
How to Prepare Your 
Organization for AI
Assisted Discovery

A PRACTICAL GUIDE
FOR HERITAGE LEADERS READY TO ADOPT AI WITH

CLARITY, CONFIDENCE, AND RESPONSIBLE STEWARDSHIP.



Overview 

AI assisted discovery is transforming how heritage organizations 
understand, interpret, and activate their collections. 

But adopting AI isn't simply a technical decision; it's an organizational one.

History Associate's 2026 AI Adoption Report reveals three critical truths:

1. AI adoption is accelerating across heritage, archival, and litigation support,
 but unevenly.
2. Leaders want clarity over complexity.
3. Human Guided AI is the preferred path forward.

At History Associates, we believe that leveraging AI responsibly can truly
elevate professional judgment and accountability. By prioritizing transparency, 
explainability, and cultural sensitivity, we can unleash the incredible potential
of human-guided AI. This approach honors the nuances and context of our
work, ensuring we maximize the benefits for everyone involved.

In this new guide, we've outlined how heritage organizations can prepare 
for AI assisted discovery in a strategic, ethical, and mission-aligned way.



Start with Mission, Not Models 
AI adoption should begin with your institution's

purpose, not with tools or features.

Ask these questions as you consider using AI: 
• What do we want AI to help us do?
• What problems are we trying to solve?
• What barriers to discovery exist today?
• What would better access or insight enable?

A few examples of mission aligned goals: 
• Improve discovery for researchers and communities
• Surface hidden stories and connections through wider
 and faster search capabilities
• Reduce staff time spent on repetitive tasks

AI succeeds when it supports your mission,
not when it drives it. And one important caution to 
consider is that AI can only discover and summarize data 
and information it can access.  Not all historical records
are digitized.

Build a Foundation of
Good Data Stewardship 

Our 2026 AI Adoption Report makes this clear:
AI is only as strong as the data it learns from

and the information it can access.

Before adopting AI, ensure: 
• Metadata is structured and documented
• Collections are processed or partially processed
• Rights, provenance, and access levels are defined
• Sensitive materials are identified
• Digital assets are stored and tagged consistently

Why this matters: 
• AI assisted discovery amplifies patterns, including
 inconsistencies.
• Good stewardship reduces risk and increases the
 quality of AI outputs.



Establish Governance Early 
Our 2026 AI Adoption Report found that governance

is one of the biggest blockers to adoption and one
of the biggest accelerators when done well.

Governance should include: 
1. Clear roles and responsibilities
2. Policies for AI assisted work
3. Rules for reviewing AI suggestions
4. Transparency requirements
5. Documentation of decisions
6. Bias awareness and mitigation practices

“AI must be transparent, explainable, and 
traceable. Users should always know why an
AI platform makes a suggestion and what
it is basing the suggestion on.”

Strengthen Metadata
Before You Scale AI 

Metadata is the backbone of AI assisted discovery

Prepare your metadata by: 
• Cleaning up legacy fields
• Standardizing vocabularies
• Documenting schemas
• Creating rules for enrichment and review
• Identifying gaps AI can help fill

Where AI can help: 
• Suggesting tags
• Extracting data
• Enhancing OCR
• Identifying relationships
• Clustering related materials

AI should never replace human review,
a core principle of our human-guided
AI point-of-view.



Start Small with Safe,
High-Value Use Cases

AI adoption works best when it begins with focused,
low-risk, high-impact projects. AI adoption should begin with

your institution's purpose, not with tools or features.

Ideal starting points: 
• Collections with clear rights and low sensitivity
• Photographs with limited metadata
• Collections with recurring themes
• Materials frequently requested by researchers
• Digitized assets ready for enrichment

Avoid starting with: 
• Highly sensitive materials
• Unprocessed collections
• Content with unclear rights
• High stakes interpretive projects

Small wins build confidence and 
internal support and help mitigate 
reputational risk.

Choose Tools That
Keep Humans in Control 

History Associates' point of view and AI Statement
emphasize Human Guided AI — and for good reason.

AI tools should: 
• Present suggestions, not final decisions
• Allow archivists, historians, and researchers to
 accept, reject, or modify outputs
• Provide evidence for each suggestion
• Run within secure, governed environments
• Integrate into existing workflows

Avoid tools that: 
• Automatically publish AI generated content
• Identify individuals without human review
• Obscure how decisions were made
• Require sending sensitive data to uncontrolled
 environments

Control is non-negotiable.



Integrate AI into
Familiar Workflows
AI adoption succeeds when it feels like

an enhancement, not a disruption.

AI should integrate into: 
• Processing workflows
• Digitization pipelines
• Metadata enrichment
• Research workflows
• Digital access platforms (e.g., PastView)

Why this matters: 
• Familiarity reduces friction.
• Predictability builds trust.
• Integration ensures sustainability.

Prepare Your Team for
New Ways of Working

AI adoption is as much about people as technology.

Support your team by: 
• Providing training on AI basics
• Clarifying what AI will and won't do
• Demonstrating how AI supports — not replaces —
 expertise
• Creating space for experimentation and learning
• Encouraging questions and feedback

Our 2026 AI Adoption Report found 
that skills and confidence are major 
barriers. Addressing them early 
accelerates adoption.



Prioritize Transparency
and Traceability

Transparency, provenance, and traceability are at the
heart of our HAI AI Policy and published Statement,
and they are a core expectation across the sector.

AI assisted discovery must allow users to: 
• See which items informed a suggestion
• Understand why a match or tag was proposed
• Trace outputs back to source materials
• Review and validate AI generated insights

Transparency is not optional; it's 
essential for stewardship, provenance, 
and trust.

Build a Roadmap for
Responsible AI Adoption 

AI adoption is not a one-time project;
it's a multi year evolution.

Your roadmap should include: 
• Short-term pilots, experimentation, and scientific
 methods of testing and learning
• Medium-term scaling plans
• Long-term governance and sustainability
• Training and capacity building
• Integration with access and activation goals
• Alignment with your AI policies and principles

A roadmap turns experimentation
into strategy.



AI assisted discovery has the power to transform how heritage organizations understand 
and activate their collections, but only when adopted with clarity, governance, and 
mission alignment.

Our 2026 AI Adoption Report - The Pressures, Possibilities, and Precautions in
Heritage, Archival, and Litigation Support offers a glimpse into what professionals in 
these fields are thinking about AI. Additionally, the newly published History Associates
AI statement outlines our core principles: Human Guided AI, transparency, stewardship, 
and responsible innovation.

We hope this guide provides insights into how HAI is adopting AI and how we help our 
clients pursue AI adoption in a thoughtful, ethical, and future ready way.

We'd love to continue the conversation and learn more about your AI adoption plans,
as well as any questions you may have.  

You don't have to navigate AI adoption alone; we are here to help.

Visit historyassociates.com to get started.

Conclusion
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