
Introduction: 
• Mark is Head of the Bioethics Research Library at Georgetown University and Co‐Chair of 

the DigitalGeorgetown Steering Committee;
• the Bioethics Library is home to the world’s largest and most extensive collection of 

materials on ethics, medicine and biomedical research;
• the Bioethics Library's unique collection includes more than 100,000 books, journals, 

archival materials and digital objects;
• as part of the Kennedy Institute of Ethics, the Bioethics Library hosts visiting researchers 

from around the world who come for access to the unique collections and archives held 
at Georgetown University.

My background: although I am Head of the Bioethics Research Library, I am not a 
librarian by training. My Master’s degree is in Communication, Culture, Technology 
from Georgetown University. I am excited to be able to share great collections of 
information with students, scholars, and researchers worldwide.
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We will explore the bioethics library archival collections from past commissions to 
see what types of materials they left behind and how they are being shared.

1. Types of archival records, what are unique to PCSBI
2. Our strategy for dissemination of materials
3. Looking at archives of past advisory bodies in the context of public access
4. Opportunities for extending the legacy of the current commission

2



The types of records reflect their approach to public engagement. Primarily this is 
through meetings and reports, and later websites become important tools to share 
information. Some files are only in physical archives will others are accessible 
online.

• Administrative records
• Meeting records
• Subject files and briefing books
• Project records
• Outreach records
• Correspondence records
• International research panel records
• Official website (90’s onwards)

the Bioethics Commission – a focus on public engagement:

• New types of work on bioethical issues: educational materials such as primers, 
teaching tools, research guides 

• Social media: 300+ blog posts, 780+ tweets
• Videos: 300+ webcast / webinar / shorts
• Presentation materials (PowerPoint slides)
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Some of the records are unique to us, such as handwritten notes and marginalia or 
correspondence donated to us by commission members. We also have some non-
federal archives as well.

• How many archival records? 100  linear feet spanning 41 years
• Records from 70’s and 80’s were paper files, requiring digitization later
• Early records are harder to access while later records are born digital

1. National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and 
Behavioral Research: 1974-1978, 14 linear feet

2. President's Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research: 1978-1983, 28 linear feet

3. Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments:1994-1995, 20 linear feet
4. National Bioethics Advisory Commission: 1996-2001, 26 linear feet
5. The President’s Council on Bioethics: 2001-2009, 10 linear feet
6. The Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical Issues: 2009-2017, tbd
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We want to provide a stable, central resource for bioethics researchers. In a way, 
this is extending the impact of past commissions by bringing knowledge and 
information to people decades later. A note on the symbolism in this photo: the 
globe reminds us of the global audience while the clock reminds us of the duty to 
the future.

• Making it useful through public access
• Improve discoverability of the content
• Ease of use of the resource; item level finding aids
• Co-locate physical materials (especially important for copyrighted materials)
• Our goal: carry forward the impact of the work through continued access by 

students, researchers, and the public both local and worldwide
• Long-term vision is essential -- most of the use of the work will occur in the 

future. Get feedback from researchers to further improve the resource
• Preservation is important too, but must balance with access to materials. Some 

materials stored off-site and we are actively re-boxing materials as necessary
• NARA has to support hundreds of federal bodies, we are able to specialize in 

bioethics content
• Create additional access points to complement NARA for those without a formal 

research methodology or access to the archive
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In addition to digitizing records, we provide physical access to them for visiting 
researchers. They also use our book collection of about 30,000 titles.

• Visiting researchers at the Bioethics Research Library
• Physical archives often the “last resort” after online options are explored
• Access with other related materials on bioethics multiplies returns of research
• The more unique materials we gather together the more useful it becomes
• Feedback from researchers can further improve context of archival collections
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Early commissions focused on meetings & public hearings, and were more about 
policy recommendations than public outreach. There were thousands of pages of 
materials from these commissions that were not available online. An earlier library 
project digitized them and we put them on flickr so at least they are accessible. We 
can reach more people through online surrogates. What is interesting about these 
records is that some of the outreach work, such as interviewing prisoners as part of 
collecting information for reports, is not clearly reflected in their archives.

• 70’s and 80’s commission archives contain briefing books, subject files, and 
transcripts from meetings and public hearings

• Finding aids make it easier to locate physical materials, often with item-level 
records to describe the contents of the archive

• Challenge to share online without further processing work, presently 5,680 
pages of material digitized and hosted on flickr.com

7



The way advisory bodies engage with the public begins to shift with the new tool of 
the internet. Their meeting transcripts, briefing books, and interim and final reports 
appeared online.

• First use was a text-based web browser, gopher
• Easier public access to born digital files
• ACHRE had a public reading room that contained the same information 

available online, as well as copies of documents submitted by the public at 
Advisory Committee meetings

• Website saved at George Washington University Archive and Bioethics 
Archives

• Saved also at bioethics for redundant saving and for out goal to archive several 
bioethics-related websites

• Complements unique materials of our physical archive including unique 
materials like correspondence

• at bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu/achre/
• This website mirror has converted 1,014 original text files to html in order to 

transform the accessibility of the original materials. This conversion project was 
completed on July 14th, 2014 and is hosted by the Bioethics Research Library 
at Georgetown University.
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Now, what did this mean for advisory body archives? Technology moves faster than 
NARA can react.

• What “counts” as an archival object at NARA? Focus on the physical
• Archives are reports, commissioned papers, meetings, and correspondence, 

working files, surveys
• Temporary files include reference materials, responses to requests, word 

processing and electronic records
• They are not quite sure what to do with websites, seen as ephemeral
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Universities stepped in to host the “graveyard” of federal websites.

• The NBAC website snapshot was temporary at NARA… “destroy/delete 
immediately upon approval of schedule”

• Now hosted & maintained at bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu/nbac/
• Website was part of their approach to disseminating materials, included links to 

other bioethics centers and news on the activities of the commission
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In 2004, PCBE worked with Georgetown University to share previous  commission 
materials, mostly reports, through the internet. Website content becomes an implicit 
part of the outreach strategy.

• PCBE website included background materials, meeting transcripts and reports
• Reports from previous commissions digitized
• All reports added to Georgetown University’s institutional repository, 

DigitalGeorgetown, with 20,000 views per year for 57 objects
• Hosted at bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu and digital.georgetown.edu
• Reports from previous commissions digitized and made available online
• Cooperative agreement with Kennedy Institute of Ethics to digitize and share 

previous materials produced by federal bioethics commissions signed on 
December 31st, 2004

• Another notable publication was a collection of essays on human dignity
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Far from dead, these preserved websites are quite active, with about 1,000 visits a 
day.

• This is helpful for continued public access to materials in an easy to use way
• Dips during weekend, summer, and winter holidays. Clear, measurable impact. 

Average time on page is 2:24 minutes
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There are a lot of opportunities for public outreach now and through the future and 
go beyond reports and meetings. While public accessibility through NARA works 
okay, they support hundreds of presidential and congressional commissions. We 
can also do a lot while the commission is active to gather materials and prepare a 
collection of unique information that will be helpful to bioethics researchers and the 
public worldwide. Working with current staff can give us an opportunity not only to 
create context but to help provide what may become future digital or physical 
materials for researchers. We appreciate everyone who has donated their materials 
and made these unique resources available. We really only facilitate the sharing of 
information from one generation to the next.

• Go beyond PDF files, republish educational materials from pdf as a webpage
• Save information from the Bioethics Commission’s outreach activities and 

external events
• Identify and preserve unique materials for a physical archive, such as subject 

files or background research
• Describe the context of archival materials – often NARA just receives a hard drive 

with files and no context
• Save videos and webcasts for ongoing access – long tail of use over time will find 

unexpected audiences
• What else can be preserved now to be used after the Bioethics Commission 

ends?
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We appreciate everyone who has donated their materials and made these unique 
resources available. We really only facilitate the sharing of information from one 
generation to the next.

• The Bioethics Research Library is collaborating with Georgetown’s University 
Library to digitize, preserve and extend the history of bioethics. 

• Visit us at bioethics.georgetown.edu
• twitter.com/bioethicslib
• facebook.com/bioethicsresearchlibrary
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