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Al in Archives: Reexamining Roles Between Archivist and Machine
Abstract
Archives — the repositories for various records, artifacts, and data — have the
potential to be transformed by Artificial Intelligence (Al) technologies. However,
the successful application of these tools may be dependent on the relationships
between human stakeholders and machines. This article will present a systematic
literature review examining the current literature surrounding Al applications in
archival spaces, drawing on databases such as Oxford Academic, ProQuest, and
Emerald Insight. Interviews of archivists were recorded at the Carnegie Mellon
University Hunt Library in Pittsburgh, PA. Interviewees reported varied positive
and negative associations with Al as a potential collaborator in their work, with a
general consensus on communication being a key factor in successful Al
applications. Following the current research, these responses indicate a cautious
outlook on the future of Al applications in archival spaces, specifically in libraries
and research universities. Instead of focusing on how concrete roles among

stakeholders will change, this article concludes that the successful implementation
of Al may rest more on collaborative approaches between these groups.

Introduction

Archives are places where historical documents, artifacts, and records are stored and
made available for research. Archives serve as an important resource for a diverse range of
disciplines, including history, literature, art, business, and medicine (Society of American
Archivists). For example, literary research studies drawn from archival research has led to
discoveries of primary source materials from historically underrepresented groups, allowing
scholars to better understand the historical and cultural contexts that inform literary production
(Smith).

A comprehensive definition can be broken down into two categories: archives with a
lowercase a, and Archives with a capitalized A. The term archives refers to records that are kept
for their permanent, continuing value — this can include minute books, letters, reports,
manuscripts, and photographs of people, businesses, or governments that provide documentary

evidence of historical events. In essence, these records are the source materials researchers can
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use to understand the past. In contrast, Archives refers to organizations that aim to preserve the
legacy of a particular group, which can include a municipality (e.g. city, province or state), a
business (e.g. Coca-Cola Company Archives), or a university (e.g. the CMU Archives) (Society
of American Archivists). Overall, archives operate as the central locations responsible for
preserving permanently valuable records, and making them accessible for future research.

Archivists is a term that refers to the professionals who collect, organize, and provide
access to these records. These professionals are trained in processing collections, which involves
a thorough system of assessing, organizing, preserving, and providing access to materials. As not
every record has enduring value, archivists select records, drawing on their understanding of the
material’s historical context, intended uses, and its relationship to other sources. Archivists then
collect and organize the collection of records, arranging them in accordance with national and
international standards of archival practice. Since these records are rare, and are often made of
paper, archivists also ensure that materials are protected from physical damage and theft so they
can be available for future use. This requires proper storage and handling techniques, such as
maintaining a stable temperature and humidity in storage areas and using archival quality, acid-
free containers (“Archival Storage...”). Archivists then work to make these materials accessible
for students, educators, researchers, historians, organization leaders, among others. Archivists are
involved with planning exhibitions, outreach programs, and publications to help people access
the information they need, mediating the gap between archives and the public (Society of

American Archivists).

On the whole, archivists draw on a combination of standardized practices, manual labor,
and human expertise to navigate challenges within collections. However, traditional archival

processes are becoming increasingly difficult for archivists to manage as archives continue
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receiving new materials and start transitioning to digital collections. In navigating an
increasingly digital landscape, archives have become a vital resource in preserving a growing
range of historical records, from digital images and videos, to websites, geographical data, and
social media records (“Preservation Strategies...”). Similarly, large-scale digitization efforts
have transformed how collections are preserved and accessed by turning archival holdings into

datasets that demand new workflows and human-machine interaction.

Artificial Intelligence (Al) has introduced new, more efficient systems that necessitate
collaboration between human archivists and machines. For example, machine learning has the
potential to influence archival practices in technical areas of automated document processing, by
addressing issues within pre-processing, segmentation, and labelling tasks (Binmakhashen and
Mahmoud 14). However, the methodologies that drive these algorithms do not adopt a
recordkeeping viewpoint, where preservation, provenance, and context behind these materials
are prioritized (Miller 14). Given the current limited capacities of machine learning in
recordkeeping, archivists remain important stakeholders in maintaining the integrity and
contextual understanding of collections. However, the roles of archivists will be transformed, as
they learn to assess and make use of machine reasoning for archival processing (Colavizza et

al.).

Current conversations surrounding the implementation of Al in archival spaces are
varied; while Al has the potential to enhance and expand accessibility, these models also raise
ethical concerns over issues of fairness, transparency and bias (Jaillant et al.). As such, the aims
of this research will examine whether the successful implementation of Al in archives rests more
on developing frameworks, or rather, focusing on the roles of human stakeholders in this

conversation. By exploring how archivists at one institution navigate frameworks and challenges,
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this study aims to highlight the importance of fostering human-centered collaboration among

archivists, researchers, and other stakeholders in this conversation.

Literature Review

There is a general consensus on Al being used more as a tool than as an autonomous
system that will take over archival spaces (Colavizza et al.). Instead of using rhetoric that hints
towards Al replacing traditional archival processes, Mannheimer and Miller highlight how Al
can enhance various areas like instruction and metadata creation in archival collections. For
example, Miller notes that Al technologies could work to generate metadata and descriptions for
large volumes of materials, which would speed up archival processing work for archivists and
help reduce backlog in collections (Mannheimer 2; Miller 16). Likewise, Jaliant and Rees point
out that Al has the potential to make archives and the retrieval process more accessible for users.
With the help of Al, the authors propose that sensitive data found in archival collections — such
as court records, biometric data, and other personal information relating to people’s private or
public lives — can be automatically identified and can streamline the release of non-sensitive data
(Jaillant and Rees 576; The National Archives 38).

Moreover, the rise in digital records, alongside the transition to digital collections, has
placed increasing strain on archivists’ abilities to manage and process materials; as such, Jaliant
and Rees offer a computational approach to risk assessment in the archives by suggesting that Al
has the potential to reduce and manage the risks of releasing potentially sensitive data. While
archivists are expected to respect both access and privacy, the authors argue that there is a
disproportionate focus on privacy and data protection within archives. As there is a balance to
strike between risking the release of sensitive data as opposed to keeping materials inaccessible,

they suggest that archivists can afford to take controlled risks when processing collections. For
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example, archivists can make collections accessible without needing to review all materials;
however, this is dependent on the relationships between archivists and researchers, as access to
materials is often decided on a case-by-case basis following preliminary consultations with
archivists (Jaillant and Rees 577).

Thus, communication between archival groups is key; Jalliant and Rees pose that deeper
collaborations between human stakeholders — as a result of communicating and sharing ethical
codes more clearly — can lead to building deeper levels of trust in Al systems. These ethical
codes include established rules that guide the values of organizations like The National Archives
and Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums (GLAM). Values such as transparency, justice,
fairness, and privacy are among the words most widely discussed in ethical codes across these
groups. However, the authors note that as of 2019, only eighty-four sets of ethical guidelines
relating to Al technologies were published globally, with these existing rules “lacking specific
actions and coordination across professional sectors” (Jaillant and Rees 574). Strengthening
these frameworks by working through shared values across different ethical codes would serve
as the strong foundation for building trust and effectively implementing Al tools. In the same
vein, Mannheimer concludes that as Al becomes more commonly used, archives should make a
point to publicly address ethical concerns in shared settings, including publications and other
documentation. Doing so will allow Al to fulfill its potential in positively serving these academic
communities.

Even calls for policy frameworks are structured in a way that aims to bridge
understanding between Al and human stakeholders, emphasizing the importance of
transparency, trust-building and collaboration between groups. For example, Modiba proposes a

framework that includes cross collaboration between record managers and Al systems.
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Specifically, this framework suggests that archival practitioners should actively guide the use of
Al in the filing, retrieval, and preservation process of records. This guide would also be made
available to records management practitioners to better understand the process of managing
records. Similarly, Miller mentions a collaboration between the National Archives and Records
Association (NARA) and Microsoft as an example of a project that emphasizes transparency in
disclosing its uses of Al technologies. In 2023, NARA and Microsoft entered a collaboration to
“develop an Al bot whose purpose will be to extract DD-214 forms that contain individual
military records” (Miller 15). A full inventory was published on NARA’s website that displays
identifying information, developmental stages, and Al use cases by year (“Inventory of
NARA...”).

Furthermore, Miller brings attention to the overall value of human stakeholders,
highlighting that Al cannot replace the role of human archivists in identifying the context of a
collection. This is due to the fact that Al systems face various ethical concerns surrounding
fairness, labor conditions, and bias when interacting with different users and organizations.
Ultimately, case studies on the use of Al in archives are growing, and it is expected for ethical
considerations — namely bias, transparency and trust — to rise to the forefront of these
conversations (Bailey).

Methodology

In understanding both the ethical challenges and affordances of Al integration into
archival practices, it is worth receiving input from archivists to drive where collaboration can
occur between both groups. Interviews with archivists at Carnegie Mellon University were
conducted to gain personal insight from archivists’ points of view, as human stakeholders in this

discussion. The interviewees were asked a series of questions that allowed them to reflect on
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their work responsibilities and share their perspectives of Al applications in archives and their
workplace. Connections were then made between the current literature and the interview

responses to better streamline the current discourse and contribute to the ongoing research.
Interview Subjects

The four archivists interviewed represent four different specializations within their
university archives. They will be referred to as Interviewees A, B, C, and D. All interviewees
were informed about the purpose of this study, and gave consent to have their responses

included as part of this research.

Interview Protocol
Interviews were held in-person, where four archivists were interviewed as a group. The
duration of the group interview was approximately 45 minutes. Interviewees were asked the
following questions relating to Al in archives:
1. What is your role/speciality in the archives?
2. What are some words (e.g. adjectives, phrases, etc.) that you associate with Al?

3. What ways are you currently using Al in your work (if any)?
4. What role do you think Al will play in the archives in the coming years?
Data Collection and Analysis

The group interview was first recorded as an audio recording, and then later transcribed
onto a document for clarity and written analysis. | employed a qualitative analysis approach,

where | noted down recurring themes and ideas throughout the discussion.
Interview Results and Discussion

What is your role/speciality in the archives?
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Each archivist represents a distinct, specialized role that helps support the unique
initiatives of their institution. Interviewee A is the Associate Dean for Distinctive Collections,
where they work with exhibits as well as digital collections. Interviewee B is the Collections
Archivist, where they handle their reference for accessing collections, and work on making
audio-visual materials accessible to researchers. Interviewee C is the Interim Lead Archivist for
the Robotics Project, where they handle collections related to robotics at the university. Lastly
Interviewee D is the Community Collections Processing Archivist, where their work aims to
increase representation of historically underrepresented communities across collections.
Interviewee D is also responsible for outreach with alumni, and processes collections to make
backlog materials accessible.

What are some words (e.g. adjectives, phrases, etc.) that you associate with Al?

Interviewees reported a mix of positive and negative associations with Al being a
potential collaborator in their work. The most widely agreed-upon words in the study were
“Bias” and “Skepticism” with roughly 3 mentions, closely followed by “Ethical,” “Danger,” and

“Opportunities” with 2 mentions (see fig. 1).
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Fig. 1: Word Cloud of Most Used Words By Interviewees
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“Bias” was mentioned as it relates to the US base for most major Al companies, pointing
to the “American-centric” nature of Language Learning Models (LLMs) (“Worldwide...”). This
potential cultural hegemony prompts broader ethical concerns surrounding community
representation, hence the recurrence of the phrase “Ethical?” in the discussion. Interviewee D
mentions the Black Power Archives Oral History Project in Los Angeles as a point of reference,
as they worked to create a workflow for the organization. Specifically, they were tasked to find a
cheap method to create video transcriptions that documented the oral histories of Black Power
activists (Tom et al.). YouTube was tested first, as the platform uses speech recognition
technology to create free, automatic transcripts (Schwartz). However, Interviewee D recalls the
platform replacing several spoken words (e.g. “prison’) with unrelated terms (e.g. “freedom”),
and could not accurately pick up on Swahili names (Personal communication, November 21,
2024). While Interviewee D notes that Al technology has improved in recent years, it was
especially important for the transcriptions to accurately reflect the way the speakers spoke in this
project. As such, “Skepticism” was another word that marked their hesitance to embrace Al in
their work, given its current unreliability in recording spoken language and cultural dialects.

Moreover, “Danger” was primarily mentioned in connection to digital collections being
combed for LLMs. Interviewee A refers to this phenomenon in the archives as “an epidemic
across digital collections systems” where collections are quickly becoming raw data for LLMs to
absorb (Personal communication, November 21, 2024). In the CMU digital collections, the
Archives team specifically clarifies in their scripts to not crawl the website; however, various
language models ignore these commands causing the site to crash regularly. As a result, the team
made several adjustments, such as implementing health checkers and regularly rebooting its

system.
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While Al prompts many ethical concerns related to bias, transparency, and reliability, the
interviewees also referred to the word “Opportunities” to highlight the potential for these new
technologies in archival spaces. One major issue within the archives community is the
overwhelming amount of backlog in their collections. For example, within the Carnegie Mellon
Archives, approximately 1 million photos are stored in their collections, with 20,000 of those
photos being currently digitized (“Libraries Use...”). In 2020, CMU Libraries faculty and staff
developed the Computer-Aided Metadata generation for Photos archives Initiative (CAMPI), an
Al application that helped streamline methods for the Archives team to inventory their
collection.

What ways are you currently using Al in your work (if any)?

Current regular uses of Al in interviewees’ work remains relatively minimal. Most
notably, all interviewees reported using ChatGPT as a resource to generate ideas and slang words
for collection titles. Grammarly and Google Gemini were also reported as Al resources
commonly used in quick information retrieval and email correspondences. Generally speaking,
Al applications are currently being used for administrative tasks in their workplace.

What role do you think Al will play in the archives in the coming years?

Interviewee responses indicate a cautious outlook on Al becoming applied to their work
in the future. This is apparent in the recurrence of the words “Skepticism,” “Danger,” “Bias,”
and “Ethical?” mentioned in this discussion. Overall, interviewees noted that archives are

entering a transitional period with the arrival of Al technologies.
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Digitization challenges
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Fig. 2: Radar Chart of Mentions (out of 4 interviewees) vs. Theme

A few key themes were emphasized in this discussion: digitization challenges, Al as a
research tool, the ideas of conversational archives and audiovisual summaries, and Al not
replacing archivists (see fig. 2). 4 out of 4 interviewees emphasized digitization challenges, and
Al not replacing archivists. 3 out of 4 interviewees stressed the idea of conversational archives,
and 2 out of 4 interviewees highlighted audiovisual summaries and Al existing as a research
tool.

Interviewee A notes that archives have historically been an insulated field, and predicts
that challenges will involve communicating with administrators as to why archivists cannot
simply use Al for different processing tasks. Interviewee B adds that they cannot easily
streamline this process by “just digitizing everything” within their collections, as digitization
efforts demand extensive time, labor, and money. It involves acquiring special equipment,
adding metadata to make the materials accessible to researchers, as well as storing the digital
images securely at the highest available resolution (McNally).

However, Interviewee A points out that “the way you search an archival collection is

increasingly divorced from how you search anything else, which is not how any of our data is
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structured” (Personal communication, November 21, 2024). Thus, Al offers opportunities to
bridge the gap between the semantic search and retrieval of archival material. One idea offered
by the interviewees was the concept of “conversational archives,” where a GPT model could be
created that allows researchers to interact with it — as if having a conversation with an archivist —
so that data can be pulled from a collection. Another application of Al in archives could include
creating summaries for videos and other audiovisual materials. The interviewees agreed that
both ideas would save time for archivists by streamlining communication between researchers
and archivists. However, the process of training these Al models would involve extensive
digitization efforts, and would position archivists as crucial mediators between human expertise
and machine processing within collections.

In this capacity, all 4 interviewees reported that they do not believe Al will replace their
jobs as archivists in the near future, as archivists still maintain a robust general and contextual
knowledge of materials that they carry from collection to collection. They closed the discussion
by emphasizing the importance of archives existing as a “future natural resource... in a world
that increasingly wants to suck all data and information into the cloud” (Personal
communication, November 21, 2024).

Discussion Recap & Conclusion
Drawing Comparisons to the Literature

Overall, plenty of overlap was found between the current literature and interviewee
responses. Both groups generally agree on Al operating as a potential tool for archival
practitioners to use. Specifically, Al has the potential to streamline processing methods and
increase accessibility of archival collections. However, various ethical considerations — such as

bias, transparency and fairness — complicate the applications of these Al technologies.
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Interviewees agreed that current Al technologies cannot replace the roles of archivists in
identifying collections, thus aligning with the current literature on the topic. Lastly,
communication between various stakeholders in archival circles was a recurring theme between
both groups. Specifically, collaboration among the CMU Archives team — such as adjusting the
CMU digital collections website, and developing the CAMPI project — resulted in successful
solutions to logistical problems. Additionally, interviewees were optimistic about Al bridging the
gap between the search and retrieval of archival collections. When considering these
comparisons, it is clear that the successful implementation of Al in archives may rest on more

collaborative approaches between these groups.
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