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Business Archives

Business archives are the records which have been created by a company in the course of its business and which have been selected for permanent preservation. They can vary enormously in their content and scope depending on the nature and size of the business. 

Typical items found in business archives include minute books; ledgers; correspondence; production records; engineering drawings; examples of advertising and marketing; and even examples of the products themselves. As well as traditional paper records, business archives also contain film and audio material and are increasingly becoming home to born-digital records.

Why are business archives important?

Business archives form the corporate memory of a company – a record of events and personalities, processes and progress, successes and failures.  They also have a wider resonance beyond the corporate world. The business archives of this country document the UK’s rise as the first industrial nation, and offer an account of the changing nature of the country’s economy and society.  They are an important component of our national heritage.

What are the dimensions of the business archives sector?

There are around 50 businesses which maintain their own archives, managed by dedicated archivists. These include household names such as HSBC, Barclays, Lloyds TSB, BP, Boots, Unilever and BT. These businesses receive no public funding towards the upkeep of the archives although the vast majority allow access to the public at no cost. 

Many other business collections are deposited with publicly funded institutions such as county record offices, museums and university archives. For example the archives of the Cunard liners can be found in the archives of the University of Liverpool; and the archives of many City stockbrokers are cared for by the Guildhall Library. Every local record office has scores of business collections among their holdings which reflect the economy of the local area. 

Who uses business archives?

Companies use their own archives to provide information and inspiration. Archives are a valuable asset which can provide evidence in legal cases; protect brands and trademarks; provide images for marketing and advertising campaigns; support corporate performance and help celebrate significant corporate anniversaries. Access to archives is an essential part of transparent governance and corporate social responsibility.

Business archives collections also have interest beyond the walls of the company. They tell the history of the communities in which the business operated and the people whom it employed. Parish registers may supply the baptism and burial dates of an individual but business archives can fill out the life in between. All kinds of researchers use business archives to answer questions about social, economic and cultural history.

What are the challenges facing business archives?

Like all types of archives, business records need to be better understood, better used and better looked after.

Business archives have no statutory protection and their owners may neglect them, deny access to them and even destroy them if they wish. Company mergers, acquisitions and failures may leave important business archives at risk and in need of new homes. Many companies have archives languishing in stores which could be professionally managed, unlocking their value for the businesses and for society.

Where next for business archives?

There has been a growing awareness of the potential of business archives both as an asset to their corporate owners, and as a source for researchers. There has also been an increasing acknowledgement that there has been no national strategy on how to safeguard important collections, and improve the stewardship and use of business archives.

Things are about to change. A national strategy for business records is being written and will be launched early in 2009. The strategy aims to support businesses to make better provision for their archives, and to co-ordinate the collecting of business archives so that corporate life, in all its forms, will leave its mark in the archival record for future generations.

This work has been made possible through joint working between the major owners and users of business archives including The National Archives and The Business Archives Council.

Contacts

Sara Kinsey, HSBC Archives email: axnl65@dsl.pipex.com

Further information is available on the Council’s website at www.businessarchivescouncil.org.uk.

