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Abstract 

Organizational change is challenging. At the heart of this challenge is an attachment to the status quo. 
Both employees and managers tend to prefer the status quo because it is known and, unless shown other-
wise, enables them to successfully accomplish their responsibilities. They often use tradition as a way to 
maintain the status quo. This case study provides an example of organizational change in the Brigham 
Young University (BYU) Library and discusses how tradition was used to both promote and resist 
change. 

Keywords: status quo bias, collaboration, listening session, archival processing, organizational change, 
professional development 

 

 
 
 
 

Organizational change is challenging. At the 
heart of this challenge is an attachment to the 
status quo. Employees and managers often pre-
fer the status quo (often referred to as tradition) 
because it gives them the ability to successfully 
accomplish their work. It allows them to exer-
cise power over their work. Status quo bias is 
the tendency to use tradition to resist change. 

The creation of the Central Processing Unit 
(CPU) in the L. Tom Perry Special Collections in 
the Brigham Young University (BYU) Library 
(hereafter Special Collections) and its develop-
ment into the Archival Processing Section (APS) 
in the Cataloging and Metadata Department in 
the BYU Library (hereafter Cataloging and 
Metadata) illustrate how tradition can be used 
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as a double-edged sword to both promote and 
resist change. It also shows that change must be 
carefully managed and that new traditions need 
to be developed to replace those traditions that 
are being disrupted. 

Creating the Central Processing Unit (CPU) 

Special Collections was established in its current 
configuration in 1999 when the rare books col-
lections, the manuscripts collections, and the 
university archives were co-located in a new ad-
dition to the BYU Library. The hope was to lev-
erage processes in common. A joint reference 
desk and reading room was created to serve pa-
trons, and a classroom was constructed to ena-
ble instruction on using special collections and 
archival materials in a secure environment. 
While many processes were combined and cen-
tralized, several were not. One of the processes 
not centralized was the arrangement and de-
scription of archival and manuscripts collections 
(hereafter referred to as archival processing). 
Curators were in charge of archival processing 
because they were perceived as experts in man-
aging all of the processes associated with manu-
scripts collections including accessioning, ar-
chival processing and collections management. 
Curators created archival finding aids1 to help 
patrons find specific collections. An additional 

access point to archival and manuscript collec-
tions was created by the cataloger embedded 
within Special Collections. This cataloger, while 
considered an expert in MARC cataloging, was 
not considered an expert in archival description 
and created the catalog record based on the ar-
chival finding aid produced by the curator or 
their student employees. To help them manage 
archival processing, curators were each allo-
cated a certain number of hours of student labor 
(typically 15-20 hours per week) and they were 
left to manage archival processing according to 
their individual understanding of developing 
professional standards (see Figure 1).  

This resulted in uneven archival descriptions as 
curators opted to process collections at a range 
of different levels (item, file, series, etc.) and uti-
lized a variety of standards to guide those de-
scriptions. This began to change in late 2001 as a 
new University Archivist was hired and given 
the mandate to figure out how to get the depart-
ment’s archival finding aids online. Department 
leadership believed that having another access 
point to archival and manuscript collections in 
addition to the collection level MARC catalog 
record would make materials more accessible. 
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Figure 1. L. Tom Perry Special Collections Department Organization 2001 

 

Moving Toward Standards Compliance 

The University Archivist quickly realized that 
the best starting place would be to standardize 
archival processing in the department. It was ra-
tionalized that standardized descriptions would 
be easier to encode using Encoded Archival De-
scription (an XML standard for describing ar-
chival descriptions) so that the department’s ar-
chival descriptions could be placed online. In 
early 2002, a processing guide was created to 
standardize how manuscripts collections were 
arranged and described. This guide indicated 
what fields should be a part of all finding aids 
and stipulated that Archives, Personal Papers, and 
Manuscripts (APPM)2 should guide all descrip-
tive work in the department.3 While recognizing 
that APPM was designed for the formulation of 
catalog records, department leadership also be-
lieved that it could be used to provide guidance 

for creating standardized text for many compo-
nents of finding aids. Leadership provided train-
ing for curators on how to apply the processing 
guide and APPM. Curators were then responsi-
ble for training their student employees and any 
professional staff assigned to them on using the 
new processing guide. Curators preferred their 
individualized approaches to archival pro-
cessing and resisted the move to standardiza-
tion; in other words, they preferred the status 
quo. The curatorial preference for the status quo 
slowed the standardization of archival pro-
cessing. 

In 2008 the department initiated another attempt 
at standardization with the implementation of a 
new archival standard, Describing Archives: A 
Content Standard (DACS).4 DACS described the 
core elements that should be present in all find-
ing aids and how to structure the content in 
those elements. The implementation of DACS 
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meant that the processing manual was updated 
again and a new round of training on its appli-
cation began. Another factor in the renewed at-
tempt at standardization was that a new manu-
scripts cataloger had been hired who was recog-
nized as an expert in the application of DACS 
and other descriptive standards. Department 
leadership hoped that having an expert physi-
cally in the Special Collections space would fa-
cilitate the consistent application of DACS. Cu-
rators were strongly encouraged by depart-
mental leadership to apply the new standard in 
a consistent manner and to utilize the expertise 
of the cataloger. However, because archival pro-
cessing continued to be managed by individual 
curators, this effort met with inconsistent re-
sults. Departmental staff engaged in a series of 
conversations about how the situation could be 
improved and several individuals proposed the 
idea of a centralized processing unit. Recogniz-
ing that they would lose control over the pro-
cessing of the collections that they were respon-
sible for, the majority of the curators were not 
interested in pursuing this possible solution. The 
status quo, tradition, was again being used to 
successfully block change and the department 
continued to produce inconsistent archival de-
scriptions. 

Centralizing Archival Processing 

The catalyst for major change came in late 2014 
when the department’s Collections Management 
unit5 was given responsibility for reviewing all 
archival descriptions in order to ensure that they 
were standards compliant. Two related factors 
influenced the decision to give this responsibil-
ity to Collections Management: 1) the incoming 
department chair was concerned about the lack 
of progress in standardizing archival descrip-
tions and 2) a new position had been added to 
Collections Management creating bandwidth for 
this new assignment. Collections Management 
staff quickly realized that if all archival descrip-
tions were going to be standards compliant, the 
current process needed to change. Curators 

were asking student processors and professional 
staff to process collections one way (curatorial 
expectations) and Collections Management was 
expecting collections to be processed in another 
way (departmental expectations). The student 
processors and professional staff were caught in 
the middle and asked by Collections Manage-
ment to redo work in order to bring it into de-
partmental standards compliance. This was 
lengthening the time that it took to get collec-
tions processed and accessible to researchers.  
Collections Management proposed a meeting 
with the department chair to discuss “the possi-
bility of centralizing processing activities.”6 Cu-
rators were also asking the department chair to 
figure out how to streamline the process and to 
stop the back and forth between Collections 
Management and their student employees and 
professional staff. The Manuscripts Cataloger 
also expressed a desire to improve the situation. 
Based on the feedback from all of these groups, 
the department chair created a task force to re-
view archival processing workflows and gener-
ate a report documenting the major issues with 
those workflows. The task force was comprised 
of the Manuscripts Cataloger and the Collec-
tions Management staff.  The resulting report in-
dicated that these “longstanding issues [about 
standards application] have at times resulted in 
inconsistent training and direction for pro-
cessing staff, conflict between processors and 
Collections Management, and bottlenecks in 
processing collections.”7 The report proposed 
that the department engage in a serious discus-
sion about whether or not archival processing 
should be centralized with a single supervisor 
for all student employees and professional staff 
engaged in archival processing. The department 
chair began a series of conversations8 with the 
manuscripts curators in December 2014 that re-
sulted in a decision to hold a department meet-
ing to discuss “the feasibility and desirability of 
creating a Central Processing Unit in the L. Tom 
Perry Special Collections.”9 This meeting was 
scheduled for January 2015. 
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The main topic of discussion at the January 2015 
department meeting was the possibility of creat-
ing a centralized processing unit.10 After robust 
discussion, the department decided to pilot a 
centralized processing unit. The proposed cen-
tral processing unit was intended to create 
greater consistency in the description of archival 
and manuscripts collections, improve training 
for archival processing staff, eliminate existing 
bottlenecks with processing collections, and 
streamline the process for reviewing finding 
aids for standards compliance. The proposed pi-
lot removed curators’ supervisory responsibility 

for students and professional staff doing ar-
chival processing work and placed it in the 
hands of a single individual (hereafter CPU Su-
pervisor) who worked collaboratively with Col-
lections Management to provide training on ar-
chival descriptive standards and who was re-
sponsible for work assignments (see Figure 2). 
The pilot was initially scheduled to run from 
April 1 to October 31, 2015.11 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 L. Tom Perry Special Collections Department Organization 2015 to 2019 
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Confronting Status Quo Bias 

It was at this point that curators began to realize 
the potential impact that the centralized pro-
cessing unit would have on their traditional au-
tonomy. They would no longer directly super-
vise the students or professional staff doing ar-
chival processing work on the archival and man-
uscripts collections that they acquired. They 
would also no longer have a say on which 
standards would apply to this work and how 
those standards would be implemented. This 
understanding was solidified shortly before the 
pilot began when the CPU Supervisor (also the 
University Archivist) sent an email to the im-
pacted curators and re-iterated that reporting 
lines were changing, and curators would now be 
individually responsible for accessioning materi-
als—a task previously assigned to students. The 
CPU Supervisor's email was followed shortly by 
one from the department chair reinforcing this 
change.12 Curators began to complain that they 
no longer had students available to help them 
accomplish non-processing related tasks. They 
also worried that collections would not be pro-
cessed “their way.” This ended up being their 
biggest concern—the perceived lack of an ability 
to influence archival processing. Several of the 
curators began to resist the implementation of 
the pilot: they were slow to accession new col-
lections and slow to submit processing plans to 
the CPU Supervisor. 

It was becoming clear that the creation of the 
Central Process Unit (CPU) had caused a struc-
tural misalignment between the curators’ under-
standing of the goals of the department and the 
way that work was occurring in the department. 
Curators were using two traditions to fight 
against the proposed change: 1) each curator 
was used to having around 15-20 hours of stu-
dent labor that they controlled and 2) each cura-
tor was used to managing how archival pro-
cessing of “their” archival and manuscripts col-
lections occurred. This gave them a strong sense 

of ownership in their work. Both traditions were 
being violated by the creation of the CPU.  

The shift of reporting lines changed all of this. 
Students and professional staff suddenly re-
ported to a CPU Supervisor who (according to 
the curators) was not as invested in their collec-
tions. They now had no control over which or-
der collections were processed in and to what 
level those collections were processed. Curators 
were also unhappy because they were now re-
sponsible for creating the initial accession rec-
ords that documented the receipt of manuscripts 
collections, negatively impacting their produc-
tivity. Curators were not shy in letting the de-
partment chair know this. They argued that the 
pilot should be stopped, and that the depart-
ment should return to the traditional (status 
quo) way of archival processing. 

Aligning Expectations and Creating New 
Traditions 

The department chose to tackle these complaints 
in two ways: 1) with the creation of a CPU Advi-
sory Committee (during the pilot) and 2) by 
making student labor for non-processing tasks 
available to the curators (after the pilot). The 
major goal of the advisory committee was to 
provide an opportunity for the curators to col-
laborate with the CPU Supervisor in the estab-
lishment of archival processing priorities. The 
advisory committee was comprised of all of the 
manuscripts curators, a representative from the 
book curators, and the CPU Supervisor. The ad-
visory committee was tasked with establishing 
policies and procedures to govern the CPU pilot. 
They were also charged with evaluating the pi-
lot upon its completion. Problems with coordi-
nating work between the CPU and the curators 
diminished with the establishment of the advi-
sory committee. Alignment problems also began 
to dissipate as curators realized that they had a 
voice in determining how the CPU functioned 
and how collections were prioritized for archival 
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processing. Several months following the com-
pletion of the pilot and the decision to formalize 
the CPU, the department also created a new stu-
dent position that could help curators with pro-
jects not associated with archival processing.13 
Curators were asked to submit an application 
explaining what they wanted the student to do 
and how many hours they needed the student 
for. The student was then assigned to work with 
them. This alleviated some of the concern about 
lack of access to student labor but not all of it. 

The actions taken by the department led to a fa-
vorable result for the CPU pilot. The pilot was 
eventually extended through September 2016 af-
ter which a report was issued recommending 
that the CPU be made permanent. The report 
recommended that a new staff position be cre-
ated to act as the CPU Supervisor, that the CPU 
be physically centralized and given a bigger 
space, that more staffing be added to the CPU to 
improve processing productivity, and that the 
CPU adopt an electronic method of tracking its 
work.14 Two of these items proved actionable—
creation of a new position and adopting an elec-
tronic method of tracking the work of the CPU. 
The other two items were beyond the resources 
of the department. The department made sev-
eral proposals to increase staffing of the CPU 
but were told by library administration that any 
positions would have to come from repurposed 
positions in the department—a luxury that the 
department did not have. The department also 
proposed that a larger physical space be created 
for the CPU but were told that funding for the 
proposed remodel was unavailable.  

The creation of the CPU successfully confronted 
status quo bias by strategically creating a cen-
tralized service for archival processing. Special 
Collections worked through the initial re-
sistance, responding with collaborative solutions 
rather than reverting to the status quo. This mo-
mentum set up the CPU for continued success 

when the BYU Library administration later de-
cided to transfer the CPU out of Special Collec-
tions and into Cataloging and Metadata. 

Reviews and Reorganizations 

In the three years following the implementation 
of the Central Processing Unit (CPU), a series of 
reviews was conducted examining how well it 
was accomplishing its designated functions. 
These reviews shaped the BYU Library admin-
istration’s decision to transfer the CPU to Cata-
loging and Metadata and sparked another 
round of resistance to the proposed change. Tra-
dition was again used as a tool to resist change. 

Special Collections Internal Review 

The first of these was an internal review of the 
Special Collections Division initiated by the li-
brary administration in the fall of 2018. The Spe-
cial Collections Division consisted of the Special 
Collections department, the Conservation de-
partment, the Digital Initiatives department, and 
the Records Management department. The final 
report issued by the division review committee 
was generally positive about the CPU but also 
raised several issues. Three of the more signifi-
cant issues identified were the need for greater 
capacity to meet processing obligations, the de-
sirability for additional processing space, and a 
perceived problem with finding aid quality and 
training. This final issue reflected not simply a 
concern with curatorial autonomy, but with the 
overall autonomy of Special Collections in its 
production of descriptive metadata. It was evi-
dent from the review that there was a growing 
interest in the BYU Library administration in de-
veloping a closer relationship between the Cen-
tral Processing Unit and Cataloging and 
Metadata –especially surrounding workflows 
that harvested finding aid metadata for digitiza-
tion projects. 

Toward a Library Reorganization  
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A year later, with the pending retirements of 
two associate university librarians, the library 
contracted with an external library consulting 
firm to assess its organizational structure. Dur-
ing their initial visit, the review team signaled 
that their analysis would focus on aligning ad-
ministrative structures with library functions. 
This approach was reflected in their final report 
released in Fall 2019, which recommended that 
the Special Collections Division be disbanded 
entirely and that the Special Collections depart-
ment be moved to the newly created Research & 
Learning Division. The report also noted some 
ongoing tensions between the existing Collec-
tions & Technical Services Division and the Spe-
cial Collections Division, though it was unclear 
what the causes or scope of these disagreements 
might have been.  

In applying their functional analysis to the BYU 
Library's structure, the consultants had a mixed 
response to the CPU. On the one hand, they 
wrote that "the continued separation of special 
collections processing (in Special Collections) 
and other processing (in Collections & Technical 
Services) was inefficient."15 However, they did 
not necessarily recommend the transfer of the 
unit to another division. As part of the recom-
mendation the consultants instead called for a 
review of the CPU unit's charge and procedures 
without reference to its organizational place-
ment. 

Archival Processing Administration Survey 

To provide BYU Library administrators with in-
formed recommendations to assist in their deci-
sions about the placement of the CPU within the 
library’s organizational structure, Cory Nimer 
and Rebecca Wiederhold undertook a review of 
the landscape of academic libraries’ placement 
of archival processing units.16 Data was col-
lected first through an examination of staff di-
rectories and organizational charts available on 
Association of Research Libraries (ARL) member 
library websites, followed by a survey of ARL 

members regarding archival processing place-
ment within their libraries and administrators’ 
opinions about their administrative structure. 
Several key findings emerged from the research. 
The authors found that the majority of institu-
tions had archival processing staff within special 
collections or archives departments, and among 
larger institutions, an archives cataloger was 
also located in the same department.17 A very 
small subset of ARL institutions placed catalog-
ing and archival processing together, outside the 
special collections department. Survey re-
sponses suggested that the most common organ-
izational structure reflected distributed activities 
with special collections doing archival pro-
cessing and library technical services units (out-
side of special collections) cataloging archival 
collections.18 Where archival processing and cat-
aloging were organizationally separated, a gap 
was produced between those activities. 19 One 
suggestion for addressing this gap included 
closer integration of technical services and ar-
chival processing staff.20 Respondents also indi-
cated that potential weaknesses of organiza-
tional structures could be overcome by improv-
ing communication between those directly in-
volved with archival processing and with other 
stakeholders.21 

Transition of CPU from Special Collections to 
Cataloging and Metadata 

Library administrators received a presentation 
of the survey’s results, followed by further dis-
cussions of issues surrounding the CPU. Repre-
sentative stakeholders from both Special Collec-
tions and Cataloging and Metadata agreed that 
archival processing could be successfully per-
formed in whichever unit the CPU might be 
placed. Some suggestions for how workflows 
and communication could be improved were 
also discussed. In January 2020, the BYU Library 
administration determined that the CPU aligned 
most closely with Cataloging and Metadata due 
to its responsibility for describing collections 
and generating metadata.22 
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Strategic Development of the Archival  
Processing Section  

Shortly after the Central Processing Unit (CPU) 
was transferred to Cataloging and Metadata in 
March 2020, the unit was renamed the Archival 
Processing Section (hereafter APS).23  One signif-
icant change between the CPU and the APS was 
the addition of a dedicated head for the section.  
The Archival Processing Section Head (hereafter 
APS Head), now provided strategic direction for 
the APS, guided APS priorities, and aligned the 
section’s work with the mission and objectives 
of the library. While a dedicated staff member 
had been supervising the day-to-day operations 
of the CPU’s staff and student processors, this 
supervisor had reported to a curator whose re-
sponsibilities spanned the full spectrum of ar-
chival practice, which necessarily divided the 
curator’s focus at times from CPU matters (see 
Figure 2). The new APS Head was the Manu-
scripts Cataloger of the Cataloging and 
Metadata Department, where her faculty assign-
ment was already focused on archival descrip-
tion, allowing for close alignment of the APS 
Head’s added responsibilities with her existing 
professional development, scholarship activities, 
and other duties. The APS Head was assigned to 
provide leadership and high-level management 
of the APS, ensure efficient and high-quality ar-
chival processing, facilitate transparency of the 
section’s processes and backlogs, coordinate 
cross-divisional relationships and workflows be-
tween the APS and other library departments, 
and support the professional development of 
APS staff. The day-to-day operations of the APS 
continued to be overseen by a manager (hereaf-
ter APS Supervisor) with more granular project 
and personnel management responsibilities. 

The creation of the CPU within Special Collec-
tions had laid the foundation for further strate-
gic development envisioned by the APS Head 
and the APS Supervisor. In centralizing archival 
processing activities in a specialized unit, tradi-
tional curatorial autonomy that had resisted 

standardization and caused bottlenecks in the 
production of finding aids had been successfully 
confronted, and curators had become more com-
fortable with this arrangement. Once the unit 
had moved into Cataloging and Metadata, the 
APS leaders recognized that current circum-
stances at the BYU Library would allow for dif-
ferent opportunities for the management of ar-
chival processing than had existed previously.  

The remainder of this paper outlines multiple 
positive change measures implemented by the 
APS in an effort to overcome several other status 
quo biases common in libraries and archives: re-
sistance to change, differences in archival pro-
cessing preferences, siloed workflows, misun-
derstanding and under-resourcing archivists’ 
work, and the deprofessionalization of archival 
processing workers.  

Conducting Listening Sessions 

The new APS Head was acutely aware of the 
need to proceed sensitively during this period of 
transition, understanding that significant organ-
izational change is often a source of residual 
negativity or the cause of low morale among in-
dividuals who had not been of the opinion that 
the change was needed.24 When adapting to or-
ganizational change, listening sessions that al-
low for individuals to express their opinions and 
feelings without “judgment, rebuttal, or defen-
siveness” can help dissipate negative emotion.25 
The APS Head and the APS Supervisor decided 
to jointly conduct listening sessions as a first 
step in attempting to foster an environment of 
transparency and trust among the distributed 
stakeholders of the APS.  

The Special Collections department chair was 
supportive of the APS setting up individual lis-
tening sessions with each member of the depart-
ment whose responsibilities intersected with the 
APS’s work (see Figure 3). The APS Head and 
the APS Supervisor sent individual Zoom meet-
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ing invites to each manuscripts collections cura-
tor, the University Archivist, Special Collections 
reference personnel, and the Special Collections 
department chair. Because Collections Manage-
ment had also been moved out of the Special 
Collections department into another division 
during the BYU Library reorganization, a similar 
meeting was held with the head of that unit. 

Questions asked during these listening sessions 
were designed to provide each stakeholder with 
an opportunity to both express concerns and 
suggest improvements (see Table 1). Profes-
sional staff members of the APS who had previ-
ously been part of the CPU within Special Col-
lections were also interviewed for their unique 
viewpoint.  

 

  

 

1. What has the CPU been doing that you would like to see the APS continue? (procedures or 
practices that are particularly helpful that you wouldn’t want to see go away)   

 

2. What is unique to your role or your collections that you want the APS to consider? (photo-
graphs, numbering, reformatting, level of processing, etc.)   

 

3. In your role, what challenges do you experience in your interactions with the APS? What 
ideas do you have for resolving any issues or for greater collaboration between our units?   

 

4. What interest do you have in receiving training from the APS? (description standards, how to 
use the library catalog or finding aids database, processing plan development, etc.)  

 
5. Do you have any collections currently in the APS queue that need to be prioritized?  

 

 

6. Do you have any value-added projects that were submitted in the past but you haven’t seen 
any movement on?   

 
7. What else should we be looking at for future improvements to the APS's function and service?  

 

 

Table 1. Questions asked by APS leaders during listening sessions with stakeholders. 

Not surprisingly, the listening sessions afforded 
some curators with the opportunity to express 
specific resistance to the organizational change. 
Some wanted to retain final say in archival pro-
cessing procedures, some had been happy with 

how things were being done before and didn’t 
want anything to change, and others indicated 
apprehension that the APS might be physically 
separated from Special Collections on the 1st 
floor in the future, moving to Cataloging and 



Daines et al.: Upending Tradition Through Strategic Change 

 Collaborative Librarianship 14(1): 30-49 (2024) 40 

Metadata space on the 6th floor. The most com-
mon concern shared by curators was worry 
about a potential lack of transparency. Systems 
in place during the previous implementation of 
the CPU had not provided curators with enough 
granular information about each collection’s sta-
tus, and they feared that moving archival pro-
cessing to another unit in the library altogether 
would introduce further obscurity. Curators and 
processors alike also indicated communication 
challenges were ongoing. Another issue sur-
faced by the listening sessions was the existence 
of residual differences in opinion between cura-
tors about certain archival processing practices 
and perceived procedural interference in how 
each other’s collections were being processed. 
The surfacing of this issue suggested that cura-
torial autonomy was still being clung to by some 
members of the Special Collections department.  

Regardless of stated challenges, most curators 
indicated optimism about working with the new 
APS organization and several came to the listen-
ing sessions with specific suggestions to share 
about how traditional practices could be im-
proved upon. Curators recommended regular 
reports from the APS on archival processing 
projects and expressed desire to participate in 
regular one-on-one check-ins with the APS Su-
pervisor. The APS’s newly implemented project 
management software26 was a common topic of 
discussion, and most were already optimistic 
about the tool’s ability to improve transparency 
and increase curator involvement in communi-
cation about archival processing projects and in 
reviewing finding aids. Opportunities for cross-
departmental training were also identified. The 
APS Head and the APS Supervisor treated the 
information gathered from these preliminary 
discussions as valuable insights into the needs 
and priorities of Special Collections stakeholders 
and determined to proceed with an attitude of 
serving the curators as customers.  

 

Documenting Procedures 

It had become apparent that there were holes in 
the existing documentation of archival pro-
cessing procedures. Some areas of ambiguity 
had allowed conflicts between curators to fes-
ter.27 Regularly documenting updates to ar-
chival processing practices due to technology 
changes and evolving standards and workflows 
was necessary, especially to ensure consistency 
across the institution.28 Updating process docu-
mentation reduced conflict between team mem-
bers.29 A representative from Special Collections 
and the Manuscripts Cataloger therefore de-
cided to collaborate to revise the archival pro-
cessing manual, updating institutional practices 
according to current arrangement and descrip-
tion standards. Specific attention was given to 
areas of historically diverging practice between 
curators, prioritizing practices that would best 
lead to efficiency and practicality. The former 
CPU Supervisor had recently retired, and an ar-
chivist with several years of experience at other 
major archival institutions had been hired to 
take over the management of the archival pro-
cessing staff at the BYU Library. One of the first 
responsibilities given to the new APS Supervisor 
was to review the newly created documentation, 
a task which allowed her to bring her own pre-
vious practices and archival processing work-
flows to the table. Various scenarios based on 
past archival processing experience were ex-
plored between the three collaborators, and the 
documentation was then edited or expanded, as 
needed. Once this process was complete, the 
manual was shared with Special Collections cu-
rators and APS staff to publicize the updated 
procedures. Having the written procedures 
manual thus documented at the outset of the 
transition from the Central Processing Unit 
(CPU) to the Archival Processing Section (APS) 
provided common ground from which to collab-
orate between the two departments moving for-
ward.  
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Forming a Cross-Departmental Working  
Committee 

The organizational shift of archival processing 
from Special Collections to Cataloging and 
Metadata necessitated the development of a new 
library committee (the Archival Processing, 
Preservation, and Access Committee (APPAC)) 
to facilitate interdepartmental communication 
among the distributed personnel with responsi-
bility for aspects of providing access to manu-
scripts and archival collections. Other units with 
close ties to the APS had also been distributed 
across the library during the 2020 reorganization 
according to functional alignment within the 

four library divisions. The Collections Manage-
ment unit and the Conservation Department 
had been moved from the Special Collections 
Division to merge into the new Collections Care 
Department in the Collection Services Division. 
The Digital Initiatives Department was also 
moved from the Special Collections Division to 
Collections Services. The curators, Special Col-
lections reference staff, conservators, stacks 
managers, and digitization and digital preserva-
tion personnel all now operated in three differ-
ent departments under two separate library di-
visions from the APS (see Figure 3). It was clear 
that future problems might crop up if silos were 
allowed to develop in the workflows of the new 
organizational structure.  

 

 

Figure 3. The BYU Library’s 2020 reorganization went from five functional divisions down to four, leav-
ing the former Special Collections Division to be divided into functional components. Each sub-unit was 
distributed to the new division with which it most closely aligned in terms of its primary function. While 
the Special Collections Division was dissolved, the L. Tom Perry Special Collections Department contin-
ued to exist and was moved to the new Research and Learning Division. 
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Knowledge sharing disparity is a symptom of 
workplace silos occurring when members of a 
team identify more strongly with other members 
of their group than with the overarching organi-
zation. Such favoring of one’s team within the 
workplace can cause disruptions in the move-
ment of knowledge across the organization, 
making cross-departmental work more difficult 
to accomplish.30 Archival processing necessarily 
involves integrated decision-making across mul-
tiple teams within the organization. These kinds 
of workflows can be encouraged and improved 
through regular collaboration and the develop-
ment of a shared vision for how group members 
jointly serve the organization’s mission.31 De-
partment chairs and other key stakeholders of 
the APS preemptively sought to create a struc-
ture that would facilitate such free-flowing com-
munication channels and common goals so that 
former obstructions would not continue, and 
new silos would not develop. This group pro-
posed the formation of a new committee that 
would replace the CPU Advisory Committee 
where collaboration would thrive. The purpose 
of this committee is defined in its mission state-
ment, “The Archival Processing, Preservation, 
and Access Committee (APPAC) develops poli-
cies related to archival accessioning and pro-
cessing in the L. Tom Perry Special Collections. 
It has authority to develop and implement pro-
cedures and coordinate location tracking, 
preservation, and reformatting tasks related to 
processing.”32 Other key responsibilities of the 
committee include prioritizing archival pro-
cessing projects and coordinating proper hous-
ing and preservation of collection materials. One 
important aspect of APPAC that helps retain the 
positive culture of the committee is the balanced 
nature of its membership. The former CPU Ad-
visory Committee had been composed of the 
CPU Supervisor, three manuscripts curators, 
one books curator, one collections management 
representative, and the Manuscripts Cataloger. 

Over half the committee members were curators 
and only one member of the committee came 
from outside of Special Collections. In the new 
committee, curator membership was reduced to 
two representatives, and the addition of a con-
servation specialist and a Digital Initiatives rep-
resentative ensured that other key decision-mak-
ers could weigh in on archival processing work-
flows that impacted their work as well.  

Through frequent meetings, APPAC fosters in-
teractions between committee members from 
different library departments working together 
on mission-focused assignments, which in-
creases understanding between groups. Mem-
bers of the committee who are representatives of 
other library groups are often given an action 
item to gather feedback from their constituen-
cies and bring it back to APPAC before a vote is 
taken on proposed changes to policy or proce-
dures. An overarching commitment to the BYU 
Library’s goals for archival processing work was 
fostered through the formation of this cross-de-
partmental committee and through the contin-
ued efforts of the committee’s chair to keep 
meetings focused on finding solutions to the in-
evitable challenges that come up in the commit-
tee members’ shared responsibilities. 

Advocating for More Archival Processing Staff 

Under its new leadership, in addition to coping 
with the disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the APS spent its first year assessing the state of 
the section, learning existing workflows, discov-
ering the status of in-process collections and 
blocked projects, and gauging its current capac-
ity. The APS had multiple streams of incoming 
work along with daunting legacy backlogs. 
There was no documentation of how much un-
processed archival and manuscripts material ex-
isted in Special Collections, but it quickly be-
came clear that the APS’s professional staff level 
would not support all the work that needed to 
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be done, with one full-time supervisor, two part-
time archival processors, and 10-14 students. In-
creasing professional staff involvement in ar-
chival processing as opposed to student workers 
improves efficiency.33 When archival processing 
had been overseen by Special Collections, a sim-
ilar recognition of the need for more archival 
processing staff had been identified, but re-
sources had not been available then to add the 
needed staff positions. While the existence of ar-
chival processing backlogs is common among 
archives, unprocessed collections’ absence from 
public catalogs delays the institution’s ability to 
provide the researcher with valuable infor-
mation.34 The under-resourcing of archival work 
contributes to the difficulty of addressing ar-
chival processing backlogs.35  

Considering the historical positioning of ar-
chives within libraries may shed light on this is-
sue. Archives often exist structurally within aca-
demic libraries, which can impact resource allo-
cation for archival work.36 Librarianship and ar-
chival theory and practice have different histori-
cal backgrounds, educational paths, and meth-
ods of performing work, and library administra-
tors may often not be familiar with what archi-
vists do.37 

The APS Head recognized that the Cataloging 
and Metadata department chair and the associ-
ate university librarian over the Metadata and 
Information Technology Division would need to 
be provided with contextualized information, 
especially because they were both relatively un-
familiar with archives work. They met on sev-
eral occasions to discuss the personnel needs of 
the APS, with most of these meetings focusing 
on helping the administrators to gain a better 
understanding of the types of workstreams for 
which the APS was responsible and a general 
understanding of the scope of each workstream. 
The APS Head provided a valuable basic under-
standing of the APS’s working landscape, which 
includes not just collection- or series-level pro-
cessing of incoming archival and manuscripts 

collections, but also the processing of legacy col-
lections; value-added processing for high-value 
or high-use collections; preparation of file- or 
item-level description of collections being digit-
ized; migration of physical registers, inventories, 
and XML finding aids to the library’s online ar-
chival access system; and, any necessary re-pro-
cessing triggered by curator-led initiatives in-
cluding reappraisal, poor collection housing, in-
tegration of displaced materials, and accommo-
dation of user-centric research needs. With a bet-
ter understanding of the APS’s demonstrated re-
source needs, administrators were able to suc-
cessfully advocate for the repurposing of a va-
cated Cataloging and Metadata position, which 
allowed the APS to hire a full-time archival pro-
cessor in fall 2021. 

Meanwhile, library administrators and other 
stakeholders were expressing increasing interest 
in digitization. When opportunities arose for the 
APS Head to participate in related discussions, 
she sought to help others understand that in-
creased digitization must be supported by in-
creasing the number of people processing and 
preparing file- or item-level description for the 
archival and manuscripts collections being digit-
ized rather than simply adding to digitization 
personnel. In 2022, a new Cataloging and 
Metadata department chair asked the APS to 
provide an assessment of their workload. Part of 
the backlog report the APS provided confessed 
that digitization preparation was the APS as-
signment that was most frequently deferred in 
the interest of prioritizing other pressing ar-
chival processing work. When another vacated 
position in the department became available, the 
APS was offered the position if tlalhey would 
devote it to preparing archival and manuscripts 
collections for digitization, in alignment with 
BYU Library priorities. This resource allocation 
win was tempered by the fact that it was a part-
time position, which is not ideal for attracting 
long-term archival workers with the experience 
needed for such standards-heavy work.38 The 



Daines et al.: Upending Tradition Through Strategic Change 

 Collaborative Librarianship 14(1): 30-49 (2024) 44 

APS intends to continue advocating for the con-
version of part-time positions to full-time in the 
future if the part-time positions experience sig-
nificant turnover. Although the APS started out 
with minimal professional staff, advocacy 
through educating BYU Library administrators 
on archival processing work resulted in a more 
appropriate allotment of personnel resources. 

Advocating for Professional Status of Archival 
Processors 

As previously mentioned, a common problem in 
the archives field, particularly within academic 
libraries, is the potential for library colleagues to 
misunderstand archival processing work. Ar-
chival positions are sometimes placed in lower 
job classifications or pay levels, and libraries 
may sometimes also over-rely on student labor 
for this type of work. This deprofessionalization 
of archival workers is a tradition that weakens 
the ability of the archives to perform high-qual-
ity and efficient archival processing. Measures 
taken by the APS at the BYU Library to combat 
this issue included pursuing a position reclassi-
fication for the APS Supervisor, the creation of a 
career ladder to support archival processors’ 
ability to advance within their positions, and a 
re-emphasis of support for professional devel-
opment activities for staff employees. 

Reclassification of APS Supervisor Position 

During its first two years, the APS worked to 
understand challenges in several areas of the 
BYU Library’s archival processing program and 
develop solutions for those issues. A key reason 
why the APS was successful in improving pro-
cesses during this period was because of the ar-
chival expertise of the APS Supervisor, an expe-
rienced archivist with an archives-focused MLS 
degree who had been hired in late 2019 to re-
place the former CPU supervisor who had va-
cated the position earlier in the year. When the 
Central Processing Unit (CPU) had been for-
mally established following its successful pilot, 

the BYU Library had created the CPU Supervi-
sor position by repurposing a staff position from 
the library’s acquisitions department.  Bringing 
someone from outside of the archival profession 
into this role was not ideal, as a manager in the 
archives must have archival knowledge and 
proper training in order to succeed in the role.39 
Filling the supervisor role with an experienced 
archivist was the next step toward improving 
the professional output of the unit. 

The APS Head recognized that the job classifica-
tion for the APS Supervisor position was inap-
propriate for the complexity of responsibilities, 
scope of decision-making, and high degree of 
coordination required to perform the work. Pro-
fessional processing archivists benefit from a 
master’s degree with graduate-level coursework 
in archival theory and must possess a variety of 
crucial competencies including organizational 
and analytical skills, project management apti-
tude, technical skills across a variety of material 
formats, broad experience in processing collec-
tions, and other varied qualifications.40  The APS 
Head worked to communicate these qualifica-
tions to BYU Library administrators and show 
examples of similar positions at other institu-
tions that were classified at high administrative 
or faculty levels. In 2023, a shared understand-
ing of the section’s needs led to a decision to re-
classify the APS Supervisor position and elevate 
it to faculty status as the new APS Head, 
prompting a national search. The current APS 
Supervisor successfully applied for the position 
and took on the head duties in 2024, while the 
former Head reverted to her previous duties as 
Manuscripts Cataloger. The successful reclassifi-
cation of the APS Supervisor position demon-
strated another example of combatting the com-
mon misunderstanding some librarians may 
have of the difficulty of archivists’ work through 
education and advocating for understanding be-
tween members of the two professions. 
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Creation of a Career Ladder for Archival Processing 
Staff 

In the four years since the APS Supervisor was 
hired, her focus has been on developing the ar-
chival processing program and looking for ways 
to improve workflows. Previously, student em-
ployees had traditionally carried out the bulk of 
archival processing duties, with ten to fourteen 
students employed by the APS at a time prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The APS Supervisor 
initially endeavored to follow the student-heavy 
labor tradition, but as she reviewed the projects 
that had been completed by students in the last 
couple of years, it became evident that the reli-
ance on student work had developed a second-
ary backlog of work for the professional staff in 
the APS. Student work requires more review 
and correction due to their lack of deep 
knowledge of archival principles and minimal 
experience. The APS has since reduced its stu-
dent labor force and developed a stronger focus 
on building a narrower set of skills to increase 
the accuracy of the work produced by the stu-
dents. 

Another reason for the reduction in student la-
bor within the APS was the early career status of 
the existing professional staff. Recent turnover 
in staff positions and the addition of new posi-
tions meant that the APS Supervisor was the 
only professional staff member able to review 
and complete archival processing work done by 
students. The vision for the APS’s future in-
cludes building the capabilities of staff with the 
gradual introduction of student supervision 
among their responsibilities, which should in-
crease efficiency and eventually bring the num-
ber of student employees back up closer to pre-
vious levels.  

In the fall of 2022, the BYU Library human re-
sources manager suggested that the APS explore 
the creation of a career ladder document. This 
document’s purpose was to outline the technical 

and soft skills required for promotion of profes-
sional staff in archival processing positions. The 
APS leaders were enthusiastic about taking this 
opportunity, since this would provide staff the 
ability to progress in their careers and have 
more range in their compensation over the com-
ing years. 

Drawing on past supervisory experience in li-
brary and archives settings and analyzing job 
descriptions from various institutions, including 
the federal classification schedule for archivist 
positions, three progressive job levels were de-
veloped for archival processing staff and sub-
mitted to Human Resources Department (HRD) 
for approval and assignment of pay levels. 
Throughout the development process, the APS 
Supervisor debated on the best way to define 
promotion requirements, eventually settling on 
a model based on increasing project manage-
ment complexity and supervisory responsibility 
versus a model based on specialized expertise in 
processing in a specific subject area or format 
type. Struggling with the burden of running the 
unit and spreading out responsibilities fairly, 
the supervisor chose to utilize this model and fo-
cus on ways to train more impactfully and help 
employees reach the standards laid out at each 
level. Competencies in the career ladder include 
knowledge and application of complex work-
flows, archival theory, job-specific project man-
agement, quality control duties, willingness to 
accept supervisory assignments, demonstration 
of collegiality and collaboration, self-directed 
development, and independent decision-mak-
ing, among other responsibilities and expecta-
tions. This career ladder document was ap-
proved and put into effect in February 2024, 
leading to an elevated base pay level for all the 
staff members in the APS, and the opportunity 
for future level increases based on individual 
performance. The ultimate goal of this invest-
ment of time and analysis was to achieve higher 
pay levels for archival processors, attract mid-
career archivists to new positions, and retain 
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employees for longer in these positions. More ef-
fective and efficient archival processing at a 
higher level of quality is expected from the APS. 

Supporting Professional Development of Staff 

In 2020, the BYU Library began an initiative to 
re-emphasize its support for professional devel-
opment activities for all employees, revising job 
descriptions to ensure they included reference to 
the expectation that 5-10% of an employee’s time 
should be dedicated to development. All staff 
are encouraged to attend virtual trainings, and 
some local or national conference attendance is 
also supported, as funding allows. This support 
has helped to combat a traditional perception 
among some in the library that only faculty can 
pursue professional development opportunities 
or actively contribute to external professional 
communities. Professional development sup-
ports the individual library worker’s career and 
simultaneously improves library work. With the 
help of library funding, this initiative has led to 
two APS staff becoming Certified Archivists and 
receiving other certifications, and all APS staff 
have been able to attend library and archives 
conferences as well as webinars and other types 
of training. 

Conclusion 

The development and creation of the Central 
Processing Unit (CPU) followed by its transition 
to the Archival Processing Section (APS) is an 
informative case study in change management. 
It highlights the investment that employees feel 
in the status quo and their attempts to resist 
change by leaning on traditional ways of doing 
work. It also underscores the importance of cre-
ating new traditions to combat status quo bias. 
These new traditions are most successful when 
created in collaboration with those employees 
most impacted by the proposed changes. 

Those involved with the creation of the CPU 
and its eventual transition to the APS learned a 

number of lessons during this change manage-
ment process. The most important lesson 
learned is to involve those who will be impacted 
by the change from the very beginning. When 
people have a voice, they are more likely to ac-
cept new traditions. Successful change manage-
ment is a collaborative process. Change leaders 
need to communicate clearly and consistently 
the goals of the organizational change and the 
rationale behind the change. Creating formal 
structures (like the CPU Advisory Committee 
and APPAC) allows for formal collaboration to 
occur and these facilitate change efforts. Repur-
posing existing positions to facilitate collabora-
tion between different organizational structures 
is also a good way to facilitate change. It is 
equally important to cultivate an attitude of 
openness to change in your organizational struc-
ture. Encourage employees to embrace the op-
portunity to learn new skills and to improve 
their ability to do their work. This is best done 
by providing employees with ample opportuni-
ties for professional development and by re-
warding those who take advantage of those op-
portunities. Change is hard. Acknowledge that it 
is hard and reward those who actively partici-
pate in change. It is also important to note that 
change management never really ends. Manag-
ers need to be conscious of how work is per-
formed and work collaboratively with their em-
ployees to make needed changes. These changes 
can be major like the creation of the CPU and 
the complete overhaul of archival processing 
that followed. They can also be small changes 
meant to tweak the existing status quo.  

The archival processing program at the BYU Li-
brary has evolved over the past two decades 
from distributed archival processors under the 
guidance of curatorial experts to a centralized 
unit within Special Collections and later a strate-
gically managed section in Cataloging and 
Metadata. This specialization has allowed the li-
brary to confront several status quo biases 
through positive change measures. In recent 
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years, as the APS and curators have been located 
in different departments within the BYU Li-
brary, this has meant that there are now two or-
ganizational units heavily invested in the suc-
cess of archival processing functions. By the na-
ture of their separation within the library, there 
are now two department chairs and two associ-
ate university librarians regularly involved in 
the administration of the archival processing 
function and its impacts. Both lines of admin-
istration are now responsible for supporting 
their unit’s close involvement with the particu-
lar needs of archival and manuscripts collections 
through the work processes that are required to 
ready them for the library’s patrons to discover, 
handle, and study. This has increased the inte-
gration of related processes across the library 
and has required library administrators to de-
velop a stronger understanding of archival prin-
ciples and the unique contribution to student 
education that is served by archival and manu-
scripts collections. Continued development is 
likely, as the APS plans to refine its operations 
and hopes that efforts to educate administrators 
will allow for increased professional treatment 
of archival processing staff, leading to longer re-
tention and more efficient provision of access to 
archival and manuscripts collections. Tradition 
cuts both ways. It can be used as a tool to resist 
change to the status quo and it can be used as a 
tool to overcome that resistance. Those leading 
change efforts need to actively plan to use tradi-
tion to successfully meet the needs of the organi-
zation. 

 
1 A finding aid is “a description that typically 
consists of contextual and structural information 
about an archival resource” (Society of Ameri-
can Archivists. Dictionary of Archives Terminol-
ogy. Society of American Archivists. April 18, 
2024. https://dictionary.archivists.org/en-
try/finding-aid.html). Archival finding aids in 
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