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In 1992, the Canadian Heritage Information Network (CHIN) celebrates its 20th anniversary. 
CHIN, a programme of the Canadian govemment, was set up to create a national inventory 
of collections. During the 20 years of its existence, CHIN has had its share of successes. It 
has also made mistakes. The purpose of this paper is to share those successes and failures in 
the hope that other institutions or national systems may benefit from our experience. This 
paper will describe the evolution of the CHIN programme and will conclude with a 
description of what we consider tobe the most important lesson we ha ve learned. 

Early Assumptions 

CHIN's first system was set up based on a number of assumptions. After initial consultations 
with Canadian museums, it was believed that collections were well documented; that records 
were complete and consistent; and that museum documentation rarely changed. It was also 
believed that museum databases should follow traditional disciplines. From the viewpoint of 
manual systems of documentation, these assumptions may have been correct. From the 
viewpoint of an automated system, they led us to make our first mistakes. 

Based on these assumptions (and also as a result of very real limitations in ex1stmg 
technology) we set up a centralised system. Because we assumed that records were consistent 
and rarely changed, we acquired a system with excellent entries and retrieval capabilities, but 
with limited editing capacity. In reality, once museums learned how the computer could be 
used to track changes to information and the movement to artefacts, they immediately 
wanted tobe able to edit their records. We then compounded our difficulties by deciding to 
develop our own programmes to accommodate their needs. The result was that a tremendous 
amount of staff energy was now used to maintain this new system. 

Other difficulties arose from the decision to maintain disciplinary databases. Although from 
the viewpoint of establishing standards it makes perfect sense to follow disciplinary lines, we 
found there was a real inconsistency from institution to institution in how disciplines were 
defined. The public, as well, did not restrict their questions along disciplinary lines. The 
result was that searches had to be conducted in a number of databases to ensure that they 
were complete. (In keeping with our desire to avoid disciplinary lines, we have since divided 
the world into two: man-made and occurring in nature.) 

The main lesson we leamed from this experience was that, for the purpose of museums, an 
inventory was inadequate. The computer opened the potential for collections management, 
which is what Canadian museums required. We also leamed that a centralised system just 
didn't work, that we had to give control back to the museums. Finally, we leamed that we 
had to place a greater emphasis on standards. 
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The New Mandate 

The result was that in 1982 CHIN acquired a new mandate. In addition to our responsibility 
for creating a national inventory, we were also asked to provide a collections management 
service to museums and to advise them on new technology. 

How does our collections management service work? Each museum possesses one or more 
institutional databases, for the humanities, the natural sciences, or both, located on our 
Ottawa-based computer. The museum communicates with our computer by means of its local 
microcomputers and the telecommunications network. Collections records are entered into 
the institutional database, which the museum uses to manage the activities of its collections. 
Although each database is tailor-made to meet local needs, it is also based on common 
standards. Therefore each museum can meet its own requirements while maintaining 
consistency from institution to institution. At some point, we expect museums to transfer 
their databases to their own collections management systems, but to date most have been 
content to maintain their databases in Ottawa. Access to these institutional databases is for 
the museums to decide; generally access is restricted to their own staff, but some museums 
now allow outside researchers to access nonsensitive data. 

CHIN's mandate has also charged us with creating a National Inventory. We accomplish this 
by means of severa} National Databases, one each for the humanities, natural sciences, and 
archaeological sites. In these databases is recorded public information about the collections 
of Canadian museums participating in CHIN. This information is extracted from the 
institutional databases, loaded into the appropriate National Database, and then macte 
available for inquiry by the public and by museums. CHIN clients are also able to 
communicate amongst each other by means of electronic mail. 

The problem of standards was dealt with by setting up an interna} documentation research 
group as well as disciplinary working groups amongst our clients. These working groups 
help us to set directions for our work. They also evaluate any results and, in some cases, 
conduct their own research projects. CHIN clients also represent us from time to time on 
such projects as CIMI, the Computer Interchange of Museum Information Committee. The 
result is that standards evolve consistent with museums' changing needs. The user group has 
also become very sophisticated and informed. 

In the recent years, CHIN has branched out. One example of this is the Conservation 
Information Network, a collaborative network which disseminates information pertinent to 
conservation intemationally. CHIN's partners in this venture are the Canadian Conservation 
Institute, the Getty Conservation Institute, the Conservation Analytical Laboratory of the 
Smithsonian Institution, The International Council of Museums, The International Council of 
Monuments and Sites, and the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and 
Restoration of Cultural Property. The Conservation Information Network provides access to 
databases on conservation literature, materials used in conservation, and suppliers. 
Subscribers to the network are also provided with electronic mail. Currently approximately 
500 institutions in 23 countries access the network. 

It has become apparent over the years that museums can benefit from other professional 
in formation. This is accomplished by means of reference databases that contain a wide range 
of information of interest to museums. Some example of databases to be disseminated this 
way include: 
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• Inventory of American Sculpture, the Smithsonian Institution 
• Museological Bibliography, ICOM, the Canadian Conservation Institute 
• Bibliographic Database on Heritage Legislation 

- Dr. Patrick O'Keefe 
• Canadian Heritage Directory 

- Heritage Canada 
• Canadian Society of Zoologists Collections Database 

- Canadian Society of Zoologists 

Certain databases may be also disseminated on CD-ROM. 

Romania 

CHIN's commitment to research also remains high. In recent years, two new programmes 
have been instituted: the Technology Assessment Centre and the Fellowship Program. The 
former conducts research into new technology in order to provide better advice to clients and 
to develop standards against which museums can measure commercial products. The Centre's 
primary focus at present is imaging technology. The focus of CHIN's Fellowship Program, 
on the other hand, is research into documentation standards. Fellows are funded for a period 
of up to two years. Current projects include an exploration of the use of documentation of 
contemporary art. 

A final area of development is the expansion of the network. CHIN plans to make more 
databases available to a wider range of institutions intemationally. Within Canada, we hope 
to increase access to the network by establishing regional networks in cooperation with 
regional authorities and museum associations. 

Lessons Learned 

What have we learned in the past 20 years? Our lessons can be summarised m four 
categories: service, managing expectations, standards, and partnership. 

Service 

As an organisation that plays a service role, CHIN has had to face the issue of service versus 
control. Our choice has been to emphasise service. For example, in the area of standards we 
have tried to respond to our users' needs rather than unilaterally set standards and force 
compliance. Participation in CHIN is strictly voluntary. Our clients are funded by other 
levels of government, not by us. We're not in the position to force anyone to do anything, nor 
is that our wish. We genuinely believe that it is our role to respond to our clients' needs. This 
means that development time is sometimes slower than it would be if we were more 
directive, but it also means that our clients are committed to the final product. 

Managing expectations 

Twenty years ago, the task of building a National Inventory of collections seemed quite 
straightforward. It was easy to believe that computers would salve ali our problems. Where 
we failed was that we did not understand the information needs of museums. By 
oversimplifying the complexity of museum information, we created an expectation within 
the museum community for a service that could not be provided. 

Today people are more computer-literate and the need to manage expectations appears to be 
less. Unfortunately, with each new breakthrough in technology, we want to jump on the 
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bandwagon to sol ve all our problems. An example of this is imaging technologies. There is a 
tendency to downplay the importance of documentation now that we have electronic images. 
What we really need to do is to determine how images can help us to record and disseminate 
information, and to look at our needs and processes to see where images can best fit in. 

Standards 

In the area of standards we have leamed two main lessons. The first is the requirement that 
standards be flexible. They must respond to client needs and they must evolve over time as 
those needs change. 

The second lesson is that they should not be developed in isolation. Where possible, it is 
important to leam from the work of others. It is very human to feel that one's needs are 
unique and to want to develop a distinct product, but certainly at CHIN we have leamed that 
this can be a very difficult and time-consuming process. More and more now we are trying to 
benefit from the work of others. An example of this is our efforts to promote the use of the 
Art and Architecture Thesaurus among Canadian museums. 

Partnership 

The museum community is large and varied. No one museum holds all the collections or all 
the information on any one subject. It is increasingly important to look beyond institutional 
boundaries to satisfy the public's need for information. 

As with collections information, so with networks. Their development cannot be achieved by 
any one organisation. The greatest success that CHIN has experienced bas been in 
partnership with others: for example, our partnership in the Conservation Information 
Network. 

The essentia:l ingredient in the success of a national system is cooperation. National systems 
exist to share a common goal: the creation, use, and dissemination of information. Only with 
good will and cooperation amongst members can national systems hope to succeed. But with 
good will, they can create something far beyond original expectations. 
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