
Re-Envisioning MDOS  
Report on Focus Group Findings 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

July 2025 
 

This report was created by the Society of American Archivists’ 
Metadata and Digital Object Section Steering Committee 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Acknowledgements 
Thank you to the following Steering Committee members from 2022-2025 for their work on this 
project, and thank you to MDOS’ SAA Council Liaison, Lydia Tang, for supporting this initiative 
from its inception. 
 
Mike Shallcross 
Jessica Serrao 
Edwina Murphy 
Lara Friedman-Shedlov 
Christy Bailey-Tomecek 
Alston Cobourn 
 

Evgenia Diakonenko 
Marissa Friedman 
Randi Johnson 
Warren Lambert 
Julia Larson 
Jaime Margalotti 
 

Julie Rosier 
Danielle Russano-Simpkins 
Elizabeth Wilkinson 
Laura Drake Davis 
Tomeka Jackson 
Nashieli Marcano 
 

 
 

Re-Envisioning MDOS Report​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​         1 



 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Introduction​ 3 

Project Description​ 3 

Focus Groups​ 3 

Timeline​ 5 

Deliverables​ 5 

Summary of Findings​ 6 

MDOS Identity and Purpose​ 6 

MDOS Member Engagement and Support​ 7 

Inclusivity and Equity with Digital Archives​ 8 

Future of MDOS​ 9 

Conclusion​ 11 

Main Takeaways​ 11 

Answering the Call to Action​ 11 

A Word on the Future​ 12 

Appendices​ 13 

Appendix A: Solicitation Letter​ 13 

Appendix B: Follow-Up Letter to Interested Members​ 14 

Appendix C: Consent Form​ 16 

Appendix D: Focus Group Guide​ 18 

Appendix E: 2023 Re-Envisioning MDOS Focus Group Report​ 20 

Appendix F: 2024 Re-Envisioning MDOS Report​ 21 

Appendix G: Explanation of Proposed Changes to Standing Rules | 2024​ 23 

 

Re-Envisioning MDOS Report​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​         2 



Introduction 

Project Description 
The Metadata and Digital Object Section (MDOS) is the third largest section of the Society of 
American Archivists (SAA) with over 830 members as of June 2025. Despite this, MDOS 
experienced declining rates of involvement and engagement with its membership for a number 
of years: recent elections drew few candidates with many races being unopposed; a FY2021 
survey to gauge member interests received only 33 responses; and listserv interactions were 
predominantly cross-postings. The Steering Committee believed confusion over the mission and 
purpose of MDOS may be at the root of this engagement problem.  
 
Members often described a perceived overlap between the mission of MDOS and other SAA 
sections, such as the Electronic Records Section (regarding digital objects) and the Description 
Section (regarding metadata). The impact of this overlap is compounded by a gradual shift in 
the section's focus. When MDOS was originally founded as a Roundtable more than 10 years 
ago, it focused on "digitization, digital archival objects and the metadata that enables access, 
management, and preservation." In other words, it centered digital objects and metadata in the 
context of digitization initiatives (as stated in the 2012 MDOR Mission, Vision, Goals, and 
Strategic Plan and the 2021 MDOS Standing Rules). Over the years, this focus on digitization 
gradually receded to a more general focus on digital archival objects and metadata (as stated 
on the MDOS microsite). As a result, it became increasingly difficult to define the unique focus 
of MDOS and the value that it could offer to members. 
 
To better understand the issues behind this low engagement and to determine how the section 
could better support both the needs of its members and SAA at large, the MDOS Steering 
Committee launched Re-Envisioning MDOS. This initiative had the following goals: 
 

1.​ Better understand member perceptions of MDOS 
2.​ Improve member engagement 
3.​ Determine how the section can make significant contributions to members’ professional 

engagement and development 

Focus Groups 
As part of this initiative, the Steering Committee convened three virtual focus group sessions to 
(a) gauge participants' current views of MDOS and (b) determine how to reorient our section to 
be a more viable part of SAA. Our hope was that these small group conversations might yield 
richer, more specific, and more actionable information than a survey or form, with the added 
benefit of asking follow-up questions to understand participants' views and opinions. 
 
The MDOS Steering Committee solicited participation from membership with a call on the 
section’s SAA Connect listserv (see Appendix A). It then sent a follow-up email to interested 
members, asking them to provide additional details and to schedule the focus group sessions 
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(see Appendix B). Participation in the focus groups was entirely voluntary and participants could 
choose not to take part or to stop taking part at any time, with no negative consequences. Each 
participant signed a consent form (see Appendix C) indicating their willingness to participate. In 
addition, as an SAA-sponsored event, participants adhered to the SAA Code of Conduct. 
 
Each focus group session lasted approximately 1.5 hours and covered questions and prompts  
around the following topics (see Appendix D for the complete Focus Group Guide): 

●​ MDOS identity and purpose 
●​ MDOS member engagement and support 
●​ Inclusivity and equity with digital archives 
●​ Future of MDOS 

 
During the focus group sessions, one Steering Committee member facilitated the discussion 
while another took notes. The sessions were recorded via institutional Zoom accounts to ensure 
an accurate record of the proceedings. The Zoom-generated transcripts from the recordings 
were then reviewed and corrected to create final transcripts for analysis. The sessions all 
included ordered prompts, but responses flowed organically and topics overlapped. As such, the 
content in the summary section below is reordered for clarity and deduplication when 
appropriate. 
 
Anonymized notes and transcripts are maintained as MDOS Steering Committee records in the 
committee’s password protected Google Drive and will not be shared with other parties outside 
Steering Committee members. Any references to focus group conversations in reports or 
planning documents are also anonymized and aggregated. Recordings were deleted once they 
were no longer needed for active analysis and planning.  
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Timeline 

September-October 2022 Solicited participation for focus groups via SAA Connect 

November 2022 Sent follow-up email to interested members 

January 2023 Conducted focus groups with 10 total participants across three 
sessions 

February 2023-July 2024 Created transcripts and identified common topics and 
suggestions 

June-July 2024 Began data analysis and produced summary of preliminary 
findings 

January-June 2025 Revisited analysis and drafted a report of findings 

July 2025 Shared report with MDOS membership 
 

Deliverables 
MDOS presented initiative updates to section membership on two occasions. At the June 2023 
Annual Meeting, leadership provided a report on progress and next steps (see Appendix E). At 
the August 2024 Annual Meeting, leadership shared the summary of preliminary findings (see 
Appendix F). 
 
This report is the final deliverable to membership on the activities and findings of Re-Envisioning 
MDOS. 
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Summary of Findings 

MDOS Identity and Purpose 
While most participants expressed concrete ideas about the section’s current identity, those 
ideas occasionally conflicted, specifically in the centrality of metadata and digital preservation. 
Participants said they felt there were areas of overlap with other SAA sections, specifically 
Electronic Records Section, Description Section, and Preservation Section, but that MDOS still 
provides a niche for digital archivists and other job roles focused on digital preservation as 
separate from analog preservation or conservation. The overlaps could actually be beneficial if 
leveraged into collaborative initiatives. These factors combined into a nearly universal call to 
clarify the MDOS mission. Despite this tension around focus, participants agreed that the 
section could best serve its members by providing practical learning and networking 
opportunities. 
 
Why participants join MDOS 

●​ It is relevant to their jobs as creators of digital objects 
●​ To learn tactics and workflows for digital objects and their metadata in various content 

management systems, and to manage digitization at their institutions 
●​ To share with peers and to build or find a community of practice 

○​ Didn’t necessarily have colleagues doing similar work at their institutions and 
needed a space to work through questions, decisions, and seek input 

●​ To learn about tools, techniques, systems, processes, best practices, standards, trends 
and new innovations 

●​ Students join to learn about this aspect of archival work and to stay informed on 
developments in the profession 

 
How participants define the core purpose of MDOS, and how its mission, vision, goals 
align with their current views of the section 

●​ Philosophical tension between those who believe it to be narrowly focused on metadata, 
description, and the nature of metadata and those who believe it to be focused on digital 
objects in the widest and broadest sense, including both born-digital and digitized items, 
complex digital objects, and digital preservation 

●​ Expected a focus on systems and tools, and metadata standards within those systems 
●​ Desire for more discussion on actual metadata 
●​ Perceived original focus of the section to be metadata and digitization, but over time it 

strayed toward digital preservation, which filled a gap the other sections didn’t initially 
address 

●​ Most expressed a desire for MDOS to redefine, or at least clarify, its focus 
●​ Suggested topical areas for MDOS to explore:   

○​ Creation of digital objects in a post-custodial landscape  
○​ Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in metadata work, including providing a 

platform for diverse speakers 
○​ Managing access and metadata for potentially harmful materials 
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○​ Shift from technical digitization to decision-making, selection, and allocation of 
resources 

○​ Opportunities for metadata reuse/interoperability 
○​ The gap between describing archival collections at an aggregate level and 

needing to describe digital objects at the individual level, particularly as related to 
sharing digital surrogates of archival material online 

○​ Creating item level description at scale for digital collections systems 
 
Benefits or support participants expect MDOS to provide 

●​ Help to bridge the knowledge gap for students and new professionals to become 
experts, and to connect new people with experts  

●​ Suggested areas for MDOS to explore:  
○​ Break down the perception that section members are mainly experts who already 

know what they’re doing 
○​ Have a microsite hub for resources that link to standards or tools, like POWERR 

Tool Grid and COPTR 
■​ No need to reinvent existing resources 

 
How participants think MDOS compares to other SAA sections 

●​ Cited overlap with Electronic Records Section most frequently, followed by Description 
Section 

●​ Mentioned Preservation Section, but participants perceived its focus to be on analog 
materials and did not expect digital preservation to be part of its mission 

●​ Desire to pinpoint the gaps between section coverage, perhaps as part of a larger SAA 
initiative 

 
Other professional groups or resources participants turn to for expertise on digitization, 
metadata, and digital objects 

●​ Several other organizations exist that they believe overlap with MDOS 
●​ Most cited were DLF (Digital Library Federation), NDSA (National Digital Stewardship 

Alliance) and their working groups 
●​ Additional organizations and events included Code4Lib, iPRES (International 

Conference on Digital Preservation), and AMIA (Association of Moving Image Archivists) 
●​ Regional archival organizations, especially large ones like MAC (Midwest Archives 

Conference), occasionally have programming that overlaps with MDOS areas of interest 

MDOS Member Engagement and Support 
Participants overwhelmingly agreed that they would like more targeted and frequent 
engagement opportunities with other members of the section. Their ideal is a mix of informal 
topical discussions and formal training opportunities that provide interactions throughout the 
year. Participants noted the desire for a documentation portal or a blog for sharing and 
accessing in-depth information on tools and policies. 
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How participants rely on MDOS for help with professional issues or challenges 
●​ Participants mostly offered what they would like MDOS to provide in the future rather 

than specific resources or programming they have already found useful 
●​ Nearly every participant called for facilitated synchronous engagement on timely topics 

or shared challenges where members could meet, interact, and make connections 
○​ Emphasized timeliness of topics, with hopes that MDOS can be a place to find 

out about current trends, latest practices and resources 
●​ Resources shared via the microsite 

○​ A dedicated blog that includes case studies, tools people are using and how 
○​ A policy or documentation portal 

●​ Suggested topics included:   
○​ How to start a digitization program or project 
○​ Reparative/inclusive description 
○​ Using the ArchivesSpace digital object module 

 
Importance of social media platforms for engaging with SAA sections 

●​ Social media platforms were not emphasized as a way to interact with MDOS leaders or 
members 

●​ Participants mentioned using the listserv for discussion, but they were highly interested 
in more direct forms of interaction 

 
Participants’ level of interest in and engagement with MDOS 

●​ New SAA members often joined a wide range of sections at first, but engagement waned 
as they realized that they did not have time for all of them; issue not limited to MDOS 

 
How participants’ involvement/engagement with MDOS compare with other sections 

●​ Sections that provided opportunities for member interaction were the most highly valued 
●​ Perception that serving on MDOS steering committee requires a high degree of technical 

knowledge may intimidate some members from volunteering or running for election  
●​ If MDOS annual meeting time conflicts with the Description Section or Electronic 

Records Section, members are forced to choose and may attend the other meetings 

Inclusivity and Equity with Digital Archives 
Focus group participants noted that they haven’t observed much direct attention to this area in 
MDOS activities thus far, but were broadly supportive of increasing this work going forward.  
There were suggestions to diversify membership in SAA, and MDOS specifically, as well as any 
panels the section organizes. Participants want MDOS to advocate for removing financial 
barriers and investigating the possibility of paying members of historically marginalized groups 
for their time as speakers/panelists. There was also a lot of interest in support and practical 
how-to’s for learning technical skills and developing effective strategies for metadata about 
harmful materials in our collections. 
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How well participants feel MDOS helps archivists address professional inequities 
●​ Many participants felt MDOS hasn’t touched on diversity, equity, inclusion, and 

accessibility (DEIA) specifically 
●​ Participants were broadly supportive of increasing efforts that are meaningful and 

impactful, not just performative 
●​ Some comments were intended for SAA at large, such as strategizing to make 

participation in SAA more affordable by removing the barrier of membership dues 
 

What participants suggest MDOS do to address these inequities 
●​ Pay honoraria for speakers from historically marginalized and underrepresented 

communities to discuss their work, and encourage broader participation 
●​ Diversify panelists beyond archivists at colleges and universities by ensuring panels 

include participants at a wider range of institutions and levels of experience  
●​ Partner with other sections, especially the Accessibility and Disability Section (ADS) and 

Archivists and Archives of Color Section (AAC) 
●​ Demystify tools for less technical people (e.g. command line tools) 
●​ Share best practices for describing and sharing harmful material 
●​ Provide practical how-to’s, such as workshops to help develop and implement harmful 

content statements 
●​ Discuss how to work successfully with community organizations or partners 

Future of MDOS 
Focus group participants recognized that the needs that fueled MDOS’ founding have changed 
for most of its members. However, they overwhelmingly agreed that MDOS still has a role to 
play in providing guidance on digital object issues. This should take the form of a community of 
practice where experienced practitioners, early career archivists, and students can support 
each other with managing digital content and addressing challenges that emerge. Participants 
also called for promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion and for MDOS to broaden its 
membership. Nearly all participants cited a continuing need for discussion, problem-solving, and 
networking that is not fully met by any of the existing SAA organizational infrastructure. 
 
Usefulness or necessity for a section focused on digital content and description 

●​ Participants recognized that MDOS began when there were not numerous mature 
digitization programs, and that needs have changed for many members 

●​ There are still members at smaller or less-funded institutions that want to implement 
programs and need support 

 
Whether participants see a continued need for MDOS as a distinct section within SAA 

●​ Multiple participants suggested a “Venn diagram” of SAA sections to locate this 
introspective effort as part of a larger coordinated SAA program of section role 
evaluation 

●​ Many participants observed that MDOS overlaps with other sections, but most 
recognized that this was true of nearly every section and could be a positive attribute 
that leads MDOS to promote fruitful collaborative efforts 
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●​ Many asserted that digital and analog records do require different tools, systems, 
standards, and methods 

●​ The overlap issue is not limited to SAA; organizations like DLF and NDSA provide 
similarly scoped leadership and programming 

 
What participants want to be MDOS’ core mission and focus 

●​ Despite observed overlaps, participants suggested that MDOS identify gaps in 
representation and determine if those gaps could help shape the group’s focus 

●​ Many have a need for practical and directly actionable guidance in their work, perhaps in 
the form of a best practices exchange 

●​ Make it clear to members of all skill levels that they are welcome and can benefit from 
participation; encourage participation from a wider range of members and support 
members from underrepresented groups 

●​ Participants overwhelmingly requested a platform to build community and have 
opportunities for direct discussion 

○​ Schedule a more regular slate of programming, such as roundtables, short 
presentations, or workshops 

○​ Facilitate networking and knowledge sharing to create a clearer way to find 
answers or reach appropriate colleagues  
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Conclusion 

Main Takeaways 
Members almost universally wish for MDOS to continue as a section and facilitate a community 
of practice. They are aware that the interests and work of MDOS overlap with sections within 
SAA and organizations outside of SAA. Rather than framing that as a problem, it presents an 
opportunity to lead supportive collaborations. The most cited way to develop this community of 
practice is to provide regular opportunities for synchronous personal interaction. The existing 
landscape of listservs and social media tools, in most cases, is not sufficiently meeting 
members’ needs. 
 
The creation, access, management, and preservation landscape of digital objects and their 
metadata is much more mature now than when MDOS was first founded as a roundtable. This 
section needs to adapt and serve individuals at all skill levels, from students to long-time 
professionals. We also need to embrace inclusion by finding more ways to expand access to 
knowledge and building support systems for underrepresented groups. 

Answering the Call to Action 
In Summer 2022, MDOS submitted a request for Component Group “Special Project” Funding to 
cover compensation for focus group participants. While the Council agreed it was a thoughtful 
plan and approach, all funding requests for FY2023 were not approved due to the deficit budget. 
Even if funding was available, Council’s plans to address section sustainability required any 
assessment activity to be coordinated as part of that larger Section Health Assessment 
initiative. MDOS will continue to explore avenues through the SAA Council, the SAA 
Foundation, and external funders to compensate panelists and speakers for their time. 
 
In Spring 2023, SAA launched its own Section Health Assessment Working Group that 
conducted a member-wide survey to understand engagement with each section and how best to 
meet members’ needs. This resulted in recommendations that several sections be disbanded. 
MDOS was not recommended for termination, though we have experienced some of the 
challenges described in the report. This kind of broad organizational assessment was 
encouraged by several participants in the Re-Envisioning MDOS focus groups and we support 
any future efforts to meet the evolving needs of members across sectional boundaries.  
 
In June 2024, MDOS submitted a Proposed Standing Rules Referendum to section members 
for vote in a Special Election; this was unanimously passed by all members who voted (see 
Appendix G). As a result, the section’s mission statement changed to reflect the shift from a 
digitization focus to digital objects more broadly. The section’s Education Coordinator role was 
eliminated and the Social Media Coordinator and Web Liaison were merged into a single new 
role of Communications Liaison. This streamlining allows the Steering Committee to be more 
agile and to form ad-hoc subgroups on an as-needed basis. 
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In August 2024, MDOS hosted a well-received “Burning Questions” joint Annual Meeting 
program with the Electronic Records Section. We intend to develop additional opportunities to 
collaborate with other sections, particularly in ways that facilitate member interaction. 
 
In Fall 2024, MDOS began researching other communication avenues for members to have 
flexible asynchronous interaction. The listserv has largely evolved into an announcement 
platform and all previous social media outlets have seen steep drop-offs in participation. Due to 
institutional membership requirements for hosting, funding, and succession management of a 
new platform, the Steering Committee paused their internal discussion, but hoped to advocate 
for the adoption of an appropriate SAA-organization-wide platform. 
 
In February 2025, MDOS began facilitating casual “drop-in” sessions called “MetaChat” in 
response to a need for more discussion opportunities. These sessions will continue to be held 
monthly in 2025 with Steering Committee members rotating hosting duties. We will evaluate the 
success of this new programming at the end of the 2024-2025 cycle to determine if they should 
continue into 2025-2026. 
 
In March 2025, MDOS began developing a survey for leadership of the sections most closely 
aligned with our mission (Electronic Records Section, Description Section, Preservation Section, 
Web Archiving Section, Government Documents Section). We intend to use this as an 
opportunity to clarify where we overlap with these sections and develop collaborative ideas that 
can best support each other and the needs of our members, such as additional 
joint-programming. 
 
In Summer 2025, MDOS will focus our annual meeting on the results of Re-Envisioning MDOS. 
This report will be shared with section members ahead of time for review, and the Steering 
Committee will present the results during the meeting for further discussion. MDOS will also 
explore ways to continue collecting member feedback at regular intervals. 

A Word on the Future 
This initiative has been the Steering Committee’s labor of love for the past several years. 
Although we conducted the Re-Envisioning MDOS focus groups three years ago, the results we 
found and the actions they set in motion are just as valid. If anything, we face even greater 
challenges, like threats to funding and institutional support, elimination of DEIA programs in our 
profession and beyond, and ethical concerns about the unregulated application of artificial 
intelligence (AI) and the impact this technology will have on our environment.  
 
Also during this time, SAA conducted its own section health assessment and determined that 
MDOS could continue to serve a valid role in the organization. However, cooperation with other 
sections or groups is even more necessary as we reckon with shrinking resources and greater 
demands on our time. We will continue to regularly review our purpose in relation to other SAA 
sections as we launch new initiatives and strive to provide the support and services that 
members need most. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Solicitation Letter 
Greetings, all; as noted at the section annual meeting, the Metadata and Digital Object Section 
Steering Committee seeks participants for "Re-Envisioning MDOS," a new initiative with the dual 
goals of clarifying the mission of our section and improving its engagement with membership. 
 
When our section was founded as an SAA "Roundtable", its initial focus was on "digitization, 
digital archival objects and the metadata that enables access, management, and preservation." 
Over the years, however, this emphasis on digitization has gradually receded. 
 
At the same time, a significant overlap has emerged between the mission of MDOS and those 
of the Electronic Records Section (regarding "digital objects") and the Description Section 
(regarding "metadata"). 
  
As a result, we believe it has become increasingly difficult to define the unique focus of MDOS 
and the value that it offers members. 
 
To better understand your perceptions of our section and learn how it can better contribute to 
your professional engagement and development, we plan to hold a series of focus group 
sessions later this year.  If you would like to participate in a "Re-Envisioning MDOS" focus group 
session, please sign up using this form: [old link removed] 
 
Focus groups will take place in late 2022 and will require one (1) hour of participants' time (no 
preparation required).  
 
If you have any questions about this initiative, please contact Co-Chairs Lara Friedman-Shedlov 
and Jessica Serrao or Immediate Past Chair Mike Shallcross. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration! 
 
Cheers, 
Mike 

 

Re-Envisioning MDOS Report​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​         13 

https://www2.archivists.org/sites/all/files/mdor_plans_2012_feb.pdf


Appendix B: Follow-Up Letter to Interested Members 
Greetings, all; thank you very much for expressing interest in the Metadata and Digital Object 
Section's "RE-Envisioning MDOS" focus group initiative! 
 
When you responded to our web form earlier this year, you indicated that you might be willing to 
participate, but would like more information.  I'm happy to try and provide some additional 
details and context and invite you to respond to this email with any questions! 
 
Why is the MDOS Steering Committee launching this initiative? 
For a number of years, MDOS has experienced declining rates of involvement and engagement 
with its membership: recent elections have drawn few candidates with almost all races being 
unopposed; a FY2021 survey to gauge member interests received only 33 responses; and 
listserv interactions are predominantly cross-postings. The Steering Committee believes 
confusion over the mission and purpose of MDOS may be at the root of this engagement 
problem. There appears to be a significant overlap between the mission of MDOS and those of 
the Electronic Records Section (regarding "digital objects") and the Description Section 
(regarding "metadata"). The impact of this overlap has been compounded by a gradual shift in 
the section's original focus on digital objects and metadata in the context of digitization initiatives 
(as stated in a 2012 planning document and the current Standing Rules) to a more generic 
focus on "digital archival objects and metadata" (as stated on our microsite). 
 
To better understand the issues behind this lack of engagement and determine how the section 
can better support the needs of its members and SAA at large, the MDOS Steering Committee 
will launch "Re-Envisioning MDOS." As part of this initiative, we seek to convene a series of 
three virtual focus groups in the fall of 2022, each of which will include eight to ten current 
section members. The primary goals of these sessions will be to (a) gauge participants' current 
views of MDOS and (b) determine how we can reorient our section to be a more viable part of 
SAA. 
 
We believe these small group conversations will yield richer, more specific, and more actionable 
information than a survey or form, with the added benefit of being able to ask follow-up 
questions to better understand participants' views and opinions. 
 
What are the focus group sessions going to be like? 
If you would like to participate, you will be invited to a single focus group session (probably 
some time in December or January). It will be virtual (using Zoom or a similar video 
conferencing platform) and there would be 2-3 Steering Committee members (to facilitate the 
conversation and take notes) and 8-10 participants. We anticipate that each session will take no 
more than one hour. 
 
The Steering Committee has prepared a list of prompts; topics include your current 
thoughts/perspectives on MDOS; how you see MDOS in relation to other SAA sections, the 
appropriate focus of MDOS (i.e., digital preservation? all forms of metadata? digitization?), and 
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how MDOS might bring more value to your SAA membership and professional development (via 
resources, programming, newsletter topics, etc.).  
 
In addition to taking notes, the Steering Committee hopes to record the sessions to ensure that 
we have an accurate record of feedback and ideas. 
 
What will the MDOS Steering Committee do with the information it gathers? 
Notes and recordings gathered by Steering Committee members will be used in forthcoming 
strategic planning. Recordings and notes will not be shared outside the steering committee and 
any references to focus group conversations will be anonymized. Our primary goal is to better 
understand what MDOS members want out of our section and then reorient ourselves 
accordingly. We will share results of these planning sessions with the rest of the section and any 
changes to our standing rules will be put forward to a vote in next year's election. 
 
What should I do now? 
As noted above, please feel free to respond to this email with any questions you might have! If, 
based on what you've read, you would like to participate, please let me know. (And if you'd 
prefer to not be involved, no worries! Just let me know and I'll remove your name from our email 
list.)  
 
Once we have finalized our list of interested participants, we'll be sending out a poll to try and 
identify dates/times on which we can hold the focus groups. 
 
Thanks again for your time and consideration; we hope to hear your voice and ideas! 
 
Cheers, 
Mike 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 
Project Description 
Despite being the third largest section of the Society of American Archivists (SAA), the 
Metadata and Digital Object Section (MDOS) has experienced declining rates of involvement 
and engagement with its membership for a number of years: recent elections have drawn few 
candidates with almost all races being unopposed; a FY2021 survey to gauge member interests 
received only 33 responses; and listserv interactions are predominantly cross-postings. The 
Steering Committee believes confusion over the mission and purpose of MDOS may be at the 
root of this engagement problem. There appears to be a significant overlap between the mission 
of MDOS and other SAA sections, such as the Electronic Records Section (regarding "digital 
objects") and the Description Section (regarding "metadata"). The impact of this overlap has 
been compounded by a gradual shift in the section's original focus on digital objects and 
metadata in the context of digitization initiatives (as stated in a 2012 planning document and the 
current Standing Rules) to a more generic focus on "digital archival objects and metadata" (as 
stated on our microsite). 
 
To better understand the issues behind this low engagement and determine how the section can 
better support the needs of its members and SAA at large, the MDOS Steering Committee is 
launching "Re-Envisioning MDOS." As part of this initiative, the Steering Committee will 
convene a series of virtual focus group sessions to (a) gauge participants' current views of 
MDOS and (b) determine how we can reorient our section to be a more viable part of SAA. 
 
Each focus group session will last approximately 1.5 hours; the Steering Committee has 
prepared a list of prompts that will include: 

●​ Current thoughts/perspectives on MDOS 
●​ How MDOS is perceived in relation to other SAA sections 
●​ The appropriate focus of MDOS (i.e., digital preservation? all forms of metadata? 

digitization?) 
●​ How MDOS might add value to participants’ SAA membership and professional 

development (e.g., via resources, programming, newsletter topics, etc.). 
 
Data Collection and Use 
During the focus group sessions, the Steering Committee will take notes and record the 
conversations via institutional Zoom accounts to ensure an accurate record of feedback and 
ideas. Transcripts will be generated from the recordings. 
 
Information gathered as part of the focus groups will be used by the Steering Committee for 
strategic planning and programming. Key takeaways will be shared with the rest of the Section 
membership and any proposed changes to MDOS standing rules will be put forward to a vote in 
upcoming elections. 
 
Risks, Discomforts, and Possible Benefits 
The MDOS Steering Committee does not anticipate any risks or discomforts stemming from 
participation in the focus group sessions. You may not benefit directly from taking part. However, 
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your participation may help increase the viability of MDOS and improve programming and its 
value to members. 
 
Protection of Privacy and Confidentiality 
The Steering Committee will do everything we can to protect participants’ privacy and 
confidentiality. Notes, recordings, and transcripts will be stored in the MDOS Steering 
Committee’s password protected Google Drive and will not be shared with other parties outside 
Steering Committee members. Any references to focus group conversations in reports or 
planning documents will be anonymized and aggregated. The anonymized notes and transcripts 
will be maintained for MDOS Steering Committee records, and recordings will be deleted when 
they are no longer needed for active analysis and planning. 
 
Focus Group Participation 
Participation in the focus groups is entirely voluntary and participants may choose not to take 
part or stop taking part at any time, with no negative consequences. In addition, as an 
SAA-sponsored event, participants will adhere to the SAA Code of Conduct. 
 
Contact Information 
Should any questions or concerns arise in relation to the Re-Envisioning MDOS focus groups, 
please contact Co-Chairs Lara Friedman-Shedlov and Jessica Serrao or Immediate Past Chair 
Mike Shallcross. 
 
I have read the above information and voluntarily agree to participate in a Re-Envisioning 
MDOS focus group, and consent to the recording of the session. 
 

​Yes 
​No 

 
Participant’s name: 
Participant’s email address: 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Guide 
MDOS Identity and Purpose  

1.​ Why did you join the Metadata and Digital Object Section (MDOS)? 
2.​ How would you define the core purpose of MDOS? 

a.​ Are there topics you’d expect MDOS to cover? 
b.​ What benefits or support would you expect MDOS to provide its membership? 

3.​ How does MDOS compare to other SAA sections?  
a.​ What distinguishes MDOS from other sections? Where are areas of overlap 

(digitization, digital archival objects and the metadata that enables access, 
management, and preservation of digital objects)? Are there ways it could better 
distinguish itself? 

b.​ What gaps in knowledge do you expect MDOS to address that aren’t covered by 
other sections? 

4.​ How do the mission, vision, and goals align with your current view of MDOS? [read 
vision, mission, and goals] 

a.​ To what extent do SAA members need a section that focuses specifically on 
“digitization, digital archival objects and the metadata that enables access, 
management, and preservation of digital objects”? 

5.​ Outside of SAA, what professional groups or resources do you turn to for expertise 
related to digitization initiatives as well as associated metadata and digital objects? 

MDOS Member Engagement and Support  
1.​ What is your level of interest in and engagement with MDOS? (ie. annual meeting, social 

media, listserv, newsletter) 
a.​ What factors have influenced your engagement? 

2.​ How does your level of involvement/engagement with MDOS compare with other SAA 
sections? 

a.​ What strategies have other SAA sections employed to drive member 
involvement/engagement? 

b.​ What activities or resources are other sections providing that you wish MDOS 
provided? (ie. blogs, podcasts, workshops, trainings) 

3.​ How important are social media platforms for engaging with SAA sections?  
a.​ What social media platforms do you currently use or would you like to use to 

engage with MDOS? 
4.​ How have you relied on MDOS for help with professional issues or challenges? 

a.​ Are there specific resources or programming you’ve found useful? 
b.​ Are there other SAA sections or professional organizations you rely on for 

expertise related to digitization, metadata or digital objects? 

Inclusivity and Equity with Digital Archives  
1.​ How well does MDOS help archivists address professional inequities (gender, race, 

class, age, neurodiversity) around technology and help archivists feel comfortable 
working with metadata and digital objects? 
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a.​ What can MDOS do to address these inequities and help archivists learn new 
skills and acquire technical literacy? What have you seen work to address gender 
inequities in technical positions, such as pay gaps and technical literacy? 

Future of MDOS  
1.​ How useful or necessary is it to have an SAA section that is focused on “digital” content 

and description as opposed to sections that address all content, regardless of format 
(i.e., both digital and physical)? 

2.​ If you could reorient or reconfigure MDOS, what would you want its core mission and 
focus to be? 

a.​ What programming or activities would you like to see MDOS provide? Are there 
diversity and equity topics you’re interested in learning about, such as gender 
inequities in technical literacy? 

b.​ Are there emerging issues or topics MDOS should focus on? 
c.​ Are there activities you think could motivate higher levels of engagement? (ie. 

blogs, podcasts, workshops, trainings) 
3.​ Do you see a continued need for MDOS as a distinct section within SAA? 

a.​ If not, should MDOS merge with another existing section? Which one? 
b.​ Would anything be lost if MDOS merged with another section? (i.e., Electronic 

Records, Description, Preservation) 
4.​ Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
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Appendix E: 2023 Re-Envisioning MDOS Focus Group Report 
Provided by Junior Co-Chair, Jessica Serrao 
 
This past fiscal year, the MDOS Steering Committee launched the initiative Re-Envisioning 
MDOS to better understand declining rates of involvement and engagement with its 
membership, and to help re-envision the section’s purpose and future. Despite being the third 
largest section of SAA, recent elections have drawn few candidates with many elections running 
uncontested; a 2021 survey to gauge member interests received only 33 responses from its 
900+ members; and listserv interactions are predominantly cross-postings. This initiative aligns 
with SAA’s inquiry into the health of its sections, and the results will help determine how we may 
strengthen and ensure our sustainability. 
 
For this initiative, MDOS conducted three focus groups in January to discuss with members their 
perceptions of the section’s purpose. Thank you to the 10 members who participated and 
shared your insights with us. At this point, the Steering Committee has completed an initial 
thematic analysis of the feedback, and compiled a preliminary list of recurring themes that 
arose. Our next step is to further synthesize the data so that we can narrow down to the most 
valuable and relevant themes. Based on these results, we will then determine how we can 
reorient our section to better serve our members and be a more viable part of SAA. If you’re 
interested in getting involved in this initiative, and you’d like to help with our data analysis, 
please reach out to me or any of the MDOS steering committee members. 
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Appendix F: 2024 Re-Envisioning MDOS Report 
Provided by Senior Co-Chair, Jessica Serrao 
 
We reported at our last annual meeting on the Re-Envisioning MDOS initiative, and we want to 
share an update on our data analysis. To recap - we conducted three focus groups in January 
2023 to gain insights from members on their perceptions of the section and future directions. We 
wanted this to complement the work the SAA Section Health Assessment Working Group was 
doing by gaining insights from our own MDOS members. Last year, we completed an initial 
analysis of the feedback and compiled a preliminary list of recurring themes that arose. This 
year, we further synthesized this data to better understand our members’ needs and what the 
future of MDOS might look like. I’ll give a brief summary of the responses we received in each of 
the four areas of focus group questions. Thank you to my fellow steering committee members 
for your work on this analysis and the summaries you provided. 
​
The first section of questions related to the topic of MDOS’ Identity and Purpose 

●​ While most participants expressed concrete ideas about the section’s current identity, 
they also said they felt there was some overlap with other SAA sections, specifically 
Electronic Records Section (ERS), and that there is a need to further clarify our identity 
and purpose. Participants expressed a strong desire for the section to provide 
experiential learning and networking opportunities. 

 
MDOS Member Engagement and Support 

●​ The general consensus was that participants would like more targeted and frequent 
engagement opportunities with members of the section. They would like to see a mix of 
informal topical discussions as well as formal training opportunities throughout the year.  
Participants also noted the desire for a documentation portal or a blog for sharing and 
accessing in-depth information regarding tools and policies 

 
Inclusivity and Equity with Digital Archives 

●​ Focus group participants noted that they haven’t observed much direct attention to this 
area in MDOS activities thus far, but were broadly supportive of increasing work in this 
area going forward.  There were suggestions to support diversifying membership in SAA 
and the section specifically, as well as on any panels that the section organizes by 
advocating to remove financial barriers to membership and investigating the possibility of 
paying members of historically marginalized groups for their time as speakers/panelists.  
There was also a lot of interest in more support and practical how-to’s for learning 
technical skills and developing effective strategies for metadata about harmful materials 
in our collections. 

 
Future of MDOS 

●​ Focus group participants reached a conclusion that MDOS has a role to play in SAA 
when it comes to resolving issues related to digital records. This should take the form of 
creating a “Community of Practice” where experienced, early career archivists, and 
students can come together to support each other on how to manage digital content and 
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address any challenges that may emerge to this process. Some of the participants 
stated that the section should try to find its niche and if we cannot, we should consider 
merging with different sections that closely align with digital content creation. There are 
also calls for promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion that will enable the section to 
broaden its membership.  

 
This is just a brief share on the themes we saw from the focus groups. We are preparing a final 
report with more detailed results that we will share out to membership. We encourage you to 
read this when it comes out and share any insights or suggestions that the results may spark for 
you. 
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Appendix G: Explanation of Proposed Changes to Standing Rules | 2024 
The following change is intended to update the mission statement in the Standing Rules to align 
with the version on our microsite, which reflects our move away from a focus on digitization to 
digital objects more generally. This also aligns with views our membership shared in the 
Re-Envisioning MDOS initiative. 

II. MISSION. The mission of the section is to promote discussion, education, and 
collaboration among archivists interested in digitization, digital archival objects, and the 
metadata that enables their access, management, and preservation of digital objects.  

 
The following changes are intended to eliminate the Education Coordinator as a standing 
elected position. The duties formerly delegated to the Education Coordinator will now be the 
responsibility of the Steering Committee as a whole. This gives the Steering Committee 
flexibility to adjust to evolving needs of the section and allow more Steering Committee 
members to help with time-intensive programming. 

IV. C. iv. Steering Committee Members attend and actively contribute to regular 
committee meetings, help set goals and priorities for the section, contribute to the 
newsletter, plan educational programming and networking opportunities for members, 
and develop and/or solicit proposals for the section's session at the SAA Annual 
Meeting.  

V.C. vvi. The Education Coordinator shall serve as the section's liaison to the SAA 
Education Committee. In addition, this role arranges informal online meet-ups for 
members and prepares educational experiences, such as guest speakers.  

The following changes are intended to combine the elected positions of Social Media 
Coordinator and Web Liaison into a single new role of Communications Liaison. Social media 
platforms have changed significantly in the last few years and will continue to evolve. The 
Communications Liaison role will encompass all communication platforms that the Section might 
choose to use. The second elected position will change to a regular Steering Committee 
member. 

IV. C. v. The Web Liaison is responsible for maintaining the section website, posts 
meeting minutes to the microsite, and works closely with the section leadership and 
SAA administration to keep the web site current and correct. The Web Liaison also 
manages the section's Google Drive space in collaboration with other members of the 
Steering Committee.  

IV. C. vvii. The Communications Liaison facilitates communications between the 
Steering Committee and the Section membership and other audiences, including but not 
limited to maintaining and posting to the SAA Section microsite, electronic mailing list, 
and social media or other forms of online communication not yet in use by the 
Section.The Social Media Coordinator shall be responsible for using various 
communication modes (including the MDOS listserv, Facebook, Twitter, and SAA 
publications) to communicate with the section membership about news and events; 
coordinates with the Web Liaison on communication issues as needed.  
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