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Introduction
The Community Debate Surrounding LAM Collaboration

Collaboration among libraries, archives and museums (or LAMs, as we will call them for the purpose
of this report) has been a popular panel topic and conference theme. Two examples are: the 2005
RLG Forum, Libraries, Archives & Museums—Three-Ring Circus, One Big Show?" and the 2006 Rare
Books and Manuscripts Section (RBMS) conference Libraries, Archives and Museums in the Twenty-
First Century: Intersecting Missions, Converging Futures?’ As indicated by the question-mark at the
end of each conference title, both events were exploratory and, as such, they provide a valuable
snapshot of the state of community discussion.

Among the indicative insights from the RLG Forum was Ken Soehner’s (Metropolitan Museum of Art)
admonition that we carefully choose our words when describing interactions between LAMs. He
differentiated between coordination or cooperation and behavior that amounts to deep
collaboration. In Ken’s words (inspired by the circus-themed forum title), collaboration engenders “a
transformational change that is akin to letting go of one trapeze in midair before a new one swings
into view,” and that transformative impact on participating institutions distinguishes it from the
more “additive” nature of coordination/cooperation. As you will see in the section, Collaboration
Continuum (p. 10), this report extrapolates Ken’s useful observation into a continuum of possible
LAM interactions with increasing transformative power, risks and rewards.

To answer the question in the title of the RBMS conference, speakers offered ideas on different
opportunities for LAMs to pull more closely together, as well as projects exemplifying fruitful
interactions. Deborah Wythe (Brooklyn Museum of Art), an archivist working in a museum setting,
remarked that libraries and archives could learn more from museums about education, while
museums could take a page from libraries in providing better access to collections.* Michael Fox
(Minnesota Historical Society) expressed a similar sentiment during the RLG Forum: “I continue to
argue that good museums need to become more like research libraries and archives just as good
libraries and archives ought to adapt certain characteristics of the museum experience.”” While
“learning from each other” was presented as an opportunity, “lending to each other” was
established as a real-life example of LAMs working hand-in-hand. RBMS speaker Marcia Reed (Getty
Research Institute) elaborated on this theme in her discussion of several successful cross-
institutional exhibits involving library and archive material in the Los Angeles area. While eminently
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worthwhile and commendable, exhibitions do fall short of Ken’s measure for true collaboration: no
essential institutional processes or practices had to be altered to create the exhibit.

Both the RLG and the RBMS programs crossed the threshold to deep collaboration when speakers
from organizations with LAMs under the same roof came to the podium. Bob Sink from the Center for
Jewish History chronicled his institution’s quest for an integrated solution to managing library,
archive and museum collections within a single vendor-based system. While his story (anti-)
climaxed in the purchase of two systems: one for library and archival materials, and one for museum
objects—clearly the aim had been for a transformative solution creating economies (the reward) and
dependencies (the risk). During RBMS, Michele Doucet (Libraries & Archives of Canada) described
the user experience at Libraries and Archives Canada as supported by “an integrated, one-stop
access layout, with a reference model that basically works like a triage system in an emergency
room. All visitors come to one location where their specific request and level of need are quickly
assessed.”® This one-stop shopping in the physical world is made possible by the transformative
legislation which combined the National Library and the National Archives of Canada into a single
institution, and the policy decisions which flowed from it.

The RLG Forum and the RBMS conference staked the territorial boundaries of the contemporary
discussion surrounding LAMs, and surveyed the increasingly well-rehearsed arguments about
collaboration. LAMs can better serve their users by working more closely together (the “users don’t
care who manages the stuff, they just want access to it” argument), while stretching lean funds by
jointly shouldering investments around common functions (the “economies of scale” argument).
However, tensions were also evident, as exemplified by perceived incompatibilities in areas as
elevated as mission, and as granular as descriptive practice. Museums in particular emerged as the
odd-man-out, while libraries and archives were portrayed as more closely aligned. An RBMS
attendee from the museum community articulated the defensive position museum professionals
sometimes found themselves in: “The sentiment that libraries are correct, and museums might not
have as much to offer, definitely seemed to be a pervasive one.”” While few of the inter-institutional
working relationships highlighted in either conference crossed the line from coordination to
collaboration, some of the intra-institutional efforts squarely aim at transformative collaboration.

The program “Library, Archive and Museum Collaboration”® was conceived as the next chapter in an

ongoing community conversation whose rough contours have been traced above. Active
participation in this conversation over the years has led us to believe that the time for exposition of
commonality, difference and potential has passed, and that the next step must involve
collaboration-minded subsets of LAMs defining a concrete common vision. It was anticipated that
those most predisposed to crossing the threshold from being collegial to being deeply engaged
would be LAMs that are part of the same organizational structure. Because of the perceived
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imbalance in the relationships between LAMs, a neutral convener and facilitator was offered to help
them articulate their vision and incubate first steps towards it, maximizing their chances of success.

Based on these assumptions, an outcome-oriented one-day workshop for LAM professionals in
campus and campus-like environments was designed, and Diane Zorich was contracted to facilitate
the meetings and synthesize the findings. The workshops surfaced existing LAM working
relationships at our visited sites, and served as a catalyst for new collaborations. Attendees clearly
relished the opportunity to lay out their ideas in a diverse forum ranging from grassroots staff to
senior managers. The day’s flow (identifying existing collaborations, stating incentives,
acknowledging obstacles, no-holds-barred visioning, planning concrete projects) worked so well
that the day’s agenda, as well as a presentation used to set the scene, has been made available for
others to try’. More detail about the workshop methodology also can be found in Appendix I: Project
Methodology.

It was gratifying to learn that some current RLG Programs initiatives address common roadblocks
that prevent deeper LAM collaborations. The Museum Data Exchange'® project, generously funded
by The Andrew W. Mellon foundation, will help make museum data more fluid. The project creates a
tool which exports data out of museum collections management systems so it can be shared with
trusted partners such as library and archive collaborators. Once data from different LAM sources
flows together, the Terminology Services' project can help to bridge the gap between sets of data
cataloged with diverse data content standards. This Web-based service for controlled vocabularies,
currently a prototype engineered by OCLC Research staff, can respond to a query with broader and
narrower terms from different source authorities, a feature which can be leveraged to optimize
searching across heterogeneous data.

As LAM collaborations start maturing, RLG Programs will watch out for more opportunities to grease
the wheels for innovative ideas. While this report marks the end of our workshop activity, RLG
Programs will continue to serve as a catalyst in the LAM space. In the coming year, we plan to hold a
forum on LAM convergence to broaden the conversation among the RLG partnership. Furthermore,
we’re organizing a series of panels for the American Library Association (ALA), the American
Association of Museums (AAM) and the Society of American Archivists (SAA) annual conferences in
2009, backed by an endorsement from the Committee on Archives, Libraries and Museums (CALM)*?.
The panels will provide a platform for workshop participants to share their progress in collaborative
ventures to a wide audience. We’re also looking forward to the coordinated issues of The Library
Quarterly, Archival Science and Museum Management and Curatorship on the topic of LAM
convergence, slated to be published in the fall of 2009'%. We plan to contribute, and we encourage
our workshop participants to submit. As the conversation about LAM convergence continues, we
hope that it will be more and more infused by the kinds of collaborative work described in this report.

Giinter Waibel, Program Officer
RLG Programs, OCLC

www.oclc.org/research/publications/library/2008/2008-05.pdf September 2008
Zorich, et al. for OCLC Research Page 7




Beyond the Silos of the LAMs: Collaboration Among Libraries, Archives and Museums

Project Synopsis

“The increased focus on our collections leads to more and more demands for easily-accessible
information about the collections and easier access to the collections themselves. How can we
be sure that our projects lead to sustainable collaborations and sustainable systems that truly
create the kind of integrated research and teaching resources that we are seeking?”

The project that forms the basis of this report began in 2007, when RLG Programs initiated work on
the program, Library, Archive and Museum Collaboration.'® The goal of the program was threefold: to
explore the nature of library, archive and museum (LAM) collaborations, to help LAMs collaborate on
common services and thus yield greater productivity within their institutions, and to assist them in
creating research environments better aligned with user expectations—or, to reference this report’s
title, to move beyond the often-mentioned silos of LAM resources which divide content into
piecemeal offerings.

At the heart of the program was a series of workshops designed to be both exploratory and
outcome-oriented. Workshop participants were asked to identify motivations and obstacles in the
collaborative process and plan new collaborative projects and programs that addressed needs at
their own institutions.

Five RLG Programs partner sites were selected to participate in the workshops: the University of
Edinburgh, Princeton University, the Smithsonian Institution, the Victoria and Albert Museum, and
Yale University. These institutions were chosen from among a group of candidates sites because
they met the following project requirements:

e Their LAMs were part of a single organizational structure, such as a university or other
campus-like institution.®

e The sites were further along the collaboration continuum than most peer institutions, so
their staff would likely possess the experience and insights that could help clarify the
collaborative process.

e Each site was eager to move its own collaborative activities forward and was willing to
commit time and energy toward doing so.
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e Each site had a local “champion” for the effort who served as the primary liaison between
their institution and RLG Programs.

e Each site was available to participate in the project during RLG Program’s timeframe
(October 2007-April 2008).

RLG Programs staff conducted one-day workshops at each of the five sites using the same agenda
(see Appendix lll: Institutional Profiles). The workshop process began with broad discussions and a
free flow of ideas, and then narrowed to the creation of scenarios for collaborations and ultimately
focused on the identification of discrete projects proposed by workshop attendees. By the end of
the workshop series, ten projects had been proposed by the five sites. (For details, see the section,
Collaborative Projects, p. 16.)

While the workshops were the central mechanism for gathering information about collaboration and
promoting collaborative opportunities among LAMs, they were not the sole source of insight into the
collaborative process. Detailed discussions on this topic also were held with thought leaders and
with other RLG Programs partners who were at various stages of LAM collaborations (see Appendix
IV: Beyond the Workshops). The findings presented in this report represent information, ideas and
perceptions gleaned from all these sources.

More detailed information on the project methodology and workshop approach can be found in
Appendix I: Project Methodology.
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Collaboration Continuum

“Within our professional competencies, there is...an ethical requirement for us to be thinking
about the future. I don’t think I’d consider myself a good librarian if | wasn’t actually thinking
about collaborations across boundaries.”"’

The conversations during and in conjunction with the workshops revealed that the concept of
“collaboration” has many disparate aspects and is used in inconsistent ways. Broadly speaking,
collaboration refers to a process in which two or more groups work together toward a common goal
by sharing expertise, information and resources. In the context of LAM activities, it has become an
over-arching rubric, covering everything from simple interactions (such as informal meetings) to
highly intricate LAM activity (such as integrating information systems). However, characterizing such
diverse endeavors by a single term masks important distinctions. The level of effort, aspiration and
expertise required for the former is far less than what is needed for the latter.

To examine collaborative processes and behaviors in a more uniform manner, it is useful to view
collaborative activities on a continuum (see Figure 1: The Collaboration Continuum.) As LAMs move
from left to right on this continuum, the collaborative endeavor becomes more complex, the
investment of effort becomes more significant, and the risks increase accordingly. However, the
rewards also become greater, moving from singular, “one-off” projects to programs that can
transform the services and functions of an organization.

The various points along the continuum mark significant shifts in the collaborative process, and as a
result of the LAM interactions witnessed in the course of this project, it was helpful to define them
as follows:

The continuum starts with contact, when groups first meet to open up a dialogue and explore
commonalities in activities and needs. No joint efforts or projects emerge at this stage, but there are
investigative discussions about potential activities, and the “get to know you” nature of the meeting
leads to the development of interpersonal relationships that build a foundation of trust and allow
groups to proceed further along this continuum. Someone at a university, for example, extends an
invitation to other campus LAMs to attend an exploratory meeting, or a small group of LAMs might
meet in the context of a university activity and decide to reach out further to other campus LAMs.
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Figure 1: The Collaboration Continuum

The next major point on the continuum is cooperation. At this stage, LAMs agree to work informally
on an activity or effort that offers a small, yet tangible, benefit. Often this benefit is nothing more
than sharing information, or undertaking an activity on behalf of the other partners. For example, a
group of LAMs may agree to share their security plans as a way for each individual library, archive or
museum to learn about how other collecting units address security needs (and perhaps help them in
revising their own security plans). Sometimes the cooperation is one-way—an archive may offer to
assist a museum with its manuscript preservation when needed, or a museum may lend some of its
objects to a library for an exhibition.

Coordination marks the next major point on the continuum. When cooperative activities move
beyond a stage where they can be undertaken on an “as needed” or ad hoc basis, a framework is
required to organize efforts and ensure that everyone in the group understands “who does what,
when and where.” Efficiency becomes more critical, and activities must be planned in concert with
schedules and staff availability in order to proceed smoothly. Calendaring, distribution lists,
meeting reports and other communication tools emerge at this stage and support this framework.
Prime examples of LAM projects at the coordination stage are cross-domain advisory committees or
topical working groups. These groups might address areas such as digital assets, metadata
practices or collections policies across campus. They benefit from scheduled meetings, planned
agendas and other reporting and accountability in order to move their agendas forward.

Cooperation and coordination rely on informal or formal agreements between groups to achieve a
common end. The next point on the continuum, collaboration, moves beyond agreements. It is a
“...process of shared creation: two or more [groups]...interacting to create a shared understanding
that none had previously possessed or could have come to on their own.”*® Information is not just
exchanged; it is used to create something new. In collaboration, “something is there that wasn’t
there before.”’ That “something” is not just a new idea, but a transformation among the
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collaborating institutions. As Ken Soehner, Chief Librarian at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
Thomas J. Watson Library, noted:

“True collaboration...devises a new vision for a new way of doing things. It inevitably and
fundamentally involves change. Collaboration is transformational and the elements, institutions
and individuals involved in collaboration must change. That’s why it occurs so infrequently.”*

The intellectual and creative nature of collaboration—and the change required among the
participating parties—is more ambitious than cooperation and coordination and much harder to
develop and sustain. For example, a collaboration in which campus LAMs agree to utilize a central
trusted digital repository to safe-guard digital assets for the long-term creates deep dependencies
as well as tangible economic rewards. As units reorganize their workflows and policies around the
shared capacity, they discover new ways in which to leverage their combined assets, and over time
realize the transformational quality which is the hallmark of deep collaboration.

The endpoint of the collaboration continuum is convergence, a state in which collaboration around a
specific function or idea has become so extensive, engrained and assumed that it is no longer
recognized by others as a collaborative undertaking. Instead, it has matured to the level of
infrastructure and becomes, like our water or transportation networks, a critical system that we rely
upon without considering the collaborative efforts and compromises that made it possible. As part
of the convergence process, the common function is assumed by other campus departments or
outside organizations that make it part of their mission and distinctive competency to fulfill it.

For campus-based LAMs, instances of convergence might vary from a centrally-managed, campus-
wide security force to a centralized, routine system for exposing all LAM collections to all Web
denizens. While these activities appear seamless, at some time in the past various campus groups
collaborated to make them possible. LAMs are the beneficiaries and, having been relieved of the
burden of supplying these services themselves, can focus their energies more productively on tasks
only they are qualified to do. Rather than precipitating a loss of identity, creating shared services
around shared functions helps to reinforce that which is most distinctive, valued and unique about
each of the benefitting libraries, archives and museums.

The findings in this report address the nature of LAM collaboration in the sense of a shared and
transformative creation that addresses common needs. The challenge for today’s campus-based
LAMs is to move further along the collaboration spectrum—beyond cooperation and coordination—
towards true collaboration and, as appropriate, a convergence of common services and functions.
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An Ideal World

“Part of my motivation is my son. | don’t want him to grow up thinking that Google and
Wikipedia and sources like that are the authoritative sources of information for him to do his
research when we have the capability [to provide better resources]. We’re sitting on what could
be a trusted digital repository that we could make available for every student, researcher, the

general public to take advantage of. For me, personally, | feel that there are very few times in life
when you’re in a position where you —
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