
Notes on discussions during the Science Archives meeting, The National Archives, Tuesday 5 April 

2016 

Morning (pre-lunch) discussion 

1. Engineers 

In a short discussion there was consensus that engineering should be included within the auspices of 

the science and technology archives.  The overlap between engineering archives and business 

archives was noted. 

2. Options paper 

It was argued that the digital challenge as presented in the paper (‘the form in which the bulk of the 

records is now being created and held is born-digital ‘) should encompass not just software issues 

but hardware ones, and include consideration of the challenge this represented in terms of the 

preservation of the physical carriers of digital information.  Meeting this would benefit from a 

collaborative approach, sharing expertise, knowledge and equipment. 

The need to work with the professional institutions was stressed.  

The need to survey what’s being covered currently and what isn’t was emphasized.  The next few 

years may be the last chance to capture records of Britain’s post-war science and technology before 

those centrally involved die. 

 

Afternoon Session 1: What are the key issues? 

Table 1 

 Identified the need for a special interest group, like the Business Archives Council, CHARM 

(Charity Archivists and Records Managers) or similar but perhaps going beyond archives.   The Centre 

for Scientific Archives could form a nucleus.   

 Who would be in it?  Scientists, historians, archivists, media, research councils. 

 What would it do?  

1. Raise funding 

2. ‘Story-telling’  

3. Promote scientific heritage more widely - profile-raising and ambassadorial 

4. Practical toolkits for scientist ‘making their lives easier’ 

5. Schools activities 

 Identified the need for a landscape survey: what is the scale of the challenge and who is doing 

what now.  With facts and figures) and looking for stakeholders and potential partnerships. 



Begin a process with highlighting ‘Key Collections’, telling part of the National Story. 

Table 2 

 A focus on advocacy.  Building relationships with scientists, how to overcome the trust issue.  

There is a disconnection between retention of data and of ‘personal papers’. 

RDM offers an opportunity to start dialogue with scientists to extend their understanding of what 

should be kept, but it has to be helpful to scientists and not represent an obstacle or chore.  Also, it’s 

not just a case of preserving records but managing them!  Appraisal is therefore important – we 

don’t want scientists to keep everything. 

It is important to reach scientists early in their careers, providing the tools to capture their records 

from the start.  

Digital records are a cultural issue as well as a technological one. 

There is also question of ownership of records – is it the scientist, the employing institution or the 

funder? 

Was there a case for a central repository for scientific e-records to avoid duplication. 

Table 3 

 A focus on archives capture.  How to get scientists involved with the retention of records of 

archival importance. This means creating the right culture for them.   

Terminology was seen as a potential barrier e.g. a scientist’s understanding of the word ‘paper’ is 

different from that of an archivist.  There is a need to use the right language. 

There are many small (sometimes one person) archives, therefore there is a need for a support 

network. 

Many repositories are full or approaching that stage.  Are scientists archives going to be a priority for 

filling the space?  We need to look at shared storage space for scientists’ archives. 

Build case studies: e.g. the use of historical data in current research and re-use of old research (eg 

hologram). 

Table 4 

 A focus on resources available, in terms of infrastructure, personnel etc 

We need to create a public narrative to build interest and understanding of the importance of 

scientific records and the data underpinning the narrative.   

Highlighting of the problem of lack of clear records-keeping policies and adherence to such policies.  

We need to identify the correct level for useful interaction and engagement?  At the level of 

individual scientists or at the institutional level? 

The problem of the internal politics of public engagement was mentioned.  



Table 5 

 A focus on archival capture. Three-fold: 

1. The born-digital problem. 

2. Creators need to understand what they have. 

3. The problem of the quantity of material produced. 

Also the problem of continuity in scientific records – research is often projects based and therefore 

the non-published records produced are seen as ephemeral. 

There is a need to build infrastructure of support: advocacy (ensuring the realisation of archival 

worth of scientific archives) e.g. champions for archives in science, building support community, 

partnerships (e.g. with learned societies). 

Further resources are needed, e.g. to meet backlogs, and cope with management of material 

(especially digital) once acquired. 

Afternoon Session 2: What could we do, if we had the money?  

(Scenario  1, £50,000 p.a. for 10 years; scenario 2, £5.000 p.a. for 10 years) 

Table 1 

£50k 

 Posited 5 years plan to create a ‘Preserving Scientific Heritage Programme’ (though with a more 

catchy title).  Ensure initial clarity of purpose from the beginning. 

Year one.  Start with a strategic survey of the landscape to see collecting and identify stake-holders.    

Years one to two.   

 Employ a professional fund-raiser to look to raise matching funding (100-500k a year). 

 Build case studies sector by sector with targeted funders in mind, perhaps five key stories in 

five sectors to attract financial support from five sets of funders e.g. ‘How the chemical 

industry made the modern world…’, Wellcome Trust for medical.   Note key anniversaries. 

Look for good stories.  Flagship projects. 

 Create a network with a website. This would include survey results, statistics, sector guides 

and links to  use of science archives to support national curriculum. 

Year three.  

 Develop the network, in focused projects (in areas highlighted by the survey) 

 Look for possibilities for AHRC and other studentships 

 Develop training.   

 Work with existing organisations – why re-invent things that already exist, i.e. with The 

National Archives, Centre for Scientific Archives, Scientific Archivists Group etc.   

 Build an international dimension. 



Years three-five 

 Create a set of projects developing partnerships in association with companies and 

organisations.  Look to: 

1. Training and guidance for scientists, advocacy and PR 

2. Plugging gaps in strategic high-level collecting (cataloguing support?) 

3. Public engagement events: eg, awards for using scientific archives ‘Young Scientific 

Archivist of the Year’, exhibitions, from local to international .  

After five years: the challenge is to maintain what’s been built.  There is a need to have unlocked 

further funding for a 10 year plan.  Focus on the impact of science archives on society through 

solving problems and preserving stories. 

£5k 

Priorities: creating a network, building a website, undertaking a light-weight survey and holding a 

conference.  

Table 2 

£50k 

 In year one, commission an in-depth survey to improve our understanding. Use this in following 

years to speak to stakeholders to build relationships and funders.  Spend money to raise money. 

 Work on guidance.  Questions: 

 How prescriptive can be vs how advisory?  It can’t be onerous or threaten ownership of 

knowledge.   

 Whose responsibility is to retain records?  Individuals or their employers?   

 Create a central body/person to act as a sort of ‘information commissioner’ for science archives 

and records.  A source of advice, links and information.  How to make this widely known? 

 Build up a scientific archives group. To hold workshops, produce guidance, look at existing models 

£5k 

Building up a scientific archives group.  

Table 3 

£50k 

 Use the money to seek matching funding from science and technology companies.   

 Possibility of offering grants for listing (volunteer high-level listing?), conservation, training 

 Create educational resources, perhaps through digitisation, to reach schools. 



 Fund postgraduate (PhD) student on collaborative archives project 

 Training for archivists in working with scientific archives, and guidance for scientists 

 Advocacy.  

 Consider what is special to science archives?  The association of equipment with archives.  

Could this be exploited through outreach (find anniversaries and media opportunities) and 

exhibition/displays? 

 Within organisations? Case studies showing value of scientific archives, eg re-use of data.  

Corporate Social Responsibility among science and technology companies. 

£5k 

Engagement: web-site, CPD, engagement with professional bodies and funders to generate more 

money (seed-corn funding). 

Recruitment of volunteers. 

Highlight existing examples as case studies for best practice. 

Table 4 

£50k 

 Establish a scientific archives group.  This would: 

1. Hold regular events 

2. Create a website with information 

3. Appoint a full-time project officer to survey points of vulnerability (collections at risk) and 

build a communications  strategy. 

 Ring-fenced cataloguing grants for science and technology in areas of vulnerability. 

 Undertake research into further funding available. 

£5k 

The priority would be the establishment of a scientific archives interest group 

Table 5 

£50k 

 Seek matching funding from industry and learned societies.  

 Cataloguing and/ or resource discovery. 

 Professional/academic partnerships through social media, conferences and research fellowships 

to 



1. Explain ‘history of science’ to scientists 

2. Generate enthusiasm for archives,  

 Promotion centred round single ‘hero’ archives that will be of wide interest - to get media and 

research interest in scientific archives more generally.  Use of social media, small exhibition, 

seminar, memorabilia (postcards etc) 

£5k 

Promotion centred round single ‘hero’ archives. 


