 samples would produce the 
exact statistical profile. 

STANDARDIZING INFORMATION COLLECTION 

Step three is to develop a "data collection sheet" on which to 
record similar information about each file reviewed. The first step 
in this process starts with an examination of the various files to 
determine what information they contain that should be collected in 
order to ensure an impartial evaluation. In creating the data 
collection sheet, the goal should be to create a form that is simple 
yet collects the basic and necessary information on which to base 
an appraisal. The data collection sheet.should provide spaces for 
collecting routine information, such as the size of the file, certain 
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types of documents, the result of the case, and a rating of the file 
reviewed. It also should provide space for remarks. Figure 1 is 
an example of a data collection sheet used by the National Archives 
in its 1981 appraisal of FBI investigative case files. Every effort 
should be made to minimize the amount of information to be 
collected on the data sheets. Interactive computer based expert 
systems software can assist in determining which information is 
essential. 

The most important piece of information on the data collection 
sheet is the reviewer's rating of the research potential of the case 
file. The rating of the files can easily be defined as high, medium, 
low, and none. The definitions of these ratings should be clearly 
understood by all who will complete the data collection sheets so 
that the aggregate data will be comparable and can be standardized. 
Four possible ratings and definitions could be: 

IIieh: evidence or information that is unique and of such 
substantive detail and richness that the case file could stand alone 
as a primary historical source. 

Medium: evidence or information that is sufficiently rich 
that the case file significantly complements other historical sources. 

Low: evidence or information so lacking in detail and - 
richness that it is only a modest supplement to other historical 
sources and the case file has significance only in the context of 
other case files. 
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Figure 1. Sample Data Collection Sheet 
Side 1 
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None: evidence or information so ordinary and routine that 
the case file has no significance as a historical source even in the 
context of other case files. 

gather in^ the Information and record in^ it on the Data 
Collection Sheet 

The fourth step is gathering the information on which to base an 
analysis of the series. The appraiser should examine each case file 
or record as thoroughly as possible. Helshe should ascertain the 
presence or absence of each type of information sought, examine 
the record to determine the research value of that case file or 
record, assess its value as part of the universe, and complete the 
data collection sheet. 

Whenever the size of the universe to be examined justifies it, more 
than one person should review the cases to ensure that certain 
prejudices and arcane interests don't skew the results. Multiple 
reviewers provide additional perspectives' upon which to base the 
final appraisal judgment. This is especially useful when the sample 
is large. 

The remarks section should contain information from that record 
which is special or unique. This information can be used during 
the decision-making process to complement or offset the purely 
statistical results. It also can be used in writing up the appraisal. 
Finally, it can be used to embellish the series descriptions in a 
finding aid. 
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TABLE I1 
ARCHIVAL VALUE MATRIX 

Decision rules which will preserve the 0.95 confidence level for 
retaining a universe with more than the specified percentage of 
records having historical or archival value. 
RULE: Destroy if fewer than the listed number of sampled case 
files has historical or archival value. 

PERCENT 
10 20 25 30 40 5 0 60 

SAMPLE 
SIZE 

10 * * * 1 2 2 3 
15 * 1 1 2  3 3 6 
20 * 1 2 3 4 6 8 
35 1 3 5 6 9 13 17 
42 1 4 6 8 11 15 20 
48 2 5 7 9 13 18 23 
51 2 6 8 10 14 19 24 
54 2 6 8 11 16 2 1 28 
78 4 10 13 17 23 32 40 

141 9 2 1 27 34 47 6 1 76 
171 11 2 6 34 42 58 75 9 3 
177 12 27 35 44 61 7 8 96 
258 18 4 2 54 66 91 116 142 
333 25 5 5 71 87 119 158 191 
354 27 5 9 76 93 127 162 198 

* Sample size is too small to preserve the 0.95 confidence 
level, even if no cases of historical interest are found. 
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that any researcher can think of a reason for keeping everything, 
especially when it pertains to records that relate to their field of 
study. Final disposition decisions always must be made by 
archivists. They have a better understanding of the uses to which 
records will be put as well as an understanding of the implications 
of the costs involved in retaining records. 

QUANTITATIVE SAMPLING AS 
A RETENTION CRITERION 

After the analysis and consultation you may decide to retain a 
quantitative sample to facilitate use of the records for statistical 
analysis. Generally this will be the case when most files reviewed 
are voluminous, homogeneous in nature, and seem to have some 
value, but not enough to warrant retaining the whole series. 

It is important to remember that not 411 types of records are 
suitable for quantitative sampling. As a general rule, only those 
series which contain records that are essentially homogeneous in 
character can be sampled successfully. In such series each 
individual file contains similar records and information and the 
variability between the files will be small; thus the statistical 
precision will be high. 

When the documentation and information within a series is 
heterogenous, sampling will produce a statistical bias. Thus 
quantitative sampling should not be done to such series. Because 
statistical sampling generally can be applied only to documents 
which contain mathematically quantifiable information, quantitative 
sampling normally cannot be applied to non-textual series of 
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records. This is because those files generally deal with unique 
subjects. 

Quantitative sampling offers both advantages and disadvantages. 
The major advantage is that it is easy to do. Second, it will result 
in the retention of a representative sample containing both routine 
case files for evidential purposes and some significant case files. 
The disadvantage, of course, is that it may result in the destruction 
of valuable information contained in some case files. This can be 
minimized if qualitatively selected files also are retained. 

Evidential and Informational Samples 

There are two basic types of quantitative samples. The first is an 
evidential sample. This small sample is retained to show how 
transactions or routine activities were handled. The other is an 
informational sample. This much larger, statistically valid sample 
of 1500 or more cases provides an aggregate of information on the 
individuals or activities involved in the transaction. This latter 
sample can be useful to those who employ statistical techniques in 
their research. 

Determining the size of a sample is not always easy. But it should 
be statistically sound, that is, large enough to contain all the key 
elements of evidence or information within the series; thereby 
allowing researchers to conduct valid statistical analysis. 

As a general rule, the size of the sample depends upon the research 
potential, the degree of statistical "confidence" required, the 
intended purpose of the sample, and the volume of records. While 
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the size of the sample will vary according to the nature of the 
documentation, it is always true that a larger sample will be more 
representative of the whole series and provide a more satisfactory 
coverage of the whole and therefore will be more likely to meet 
researcher requirements. 

Often a five per cent sample is a sufficient standard of retention. 
There may be cases, however, where, because of the size of the 
series and its content, a smaller sample of only one percent will be 
valid. Conversely, there might be examples where a ten per cent 
retention is justified. Because of the importance of determining the 
size of the sample, it might be worthwhile to consult a subject 
expert or a statistician or utilize a computer based expert system. 

The exact nature of the sample will depend upon the disposition 
instructions established as part of the appraisal process. A simple 
systematic sample would be created by identifying and marking 
every nth file. Use a random number to Ventify the first case file 
designated for retention. If the selected numbered case file is 
missing in a numerically arranged records universe, then, 
alternating, substitute the next higher and then the preceding lower 
numbered case file. 

QUALITATIVE SELECTION AS 
A RETENTION CRITERION 

Even in a series of relative insignificance, which is suitable for 
quantitative sampling, there may be case files of great research 
potential. Thus, another disposition option is to retain qualitatively 
selected case files, whether or not quantitatively sampled case files 
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are retained. It should be noted that qualitative selection .is really 
not sampling, since the intention is not to represent the totality, but 
only to keep the "exceptional" or "most important" to meet specific 
criteria. 

Generally, decisions to retain certain qualitatively selected files 
result from a sampling for appraisal method which reveals that it 
is likely that case files containing certain characteristics have 
research value, and thus should be retained as a part of or 
independent from the sample. These case files may be those that 
relate to certain subjects, contain certain types of documentation, 
andlor result in certain transactions. They may meet specific 
retention criteria such as all files over one inch thick, all files open 
more than one year, all files forwarded to another agency, or all 
files opened on the fifteenth of each month. 

Based on several major appraisal projects it is relatively safe to say 
that the most likely candidate for research potential correlation is 
the size of the file and its value. In other words, if most or all 
case files over a certain size have a rating of some value, then all 
files over a certain size should be retained. 

Sampling for appraisal provides an objective basis for selective 
retention within a series. Such appraisal and disposition decisions, 
though time-consuming, result in the best appraisals. Quantitative 
selection can be supplemented with qualitative, i.e., subjectively- 
based selection criteria. These may include criteria such as case 
files containing information about cases or subjects mentioned in 
the annual reports of specific agencies or organizations; cases 
involving extensive litigation; cases setting major legal or policy 
precedents; cases receiving marked attention by the mass media; 
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cases involving significant legislative or administrative interest or 
investigation; and cases regarded by authorities in that particular 
field of study as having special importance or,uniqueness. These 
include the type of criteria archivists have been including in 
disposition instructions for decades. 

In developing disposition instructions for qualitative selections the 
selection criteria must be either very specific or as comprehensive 
as they can reasonably be made. Failure to do so will result in the 
right case files not being retained and/or the wrong ones being 
retained. Thus, specific objective criteria leave little room for 
interpretation and increase the likelihood that the right case files 
will be retained. Archivists may wish to consult with subject area 
specialists to develop criteria. 

Qualitative selection is quite tempting; it reduces bulk and retains 
the "best." But as a general rule, the more homogeneous the series 
of records, the less appropriate are qualit?tive selections, because 
of their "exceptional" character and built-in bias. This does not 
preclude retaining the exceptional case files, but as another general 
rule, qualitative samples should not be taken of homogeneous series 
in lieu of a statistically valid sample. If qualitatively selected files 
within a homogeneous series are to be retained, they should be 
selected after the statistical sample is developed to ensure statistical 
validity. When qualitative samples are retained they should be 
labeled as such and kept separate from the quantitative samples. 

Qualitative samples have both advantages and disadvantages. The 
major advantage of qualitative selections is that generally they 
ensure the retention of much, if not virtually all, of the valuable 
information. The disadvantages of qualitative selections is that they 
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are time consuming to implement, they do not result in the 
retention of all of the valuable information, and they will not result 
in the retention of the routine case files if not taken in conjunction 
with quantitative samples. Further, they provide researchers with 
a distorted perspective of the content and research potential of the 
series; they inflate the value of the series. 

RETAINING BOTH QUANTITATIVE SAMPLES AND 
QUALITATIVE SELECTIONS 

In some instances, with very large series of mixed archival values, 
the appraisal archivist may decide to retain both quantitative 
samples and qualitatively selected files. The quantitative sample is 
determined first. Then the qualitative selection is made from the 
remaining case files. The result will be the retention of both the 
routine case files and the most important historical information. 

IMPLEMENTATION AND PERIODIC EVALUATION 

All quantitative samples and qualitative selections should be 
physically separated and well-marked. They also should be labeled 
in a way that makes the distinction between what is acceptable for 
quantitative analysis and what is not, clearly apparent. 

The appraisal report and accessioning dossier must contain full 
notes of every action taken and of the various elements of the 
sample if more than one has been taken. Subsequent finding aids 
should clearly explain the reasons for the sampling and the 
methodology used. They also should clearly describe any 
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qualitative selection criteria. Clear descriptions make users more 
fully aware of what was done, why it was done, how it was done 
and, when applicable, where they can find the other elements of the 
series. 

After the initial sample has been accessioned, the archivist should 
determine whether researchers are using the records, how they are 
using them, and what complaints, if any, they have about what was 
and was not retained. If the records are from a continuing series, 
it is quite possible in time, to change the disposition andlor provide 
for the interna; disposal of the quantitative and/or qualitative 
portions of the series. 

CONCLUSION 

Sampling records for appraisal is an excellent method to determine 
the value of a series and the files withie it. It may be a time 
consuming process, but when used appropriately, it is well worth 
the effort. 

Quantitative sampling and qualitative selections of records for 
retention are effective methods to determine the disposition of the 
great volume of some series of records. They also reflect a 
growing realization, because of costs associated, with preserving 
large bodies of records, that not everything can be saved, and also 
that within some series, only some case files should be saved. 

Archival purists dismiss sampling by saying that if part of a series 
is worth retaining then the whole series.should be retained. They 
argue that selective retention within a series is "tampering" with the 
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integrity of the series. They base this on the belief. that the 
integrity of the series always should be maintained and the files 
kept in their context. This argument also is based on past misuses 
of sampling such as vague or subjective qualitative criteria such as 
all "significant" cases. Frequently in the past, neither archivists 
nor researchers were satisfied with the disposition decisions, the 
selection criteria or the samples retained. The present, more fully 
developed sampling criteria should reduce their anxiety about the 
decisions that are made. 

Disposition decisions involving quantitative samples and qualitative 
selections should be undertaken thoughtfully and should not be 
adopted unless there is no alternative solution. Sampling should be 
implemented infrequently. It should result from careful 
consideration of the disposition options and determination that the 
universe meets the criteria developed above for quantitative 
sampling. 

Leonard Rapport, in his article "In the Valley of Decision: What 
to do about the Multitude of Files of Quasi Cases" in the Spring 
1985 American Archivist, observed that when appraising records 
there is "one immutable law: there are no perfect appraisals and the 
best appraisal is the one that does the least harm." Thus in doing 
the appraisal as well as deciding what, if anything, should be 
retained, archivists always need to look at all the possibilities and 
then act and decide with the intent of doing the least harm to their 
collections or to the researchers they serve. Knowing full well that 
not every appraisal will be perfect, the archivist can nonetheless, 
be confident that the decisions were reached with a full knowledge 
of the appraisal and disposition options, which include quantitative 
sampling and qualitative selection. 
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