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Affect and rapid response collecting: exploring the 
significance of emotion in UK archives’ COVID-19 collecting 
projects
Kay Bannell and Anna Sexton

Department of Information Studies, University College London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This article explores the affective connotations and emotive impli-
cations of archiving in extraordinary times. It examines how ‘rapid 
response collecting,’ the practice of documenting crises, upheavals, 
and tragedies during their unfolding or in their immediate after-
math, is felt through an affect-centric examination of COVID-19 
collecting in the UK archives sector. An anonymous, online survey 
of archivists involved in documenting the pandemic was con-
ducted — the first empirical study of archives workers’ experiences 
of rapid response collecting — to assess emotional reactions and 
perceptions of wellbeing whilst undertaking rapid response collect-
ing initiatives. Emergent themes surfaced by analysing the qualita-
tive and quantitative data related to the idiosyncrasy of emotive 
potentiality, the influence of support and training in mitigating 
adverse psychological effects, and the current lack of fully 
embedded trauma-informed approaches in rapid response collect-
ing efforts. Whilst acknowledging the particularities of COVID-19 
collecting and the small scale of the study, this research indicates 
that educators, scholars, and professional bodies need to do more 
to prepare practitioners for the role emotions can play in rapid 
response collecting. It ultimately contends that a trauma-informed 
approach is essential if we are to protect the psychological safety of 
all in future rapid response collecting endeavours.
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Introduction

When UK archives rushed into action in 2020 to ensure that experiences of life in the 
pandemic would be preserved for posterity, they were at least partially attuned to the deluge 
of emotions accompanying the ‘new normal.’ In their call-outs for material, they asked for 
records that described the public’s ‘hopes and fears,’1 their means of ‘coping with changes to 
daily life,’2 and the ways they were ‘making sense’ of these ‘unprecedented times.’3 In doing 
so, they were acknowledging heightened states of feeling. Moreover, however, they were 
imbuing the records, and the act of collecting itself, with affective signification.

Although perhaps unintentional, this attribution was pivotal: we cannot fully under-
stand COVID-19 collecting without recognizing its emotive dimensions. Based on the 
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results of a survey of archive professionals engaged with COVID-19 collecting, and 
building upon Anna Sexton’s notion of ‘traumatic potentiality,’4 this research indicates 
that, as a form of ‘rapid response collecting,’ COVID-19 collecting held the potential to 
trigger adverse and beneficial psychological responses. Whilst recent scholarship has 
indicated the existence of emotive potentiality in all archival work, this research shines 
new light on both the heightened role affect played in COVID-19 collecting, and the 
largely undiscussed presence of emotions in rapid response collecting more broadly.

Archival discourse on rapid response collecting, affect, ethics of care, and 
trauma-informed approaches

The development of archival discourse relating to rapid response collecting (hereafter 
abbreviated to ‘RRC’), the increasing acknowledgement of a relation between affect and 
archives, and the more recent turn towards trauma-informed approaches in archival 
literature, are traced here to contextualize the results of the survey on COVID-19 
collecting.

Scholarship on RRC from its origins to 2019

RRC can be defined as the active collection of items and experiences in the immediate 
aftermath of (or, in the case of COVID-19 collecting, during) ‘moments of turmoil, transi-
tion and tragedy.’5 The practice arguably has its origins, as Kerrie M. Davies writes, in the 
1960s and 1970s, when the American historian and curator Edith Mayo began collecting 
ephemera from that era’s ‘civil rights and second wave feminism movements.’6 However, 
it was not until the turn of the millennium and the emergence of two seminal RRC 
initiatives — the September 11 Digital Archive (2002), created after the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks, and the Hurricane Digital Memory Bank (2005), established in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina — that it gained a noticeable presence in the literature.

As the first serious introduction to the approach, the scholarship of the early 2000s 
discussed the physical, curatorial, and financial practicalities of RRC. Digital archiving was 
a particular focus: Tom Scheinfeldt, for instance, noted how digital RRC complicates 
appraisal, metadata, and donor relations because donors have increased autonomy to 
decide what to submit and how their records are described.7 Similar arguments relating to 
RRC’s ‘populist’ ethos, such as the contention that RRC archives can better represent 
‘public’ memory because ‘official’ narratives are secondary to the voices of the populace,8 

were considerably extended in the next decade. As many RRC initiatives in the 2010s were 
conducted during or immediately after social justice demonstrations (such as the 2017 
Women’s March), this period’s literature contained the first acknowledgement of RRC’s 
often explicitly activist dimensions, recognizing the typically community-driven RRC of 
protests endeavours to produce collections that will both hold authorities accountable 
and inspire ‘future social activism.’9

Although much of this literature stressed (digital) RRC’s ‘participatory’ and ‘democratis-
ing’ nature,10 praise for RRC began to receive qualification during this period. Particularly 
notable was Documenting the Now’s 2018 white paper report highlighting the privacy 
and consent-related complexities of social media curation during justice movements,11 

and Ana Milošević’s contention, in the context of the RRC of spontaneous memorials, that 
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mourners may not want ‘their intimate thoughts . . . stored in an archive.’12 These novel 
ethical concerns culminated in the first tentative challenges to the notion of RRC as 
a professional ‘duty.’ In 2019, for example, the Society of American Archivists posited 
that there may be more suitable ways archives can ‘offer support in the aftermath of 
a tragedy.’13

Discourse on RRC from 2020 onwards

It was in 2020, however, when RRC was adopted on a global scale to document the 
pandemic and the Black Lives Matter protests that the practice truly entered the archival 
mainstream. Given that it was many archivists’ first foray into RRC, there was inevitably 
a return to practicalities in the literature on archiving Covid-19.14 Yet, broader tensions 
and questions were more attentively discussed, from RRC’s supposed capability to ensure 
a more diverse historical record15 to our ‘duty’ to archive a momentous event for poster-
ity. Although the latter was still a prominent argument,16 it was significantly undermined 
by an unprecedented degree of attention to RRC’s ethical implications: questions con-
cerning documenting ‘both sides’ by archiving mis-/disinformation and the appropriate-
ness of allocating resources and energy away from the frontline during a crisis are 
especially apparent.17

Archives, affect, ethics of care, and trauma

As part of the humanities’ ‘affective turn,’ scholars began to explore the connection 
between archives, affect, and emotions. By positioning records as ‘repositories of feelings,’ 
Ann Cvetkovich both advanced earlier contentions that defining records in purely evi-
dentiary terms obscures intimate histories, and indicated the psychological power of 
records.18 Sara Ahmed enriched this affective reinterpretation by framing archives 
through the notion of contact: if our emotions ‘are shaped by, and even take the shape 
of, contact with others,’ and an archive is ‘an effect of multiple forms of contact,’ archives 
are more than settings for research, they are sites of emotive possibilities.19

Despite such groundbreaking work, it was arguably not until Marika Cifor’s seminal 
2016 article20 that affect gained serious academic purchase in archival science. In her 
article, Cifor defines affect as ‘a force that creates a relation between a body and the 
world.’21 ‘Affect,’ she contends, is what binds us to people and things and, as such, it 
‘encompasses’ but also ‘reaches beyond feelings and emotions.’22 In line with this, we use 
affect in this article as the all-encompassing broader term, placing emotions as arising 
from affect. We do not specifically differentiate between emotions and feelings and have 
chosen emotion as our preferred term for representing the sensations we feel from affect. 
However, some scholarship makes a distinction between these two terms, with emotions 
referring to sensations in our bodies and feelings referring to how we interpret these 
sensations and give meaning to them.23

Since 2016, Cifor, Michelle Caswell, Anne J. Gilliland, and Jamie A. Lee24 (among 
others) have made considerable strides in elucidating the ability of records (and their 
absence) to affect the psyche.25 Recognizing the capacity of archives to hurt or, 
conversely, empower, has led these scholars to reframe professional expectations, 
advocating for archivists to become caregivers by adopting radical empathy and 
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a feminist ethics of care.26 Notably, Caswell and Cifor describe how an approach to 
archiving infused with such an ‘ethics of care’ is a fundamentally relational approach, 
in which archivists act as caregivers in a ‘web of mutual affective responsibility’ with 
users, subjects, creators, and communities.27 Complementary scholarship that similarly 
foregrounds relational approaches has recently been extended to acknowledging the 
psychological impacts of archiving on archivists themselves. This is exemplified by 
Jennifer Douglas et al.’s pioneering research on how archiving can be grief work,28 and 
Cheryl Regehr et al.’s pivotal 2022 and 2023 studies that revealed ‘a wide range of 
emotional responses arising from archival work.’29

However, the relationship between archives and trauma is still largely peripheral in archival 
theory and praxis. The principal focus of the limited (but now steadily growing) trauma- 
centric scholarship has been records’ traumatic potentiality.30 The associated risk of vicarious 
trauma among archivists has been identified as a serious threat since Douglas, Katie Sloan, 
and Jennifer Vanderfluit’s 2019 survey of Canadian archivists revealed that 72 per cent of 
respondents had worked with records they deem traumatic.31 However, it was the results of 
Nicola Laurent’s and Wright 2023 international survey into archives and trauma that indicated 
the global prevalence of both ‘traumatic or distressing reaction[s]’ and archivists’ insufficient 
training for, and support in dealing with, emotional labour.32

0Such evidence has begun to prompt discussions surrounding the necessity of adopting 
trauma-informed practice in the sector. Although the most attentive trauma-informed 
training is offered by the Australian Society of Archivists,33 in the UK, the Archives and 
Records Association has published three ‘Emotional Support Guides’ for archivists working 
with potentially sensitive materials,34 recognizing that ‘secondary trauma is always 
a possibility for any member of staff.’35 Yet, traumatic considerations have only recently 
become more explicitly acknowledged in archival literature and education,36 as evidenced 
by the fact that only 8 per cent of respondents to Laurent and Wright’s survey reported that 
they were taught about trauma-related topics during their studies.37 This indicates that 
archivists who are established in the field have been inadequately prepared through their 
initial education/training for the role emotions can play in their professional lives.

Emotions and RRC: a problematisation

By viewing the practice specifically through an affective lens, James B. Gardner and Sarah 
M. Henry’s 2002 article on the RRC of the September 11 attacks was a crucial intervention 
in scholarly narratives of RRC.38 In the following decade, Kevin Smith, Carrie Jo Coaplen, 
and Gary Perry advanced affective considerations by contending that contributing to RRC 
projects can assist recovery from trauma, both through cathartic release and by helping to 
rebuild a sense of community.39 Pam Schwartz et al. combined these arguments with their 
own affective experiences of undertaking RRC of the 2016 mass shooting at the Orlando- 
based gay nightclub Pulse,40 and Stephanie Gibson and Shannon Blaymires foregrounded 
affect by arguing that RRC could become ‘vulture collecting’ if it unintentionally commo-
difies grief.41 However, even in this scholarship, emotions are typically only one topic 
among many, and explicit references to affect theory are almost absent, with Vera Mackie, 
Sharon Crozier-De Rosa, and Gina Watts’s writings on applying affect and radical empathy 
to the RRC of the Women’s March being virtually the only exceptions.42
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Affective considerations featured slightly more prominently in the literature on COVID- 
19 collecting. As is the case with other scholarship on RRC, it is possible to trace threads 
though this literature relating to the fundamentally emotive meanings of the records for 
donors,43 and about the collecting’s ability to both provide a source of collective 
solidarity44 and evoke empathy.45 Yet, what is significant in the literature on COVID-19 
collecting is the more prominent highlighting of the risk of adverse affective implications 
arising from this instantiation of RRC. Ferrin Evans and Eira Tansey, for instance, stressed 
how the combination of archivists’ ‘affective porosity’46 (as people connected to various 
actors’ pain) and the insufficient regard for emotions in the sector makes archiving during 
such affectively charged periods as pandemics potentially psychologically injurious.47 

Numerous scholars and professional bodies raised concerns that RRC could cause more 
harm than good for donors/participants too. Oral histories were a particular point of 
anxiety in this regard because the sector’s widespread unfamiliarity with trauma-informed 
interviewing increased the risk of inadvertently causing distress or PTSD,48 especially as 
participants in COVID-19 oral histories had ‘not had the chance to reflect upon and 
integrate’ the traumas that they were ‘actively experiencing.’49

Despite the significance of this new vigour, affective considerations overwhelmingly 
continue to be sidelined in the literature on RRC. As the results of our survey will indicate 
though, it is only by combining existing discourses with emotion-centric interpretations 
that we can fully understand what it means to archive in extraordinary times.

Methodology

This research was conducted in fulfilment of the first author’s dissertation for the MA in 
Archives & Records Management at University College London (supervised by the second 
author). The research questions underpinning the dissertation were:

(1) What factors influenced archivists’ affective engagement with COVID-19 
collections?

(2) To what extent did archives plan to mitigate the possible affective risks of COVID-19 
collecting for staff, donors/participants, and future users?

(3) How much of a role did affect play in COVID-19 collecting?
(4) Would a trauma-informed approach be beneficial in future RRC projects?

To address these questions, an anonymous online survey was created for archives 
professionals who partook in COVID-19 collecting in 2020–2021, or had at any time 
worked with a COVID-19 collection (for example through cataloguing). COVID-19 collect-
ing initiatives were defined in the survey as call-outs for physical and/or digital materials 
related to the pandemic. This included projects consisting solely of oral histories but 
excluded web archiving and wholly extra-institutional endeavours, due to the former’s 
comparative rarity and the less central position of the archivist in the latter.

The survey included both open- and closed-ended questions, the former enabling 
archivists to share their experiences in their own words and the latter ensuring that the 
survey would not be too overwhelming to complete (a concern given the focus on 
emotions). It comprised sixteen questions split into three sections. The first section 
focused on the archive’s reasoning for undertaking COVID-19 collecting and its (alongside 
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the respondent’s) familiarity with RRC; the second related to the respondent’s affective 
engagement with COVID-19 materials and their workplace’s approach to (and their own 
views on) managing the potentially heightened emotions involved in RRC, and the last 
section concerned the principal challenges and benefits of undertaking COVID-19 collect-
ing. Key terms such as RRC and ‘trauma-informed approaches’ were defined to reduce the 
likelihood of misunderstanding or misinterpretation hampering the survey results’ 
validity.

Voluntary response sampling, where participants self-select by choosing to partake in 
the research, and snowball sampling, whereby the researcher makes ‘initial contact with 
key informants who, in turn, point to information-rich cases,’50 were employed to 
disseminate the survey. The Archives-NRA listserv was the principal distribution outlet 
given its density of archives professionals and regular use, however the survey was also 
circulated on the Contemporary Collecting listserv, the Trauma-Informed Archives 
Community of Practice Discord channel, and Twitter. These methods yielded 
32 responses.

The principal ethical concerns of this research related to its emphases on the poten-
tially sensitive topics of COVID-19 and emotions. Therefore, alongside protecting respon-
dents’ anonymity and making assent to an informed consent statement mandatory for 
the survey to be submitted, additional consideration was given to mitigating the risk of 
psychological distress. This entailed heavily emphasizing on the first page of the survey 
the sensitive foci of the research, as well as splitting the survey into multiple pages to 
enable further advisories to be added in subsequent sections. Respondents were also 
given the freedom to leave any questions unanswered and exit the survey at any point. 
However, consequential harm was also accounted for by embedding links to mental 
health resources within the survey.51

The first author conducted the analysis of the survey data. This was itself an emotional 
process, hence additional support from the first supervisor and regular breaks when 
conducting data analysis were important built-in safeguards. The open-ended questions 
in the survey were coded inductively and analyzed utilizing Anselm Strauss’s constant 
comparative analysis method.

Theoretical framework

Aligned with feminist epistemologies that value emotions, this research is particularly 
rooted in Alison Jaggar’s positioning of emotions as ‘helpful and even necessary rather 
than inimical to the construction of knowledge.’52 In contrast to positivist assertions that 
emotions hinder research by producing unreliable results, Jaggar contends that centring 
emotions can aid ‘critical research’ by enabling ‘us to perceive the world differently from 
its portrayal in conventional descriptions,’ thereby facilitating the destabilization of 
hegemonic paradigms.53 Similarly, our centring of affect is a deliberate undertaking to 
unlock novel understandings of the typically unspoken, personal meanings of RRC.

The research is therefore necessarily subjectivist, both conceptually and methodologi-
cally. It is also, specifically, interpretivist in nature: by centring emotions, the aim is to 
access ‘the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live 
it,’54 adopting the ontological position of relativism by positing that ‘there is no single, 
tangible reality . . . only the complex, multiple realities of the individual.’55
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Survey responses

Institutional type and level of experience in RRC

Respondents were asked to indicate their institution type as a means of contextualizing 
the survey results (see Figure 1). Three archive types predominated: local authority, 
charity, and university/higher education archives together constituted 80.64 per cent 
(n = 25) of responses, meaning government, special collection, and community archives 
comprised less than 20 per cent (n = 6). Indeed, there was only a single response from 
a community archive, which, whilst somewhat unexpected, was a likely finding due 
(at least in part) to the dissemination channels utilized for the survey.

Respondents next explained why their archive undertook COVID-19 collecting. 
Posterity was the primary reason, however 37.5 per cent (n = 12) asserted that it was 
undertaken to fulfil professional obligations. The traditional assertion of RRC as a ‘duty’ 
was voiced by two of these respondents, with one quoting the International Council on 
Archives’ statement that ‘the duty to document does not cease in a crisis.’56 More 
common though were comments stating that COVID-19 collecting aligned with the 
institution’s normal collecting remit, with two respondents even noting that RRC is 
‘regularly’ undertaken as an ‘established practice.’

This indication that RRC is not completely far removed from standard practice was 
further demonstrated by responses to a question asking whether the archive had under-
taken RRC prior to COVID-19 collecting: the number of ‘no’ responses (n = 13) only 
marginally eclipsed the ‘yes’ responses (n = 12) (see Figure 2).

Yet, when respondents were asked whether they themselves had prior experience of or 
knowledge about RRC, we see that institutional familiarity did not equate to personal 
familiarity, with 62.5 per cent (n = 20) selecting ‘no’ and 37.5 per cent (n = 12) selecting 
‘yes’ (see Figure 3).

Furthermore, open-ended answers relating to the ‘yes’ responses revealed that many 
of the respondents who claimed familiarity with RRC could only do so tenuously. 
Although 61.5 per cent (n = 8) of these respondents did reference direct RRC experience, 
23 per cent (n = 3) of these respondents cited only knowledge, and others made incon-
clusive statements such as ‘I’d seen it happen.’
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Figure 1. Responses to question 1 (n = 31).
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Emotional responses and mitigations

Respondents were asked whether they were extraordinarily emotionally affected by their 
engagement with COVID-19 collection materials. Whilst the majority 56.25 per cent 
(n = 18) answered ‘no,’ the fact that ‘yes’ responses constituted 40.63 per cent (n = 14) 
of the answers (see Figure 4) is significant in indicating the possible affective implications 
of the practice.

As Regehr et al. contend, many factors can influence ‘an individual’s susceptibility or 
resilience to distress when exposed to [potentially] traumatic stimuli in the workplace:’ the 
experience — the content itself and the form, length, and personal meaning of the 
interaction; the individual — any prior traumatic experiences, coping mechanisms, and 
support structure(s); and the workplace — ‘workload, organizational climate, social sup-
port and supervision.’57 Respondents were given the opportunity to expand upon their 
answers and coding here demonstrated that each of these factors shaped respondents’ 
emotive reactions.

Primarily, unusually intense negative emotions were attributed to ‘not having an “off” 
from Covid’ – ‘collecting, reading, processing and reflecting upon narratives whilst at the 
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Figure 3. Responses to question 3b (n = 32).
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same time living through the pandemic was tough for everyone’ – and more strongly 
resonating with the records, with one respondent stating that ‘I had not really collected 
anything related to a theme that affected myself, particularly not at the same time while 
I was feeling the effects.’ This heightened intertwining of the personal and the profes-
sional is evident in the second most prevalent influence too: adverse lived experiences of 
and/or perspectives on the pandemic. The majority of these responses concerned lived 
experience, with a respondent noting, for example, that losing a parent to COVID-19 
made the project ‘more emotional’ for them, however, one response related to emotional 
distress caused by their personal perspective that the pandemic had been politically 
mishandled.

12.5 per cent (n = 4) of respondents reported simultaneously positive and negative 
emotional experiences. For instance, one wrote that ‘it was very hard to hear when others 
had had much better experiences than me,’ but also noted both that their co-workers’ 
‘similar experiences’ made it ‘easy enough to offload and decompress,’ and that there was 
‘something therapeutic about doing these interviews.’ For two others, this multifaceted 
affective engagement related to them being, in Cifor’s words, witnesses to ‘the pain of 
others’58: the ‘more intense’ relationships with donors were ‘good and bad,’ and reading 
records elicited ‘empathetic feelings’ of both ‘solidarity’ and ‘frustration.’

Furthermore, other respondents noted mitigating factors. For some, mitigation was 
provided by the collecting’s ability to elicit a sense of purpose, encapsulated in the 
comment that ‘sometimes it was a solace knowing that what we were doing was 
important.’ It was peer and institutional support, however, that was identified as the 
most significant factor in mitigating harmful impacts. For instance, one respondent 
asserted that ‘the contemporary collecting group was really helpful in [. . .] feeling less 
isolated in this type of work,’ and others wrote of measures such as ‘regular wellbeing 
check-ins’ and being allowed to limit ‘contact with material that was explicitly traumatic’ 
to minimize the risk of ‘vicarious trauma.’ The converse was true too: a respondent 
commented that relying on less frequent, virtual-only discussions with colleagues con-
tributed to stronger adverse emotions, because it is co-workers’ support that ‘normally 
diffuses the cumulative impact of other sensitive material in our archive.’
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Figure 4. Responses to question 7 (n = 32).
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No respondent explicitly identified familiarity with RRC as a mitigating factor. Yet, it is 
notable that the single greatest reason for minimal emotive reactions was the nature of 
the material. Respondents’ awareness of which records affect them — ‘[w]e received no 
material about death or dying which would have upset me’ – and assertions of being 
‘used to’ interacting with sensitive material — ‘the archive collects a good deal of sensitive 
records [. . .] and I am well used to these’ – suggests that these respondents believed that 
the regularity of exposure to emotionally evocative material (in conjunction with other 
factors) reduces records’ affective potentiality.

Respondents were asked whether they thought that the records in COVID-19 collec-
tions are more emotion-laden than their archives’ ‘typical’ acquisitions, with mostly 
affirmative responses: 43.75 per cent (n = 14) selected ‘yes,’ whereas 34.37 per cent (n =  
11) answered ‘no’ and 21.87 per cent (n = 7) selected ‘unsure’ (see Figure 5).

Free text responses to this question revealed that the collecting remit of the COVID-19 
project was a crucial determining factor. For ‘yes’ respondents who feel that their COVID- 
19 collections are more emotion-laden than ‘standard’ acquisitions, the records collected 
are unusually ‘personal,’ ‘emotionally sensitive,’ and concerned with ‘contemporary 
trauma;’ for ‘no’ respondents, the records are either comparatively ‘distressing,’ ‘trau-
matic,’ and ‘sensitive,’ or are simply not deemed emotion-laden because they document, 
for instance, ‘daily lives and street scenes’ and thus are ‘not so much about trauma.’ Yet 
the idiosyncrasy of these opinions is clear: whereas one respondent dismissed emotive 
potentiality because they only collected ‘unworn new’ facemasks, another considered 
their archive’s COVID-19 collection to be more emotion-laden specifically because ‘face 
coverings became a symbolic item of dress that was hotly contested.’

Whilst recognizing the emotive potentiality of seemingly mundane items was not 
universal, throughout the survey, respondents do signal care towards the ‘overtly’ trau-
matic. This is implicitly demonstrated by the responses to a question which asked what 
types of materials were collected during the COVID-19 project (see Figure 6): only 
34.37 per cent (n = 11) of archives conducted oral histories, in comparison to 
93.75 per cent (n = 30) acquiring digital records and 81.25 per cent (n = 26) acquiring 
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physical items. As respondents commented elsewhere that their archive excluded oral 
histories ‘because of the traumatic effects of the pandemic’ and that ‘[w]e would not 
collect personal testimony as the event happened because of the mental health risks,’ it is 
probable that the risk of harming the wellbeing of participants with possible ‘physical, 
financial, and psychological vulnerabilities’59 contributed to relatively few archives under-
taking oral histories.

Responses to a question that asked whether the archive implemented any measures to 
mitigate COVID-19 collecting’s potential adverse emotional impacts on donors/partici-
pants and/or staff bolster this supposition that attention to emotions largely only con-
cerned the obviously traumatic: 59.38 per cent (n = 19) of archives did not put any 
safeguards in place (see Figure 7).

Free text responses to this question revealed that where safeguarding of staff 
was deemed to be taking place, it principally revolved around emotionally equip-
ping and supporting them. Support measures were both part of normal practice — 
‘we offer staff free and confidential counselling’ – and specially tailored to the 
situation, with, for instance, ‘a weekly online “drop in session”’ for ‘personal and 
practical’ issues and one archive seeking out guidance about ‘staff safeguarding’ 
from institutions that had previously ‘worked with traumatic material.’ Whilst only 
one respondent mentioned training in trauma-informed practice, two archives 
offered mental health first aid training, and two others provided oral history 
training to help interviewers ‘cope with emotional responses,’ recognizing that 
staff as well as participants might, as Jennifer Cramer wrote, ‘be vulnerable, 
especially if they have their own unresolved suffering.’60 Others indicated that 
their workplace also accounted for the strain of the pandemic by instituting 
a more flexible working environment. This included allowing staff to ‘opt out of 
working with material at any time,’ making deadlines secondary to wellbeing, and 
designating ‘time for non-Covid activities.’

This focus on training and workplace support positively aligns with them being the first 
(74 per cent) and third (46 per cent) most popular choices of support mechanisms among 
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participants in Laurent and Wright’s survey.61 Yet, the fact that only 28.12 per cent (n = 9) 
of respondents indicated that their institution proactively protected staff’s wellbeing 
reflects the pervasive lack of consideration for possible negative psychological experi-
ences during archival work.

Only 28.12 per cent (n = 9) of respondents indicated that their archives had mitigations 
in place for donors/participants too. Of these, 9.37 per cent (n = 3) demonstrated an 
empathetic ‘commitment to people rather than to records’62 by letting affective concerns 
guide the collecting remit. For instance, one respondent indicated that their institution 
did not pursue oral histories because ‘there was not the capacity to ensure [the] safe-
guarding [of] participants,’ and another was not ‘too pro-active in identifying and 
approaching specific people or groups because it was such a difficult time.’ Similarly, 
one archive ‘slowed collecting slightly to avoid burdening donors,’ and even small 
measures such as providing ‘signposts to support services’ represented an ethics of 
care. However, 71.87 per cent (n = 23) of respondents indicated that their service imple-
mented no mitigations, and one respondent in fact commented that their mitigations 
‘probably contributed to the project being less successful than we had hoped.’ This 
echoes the persisting notion of a trade-off between centring wellbeing and ‘success,’ an 
extension of the traditional idea that archivists’ ‘duty’ to the historic record should be 
prioritized above all else.

Respondents were asked whether the potential sensitivity of COVID-19 collections has 
been or will be factored into the archive’s current or future access plans. ‘Yes’ and ‘no’ 
answers to this were tied, with both options being selected by 50 per cent (n = 16) of 
respondents (see Figure 8).

The free text responses to this question further support the notion that respondents’ 
concern was largely only towards the ‘explicitly’ traumatic: just as 9.37 per cent (n = 3) of 
‘no’ respondents deemed mitigations unnecessary because items’ content is not ‘of an 
explicit enough nature,’ many ‘yes’ respondents only mentioned ‘overtly distressing 
material’ as receiving special attention in their access plans. Certainly, the content warn-
ings, ‘verbal warnings to researchers,’ and ‘staggered public access to the material’ that 
respondents detailed will be beneficial, and it should be noted that the primary reason 
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behind the ‘no’ responses was that the plans for the collections are still too preliminary. 
Furthermore, one respondent described how their personal support for trigger warnings 
was stifled by their institution ‘not engaging in this way.’ Nevertheless, this does not alter 
the fact that 50 per cent of respondents indicated that their workplaces did not, or 
potentially will not, factor emotional safeguards into their access arrangements for 
these collections.

Respondents were asked if they thought adopting a trauma-informed approach would 
be beneficial in future RRC initiatives. This yielded significantly more positive results, with 
62.50 per cent (n = 20) of respondents selecting ‘yes,’ 28.13 per cent (n = 9) selecting 
‘unsure,’ and only 9.37 per cent (n = 3) selecting ‘no’ (Figure 9). This positive embrace may 
be indicative of a difference between institutional policy and personal perspectives, with 
respondents’ hindsight coming to the fore in relation to the handling of the emotive 
impacts inherent in COVID-19 collecting.

Those supportive of a trauma-informed approach in future RRC positioned it as valu-
able for all; in using such language as ‘crucial,’ ‘the only appropriate way to proceed,’ and 
‘the obvious(ly decent and humane) thing to do,’ multiple respondents demonstrated 
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that they believe the approach to be essential. Two respondents commented that they 
would have benefitted from knowing about the approach before undertaking COVID-19 
collecting. Whilst one wrote that ‘[I] would have found this info[rmation] useful for our 
covid collecting project if known about in 2020,’ the other framed this in terms of emotive 
potentiality, stating that:

I hadn’t thought about the likelihood of the meanings of the objects [. . .] changing from 
something relatively positive, i.e., a health intervention at a time of crisis, to something that 
personally became very negative [. . .] it demonstrated how people can have wide-ranging 
reactions to seemingly innocuous objects.

15.62% (n = 5) of respondents endorsed a trauma-informed approach when ‘working with 
[. . .] sensitive collections’ generally. 9.37 per cent (n = 3) went further, supporting its 
adoption in circumstances beyond the explicitly traumatic, stating, for instance, that ‘I 
[. . .] believe this is beneficial in all work with internal and external stakeholders.’ Another 
noted that staff have already been pushing for a trauma-informed approach, however ‘our 
institution has been slow to respond,’ which ‘has added to the impact on staff.’ Others also 
commented that they would like to see the approach ‘integrated more into archival 
education’ and training.

21.87% (n = 7) of respondents offered contingent support for trauma-informed prac-
tice in RRC, contending that ‘it would depend’ on ‘the event,’ ‘objects,’ and ‘context.’ One 
respondent, for example, commented that whilst they would consider it if they undertook 
RRC in an overtly tragic context, the RRC of ‘things like the King’s coronation [. . .] would 
not require a trauma informed response.’ Another respondent even contended that their 
archive had been too proactive in mitigating the possible adverse affective consequences 
of COVID-19 collecting, stating that ‘we were imposing our own worries that people 
would feel trauma on a situation where that turned out to really not be the case,’ but 
concluding that ‘this won’t always be the case,’ thus similarly positing a contingent 
argument.

Interestingly, this respondent discounted their own emotional experiences: although 
they recognized that staff had ‘the most negative experiences of all,’ the fact that donors/ 
participants did not ‘feel trauma’ informed their opinion that implementing a trauma- 
informed approach ‘depends on the context.’ Indeed, one respondent explicitly opposed 
the idea of vicarious trauma among archivists, writing that ‘[w]e’re paid to do this stuff. 
Sometimes it will be upsetting. That is the job.’ Another respondent expanded upon the 
idea that ‘professionalism’ and meaningful empathy towards users, donors/participants, 
and subjects are dichotomous, positing that ‘emotional support and counselling [. . .] 
need to be undertaken by professionally qualified healthcare staff.’ Whilst archivists 
cannot be therapists, this exclusion of broader ‘emotional support’ from our professional 
remit is reflective of the continuing sectoral friction with the notion that archivists should 
be caregivers for people as well as records.

Main benefits and challenges of RRC

Responses to a question on the greatest challenge of COVID-19 collecting revealed that 
pandemic-centric practicalities were the principal difficulty. These primarily concerned 
the effect of lockdown on communication — ‘all communication was done via email 

14 K. BANNELL AND A. SEXTON



which was difficult at times’ – accepting physical deposits, and reaching donors, both 
logistically and because some respondents felt ‘like people have moved on or do not have 
the time to dedicate towards collating their records.’ Others emphasized the issue of time 
pressure, reporting that capturing the ‘now’ entailed working in ‘double quick time’ and 
that they felt forced to take ‘a knee-jerk approach’ due to the ‘national panic around 
collecting.’

Alongside needing to act rapidly, RRC’s inherent nature was also highlighted as an 
issue in its revolving around a highly charged event: respondents noted the increased 
number of ‘stressed’ ‘interactions with people’ and how it was ‘overwhelming’ to live 
‘through the same challenges that we were collecting.’ Whilst not completely attributable 
to RRC, the comments referencing the impact on respondents’ mental health of not 
receiving ‘appropriate’ or ‘meaningful’ support from their ‘line manager[s] and employer-
[s]’ indicate the risks of conducting RRC without adequate workplace support structures. 
One respondent extended this affective lens to records’ donors and subjects: ‘those 
collecting need to be representative of those collected’ otherwise they cannot achieve 
‘empathy and real understanding’ with donors and subjects, therefore ‘[r]eal work needs 
to be done internally in institutions before they embark on this work.’

Responses to the reverse question, asking about the greatest benefit of COVID-19 
collecting, revealed that the pandemic’s inclusion in the archival record and the collec-
tions’ perceived ability to act as resources for the future were deemed its most worthwhile 
facets. The collecting’s importance to ‘hold power to account,’ enhance archivists’ skillsets 
and archives’ profiles, and provide emotional benefits were also surfaced. Respondents’ 
comments on emotional benefits not only referenced the ‘sense of satisfaction’ donors 
had in knowing ‘their responses/testimony had joined a collection for permanent pre-
servation,’ and the potential for future users to utilize the collections to ‘process’ and 
‘grieve,’ but also described archivists’ own sense of purpose. One respondent, for instance, 
cited ‘the feeling that we were doing something worthwhile.’

Discussion

What factors influenced archivists’ affective engagement with covid-19 
collections?

Individuals’ lived experiences of the pandemic was the most significant factor underlying 
negative affective experiences of engaging in COVID-19 collecting. There was a belief 
amongst some respondents that being ‘used to’ engaging with sensitive material has 
a mitigating effect, enabling archivists to recognize records as particularly emotion-laden 
but not be affected themselves. However, research by Sloan et al. indicates that archivists 
have a tendency to downplay their emotional responses to records, often due to mis-
placed feelings of guilt.63 Workplace-related factors, namely support, training, and gen-
eral consideration for wellbeing were also raised as potentially having an important 
offsetting effect. Conversely, a lack of workplace attention to emotions exacerbated 
psychological stress, although in some cases this dearth of support was due to lockdown 
itself. Positive emotions, whilst comparatively rare, revolved largely around a sense of 
purpose, a feeling of emotional release, and empathizing with donors/participants.
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To what extent did archives plan to mitigate the possible affective risks of covid-19 
collecting for staff, donors/participants, and future users?

Although the majority of respondents asserted the importance of trauma-informed practice 
in future RRC, during COVID-19 collecting, there were inconsistent levels of safeguarding in 
place. A handful of archives centred emotive implications, and multiple institutions imple-
mented some form of protective measures. However, less than 30 per cent (n = 9) of 
respondents indicated that their workplace tried to mitigate the potential affective risks 
facing donors/participants and staff, and 50 per cent (n = 16) noted that their workplace had 
not or will not put measures in place to limit possible adverse reactions among users. 
Notably, some respondents personally supported/support maximizing psychological safety 
but were/are prohibited from doing so by their institutions.

How much of a role did affect play in covid-19 collecting?

Affect featured to a greater degree than the scholarship on COVID-19 collecting and RRC more 
broadly indicated that it would. Certainly, emotions were not everything — comments 
relating to the broader practicalities of archiving during a pandemic were pervasive through-
out and, as aforementioned, many archivists neither reported potent affective impacts nor 
deemed safeguarding measures necessary. Yet, with over 40 per cent (n = 13) experiencing 
stronger emotions during COVID-19 collecting than during ‘typical’ archival work, and the 
majority reporting that the records are more emotion-laden than their archives’ ‘standard’ 
acquisitions, one could argue that affect constituted a significant part of the process.

Towards trauma-informed RRC

These findings indicate that emotions need to be a greater consideration in future RRC if 
we are to protect the wellbeing of all. It is true that COVID-19 was unique in the 
pervasiveness of its reach and its additional pressures (such as the negative effect of 
lockdown on workplace support structures). Yet, if RRC always involves archiving during 
or immediately after a highly charged event, and it was the nature of the event and the 
immediacy of the collecting that principally made COVID-19 collecting affectively impact-
ful, then RRC is seemingly intrinsically imbued with emotive power.

The affective possibilities of RRC do not only apply to archivists. We need to consider 
donors/participants’ unprocessed trauma and the emotive signification their records have 
for them. As RRC records can, in explicit content and implicit meaning, be especially 
emotionally charged, users too can be affectively impacted. For all three groups, such 
affective impacts may be positive: catharsis, community bonding, and the feeling of doing 
something worthwhile are not uncommon in RRC. However, the heightened potential for 
trauma in RRC should lead us to prioritize the psychological health of everyone involved. 
A trauma-informed approach is therefore essential.

Following trauma-informed practice’s five core principles of ‘safety, trust and transpar-
ency, choice, collaboration, and empowerment’64 will entail many significant shifts in RRC. 
It will firstly involve archives considering the possible emotional burden of the event itself 
prior to undertaking RRC. As collaboration means working with, rather than for, 
someone,65 archivists need to work with the implicated community to decide the 
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appropriateness of the collecting, otherwise trust could be lost if RRC appears to commo-
dify grief. Before undertaking RRC, archives also need to consider whether they have the 
resources and know-how to engage donors/participants in a safe, supportive way. The 
principle of choice, which requires being ‘driven by people’s preferences and expertise 
about what is most appropriate for them,’66 necessitates allowing archivists to decide 
whether to involve themselves in RRC. Archivists who do partake in RRC should, for their 
safety and ability to retain trust in their institutions, receive both the necessary training 
and support to complete the project. This includes being allocated time to engage in non- 
RRC work and, crucially, being granted adequate recovery time through extended breaks 
when the labour feels significantly emotionally charged. Archivists need to feel empow-
ered to bring ‘their lived experiences, positionalities, and perspectives’ to the project,67 

and they should empower donors/participants and users too by allowing them the space 
to express their emotions in an appropriately supportive environment.

Trauma-informed RRC will too, for the wellbeing of users as well as archivists, involve 
becoming more attuned to records’ emotive potentiality, realizing that individuals’ lived 
experiences and opinions can make seemingly innocuous items affectively powerful. 
Recognizing the idiosyncrasy of emotive potentiality will further bolster the need for 
archivists to exercise choice in deciding whether or not to undertake RRC and will mean 
that users should have a choice in how to view the records, with, for example, places they 
‘can access records in private.’68

Whilst respondents demonstrated clear support for a trauma-informed approach (and 
there is general agreement that the practice has value, exemplified by 97 per cent of Laurent 
and Wright’s survey respondents affirming its importance in archival education),69 the 
practice’s continued placement outside the archival mainstream means RRC becoming 
wellbeing-centric will be a significant undertaking. Yet, the shift to trauma-informed archiv-
ing is crucial if we are to practise RRC that is grounded in the emotional health of all.

Limitations of findings

The primary limitation of these findings relates to the survey’s sample size. Although non- 
probability sampling is by its nature unrepresentative, the fact that the survey received 
a relatively small number of responses (with only a singular response from a community 
archive), further weakens the results’ generalizability. This signifies that the findings offer 
indications of how COVID-19 collecting was experienced, rather than definitive 
generalizations.

Additionally, whilst the survey deliberately did not request only one response from 
each archive due to the subjectivity of opinions and emotional reactions, this means that 
the answers might give a false impression of reality. For instance, if three of the 12 
respondents who selected ‘yes’ to their archive having previously conducted RRC were 
from the same institution, the picture of greater than expected institutional familiarity 
with the practice is undermined. Although this scenario is unlikely, this uncertainty 
nevertheless qualifies the results’ accuracy.

The final limitation is that in disseminating the survey on the Trauma-Informed Archives 
Community of Practice Discord channel, there is a chance of responses to the question on the 
validity of a trauma-informed approach to future RRC being biased in favour of the approach. 
Since, however, this potential bias relates to only one question, its possible effect is minimal.
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Conclusions

The place of empathetic engagement as part of an ethics of care, as well as the 
boundaries and safeguards required around empathetic witnessing, is beginning to be 
discussed in archival discourse.70 However, empathy, trauma-informed approaches, 
and adopting an ethics of care continue to occupy a marginal place in the theory 
and praxis of RRC. This research has sought to counter this by adopting an affect- 
centric approach to the analysis of COVID-19 collecting, providing a significant inter-
vention in narratives of RRC by foregrounding the profound potential for emotions to 
be implicated in the practice.

As one of the first affect-driven examinations of RRC — encompassing the first 
empirical study of archivists involved in RRC — this research is crucial in its indication 
that the sector’s inadequate attention to feelings is prohibiting us from conducting RRC in 
a way that centres psychological safety. It has shown, therefore, that in our implementa-
tion of RRC, we should pay more attention to designing empathetically-driven and 
trauma-informed collecting and access frameworks for the benefit of all: the communities 
we serve, donors/participants, future users, and each other. Such approaches must take 
into account the idiosyncrasy of emotive potentiality and the pressures that often 
accompany extraordinary times.

There is great scope for building upon these findings. Delving deeper into the intensity 
of and influences on archive workers’ affective experiences during RRC is essential, and 
should be ascertained through larger-scale national and even (for transnational events) 
international empirical studies; empirically assessing donors/participants’ emotional 
engagement with RRC is necessary too. The most suitable, effective methods for educa-
tors, professional bodies, and workplaces to emotionally support and prepare staff should 
also be further explored — the development of RRC training courses that provide 
instruction in limiting, mitigating, and coping with potential emotive responses should 
be a core consideration for scholars and practitioners alike. Moreover, the very notion of 
RRC as a ‘duty’ should receive greater scrutiny, with more attention in the discourse to 
alternative routes through which archives could provide a ‘rapid response’ during times of 
tragedy or transition.

Embedding trauma-informed principles in RRC will require no less than 
a fundamental recalibration of archival priorities. It will entail forgoing the notion 
of a trade-off between centring psychological safety and being ‘successful’ and 
dispensing with the idea that the archivist’s Sisyphean task of assembling 
a ‘complete’ archival record is our primary goal. The pursuit of empathetic and 
trauma-informed RRC will, ultimately, require reconceptualizing archiving as ‘a caring 
profession.’71
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