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How to cope when you open your digital doors 
 

Paul Rowe 

Abstract 

A desire to open up access to collections information has led many museums and galleries to 
provide online access to all of their collection records. This is an exciting opportunity for 
heritage organisations to better engage with their communities, but it also creates new 
challenges and increases the demand on limited staff resources. 

Online visitors may provide new information about items in your collection, but who will 
manage these interactions and how will you incorporate this information into your current 
catalogue? Will this new workload require shifting priorities from existing duties? How does 
the impact of online collection projects differ for social history, natural history and art 
collections? What unexpected results can come from sharing all of the collection records? 

Keywords: digital access, audience engagement, collections data, data quality, copyright, 
metrics 

The participants 

This article is the result of an online questionnaire and follow-up discussions during April 2015 

with fifteen art and heritage organisations that have made the commitment to share the bulk 

of their collection records online. Each of the survey participants was able to provide concrete 

examples of how the online visitors had changed the way they worked. 

The breakdown of the participants was as follows: eight museums, six galleries and one 

university; eight social history collections, six art collections and three natural science 

collections; five New Zealand organisations, five Australian organisations, two US 

organisations and three UK organisations; three small organisations (1-5 full-time equivalent 

employees), five medium-sized organisations (6-30 full-time equivalent employees) and 

seven large organisations (greater than 31 full-time equivalent employees). Two of the 

organisations managed multiple collections types. 

The mission of many of the surveyed organisations included goals of inspiring and helping to 

educate their audience. While most of them aimed to serve their local community, many also 

aspired to connect with people around the world. Sharing information recorded about their 

collections was seen as an important step in meeting these goals. 
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The challenges of providing online access to the full collection catalogue 

A typical survey response was that “the museum has had to reorganise itself to respond 

actively to the increased demand for information on the collection”. Putting your collection 

online will have a noticeable impact on your organisation. “At least half of the members of 

the public who contact us with specific research enquiries have already used the online 

collections explorer” (River and Rowing Museum). 

50% of the organisations said that they now had to spend more time answering queries.  

With the large number of digitised records now available online and the facility for 

people to comment and add information we are dealing with a ballooning number of 

queries, but more significantly a surge of people offering us further information to 

update our records with. This is very encouraging but does present challenges to deal 

with this interest within existing staff constraints.  

Working to put a large number of our collection records online has been an important 

priority for us, and one that continues to boost access to our collections. It has opened 

up many doors and usage continues to build. However the success of this is also 

presenting us challenges, chiefly how to deal effectively and efficiently with the growing 

flow of information from our community in a timely manner. 

Puke Ariki 

One organisation logged all enquiries requiring more than 15 minutes response work. These 

enquiries increased from 250 to 400 per year after putting the collection records online.  

Many of the participants also reported increased demand for loans (38%) and reproductions, 

including more obscure collection items which were now being discovered online. 

Determining the copyright status of each collection item was time consuming, particularly for 

pictorial collections where most of the material was still in copyright. This alone was a major 

portion of the effort involved in online collection projects. 

The data is never perfect and putting it online exposes these flaws. However, there is real 

value in putting the collection online, even without images. Without the online record most 

of your audience will not even know that you have the object. It’s an opportunity to find new 

information about your collection items and to correct mistakes that would not otherwise 
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have been spotted. “We are spreading this work amongst a pool of staff who complete it 

together with their normal cataloguing work. When this information is being entered it is a 

reality that other work must necessarily be put to one side.” (Puke Ariki). A report into how 

researchers discover physical objects found that “their most important wish is that online 

access to museum databases to be provided as quickly as possible, even if the records are 

imperfect or incomplete”.1 

There was also strong evidence that the type of enquiries changed after collection records 

were put online. The simpler questions could often be answered directly from the website, 

but this in turn led to more difficult questions. However, these questions also led to better 

connections between the museum and the community interested in its collections. More 

discussion was now taking place and museum audience interaction had been enhanced. 

Coping with the challenges 

50% of the organisations were able to get funding for additional staff on a project basis. This 

can be a tactic to help keep on top of the added workload. You could apply for project funding 

based on reaching new audiences or based on metrics for interest in other similar material 

you have already released online. 

We are still in the early stages of digitization but are excited about the potential for 

linking our collections to larger collections databases worldwide. We are also seeing an 

increase in involvement and funding from individuals and organizations outside the 

college due to the accessibility of the catalogue.  

Randolph College Natural History Collections Project 

George Oates was one of the team who developed the Flickr online photo website. She 

recently said “If you don’t know how your stuff is being used, or who is using it, or when it is 

used, you will remain in a black hole”.2 

When planning an online collection project is it important to decide on how the desired 

outcomes will be measured. For example, if one desired outcome is to increase the 

connection with your online visitors, then tracking the proportion of returning visitors to the 

website could be one measurement to follow. 
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Google Analytics is a free tool that provides a wealth of statistics about website usage. Keep 

an independent record of the metrics you’re tracking. Once a month, make a note of the key 

things you measure. A minimum of one full year’s worth of statistics is required before you 

can factor in seasonal trends. These metrics can help justify the work you and others are doing 

and can demonstrate success with concrete evidence over time. Google Analytics can also 

help you respond to short term events. For example, an item on the website may be popular 

because of an event in the news. You could then choose to write a blog post to make the most 

of the additional exposure and be part of the wider discussion about the event. 

Volunteers can help with the additional workload. Direct contact with people interested in 

the museum can be extremely rewarding for the volunteers and they are a huge asset. 

However, before involving a wider group of people in the cataloguing project you should have 

some basic standards in place. What minimum elements of information do you want to 

capture about your collection? Which fields can make use of standardised term lists to ensure 

consistency? An easily accessible internal standards document, even just a few pages, can 

greatly improve the quality and consistency of the information you record. 

The overall quality of the cataloguing can also be improved through periodic review of the 

data entry. Common strategies include automatic checks on all changes, such as setting 

required fields, and detailed spot checks on individual records. Data can also be improved by 

searching for records with missing information. For example, a search for all artist records 

with no date of birth or death recorded could be the starting point for comparing the records 

with public data sources such as the Australian Dictionary of Biography.3 

Standardised term lists can help online visitors navigate your website. For example, the object 

type could be presented as a link so that visitors can easily click to see all of the items of this 

type in your collection. Improving how your online collection is presented can help visitors 

answer their own questions. You may be able to use term lists that have already been 

developed. The Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (formerly the Powerhouse Museum) 

has an Object Name thesaurus for social history and this is free for download from their 

website.4 

Organising your online collection into broad categories can also help visitors explore it, 

particularly if they are not familiar with the extent of the collection or are just browsing for 

items of interest. This can be a simple page outlining significant subsets of the collections with 
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search links based on the cataloguing data available. 20% of respondents were also adding 

broad, public user-oriented, categories into their original catalogue records with the objective 

of improving the online accessibility of the collection. 

External standards go into greater detail on how best to catalogue your collection. The 

Collections Trust website has a whole range of online guides for all common museum 

processes.5 The Getty’s Categories for the Description of Works of Art takes account of all 

typical art catalogue fields and provides rules for common problems such as unknown 

makers.6 

The Australian Copyright Council provides a book specifically to help galleries and museums 

understand copyright law.7 In Australia you cannot publish a photographic reproduction of a 

work of art if you don’t have copyright clearance. You could however tackle the easier groups 

first, including art or photographs out of copyright because of when they were made or 

photographs you have taken of household social history items or natural science specimens. 

The online collection needs to clearly mark the copyright that applies to each record and 

image. Use the least restrictive licence you can as this will make the content more useful to 

those who discover it online. “The promiscuous spread of digital assets is a key factor in 

delivering on museums’ missions to educate, inform, stimulate, and enrich the lives of the 

people of the planet we live on.”8 

Copyright owners often cannot be traced, giving rise to ‘copyright orphans’. Maintain 

documentation on the efforts made to trace copyright owners. Use your online collection to 

help trace copyright owners for copyright orphans by giving visitors a clear way to get in touch 

about copyright issues. Establish procedures for when there is a copyright dispute so that 

there is already a clear policy should a conflict arise. The simplest approach is to take the 

content off the public website until the copyright issue is resolved. Auckland Art Gallery found 

that when a copyright owner was identified for a copyright orphan, most copyright owners 

were willing to allow continued online access to the material via the Gallery’s website. 

People will talk about your organisation and your collection. Having permanent pages for each 

collection item will allow you or others to share this content in many ways, including on social 

networks such as on Twitter or Facebook. 75% of respondents had part-time or full-time roles 

to cover social media and online engagement. “We have increased the number of student 

interns, who manage our website and social media pages and also have numerous curatorial 
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tasks, including cataloguing and digitization. Research has increased due to greater 

accessibility of the collections” (Randolph College Natural History Collections Project). 

You can reach a larger audience by sharing your records with other sites. The National 

Library’s Trove website can periodically copy your records onto their website as another place 

for this content to be discovered. For specimen records, The Atlas of Living Australia website 

provides a place to share these collections in the same way as Trove does for other collection 

types. 

Puke Ariki allow the public to add comments to each online collection record and this has 

unearthed a lot of new information. For example, one repeat visitor has added captions 

identifying who is sitting in a series of school sports team photos. Someone in the organisation 

must have the responsibility to respond to these comments, including thanking those who 

provide new information. There are definite benefits to publishing the entire collection 

online, rather than a smaller set of ‘perfect’ records. Even if some information is incorrect, it 

is beneficial to be corrected by a member of the public as it offers a chance to verify the new 

information and improve your records. 

Online collections did not increase the demand for information about the natural sciences 

collections in the survey. Significant items, such as type specimens, are separately 

documented in much greater detail in science journal publications. The organisations with 

natural science collections did not note an increase in work since putting their collections 

online, possibly because the material had a more specialised audience. 

Survey participants were unanimously positive about the overall impact of putting the 

collection online. Typical comments included “it's not negotiable for a serious public art 

museum in my opinion” (Auckland Art Gallery) and “it has revitalised our small local history 

Museum and significantly extended our reach” (Mataura and Districts Historical Society). 

Celebrate success 

The questionnaire brought forth examples of the community enthusiastically supporting the 

online collection. “I have loved the new digitised museum records. To see my Grandad’s 

gorgeous big ears popping out of a photo online … is truly heart-warming” was an example 

from an online visitor to the Mataura and Districts Historical Society website.   
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You will delight people by putting your content online. Celebrate your successes and keep a 

note of them. These successes can help you defend your past work and secure funding for the 

future. 
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