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Abstract 

In this report I will analyze the Minnesota Historical Society’s Library 

and Archive center. Using the SWOT technique, I have visited the 

Library with expectations of what I shall find there. The Minnesota 

Historical Society website is so user friendly. I hope to have a similar 

experience as a patron of the Library.  

Keywords: Minnesota Archives, Historical Society, Environmental Scan, 

SWOT Analysis 
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The focus of this report is the Minnesota Historical Society Library 

and Archives located in the Minnesota History Center. This Library 

provides access to the State Archives and Records. The Minnesota 

Historical Society [MHS] is a non-profit educational and cultural 

institute established in 1849 by the territorial legislature. Its mission is to 

“foster among people an awareness of Minnesota history so that they 

may draw strength and perspective from the past and find purpose for 

the future” (MHS, Capital Report, 2004, p. 4).  

The History Center is located at 345 West Kellogg Boulevard in 

St. Paul. It is technically part of the Capitol Complex, but is separated 

from the Capitol and majority of the state office buildings by an 

interstate highway. Just north of the heart of St. Paul, the location 

appears ideally situated but in reality, it is difficult to reach. The streets 

on the southwest and northwest sides of the building are quite busy. 

Although it is located close to three distinct areas of St. Paul that are 

considered very pedestrian friendly, the History Center is like an island. 

Directly west of the History Center in the neighborhood known as 

Summit Hill, one finds the St. Paul College, the Cathedral of St. Paul, 
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and the private Archdiocese archives. The Xcel Energy Center, St. Paul 

RiverCentre, and the Science Museum of Minnesota are located directly 

south in the area known as West Seventh. As noted previously, the 

Capitol Complex is located to the north. Three Metro Transit bus routes 

offers transportation to the History Center with a travel time between 30-

45 minutes from downtown Minneapolis (MetroTransit, Maps & 

Schedules, 2012).  

Visitors to the Minnesota Historical Society Library and Archives 

at the MN History Center are generally white, and middle-aged or older, 

although students from middle school through college also use the 

resources. Student use increases in the months leading up to the State 

History Day competitions. People who use the Library are from all over 

the state, country, and even the world. The vast majority of the visitors 

to the Library are working on genealogy. The rest use materials related 

to: local history; state legislative history; photographic collection 

research; and research for scholarly books and novels (Personal 

communication, Jeanne Croud, February 2012). Admission is free to the 

Library. The hours are noon-8:00 p.m. on Tuesdays, noon-5:00 p.m. on 
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Wednesdays.-Fridays, 9:00 a.m.-4:00 p.m. Saturdays, and noon-4:00 

p.m. Sundays.  

According to the Biennial Report, in 2010, the History Center 

Library received 25,103 unique visitors (MHS, State of MN, 2011, p. 

13). Upon arriving at the Library, the front desk attendant asked for my 

photo ID. She registered and issued a unique library user card to me and 

asked that I sign-in. According to my personal source, Jeanne Croud, use 

of the Library resources is always higher on Tuesday evenings and 

Saturdays. This seems likely due to work schedules. It is also worth 

noting that the museum at the History Center is free on Tuesdays, so it is 

also likely that some people research while their family members visit 

the museum. Friday is traditionally the day when the big genealogists in 

town gather to work and network. According to Ms. Croud, there are 

many, many of them. 

The Library is divided into two sections with the lobby situated 

between the two areas. The reference room is the larger of the two. The 

room has an attractive smooth curve with windows high up to provide 

natural daylight. The ceiling is filled with halogen lights evenly spaced 



MHS ARCHIVES ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN & SWOT ANALYSIS                                     6 

throughout the room. The reference room was filled with shelves loaded 

with resources: indexes to passenger lists; railroad records; state archives 

notebooks; state government records; the list could go on. Against one 

wall, the few remaining manuscript card catalogs were tucked between 

computer terminals that displayed the online catalog index. These cards 

catalogs are all that remain to be added to the online database. 

The Library was busier than I expected for a Tuesday afternoon. 

There were approximately forty people using the reference room. A 

small group of high school students with their instructor sat at one end of 

the large open room using different sorts of resource materials. Scattered 

about the room, sat several elderly patrons, as well as several other men 

and women utilizing the Library in some fashion. Reference staff moved 

about the room helping patrons, one was assisting a patron sift through a 

box filed with record series. 

In this room, visitors can access MHS’s large collection of 

“artifacts, books, photographs, maps, paintings, prints and drawings, 

manuscripts, newspapers and periodicals” (MHS, About the History 

Center, para. 3). Counties statewide send items to this location. Most 
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counties do not have the resources to handle, process, or store the 

amount of historical records that this state agency does. It is a one-stop 

destination for researchers of Minnesota history, but they have some out-

of state records, especially printed material, in the Library and Archives 

collection, including a vast number of Canadian genealogical and 

historical works.  

There are audio-visual stations around the room for all sorts of 

media: reel-to-reel tape, cassette tape, CD, VCR, and DVD. Patrons can 

request these kinds of items from archival storage using request forms. 

Some museum collection items are also available for examination with 

the proper access authorization. A Special Resource room was off the 

main library area. Two researchers were within, one wearing white 

cotton gloves was examining beautiful beaded articles, which I later 

discovered were bags. Her assistant was typing at a computer. The 

woman examining the bags was researching the items for a book. These 

items are restricted, so she had to fill out a special request in order to see 

them. When a patron requests restricted items - these could be “personal, 

organizational or business papers” - the “library staff will send [the 
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request] to the donor...for approval...the process make take a few days to 

several weeks” (MN History Center, FAQ, 2012, para. 4).  

The library signage is easy to see and read: reference desk; request 

materials; copy service; even each on-line catalog is clearly labeled. The 

online catalog, actually a computer terminal dedicated to the Collections 

Database Index, are placed back to back throughout the research room, 

allowing the user to feel comfortably private. Forms are available in 

several locations around the room to request materials that are not on the 

shelf. Every table is numbered so that requested items can be brought to 

the patron’s table. The tables are small and medium sized to 

accommodate two to four researchers. Some tables are labeled as 

“reserved for finding aids use”. Signs around the room announce that 

free wireless internet is available within the Minnesota History Center. I 

find all of these qualities to be user-friendly and efficient. 

The MHS is in the process of consolidating their databases into an 

expanded database called Collections Online. This database currently 

contains “10% of the Society’s three-dimensional objects, less than 1% 

of archaeological artifacts, and less than 1% of the news film in the 
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KSTP-TV Archive” (MN History Center Collections, About, 2012). The 

Collections Online database is only part of a strong web-based presence; 

the MHS is in the process of developing an online encyclopedia, called 

MNopedia. This project is still in beta version. It contains “expert essays 

on topics from architecture to environment” (MNopedia, Welcome, 

2012).  

As I approached the group of students hard at work on the far side 

of the Library, I see they are a group of Native American teenagers. 

Curious about what they were studying, I asked the students what they 

were up to. They were here from Red Lake Reservation in Northern, 

Minnesota. They had traveled to St. Paul for a two-day History Day 

research visit.  A young girl told me that they were researching "typical 

Minnesota subjects." A team of boys said their group was looking for 

information about the First Minnesota Infantry of the Civil War, a unit 

noted for being made up almost entirely of Native American soldiers.  

The microfilm room is located on the other side of the lobby. This 

room is much smaller, and crowed with microfilm readers and metal 

filing shelves. Patrons are allowed access to Minnesota public records 
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and statewide newspapers and periodicals. Microfilms stored in the 

room contain birth and death certificates for the state, immigration and 

naturalization records, state and federal census records, as well as county 

probate, land and other records. There are four rows of microfilm 

readers, room for about 24 researchers to search for data. Some readers 

are available to photograph the microfilmed records for a fee. This room 

is more busy and talkative than the research Library. There a couple 

dozen people here, it feels claustrophobic with the noise and low 

ceilings. Two researchers staff this room. Questions asked of them 

focused primarily on how to locate genealogy related records.  

The MHS is “governed by an Executive Council of 30 members 

elected by the Society’s membership” (MHS, State of MN, 2011, p. 2). 

The Library allows access to the State Archives and Records Collection 

as part of this larger organization. The MHS “received $33.5 million in 

support from the State of Minnesota in fiscal year 2011” which is only 

half of the support and revenue (MHS, Annual Report, 2011, p. 13). A 

percentage of the State support comes from a Legacy Fund. In 2008, 

voters passed the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment - 
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authorizing a small tax levy - 3/8% of 1% of the sales tax. The Legacy 

funds are reinvested in the State (Legacy, About the Funds, 2012). The 

MHS also received funds from revenue, individual, corporation and 

foundation contributions and Federal grants. In August of 2011, the 

State legislators cut $1.6 million in operation funds. MHS 

accommodated the cuts with layoffs and a voluntary separation program. 

MHS “eliminated about 19 full-time staff positions due to the state 

budget cut” (WCCO, August 24, para. 7).  

While losing full- and part-time staff creates additional pressure on 

those employees left behind, volunteers can and have been used to fill 

the need for staffing the resource and microfilm rooms and assisting 

researchers by retrieving requested items and ensuring procedures for 

handling records are followed. In 2011, MHS saw the largest increase in 

the number of volunteers, 2,250 individuals contributed 44,500 hours at 

MHS sites across the state (MHS, Annual Report, 2011, p. 13).  

    The environmental scan reveals the Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats [SWOT] of the Library and Archives located 

in the Minnesota History Center. The SWOT is as follows: 
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Strengths • Effective, user-friendly layout 

• Simple easy-to-read library signage 

• Logical system to request materials from archives  

• Collection Online database 

• Increase in number of volunteers in 2011 

Weaknesses • Location is difficult to reach  

• Parking expensive for a lower income person  

• 3 bus routes approx. 20-30 minutes from Mpls.  

• Limited hours of operation 

• Budget cuts in recent years 

Opportunities • Advances in technology for processing records 

makes it easier to digitize collections 

• More funds could speed digitization of records 

Threats • Pending legislation to restrict access to records  

• Rumor Legacy Funds to fund a new stadium  

• Another reduction in funding possible 
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The strengths of the MHS Library and Archives center make it a 

goldmine of resources for genealogists and others interested in research 

related to Minnesota. The amount of material unrestricted material 

available through the Online Collections is immense. The information 

contained in the online database is only the tip of the iceberg. The 

Library and Archives contain a lot of information still waiting to be 

digitized and released to users. 

The weaknesses of the MHS Library and Archives are almost 

negated by the excellent online presence. The reduction in hours and 

staff has caused some restrictions to patrons, but adjustments have been 

made. When the Library is open, it serves more patrons than it before the 

reduction in operating hours. The less than welcoming approach to the 

MN History Center has the most affect on lower income users. The cost 

of parking may be prohibitive at $5/day; perhaps vouchers can be 

included with the museum passes available at public libraries in the 

Twin Cities area.  

Opportunities to continue to expand the online collection database 

include partnering with other agencies. For example, the Library of 
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Congress is digitizing nationwide newspapers and the searchable 

database is available on their web site (Library of Congress, 2012). 

Many vital records have been recorded and digitized for shareable and 

searchable databases, e.g., the Family Search website. As advances in 

technology grow, it appears that more agencies can work together to 

scan items that can be crowd sourced online to volunteers to transcribe 

what they read on the scanned document. Looking for additional grants 

and opportunities to continue to add content to the online collection 

database. 

The following threats have been outlined in this report: additional 

losses of funds, and Federal and State legislation. At the State level, 

there have been rumors about using Legacy monies to fund a new 

stadium. At the Federal level, legislation is pending that would restrict 

access to the Social Security Death Index [SSDI] in an effort to address 

identity theft. If this legislation were to pass, genealogy researchers 

would have to wait 75 after the death of an individual to view these 

public records. Passage of this legislation would have sweeping effects 

in the Records and Archives Library. Neither of these perceived threats 
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seems likely to come to pass. The vision statement addressing the desire 

to increase access to the records collection is obtainable. Increasing the 

exposure of the State Records Center online using different social media 

platforms may have the effect of helping an “online only” viewer 

transition into a MN History Center visitor.  

The SWOT reveals that the MHS Library and Archives is a strong 

and relevant State archives. With a strong program in place, creating a 

vision statement and strategic plan will be a rewarding experience. I am 

somewhat of a recluse, so I was very fearful of the outcome of my visit 

to the Records and Archives Center at the MN History Center. I was 

pleasantly surprised once I was in the building. The staff members were 

welcoming and cordial. The signage was clear - I did not have to wander 

around searching for the Library. The building was clean and 

welcoming. The sound levels in every space were within my tolerance 

range. The Record and Archives Library was a perfect “Do it yourself” 

operation. I am eager to visit the center again after this deep analysis. 
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Appendix A. MHS Records and Archives Library: SWOT Analysis 

Questions 

1) How does the Mission of the Records and Archives Center stand up to 

the reality of the Library?  

The Minnesota State Archives identifies, collects, and preserves the 

historically valuable records of almost 4,000 units of state and local 

government in Minnesota (retrieved from 

http://statearchives.us/minnesota.htm). 

2) What is the balance between records and collections at the Library? 

3) Has the Library found balance between collecting and preserving 

documents, artifacts and other items, while at the same time, provide 

access to these items to scholars and patrons? 

4) Does the Records and Archives Center do something outstanding? 

Can this be leveraged? 

5) On the other hand, is it failing to deliver of any of its promises? Can 

this be fixed? 

6) What is the most pressing need for action? How will this help meet 

the mission statement?  



MHS ARCHIVES ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN & SWOT ANALYSIS                                     19 

7) What can be done to minimize the impact of any threat so that the 

Records and Archives Center can meet its vision? 

Increase numbers of people using the collections both in person and 

on the web (retrieved from Minnesota Historical Society (2011, 

November). Annual report: Fiscal year 2011. p. 3. Retrieved from 

www.mnhs.org/annualreport). 

 


