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“POSTCUSTODIAL THEORY OF ARCHIVES: THE IDEA 
THAT ARCHIVISTS WILL NO LONGER PHYSICALLY 
ACQUIRE AND MAINTAIN RECORDS, BUT THAT THEY WILL 
PROVIDE MANAGEMENT OVERSIGHT FOR RECORDS 
THAT WILL REMAIN IN THE CUSTODY OF THE RECORD 
CREATORS.”

Society of American Archivists. Postcustodial theory of archives [definition]. Glossary of 
Archival and Records Terminology.



Digitize-and-
Return 
/
Scan-and-
Return
Projects

Images: EPA IT/IM Directive Procedure, ”Digitization (Scanning) 
Procedure.” 2021. https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-

08/documents/2155-p-05.0.pdf



Brigham Young University’s First Foray: 
The History in Your Attic project

■ Yearly community off-site scanning 
events around Utah

■ Curator-directed, hosted by 
community organizations

■ Staffed by metadata and scanning 
personnel

■ Donor received copy, BYU displays a 
copy in CONTENTdm and the 
Mountain West Digital Library 
(MWDL), and preserves a copy in 
Rosetta



Samples



Samples



Reoccuring
Hiccups

■ Engaged community partners are 
crucial

■ Scanning locations need ++ outlets 
and good WiFi

■ Metadata collection via interviews: 
our only shot, usually

■ Metadata organization entails a lot 
of work post-event

■ Scrapbook items defy easy 
identifier assignment

■ Mixed interest from partner 
institutions and leadership



HOW DOES POST-
CUSTODIAL DIGITIZATION 

WORK WITH OTHER 
COLLECTIONS?



DIGITIZE-AND-RETURN WORKFLOW 
TASK FORCE
■ Main issue to resolve: 

Security and tracking issues
■ Membership: 

– Curators
– Metadata and cataloging 

specialists
– Collection management
– Digitization
– Digital preservation



WHAT RIGHTS DO WE HAVE?

■ Digital Preservation Rights
– Covered by Gift Agreement?

■ Copyright
■ Third-party Privacy Rights
■ Importance of thorough reviews
■ Need to take all risks seriously, no matter how small



COPYRIGHT RISKS
■ Easier to determine, more 

crucial to make sure secured
■ Cannot fall back on “good 

faith” efforts or take down 
procedures

■ Avoided through contracts 
and agreements

■ Do not scan copyrighted 
material if lender is not 
creator

■ Relinquishing copyright may 
devalue collection 



RISK OF THIRD-PARTY PRIVACY RIGHTS

■ Less obvious than copyright
■ Can include anything by or 

about someone who is not the 
lender – letters, photographs, 
journal entries, etc.

■ Governed more by ethics and 
policy

■ Some states have privacy laws



CRITERIA FOR LOW-RISK PROJECTS

■ Is scanning in violation of 
agreement?

■ Did the person signing agreement 
create materials?

■ Any items with registered copyright?
■ How old are the items? – Older the 

better! (pre-1926)
■ Are the items valuable or from 

prominent people?



RISKS IN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

■ Tracking and security of 
loaned materials

■ Metadata creation 
■ Digital preservation and 

storage



WHO APPROVES THESE REQUESTS?

■ Acquisition + Digitization 
Project

■ Acquisitions = Special 
Collections Development 
Committee

■ Digitization Projects = 
Reformatting Committee



RIGHTS MANAGEMENT OPTIONS: NONE 
WITHOUT RISK
■ Rights Transfer

– 1994 MultiCultural Archive project at Virginia Commonwealth University 
– Did not collect any permissions or rights agreements until halfway 

through project
– Subsequently transferred copyright to VCU

■ Rights Permission, License, or Loan
– UNLV’s ongoing “Scan-and-return” processes
- A “loan reproduction agreement,” as opposed to a deed of gift, secures 

permission for UNLV to “store, use, and distribute the reproductions,” 
but does not guarantee digitization or long-term stewardship

- MOU with donor organizations that will plan to use the archive as its 
repository

■ The University of Texas, Austin “essentially purchase[s] the resulting digital 
files”. Image: https://www.seekpng.com/ipng/u2e6a9t4y3u2i1q8_lock-and-

key-royalty-free-vector-clip-art/



BYU’S HISTORY IN YOUR 
ATTIC DONOR AGREEMENT

■ Damage waiver

■ Reproduction and and public display 
rights granted to Brigham Young 
University and Mountain West Digital 
Library



RIGHTS MANAGEMENT 
CONTINUED

■ “Agreements … are not 
always based on the 
rights of peoples but 
more on contracts and 
licenses, which in 
many cases can lead 
to the economic 
exploitation.”–Britz & 
Lor

■ Are there other options 
besides contracts that 
would mitigate risk for 
both donor and 
memory institution?

Image: https://helloendless.com/make-self-
contract-personal-goals/



METADATA DILEMMAS

■ The potential for poorly-
described digital 
documents to become 
undiscoverable, 
intellectually lost, and “their 
authenticity unverifiable 
and their context unclear” 
is significant. 

Image: https://www.logicforce.com/2019/05/17/how-to-choose-the-best-
document-management-system/



METADATA 
DILEMMAS: To 
perform authority 
work or not to 
perform authority 
work?

– Memory institutions may lend their “formal 
knowledge of technical and management standards” 
to digitizing project managers. 

– History in Your Attic finding aids were DACS-
compliant, contained both authority and descriptive 
metadata, including a full subject analysis at the 
series and subseries levels.

– Washington State University’s The Plateau Peoples’ 
Web Portal ”Mukurtu Core”

– The South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA) 
seeks to “share archival descriptive authority with its 
community.”
■ Donors fill out a spreadsheet template, online users 

may comment
■ This method, while perhaps limiting their funding 

qualifications, “counters the symbolic annihilation of 
South Asian Americans in archives by allowing their 
voices to be heard” in the descriptions

Image: https://gcn.com/Articles/2019/03/27/digital-card-
catalog.aspx?m=1



WHERE WE ARE TODAY

■ Focus on low-hanging fruit, least 
risky
– How to define?

■ Separate agreement form vs. 
Modify existing form

■ Approval process
■ And many other issues left to 

resolve!
IS THERE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL?



Your 
perspectives 
are welcomed!
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