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Abstract: The hypothesis of my research project is simple:  since the implementation of the 
Presidential Records Act in 1981, more consumer goods from constituents have been preserved 
by Presidential Libraries and Museums than were preserved during the era before the 
Presidential Records Act deemed that presidential materials were permanent federal records. 
 
Based on an email survey and analysis of the websites of libraries of presidents between 1930 
and 2008, as well as personal experience managing the re-processing of the Realia Series of the 
Vice President Spiro T. Agnew Papers at the University of Maryland, I interrogate the 
application of the Presidential Records Act on constituent gifts, particularly household, 
consumer, or commercial goods that were sent in to the Presidential offices, without alteration 
into artwork. 
 
Over the second half of the 20th century, gifts to the Executive Officers of the United States grew 
by about 1000%. President Clinton received nearly 10 times as many gifts from American 
citizens and foreign leaders as President Truman. Many of these gifts are commonly available 
consumer goods, including clothes, sporting goods, commercial music records, plastics, 
ceramics, and metals. Though the White House and other executive agencies since the 1970s 
have made copious lists of incoming gifts as they arrive, most of these gifts never see the light of 
day again. 
 
As the warehouse of consumer goods expands, should appraisal be applied to which items have 
research value? Intrinsic value? Should objects be digitized rather than stored? Could the textual 
or electronic records of gifts – stored in databases since the late 1970s – serve as surrogates, and 
the actual items donated to appropriate charities (a process which occurs for perishable gifts to 
presidents from constituents)? Has the Presidential Records Act required the preservation of 
“material records” of questionable value? 
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