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Introduction  
 

The Internet has changed how we research, access, and share information in all 
aspects of our lives. The convenience of the Internet and availability of a wide 
range of sources has particularly altered how we conduct research and/or 
contribute information at an academic and professional level. In response to this 

trend towards online content, the conservation field is working on 
transferring a large portion of its literature and resources to an online 
format, as well as consolidating information onto single comprehensive 
platforms. This has sparked significant debate and discussion. The creation of 
the AIC Wiki in 2009, for example, gave rise to numerous conversations 
regarding the degree of access the general public should have to conservation 
literature and how this may benefit or harm the conservation profession. The 
Emerging Conservation Professionals Network (ECPN)’s efforts to develop an 
online platform for student research in partnership with other AIC groups and 
allied organizations has also garnered a strong response about how student 
research should be promoted and utilized. 
 

In a recent survey distributed to AIC members , 69% of participants 
responded that they use online sources for research most of the time, as 
opposed to books or other printed publications. The survey questions addressed 
the creation, promotion, and accessibility of conservation content online, and 
the results shed light on current behaviors and viewpoints surrounding public 
access to online content and its effects on the profession. Based on these 
results, we will provide an analysis of what makes an online resource useful to a 
conservator and what improvements users would like to see, as well as to raise 

awareness of under-utilized resources. We will also consider two widely-
discussed topics: the AIC wiki and student research. 
 

275 AIC members participated in this survey. The majority of the 

respondents (36%) were between the ages of 25 and 34; however, a wide 
range of age groups participated. The majority (35.6%) had also been in the 
field for more than 20 years, followed by 10-20 years (22.7%). The largest 
number of participants were members of the Book & Paper Group (36.4%), 
followed closely by members of the Objects Group (35.1%). These results are 
not surprising, as these are the two largest AIC Specialty Groups. 
 

 Conclusion 
 

The survey was an effective means of gauging how 
conservation professionals conduct their research and what 

most are looking for in online resources. It revealed that we 
rely heavily on research available online, and that the 
most highly valued resources depend on participation 
and discussion with the conservation community at 
large. It seems, therefore, that while online resources are 
more highly utilized, the field still deems consultation with 
fellow professionals (whether through direct correspondence, 
blogs, or forums such as the CoOL DistList) as an indispensable 
tool.  
 

Participants’ comments also shed light on what qualities they 
are looking for in an online resource. While the breadth 
of content found in a resource is significant, the 

searchability of the resource itself plays an important role in 
what is considered useful. A site with a lot of information but 
poor search functions is deemed less useful than a site with 
less information but good search functions. Many participants 

also commented on the need for greater free access to full-
text articles online and to digitizing past publications. 
 
Awareness of a resource is key. Several of the resources listed 
in the survey are apparently under-utilized, not because of 
negative opinions, but because many participants were simply 

unfamiliar with them. This suggests that a substantial part of 
the development of new resources, including the student 
research resource and the AIC Wiki, will be publicizing 
them and encouraging their use. There appears to be great 
interest in such resources among conservation professionals, 
but a lack of awareness could hinder their development. 
 
The survey also revealed interesting perspectives on the AIC 

Wiki and Wikipedia. The fact that a high number of 
conservators use Wikipedia suggests that the AIC Wiki 
holds a lot of potential as an important resource for our 
field, though a need to raise awareness of this resource is 
evident. The low number of professionals contributing to the 
AIC Wiki also reflects the need for development of more 

content on the Wiki. If we want access to more 
information in our research and if we want to build the 
Wiki into the efficient, comprehensive tool it has the 
potential to become, then we must take responsibility 
for this resource and encourage greater contributions. 

 

Student Research 
 
Another topic covered in this survey is online student research – how often it is 
sought out and utilized, and how it is perceived by conservation professionals. 

ECPN is currently working on the establishment of an online resource 
that will provide access to the documented research and analytical 
projects being produced by graduate and doctoral students in the field 
of conservation.  Providing access to these through a sustained and managed 
database platform would facilitate the open exchange of ideas, promote 
collaborative research, limit redundancy, and provide a foundation for advancing 
new methodologies and analytical techniques on an international scale.  
 
Although there are significant benefits to the creation of an online student 

research resource, there is considerable debate over what should be 
publicized on such a resource (with some professors supporting a more 
selective approach), how papers should be vetted, and how the resource should 
be maintained.   
 
The survey included questions about how often participants search for student 
research online, and how often they utilize and reference student research in 

their own work. The majority (51.4%) responded that they never search 
for student research online, while 37.4% responded that they search a 
couple of times a year. The majority (58.4%) also responded that they never 
use/reference student research in their own research, while 34.1% responded 
that they use/reference student research every few months. 
 

Interestingly, many participants commented that they do not specifically seek 
out student research or differentiate it from other research, but they are 
also not opposed to using or referencing it if it is useful and accurate. Very few 
responded that they would not use student research. Most stated that they use 
the student conference papers and posters on the website of the Association of 
North American Graduate Programs in the Conservation of Cultural Property 
(ANAGPIC) or a general Google search to find student research, though some 
were not aware of the availability of student research or where to find it. A few 

participants also suggested that it would be useful to have an easily 
accessible, comprehensive place to find student research, and that they 
would be more inclined to use it if such a resource existed.  
  

AIC Wiki & Wikipedia 
 

Notably, the AIC wiki was cited by the majority of participants as having 
never been used; however, only 10.7% selected “not useful”, while 13.7% 

selected “very useful” and 35.6% selected “useful”. This points to a lack of 
awareness and perhaps a greater need to promote and further develop this 
resource.  
 
Interestingly, in a comparison between the AIC Wiki and Wikipedia, it appears 

that Wikipedia is far more widely used.  
 
The AIC Wiki was created in large part because many conservators questioned 
the reliability of information on Wikipedia; however, it seems that perhaps due 
to greater familiarity with Wikipedia, as well as a wider variety of information,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

it remains the more popular resource. Many participants also cited 

Wikipedia as a good “starting point” for research, if not necessarily a 
conclusive resource. 
 
The development of the Wiki initially created some controversy, as some 

conservators were concerned about public access to treatment 
information. Yet in many regions where resources are more limited, 
conservators are grateful that they now have access to this additional 

professional information2.   It is also worth noting that the usefulness of 
the AIC Wiki is dependent on participation: the more conservation 
professionals contribute to and utilize the Wiki, the more useful a resource 

it becomes. According to the survey, 85.2% of participants have never 
contributed content to or edited the AIC Wiki and 86.1% have never 
contributed content to or edited Wikipedia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Here again different age groups felt differently about these resources, with 

participants aged 25-34 looking more favorably on the AIC Wiki 
than participants aged 55-64. On the other hand, the majority of both 
age groups look for content on Wikipedia weekly. 
    

A greater number of participants in the 25-34 age group had also 
contributed content to or edited Wikipedia than the AIC Wiki, while 
an equal number of the 55-64 age group had contributed to both the Wiki 
and Wikipedia.  
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
2Rachael Arenstein, AIC e-Editor, personal communication, 29 April 2013. 
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What makes a  
resource useful? 

 
 

 Current, up-to-date information 
 User-friendly interface; organized and logical 

information 
 Familiarity 
 Ease of filtering results 
 Keyword search 
 Wide breadth of material 
 Improved search engines with more relevant 

results 
 
 

 
An open-ended question in the survey on why 
resources are considered “very useful” yielded a 
wealth of insight on what users are looking for in a 
resource. The responses included the following:  
 
 

 Abstracts available 
 Reliability of information – information that 

can be cited as scholarly reference, is trust-
worthy and peer-reviewed 

 Locations where you can find references; 
good bibliography for further research 

 Full-text articles easily accessible 
 Ability to discuss topic with 

experts/colleagues and ask questions 
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Survey Results 
 
The survey1 asked participants to rate the level of 
usefulness of the following resources:  
 
 Institutional website (museum, library, university)  
 National Park Service website  
 AIC website  
 AIC wiki  
 CCI website  
 Getty website  
 AAM Resource Center  
 CoOL  
 CoOL DistList archives  
 AATA  
 BCIN  
 WorldCat  
 JSTOR  
 Google Scholar  
 Wikipedia  
 General Internet search (e.g. Google, etc.)  
 Library  
 Art or history organization(s)  
 Courses/seminars  
 Books, magazines, journals, CDs or DVDs 

 

The highest rated resource was the CoOL DistList 
archives, with 51.7% of participants rating this as “very 

useful.” It is interesting that this remains the favored 
resource, in light of the recent changes that have 
been made to CoOL’s search features. Based on 
survey comments, it seems that the popularity of the 
DistList is due in part to the ability to consult with other 

conservation professionals. JSTOR was also rated 
highly (38.1% rated it as “very useful”). The table to the 
right reflects the resources most participants felt were 
“useful,” as well as those they had “never used.” 
 
 

Interestingly, different age ranges found different 
resources more or less useful. A comparison between 
the 25 to 34 and 55 to 64 age ranges revealed significant 
disparities. While the highest majority of participants in 

the 25 to 34 age range rated JSTOR as “very 
useful” (51.2%), the majority of participants in the 55 
to 64 age range had never used JSTOR (46.3%) and 
only 18.5% selected “very useful.” This is likely due to 
the access younger age groups have to JSTOR through 
universities. The majority in both age ranges, however, 
found the CoOL DistList archives to be “very useful.” 
 
 

Many participants also pointed out that another 
valuable resource is MFA CAMEO, while others cited 

discussion with colleagues and other conservation 
professionals as a useful resource.  
 
Based on survey responses and comments, it seems that 

many resources are under-utilized due to a lack of 
awareness, rather than issues with usefulness. One 
participant candidly wrote that she/he had never heard 
of half of these resources. Many participants also  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

commented on “familiarity” with several resources as 
the prime reason for why these are considered most 
useful. 
______________________________________________ 
1The survey was created by the Emerging Conservation 
Professionals Network, in consultation with AIC’s Publications 
Committee, and distributed to AIC members on March 14, 
2013. Members were given two weeks to respond to the 
survey, which included 26 questions, 3 of which were open-
ended and allowed for participants to write in their own 
comments.  
 

Ideas for New or 
Improved Resources 

 
 

 

 More direct correspondence with colleagues, 
and more treatment discussions on a 
professional level 

 Access to more books and journals on-line 
without fees  

 Access to unpublished works  
 Digitized papers from AIC meetings  
 

 
The survey included an open-ended question asking 
for suggestions on additional resources that would 
be useful. Participants responded with a variety of 
ideas, including: 
 
 
 

 Podcasts 
 More information about general methods 

and techniques, rather than super-
specialized case studies 

 Online archive of back issues of AIC 
postprints 

 Blogs 

  Useful Not Useful Never Used 

Institutional website 62.8% 7.5% 2.5% 

Getty website 58.1% 4.7% 17.1% 

Wikipedia 59.5% 13.2% 1.8% 

General Internet search 55.5% 6.8% 0.4% 

AAM Resource Center 21.7% 4.4% 71.7% 

AIC Wiki 35.6% 10.7% 39.9% 

Google Scholar 24.5% 8.7% 51.5% 

How often conservators look for 
content on Wikipedia 

How often conservators look for 
content on the AIC Wiki 

How often ages 25-34 look for 
content on the AIC Wiki 

How often ages 55-64 look for 
content on the AIC Wiki 


