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Abstract. This paper intends to analyze and discuss the matter of responsibility for long-

term digital preservation. The reason for this is that previous research has shown that for 

the moment the responsibility many times rests solely with archivists (Runardotter, 2007). 

This is a rather problematic scenario, considering that their professional background 

builds on archival theory, and that archivists are recognized as being connected with 

paper, or analogue, media. We thus concentrate on archivists’ current situation and the 

impact of information technology and long-term digital preservation on the same. We start 

with analyzing archivists’ current situation from three arenas – the local, the managerial 

and the national. Based on this we discuss constructions of archivists in relation to 

information technology, whether archivists are regarded as keepers or facilitators, and 

what kind of actor role archivists are assigned. Finally we discuss what the constructions 

imply concerning the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. We have found that 

archivists and national policies have a rather coherent view. The responsibility for long-

term digital preservation should rest with management, and archival matters should be 

approached in a pro-active manner. Archival matters are a concern for the organization 

per se, and cooperation and coordination of responsibility issues is necessary. Finally, 

archivists should be participating actors in IT and long-term digital preservation matters, 

and focus on facilitating access to archival material. 
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Introduction  

Information technology (IT) has made it possible to produce more recorded 

information than humans have ever done – and people do. But today much of this 

information is less accessible than ever before, or even lost, and it is easy to agree 

with Duranti (2000) that this is one of the ironies of the information age. 

Archivists have traditionally been regarded as keepers of the societal memory 

(Cook, 1997). They were supposed to keep archival material intact and care for it. 

Therefore it might not be surprising that this view still exists, and that archivists 

nowadays are expected, both by themselves as well as others, to take on the 

challenge to keep digital records for long-term. A plausible consequence of this 

expectation would be to involve archivists in issues concerning IT and 

information systems (IS) in organizations, since this is the technology through 

which digital records are produced. Many archival theorists claim that archivists 

must have a pro-active role and be involved when IT-systems are to be bought, or 

(re)designed and implemented (see e.g. Bearman, 1994; Cook, 1997; Dollar, 

1992; Duranti, 2001; ICA, 2005). In addition, this is in line with the underlying 

ideas in participatory design, that focus on use or work practices increase both 

mutual learning between designers and users, and the advantage of motivated 

users of the systems (see e.g. Bratteteig, 2004; Bødker, Kensing & Simonsen, 

2004, Gärtner & Wagner, 1996; Runardotter, 2007).  

This is however not what it looks like in many Swedish organizations when it 

comes to digital archival matters. On the contrary, many archivists are not invited 

or asked for opinions when organizations’ computer-based information systems 

are on the agenda (Runardotter, 2007). If archivists had a more pro-active role and 

were involved in organizational systems design, archivists could more easily 

move towards a role as facilitator, as suggested by Cook (1997). This means that 

archivists should focus on access, not mere preservation (Menne-Haritz, 2001). 

However, preservation is a prerequisite for access, therefore the intention should 

be to preserve, or keep, the digital records for viable futures, not just keeping the 

records intact.  

Although not involved in IT issues, many archivists act as if long-term digital 

preservation is their responsibility, insofar that they are the ones who are attentive 

to and raise the issue. According to the Swedish Archives Act (SFS 1990:782, 4§) 

every authority is responsible for the care of its archives, unless an archival 

authority has taken over the responsibility. Hence, it is the authority that is 

responsible. But the question remains – whom at the authority should be 

responsible for digital archives and long-term digital preservation? In practice the 

responsibility issue is muddy, one archivist that took part in one of our studies 



Runardotter, Mirijamdotter, Mörtberg 

Proceedings of the 30th Information Systems Research Seminar in Scandinavia IRIS 2007 3 

stated that “… in my county council the responsibility for IT issues and long-term 

digital preservation is very unclear. Who owns the question?”  (Runardotter, 

2007). Moreover, many organizations seem to have placed the responsibility for 

long-term digital preservation with the archivists. This can of course be regarded 

as natural since the preservation of information is the fundamental reason for the 

archival profession. But we wonder whether it is adequate to place the entire 

responsibility for long-term digital preservation on one professional group, that is 

archivists, considering that digital material is kept within a technology that is 

unfamiliar to many archivists but also that this is an issue for connecting present 

events with the future. The archivists we have interviewed were certainly seeking 

support and cooperation, and meant that IT-personnel and management also must 

acknowledge the matter (Runardotter, 2007).  

Hence, for the purpose of this paper our focus is on the responsibility for long-

term digital preservation. Our aim is to analyze where the responsibility for long-

term digital preservation is found and expected to be found, according to 

archivists and national policy documents respectively. We intend to identify what 

similarities and differences can be found between the archivists’ views and 

national policies, and what consequences does this bring along.  

The reasons for our interest in these matters stem from our concern that if 

archivists in different organizations are the only ones expected to secure the 

preservation of digital records, long-term digital preservation is jeopardized. 

Instead we argue that cooperation among different professional groups is 

fundamental, if information about our contemporary society will be accessible in 

the future.  

The analysis in this paper is based on four different studies. The first is 

participatory observations and involved following an authority archivist in her 

daily work. This took place from April 2005 until June 2006. The second study 

consists of a brainstorming conducted by 34 participants at a conference for 

county council archivists in December 2005. Thirdly, a future workshop with 6 

archivists and one registrar was carried through in March 2006, and finally, in 

April 2006 a focus group interview was done, with 3 persons that work at an 

existing e-archive1. Hence, our analysis and discussion is based on the stories 

these archivists have told us. 

The outline of the paper looks as follows: first we describe our analysis 

method. Thereafter we provide the current situation as described by the 

interviewed archivists and in theories. We then describe and analyze archivists’ 

view of the local and managerial arenas, followed by an analysis of national 

policies. Then we discuss our findings – that is how archivists are constructed and 

the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. Finally we draw our 

conclusions and provide some suggestions for further research.  

                                                 
1  For a more detailed description of the different studies, see Runardotter (2007). 
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Methods for Analysis 

We intend to analyze where the responsibility for long-term digital preservation is 

found today, and where it should be found, according to the interviewed archivists 

and national policy documents. Hence, the analysis is based on archivists own 

stories and analysis of the Government bill Arkivfrågor (Archival Issues, Prop. 

2004/05:124), and the Swedish Government Official Reports Arkiv för alla – nu 

och i framtiden (Archives for everyone – now and in the future, SOU 2002:78), 

and Ordning och reda bland offentliga handlingar (Orderliness among official 

records, SOU 2002:97). Our analysis will examine how archivists themselves and 

national policy documents talk/write, or not talk/write of archivists and the 

responsibility for long-term digital preservation.  

For the analysis of responsibility we will use a framework by Gärtner & 

Wagner (1996), which is developed in order to make it possible to discuss the 

political and organizational context of design and participation. The reason for 

using it is that it provides us a framework that covers three arenas in which 

national policies are interpreted and translated. The framework is described 

below.  

Using Arenas for Mapping Actors and Agendas 

Gärtner & Wagner (1996) observes that the Scandinavian approach of 

participatory design is supported by a strong tradition of workplace democracy. 

However, they argue that political issues seem to have vanished in favor of the 

partnership between designers and future systems users. Therefore they provide a 

framework that enables discussion of the political and organizational context of 

design and participation. The framework involves actor networks, where 

asymmetrical power relations are a concern.  

According to Gärtner & Wagner (1996) the arenas for participation and space 

for action are Arena A – where the design of work and systems takes place, Arena 

B – where organizational frameworks for action are designed, and Arena C – the 

political arena. Important to remember is that the arenas exist in parallel and 

influence each other, and not necessarily forms a top down hierarchy (Elovaara, 

2004). Hence, control, steering, etc. might come from any one of the arenas. For 

example, changes in legislation (the political arena) will affect the local level, but 

the latter might interpret and implement an adjusted or adapted version. Following 

this, “… perhaps Arena A is also a space for resistance or re-negotiation of the 

ideas developed and worked out in arenas B and C” (Elovaara, 2004, p. 133).  

Arena A is where specific systems are designed, and the concrete work with 

enhancing things such as workplace skills and working conditions takes place. 

The agenda of (re)designing work and technical systems involve issues such as 

skills, procedures, communication and cooperation, but also dependency and 
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automation. Negotiations concerning productivity and social agreements happen 

in Arena B, and are conducted by actors that represent groups both from within 

and outside the organization. Participation is indirect and eventual conflicts are 

regulated in a more institutionalized way. Moreover, Arena B constitutes the 

location where conflicts are diagnosed, questioned and redesigned. Finally, at 

Arena C negotiations of the general legal and political framework takes place. 

This involves the establishment of norms for work-related issues, norms that often 

are culturally specific. However, this arena increasingly involves global spaces, 

since we live in a world where the flow of people, money, goods, information and 

technical systems is becoming more and more common. Actors are not necessarily 

spatially and culturally close to one another and transnational regulations address 

domains of human practice (Gärtner & Wagner, 1996). 

Archivists Current Situation 

In Sweden the principle of free access to public records as stated in the Freedom 

of the Press Act (SFS 1949:105) together with archival activities provides the 

foundation for archives. To have freedom of the press is regarded important to 

research and culture, but also to an open, democratic society in general 

(Gränström, 2005). This means that archives have become an important source of 

scientific and technical knowledge, roots and memory, and the identity of people, 

families, social groups, enterprises, and public and private communities (Delmas, 

2001). The archival idea is thus to provide a societal memory, which means that 

archives are more than information (Cook, 1997). In archives we find both 

evidence of the organizations’ transactions and the cultural heritage (Bearman, 

1994; Dollar, 1992).  

To arrange and describe archives, build structures and processes around 

archival matters, plan and control records management, and inform, support, and 

educate are activities that are involved in archivists’ work practices. The practice 

also includes providing records and other requested documents to citizens who 

ask for them. As long as this happened in a solely paper-based environment it all 

went on smoothly. But today archivists have to navigate between old and new 

technologies, with a mix of paper-based and digital records, which make their 

work situation rather chaotic (Barata & Cain, 2001).  

Archivists work is to a large extent regulated by the principle of provenance, 

which states that archives must be kept carefully separated and are neither to be 

mixed with other archives nor placed in artificial arrangements based on 

chronology, geography or subject. The arrangement of archives must be based on 

the original order or organisation of the archival collection (Cook, 1997). Dollar 

(1992) states that the provenance principle means to know where a document was 

created, in what process, to what end, for whom, when and how it was received by 

the addressee and how it came into our hands.  
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Appraisal is another important concept for archivists, and it can be regarded as 

systematic methodologies for the selection of records of archival value (Dollar, 

1992). Today, when people produce born-digital records and handle multimedia 

systems, geographic information systems, integrated relational databases and 

complex databases that cross organisational boundaries, it is not possible to focus 

on master files or historical files as was possible when it came to machine-

readable records. The integrated nature of databases and complex systems 

undermines the notion of the uniqueness of a computer’s ability to process and 

link. Dollar (1992) claims that there is need to formulate other appraisal criteria 

and introduce them into the design of computer systems. 

According to the in total 45 persons2 that have taken part in the research 

underlying this paper, their current situation, which embraces long-term digital 

preservation, is distinguished by several difficulties. The areas where the 

difficulties are found are: work activities – cooperation and communication – 

organisation – professional roles and competences – resources – attitudes – IT – 

laws and regulations3. In short, regarding work activities the greatest difficulty is 

how to work with digital archives, archivists simply do not know how to carry on 

this task. In order to safeguard records, many print paper copies, to ascertain that 

it will remain for the long-term. Cooperation and communication between 

different professional groups, around long-term digital preservation is non-

existing in many organizations. Especially this concerns archivists and IT-

personnel, but also management. For example, the archivists meant that archivists 

and IT-personnel cannot talk with each other, and even when they use the same 

words they mean different things.  

Organization has, according to archivists, to do with that their organizations 

are neither adapted nor prepared for long-term digital preservation. The issue is 

not on the agenda yet. Many archivists express insecurity regarding their 

professional role and competence. They are not clear over what they need to 

know of systems development and/or systems design themselves, and mean that 

different professional groups in the organization needs more knowledge in 

archival theory, laws and regulations. That archives lack of resources is also 

expressed by archivists. Time, money and personnel would help. The attitudes 

towards archivists, archives and archiving are negative, argue archivists. They are 

regarded out-dated and old-fashioned, low prioritized and neglected, and 

archivists are mainly associated with paper. When it comes to IT several 

difficulties arise, such as digital records are not regarded as official records, how 

and when should e.g. websites be preserved, the computer based systems should 

be able to “do more”, systems are not integrated or coordinated etc. Finally, IT has 

                                                 
2  These 45 persons are mainly archivists; all 45 are involved in long-term digital preservation at their 

organizations. The organizations, in turn, covers authorities, municipalities and the 21 Swedish county 
councils (http://www.kgab.se/mpn/landstng.htm [2007-05-21] 

3  For a more detailed description of the different areas, see Runardotter (2007).  
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got another consequence – the respect for laws and regulations is declining. 

Legislation is by archivists regarded as inconsequential and ambiguous.  

Archivists’ View of the Local Arena 

Archivists work is to a high degree regulated by traditional archival concepts such 

as provenance, appraisal and original. Thus, they have knowledge of archival 

theory, but also of relevant archival laws and regulations (Runardotter, 2007). We 

argue that inherent in archival concepts is a view of the paper-based archive, since 

the concepts are developed when the paper-based archive was the only type of 

archive. Also, laws and regulations lag behind and are not fully adapted for the 

digital era, even if this work is ongoing. This means that archivists in many cases 

follows and accomplishes their work practice based on slightly old-fashioned 

theories, laws and regulations. Few of the interviewed archivists questioned the 

relevance of the concepts or whether e.g. appraisal needs to be revised, adapted or 

treated differently when it comes to digital objects. However, one archivist noted 

that there are “Problems with appraisal in older systems”.  

Original is somehow different though, because they are aware of the 

possibilities that IT brings along, such as faster and easier access and availability 

to digital objects. The problematic around what constitutes the original is 

therefore more or less accepted. However, archivists own knowledge in laws and 

regulations is not the problem, but as two archivists expressed it, “to get the legal 

to function at work”, and “to get the organization to work in accordance with the 

guidelines that actually exists” is harder.  

What differs between archivists and other professionals is that besides using 

IT, they are supposed to take care of the information held within the same 

technology. The information to be cared for and preserved exists in a technology 

with which archivists feel unfamiliar. Hence, they can no longer feel content that 

the digital information in the organizational systems is trustworthy, authentic, 

reliable or accessible in the future. As an example, one county council archivist at 

the archival conference stated “561 IT-systems and databases. No appraisal plans, 

no documentation and no plan of how to treat personal information”. Today these 

archivists know that official records such as web pages are lost, since they do not 

have a clue of how to preserve them. As a consequence of this many of the 

archivists think that they need more knowledge in systems development and 

technical issues in general.  

Archivists are expected to preserve (and use) organizational IT-systems, but 

many times archivists have neither taken part in the purchase process, nor been 

asked for what needs to be considered from archival perspective regarding IT-

systems. Reasons for this could be their unclear role, and low status in the 

organization and the fact that archivists are regarded to deal with paper, as they 

themselves express it. Another reason is that archiving is low prioritized in the 
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organizations. Moreover, many organizations face lack of integration and 

coordination of their many systems. One archivist stated “Purchase of IT-systems 

has been strongly decentralized, which has resulted in an amount of systems that 

cannot communicate”. In addition, the interviewed archivists claim that many 

systems would be able to do more, which shows the lack of archival concerns 

when systems are bought or (re)designed. Almost every interviewed archivist is 

certain of the need for cooperation and communication, and they convey the 

overall impression that if this was to be established, the situation would change 

profoundly. But a lot of archivists express similar concerns as the archivists that 

said that “IT-personnel run their own race without concern for archiving, 

preservation and appraisal” and that it is, as another archivist argued, “Difficult 

with impact and attention for archivists’ knowledge and competence”. Hence, one 

problem is “System developers. I do not want to run after them all the time”.  

To sum up this section – what thoughts do archivists express concerning long-

term digital preservation and responsibility? We argue that the archivists we have 

met look to the future with confidence, but they are convinced that it demands 

cooperation to accomplish and secure long-term digital preservation. They lack 

competence and knowledge, and one archivist asked “What competence in IT and 

long-term digital preservation archivists should have?” At the same time 

archivists claim that other involved professionals do not realize or pay attention to 

long-term digital preservation – one of the interviewed explained that “systems 

are sometimes implemented without consideration of archival and preservation 

aspects”. Another issues archivists has pointed at is that soon as information 

becomes digital, the responsibility is taken over by other professionals. 

“Archivists should only care for paper, is a common attitude” as one archivist 

expressed it, and therefore archivists are shut out when IT and digital records are 

on the agenda. Hence, the current situation worries archivists since they claim that 

other professionals neglect archival as well as long-term digital preservation 

issues. 

Archivists’ View of the Management Arena 

Some archivists meant that archivists have to market themselves in order to 

counteract that they are neglected. Archives are regarded as a service function, 

since others expect immediate help when wanted, i.e. archivists are expected to 

leave whatever they are doing and answer any requests immediately. To regard 

archives as a service function is of course not wrong – they are. But archives are 

more than that – organizational archives can fill the role of evidence of 

transactions, and organizational memory. As such they also have a wider 

importance than merely service.  

The archivists argue that most other professionals in the organizations involved 

in records management neither have insight in archival matters nor do they see 
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archives as carriers of memory. It is hard to secure that the records management 

process runs smoothly, i.e. that those administrators or other personnel expected 

to conduct certain archiving tasks know exactly what to do. According to one 

archivist there is no “coordinated or overall view, regarding technology and 

activities” and another said that there is “No organization or technology (or 

competence) for how to receive digital archives”. To be the only archivist in an 

organization with almost 1500 employees, as is the situation for the authority 

archivist we have followed, implies that engagement and interest as well as 

support from management are essential, she stated. But this is something she 

experience that she does not get.  

Archival routines and methods are not well known, archiving is not an ongoing 

activity and even if templates exist they are not obvious for people who do not 

know archiving. Moreover, “the respect for laws and regulations is declining”, 

according to one archivist, and not found among others in their organizations, e.g. 

digital documents are not regarded as official documents, said the authority 

archivist. Hence, the need of at least some knowledge in archival theory concerns 

all in the organization.  

Moreover, cooperation, communication, long-term strategies and a common 

and coherent view on the matter is missing in many organizations today. Most 

digital archiving is conducted ad hoc, and in order to secure the mission of 

preservation, many archivists declared that they print out on paper to be sure that 

official documents will prevail.  

To end the analysis of Arena B – most of the organizations in our studies do 

not have a genuine and thorough strategy for long-term preservation, they have 

not succeeded to establish cooperation in their organization around the matter and 

it is not clear who should be responsible for this. Instead the archivists in our 

studies gave expression that it is them that, rather alone, struggle for the 

preservation of digital material for long-term. 

National policies 

In the Swedish Government Official Report SOU 2002:78 is stated that long-term 

digital preservation and digital material puts greater demands on authority 

archivists. Therefore, further education for archivists is a precondition if digital 

archival material is to be managed and preserved in a purposeful and safe way. 

Hence, archivists are regarded to need competence in systems development, 

process analysis and modeling. The responsibility for further education should 

rest with archival authorities. It is also argued that archivists’ professional role is 

not homogenous, and specialization is an option.   

Technological development has changed the conditions for archival authorities, 

e.g. do digital archives facilitate access for citizens (SOU 2002:78; Prop. 

2004/05:124). Despite this, IT can never replace an engaged and knowledgeable 
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person – hence positions as archival pedagogues are suggested. They should be a 

resource for the entire archival sector and cooperate with libraries, museums and 

different organizations (SOU 2002:78). 

IT raises the importance of taking measures in an earlier stage than paper, since 

it is not possible to organize digital material afterwards (SOU 2002:97). At 

national level IT is regarded as a means that facilitates and makes archival 

activities more efficient, it expand the overview of, as well as the accessibility to, 

archival material, according to the Government Bill (Prop. 2004/05:124).  

In SOU 2002:97 it is argued that increased knowledge of regulations 

concerning the right to access to official documents is needed among both 

administrations and the public. The report clearly states that all personnel must 

have knowledge of archival regulations, and be able to apply them in their 

ordinary activities. Moreover, it is obvious that it is authorities’ management that 

are responsible for securing that the principle of free access to official documents 

has impact in their ordinary activities, and that their personnel has adequate 

knowledge – and use it. Finally, management holds the responsibility to make 

sure that accessibility and insight into the authorities’ affairs are not negatively 

affected by organizational changes or new technical solutions (SOU 2002:97). 

Hence, accessibility is regarded as a direct result of IT and an issue in all three 

documents analyzed. The work for accessibility of archival material must be 

strengthened (Prop. 2004/05:124). 

Digital archival material and the public sectors effort for a coherent e-

government, with its service oriented approach towards citizens, place new 

demands of every authority’s archival activities and functions. Common standards 

and norms for archives are regarded to secure the coherent e-government. To 

bring forth these standards and norms should be the responsibility of a supervisory 

authority. Moreover, archives are regarded as fundamental, if Sweden will live up 

to its intention of e-government (SOU 2002:78). Connected to this we find the 

suggestion of a technically neutral regulation that provides a good structure 

among official documents in order to provide for the principal of free access to 

official documents. This regulation would state that authorities should organize 

official documents so that a clear separation of official documents from other can 

be done. Official documents should be presented as when they arrived at the 

authority, and be presented in such a way that the process of which they were part 

is reproduced (SOU 2002:97).  

The investigators draw the conclusion that municipalities and county councils 

have not had the same resources, especially within the digital area (SOU 

2002:72), as the Swedish National Archives and the Regional Archives. This 

indicates that at national level there is awareness of the lack of resources among 

archival creators identified in our studies. In SOU 2002:78 is argued that 

contemporary financial and personal resources are not satisfying  among archival 

authorities, which cannot manage and safeguard digital information produced 
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within official administration today. In a prolonged perspective there will arise 

new principles for how archives come up, administers and are made accessible in 

the public sector (SOU 2002:78).  

Concerning digital archiving cooperation is mentioned. Archival authorities 

must take part in development work, and cooperate with other archives and 

archive creating authorities (Prop. 2004/05:124). The cooperation needs to 

revolve around development of methods and routines for digital archives, and 

how digital material can be prepared for transfer to the archival authority (SOU 

2002:78). Archives, libraries and museums and other authorities and 

organizations, both public and private, should be part of the cooperation (Prop. 

2004/05:124). The methods needed are for information- and system analyses, and 

metadata connected to authenticity and appraisal. At national level a common 

infrastructure for the entire official administration is wanted, e.g. databases should 

function together in a safe and rational way. Pro-activity is necessary – the 

possibilities to preserve digital information is settled early in the information life 

cycle, states SOU 2002:78. In addition, electronic documents must be organized 

so they are searchable and easy to find (SOU 2002:97). In SOU 2002:97 is also 

added a new regulation concerning appraisal needs, since contemporary law does 

not take into account digital objects. In Prop. 2004/05:124 is also argued that IT 

should be developed in international cooperation.  

Finally, at national level long-term digital preservation is an issue for 

everybody, i.e. the Swedish National Archives and the Ministry of Education, 

Research and Culture cannot alone handle the matter. Instead SOU 2002:78 

argues that the question must embrace all ministries, and be defined as a concern 

for the entire official administration. Long-term planning and preservation 

strategies are needed, that are synchronized with the e-government as well as 

library and museum efforts for long-term digital preservation. Overall, IT is 

regarded a tool for making archival activities easier and more efficient, and it 

provides an increased overview over archival material (Prop. 2004/05:124).  

Discussion  

In this section we will discuss where the responsibility for long-term digital 

preservation is found and expected to be found according the interviewed 

archivists, and national policy documents. What similarities and differences can 

be found between the archivists’ views and national policies? What consequences 

does this bring along? We also discuss whether archivists are constructed as 

keepers or as facilitators, and what kind of actor role they are assigned in relation 

to information technology. Finally we will discuss implications of this regarding 

the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. 
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Constructions of Archivists 

What is meant by preservation? In an archival context, and concerning analogue 

records, it could be to make sure that the material in good shape and conserving it 

over time, thus keeping it. We use the term keeper as a definition for a view of 

archivists as those expected to solely retain archival material, a paper-based view 

that lacks the understanding of the impact of IT on archives, and possibilities that 

the technology brings along. By facilitator we refer to a view influenced by the 

impact of IT, and thereby a view of archivists as those holding the intellectual 

control over (analogue and digital) archival material, and acts as mediators, that is 

facilitates, access to this material (Cook, 1997). In other words, facilitator is to be 

interpreted as an extension of a keeper, keeper is inherent in facilitator.  

In order to keep archival material there are two strategies from which to 

choose: care for the original and lend it to the customers, risking the status of the 

original, or provide users with a reproduction as a means of preserving and caring 

for the original. Archivists are well aware of what is expected of them, this as an 

example of their embodied knowledge (Haraway, 1991; Jansson, Mörtberg & 

Berg, 2007) – archivists know archiving, archival theory and regulations by heart. 

We argue that archivists construct themselves mainly as keepers, archivists still 

think in a paper based way. They are protecting and securing the information they 

are supposed to preserve, keep it intact, and cared for. This task is needed also in 

the future, since it could be said to constitute the archival idea, of evidence and 

memory (Bearman, 1994; Cook, 1997).  

When it comes to digital records the question of what constitutes the original is 

fuzzier. Media fragility and technological obsolescence means that the term 

preservation, as applied to electronic records, no longer refers to the protection of 

the medium of the records but to that of their meaning and trustworthiness as 

records (Duranti, 2000). And the most important question is whether or not to 

focus on the future, that is, whether archives should be closed or opened? 

(Menne-Haritz, 2001). In other words, preservation strategies have to respect 

records potential usefulness for interpretation and reflect on how to keep them 

visible or re-constructable. This involves stabilizing traces that emerge from 

common activities and communication during the birth of the records (Menne-

Haritz, 2001). Preserving traces that facilitate interpretation becomes an important 

task for archivists. When it comes to electronic preservation, the consequence is 

that records must be kept unchanged, but there is also a need to prepare for re-

constructability of the original contexts (Menne-Haritz, 2001). If we are to 

interpret this as a work activity for facilitators, this work has only just begun. 

Archivists do not have the intellectual control over digital records, since a great 

deal of this information is lost today. But the work has started and is ongoing.  

 At the management arena we can state that many organizations have only 

begun to realize the importance of starting the (re)design of their archives. 

Moreover, they have not secured that different IT-systems are compatible. It 
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would therefore be easy to argue that among personnel at management level there 

is no awareness of all the implications long-term digital preservation brings along. 

Not involving archivists when it comes to IT issues, shows that organizations do 

not realize the need for a common effort in this matter, that is, they do not secure 

that their systems are prepared for and contain all the information needed in order 

to safeguard organizational evidence and societal memory. Moreover, other 

personnel still regard archivists to be keepers – keepers of paper-based, or 

analogue media.  

This implies that if we are to focus on long-term digital preservation for future 

access, and if this is most urgent to deal with if we are to secure the societal 

memory and cultural heritage for future generations, then the consequences of not 

dealing with the issues of archival matters and long-term digital preservation are 

not fully understood among involved persons in organizations, such as 

management and IT personnel. Other professional groups in the organizations 

involved in our studies, mainly management and IT personnel, do not take on the 

responsibility for long-term digital preservation.  

But awareness is rising. The authority is definitely starting to pay attention 

towards digital archives, the Archival Conference invited us from the LDP project 

as speakers, the Future Workshop participants attended because of consciousness 

of the matter, and the county council e-archive has really made an effort in order 

to deal with the issue. Apart from this there are other initiatives around Sweden, 

such as the projects REDA4, AGDA5 and SVEP6. From this we would say that in 

Sweden long-term digital preservation is in a start up phase, and much is to be 

expected in the future.  

What does it look like at national level, then? What view of archivists can be 

discerned? First and foremost, in the three national policy documents access is a 

watchword (SOU 2002:78; SOU 2002:97; Prop, 2004/5:124). This would imply 

that in order to make digital records accessible, we should need facilitators, and 

these should be archivists – and even more specific, archival pedagogues (SOU 

2002:78). In SOU 2002:78 it is clear that authority archivists need education in 

systems development – hence, archivists should be competent in IT. Hence, at 

national level the view on archivists is more blurred. Perhaps the interpretation 

should be that the view of archivists as keepers is still present, but the wish to 

change this view towards facilitators is obvious. Even if archivists become 

facilitators, as is the intention in the policy documents, there is awareness of the 

need for archival regulations among all personnel, and the public (SOU 2002:97). 

                                                 
4  Information about the project available at 

  http://dspace.slu.se:8080/dspace/bitstream/123456789/48/1/REDA+f%3Frstudierapport+slutlig.pdf   

5  Information about the project available at 

  http://dspace.slu.se:8080/dspace/bitstream/123456789/47/1/Slutrapporten+ver.3.doc  

6  Information about the project available at http://www.svep-projekt.se/preservation/.  
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When mentioning responsibility, SOU 2002:97 places this on management. It is 

management that should secure that access to official records is possible.  

What are not explicitly mentioned in the national policy documents, though, 

are IT-departments and IT-personnel. System developers are not explicitly 

included, neither as a resource, nor as an asset, when it comes to long-term digital 

preservation. The general statement is that everybody should be included (i.e. 

citizens should have access to easily accessed search tools), but concerning the 

actual work to be carried out for long-term digital preservation in organizations, 

IT-personnel is not mentioned. There is need to develop methods for information 

analyses, as well as systems analyses by archival creating authorities and other 

official archival institutions (SOU 2002:78), but whether IT-personnel should be 

included in this work is not clearly stated.  

Important to note, however, is that archival authorities with a supervisory role, 

such as the Swedish National Archives, has its own IT-department. The policy 

documents analyzed in this paper probably rests on an implicit presupposition that 

the Swedish National Archives covers the systems design and technology aspect. 

Additionally important is that the policy declared by the government must be 

translated and negotiated in the different practices by people who are involved in 

the practices (Gansmo, 2003). We claim that the one who receives information 

from the Swedish National Archives at local level is the archivists, not systems 

developers. It is probably at the local level, where there is room for renegotiation 

of decisions made at national level, the work to spread the responsibility for long-

term digital preservation must start (Elovaara, 2004).  

To make long-term digital preservation work demands coordination to make it 

happen – cooperation between different actor such as archivists, IT personnel and 

management is necessary. This can be compared with introduction of e-

government, which causes changes in service provision, services and citizenship, 

and demands cooperation between the actors involved (Elovaara, 2004).  

Finally, what actor role are archivists assigned in relation to technology? Based 

on the studies we would say that archivists are engaged and willing to become 

involved in systems design to a much higher degree that what is today. The 

authority study showed that the archivist was well aware of shortcomings in many 

systems, and meant that better systems would be able to “do more”. In other 

words, archivists could very well regard themselves as digital actors, but they are 

not really ‘let in’, by IT-personnel. Both parts express that the others “are not 

possible to talk with”. The difference is, according to archivists, that they are 

troubled over the situation, while they describe IT-personnel as more or less 

unaware or uninterested. Maybe IT-personnel have a stronger belief in 

technology, and are less worried that the problems today will not be solved? 

However, even if this wish to be a participating actor is discernable, the fact that 

archivists and archival matters are neglected provides a view where archivists are 
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put aside. They have to do with the systems as they are, and cannot yet actively 

partake in systems design in their organizations. 

At national level the underlying message is that archivists should be more 

active in systems design. Perhaps even more since IT-personnel are absent in 

policy documents. Instead archivists should be educated (SOU 2002:78), in order 

to cope with long-term digital preservation themselves. If help is to be expected, it 

should come from archival authorities (where of course system developers could 

be a part) (Prop. 2004/5:124). To sum up, in national policy documents there is no 

awareness to be found, whether long-term digital preservation demand 

cooperation among different professional groups in an organization. The message 

in these documents is that archivists should deal with the issue, and management 

is to be held responsible for its accomplishment.  

The Responsibility for Long-term Digital Preservation 

Whom or what should be the carrier of the societal memory – archivists, or 

technology? We argue that the national discourse in many ways already has 

replaced archivists with the technology. Or put otherwise, IT has replaced 

archivists as carrier of evidence of organizational transactions and the societal 

memory. Hence the keeper of the archives today is technology. A role as 

facilitator should therefore evolve for archivists, in the sense as being the person 

who facilitates access to the material. But this is today prevented, since archivists 

are regarded as keepers – they are not able to make a difference in their 

organizations.  

To be a keeper of something is followed by a responsibility as being the one 

who secures that it endure. Therefore, it is not surprising that organizations holds 

archivists responsible for long-term digital preservation. There is thus not 

awareness of the shift in roles between archivists and IT in many organizations. 

On the other hand, not being a participating actor provides us the opposite view. If 

archivists are not allowed to have their say in the organizations’ systems 

development, where do we place the responsibility then? On archivists? Is it 

reasonable to place responsibility on a professional group that is shut out from 

anything that has to do with the technology that keeps the records they are 

expected to preserve?  

In addition, IT replaces archives as place, but this change has not really 

affected that much – maybe it will be more obvious in the future when those 

asking for records and documents might be able to search themselves, in their 

homes by their own computers. But IT also replaces the archivists as keeper. If the 

responsibility for long-term digital preservation is spread and shared among 

archivists and IT personnel, what happens then? What are the implications of 

this? The most burning questions for archivists today are perhaps what 

competence and what role would they prefer in the future? It is adequate to ask 

whether archivists should ‘give away’ all their knowledges and competence to a 
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IT system. If they do, what is left for them (Elovaara et al, 2006)? What do they 

need as facilitators?  

We have argued for the need of cooperation around responsibility for long-

term digital preservation. Both archivists and national policies place responsibility 

with management. A probable scenario is that managers are aware of this, but 

once an archivist is employed, the responsibility is transferred and the issue is 

regarded as solved. One barrier for the transition of electronic records 

management is the “inability to express archival concerns in ways which is shared 

by executives, managers, auditors or information systems specialists” (Reed, 

2000, p. 2). So the question maybe should be put otherwise – is it archivists 

responsibility to establish the cooperation around the matter of responsibility for 

long-term digital preservation? Not according to the Archives Act (SFS 

1990:782), and we agree. This is a concern for the organizations’ management 

groups, it really should be their responsibility to sort out where and who should 

take on the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. This cannot be the 

archivists alone. And of course, every organization must find their appropriate 

solution (Reed, 2000). 

Conclusions  

This paper has focused on where the responsibility for long-term digital 

preservation is found today, according to interviewed archivists and national 

policy documents. The answer on this question is based on whether archivists are 

regarded to be keepers or facilitators, as well as what role they are assigned.  We 

have mostly identified similarities between the archivists’ views and national 

policies with very few, small differences, and also discussed what consequences 

this brings along regarding the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. 

Our conclusions are as follows. 

A view of archivists as keepers moving towards facilitators can be discerned, 

this view is conveyed both by archivists themselves, as well as in national policy 

documents. However, the view is not clear cut – the interviewed archivists are 

ready to become facilitators, and this is also the underlying intention in the 

national policy documents. But to become a facilitator demands that you also are a 

participating actor in IT issues. Today the archivists we have met are not involved 

in this area. That is, they have to deal with the information systems in their 

organizations, with little to none opportunity to influence the same. This is in 

contrary to both archivists own will, and also to national policies. The 

consequence of this scenario is that too often it is solely archivists that are held 

responsible for long-term digital preservation, a situation which jeopardizes the 

same.  

We argue that the main challenges are found in the fact that when it concerns 

long-term digital preservation, cooperation and communication among different 



Runardotter, Mirijamdotter, Mörtberg 

Proceedings of the 30th Information Systems Research Seminar in Scandinavia IRIS 2007 17 

professional groups in organizations does not function properly. To get this to 

work is essential if our society is to safeguard the societal memory, and the 

cultural heritage. Moreover, in line with the national policy documents as well as 

legislation, we claim that managers must realize their responsibility and create 

preconditions for the establishment of a cooperative and coordinated diffusion of 

the responsibility for long-term digital preservation. Involved should be, at least, 

archivists and IT personnel, besides managers themselves. The reasons for this are 

that archivists know archival matters, IT personnel know the technology, and 

management actually holds the ultimate responsibility because of their 

organizational role. 

Further research 

How is the archival profession to evolve? What knowledges and competences will 

they need as actively participating actors and facilitators of future digital archives? 

These are questions that would be very interesting to explore further. 

Another tricky area to investigate would be how to raise awareness, interest 

and understanding of the long-term digital preservation challenge among 

management groups and IT personnel, hence design of organizational framework 

is important, which means that Arena B should be focused.  

Acknowledgments 

We want to thank the anonymous reviewers at the IRIS 30 Conference, whose comments, ideas and 

suggestions hopefully very much improved this paper. Others eyes on ones own work is valuable – 

one often takes ones own understandings as common, when writing. Reviewers are good at waking 

you up. Thank you all, for doing that! 

References 

Barata, Kimberly & Piers Cain (2001). “Information, Not Technology, Is Essential to 

Accountability: Electronic Records and Public-Sector Financial Management”, in The 

Information Society, Vol. 17, pp. 247-258.  

Bearman, David (1994). Electronic Evidence. Strategies for Managing Records in Contemporary 

Organizations. Archives & Museum Informatics, Pittsburgh.  

Bratteteig, Tone (2004) Making change. Dealing with relations between design and use. Doctoral 

thesis, Department of Informatics. University of Oslo.  

Bødker, Keld, Finn Kensing, & Jesper Simonsen (2004). Participatory IT Design. Designing for 

Business and Workplace Realities. The MIT Press, Massachusetts, USA.  

Cook, Terry (1997). “What is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the 

Future Paradigm Shift”, in Archivaria. Vol 43, pp. 17-63. 



Runardotter, Mirijamdotter, Mörtberg 

Proceedings of the 30th Information Systems Research Seminar in Scandinavia IRIS 2007 18 

Delmas, Bruno (2001). “Archival science facing the information society”, in Archival Science, Vol 

1, pp. 25-37. 

Dollar, Charles M (1992). Archival theory and information technologies. The impact of 

Information Technologies on Archival Principles and Methods. University of Macerata. 

Duranti, Luciana (2000). “The InterPARES Project”, in InterPARES Symposium Proceeding, 

February 2000 - The complete proceedings from the February 2000, InterPARES 

Symposium. Available at http://www.interpares.org/  [2007-03-27] 

Duranti, Luciana (2001). “The impact of digital technology on archival science”, in Archival 

Science. Vol 1, pp. 39-55. 

Elovaara, Pirjo (2004). Angels in Unstable Sociomaterial Relations: Stories of Information 

Technology. Dissertation Series No 2004:02, Blekinge Institute of Technology. 

Elovaara, Pirjo and Teddy Igira and Christina Mörtberg (2006). “Whose Participation? Whose 

Knowledge? Exploring PD in Tanzania-Zanzibar and Sweden”. In PDC 2006 – Proceedings 

of the ninth Participatory design Conference 2006. Available at 

(http://portal.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=1147277&coll=GUIDE&dl=GUIDE&CFID=1112529

&CFTOKEN=81820933 [2006- 11-13] 

Gansmo, Helen Jøsok (2003). “Limits of state feminism” in  Merete Lie (ed) He, she and IT 

Revisited. Gyldendal Akademisk, Oslo, Norway.  

Gränström, Claes (2005). ”Arkivteori”, in Ulfsparre, Anna Christina (ed.). Arkivvetenskap. 

Studentlitteratur, Lund.  

Gärtner, Johannes and Wagner, Ina (1996). “Mapping Actors and Agendas: Political Frameworks 

of Systems Design and Participation”, in Human-computer Interaction. Vol 11, no 3, pp. 187-

214. 

Haraway, Donna (1991). Simians, Cyborgs, and Women. The Reinvention of Nature. Free 

Association Books, London. 

ICA (2005). Electronic Records. A workbook for Archivists. International Council on Archives, 

ICA Study 16. Available at http://www.ica.org/biblio.php?pdocid=285 [2006-11-14] 

Jansson, Maria, Christina Mörtberg & Elisabeth Berg (2007). ”Old Dreams, New Means: An 

exploration of visions and situated knowledge in information technologies”. Gender, Work & 

Organization 14, pp. 371-387. 

Menne-Haritz, Angelika (2001). Access – the reformulation of an archival paradigm. In Archival 

Science, Vol. 1, pp. 57-82.  

Prop. 2004/05:124 Arkivfrågor. Available at 

http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/04/12/58/dd87b9c4.pdf [2006-12-11] 

Reed, Barbara (2000). Electronic Records Management in Transition. Available at 

http://www.sims.monash.edu.au/research/rcrg/publications/brep3ert.html [2005-09-06] 

Runardotter, Mari (2007). Information Technology, Archives and Archivists – An Interacting 

Trinity for Long-term Digital Preservation. Licentiate Thesis 2007:8, Dept. of Business 

Administration and Social Sciences, Luleå University of Technology, Luleå. Available at 

http://epubl.ltu.se/1402-1757/2007/08/index.html [2007-03-27] 

SFS 1949:105 The Freedom of the Press Act. Available at 

  http://www.notisum.se/rnp/sls/lag/19490105.htm [2006-11-10]  

SFS 1990:782 The Archives Act. Available at http://www.notisum.se/rnp/sls/lag/19900782.HTM 

[2007-05-24]  

SOU 2002:78 Arkiv för alla – nu och i framtiden. Available at 

http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/108/a/1493 [2006-12-11] 

SOU 2002:97 Ordning och reda bland offentliga handlingar. Available at 

http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/136/a/3809 [2006-12-11] 


