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Welcome to Reach Out! [Editors Note: For 

this edition of Reach Out, we have a guest 

writer, Gregory Kocken, Head of Special 

Collections and Archives, McIntyre Library, 

University of Wisconsin—Eau Claire.]  

 

Why do we research our history?  Such a 

simple question will garner different 

responses from different audiences.  For 

many people, we research our history 

because we have a desire to better 

understand and share our story with others.  

Archives help to facilitate this research by 

preserving the historic record—our 

collective memory. More importantly, like 

those researchers who strive to share their 

own history, archives and archivists are 

equally concerned with sharing history.  

Archives, after all, are maintained in order 

to be accessed and shared.  

 

Archivists employ a variety of outreach 

initiatives designed to help us share history 

and connect with researchers.  Outreach is 

one of the most important tools for 

archivists; it builds new audiences and 

increases community awareness.  While 

archivists have found success using a variety 

of outreach strategies, archivists’ attitudes 

towards outreach has evolved over the past 

thirty years. 

 

A Changing Definition 

While outreach is now a significant 

component of almost every archivist’s job, 

this was not always the case.  Three decades 

ago outreach was seen as a superfluous 

activity, but over time our views on outreach 

have shifted and changed.  Today, outreach 

is no longer viewed as an optional activity 

but instead as a core component of the 

archivist’s job.  However, our own 
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definition of outreach is still evolving.  The 

Society of American Archivists, the 

professional organization which guides over 

5,000 archivists in the United States and 

around the world, defines outreach as, “The 

process of identifying and providing 

services to constituencies with needs 

relevant to the [archival] repository's 

mission, especially underserved groups, and 

tailoring services to meet those needs.”  This 

definition places an emphasis on connecting 

with underserved groups.  Over the past 

decade archivists have successfully used 

various outreach initiatives to connect with 

an increasingly larger and 

more diverse audience.  

Certainly, the rapid 

expansion of the internet 

has assisted archivists in their efforts to 

connect with new and underserved 

audiences.  This definition, however, with 

its emphasis on connecting with underserved 

groups, neglects the need to consistently 

connect with core audiences.  If we do not 

continue to connect with these audiences, 

we may unknowingly miss opportunities to 

strengthen and build upon existing 

relationships. 

 

 

 

Common Interests 

Archivists and genealogists share a unique 

bond.  Both groups are interested in 

preserving, and perhaps more importantly, 

sharing history. For generations, archivists 

have been instrumental in helping 

genealogists discover their own family 

history.  Archivists strive to preserve the 

historic record, and are equally dedicated to 

providing genealogists and other researchers 

with access to information.  This 

relationship is often mutually beneficial. 

Genealogists can be a key ally for archives 

everywhere.  Through the establishment of 

partnerships, genealogists 

often contribute their time 

and expertise to help 

preserve and expand 

access to the historic record.  These 

partnerships often result in activities and 

products which benefit both parties.  

Archivists frequently have access only to 

limited resources, and every piece of support 

helps.  In turn, support from genealogists 

expands access to resources which benefit 

the growing genealogical community. 

 

Dot-Com Genealogy 

Throughout the late 1990s and into the 

2000s, the growth of the internet helped 

disseminate information faster and to a 

Genealogists can be a key ally for 

archives everywhere.   



much larger audience than ever before.  

Archivists seized upon this digital 

revolution, scanning thousands of historic 

photographs and manuscript items and 

sharing these materials with the world.  The 

internet helped archivists expand their scope 

and connect with new audiences.  Likewise, 

genealogists also found the expansion of the 

internet as a source for finding and 

accessing previously difficult to find 

resources. Websites like Ancestry.com 

improved and expanded access to historic 

records which in turn engaged thousands of 

people with their own genealogical research. 

 

The internet has had an undeniable positive 

impact for both genealogists and archivists.  

At the same time, however, it has bred a 

misconception about archives.  Today’s 

researcher wants easy, online access to 

historic materials.  As an archivist, I 

frequently work with genealogists and other 

researchers and one of the most common 

questions I receive asks, “Where can I find it 

online?”  Years ago researchers would ask if 

something was available online, but now 

that dynamic has shifted and there is an 

expectation to find information online.  

Ponder this question for a moment: 

 

What percentage of archival holdings is 

digitized and available online? 

 

When I ask this question to genealogy 

groups I often receive responses suggesting 

that forty or fifty percent of archival 

materials are now available online.  When I 

inform these groups that the actual 

percentage is much smaller, responses shift 

to toward the ten to fifteen percent range.  

While it is impossible to know the answer to 

this question, my own educated guess 

suggests the real percentage is closer to 1% 

(perhaps even just a fraction of 1%).   

 

There is a whole world of information which 

many genealogists are unaware of.  This 

equates to an untapped possibility for 

archivists and genealogists to renew their 

connections. 

 

Reconnecting 

Opportunities abound for genealogists and 

archivists to reconnect.  Many archives 

contain collections which could be of 

tremendous value to genealogists, but which 

are currently not digitized and not indexed.  

Consider court records, community 

directories, land records, school records, 

prison and jail records, etc. 

 



Archivists sometimes fail to see the 

genealogical value to their collections, but 

even when the connection is not obvious 

there are opportunities. Genealogists know 

that genealogy is about more than filling out 

a tree with names and dates; genealogy is 

about understanding a greater story. 

Archival collections provide context, and 

can help genealogists understand the greater 

story by understanding communities and life 

at different points in the past.  

 

Archivists and genealogists need to work 

together to let new genealogists understand 

that there is more information available.  

These collections which have not been 

digitized or indexed provide opportunities 

for archivists and genealogists to work 

together. 

 

Growing Together 

Let us further strengthen the bond we 

established decades ago.  Archivists and 

genealogists can work together to connect 

with new genealogists and better understand 

each other. Outreach to underserved 

audiences is wonderful, but let us not 

neglect those audiences with which we once 

were so intimately tied.  Let us renew these 

bonds, grow together, and build support for 

each other. 

 

Share Your Society Story 

Have you worked with your local archives 

and archivists or are you currently 

developing programming to reach out to this 

area of the local community? We would 

love to learn about your experiences!  

Please email your story to 

Outreach@fgs.org.  
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