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Choosing an appropriate 
database 

•  Considerations 
–  Needs vs wants 
–  Support 
–  Growth 
–  Digitization 

•  FLMNH experience 



Traditional perspective 

•  Storing & retrieving data 
– Querying records, creating labels, 

generating reports, etc. 
– Assist research goals (biogeography, 

distribution maps) 

•  Often inherited or self-taught with little 
to no training 



Evolving perspective 

•  Databases should easily meet Darwin 
Core standards and quality  

•  Advance digitization goals 
•  Training, ease of use, inheritability 



Considerations: necessary vs. 
desired 

•  Costs 
•  Customizable system 
•  Responsive vendor 
•  Supports basic collection needs (loans, 

reports, labels) 
•  Supports multimedia attachments 
•  Supports web access and web portals 

(VertNet, iDigBio, etc.) 



Considerations: Support for 
management 

•  What is the level of support at your 
museum, department, or institution 

•  What is your comfort level in adapting to 
a new database? 

•  Is the vendor responsive and adaptable? 
•  What happens in case of a fire (i.e., how 

is your database stored, protected, 
backed up, etc.) 



Support for future growth and 
change 

•  Updated frequently and responsive to 
the needs of its users 

•  Is it open source, proprietary, cloud-
based, etc.? 

•  Consider future import/export needs/
capabilities 

•  Consider tech support needs 



Databases and digitization 

•  Do you want to digitize (yes!) and will 
your database get you there?  
– Catalog 
–  Imaging 
– Paper records (necropsy reports, field 

notes, personal catalogs, etc.) 

•  Time vs. outcome 



What to do when considering a 
new system 

•  Establish institutional motivation 
•  Consider all the costs (upfront software 

costs, maintenance, long-term storage 
and hosting, time and effort in 
converting, digitizing, etc.) 

•  Try out demo copies with test data 
and score it on features that are 
important  



Guess what?  

•  There is no one “best” database! 
•  Sometimes you don’t get a choice 

Image courtesy of Shutterstock 



The FLMNH experience 

•  21 different 
collections  

•  Encompasses 
neontology, 
paleontology, and 
archaeology 

•  More than 40 million 
specimens and 
artifacts 

Photos by Randal Singer 



The FLMNH experience 

•  Separate collections all on a myriad of 
databases (mostly Access), all 
independently managed 

•  2012: decision made to get all 
collections (except Archaeology) on 
Specify software 

•  Unified system that can be managed 
by one team   



The Specify transition 

•  Herpetology first 
collection to 
transition 

•  Followed by 
Ichthyology 
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The Specify transition 

•  Herpetology first 
collection to 
transition 

•  Followed by 
Ichthyology 

•  Mammal collections 
went “live” in Specify 
June 2014 

•  All biological 
collections to be in 
Specify by 2016 

Invertebrate 
Paleontology 
Invertebrate Zoology 
Paleobotany 
Lepidoptera 
Vertebrate Paleontology 
Environmental 
Archaeology 
Genetic Resources 
Ornithology 
Herbarium 



The Mammal Collections 
experience 

•  I was hired in May 2014 
•  Long-term collections manager 

Candace McCaffery retired in June 
2014 

•  Specify transition in June 2014 

(see the connection?) 



The Mammal Collections 
experience 

•  Catalog was in 
Access database 
designed in 1994-95 

•  2004-2005 updated 
to accommodate 
georeferencing  

•  Strengths in query, 
labels, invoices but 
not digitization or 
visualization of data 



The pros of switching 

•  FLMNH has dedicated, internal IT 
support  

•  Provide training, ongoing 
customizations 

•  An update in one collection can be 
rolled out to all collections  

•  Frequent video calls and emails with 
Specify team (University of Kansas) 
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The pros of switching 

•  Public can search images and records 



The pros of switching 

•  Aggregated search portal 

“A Novel Use of Specify Database Software for Museum Collections”- W. H. Brown et al. 



There will be cons and 
compromises 

•  Data export might not always go 
smoothly 





There will be cons and 
compromises 

•  Data export might not always go 
smoothly 

•  Dependence upon others = slows 
down customizations 

•  Specify web portal does not currently 
support downloads (e.g., Excel 
spreadsheets) 



Take home message 

•  There is no one perfect database 
•  Don’t settle if you don’t have to 
•  Explore the options and decide what 

works best for your collection/museum 
•  Ask around! 



For more information 

•  FLMNH Specify web portal:  
 http://specifyportal.flmnh.ufl.edu/ 

•  Mammal collections website: 
 http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/mammals 

•  iDigBio: http://www.idigbio.org 


