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a brief essay on documents and objects 
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standards
The author’s focus is on the concept of the document in relation to information technologies 
and access to same. The content of a document is a determining element in terms of shaping the 
functions of new communities and presentations. The paper outlines interoperability among 
systems that are used by memory institutions. The bedrock of semantic interoperability is 
standards.  The current situation with interoperability theory in Slovakia is presented, as is a 
new type of interoperability – mental interoperability.
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What is a document?

The document is a fundamental concept for information professio-
nals – a concept that is rooted in hundreds of years of tradition and is planted 
firmly in enormous and complex systems for publishing, organisation and 
access. It is increasingly evident, however, that the archetypal concept of 
the “document” as a “book” which underpins these systems is insufficient 
to deal with a multitude of media formats, including diverse electronic 
formats such as journals, indices, catalogues, Internet discussion groups, 
business and educational software, games, etc.

The characteristics of documents are bound to technologies. our 
perceptions of traditional documents have been shaped by print 
technologies, just as our perceptions of electronic documents are being 
shaped by electronic technologies.
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So what is a document today? How can we modify the concept to better 
reflect current realities, particularly in terms of providing access. Here are 
a few alternative notions of documents:

– Homogenous items: Traditionally, documents have been perceived as 
single physical entities that are created by one or more distinct authors, 
that contain a finite amount of static and linear content. a heterogeneous 
collection of documents is often shelved by subject or medium. In the digital 
environment, the collocation of the physical media is moot.

– linked heterogeneous items: information centres traditionally provide 
access through catalogue and index systems so that searchers can retrieve 
sets of document records that are linked by some common attribute. 
Information centres often have separate catalogues and indices for various 
subject areas, media and purposes. Ideally, an electronic system can fully 
integrate access to heterogeneous items. in an environment of interconnected 
computer networks, the description of linked items as documents would 
have to encompass navigational pathways to sites.

– contextual display of related items: Sophisticated electronic systems 
can retrieve sets of documents which are ranked by the degree of subject 
similarity. Creative designers have developed three-dimensional displays 
to help to visualise ranked sets. Here, the entire display can be said to be 
a meta-document, with some of the closure of a physical entity. a document 
in this sense can assist in browsing, as well as directed searching.

–  a homogeneous item created by the user: In a hypertext environment, 
the user links and manipulates documents or parts of documents into a set of 
related ideas which can be considered a document. in this dynamic concept 
of a document, content is under the control of the user. The document is 
unique and unstable, and it must somehow be described in terms of dynamic 
links and varying levels of granularity.�

Content of documents

a document or object has content. If we look at the universe of content, 
we can use a series of terms to define the whole set. cultural, scientific and 
intellectual content, whether archived or new, is the most valuable kind of 
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content in the global virtual space. Some years ago, cultural, scientific and 
intellectual content was provided by traditional entities in traditional ways. 
With the emergence of new technologies, the global virtual space now has 
a massive bulk of content from various domains, most of which can be used 
for individual or social development. Content is represented by various 
concepts in various communities:

– cultural, scientific, natural, social, technical, intellectual, industrial, 
heraldic and genealogical communities;

– Digital, analogue, written, spoken, recorded, filmed, broadcast, 
archived, sculptured, photographed, painted, played, performed or danced 
presentation;

– Heritage, knowledge, memory, documents, monuments, masterpieces, 
artworks, events and performances as concretisation.�

memory institutions

libraries are “document institutions”, while museums are “object 
institutions”. There are two things which the two have in common. From 
the traditional point of view, they collect documents/objects, register 
(inventory lists) and catalogue (standards) documents and objects, preserve 
collections, and offer access to their collections. from the modern point, of 
view, they use IT, prepare and implement digitisation projects, build up 
virtual collections, and create and preserve digital content (mostly full text 
content for libraries and mostly images for museums).

This, of course, is not an exhaustive list of activities, but it is sufficient to 
identify the platform on which both institutions can co-operate on the basis 
of interoperability.

What is a standart?

a standard creates an example or model which can be followed and 
against which quantity, weight, extent or quality can be measured or 
evaluated. It is based on authority, use or universal agreement. Standards 
usually pass through a number of stages before they are fully accepted and 
official. When they are ratified by officially recognised bodies, they are 
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de iure standards. If they are only implemented in practice, no matter how 
widely, then they are de facto standards.

Standards provide a unified structure, a statement of minimum 
expectations, as well as guidelines to determine when absolute uniformity 
in execution is essential and when it is not. a standard is ignored when it is 
perceived as unnecessary, too complicated, or too costly to implement.

Bibliographic standards are ones which are aimed at consistency and 
uniformity of practice in the creation of bibliographic records. These 
standards are based on the principles of adequate identification, search 
capacities and consistency so that:

– No two documents are confused with one another;
– The description of a document can be accessed by any data element or 

access point which is judged by the cataloguer to be relevant to users;
– The many details which make up a description are presented in 

a uniform manner so that they can be interpreted without unnecessary 
ambiguity.

If a standard is to be adopted, particularly at the international level, it 
must be as flexible as its purpose permits. The purpose of most bibliographic 
standards is not absolute uniformity.  rather it is compatibility which 
ensures mutual understanding.3

Cataloguing �007

an international conference on cataloguing, cataloguers, standards and 
technologies which was held in reykjavik in �007 was meant primarily for 
librarians, and the focus was on new cataloguing rules which were due to 
be implemented in �009. Delegates discussed how these would interact with 
bibliographic standards and how they would affect bibliographic searches 
in library systems. cataloguers must adapt to a new way of thinking, and 
they must learn new working procedures. library systems must change to 
satisfy the new requirements, and library patrons will have to adjust to 
a changed environment.

It was evident that there are efforts to harmonise standards at the level 
of memory institutions. The FrBr object is a concrete result of such an 
effort. The challenge for the future is clear – harmonisation of standards so 
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as to achieve the convergence of cataloguing in the collections of memory 
institutions.

interoperability

Interoperability is the ability of systems, services and organisations to 
work together seamlessly in pursuit of common or diverse goals. in the 
technical arena, this is supported by open standards for communication 
between systems and for description of resources and collections, among 
others.

for memory institutions, the goals of interoperability include co-
operation, information exchange and knowledge exchange. challenges 
related to this integration include the european library, the european 
Digital library, data exchange, presentation of collections, and statistics.�

The situation in Slovakia

The effort to preserve cultural heritage involves new challenges. one is 
the interoperability of information systems which are used to catalogue, 
preserve and access the cultural variety and richness of the past and the 
present. Interoperability can be defined in many ways. essentially, it is “the 
ability of the system or product to work (co-operate) with other systems or 
products without any special user effort. Interoperable systems are able to 
communicate and exchange information.”5

The issue of interoperability was addressed at the theoretical level in the 
environment of the public sector, including memory institutions. a set of 
standards and guidelines which describes the method of mutual co-operation 
among institutions is considered to be the framework for interoperability. 
It is divided into the technical (basic), semantic (middle) and organisational 
(highest) level.

The technical level deals with issues such as interfaces, system 
architecture and safety rules for the system (authentication, identification, 
electronic signature, coding, monitoring, archiving). The semantic level 
covers standards, harmonisation of data structures and concepts, metadata 
standards, document description, the creation and use of controlled 
vocabularies, thesauri, classifications, etc. The organisational level involves 
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the controlling body at the national level, at the level of the institutions of 
state administration, commissions for standardisation, various working 
groups and legal conditions, etc.

This is how interoperability in the area of public information systems is 
designed in Slovakia.6

conceptual interoperability, which is in the field of simulation theories, 
can be a useful starting point when analysing the possibility and levels of 
co-operation within memory institutions. according to this theory, there 
are seven levels of interoperability: (0) no interoperability; (�) technical 
interoperability; (�) syntactic interoperability; (3) semantic interoperability; 
(�) pragmatic interoperability; (5) dynamic interoperability; and (6) 
conceptual interoperability.7 each level is strictly defined and can be 
analysed.

We can add another level of interoperability – one which stays above all 
other levels.  We can speak of “mental interoperability”, which deals with 
social conditions and professional development of professionals at libraries, 
museums, etc. The low level of interoperability in Slovakia has its roots 
not in a lack of IT, but rather in the low level of awareness in professional 
communities.8

Cultural institutions

The issue of interoperability in Slovakia has been resolved at the national 
level insofar as culture is concerned. This has been part of the framework of 
the national information strategy in a national report on cultural policy.

international and national legal environments have created conditions 
under which interoperability can be organised. equally, most cultural 
organisations have the necessary technological infrastructure and information 
systems. The most significant problem in the so-called knowledge economy 
is content itself. This refers to the preservation, access and use of digital 
content. from the point of view of semantic interoperability, the cataloguing 
and description of digital objects is the main issue. The application of 
standards on basic descriptive structures and methods of data entry will be 
inevitable when establishing a consistent database on cultural heritage – one 
that is actually the basic database of knowledge.
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it is necessary to understand that libraries are just one component of 
culture. If we wish to integrate all cultural information, then we need to 
develop a too which takes into account the common and specific features and 
needs of all cultural institutions. each institution has certain requirements 
in terms of the structure and content of documentation. This is the reason 
why CCo rules were created for museums. These are the same as aaCr� 
rules for libraries. analogically, the cDWa format exists along with the 
marC format.

a Working Group on interoperability was created by the Slovak ministry 
of Culture to provide advice on how these complicated issues are to be 
handled. The priority for the group has been to ensure the co-ordination 
and co-operation of cultural institutions with respect to a decentralised 
approach in this regard. The development of a complex cultural portal will 
be the result of these group activities. There will be sample designs for the 
system of the national authorities. Terminological databases will be created 
for particular cultural domains, and the cIDoc standard (crm/ISo 21127) 
will be applied to Central european memory institutions.

Here are the problems which must be addressed:
– The sectoral and institutional isolations of libraries, museums, art 

galleries and archives;
– Issues related to input cataloguing, data structures and presentation 

via oPaCs.
The preservation of cultural heritage becomes less important when 

information about it is not accessible and used. The development of 
semantic interoperability is a way of ensuring effective access to the public 
at large. at the same time, it is a challenge for the entire cultural community 
to present the results of its long-term efforts for the public good. last but 
not least, this is a chance to become visible on the virtual map of europe and 
the rest of the world.
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Jarmila Majerova

īsa eseja par dokumentiem un objektiem bibliotēku, 
muzeju un mākslas galeriju standartā

rakstā galvenā vērība veltīta dokumenta koncepcijai saistībā ar 
informācijas tehnoloģijām un izmantošanas iespējām. Dokumenta saturs 
ir svarīgs elements kopienu funkciju realizēšanā un tās pārstāvniecībā. 
rakstā aplūkota sadarbspēja starp sistēmām, ko lieto atmiņas institūcijas. 
Semantiskās sadarbspējas pamats ir standarts. Pašreiz sadarbspējas 
teorija Slovākijā tiek uztverta kā jauna veida sadarbspēja, proti, mentālā 
sadarbspēja.

Atslēgvārdi: dokumenti, dokumenta koncepcija, standarts. bibliotēka, 
muzejs, Slovākija.


