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Donations of Digital Records from Congressional Offices: 
Lessons Learned from the 2014 Election Cycle 
By Adriane Hanson, June 2015 
 
Background 
The Richard B. Russell Library for Political Research and Studies received donations from three 
congressional offices that closed at the end of 2014: one Senate and two House. The Senate 
office sent about 750 boxes of papers and 614 gigabytes of digital files, with CSS data still to be 
received. The donations from the House offices were smaller and mostly digital, with each 
collection comprising fewer than 20 boxes of papers and about 100 gigabytes of digital files. We 
were ultimately able to document the activities of these offices and will share in this case study 
what worked and what we hope to do better next time around. 
 
This was the first time both I (the digital archivist) and the Russell Library’s head of arrangement 
and description worked with congressional staff to close an office. Through this case study, I will 
share what we learned to help others new to congressional collections with their first donations. 
I also hope to offer insight into receiving digital donations, an area that is still fairly new for all of 
us. I will focus only on the donation process and how to work with office staff. Other resources 
provide details on what to do after digital records have arrived at the archives, including the 
CPR website, OCLC Demystifying Born Digital Reports, the AIMS report, Module 2: Processing 
Digital Records and Manuscripts by J. Gordon Daines III, and many others. 
 
Communication with Office Staff 
The Senate office planned a year in advance for the office closure after the member’s decision 
not to seek re-election. The House offices, on the other hand, started much later as a result of 
unexpected election outcomes. Each office assigned a staff member the task of overseeing the 
transfer of materials to us. In each case, however, we found it difficult to get that staff member’s 
attention: emails went unreturned and guidance we provided about packing and other logistics 
was often unheeded. For archivists with experience in office closures, this is nothing new. Staff 
members are distracted by other office obligations, not to mention new job searches. As first-
timers, however, we needed to adjust our approach and find ways to connect with staff. 
 
One tactic that proved highly effective was visiting the district office of one House member. The 
staff there were very helpful and knowledgeable about how the D.C. office worked, particularly 
the shared drive used by both offices. A staff member explained how the drive was organized, 
identified important records, and even found us an alternate source for press release files that 
someone inadvertently deleted from the office network. Being able to meet in person helped 
build a relationship and made it easier to come to a shared understanding about the records we 
wanted to receive and how they would be maintained (secure storage, reviewing for restrictions, 
etc.). When questions arose that she could not answer, she had a direct line to the Chief of Staff 
in the D.C. office and could find an answer for us much faster than we may have without her 
assistance. During the next round of congressional donations, we definitely will reach out to 
district offices again. We also hope to have staff present in D.C. for at least part of the “packing 
up” period to further capitalize on in-person communication. 

http://libs.uga.edu/russell/
http://www2.archivists.org/groups/congressional-papers-roundtable/electronic-records-committee
http://www.oclc.org/research/publications/library/born-digital-reports.html
http://www.digitalcurationservices.org/files/2013/02/AIMS_final_text.pdf
http://www2.archivists.org/news/2013/trends-in-archives-practice-series
http://www2.archivists.org/news/2013/trends-in-archives-practice-series
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Another tactic we tried was sending a survey form (a copy is available at the end of this case 
study) to the staff in charge of closing each office. We modeled this form after templates on the 
CPR site, mostly edited to reduce the length. The result was an overview of the most vital 
information we needed and an additional three-page survey to collect more detail. However, 
none of the staff returned a completed form and, based on their follow-up questions, it seems 
likely they never read it. The survey did prove useful, however, for structuring a phone 
conversation with a staff member in the Senate office, and she was able to provide answers to 
most questions. Using the survey helped me ask all the questions I needed to in a consistent 
manner and gave her an idea of the kinds of questions I would have prior to the phone call. 
Contacting the staffer by phone and following up later proved key: in that first conversation, she 
offered to look into a few things, but I only got a response by persistently asking for it. 
 
It should be noted also that we were in contact with both Karen Paul, Archivist in the Senate 
Historical Office, and Robin Reeder, Archivist and Deputy Chief in the House Office of Art and 
Archives, who provided assistance throughout our work with the offices. Of course, both 
archivists were also in contact with the staffs of these offices to provide guidance on everything 
from transfer protocols to vendor procurement. 
 
For the next election cycle, we will create a shorter, more visual handout for offices to orient 
them to what we need and the timeline for the process, but most information will be gathered 
through phone calls or in-person visits. We will also continue to contact offices that we expect to 
receive donations from once each term so that we can develop relationships with staff and 
provide assistance with issues that will affect the eventual transfer of records to the archives. 
We have also had success in receiving regular transfers of papers from one member of 
Congress and hope to establish a similar schedule with other offices. 
 
What to Talk About 
The first hurdle to a successful transfer of digital content proved to be convincing the members 
and their staffs to donate it at all. The general perception was that if something came to the 
archives in digital form, it would soon appear on the Internet. We had to explain how digital 
records can be cared for like paper records: reviewed for restricted materials, with storage and 
access provided in a secure manner. There was also uncertainty about which computer files 
might be worth archiving. For instance, no one mentioned social media accounts and one office 
assumed we would not want summary reports of constituent issue mail, which we absolutely 
did. One lesson we learned from these conversations is that we must improve how we 
communicate the research potential of different types of records to offices so that they can 
better anticipate what we might and might not want to acquire for the archives. 
 
Not surprisingly, the donor conversations surrounding digital records were very similar to those 
we are used to having about paper. We learned about what files were created and maintained 
by the office, who created them, and where they were stored. From that information, we 
selected what to accept for the archives. Getting this context about the records was especially 
important for the shared drives, which grow organically and can seem cryptically labeled to an 
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outsider. A conversation with a staff member to explain what you are likely to find in the main, 
upper-level folders will save a lot of time later for both appraisal and description.  
 
A number of resources are available to help you think about what kinds of questions to ask, 
including Cynthia Pease Miller’s Managing Congressional Collections (p.55-56) and the 
checklists and donor surveys on the CPR Electronic Records Committee webpage. But given 
the limited time you may have with staff, focus first on the most important questions in case that 
is all you are able to get answered. For us, those questions were the size of the donation (to 
make sure we had appropriate digital storage available), an overview of the contents of the 
shared drive, how they used their CSS system, and the scope of their web presence, including 
social media accounts. 
 
Special Formats 
We did receive data exported from the CSS or CMS of each of the offices. The exports included 
thousands of emails saved as text files, email attachments, and a giant spreadsheet with 
contact information, subject categories, and other metadata that had been entered into the 
constituent mail database by office staff. The Senate office used Intranet Quorum (IQ), a 
Lockheed Martin product, which is the most common system; most archives will work with this 
CSS at some point. According to the contract the Sergeant at Arms has with CSS vendors, the 
vendor is only required to export about 30 of the roughly 200 data fields. A full export costs 
extra. We did ask the Senate office to pay for the full export but were unsuccessful in that effort. 
Also, getting the vendor to answer all our questions was a little challenging. To be fair, though, 
Lockheed Martin is a large company and we are not the client, so it is not surprising that they 
would not have much time for us. The vendor expected the export to take several months to 
complete, so we still have not received the data. Unfortunately, that means office staff will have 
moved on to other positions by the time I can see the data and know if I have any further 
questions. 
 
Both House offices used the vendor Fireside21, which had a more approachable staff that was 
happy to provide detailed information about the exporting process and offered to help if there 
were any problems with the data once it was received. They were also able to export the data 
much more quickly, and I received the Fireside21 CDs at the same time as the rest of the digital 
records from those offices. 
 
I also attempted to capture the social media presence of the Senate office with varying degrees 
of success. On the Senate side, the Sergeant at Arms approved three vendors that offices can 
use to archive their social media and all have export functions that allow offices to donate their 
files to the archives: Archive Social, Archive-It, and Hanzo Archives. I recommended Archive 
Social to the Senate office because we can provide access to the file formats it exports. 
Unfortunately, because approval of these vendors came very late in the election cycle, Archive 
Social was unprepared for the number of requests it received within a short time period. 
Therefore, the Senate office was unable to use their services as hoped. 
 

http://www2.archivists.org/groups/congressional-papers-roundtable/electronic-records-committee
https://www.intranetquorum.com/
https://www.intranetquorum.com/
http://www.fireside21.com/
http://www.archivesocial.com/
https://www.archive-it.org/
http://www.hanzoarchives.com/
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This left only a few weeks to find an alternative capture method before the office took the sites 
down. A number of utilities are available to help capture social media, and some sites, including 
Facebook and Twitter, even have built-in export functionalities. However, most programs are 
built to capture your own accounts and require the password to work. Not surprisingly, the 
offices were not willing to give me passwords for their accounts. Further, the office had already 
closed by the time I found these solutions so no staff were available to export the data for me. In 
the end, I used a free and open source web crawler (HTTrack) to capture what I could. It was 
able to capture the most recent posts to their Twitter, YouTube, and Flickr accounts. I also had 
a student capture the office’s Instagram activity by using the Window’s screen capture utility 
(Snipping Tool) to create a PDF of each photo and its associated comments. This was feasible 
because they had not posted many pictures to Instagram. The only site I could not capture any 
information from was Facebook.  
 
Next time, we will address social media as early in the donation process as possible to get a 
better capture and will 1) ask the offices to export the data from their social media sites, 2) ask 
the offices to pay for an archiving service, or 3) pay for a service like Archive-It ourselves. We 
also will have more discussion with the offices about how their sites are managed so we can 
make better appraisal decisions. For example, if regular staff time is devoted to the Twitter feed 
but the Instagram account is just updated whenever an intern has time, we would focus on the 
Twitter feed. Or if all the videos posted to YouTube are also saved to the shared drive, we might 
want a brief capture of the YouTube site to document their use of social media but will not have 
to rely on that crawl to capture every video. 
 
Transferring and Accessioning 
All the offices had access to IT support who could copy their files from the office shared drive to 
external hard drives in a safe manner and all provided their own hard drives to ship the 
materials to us. The challenge was that they did not seem to understand the fragile nature of the 
technology they were shipping. The hard drives were generally put back in their original 
packaging and then packed into boxes with other objects; the boxes were not full enough to 
prevent movement during shipping. CDs (with the CSS/CMS exports) were sent in cases that 
were too full, or even loose in boxes without cases, causing scratching, and many had 
significant fingerprint smudges. Thankfully, none of the damage from these shipments 
prevented successful data transfer.  
 
In the future, we will give specific instructions about how to pack the media securely with 
enough cushioning. We also will request all media be sent separately and directly to us, rather 
than in boxes of papers sent through our shipping and receiving facility. Offices also get this 
advice from the Senate and House archivists, but our experiences suggest that it bears 
repeating. To encourage compliance with these instructions, we will emphasize to the staff how 
fragile the media is and how important it is for us to address the digital files right away, as 
compared to paper records which can wait for some time before processing.  
 
Once the files were received, I made a second copy of the files onto a separate set of external 
hard drives and quarantined the files for 30 days before scanning them for viruses. All hard 

https://www.httrack.com/
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drives were kept in a secure location and were labeled with the collection and accession 
number, and having two copies protected us from data loss should a hard drive fail. Waiting 30 
days allowed time for our virus software to update with any new risks. No doubt the offices used 
virus scanning technology, but I did not want to take any chances with my digital preservation 
environment or UGA’s network, especially since a lot of internet downloads were on the shared 
drive. I also reviewed the files briefly while copying them to the second set of hard drives to see 
if I had any further questions about the content while I still had time to contact staff.  
 
After the quarantine, the files were accessioned, which gives us basic intellectual control over 
the files, and copied into our preservation environment. They can now safely await processing.  
 
In Summary 
From this first time assisting with office closures, we learned (or were reminded of) a number of 
lessons about how to successfully transfer digital records to the archives:  
 

1. Communicate early and often 
2. Establish a relationship in-person if possible or via telephone if not 
3. Gain a good understanding of the files from staff for appraisal and description 
4. Plan ahead for social media harvesting and use a sufficiently sophisticated tool 
5. Give careful instruction for the proper shipment of media 
6. Quarantine for virus checks upon receipt of the files 
7. Get basic intellectual control of the files while staff are still available for questions 

 
While the transfer of an office’s digital records initially may seem overwhelming, it is doable. It 
does take a lot of work, however, especially because donating digital records is relatively new 
for everyone, office and archives staff alike.  
 
As a final word of advice, whenever possible have a deed of gift in place before accepting digital 
files. If the member is not yet ready to sign the deed of gift, a memorandum of understanding or 
similar document could be used to indicate that these digital files will become property of your 
institution and define what you will, and will not, do with the files. This documentation would 
ensure you have the legal right to take custody of the files, conduct appraisal to spare your 
storage space, and undertake any preservation actions required to keep the files viable during 
the period of time before the deed of gift is signed. 
 
For information on our accessioning and processing practices, our manuals for both are 
available on the CPR Electronic Records Committee website. You can also contact me for 
further conversation: Adriane Hanson, ahanson@uga.edu. 
  

http://www2.archivists.org/groups/congressional-papers-roundtable/electronic-records-committee
mailto:ahanson@uga.edu
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Survey sent to Congressional Offices: 
 

Transferring Electronic Files 
  
Electronic records, or computer files, include documents, email, spreadsheets, databases, 
social media communications, photographs, and audio/video recordings. The following guide 
serves as a starting point for transferring electronic records to the Russell Library. If you have 
questions at any time, please do not hesitate to contact us: 
  

Mat Darby 
Head of Arrangement and Description 
matdarby@uga.edu 
(706) 542-0627 
  
Adriane Hanson 
Processing and Electronic Records Archivist 
ahanson@uga.edu 
(706) 542-4954 

  
What Kinds of Files to Donate 
Anything from word processing documents to tweets can be a “record” and therefore eligible for 
permanent retention. Categories of files to be donated relate to Office administration, 
Constituent Services, Legislative activity, Speech and press, Political and personal. Some of the 
Member's files for these categories may be all paper, all digital, or a mix of both.  If it is a mix, it 
is helpful if you can tell us how the paper and digital files are related.  If something is in both 
paper and electronic form, we would like to receive both copies. We encourage you to keep 
copies of incoming constituent mail, either scanned into the computer system or as original item, 
and linked to reply. Records could include the following file formats: 
  

• Calendars 
• Constituent mail 
• Email 
• Databases and Spreadsheets 
• Word processing documents 
• Photographs, audio and video 
• Web pages 
• Social media 

  
Locate the Office's Files 
Keep in mind that copying electronic files to a new location will change the information 
associated with them, such as dates, and can corrupt the files.  As you identify electronic files, it 
is best to leave them where they are stored until the office is ready to transfer them. Potential 
locations for electronic files are listed below: 
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• Shared network 
• Local hard drives on staff work computers 
• Old computer hard drives 
• Disks, flash drives, and other storage media 
• Mobile devices, such as a smartphone or tablet 
• Cloud storage, such as Google Drive or Dropbox 
• Social media accounts 

  
Describe the Office's Files 
So that we can best take care of and understand the office's files, it would be useful to have 
some basic information about how the computer files were created.  Below are a few key 
questions to keep in mind, and the attached questionnaire will help you think about this in more 
detail. Please email whatever information you have to us, and we can follow up with a meeting 
by phone or in person. 
  

1. What is the approximate total size of the files being sent? 
 

2. What software programs does the office regularly use?  Are there manuals or policies 
about the use of this software?  Especially note the Correspondence Management 
System (CMS) and any other specialized commercial software. 

 
3. How are the office's files organized?  For example, is there a filing scheme for electronic 

records? 
 

4. Are there any policies for staff on technology use, for example how files should be saved 
and named or how to enter information into an important software system? 

 
5. Are there portions of the office's files that are more likely to have confidential information, 

such as social security numbers of constituents or case work? 
 

6. Are there portions of the office's files that the member would allow us to make available 
online for better access, such as speech files? 

 
7. Is there a person on staff who manages the computer system that we might talk to? 

 
Transfer the Files 
Please contact us when the office is ready to make the transfer and we can help with the 
technological considerations to make sure that important information like file dates is not 
changed during copying.  
  
We will mail the office an external hard drive onto which you will copy the files.  Or if the files are 
already stored on disks, flash drives, or hard drives that are no longer needed, those can be 
transferred to the Russell Library. 
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Electronic Files Checklist for Congressional Offices 
 
The goal of this checklist is to help you think about the office's computing environment: policies, 
technology in use, organization, and content.  This information will enable us to provide better 
care of and access to the member's files.  Please let us know if you have any questions as you 
work. 
  
Personnel 

• Who currently oversees computing and technology at the Washington D.C. and state 
offices? How long have they worked there? Can we talk with them? 

• Has anyone previously held these roles?  If so, when?  
• Are there policies or guidelines for staff technology use? (i.e. how to use software 

programs, how to organize files, what files should be saved) Could we have a copy of 
these policies? Are these policies generally followed? 

  
Organization 

• What are the main software programs in use?  Note any specialized commercial 
software. 

• How are the files organized?  Do staff members use a consistent filing scheme on their 
own work computers? 

• Is it clear which staff members (name and title) created each group of files? 
• How are the computer files related to paper records?  For example, is anything printed 

out?  Or has the office switched from producing something in paper form to electronic 
form? (i.e. a blog replacing a printed newsletter) 

  
Storage 

• Where are files stored?  (i.e. staff hard drives, shared network, cloud storage, disks) 
• Are files migrated to the new system during upgrades or when computers are replaced? 
• Are files deleted at regular intervals or when a staff person leaves? 
• Is there any information on portable electronic devices? (i.e. smartphone, tablet) 
• Is there information on social media sites or cloud storage? (i.e. Facebook, Google 

Drive) 
• What is the estimated total size of files to be transferred to the archives? 

  
Shared Drive 

• Does the office have a central location (shared drive) for all staff to store files? 
• What types of documents are stored on the shared drive?  Do these duplicate files 

stored elsewhere?  
• How is material on the shared drive organized?  (i.e. by staff person or by subject) 
• Is there version control for files on the shared drive? 
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Security and Access 

• Are any of the computer files in the office backed up?  Which files are backed up, how 
often are they backed up, and how are the backups saved? 

• Are there portions of the files that are more likely to have confidential information, such 
as social security numbers or constituent case mail? 

• Are any of the files password protected or encrypted?  These would need to be opened 
before transfer to the archives. 

• Are there portions of the files that could be made available to researchers online?  (i.e. 
speeches) 

  
Constituent Correspondence 

• What is the Correspondence Management System (CMS)?  When did the office begin 
using it?  If there is no CMS, how are responses to constituent mail managed? 

• Have any other CMS's been used by the office?  If so, when were they in use? Were 
these files transferred to the current CMS? 

• Is all of the correspondence kept in the CMS or is some saved in other locations (i.e. on 
staff computers, retain paper copies only, vendor extracts data at the end of each term) 

• What other information is stored in the CMS? (i.e. casework, schedule, legislative 
tracking) 

• How are copies of form letters for responding to constituent mail stored? 
• Is correspondence coded for subjects?  Is there a list of the meaning of codes used? 
• Are regular reports generated by the CMS, i.e. weekly top ten issues? 
• Is sensitive information, such as case mail, identified clearly? 
• What portion of the CMS data will be transferred to the archives?  In what format? 

  
Email 

• What email program or programs are used?  
• Are there general email accounts that the office shares, or any listservs? 
• Does the office have a method for saving email about important topics?  What format are 

they saved in?  Does this include email attachments?  
• Is email saved in a centralized location or does it remain in each person's account? 
• How has email for departed staff been saved? 
• Are non-permanent/personal emails deleted? 

  
Website and Social Media 

• How many websites does the office maintain?  Are any outside of the public government 
domain (websites ending in .gov), which is captured by the National Archives? 

• Does the office take snapshots of the websites? If so, how often and in what format?  
Are major changes to the website documented in any way? 

• How are web files stored?  
• What program is used to manage and publish the contents of the websites? 
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• Does the office have a blog?  If so, what software is used? Is the content saved 
regularly? 

• Does the office have social media accounts? (i.e. Facebook, Twitter, Flickr) Is the 
content saved regularly?  If so, in what format? 

  
Images and Media (audio and video records) 

• How are they organized? (i.e. by date, subject/event, individuals pictured) 
• What formats are they saved in?  How are they stored? (i.e. CDs, hard drive, YouTube) 
• Is there a database or other description maintained about them? 
• Who are the photographers and video recorders?  Did they retain copyright to their 

work? 
  
Other Documents 

• How is the member's schedule preserved? (i.e. electronic calendar, the CMS, on paper) 
• Are reports from LIS (Legislative Information Systems) saved? In what formats? 
• Are there databases in use?  If so, what software is used, what reports are regularly 

generated, and how are the databases structured? 
• How are press files stored? (i.e. speeches, clippings, press releases, newsletters) 
• Is any collaborative software used? (i.e. Microsoft SharePoint, internal wiki) 
• Are there other common document types or software that are not covered by this 

checklist? 
  
  
Please email whatever information you have to us, and we can follow up with a meeting by 
phone or in person. 
  

Mat Darby 
Head of Arrangement and Description 
matdarby@uga.edu 
(706) 542-0627 
  
Adriane Hanson 
Processing and Electronic Records Archivist 
ahanson@uga.edu 
(706) 542-4954 
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