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This paper provides a brief introduction to standards for museum information. Standards are 
agreed-upon statements which help control an action or the form of a product. In our context, 
museum information standards are agreed definitions of the form of museum information 
and the documentation procedures we follow when caring for and using collections. 

We need standards as the hasis for effective systems, to support information interchange, and 
as a focus for the museum documentation profession. They are fundamental to our work to 
demonstrate accountability for collections and provide access to these collections by the 
public and researchers. 

Information standards are part of the wider move toward a family of museum standards. The 
museum community is a business, and like any other business we need agreed-upon rules to 
govern our work. In organisational terms, museums can be thought of as professional 
bureaucracies, where highly qualified specialists control the actions of the organisation. 
Organisations of this type work by consensus, conforming to widely recognised norms. 

In this paper, I shall consider three issues: 

• Standards principles 
• An outline of relevant museum in formation standards 
• Reference to some of the major data standard initiatives. 

The paper is based in part on a report being prepared by the International Documentation 
Committee of ICOM (CIDOC) and the Getty Art History Information Program (AHIP), 
following a planning meeting help in Canterbury, England, in September 1991. 

Standards Principles 
Sources of standards 

Standards may be created to establish consistency within an organisation, a group of 
organisations, a country, or globally. In many cases, they may actually arise without any 
formal agreement or through adopting the practice of a leading institution in the field, in 
which case they can be described as de facto. 

For institutions such as museums, relevant standards may be developed outside the 
profession, by national or international standards bodies. These bodies include the British 
Standards Institute (BSI), Association Fran~ţaise de Normalisation (AFNOR), Deutsches 
Institut ftir Normung (DIN), and the International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO). 
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One task in museum documentation is to identify appropriate ex1stmg standards and 
encourage their adoption. As computerisation and information management is one of the 
most important and rapidly evolving areas for national and international standardisation 
efforts, museums are well served in this field. 

However, there are specific issues which are of limited relevance to other professions. This is 
where it is necessary to establish intemally developed standards. One significant example is 
the different fields of information that make up a record about the items in a collection and 
the appropriate terminology to use within those fields. 

lf national and international information standards are to be effective and relevant, they must 
be developed with the full support and involvement of the community to which they apply. 
There must bea formal process whereby representative bodies work by consensus to produce 
draft standards; consult with the community over the details of these standards; and then seek 
the public endorsement of the standards by their potential users. 

Basic standards concepts 

A Working Group of the Society of American Archivists advised the U.S. archive 
community on the importance of a formal standards process in a report published in 1989 
(Society of American Archivists Working Group (1989), The American Archivist, 53 (1)). 
This report identified six primary standards concepts: 

• Standards are not ends in themselves, but means to an end 
• The successful development and implementation of standards requires cooperation and 

collaboration among all affected parties 
• Cooperative efforts usually require consensus on standard principles or procedures 
• Effective implementation of standards requires a body such as a central authority to 

enforce their use or an organisation to give its director implied consent to their use 
• Economic benefits are the primary incentives behind the development and successful 

implementation of most standards 
• Standards development is often time-consuming, costly, tedious, and frustrating. 

Types of standard 

The resulting standards can take three main forms, ranging from a restrictive and explicit 
statement to a more permissive model: 

• Technical standards are the most rigid and exacting and, if followed correctly, will yield 
identica! products 

• Conventions (rules or professional standards) are more flexible and accommodate more 
variation in local practice; they will result in similar products when applied correctly 

• Guidelines provide a broad set of practice or service criteria against which to measure 
products or programs. 

Different factors can affect the appropriateness of these three forms of standard. For 
example, in some circumstances, it may be impossible to develop a technical standard 
because of a lack of consensus; in others, the problem may not lend itself to a technical 
standard or may not require the specificity of a technical standard. 
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A consideration of the cost-effectiveness of the work is important when deciding whether to 
develop a standard. Part of the development cost is the organisational infrastructure needed 
to draft the standard, ensure that it receives widespread approval, publish and maintain the 
rules, and encourage its use. National and international standards organisations have 
procedures which ensure standards are relevant, correct, and approved hy their client hase. 

Benefits of Museum Documentation Standards 

The henefits of estahlishing agreed museum information standards include: 

• Providing a model which can be used by individual organisations, projects, and vendors as 
the hasis for practica! systems and guidelines. This leads to more consistent and effective 
systems and recording practices within and hetween institutions. This principle has heen 
particularly effective in Canada and a numher of European countries, where museum 
organisations have estahlished agreed-upon standards. These have heen used as the hasis 
for collections management systems and statements of recommended professional 
practices. 

• Developing staff expertise and opportunity. The availahility of agreed-upon standards, 
systems, and practices leads to the definition of training requirements and enhanced 
professional contact, greater joh mohility, and hetter training opportunities. 

• Supporting information sharing, including enhancing the ahility for an institution to 
contrihute its information to outside institutions and initiatives, and to itself henefit hy 
drawing upon collahorative resources, such as authority files. 

Museum Information Standards 

The international and national information standards required hy museums and other cultural 
heritage organisations fali into four main groups. 

Information system standards detine the components of the information system itself. In the 
case of a museum, this might encompass separate facilities for cataloguing, collections 
management, memhership, administration, finance, and publishing. 

Information interchange standards detine the technical framework for sharing information, 
whether among systems in a single organisation or among different organisations. ISO and 
other national and international standards agencies have developed a suite of standards for 
this area. The Computer Interchange of Museum Information (CIMI) project is exploring 
these issues in depth, looking at a wide range of existing standards and their application to 
museum needs. 

Another component needed to support the interchange process is a data standard. This is 
also essential within the institution's system, as a definition of the structure, content and 
values for collection information: 

• Data structure is concerned with the different fields that can he used to record information 
and with the relationships among these fields 

• Data content is concerned with the rules or conventions which govern the way data should 
be entered in these fields, including cataloguing rules and syntax conventions 
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• Data value is concemed with the vocabulary that can be used m the fields and the 
character sets that are allowed. 

Documentation procedural standards outline the scape of the practica! functions that should 
be followed when managing and using a collection. A detailed interna! standard will be 
based on a functional analysis of the procedures and requirements of the institution. One 
aspect of a procedural standard that is needed to support the interchange of information is a 
service definition, specifying the scape of what is being exchanged. Museums will need to 
develop a family of definitions for procedures such as developing a collection, cataloguing, 
exchanging information about the components of a temporary exhibition, contributing 
biographic or geographic data to a cooperative authority file, etc. 

Major Data Standard Initiatives 

Table 1 lists some of the data standards initiatives currently underway in museums. While 
this list is selective, it gives an indication of the diversity of initiatives. If you have 
information about other national or international projects, please contact CIDOC. 

At the intemationallevel, CIDOC has three Working Groups concemed with data standards. 
The Reconciliation of Standards Working Group is developing a methodology for 
understanding museum information concepts, and a model data standard. Applications of this 
standard are being designed, in collaboration with a number of the projects referred to below. 
The Documentation Standards Working Group is taking a more practica! approach in 
designing working data standards for individual disciplines, the first of which is concemed 
with art collections. This work has been applied in the NARCISSE project which is 
developing a research database of conservation images and text. The Terminology Control 
Working Group is encouraging the adoption of uniform vocabularies, initially by acting as a 
coordinator and surveying existing initiatives. 

National initiatives in Europe include the development of data standards in the UK, France, 
Switzerland and elsewhere. A similar approach has been taken in Canada, where the 
Canadian Heritage Information Network has designed two core standards for the humanities 
and the natural sciences. In the United States, a series of major initiatives are examining the 
information needs of individual disciplines. There is a growing collaboration between these 
projects, with a frequent interchange of ideas through personal contacts at meetings and 
conferences, such as those arranged by CIDOC. In the long-term this should lead to a 
network of inter-related standards at a national and international level, and a far greater 
interchange of information between museums around the world. 

Table 1 
Examples Of Data Standard Initiatives 

CIDOC Reconciliation of Standards Working Group 
CIDOC Documentation Standards Working Group 
CIMCIM Working Group 
CIDOC Terminology Control Working Group 
AAT Multilingual Project 
ICOM Costume Classification 
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Initiatives by Country 

Europe 
Sweden 
Netherlands 

France 

Germany 
United Kingdom 

Switzerland 
Italy 

Canada 

USA 

NARCIS SE 
Sweterm 
ICONCLASS Classification 
Mardoc 
Ministry of Culture 
Garnier Classification 
Systeme descriptif des objets 
Allgemeines Ktinstlerlexikon 
MDA Data Standard 
UK Museum Data Standard 
Banque de donnees des biens culturels Suisses 
Italian Institute for Cataloguing and 
Documentation (ICCD) 
Thesauri terminology 

Canadian Heritage Information Network (CHIN) 
data dictionaries 
Art Information Task Force (AITF) 
Common Agenda for History Museums 
Association for Systematics Collections 
Art and Architecture Thesaurus (AA T) 
Nomenclature Classification 

129 

Romania 

www.cimec.ro


