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Opportunities for cross-sector cooperation and collaboration among 
galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAMs) are growing, but 
some threats are on the horizon. The characteristics that made each 
of these cultural heritage institutions distinct are less clear-cut than 
they previously were. The blurring of mission and operations affects 
the knowledge workers employed in the GLAM sector. Not all of the 
opportunities for resource sharing, collaboration, and convergence apply 
to galleries, so I have used the acronym LAM (libraries, archives, and 

museums) as well as GLAM in this article.

F or all the contrasting characteristics, the most overarch-
ing similarity among LAMs is the drive to increase user 
engagement with their resources. LAMs can leverage op-

portunities to learn from each other about how best to achieve 
larger audiences and wider consumption. In our digital era, us-
ers likely are not concerned about where resources come from. 
For me, that alone serves as an intriguing launch point for con-
sidering how these different information sectors can work to-
gether toward common goals.

REPLICABLE MODELS
In some cases, innovative responses to challenges in one 

GLAM sector can be closely replicated in another. I have been 
thinking about the original, and now widely adopted, Learn-
ing 2.0: 23 Things education project (plcmcl2-about.blogspot.
com), designed to help librarians understand and become 
facile with 23 different social media and emerging technology 
tools and platforms.

The 23 Things model features the added benefit of learners 
sharing their educational experience with others via their own 
blog posts, further helping them learn while also promoting 
the learning opportunity more broadly. The program, de-
veloped in 2006, was so successful, it has been replicated in 
hundreds of libraries around the world as well as by archival 
institutions, right down to the name and number of tech ele-
ments to be learned.

SAME INNOVATION, DIFFERENT PURPOSE
In turn, this inspired me to examine initiatives in one sec-

tor which are not replicated, but which can inform different 
activities in another sector. Libraries, for instance, are using 
proximity-based beacons as a “micro-location information 
service.” They serve as app-based “see also” references where 
the end user is alerted to library materials found physically 
elsewhere in the collection and have many other applications 
as well. Sidney Eng’s article in the December 2015 issue of 
Computers in Libraries gives a practical example (“Connec-
tion, Not Collection: Using iBeacons to Engage Library Us-
ers”; infotoday.com/cilmag/dec15/Eng--Using-iBeacons-to-
Engage-Library-Users.shtml). 

Since library classification systems do not lend themselves 
to helping users find related material shelved elsewhere, the 
beacon pings the user’s mobile device when she is standing 
in a particular subject area and, therefore, likely interested in 
similar resources, such as books about a particular art genre 
and biographies of the artists.

Some museums use beacons, but for entirely different pur-
poses. In one scenario, the beacon may alert the visitor to addi-
tional, related information too voluminous or esoteric for the 
wall space next to a particular item or artifact. The ability to in-
corporate visitor comments, reviews, and moderated questions 
enhances the user experience by broadening engagement, a 
departure from the traditional top-down curatorial view.
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However, even if a particular application in one sector does 
not translate directly to another, issues encountered in its de-
ployment, such as planning, managing, and optimizing, may 
start a discussion of and approaches to other challenges.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
Innovation in one GLAM field may cross-pollinate and 

inspire action in another when knowledge workers come 
together to achieve excellence. For example, the cultiva-
tion and sustainability of public participation are critical to 
keeping pace with the deluge of digitized and born-digital 
content. Crowdsourcing initiatives, launched and driven by 
technology, achieve goals for organization and findability, 
which, in turn, promote sustainability (if not stability) for 
resource access.

But to what extent do GLAM information professionals 
need to consider diversity, equity, and inclusion to feel 
confident that we are being truly representative in which 
resources are benefitting from public participation? In ad-
dition to meeting the challenges of building an adequate-
ly diverse staff to develop the resources and programming 
for a correspondingly diverse set of users, how can we be 
sure that metadata created by non-professionals (poten-
tially from anywhere in the world) reflects all the valid cul-
tural heritage perspectives?

To what extent can we maintain consistency as we broad-
en access to our collections beyond the professionals re-
sponsible for maintaining it? How can we best ensure users 
remain engaged and acknowledged for their contributions 
and expertise across time, so that we optimize their advo-
cacy and support for our institutions down the road? And 
how might crowdsourcing lead to disintermediation of pro-
fessional curation in the future, thereby negatively impact-
ing the sustainability of our profession?

Diversity and inclusion are important for both knowledge 
workers and those we claim to serve. When we talk about 
organizational sustainability, we should explore how succes-
sion planning addresses diversity and inclusion issues essen-
tial for strengthening our professions. 

There are countless examples of cross-sector collabora-
tion built around digital exhibits online. Libraries, archives, 
and museums have been working together for a long time to 
share disparate resources. Lending selected pieces of a col-
lection is standard practice.

But it is worth exploring other cross-sector efforts that uti-
lize web-based tools and other new platforms for longer-term 
collaboration. The examples outlined here illustrate not only 
the creativity of GLAM professionals in creating engaging 
products, but also showcase additional benefits of sharing our 
collective resources and expertise. 

INTERACTIVE MAPS
Historypin (historypin.org/en) has proven itself to be a ro-

bust and engaging platform for LAM resources. Both cultural 
heritage organizations and individuals have uploaded their 
resources to an interactive map that features a chronological 
data layer, allowing users to explore a visual history of a par-
ticular place across time. The result is an engaging experience 
for armchair historians, students, and academic researchers. 

Mapped photographs, video clips, and other documents 
are supplemented by specific projects, such as the Year of 
the Bay (historypin.org/project/22-yearofthebay). This proj-
ect concentrates on the 150th anniversary of the Port of San 
Francisco, serving as a springboard for collocating material 
related to the last 150 years of the San Francisco Bay, with 
resources and memories shared by individuals and institu-
tions. The result is more than 6,000 resources “pinned” to a 
map of the San Francisco Bay Region. The end product is a 

Historypin’s project on the 150th anniversary of the Port of San Francisco  
pins materials to a map of the San Francisco Bay Area.

The Portal to Texas History, with more than 300 content partners, allows search 
filtering from the facets on the left-hand side of the screen.
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rich tapestry of resources across time, surfacing previously 
“hidden” resources now available to all. 

Historypin’s tagline, “Be a part of history,” offers any histo-
ry enthusiast an immersive experience with the tool, along 
with the opportunity to help build and shape it as well.

PARTNERING FOR LOCAL HISTORY  
AND REGIONAL SCHOLARSHIP

New technologies not only enable libraries, archives, and 
museums to share their resources more broadly, these tools 
also allow new research sites to gather material to facilitate 
their exploration and consumption. This leads to partner-
ships in local history and regional scholarship platforms.

The Portal to Texas History (texashistory.unt.edu) is just 
one of a growing number of regional studies projects lever-
aging the collective strengths of individual contributors’ as-
sets. The Portal describes itself as “a digital gateway to rare, 
historical, and primary source materials from or about Tex-
as.” In just 15 years, the project, managed by the University 
of North Texas Library, has grown to well over 300 content 
partners. But the Portal is more than just a meta-directory 
for local history. In addition to locating where useful primary 
resources reside, users also can conduct research of GLAM 
content contributors directly through the site. Digital surro-
gates can be examined 24/7 anywhere, and related content 
or collections can prompt new inquiry and discovery.

Another regional endeavor that involves knowledge pro-
fessionals is the robust ATL Studies research platform, host-
ed by Emory University (scholarblogs.emory.edu/atlanta 
studies). ATL Studies warrants a closer look through the lens 
of GLAM collaboration. Behind this visually arresting web-
site lies an open access digital publication analyzing the 
city for a non-academic audience. New scholarship from 
academics and citizen researchers is included. Its diverse 

editorial board features subject expert academics, digital 
humanities specialists, and representation from The Atlanta 
History Center (a multi-sector organization in its own right), 
as well as librarians who provide real-world examples of how 
material is used.

ATL Studies is part of a larger information-sharing land-
scape comprised of other endeavors, such as ATLmaps (atl 
maps.com) and Teaching Atlanta (teachingatlanta.org). The 
website for ATLmaps is a collaboration between Georgia State 
University and Emory University. It describes the joint effort 
as linking a storytelling geospatial platform to archives, con-
necting the archives of multiple institutions, encouraging the 
mashup of interdisciplinary layers, and synthesizing multiple 
types of data to provide a framework that incorporates story-
telling reliant on geospatial data and for normalizing input 
across a range of datasets so that material can be cross-com-
pared in novel ways. 

Brennan Collins, associate director of Writing Across the Cur-
riculum and the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learn-
ing at Georgia State University, explains, “Librarians bring 
real-world examples of how material is used,” along with 
how rights management challenges might be addressed in a 
new collaborative ecosphere of mashups and data layering.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS— 
AND THE AMATEURS THAT LOVE THEM

Still other GLAM collaborations are born out of the ne-
cessity to establish procedures for emerging technologies 
and tools, then developing communities of practice around 
them. One area exploding with examples is the field of 
crowdsourcing metadata to increase access to and findabili-
ty of less visible resources. These projects revolve around fill-
ing a knowledge gap, as well as professionals learning from 
each other and the public. GLAM institutions can now pool 

Part of ATL Studies, Stadiumville wants to document the history and memory of the neighborhood  
and the redevelopment of the area as the Atlanta Braves leave for the suburbs.
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their resources into new research with the added benefit of 
“amateur expertise.”

Countless collections are now available for the public to 
interact with in several ways. Describing photographs, tran-
scribing documents, and suggesting taxonomic terms are now 
common entry points for non-professionals to lend their sub-
ject expertise to an array of resources in numerous formats.

Some GLAM partners are bringing their resources togeth-
er for crowdsourcing initiatives to address issues beyond ac-
cess. For example, the Old Weather project (oldweather.org) 
is asking the public to help its contributors transcribe Arctic 
and worldwide weather observations found in ships’ logs 
dating back to the mid-19th century. The resulting data can 
be used for climate model assimilation, retrospective analy-
sis, and other kinds of research. The GLAMs receive addi-
tional metadata related to their resources and raise the pro-
file of their collections. By assisting knowledge professionals 
with their work, transcription participants are also lending 
their efforts toward a larger social purpose—aiding research-
ers in assessing past weather trends that may inform our 
climate future.

In turn, other communities are springing up to facilitate 
this work. Many GLAM organizations are engaged in crowd-
sourcing public participation in the description and tran-
scription of their collections’ resources. The Crowd Consor-
tium (crowdconsortium.org) is a burgeoning network of 
knowledge workers of different backgrounds from cultural 
heritage organizations all over the world who are engaged 
in optimization of citizen-created metadata resources. Al-
though the concept of “amateur” production of image de-
scription and document transcription is very new, it has 
grown so quickly, GLAM professionals are exploring new re-
lationships in order to establish best practices and learn 
lessons from others’ experiences.

Cross-sector conversations may address important topics 
such as the risks of “amateur” disintermediation of the pro-
fessional expertise of GLAM workers and the disruption of 

the top-down curatorial view (if not the potential for disinter-
mediation of professional GLAM workers overall). Exploring 
issues related to GLAM collaboration with colleagues from 
other information professions is a testament to the power of 
a community of shared practices and shared values.

EXISTENTIAL CRISIS
It is an exciting time to explore how LAMs have embraced 

participatory culture while addressing social justice, diversity/
equity/inclusion issues, and the concept of sustainability in 
its myriad forms. The opportunities offered are tremendous.

Regardless of how we approach the various aspects of con-
trast and commonality across sectors, we should at least as-
sess the extent to which we use the same vocabulary to de-
scribe what we do across disciplines. Responsible collection 
management, quality control in metadata, and information 
literacy are just a few concepts that vary wildly from libraries 
to archives to museums and within any particular informa-
tion sector.

You would think that the most overriding force in cross- 
sector cooperation and collaboration in 21st-century Amer-
ica would be a transformational technology shared across 
platforms. GLAM professionals, while certainly embracing 
technology, are facing a far-reaching existential crisis. 

They agree that catastrophic funding cuts, such as the pro-
posed elimination of the National Endowment for the Arts, 
National Endowment for the Humanities, and Institute of 
Museum and Library Services in the United States, would 
be devastating, with implications far beyond U.S. borders. 
These actions pose an unacceptable threat to our shared 
potential for working across sectors—not to mention our 
shared survival.

Kenn Bicknell (bicknellk@metronet) is digital resources librarian, 
Metro Los Angeles.

Comments? Email the editor-in-chief (marydee@xmission.com). 
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