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In 2001 the University of Melbourne Archives (UMA) received funding to undertake a project to redevelop its 
business archives collection policy.1 We wanted to develop a strategy for future acquisitions and re-examine 
existing holdings.2 The issue hinged on finding answers to two questions: 
1. from which industry sectors and businesses therein should records be collected or otherwise preserved for use 

(targeting); and 
2. what kinds of materials should be accepted (documenting)? 

We underpinned this with a methodology that had been devised by the business archivists at the Minnesota 
Historical Society, US, known as the ‘Minnesota Method’.3 

THE FORMATION OF UMA’S BUSINESS ARCHIVES COLLECTION 
The Business Archives Council of Australia (BACA) was formed in October 1954 with two of its aims being to 
promote the study of business history and to encourage companies to preserve their ‘business documents of 
historical interest and importance’. Through its branches in Melbourne and Sydney it surveyed large numbers of 
companies and listed the archival records they held.4 This led subsequently to the need to find housing for 
business record collections as they were being disposed of and the University of Melbourne agreed to take in a 
large quantity of records collected by the BACA. In the meantime, the University was considering the needs of 
its own archives and in April 1960 it was agreed in principle that the appointment of an archivist be made ‘to 
care for the University’s own archives and such business records as might be stored in the University’.5 

The University Archives became a reality when Frank Strahan, the former field officer of the BACA (who had 
been on the staff of the National Library), took up his appointment in June 1960. By this time considerable 
business records were being stored for the BACA as the University had already acceded to a request of the 
BACA that it ‘…accept responsibility for housing business records as historical documents’.6 Considerable 
discussions had also taken place between the National Library of Australia and what has become the Noel Butlin 
Archives Centre (NBAC) at the Australian National University over demarcations in business records collecting. 

Frank Strahan compiled a comprehensive list of target companies within Victoria across a wide range of 
industries and set out, with considerable energy and success, to collect their records. Because of his surveying 
work for the BACA, the University Archives became well known and, as well as collecting targeted companies, 
Strahan was also asked to take records when companies relocated or closed. With a growing number of 
serendipitous acquisitions, along with refusals by target companies to lodge records, the target list became 
difficult to implement and the collection strategy lost direction. 

Over a number of years it became clear that a new business collection policy was needed to methodically 
target specific companies within business sectors. Such a policy would provide a framework to collect in areas 
that were considered to be important to the Victorian economy. 

THE ‘MINNESOTA METHOD’ 
While various approaches and philosophies have been used by the archives profession to rationalize and better 
focus the collecting of archival records, the method developed at the Minnesota Historical Society, which has 
been described and discussed extensively within archival literature, presented us with some compelling grounds 
to adopt it for our own use. Not least of these were the synergies between the collecting mandates of UMA and 
the Minnesota Historical Society; one of the latter’s responsibilities is to comprehensively document the business 
activity of the State of Minnesota, a mission also followed by UMA in regard to Victoria and Victorian-based 
companies. 

The Minnesota Historical Society had also encountered similar challenges and obstacles as we had, namely 
reactive rather than proactive collecting – taking what came, rather than setting priorities – and also over-
documentation. That is, when we had documented a company we had tended to take virtually all available 
records rather than selectively acquiring core record groups. 
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Put briefly, the Minnesota Method rationalised the collection of business records through the development of 
criteria to prioritise industrial sectors and companies within them for targeting; and criteria to determine the level 
a company should be documented. It was a four-step process: 
1 Define and analyse current holdings; 
2 Survey the broader documentary universe; 
3 Define a broad set of criteria for selecting which companies’ records to collect; and 
4 Define four different documentation levels of collecting. 

Two further steps provide a checklist at the end of the process: 
5 Refine and test step three; and 
6 Update the policy every three to seven years. 

RESEARCH USE OF UMA’S BUSINESS COLLECTIONS 
The Minnesota Method raised many issues for us and forced a re-examination of some of our assumptions. For 
example, for whom are we collecting? Are academics and higher education sector researchers really our primary 
user group of business records? Inadequate user statistics led us to be more reliant on collective memory and 
anecdotal evidence from staff. Existing data clearly indicated that academic usage was lower than we had 
assumed and considerably lower than non-academic usage. What academic research has occurred has tended to 
be extensive and usually resulted in a publication, but even so, one of many reasons for low scholarly use, we 
concluded, was a poor fit between supply and demand. 

While a wide range of non-academic researchers were using business collections, many were using them in a 
limited way, with only certain types of records being used. For example, much use of the collections can be 
described as ‘nibbling at the edges’ with perhaps a photograph, an annual report or an employee record being the 
only material requested. And while we have extensive holdings across all business collections of financial 
records, they are virtually never used. 

‘MINNESOTA LITE’: THE AUSTRALIAN ADAPTATION 
The Minnesota Method offered a two-pronged methodology for both targeting business sectors and companies 
therein, and for documenting those companies. We soon came to the belief that the method would serve us best 
more as a tool by which to target companies than for documenting them. Processes for the latter we felt would be 
virtually impossible to implement within the context of the UMA. We decided to implement a documentation 
level by means of a generic retention and disposal schedule. This led us to simplify and adapt the method for our 
own unique circumstances, a practice predicted and recommended by the method’s original authors. 

The following describes our progress through the steps of the method. 
STEP 1. ANALYSING COLLECTIONS 
The first stage of the method involved an audit of UMA’s current holdings of business collections. This had not 
previously taken place and UMA archivists, while being familiar with many of the individual collections, had 
only generalised notions of the extent and range of the business collection in toto. 

The analysis covered: 
• Number of collections and quantity of records held; 
• Classification into Australian Standard Industrial Classifications (ASIC) primary and secondary divisions, and 

benchmarking these against contemporary strengths in the Victorian economy; 
• Identification of collections that hold core records; 
• Assessment of the time span of each collection, and; 
• Benchmarking our holdings against Australia’s top 100 companies for 1910, 1930, 1952 and 1964. 

Only collections holding at least 12 cm of records (one UMA standard archive box7) were included in the 
audit and these were further refined into collections with records measuring one metre and over (this being 
considered the minimum amount of material from which any meaningful research could be conducted). Of the 
total of 228 collections measuring 5793 shelf-metres, we report here only on the 181 collections that measured 
one metre and over, which cumulatively totalled more than 5.5 kilometers. Table 1 shows the findings, from the 
largest sector holdings to the smallest. 

That the sector holding the highest quantity of records – 1295 metres – was Mining came as no surprise as we 
have long developed this collection area and have established strong relationships with two of the three largest 
Australian mining companies, whose archives we hold. However, that our second largest sector at 1294 metres 
was Property and Business did surprise us. Of these, 17 collections, totalling 1118 metres, were the records of 
legal firms. The legal collections in the main are unprocessed, inaccessible and unused. The third largest sector, 
Manufacturing, covered a diversity of industries. Table 2 provides a break-down into second-level sub-
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divisions.; 
BENCHMARKING 
The Victorian economy has traditionally been strong in the areas of manufacturing, finance and insurance, 
wholesale and retail trade, mining (i.e. companies with their headquarters in Victoria) and primary industry. Our 
collection audit had thus far revealed that our collection strengths were generally proportionately well-matched 
against those same strengths. To further measure how representative our collections were of the contemporary 
Victorian economy, we benchmarked against a list of Australia’s top 100 companies in 1910, 1930, 1952, 19648 
and found that we held from between 33 per cent to 40 per cent of the top Victorian companies.9 Table 3 shows 
the results. 

From our second source of benchmarking, the 1967 Delfin Digest, we found that of the 314 Victorian-
registered companies listed therein, UMA holds records for 41, or 13 per cent of them. 
CORE RECORDS 
We also audited our collections for those holding core records. Drawing this distinction between collections that 
held and did not hold core records was seen as significant and desirable given that the manner in which records 
had been acquired in the past — often as a rescue mission or accepting what was offered. Appraisal and selection 
of record series had not always been possible and in some cases, companies were reluctant to part with minutes, 
annual financial statements and high-level correspondence (if in fact they had survived). 

We defined core records as executive minutes (including supporting papers), executive correspondence, 
annual financial statements, and production/sales data — the essential records that a business historian would 
require to undertake research into a company’s economic performance and managerial decision-making 
processes and practices.10 Readers will note some immediate problems with this generalised definition of core 
records were it applied across all industrial sectors. The main problem, of course, is that not all industries would 
create these types of records. Unincorporated businesses and smaller businesses, for example, would not 
necessarily create minutes recording even important decisions. 

Inevitably, other historians researching different areas would want to alter this list. A labour historian, for 
example, might want to include employee records and industrial relations files. For this reason, a flexible 
approach was adopted whereby we slightly adjusted the definition of core records to accommodate different 
types of business. However, despite the problematic nature of defining core records, we retained the concept 
because we needed a generally standardised definition as a guide both for ourselves and for the companies with 
whom we intend in the future to carry out discussion. Consequently, we reverted to the somewhat old fashioned 
idea of a schedule of basic archival records that would be easy for the lay person to comprehend. 

The results of our audit for core records were disappointing, as Table 4 indicates. 
The Manufacturing sector has a higher percentage of core records than the other sectors. Table 5 shows where 

the strengths are. 
The relatively high rate of core collections in the C21, C22 and C28 subdivisions matches exactly with 

Victoria’s traditional strengths in the manufacturing sectors. The generally higher rate of core record collections 
for the Manufacturing sector as a whole suggests that our working definition of core records is probably a better 
match for this type of industry than for others and is a reminder to us to keep the concept flexible. 
STEP 2. SURVEYING THE BROADER DOCUMENTARY UNIVERSE 
Minnesota’s step 2 recommends analysing the business environment (in our case Victoria) and the collecting 
initiatives taking place elsewhere. Part of this involved consulting published sources, such as the weekly section 
in The Age on the Victorian economy and the annual issue of Business Review Weekly (BRW) on Australia’s top 
500 public companies. Consulting back issues of BRW for 1990 and 1980, as well as current ones, enabled us to 
track the development of both specific sectors and specific companies. As for the collecting strategies occurring 
in other institutions, we already had a long-established custom of coordinating collection scope with other 
national business collecting archives (such as NBAC) and with the State Library of Victoria, and we knew which 
businesses ran their own in-house archives,10 so this aspect of surveying the documentary universe was not a 
challenge. 
BUSINESS FORUM 
One of the prescribed steps in the Minnesota Method was consultation with ‘knowledgeable individuals outside 
the archival profession’ to enable broad goals to be set. We held a one-day forum of business historians to canvas 
their research backgrounds, including the types of industries and companies they would like to see targeted. We 
included archivists from government institutions, including the Director of the Public Record Office Victoria, in 
order to learn which business records had been acquired by them from the government regulatory bodies. 
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From this forum of 12 archivists and historians, we confirmed the Minnesota Historical Society’s own finding 
that ‘these discussions yielded neither a consensus nor even a common thread that would lead the way in 
defining … which businesses should be documented and which should be preserved from these businesses’. The 
forum did however provide useful feedback relating to the direction in which research might progress. 
RESEARCH REPORT FROM MELBOURNE INSTITUTE OF APPLIED ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
RESEARCH 
To consolidate the information gleaned from the Business Review Weekly and The Age, and to help in prioritising 
business sectors, we commissioned a report from the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research for an overview of the Victorian economy between 1990 and 2000. This provided us with general 
statistics for total factor income for Victorian businesses as well as the number of firms by industry operating for 
the decade and average annual growth over the same period. The report also advised that the following sectors 
are where the current strengths and/or growth areas lie: 
• business services; 
• finance services; 
• wholesale trade; 
• retail trade; 
• construction; 
• food, beverage and tobacco manufacturing; and 
• machinery and equipment manufacturing. 

These data confirmed that our collection strengths reflect the strengths of the Victorian economy, past and 
present. Armed with this knowledge, along with our established general collecting policy of, where possible, 
building on existing strengths, we have identified these sectors as the ones we will collect within. The report also 
provided a list of specific companies by industry sector that were based in Victoria in 1990 and 2000. 
STEP 3. DEFINE A BROAD SET OF CRITERIA FOR SELECTING WHICH COMPANIES’ 
RECORDS TO COLLECT 
After much discussion, criteria for selecting which companies’ records to collect were established. Unlike the 
Minnesota Method, we eschewed weighted criteria on the grounds that it could prove to be too programmatic 
and deny us sufficient flexibility. As our first and foremost criterion is that the business be Victoria-based, the 
following Mission Statement has been drawn up to serve as the sine qua-non for any targeted company: ‘To 
support The University of Melbourne’s teaching, learning, research, and community development agendas, 
UMA will aim to ensure that records generated by select businesses incorporated in, headquartered in, or 
operating in Victoria, irrespective of the ultimate location of the business’ ownership, will be considered for 
collection.’ 

As indicated, the criteria are not weighted, but prioritisation will rise accordingly for those companies against 
whom the greater number of criteria can be matched. We now have five criteria. 
(1) Economic impact to Victoria: An annual turnover of at least $50 million 
In the scheme of things, $50 million is a moderate-level turnover: high enough to indicate the business is of 
substantial size, low enough to give us a degree of flexibility. This level of turnover implies that the company 
has contributed significantly to Victoria’s growth and development. We have taken the figure of $50 million as 
our benchmark following the example of IBISWorld, which uses it as cut-off between small and medium-sized 
firms.12 We do, of course, acknowledge that economic impact can be negative, and we recognise this by 
including companies such as Pyramid Building Society in our list.13 
(2) Australian ownership 
That a company’s profits have remained in Australia makes it of far more interest to us than foreign-owned 
companies on the grounds that Australian-owned companies are more likely to have made a more significant 
economic impact through profit retention. Furthermore, an Australian management may better reflect local 
business values and practice. 
(3) Number of employees 
Generally speaking, the higher the number of employees, the greater a company’s economic and social impact. 
However, while fewer than 200 employees is considered an indicator of a small company, we are not nominating 
a specific target number of employees. Automation, especially in the manufacturing sector, means employee 
numbers can be quite unreliable as a guide to the size and significance of a company. 
(4) Longevity of business 
The fact that a business survived over many decades is evidence of successful management policy and an ability 
to adapt to change, and for that reason worthy of research interest. Its longevity will also usually have given it 
some social significance. 
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(5) Businesses with unique social, cultural and labour significance 
This criterion has three sub-sets: 
(a) Businesses whose products have become part of the iconography of our material culture (e.g. 

Four ‘n’ Twenty Pies and football manufacturer T.W. Sherrin); 
(b) Businesses whose subsequent demize had a strong social and/or economic impact (e.g. the aforementioned 

Pyramid Building Society); and 
(c) Businesses whose actions have had a significant impact on Victoria’s industrial relations agenda and debate 

(e.g. Dollar Sweets or Patrick Stevedoring). 
These companies’ records would help provide the background as to why their products demise or troubled 

industrial relations took place and/or became so significant. 
We considered a sixth criterion whereby we would align a business with our extensive holdings of trade union 

records, but soon discovered that matching trade organisations (the unions) with businesses did not work. In 
most cases, companies employ workers across a range of trades. 
STEP 4. DEFINE FOUR DIFFERENT DOCUMENTATION LEVELS OF COLLECTING 
At the outset, this process of determining documentation we had decided not to pursue. The Minnesota Method 
required collecting at four documentation levels (A–D), but we believed that we were too under-resourced as an 
institution to be able to successfully implement four levels of documentation. More particularly, we felt that the 
Minnesota Method failed to incorporate into its schema the likelihood of the targeted business, the ‘records 
creator’, having its own agenda. It seemed to us that more often than not it would be difficult to successfully 
negotiate with a business to deposit their records along one or other of the four documentation levels. 

Further into the project we contacted the Minnesota Method’s authors to enquire how successfully the method 
had worked for them in the longer term. We were somewhat surprised to learn that the Minnesota Historical 
Society had in fact experienced difficulties in the implementation of the method of the same kind that we 
envisaged. That is, insufficient staff and competing agendas from the targeted businesses, which either did not 
possess the full range of records or did not want to donate them to comply with the documentation level that the 
Minnesota Method prescribed. 

We believe we should be targeting a small number of companies at a high level of documentation 
(Minnesota’s level A), but that a lower level of documentation must also be set to allow for serendipitous offers. 
Within level A we will draw up a comprehensive retention and disposal schedule for basic business records to 
guide us and our target businesses in ensuring that we collect core records. 

TARGET COMPANIES AND IMPLEMENTATION 
Using data from the MIAESR report, the IBISWorld database and from the Business Review Weekly lists of top 
500 companies, we compiled an ambit list of target companies that we then set against our first three criteria. 
This list will be reviewed regularly, probably at five-yearly intervals, to remove companies that responded or 
declined and to add new target companies if warranted. 

To date we have made formal approaches to four of the target companies; three in the manufacturing sector, 
(C21 food, beverage and tobacco) and one in the retail trade sector (G53 motor vehicle retailing and services). At 
the time of writing, we were awaiting responses from two of them. The third company had not retained any of 
their archival records and the fourth rejected our approaches. We anticipate that other companies may also reject 
our approaches while others will also have discarded any appropriate records. Because of the size and 
complexity of the companies on our target list and our limited staff resources, we will proceed with some caution 
in implementing our acquisition programme. A recent, serendipitous and highly attractive offer of a large volume 
of records from a defunct (and consequently non-target) business, as well as an imminent major transfer from an 
existing depositor, indicate that this caution will be very well justified from a resources point of view. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Although we departed from the Minnesota Method, it served us very well as an inspiration and impetus to tackle 
a long-standing issue, and more importantly, gave us a framework within which to work. Our most significant 
adaptation was perhaps in the notion that targeting and collecting archives could be formularised to such a high 
degree. The ultimately haphazard nature of the collecting environment stands as a corrective to any attempt to 
adopt a wholly programmatic approach.14 
1 In addition to collecting University and business records, since 1973 The University of Melbourne Archives 

has also collected trade union and other labour history records with more than 100 trade unions now 
represented. During the same period, the Archives began also to collect records of professional, community, 
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women’s, and political organisations. Total present-day holdings measure approximately 14 kilometres. See 
website at www.lib.unimelb.edu.au/collections/archives/index.html. 

2 The project team comprised: Michael Piggott (University Archivist), Trevor Hart (Rio Tinto Business 
Archivist), Jane Ellen (Senior Archivist) and David Merrett (Department of Management, Faculty of 
Economics and Commerce). 

3 See Greene and Daniels-Howell, Documenting. 
4 For example, 420 companies were surveyed in NSW over a five-year period. 
5 Staff Establishments Committee, 8 April 1960. 
6 Close, History. 
7 UMA has now introduced the industry standard 17cm. box. 
8 Lists of top 100 companies taken from Merrett and Ville, The development. 
9 The methodology employed by Merrett and Ville to compile the top 100 companies excludes financial 

institutions. 
10 David Merrett proposed this definition. 
11 The Guide to Australian Business Records website can be found at 

www.archivists.org.au/busrec/browse.htm 
12 IBISWorld: A database of business research and company profiles can be found at 

www.ibisworld.com.au 
13 The 1990 collapse of the Pyramid Building Society, in the then under-regulated environment of the non-

bank financial sector, caused economic devastation to thousands of Victorians and the resignation of Labor 
Premier, John Cain. 

14 For example, a company we targeted as the very paradigm of all our selection criteria transpired, when 
approached, to have retained none of its archival records at all. 
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Table 1.  Business collections by ASIC sector in descending order of quantity 

ASIC Sector Number of collections Quantity in shelf metres 

B. Mining 22 1295 
L. Property and business 34 1294 
C. Manufacturing 58 1213 
K. Finance & insurance 8 947 
A. Primary industry 13 489 
F. Wholesale trade 12 200 
G. Retail trade 16 176 
I. Transport 5 79 
E. Construction 1 43 
P. Culture & recreation 3 22.5 
O. Health & community 4 15.5 
N. Education 1 7.5 
D. Electricity, gas, water 1 2.5 
Q. Personal services 1 2 
H. Accommodation, etc 2 1.5 
Total 181 5787.5 

Table 2.  Manufacturing collections 

Manufacturing sub-divisions Collections Shelf metres 
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C21 Food, beverage and tobacco 11 243 
C22 Textile, clothing, footwear and leather 8 125 
C23 Wood and paper products 3 180 
C24 Printing and publishing 9 169 
C25 Petroleum, coal and chemical 5 119 
C26 Non-metallic mineral product 4 68 
C27 Metal product 3 11 
C28 Machinery and equipment 12 288 
C29 Other incl. building and furniture-making 3 10 
Total 58 1213 

Table 3. UMA holdings of the top 100 Australian companies 

Year 1910 1930 1952 1964 

No. of collections held in UMA from Australia’s top 100 12 13 21 19 
No. of top 100 companies registered in Victoria 27 31 48 Not specified 
No. of collections held in UMA from Victorian companies 9 9 19  

Table 4.  Percentage of collections holding core records 

ASIC Sector <ts3>Collections   
 Total No. holding core records Core collections as % of total 

B. Mining 22 9 40 
L. Property & Business 34 1 3 
C. Manufacturing 58 28 48 
K. Finance & Insurance 8 2 25 
F. Wholesale Trade 12 3 25 
G. Retail Trade 16 7 43 
A. Primary industry 16 5 31 
I. Transport 5 4 80 
E. Construction 1 0 0 
Total 169 59 34 

Table 5. Percentage of Manufacturing sub-divisions holding core records 

Manufacturing sector sub-divisions <ts3>Collections 
 1 metre and over Core Core as % of total; 

C21 Food, beverage and tobacco 11 8 72 
C22 Textile, clothing, footwear 8 6 75 
C23 Wood and paper product 3 1 33 
C24 Printing, publishing 9 2 22 
C25 Petroleum, coal, chemical 5 2 40 
C26 Non-metallic mineral product 4 2 50 
C27 Metal product 3 1 33 
C28 Machinery and equipment 12 6 50 
C29 Other 3 0 0 
Total 58 28 48 
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