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Leaning Into the Future, Together: Applying 
Business Process Management to Increase 
Efficiency and Manage Change in Archives and 
Special Collections

Jodi Allison-Bunnell, Anne Jenner, and Emily Dominick*

The time and resources required to prepare archival collections for use by researchers 
is a source of constant frustration in archives and libraries. Almost always, aspirations 
and collections exceed limited resources. The last fifteen to twenty years have seen 
archivists and librarians putting great effort into increasing standardization and ef-
ficiency. However, there are few examples of applying techniques from other fields 
that are proven to increase productivity. This dual case study shows that applying 
Lean techniques, which were originally developed for automobile manufacturing, 
yields significant results: measurable reductions in processing time and resource 
use; increased adherence to standards; increased engagement in and willingness to 
change by staff; effective coordination across departments; and increased ability to 
meet the needs of stakeholders.

Introduction
The time and resources required to prepare archival collections for use by researchers, usu-
ally referred to as “processing,”1 is a source of constant frustration in archives and libraries. 
Nearly every repository contends with unprocessed backlogs and struggles to meet ad-
ministrator and donor expectations. All have many aspirations; All have limited resources. 
Compounding these challenges, they may struggle with staff who resist changes to processes, 
standards, technologies, and the workplace. Over the last fifteen to twenty years, archives 
have put great effort into reconsidering processing and making it more efficient. However, 
the profession has few examples of applying techniques from other fields like business, 
manufacturing, and engineering that are proven to increase productivity and better match 
aspirations to resources. 

At the University of Washington’s Special Collections, starting in 2014, and Montana State 
University Library’s Archives and Special Collections, starting in 2021, they applied a suite of 
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techniques from manufacturing called Lean to revise their approaches to processing. They 
found that this technique applied to their organizations yielded significant results: measurable 
reductions in processing time and resource use; increased adherence to standards; increased 
engagement in and willingness to change by staff; effective coordination across departments; 
and increased ability to meet the needs of their stakeholders. As there are no other published 
examples of applying Lean in archives, and few on applying related techniques, the authors 
aim to share the results and to suggest that these techniques can yield similar results for other 
institutions.

Literature Review and Background
Because Lean is not well known in archives or libraries, a few key concepts and terms will 
be defined. Lean is a sub-discipline of Business Process Management (BPM),2 which is “the 
art and science of overseeing how work is performed in an organization to ensure consistent 
outcomes and to take advantage of improvement opportunities.” BPM focuses on managing 
“entire chains of events, activities and decisions that ultimately add value to the organization 
and its customers”; those “chains” are collectively known as “processes.”3 Nearly everything 
an organization does is a process that enables it to provide products or services for custom-
ers or clients. The way that processes are designed and performed in an organization affects 
both the quality of products or services and the speed at which they are delivered. Lean itself 
emerged from the 1930 “Toyota Way,” which has two pillars for organizational excellence: 1. 
continuous improvement and 2. respect for people.4 From the “Toyota Way,” James Womack 
and Daniel Jones defined “Lean” in 1996 as five principles that focus on specifying value 
for each project, identify how value is created, avoid any interruptions in creating value, let 
customers pull (identify) value from the producer, and pursue perfection.5 Lean focuses on 
the elimination of anything that does not add value to the customer, which is termed “waste.” 

Lean in Academic Libraries 
Even though other methodologies for evaluating workflows from a user-centered perspective 
are quite common, there are few articles describing applications of BPM in libraries. In their 
article on implementing Six Sigma (a specific sub-discipline of BPM closely related to Lean) 
at Sungkyunkwan University Library in South Korea, Dong-Suk Kim observed that at that 
time (2010), not many academic libraries had applied Six Sigma or similar frameworks to 
improving their processes. They reported that the process was successful and well suited to 
the work of academic libraries.6 Around the same time, Sarah Anne Murphy concluded that 
libraries benefit significantly from the structures of BPM: 

Libraries can customize and borrow a number of quality management systems 
and tools from the business community to both assess their service process and 
continuously improve their operations. By adopting an approach like Lean Six 
Sigma, a library can respond better to changing customer needs and desires by 
creating an infrastructure that supports, nurtures, and sustains a culture of as-
sessment and change.7 

In her 2015 article, Elizabeth Nelson articulates how Lean Six Sigma can be applied in academic 
libraries and suggests that the most strategic use may be in reducing errors in service and in 
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increasing service satisfaction.8 She also observes that these tools have been used to improve 
technical services workflows, including purchasing and processing books and reducing time 
needed to re-shelve materials. 

Some examples focus on transformative outcomes in customer-facing operations. A case 
study from the Columbus Metropolitan Library in Ohio has compelling examples of reducing 
wait times for telephone reference (detailed inquiries of process improvement revealed that 
using a single button on the phone, not increasing staff, vastly reduced caller wait times) and 
increasing on-time delivery for internal duplication orders to 100%.9 The Columbus study, 
together with another case study from the University of Arizona’s interlibrary loan service, 
provides examples of the ways in which Lean aids in identifying and addressing the root 
cause(s) of quality deficits and delays.10 Other examples include using Lean to improve email 
reference and for general process improvement for a large library system facing dwindling 
resources.11 

A book-length treatment of a case study from the University of Maryland’s University 
College examines in detail the application of Lean to managing electronic resources.12 In 
that study, Nelson observes that rather than adopting an all-or-nothing approach across the 
library, these techniques and their many tools and approaches work well when applied to 
specific processes and scenarios. In most cases, library staff make significant discoveries about 
the actual origins of waste; challenging assumptions proves to be very powerful. However, 
Nelson also notes that in some cases, libraries have referred to “process improvement” rather 
than naming specific methodologies because library employees are naturally suspicious of 
“managerial names” of techniques from the business world.13 

The archives literature has just two articles related to BPM, both case studies from 
Brigham Young University: Gordon Daines’ 2014 article (and a closely related 2009 article) 
on applying BPM to processing workflows. Daines describes applying process modeling 
to help department staff adopt new practices and workflows around preparing collections. 
The group had used a project management model but moved to process analysis and revi-
sion based on a fundamentally important insight: processing archival collections is not a 
one-off, unique activity that must be defined anew for each project. Instead, there are so 
many strong similarities across projects that many aspects of the work should be standard-
ized and done the same way for every collection.14 Process mapping helped the department 
visualize and understand how these processes needed to work. It helped the department 
implement systems well and has driven continued change and adaptation in the organiza-
tion in the years since.15

Why Lean for Archives?
Despite the dearth of specific applications in archives, Lean is closely related to changes in 
processing workflows and a systematic re-thinking of archival description over the last fifteen 
to twenty years. That re-thinking, in turn, has two threads: an increasing emphasis on user 
needs and the reality of scarce resources for processing. 

The call to focus on user needs arose in the 1980s with Mary Jo Pugh and Elsie Free-
man calling for a reorientation of description toward users.16 Paul Conway amplified those 
ideas, suggesting that archives should and could seek out information on user needs.17 In 
subsequent decades, the emergence of the term “hidden collections” focused on the most 
basic user need: easily discovering where collections were held. In discussions between 



542  College & Research Libraries	 May 2024

1998 and 2008, stakeholders asserted that outdated practices for cataloging and processing 
collections for use were a major factor in creating unacceptable backlogs and lack of access 
to collections.18 Following on these findings, the Council on Library and Information Re-
sources (CLIR) launched the Cataloging Hidden Collections regrant program in 2008. That 
program, which continued until 2014, focused on developing and implementing efficient 
practices—including collection-level description, re-use of finding aid data, using slightly 
augmented accession records for public access—to challenge traditional notions of process-
ing.19 It formed a strong underpinning for the CLIR regrant program that continues today: 
Digitizing Hidden Collections.20

Closely related, and driving the promulgation of revised practices, was Greene and 
Meissner’s seminal 2005 article “More Product, Less Process.”21 Their work was transformative 
because it redefined processes based on documented needs of end users, eliminating work 
that was tangential to the needs of those users. Their work is thus consonant with the Lean 
concept of letting the customer pull value from the provider. 

Other essential works and standards are consistent with this strategic focus on end us-
ers. In its introductory principles, Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS) version 
2019.0.3.1 states: 

Because it facilitates use, archival description is a user-centered product and pro-
cess.… It is imperative that repositories identify, engage, and seek to understand 
the motivations and needs of their users, which may include but are not limited 
to scholarly production, collection care and control, institutional knowledge, 
connection to family ties, artistic endeavors, government accountability, justice-
seeking endeavors, and symbolic purposes of holding records.22 

DACS also states that description beyond the minimum should at all times be user-driven. 
At this point, the profession can leave behind any idea of slavishly following old procedures 
and the notion of “the right way,” without giving thought to the functional and real require-
ments of users. 

More recently, OCLC Research’s Total Cost of Stewardship report (TCS) moves beyond 
the focus on reducing backlogs that is part of the “hidden collections” concept to provide 
means to potentially prevent the accumulation of backlogs in the first place. By addressing the 
organizational gap that often exists between collection development and collection steward-
ship, it is part of an overall trend to strategically re-focus the work of archivists, librarians, 
and other cultural heritage professionals.23 It provides a toolkit for estimating and articulat-
ing the total cost of stewarding collections throughout their lifecycle so that repositories can 
better match ambitions with available resources. 

Even with all of these advances, institutions and their staff continue to struggle with 
processes and tools that may not be producing the results they and their users need. It can 
be difficult to help individuals and teams understand where established practices are or are 
not beneficial. As a grassroots process that fundamentally respects the individuals that do 
the work, Lean and other structures like it can help individuals (and thus organizations) to 
see past personalities, territories, and incidents or conditions long past to develop new and 
more effective approaches to collection preparation. 
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Case Studies
University of Washington
Background
The University of Washington is the flagship institution of six public universities in Wash-
ington state and includes one of the largest library systems in the world. Special Collections 
is situated on the Seattle campus of the University in the Suzzallo & Allen Library. Holdings 
in Special Collections include over 70,000 cubic feet of archival collections and nearly 200,000 
non-circulating titles.24 

The division has seen a steady reduction in the number of staff over the last two decades, 
but the volume of acquisitions has increased, creating a notable imbalance of acquisitions 
and resources. Their current staff structure is the result of a merger of Manuscripts & Uni-
versity Archives with Special Collections in 2000, forming a single division named Special 
Collections. Merging the two service desks into one resulted in reduced staffing. The 2008 
recession further reduced staff numbers, including three key technical services positions, the 
Head of Special Collections Technical Services, the Processing Specialist, and eventually an 
Accessioning Specialist.25 The backlog of un-accessioned and unprocessed collections grew. 
When the economy recovered, Special Collections hired more curatorial staff positions but 
did not fill vacant Technical Services positions.26 Seven curators acquired collections without 
shared collection development goals or awareness of Technical Services capacity to handle the 
quantity of acquisitions. The backlog continued to grow and conversations regularly ended 
in frustration because of ineffective accessioning and processing systems. Technical Services 
staffing declined through attrition and by 2012 it consisted of two part-time accessioning staff 
members with on-the-job training in collections management and one full-time computer/
database support staff member. In the absence of a Head of Technical Services, the University 
Archivist supervised this three member team. Collections work—accessioning, processing, 
collection records maintenance, and finding aid27 changes—was activated and tracked with 
paper forms, but each curator used the forms differently. The lack of standard practices was 
confusing and caused rifts among staff and between departments. While they agreed on the 
key steps of the accessioning process (acquisition, logging collections information, prepar-
ing materials for the storage and access, and creating and uploading the Encoded Archival 
Description [EAD] finding aid), they could not agree on who was responsible for each step. 
Curators were aware that they had developed distinct accessioning workflows and standards 
but were unsure of a way to resolve the differences. 

Special Collections learned that the University Records Management Services depart-
ment went through a Lean process improvement exercise and successfully developed more 
efficient work processes. Hoping that they could have similar success, the curators and Spe-
cial Collections leadership turned to the University of Washington’s Lean Process, a program 
managed loosely through the university’s Finance and Facilities Department. The university 
supported the Lean Process by providing a gathering space for Lean launches, a Lean facilita-
tor, and organizational assistance. They were assigned a facilitator from a corps of University 
of Washington volunteers who guide other departments through their Lean redesigns. Their 
facilitator was a staff member from the University Records Center who held a library degree 
and understood some aspects of their work. Her primary role was to give them direction, 
keep them focused on particular tasks, lead them to key milestones, and then step back so 
they could do the work.
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The Lean Redesign 
PROJECT SCOPE
Once they decided to take the Lean leap, key team members met with their facilitator to begin 
working on a scope statement. That statement stated the problem they wanted to solve: 

There is a large and steadily growing backlog of un-accessioned acquisitions, and 
the current accessioning process is cumbersome and prone to stalling. Staff have 
differing understanding and expectations of what work is to be done during ac-
cessioning, by whom, and when.

The Statement connected the Lean effort to the unit’s organizational goals: to make materials 
discoverable by and accessible to the researchers, and to be accountable to its donors.

The Statement focused on three areas of accessioning: 
1.	 Identifying necessary, unnecessary, and desirable elements in the accessioning process; 
2.	 Eliminating stall points to make time-to-completion predictable; 
3.	 Reducing the accessioning backlog month to month. 
Success was defined as:
1.	 Producing a revised accessioning manual;
2.	 Reducing the time needed to move materials from intake to completion;
3.	 Regular monitoring of backlog numbers shows a reduction in size.

The scope statement also listed the team members who would gather for a collaborative three-
day Lean launch. The ten-member Lean team consisted of curators (archivists and librarians), 
Technical Services staff, and the director of Special Collections. Aside from the director, every 
person on the team was directly involved in some way with the accessioning process. 

CURRENT STATE
The University of Washington provided an ideal space for their Lean launch: It was across 
campus and away from the library; had rolling office furniture to quickly gather, disperse, 

FIGURE 1
Documenting the Current State
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and re-convene; and had blank walls to cover with butcher paper and sticky notes of all sizes 
and colors. The team began documenting the current state with sticky notes on the wall, map-
ping the accessioning process from the beginning (when the new acquisition is delivered to 
the workroom) to the end, (when the collection is staged for shelving). The intervening steps 
included logging preliminary information about the new accession into the collection man-
agement database, rehousing the collection if needed, creating or updating an EAD finding 
aid, creating or updating catalog records and authority records, and locating an appropriate 
storage location.

FINDING PAIN POINTS
By mapping their processes in detail, they revealed a workflow with 86 steps, 26 stall points, 
process times ranging from 77 to 466 hours of touch time; 88 to 244,131 hours of process time; 
and 33 to 130,482 hours of wait time. They identified and addressed 31 ideas for improvement 
as they tweaked the process. They also found four shortcuts or “ghost processes” that staff 
developed to overcome accessioning barriers. One example: incoming visual materials collec-
tions were temporarily staged on shelves apart from other materials awaiting accessioning. 
These collections were recorded and tracked in a spreadsheet accessible only to the visual 
materials curator and kept in that state for an undetermined period of time because the ac-
cessioning staff were unable to allocate sufficient time to address the materials. 

FUTURE STATE AND INITIAL REDESIGN
The team’s next focus was envisioning a future state. Here, they faced a challenge: focusing 
on the “happy path” of finding a workflow for the 80% (the most common situations) while 
accepting that less common situations will make up the remaining 20%. Their second challenge 
was to set a goal for improvement. The Lean facilitator urged them to make an audacious goal: 
a 50% improvement. To fulfill this goal, they would need to dismantle current processes and 
build a common workflow that worked for every member of the team. The process stopped 
from time to time for the team to step back and resolve disputed perspectives or settle on a 
shared definition of terms, like, “what is the definition of accessioning or hand-off?” Unre-
solvable issues were added to a list of projects to address back at the shop. 

They also developed a larger goal: to continue to pursue the ideal future state. They 
understood that the team would remain empowered to implement improvements and make 
their work lives better and their communication smoother, while also receiving support from 
leadership for their efforts. The Lean process is more than a set of tools and techniques. It is 
meant to have lasting organizational impact by building a culture where staff identify and fix 
problems collectively, work with a sense of urgency, purpose and teamwork, think creatively, 
learn, grow, and share lessons learned with others. 

NEW PROCESSES THROUGH K AIZENS
The Lean launch concluded with the framework of a single common accessioning workflow 
and four kaizens. Kaizens are simply short-term projects undertaken by a subset of the team 
with the aim of improving one element or aspect of the overall process. They are designed 
with an expectation of group-wide report-outs at 30, 60, and 90 days. The team agreed to 
complete four kaizens:

1.	 Flesh out Future Process: The entire team would work together toward a goal to 
resolve 26 pain points and test the new common workflow.
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2.	 Create Queue Management: Three team members would test electronic tools to re-
place paper forms and make a recommendation to the team. 

3.	 Address Backlog: Three team members researched and documented backlogs and 
established new norms for recording incoming acquisitions to facilitate discoverability 
and prevent the backlog from increasing. 

4.	 Space Management: Three team members examined storage capacity to prepare for 
space challenges.

After committing to a new common workflow, the team overhauled their pre-Lean accession-
ing manual. The new manual was designed as a living document to be continually updated 
with efficiencies as they were developed and adopted. Eighty-six steps in the workflow were 
reduced as practices were consolidated using shared project management software, while paper 
accessioning forms and other redundancies were eliminated. Upon eliminating paper forms, 
they turned to managing the accessioning queue with Asana project management software. 
As a web-based system accessible to every member of the staff, Asana allowed them to track 
each collection through the workflow with transparency and improved command over the 
workflow. Like many project management tools, Asana’s templates and task lists can include 
mandatory and optional steps as the workflow requires. The templates ensured consistent 
processes for all curators while allowing each person to assign tasks to colleagues or to student 
assistants on their teams. Using Asana created consistency but also still allowed for flexibility. 

To address the backlog and prevent new backlogs from accumulating, Kaizen 3 exam-
ined each curator’s undocumented or alternately documented collections. They identified the 
minimum level of work needed to record materials in the collections management and project 
management databases and provided training and coaching to adopt the new practices. They 
suggested approaches to continuously monitor activities aimed at reducing and eliminating 
the backlog. 

Kaizen 4 members researched the current spaces and space management databases. The 
work prepared the team for an eventual shelf reading project and a revamp of the existing 
database that tracks space availability.

Beyond the four kaizens, the team immediately adopted different and more productive 
ways to work together. Daily “huddles” (also known as stand-up meetings) began the day 
they returned to the office after the Lean launch. They committed to weekly one-hour meet-
ings to track progress and followed through on kaizens and their 30, 60, and 90 report outs. 
During daily huddles and weekly meetings, they refined their approaches to complete tasks 
and negotiated changes in their collective workflow. Rather than selecting one or more test 
projects, they simply applied the new processes to all the work. As a relatively large organi-
zation, they receive new collections weekly if not daily. Incoming collections, along with the 
identified backlog, were excellent test cases for the improved process. 

Results
Quality
Team communication improved right away with daily huddles, weekly meetings, and shared 
goals and continued to improve with the addition of project management software and a re-
vised accessioning manual. Having one queue for accessioning that was available and visible 
to all team members immediately cut out the problems created by shadow systems. Curators 
could trust that their collections were being addressed and successfully churned through the 
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workflow. Accessioning was now commonly understood to be a series of discrete steps agreed 
upon by the entire team, Bottlenecks that inevitably cropped up were brought to a huddle or 
the longer weekly meeting. 

Quantity
Measuring quantitative improvements is often the driving force behind implementing the 
Lean process, because better numbers can be equated with cost savings by management. Com-
mon metrics to consider are the time-to-completion, the number of completed accessions per 
week/month, the number of workflow stall points, and quantifying and reducing the backlog 
of unaccessioned collections. The scope document was vague on some of these points. The 
team aspired to “improve the accessioning process to eliminate stall points and make time to 
completion predictable,” and “to continuously reduce the backlog month to month.” Even 
with this lack of clarity, it did not take long for the new accessioning system to show marked 
quantitative improvements in productivity. The number of accessions completed doubled in 
the first year, from about 150 accessions completed to more than 300.

Relationships
Although the quantitative improvements were impressive, the team improved qualitatively, as 
well. They found it easier to communicate and build stronger working relationships. Because 
Lean focuses on the process instead of the person doing the work, Lean was a key factor in that 
change. Each team member’s voice and perspective had equal value in building workflows, 
tracking progress, and implementing changes. Each curator had equal access to technical 
services, common communication tools, and a commitment to using shared standards. 

Lean requires willing participants across the board. Some team members were not ready 
or willing to make changes. Although the team determined it necessary for Technical Services 
staff to work full-time, two part-time accessioning staff members did not want to increase 
their hours. Feeling no longer suited to the work, both opted to retire. The team adapted and 
hired a full-time Technical Services Archivist a year after the Lean launch. She was charged 
with managing the workflow, leading daily huddles and weekly hour-long meetings. With 
a functioning common workflow, she could move collections from the hands of curators 
through the accessioning process and make them ready for researchers. The Technical Services 
Archivist was a neutral position on equal footing with all curators. 

The success of this new approach to queue management prompted them to use track-
ing systems within other areas of their library work, such as using the library management 
system Alma to barcode archival materials. Barcoding allowed for location information on 
a per-item basis to be centrally tracked, which prepared the collections for eventual circula-
tion to the reading room. It also enabled them to track materials that were routed from the 
department to Preservation for treatments or to curators for exhibits. They added partners 
from the Preservation and Cataloging departments to their Asana workspace so they could 
also participate in the workflow. 

They grew confident enough with the Lean process that they held subsequent Lean 
launches to redesign their digital collections accessioning and processing and to manage the 
cross departmental work of Special Collections library materials acquisitions and cataloging. 
While these Lean processes were helpful, they did not work with the outside facilitator or 
do the full three-day redesign, and therefore saw less success and impact than they did with 
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the first Lean process. Neutral facilitation, support, and substantial time away from the shop 
to build new processes are important elements of success in the Lean redesign experience. 

Montana State University
Background
The Archives and Special Collections (ASC) department of the Montana State University 
Library has significant primary and secondary source materials in its focus areas.28 With sig-
nificant recent acquisitions, the department has a strong mandate from library administration 
to continue to build its collections.29 The library hired a new department head in 2020 to lead 
two and one-half paraprofessionals (Curator, Archives Technician, and Digital Production 
Manager) and four full-time faculty librarians (Special Collections Librarian, Data Librarian, 
Outreach and Humanities Librarian, and Archivist). 

Like their peer institutions, they face constraints on their ability to efficiently and promptly 
prepare new acquisitions of unique materials—archival, bibliographic, digital, or a mix—for 
use by researchers. Before 2020, processing was done primarily by the Curator, the Head of 
Special Collections, and occasional temporary faculty, staff, or interns. Workflows developed 
within each of those positions with little coordination or knowledge of those workflows by 
the remainder of the department members. Processing techniques, though very solid from a 
traditional standpoint, were centered on manually producing HTML and EAD finding aids 
and MARC records. Accession records and locations were managed in an aging ProCite da-
tabase that was inaccessible to all but the department head and the curator.30 In general, the 
department operated very separately from the rest of the organization. 

Preparation of collections for use in analog or digital form also involves not only ASC, but 
also Digital Library Initiatives (DLI) and Cataloging, Access and Technical Services (CATS). 
CATS does subject analysis and name authority work for EAD and MARC records; creates 
metadata for digital collections; and advises on metadata structures for description and man-
agement. DLI builds and maintains the library’s digital collections; manages in-house and 
outsourced digitization with ASC; and oversees technical infrastructure for the library that 
includes the digital collections system. While the working relationships among the three de-
partments were reasonably good, there were few routine processes established for collection 
processing. Instead, each project was treated as unique, with little clarity about who initiated 
and oversaw projects; whether digital projects and metadata were part of routine work or 
were an “extra”; and who was empowered to determine or adjust timelines and deadlines. 
Each time a project transitioned from one department to another, individuals had to schedule 
meetings in order to discuss next steps. Frequently, projects would stall for weeks or months 
because they were handed off to the wrong person or because individuals lacked adequate 
information to do the next step in a project. Project documentation was uneven, requiring 
repeated decision making and making it difficult to declare successful outcomes because not 
everyone agreed on end products. Re-starting stalled projects took time and fueled frustration 
between departments and individuals, and library administration often had to get involved 
to satisfy promises made to stakeholders. 

The combination of all of these factors resulted in great difficulty predicting processing 
times and introduced difficulties for both staff and collection donors. Without predictability, 
making promises to donors about the availability of their materials was risky and tended 
to create unsustainable timelines and overwork. For instance, processing and digitizing the 
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initial deposit of the Ivan Doig papers resulted in significant stress and overwork even as it 
produced an opportunity for library staff to meet a new challenge and exposed the library’s 
premier literary collection.31 

ASC staff, their colleagues in CATS and DLI, and library administration were dissatisfied 
with the status quo and were ready to find a way to distribute processing among existing 
positions, promote high-quality standards compliant work, support coordinated teamwork 
within ASC and across the organization, and enable better awareness of capacity. Luckily, 
they had several key components in place that made success more likely based on Lean in 
Higher Education expert William Balzer’s measures: Desire to change that aligned with the 
library’s strategic plan and its support for employee development and continuous improve-
ment; department leadership change that brought new communication practices; and an 
acknowledgement of and support for needed changes in position descriptions.32 

Inspired by their colleagues at the University of Washington, who presented about their 
Lean redesign at a Northwest Archivists meeting in 2016,33 they conducted a Lean redesign 
in 2020–2021. The staff of ASC, along with eight colleagues from DLI and CATS, planned and 
carried out the redesign, and the Head of Archives and Special Collections was the project 
director. A Faculty Excellence Grant from Montana State University’s Office of the Provost 
funded Lean consultants Irene Mauch (The Mauch Group) and Megan Mozina (Cresta Solu-
tions) (hereafter Mauch/Mozina) to facilitate the process.34

The Lean Redesign
PROJECT SCOPE
Mauch/Mozina facilitated a series of whole-group and small-group workshops in March-June 
2021 to introduce the team to the Lean methodology and to define the breadth and depth of 
the project, the roles and responsibilities, and the end user’s value proposition; to analyze 
current state, gaps, and opportunities; to create a high-level implementation plan; to frame the 
new process tools; and to provide post event coaching and support. They worked with library 
administration, the project director, and the CATS and DLI department heads to develop a 
high-level understanding of the need for the project, define the project charter, and help the 
redesign team engage with and commit to the project.35 Because this redesign was conducted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was done entirely online. 

CURRENT STATE AND PAIN POINTS
Like their Washington colleagues, they began by defining the customer, the customer’s 
needs, and then mapping the current state. Mauch/Mozina led the entire group in creat-
ing an overview of all the steps involved in preparing a collection (archival, bibliographic, 
digital, or all three) for use by researchers, from intake to availability. In additional small 
group sessions, team members described each part of the process in detail. Other team 
members asked questions to clarify meaning, challenged some assertions, and looked for 
missing pieces. During these sessions, individuals were more able to describe a single pro-
cess in detail than they were to participate in a group description of a series of processes, 
so a rewarding by-product was that participants and departments learned a great deal from 
one another. Team members struggled to describe all the processes at a similar level (e.g. 
how do we label boxes? How do we find space on the shelves? How do we decide what 
level of processing to apply?). Individuals were challenged to describe the most common 
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scenarios—the 80% rather than the 20%—and required support to redirect their thinking 
from unusual situations to more routine ones. The project director checked in with indi-
viduals throughout the current state workshops and found that individuals reported that 
the workshops were positive and that they were learning a great deal from one another. 
For most team members, the current state map was the first time they saw the process from 
end to end. The current state was documented, and seventy-five pain points were identified 
where the current processes were not working well. Because this was an overwhelming list 
that could not be addressed in a single redesign, the list was narrowed to sixteen items that 
ranged in scope from identifying department roles and responsibilities to a standardized 
process for labeling boxes. 

SMALL GROUPS ON PAIN POINTS
The next phase of the redesign was to address the identified problems. They created sixteen 
small project groups of varying sizes according to topic and group members’ strengths and 
expertise. (These projects were kaizen events, though that term was not used.) Over the course 
of two weeks, each group examined the pain point, identified an approach to relieve the pain, 
outlined the steps needed, and produced a draft of the essential elements of a new approach. 
Each group met with Mauch/Cresta for support, coaching, and coordination with the project 
as a whole.36 They also formed a coordination group (composed of the project director, CATS 
and DLI department heads, and the Digital Production Manager) that met frequently dur-
ing the two weeks that the small groups were working to integrate that work into the main 
flowchart, to observe where groups or individuals needed additional support, and to consider 
new issues as they emerged. 

During the future state planning OCLC Research released its TCS report and tools at pre-
cisely the moment that the team needed them. Specifically, they adopted the project plans for 
archival, bibliographic, and digital as well as the quick cost calculator. With well-considered 
and field-tested models for collections consideration, project plans, and calculating capacity, 
the team was able to create stronger processes. 

REDESIGN CLOSE
At the end of the small group work, the project had drafts of new practices that addressed 
critical pain points, a revised overall flowchart, and a clear sense of where to adopt the exist-
ing tools from the TCS Toolkit. Mauch/Cresta met with the entire team to show the revised 
flowchart and how the mini-projects fit in and how they laid the groundwork for continuously 
testing and revising processes. They also met with library administration to show the results 
to date, to emphasize the critical role that executive support plays in a successful redesign, 
and to clarify that the team needed to focus considerable energy on implementation for the 
coming four months with minimal distractions.37 This represented the end of Mauch/Cresta’s 
direct work on the redesign. The redesign coordination group became the Cross-Functional 
Group (CFG), responsible for identifying and managing capacity and the preparation of all 
unique collections—archival, bibliographic, digital, or a mix—for use by researchers. This 
group now meets twice a week for 10-30 minutes to provide consistent oversight for all cur-
rent and upcoming projects.38 They also established the Technical Review Committee (TRC), 
which meets weekly to plan and carry out digital projects specifically. The Digital Production 
Manager serves on the CFG and leads the TRC.
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PROTOT Y PING TOOLS
Lean relies heavily on trying new processes, rapidly assessing how well they work, and mak-
ing revisions—all of which enable continuous improvement. The team emerged from future 
state planning with workflows and tools that were deliberately in draft form so they could 
make changes before they were over-invested in particular approaches. The first month of 
implementation consisted of taking the tools that were in draft form and refining them to a 
usable state. Members of the CFG met with the individuals who worked on the mini-projects 
by workflow (archival, bibliographic, digital) to step through the workflows and tools in 
detail so that the group members could clearly understand how each tool functions in the 
greater whole and could see the gaps between the draft form of each and a form ready for 
implementation. The CFG prioritized the tools most critical to all processes along with those 
in the most incomplete form. 

The whole team met again for a workflow-specific review of the flowchart, a view of the 
draft project tracker, and articulation of plans for training for both small groups and the whole 
team. They celebrated the work done during the first month of implementation and recognized 
groups and individuals for their contributions. During that meeting, they reinforced the idea 
of prototyping the new processes and documentation and making notes on needed changes 
in a shared document rather than getting caught up in details. This is an essential underpin-
ning for continuous improvement in the short and long term. 

IMPLEMENTATION: TEST PROJECTS
With those tools and mindset in hand, the team moved to test projects, each of which used one 
or more specific components created during the redesign. All of them also tested the overall 
workflows and structure for project planning and tracking and were the focus of all the work; 
other collection preparation stopped in order to fully embrace the new processes. Over the 
course of three months, the team completed one archival, one bibliographic, and the end of 
two digital projects.39 The two digital projects proceeded smoothly with clear project plans, 
templates for metadata, and project tracking. The bibliographic project enabled student as-
sistants to accurately search the library’s catalog to identify duplicate and unique items which 
addressed a major pain point for the CATS department. The archival project tested the use of 
a number of components, including inventory spreadsheets for import into ArchivesSpace, 
exporting MARC records from ArchivesSpace, and using digital-on-arrival processes. 

Results
After these test projects were completed, the project director and all involved staff conducted 
a review of the initial implementation. Persons involved in each workflow met as a group to 
step through the process and note where there was insufficient information, missing steps, 
or flaws in the tools. The review processes uncovered elements that needed improvement, 
specifically the project tracker, specific uses of ArchivesSpace, and the review of digital collec-
tions. Also marked for discussion was initial curation of bibliographic collections and whether 
unnecessarily complex processes had been implemented. Small groups then made changes 
and improvements to the tools and processes. 

During the review period, the project director also met individually with all involved 
individuals for 30-minute structured interviews. Interview questions addressed the experi-
ences of each individual and areas of change or continuity in both their work and the work of 
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the organization (See Appendix B for questions). The project director took notes during each 
interview, invited every participant to review and correct those notes, summarized both the 
interview notes and the workflow-specific sessions, and performed analysis of keywords and 
themes. The summary was shared with and discussed by all Lean participants in a celebration, 
and with the entire organization in an all-staff meeting. 

Quality
Participants reported that the work completed during the test projects was more consistent 
and of higher quality. Project plans meant that the overall information on a project was easily 
available, and decisions were made just once rather than several times. Because individuals 
had clear roles in the processes, their work felt more relevant and appreciated. And even 
though work stopped on other projects in order to focus on and measure the results of the 
test projects, the quality of the test projects meant that the overall impacts were positive. 

Quantity
At this stage of the project, there was still insufficient data to assess whether the new processes 
increased the quantity of collections that could be prepared for researchers. Considering they 
went from having no idea how long work took to having some means to estimate it through 
the TCS toolkit, it is an improvement, nonetheless. With the new processes, participants stated 
that the work felt faster because of having increased clarity and fewer bottlenecks. Continued 
data collection will show whether this perception is quantitatively supportable. 

Relationships
Improvements in quantity and quality were important, but somewhat unsurprising. The 
most significant change seen in the initial implementation was in relationships. The keywords 

FIGURE 2
Word Cloud of Summary Notes, 2021 December



Leaning Into the Future, Together  553

used most frequently during the interviews described increased understanding, collabora-
tion, clarity, communication, and transparency. Participants reported an increased sense of 
responsibility toward one another, and an increased sense that all roles are clear and valued. 
They reflected that ASC is much more connected and integrated with the rest of the organiza-
tion, rather than operating as a distinct and siloed entity. Several participants discussed the 
experience of talking openly about the pain points, which they felt were previously taboo in 
the organization, and expressed gratitude and support for being encouraged to have these 
discussions and to seek solutions together 

Discussion
The Lean redesign processes at the University of Washington and Montana State Univer-
sity occurred at very different organizations and more than five years apart. However, both 
processes share some common themes: collections stewardship, the function of standards 
compliance, and fomenting and sustaining organizational change. For both organizations, 
having permission to discuss pain points was not only needed, but was an entryway to creat-
ing solutions. In both cases, the Lean redesign resulted in significant positive outcomes along 
with challenges that should inform similar projects at other institutions. 

Stewardship
Both institutions faced slightly different versions of the same challenge: responsible steward-
ship. For the University of Washington, a backlog of material lacking even basic metadata 
meant that a large number of collections were completely inaccessible. Montana State Univer-
sity lacked the same degree of backlog, but was challenged to meet donor and administrative 
expectations without either making promises that could not be fulfilled or keeping promises 
while significantly overtaxing library staff. As the TCS report observes, 

Archives and special collections are charged with collecting materials that docu-
ment our society and its institutions as well as with the ongoing, responsible 
stewardship of these records. Yet many archives and special collections struggle to 
manage the volume of materials under their care. Accumulations of inaccessible, 
poorly described collections and inadequately preserved materials can create a 
breach of the trust we hold with collection donors and users. Matching collecting 
activities to resources is fundamental to stewardship.40 

The TCS authors also observe that archives and special collections have given significant focus 
to reducing backlogs and preparing collections more efficiently. They propose a new approach 
that uses a constraint model for collecting so that libraries collect within their capacity and 
make promises to stakeholders that they can keep.41 That model builds on existing efficiencies 
and adds a measured approach to calculating and communicating capacity. These experiences 
suggest that processes redesigned using Lean support both approaches. The Lean redesign at 
the University of Washington fit, chronologically and theoretically, into the “increase efficiency” 
trend. It fulfilled that goal: quantitative measures showed a marked increase in the number 
of collections accessioned each year. The redesign at Montana State University, with its twin 
focus on increasing efficiency and understanding and articulating capacity for preparing new 
collections, was parallel with the framework of TCS and “responsible stewardship.” While 
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the quantitative data is still emerging, the improved communication lays firm groundwork 
for responsible stewardship. 

However, the calculation and communication tools provided by the TCS toolkit are just 
one part of responsible stewardship. The other part, which both institutions confronted, is 
creating and supporting a team rather than an individualistic approach to special collections 
work. University of Washington Lean team members were not unanimous in their support for 
the process. Some reluctantly participated, convinced that their voice would not be heard. The 
Lean process is designed to address this issue: team members incrementally and collectively 
document the current state and imagine the future state point by point and moving forward 
only when all are in agreement, turning the skeptic into a big supporter of the process. For 
Montana State University, departments and individuals had no real understanding of how 
the library prepared unique collections for use. Lean current state process mapping helped 
every member of the team understand where their work fit in. One team member observed, 
“every piece of this flowchart represents a promise that we make to one another.”42 

Standards Compliance
The “special” in “special collections” meant, for decades, unique approaches for processing 
every collection; it is a legacy of the profession that is difficult to move past.43 The emergence 
of DACS as a descriptive standard just eighteen years ago counters that legacy. With the 
developments of the last twenty years—EAD, DACS, standardized rights statements, and 
all of the advances in name authority work including the Virtual International Authority File 
(VIAF) and Social Networks and Archival Context (SNAC)—practitioners in unique collections 
increasingly understand and see both the advantages of standardization and the limitations 
of customization. Both institutions used Lean processes to significantly enhance their ability 
to create consistent metadata for use and re-use and to move that metadata through systems.

For MSU, standardization was one approach to relieving pain points uncovered during 
the Lean redesign. These changes—metadata templates for digital collections, ensuring that 
bibliographic searching was done consistently by student assistants, clearly defining levels 
of physical processing for archival collections—made immediate and tangible differences in 
how the work was done. They represent a move from a completely customized process to 
one with the right level of routine and room for appropriate customization. However, this 
change was difficult: for some staff, standardization felt like moving toward a “cookie cutter” 
process. The current state mapping process provided an opportunity for the project leader and 
the consultants to key in on individuals’ expertise and perspectives and to carefully consider 
how to draw on it to create balanced approaches. 

For both institutions, revising processes also included ensuring that the metadata created 
during them was both consistent across the organization and compliant with national stan-
dards. Inherent to the process was engaging the role of accessioning in establishing consistent 
bibliographic control. For the University of Washington, the Lean process forced a reckoning 
about the meaning of accessioning—once everyone agreed on the definition and what they 
wanted out of the process, it was easier to move forward and engineer the process to check 
all of the boxes. They realized they wanted each accession to have at least a minimum level 
of description. They identified all of the fields in their collection management software that 
were essential at each level of the process. In some cases these fields corresponded to fields 
that would be displayed in their finding aid and their MARC record (the outward facing mani-
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festations of the invisible accessioning work). In this way they baked standards compliance 
into their everyday expectations of what accessioning is and always strove for the “golden 
minimum.” They agreed that all accessions would be made discoverable by the end of the 
accessioning process whether or not any detailed processing had been done or was planned. 
They embraced the “accessioning as processing” framework out of necessity.44

For Montana State University, the Lean process established a clear practice of doing 
fully standards-compliant minimal description on accessioning, and in ArchivesSpace, so 
that the metadata could be re-used for as many outputs as possible: EAD finding aid, MARC 
record, digital collections metadata, and a variety of administrative reports, including those 
for donors. This eliminated both tedious cut-and-paste work across multiple systems and the 
re-creation (often in different forms) of metadata for those outputs. For ASC staff members, 
learning and practicing standards-compliant basic description was a hurdle but ultimately 
achievable for most. 

Managing Change
Fundamentally, Lean redesign is about people embracing the changes they identified, imple-
menting the solution they have formulated, and tracking progress toward goals they have 
established. It is a bottom-up, grassroots process that respects the people who do the work. 
This makes it a powerful approach to creating and sustaining change in an organization, so 
long as there is also continuous support and expectations for sustaining new processes. Absent 
that support, new processes will lose steam. 

At the University of Washington, the Lean process was supported through their depart-
ment administration and encouraged in general at the University.45 Within this context, each 
team member was expected to be motivated to participate and commit to new and more efficient 
practices. They learned from their facilitator that it is common for team members to not find 
themselves in the new work, so the retirements of the accessioning staff were unsurprising. 
The changes also set up the new Technical Services Archivist for success: they joined an already 
motivated group that had adopted new processes and wanted to continue to improve them. 

However, over time enthusiasm waned for the idea of continuous improvement at the 
University of Washington. Some staff were, if not resistant then, more likely to fixate on the 
extra effort to master new tools and less committed to a common workflow. In the end, a 
uniform workflow was not adopted by all curators. The director did not manage the process, 
failing to insist on the need for adherence to common/shared practices and workflows and 
failing to assign the authority to enforce it to another person in the department. 

At Montana State University, the project director and Mauch/Cresta closely monitored 
the level of engagement and skills evidenced by members of the team throughout the process. 
Some individuals were expected to be strong contributors to this work, either directly by 
contributing knowledge of specific processes or more indirectly by asking questions of col-
leagues. Some individuals emerged as strong contributors unexpectedly, proving themselves 
strong systems thinkers and reliable collaborators. Some demonstrated that they were less 
engaged by not following agreed-on project norms or contributing to discussions. And some 
individuals had struggled more than others to articulate how work might be done differently 
and why. Sharing these observations allowed the project director and Mauch/Mozina to shape 
individuals’ places in the project and identify both those who could contribute a great deal, 
those who were likely to contribute more to very specific topics, and those who would need 
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additional support and encouragement to contribute well.
One of the roles the strong contributors began to play was to provide peer support. A few 

team members expressed concern that the new processes were overkill, and that they were 
documenting and planning at the expense of actually accomplishing the work. This is a reason-
able concern and a reflection of what a profound change this was. This type of skepticism can 
emerge because it is hard for people to see how the work they do fits into the process: they are 
simply doing the work in the way that seems best to them, sometimes in the way that is most 
expedient or convenient. Stepping through the Lean process enhanced everyone’s understand-
ing of how and why their work impacts others. For example, a new process at Montana State 
University ensured that donated bibliographic materials were accurately searched in the ILS 
before being selected for the collection was one of the most impactful. When one team member 
expressed their reluctance about changing processes, another team member described how 
inaccurate searching wasted their time and made it harder to do their job. Yet another team 
member stated to the resistant one, “[name], [they] need you to do this in order to do [their] 
work!”46 After this discussion, one of the test projects that used the new processes yielded 
significant change. While CATS had in the past received 100% of bibliographic materials with 
unclear selection criteria or that lacked other key information, the new processes meant that 
none of the materials had those issues.47 This, in turn, made the CATS team members whose 
work was improved even more enthusiastic about the new processes. The individual who was 
resistant is willing to continue to follow the new processes as a courtesy to their colleagues.

Managing change and supporting individuals is also an ongoing process that takes con-
siderable time and attention from leadership. At Montana State University, Mauch/Cresta 
provided both intensive support during the redesign and supported the project leader in 
sustaining support for managing change. Mozina observed that when people are used to do-
ing something a particular way, the easy path will be to do it the same way. Deviating from 
the old way can arouse emotion and stress, and people will naturally resist the additional ef-
fort associated with the new practice.48 Countering this natural tendency requires significant 
effort by individuals, peers, and organizations.49 Team members needed to acknowledge the 
urge to fall back into old habits, remind themselves of the rational path, and use the new 
practice. Manager expectations and peer support play essential roles in supporting these 
changes. Balzer acknowledges this reality in his observations about an institution’s readiness 
to undertake a Lean redesign: “Major institutional change is an ambitious undertaking, and 
university leaders should be fully cognizant of the sustained commitment needed to imple-
ment LHE [Lean in Higher Education].”50 Indeed, some observe that many Lean redesigns 
fail in the long term because of lack of leadership support and because employees just don’t 
want to change.51 Additionally, staff turnover and changes in leadership introduce both chal-
lenges and opportunities. Onboarding new employees, or even new student assistants, gives 
the team a chance to introduce the improved workflows to colleagues unfettered by the “old 
way” of doing things. Furthermore, new team members are good at exposing points in the 
process that need more clarity or refinement. 

The University of Washington Special Collections is a standalone department in a relatively 
large organization where, historically, most of the work has been done within the department 
rather than across the organization. Montana State University had the same situation despite 
its much smaller size and sought better integration across the three departments. For both 
organizations, the Lean process resulted in better integration both within the department and 
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across the organization. For instance, during the qualitative assessment at Montana State, 
one of the most frequently cited advantages was a better understanding of others’ work. The 
process built better relationships across departments. For the University of Washington, at-
tempting standardized work has necessitated partnerships with other departments. With the 
realization that SC can’t do the work alone, they looked to other experts including Acquisi-
tions, Cataloging, and Preservation.

Advocacy and Administration 
Process redesign, continuous improvement, and managing change may be grassroots in 
nature, but they also require substantial support from leadership in order to be successful.52 
Responsible stewardship is not in itself the focus that upper administration may gravitate 
toward! But it enables the higher visibility things that administrators want, including expos-
ing high profile collections, enabling impactful scholarship, and supporting transformative 
learning experiences for students.

For MSU, library administration enthusiastically supported the Lean process, including 
advocating for the grant that supported it and providing encouragement throughout the ini-
tial redesign. The results of the redesign increased library administration’s understanding of 
responsible stewardship. Acquisition of prestigious collections that raise the library’s profile 
and support transformative learning experiences for students was already a priority, but an 
understanding of what is required for responsible stewardship was less so. By articulating 
the steps involved, using well-formed tools from the TCS kit, and showing a determination 
to improve both quality and quantity, they were able to increase the understanding of those 
requirements. Over time, they anticipate they will learn more about how well they are able to 
match aspirations and resources to complete collection preparation within predicted timeframes. 

Assessing Success
For both institutions, carrying out a Lean redesign advanced both efficiency and responsible 
stewardship. The most immediate results were improved communication and relationships 
both within the departments and across the organizations. For the University of Washington, 
the redesign measurably increased the amount of work done. For both organizations, the 
redesign increased standards compliance and the ability to re-use metadata. 

For the University of Washington, with eight years passed since the Lean redesign, they 
can now see both success and failure. The director was thrilled with the initial outcomes and 
because the process had improved so dramatically, it seemed by all accounts that “accession-
ing was fixed.” Everyone involved in the Lean launch and the subsequent activities–includ-
ing daily huddles that continued for several years and weekly meetings that continue to this 
day—understands how crucial an improved accessioning process is to every other part of 
our work. In addition to permanent “fixes,” they hired a temporary accessioning assistant for 
backlog management for 22 months. Using the new processes and concentrated staff time to 
attack the backlog, they moved 545 collections through the accessioning process, effectively 
cutting their “hidden collections” in half. It was due to the Lean process mapping that they 
were able to get a handle on the steps needed to daylight collections that hadn’t yet gone 
through the accessioning process. 

In spite of these successes, they still have a substantial backlog. Why haven’t they oblit-
erated it by now? It turns out that they aren’t alone. TCS reasons that continuing backlogs 
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“cannot be addressed solely through increased efficiency in technical services and infusions of 
extra labor”; capacity constraint must be considered as well.53 Capacity constraints, defined as 
“factors that limit production, performance, or output,” are at the heart of the TCS framework 
and surrounding tools.54 At the University of Washington, while accessioning was improved 
and continued to evolve, no amount of efficiency in that realm could get at the underlying 
issues surrounding the lack of sustainable stewardship of collections. Leadership (deans and 
directors) are encouraged to engage in process improvement by providing leadership sup-
port and developing an overarching collection management policy that embraces the TCS 
framework and thoughtfully considers staffing and space constraints.

A Lean redesign also requires significant time and energy to support it. In both cases, the 
departments needed the help of skilled consultants to design and carry out the redesign. For 
the University of Washington, that expertise was available in a unit on campus; for Montana 
State that expertise required an internal grant to support Mauch and Cresta’s work. Both en-
tities found that after conducting a successful redesign, it was challenging to sustain change 
and make continuous improvement part of the culture. Successfully sustaining change re-
quires substantial support that begins at the highest level in the organization and continues 
throughout the hierarchy, down to individuals who are invested in the work and can also 
contribute to peer support. Balzer elaborates on all of these points.55 Last, the constant change 
in any organization, including gaining or losing positions, key staff moving to other organi-
zations, and special projects that take precedence over day-to-day work, makes continuous 
improvement difficult to sustain as a single unit. Instead, the enthusiasm for and commitment 
to sustaining change needs to be supported across the organization. Middle managers (e.g. 
department heads for archives and special collections) must be prepared to not only continu-
ously support their and other department members, but to engage administration and solicit 
ongoing support. 

Lean Principles for Archives Collection Preparation

Conclusion
For the special collections units in the libraries at the University of Washington and Montana 
State University, a Lean redesign for portions or all of collection preparation processes had 

Lean Principle56 Lean for Archives Collection Preparation
Customer defines value for each project Prioritize what users value most over what archivists 

value most.
Identify (map) how value is created Map the work in detail so that collections are prepared 

through a clearly identified sequence of actions
Focus on the flow of work and avoid any 
interruptions

Understand how work moves from one person to 
another and provide transparency in those processes.

Let the customer pull value from the producer Provide predictability for preparation times.
Pursue perfection Enable continuous improvement of processes that 

integrate the expertise of all personnel involved. 
Integrate new practices and innovations. Don’t get 
stuck on just one way to do things!
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transformative impacts on quality and quantity of work. Both institutions learned valuable 
lessons about what is necessary to initiate and sustain change, to support team- and standards-
based approaches, the key benefit of responsibility to each other, and the value of a framework 
that is not commonly used in special collections and archives. Both institutions increased 
their capacity for responsible stewardship. Most importantly, Lean’s grassroots approach 
and respect for people allowed all staff, particularly those resistant to change, to engage with 
both the process and to carry through on changes to the work. With sustained administrative 
support and attention, archives and libraries can benefit from implementing Lean or other 
BPM approaches. Doing so is consistent with recent moves toward standardization, efficiency, 
and collecting within constraints. It is a substantial effort and an ongoing investment, but the 
ongoing results are worth it! 
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Appendix A: Lean Background and Terms
The following are some common terms used in Lean. Montana State University and the Uni-
versity of Washington did not use these terms in precisely the same ways; these definitions 
reflect the common and variant uses. 

Current state: The process “as is” today. Articulated and analyzed through a variety of means, 
including flowcharts, spaghetti diagrams, and others. 

Future state: What processes will look like in the future, after redesign. Articulated through 
a flowchart or value stream diagram.57 

Huddle or cross-functional group: A short, frequent, meeting of people who play roles in a 
workflow. Also known as a standup, these can be daily or another interval. 

Lean launch: A cycle with a defined beginning and end devoted to designing or redesigning 
a process58

Process Redesign: Re-engineering a business process so that it delivers greater value to the 
customer(s).59 

Lean Redesign: The active work of using Lean tools to reduce waste, increase value to the 
customer, and improve efficiency and quality.60

Respect for People: A focus on valuing the contribution and opinion of those involved with 
the work. A fundamental value of Lean.61 

Report Out: Describing expected results and how the process must operate to deliver them.62 

Kaizen: the Japanese philosophy of continuous improvement, applied in a short, intense, 
focused workshop that redesigns a sub-process.63 
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Appendix B: Montana State University Project Assessment 
Questions

1.	 Describe your role in processes (e.g. which new or revised processes did you “touch” 
the most?) 

2.	 What do you think has changed about your work as the result of having new pro-
cesses? 

3.	 What hasn’t changed about your work? 
4.	 What do you think has changed about us as an organization as the result of having 

new processes? 
5.	 What hasn’t changed about us as an organization? 
6.	 What do you think needs to change? 
7.	 What are you most pleased about? 

As part of planning for this assessment, the Project Director confirmed requirements for IRB 
review. She determined that, as an internal improvement/quality assessment initiative, IRB 
approval is not required (https://www.montana.edu/orc/irb/human_subjects_research.html). 
In reporting on this assessment, she is following best practices, e.g. not identifying individuals 
and seeking permission for any quotation.
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