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Considerations for evaluating a Collection Management System

There are many Collections Management Systems (CMS) available that are built specifically for the purpose of managing museum and gallery collections. These range from very comprehensive to basic systems. 

Where possible, avoid bespoke (custom-made) solutions – as these are almost always more expensive than off-the-shelf software over the entire life cycle of the system, and you are likely to miss out on the benefits of being part of a user community if you choose to go it alone.  While your collections may be unique, rare, or eclectic, your collection management processes will probably have a lot in common with those used in other collecting organisations.  

Talk to other museums in your region or museums that have similar number and/or type of collections. Find out the benefits and the restrictions of the systems that they use. 

You can also use published guidelines for implementing CMS, such as the CHIN (Canadian Heritage Information Network)

http://www.chin.gc.ca/English/Collections_Management/Software_Selection/welcome.html 
1. Ask the vendor what its long-term plans are for the system. You could request that the company guarantees support for the system for the next five years, and that they do so in writing.

2. Find out what the system can do.  Can it be used efficiently to catalogue all the various types of collections you have now, plus those that you may collect in the future? 

3. How easy is it to search the collections in the system? 

· Can you find all items in the collections relating to a person, whanau, hapu, iwi, or other group entity?

· Can you narrow this down to those items acquired from that person/group?

4. What reporting components does it offer?  Are these inbuilt or do you need to buy extra software to get information out of the system in other formats (loan agreements, spreadsheets, shelf sheets, labels for display or storage ID labels, Management reports, etc)?

5. Are there arrangements in place to help safeguard the software source code should the developer stop maintaining the software?

· Do you have guaranteed access to the source code so that you would be able to organise (probably along with other users) to have someone maintain the system?        

· OR at the very least, will you be able to get the data out of your system if you are forced to move to another system?

6. What type of hardware and network is needed to run the system? 

Like any system, a CMS should be dynamic. Look for a CMS that will grow with you as your ideas changes, and as further demands are placed upon you for collections information. 

The above list of questions is not exhaustive, but should prompt you to think about your ongoing relationship with any prospective CMS provider.

Writing a Requirements Specification

A Requirements Specification sets out what functionality you require – but should avoid prescribing how the software should provide it.  It is the responsibility of software designers to work out the most efficient ways of delivering you the CMS functionality you need.  You should evaluate the how later on in the process of selecting a system that best fits your organisation and processes.

Preparing the Requirements specification is an essential step in making a sound decision on implementing a CMS solution.

Consult as widely as possible. You want to end up with a set of requirements that look to the future as well as present. 

The CHIN website offers a wealth of information about what you can expect a decent (CHIN accredited) CMS to do for you. But be realistic – there are some things a CMS won’t do for you:

· A CMS will not enter data for you

· A CMS will not fix organisational and resourcing problems

· A CMS can’t make decisions on your behalf

· A CMS can’t create good information from bad data

· Don’t expect a CMS to save you time until the data is in the system. Entering the data – either manually, on import, or through data migration will be expensive (requiring time, human input, money, patience, fortitude and creative thinking. 

Below are some key words that can help you to sketch out a brief Requirements Specification Document (1-2 pages). 

· Re-use of data

· Accessibility (free vs. limited)

· Collection management processes (loans, exhibitions, acquisitions etc)

· Training

· Import and Export data

· Support (e.g. 24hr support by phone, email etc)

· Data dictionary 

· Searching

· Reference sites

· Hardware requirements

· User manual

· System administration

· Reporting (email-friendly reports etc)

· File formats supported

· Software demonstration

· Evaluation

· Terminology control

· Procedures

· Images and multimedia

· Timeline

· Outputs

· Backup

· Implementation plan

· Initial costs

· Ongoing costs

· Sustainability / Affordability

· User-friendly

· Query-based help system

· Support Mäori fonts (vowels with macrons)

· Ability to link up with other related systems such as NZMuseums website etc

· Ability to allow for end-user interaction (a planned development by the developer etc)

· Flexible text fields 

Lastly, remember to give the developers/vendors of the CMS ample time to respond.

Should you need any further guidance, please contact:

National Services Te Paerangi 

Freephone helpline: 0508 678 743

Email: natserv@tepapa.govt.nz
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