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1   Purpose of the study

The purpose of the study is to determine requirements for the structure and functionality of a database 
for documentation of contemporary art for the needs of the New Approaches to Conservation of 
Contemporary Art (NACCA) network.

The database is to be restricted to the NACCA participants to upload their research data for 
documentation and reference, and so make them accessible to their colleagues.

2   Related study

The research for the design of the NACCA project database is affiliated with an investigation of the 
“INCCA website”, the online platform of the International Network for the Conservation of 
Contemporary Art. The INCCA network is the largest association of art conservators, which formed in 
1999, today counting 780 member organisations in 70 countries1. From its offices at RCE (the 
Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage) in Amersfoort, the network runs the INCCA website2, an 
interactive digital platform to find and share news, events and resources on the conservation of modern 
and contemporary art. The member section of the website contains a database of documents contributed
by participating individuals and organisations. Upon conclusion of the NACCA project in 2019, a 
selection of data from the NACCA database is expected to be incorporated into the INCCA database. 

The INCCA platform coordinator, Karen te Brake-Baldock, has conducted a survey of its user base 
back in 2009, ten years after its foundation.3 Based on the replies of 43 participants the INCCA user 
study found that the database is used primarily by conservators (by occupation, 70%), working in 
museums and art galleries (by affiliation, 45% of all respondents). Only 6 participants (14%) stated that
they worked at university, probably because the database was aimed primarily at professionals, as PhD 
programs in conservation were still very rare then. The two main reasons listed for participation in the 
network were access to otherwise unpublished research and networking. The majority of participants 
(58%) stated they use it only several times a year. The main reason for a low activity on the side of 
sharing information was the fact that the documents one would share would require extra editing to 
make them comprehensible for colleagues.

3   Design

1 “About INCCA”, incca.org. Available at https://www.incca.org/about-incca. Accessed 26 June 2016.
2 http://www.incca.org.
3 I obtained the study by personal communication with Karen te Brake-Baldock.
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In order to learn about requirements, the future users of the platform had to be interviewed. These 
include early-stage researchers and professionals participating in the network. The research was 
conducted using a questionnaire (see Appendices 1-4). The first three questions related to the 
participants' professional work in general, the other five more specifically to their participation in the 
NACCA project. For each question, participants were allowed to give multiple answers.

The first gathering of almost all participants in the network – during Winter School in Maastricht, 25-
29 January 2016 – served as an opportunity to collect data. The printed questionnaires were filled out 
by 16 persons (their gender and age were not collected).

4   Results

44% of the participants identified themselves as conservators, while 50% described their occupation 
more generally as researchers, and 25% as art historians. Their expertise is distributed equally between 
installation art, artist interviews, theory and ethics, exhibitions (33% each), and collection management 
(30%). This shows that despite the general focus of NACCA network on the conservation of 
contemporary art, the future users of the database are not limited to art conservators and their research 
interests intersect widely with other areas of the study of art, museums, and curating.

Print and electronic media regularly used as sources of information about the field by members of the 
network also turned out to extend over a wide spectrum. Eleven participants named particular titles in 
their answers. There are four titles each followed/read by 4-5 respondents: the newsletter of the 
American section of INCCA (now called VoCA), ICOM-CC conference proceedings, IIC proceedings, 
and Cool DistList. Besides these, AIC News got 3 mentions, while dozens others were mentioned only 
once or twice. From among digital repositories, most people use Jstor (4), followed by INCCA (3).

The question about file sharing platforms was included in order to learn about the kind of interfaces 
participants are familiar with. Almost everyone identified themselves as users of Dropbox (14 of 15) 
and Google Drive (13), followed by Wetransfer (10). Otherwise popular Academia.edu got only 4 
mentions, most probably due to the fact that most participants are relatively new to academic research –
11 identified themselves as ESR researchers in the next question.

From 29 document categories (borrowed from the typology in INCCA database), 15 were identified by 
6 or more participants each as the type of data they expect to be contributing to the website in the 
future. This indicates that a carefully structured taxonomy to serve as metadata for uploaded documents
might be also useful in the NACCA database – for search or other purposes.

The most demanded features for the future database are search (8 of 10 answers), ability to view 
documents (7), bookmarking (7), download (7), and data protection (6). The search query should allow 
for the input of keywords, art movement, artist name, artwork title, materials, document type. 
Bookmarking should also include an option to annotate (annotations in turn may be accessed by other 
users). It should be possible to limit sharing documents to particular groups (i.e. according to NACCA 
project clusters).

5   Conclusion
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The user study was designed as a qualitative survey informed by the functionality of the already 
existing INCCA database and the survey of the INCCA database conducted by Karen te Brake-Baldock
before. It successfully identified user requirements for the functionality of the NACCA project database
based on direct input from a representative selection of the researchers that will make use of the 
database.

The required features for the database are search (with advanced options), document viewer, 
bookmarking (with annotation), downloading, and data protection (incl. sharing documents with user 
subgroups). The database should operate with an expanded taxonomy (possibly to borrow from the 
INCCA database). Dropbox and Google Drive may serve as leads in designing its interface.
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Appendix 1   NACCA User Study Questionnaire: Information Sheet
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Appendix 2   NACCA User Study Questionnaire: Informed Consent Form
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Appendix 3   NACCA User Study Questionnaire: Questions
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Appendix 4   NACCA User Study Questionnaire: Results

See NACCA_project_database_questionnaire_results.ods. Available online at 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/r8v4m03v93bi2fa/NACCA_database_questionnaire_results.ods?dl=0.
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