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Background
 

The AI for Access project was awarded 
a 2024 Society of American Archivists 
Foundation (SAAF) Catalyst grant and 
is sponsored by the CLIR/DLF 
Born-Digital Access Working Group 
(BDAWG) 

Project Members
Timi Adediran, PhD, she/her, EpiStats Solutions

Dara Baker, she/her, Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporation

Christina Velazquez Fidler, she/her, The Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley

Steven Gentry, he/him, University of Iowa

Jen Wachtel Litwin, she/her, U.S. National Archives and 
Records Administration 

Jamie Wiser, she/her, Independent Archivist

*Our opinions are our own



Process and Timeline

Data Analysis

May 2025-January 2026

Statistical and anecdotal data review
Trend and pattern analysis
Data comparison

Report and Open data

January-April  2026

Final report submitted to SAA Foundation 
and CLIR
Project data being made available on OSF

Literature Review

c. July  2024-January 2025

Identify and review resources
Confirm relevance to survey and report

Survey

July 2024-April 2025

Survey design
Survey distribution planning
Survey and Research Consultant hired
Survey distribution

https://osf.io/gzd6k/files/8mtnq


• Demographic of users
• Current Use
• Planned Use
• Adoption
• Challenges

Literature Review
Project Research Questions



Literature Review
Project Research Questions

Demographic of users
• What are the characteristics of 

American archival workers who are and 
are not adopting AI/ML technologies to 
provide access to digital archival 
materials?



Literature Review
Project Research Questions

Current Use
• How are American archival workers 

currently using AI/ML tools to provide 
access to digital archival materials? 



Literature Review
Project Research Questions

Planned Use
• What are American archival workers' 

planned use of AI/ML tools to provide 
access to digital archival materials? 



Literature Review
Project Research Questions

Adoption
• Why are American archival workers 

adopting or not adopting AI/ML tools to 
provide access to digital archival 
materials? 



Literature Review
Project Research Questions

Challenges and Opportunities
• What are American archival workers' 

perceptions of challenges and 
opportunities of using AI / ML tools to 
provide access to digital material? 



Literature Review
• 704 sources collected that were 

related to archives and AI

• Organized in Zotero and Notion

• 66 sources identified as:
• Addressing archival processing and 

providing access
• Within a US GLAM framework



Literature Review Findings
• Institution size: Archival institutions associated with larger institutions are primarily responsible 

for exploring AI/ML
• Current uses: natural language processing (NLP), named entity recognition (NER), deep learning, 

machine learning, topic modeling, automatic speech recognition, retrieval-augmented generation
• processing activities and providing access for breadth of archival formats such as AV, photos, 

web, textual
• Human oversight: human labor/professional archival expertise paired with tools
• Planned use: classification headings to photos; chat interfaces; AI-generated description; PII 

screening
• Collections as data: responsibility of archivists to make collections as accessible as possible 

(both a threat and opportunity for archival labor)
• Archival labor: addresses sustained reductions in staffing during a time of collection expansion, 

supporting more sustainable workflows AND disrupts archival archival practices; need to evolve 
archival approaches to arrangement and description; both opportunistic and cautionary



Literature Review Findings
• Adoption: address increasing digital backlog, lack of 

personnel, quality of metadata output
• Non-adoption: lack of accountability, lack of trust in AI tools’ 

accuracy
• Challenges: privacy, consent, accuracy, labor considerations, 

bias, transparency, need for increased storage, 
hallucinations, exacerbating biases

• Opportunities: automate processes in archival workflow, 
improve discoverability

• No consensus: most literature recommends further study



Survey 
Development

Survey focused on answering 
project research questions

Draft questions for IRB

Recruitment of trained data analyst 
and survey assessment expert

Finalized survey structure and 
questions 



Survey Testing and Refinement
• Testing occurred between c. 

February 2, 2025 – March 6, 
2025

• Testers recruited from 
• University of California Common 

Knowledge Group for Born 
Digital collections 

• Bentley Historical Library at the 
University of Michigan 

Questions for Survey Testers
1. How much time did it take for 

you to complete the survey?
2. Usability - is it easy to use? 

Are there confusing questions?
3. Pacing - is it too lengthy? Was 

it a slog?
4. Any questions needing 

tweaking?



Survey 
Distribution

Developed exhaustive 
list of 98 distinct 
groups for survey 
distribution
94 groups contacted 
between March 17 and 
April 14, 2025



Preliminary Findings - Full Survey
Total Response 

(N=502)

Survey’s part of 
dissemination (n=469)

Removed individuals 
who just clicked the 

survey (n=85)

Survey with a progress of more 
than 2% (n=384)

Removed individuals 
prior to March 17, 

2025 (n=33)



Note: Not all states for which we have data are listed on the x-axis. Alternating states are listed alphabetically; see 
our report for the full version.



Type of 
institution



MARAC Representation in Survey 
Great response from MARAC: 

● At least 1 respondent from each member caucus, including West 
Virginia and Washington D.C.

● 44 respondents identified that they were MARAC members from NY, 
PA, NJ, DE, MD, DC, and VA

● 88 respondents from member states and Washington D.C., making up 
23% of the respondents 
○ For comparison in the 2021 A*Census report, MARAC member states made 

up 26.5% of respondents (not including Delaware and West Virginia) 



Responses from MARAC and MARAC region MATCH greater dataset with slightly lower (.39% 
(yes) and slightly higher (1.5%) unsure.



Responses from MARAC and MARAC region MATCH greater dataset, with a slightly higher percentage in the greater 
dataset citing lack of technical knowledge (18.4%) or lack of training (18.2%). 



Responses from MARAC and MARAC region almost MATCH greater dataset. 



AI, Ethics, and Practicality

As part of the survey, we carefully considered how to ask and how to address concerns about AI 
use and usage in archival practice; 

Given ongoing conversation about the future of the profession, the impact of digitization, funding, 
hidden archival collections, hidden labor, we wanted to gather data showing how the profession 
considered ethical considerations when considering or using AI in their work. 

MARAC members addressed ethics – both concerns and mitigations through AI use policies – 
across the questions.



All 
MARAC/MARAC 
region respondents 
had SOME ethical 
concerns 
associated with AI. 
In the general data 
as small %age 
(2.2% had no 
concerns.

MARAC/MARAC 
regional also had 
3.6% higher for 
“Highly concerned”







Concerns about AI



MARAC region: Other concerns about AI
Themes
• Not necessary
• Ethical and moral concerns (especially 

environmental)
• Security concerns
• Inaccuracy/hallucinations
• Poor quality of tools
• Not interested

Selected Additional Comments: Not Using AI

• No out-of-the box tools meeting immediate needs
• “ethical cost paired with the dubious and often harmful 

output makes these tools only useful in very specific contexts 
with substantial human oversight and manual checks of the 
output.”

• “AI is notoriously inaccurate, terrible for the environment, 
and has minimal protections for copyright and licensing.”

• “While working on the reference desk, I interact in person with 
researchers, so AI would serve no purpose.”

• Exploring the usefulness of AI but have not started yet: “Just 
haven't started trying to use them; not against it,”

• “leads to widespread misinformation, and, to top it off, 
plagiarizes the work of others to 'create.' It is also incredibly 
impersonal and off-putting to interact with AI instead of an 
actual person.”



Visceral Reactions as Data: Opposed
• “WE SHOULD NOT OUTSOURCE OUR WORK! GLAM work is already under-valued. AI cannot do the 

job that I do!”

• “I do not want to employ a technology that is injurious to the human spirit. Archives are made by 
people. People should be interpreting the human experience.”

• “they're environment-destroying, labor-devaluing, untrustworthy garbage.”

• “Surveys like this by useful patsies like you.”

• “Please, f*** off into the sunset.”

• “I'm ashamed of everyone involved in constructing this survey. Do better.”

• “good lord, are you TRYING to murder archives and destroy archival labor? What is wrong with you 
people?”



Not using AI: Ethical concerns from 
narrative responses
• Environmental
• Labor: value of GLAM work
• Copyright
• Privacy: high risk and personally identifiable information
• Security and validity: Trained on unknown datasets
• Bias: Endangering marginalized communities



Select narrative responses: not using AI
• “We've been sold a bill of goods by the tech sector and this rush to 

embrace a novel tool (based on massive copyright violations) will reflect 
poorly on our society and profession.”

• “They are trash built on stolen content and use FAR too many resources 
to run. No one should use these "tools" as they are trash.”

• “These tools are SLOP. They do not provide good outputs.”

• “There is no ethical use of AI.”



Visceral Reactions as Data: In Favor
• “I plan to learn more tools to help with work”

• “It is notable that I only needed enough translation to create a catalog record with basic bibliographic 
description - I was not looking for a correct translation of the whole manuscript.  This was very exciting 
for me.”

• “I strongly encourage everyone to not be afraid of AI; embrace its use, question it, understand its 
limitations and benefits. The next ten / twenty years will see many elevations of the technology so it’s 
pointless to be afraid and hide from the future.”

• “…it's a tough subject. Thank you for raising it.”

• “AI in archives is a pivotal moment in our profession. I've been a practicing archivist for almost 20 years, 
and I haven't been this excited about professional discourse since our discussions about born-digital 
archives caught wind circa 2005.”



0 responses from MARAC region for 3 to 5 years stage. MARAC region reflects national trends of uncertainty and that 
more people with 10 or more years of experience use AI than early-to mid-career professionals.



0 responses from MARAC region for 3 to 5 years stage. Early-career professionals are not using AI; 
9% more said “no” in the 0-2 years stage.



Q18. Do you use AI in your 
current role? For the 
purpose of this survey, 
“artificial intelligence” 
includes machine learning, 
natural language 
processing, and other 
similar tools/applications

Archivist 67
Digital archivist 29
Supervisor/Manager 19
Volunteer 2
Other (Librarian, 
assistant, etc.) 15
Blank 1



Roles/Positions for MARAC



What about students and retirees?

Only 3 students and 1 
retiree responded to the 
survey 

None of them are using 
AI for processing/access 
activities.



Name 
your 
tool(s)



What AI tools 
are being 
used?



Q18A. Name 
the tool(s) that 
you use and 
select how 
you use them 
in your 
workflow(s)

Tools used by MARAC/MARAC region 
respondents 

ChatGPT (10+)

ChatPDF

Grammarly (3)

Transkribus (with mixed results)

WhisperAI/MacWhisper

Subtitle Edit

Research Rabbit

Gemini (testing) 

Quartex

Hugging Face

Argilla

otter.ai

Advana

Azure AI 



What are AI tools 
being used for?

Function Number
Processing 144
Public Access 86
Ingest 38



What tools are being 
used for processing?

ChatGPT/OpenAI 36
Google (Gemini, 
etc.) 11
Microsoft (Copilot) 11
Whisper 11
Adobe Tools 9
Otter AI 6
Transkribus 6
OCR Tools 4
LLaMA 4
Claude 3
Grammarly 3
Perplexity 2
otter ai 2
All other tools 36



One response can change the 
conversation and impact your data: 
One respondent named more tools than all the other MARAC/MARAC region respondents together: 

Parquet
OpenAI/ChatGPT
Anthropic/Claud

Ollama
GPT4All
Python

Google Colab 
SciServer

Spark
Dunzer GPT (forked local version)"



Specific uses

“Transform semi-structured legacy 
finding aids (mostly in word 
doc/good doc format) into structured 
data that can be ingested into 
ArchivesSpace”

“Transkribus has been 
helpful in getting through 
really tough cursive and 
German shorthand 
cursive.”

“Assistance with checking and 
suggesting code when I'm 
working on projects that 
involve MySQL or Microsoft 
SQL. I find it highly effective in 
those applications but refuse to 
use it for any research or writing 
related tasks, both out of concern 
for inaccuracy and on principle.”“Used to generate transcripts for 

born digital and digitized audio 
and video and make machine 
readable.”

We use AI tools to enhance 
discovery of our collections and 
disseminate information about 
important figures in the 
movement our organization 
documents. We use AI to rewrite 
biographical and historical notes 
as wiki posts to improve SEO for 
our authoritative information 
sources about people and 
organizations.

“Used primarily for OCR generation, 
subject and named entities, and creating 
summaries. It's ok but we're needing to 
refine the prompts a lot to make it work -- 
quality control by manual processes is 
expected.”

I use AI to help write python 
scripts and VBA scripts to 
automate some repetitive 
tasks. It's pretty good at 
giving code, but the more I 
understand about the 
process, the better I can 
craft the instructions, and 
the better the code.

“I use it to clean up and structure 
confused or "dirty" metadata 
records”

We use AI tools to help edit text, 
create drafts for metadata that are 
later reviewed and edited, to help 
format templates for cataloging.



Identified 
themes Transcription

Coding/Scripting

Metadata

Administrative 
Assistance

• Audio/Visual
• Speech to text 

• Documents
• OCR and HTR

• Cleaning data/formulas
• PII searches
• Automation

• AI generated metadata
• Remediating legacy 

finding aids and 
description

• Summarization of content
• Report generation and 

grammar
• Translation



What tools are being 
used for ingest?

ChatGPT/OpenAI 11
Microsoft (Copilot) 5
Adobe Tools 3
Google (Gemini, etc.) 3
OCR Tools 2
Otter AI 1
Whisper 1
All other tools 12



What tools are being 
used for providing 
public access to 
materials?

ChatGPT/OpenAI 24
Whisper 12
Microsoft (Copilot) 4
Transkribus 4
Google (Gemini, 
etc.) 3
OCR Tools 3
Otter AI 3
Grammarly 2
All other tools 34



Do you hope to use AI in the future? Yes 160; No 78; Unsure 106

Future Use



- Transcription - Metadata generation and clean up
- Image captions - Facial recognition for photographs
- Flagging PII - Assist in script writing
- Language translation  - Resource arrangement, 
- Reference support - Collection/resource connectivity
- Automate OCR - Improve access to A/V content
- Born-digital & email accessioning, processing, file type identification

Future Use



How and why you would use AI tools:

Create “good enough” metadata that can be 
QC/edited in the future, improve efficiency of 
archival acquisitions and  processing, tackle 
backlog

Many respondents that indicated their 
institutions are encouraging the use of AI.

“It would be helpful to have a resource that 
provides case uses with how-to instructions 
included in order to replicate these uses 
locally.”

Future Use



A MARAC/MARAC region respondent highlighted 
the importance of this project: 

“Really glad to see this survey come out. I believe at the beginning it was said that 
some material may be shared with researchers; I'd like to see anonymized material 
made available to everyone…One of the things I'm most concerned with is being 
able to use the information from this survey to support arguments at our 
institutions, whether for policy or funding as well as future research in the dataset.”

The AI for Access team made the survey intentionally broad to understand the state of the 
profession, the next step, based on this data and our analysis is to follow the data and 
trends we find; to investigate the guardrails; what people are excited about and what 
people are concerned and guarding against. 



Highlights from AI is for Access Report 
No single tool or use case emerged as the primary focus: the profession continues to 
experiment with use cases and tools to meet archival processing and access needs.
Managers/supervisors and people with 10+ years in the profession are more likely to 
use AI in their work than newer professionals.
Respondents expressed ethical concerns about AI that will continue to impact adoption 
and expressed the hope that AI adoption will respect archival labor and archival 
practice.
There is a knowledge gap in the profession between those who are interested in using 
or knowing how to use AI tools, archives professionals who know how to or are willing 
to experiment with these tools and the training for those tools.



What 
questions do 
you have for 
us?


