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Interview with Bill Lidicker

Professor Emeritus of Integrative Biology, Curator of Mammals at MVZ
Interviewers: Rebecca and Denise

What is your comfort level/experience with computers?

Comfortable, but not expert, wife bails him out sometimes. He didn’t grow up with computers, but he was involved in the initial computerization of MVZ collection.
How long have you been using MaNIS?  How frequently do you use it?

Doesn’t know much about MaNIS, has never seen the interface, not sure what data MaNIS is capturing.
What are your major responsibilities?

He is “retired,” but still working as a curator and researcher. He studies voles, New Guinea, Australian, and Mexican mammals.
Can you walk us through examples of how people might use MaNIS?
· For systematic research questions

· Usual question would be whether a collection has material for a particular species, and if so, what type of material is it (preparation)?

· Most frequently asked questions would be taxonomic

· Second most frequently asked questions would be geographic

For example, government agencies are focused on geography. They might ask: What does a particular collection have from Alameda County?

· Typical researchers work in a particular order or family. For example, they might want to find carnivores in a particular area listed in terms of numbers by family.

· Some people would want to know what are the localities for specimen x and that may be all they need to know—MaNIS results would be endpoint of their search.
What did the process look like before MaNIS?

Typically a researcher might ask a curator taxonomy questions such how many species and from what rough geographic areas, information about type of specimen, skeleton, etc.

Then the researcher would formulate a loan request or invite themselves to visit the collection.

Researchers might also request frozen blood or tissue samples. Curators must judge whether the project is worth the risk, and whether the person can be trusted in order to send out samples. For example, if you send samples to Russia, you may never see them again, due to difficulties with shipping. It is more difficult than it used to be to ship stuff across countries.

The British Museum collection doesn’t make many loans because they can’t find things in the collection. Instead they invite researchers to come there.

Bill told a story about being asked when he was in Berlin to carry a rat specimen back to the British Museum. They rolled up the specimen in sheets of newspaper and he had a very tense time getting through customs.

How will people learn how to use MaNIS?

He assumes that initially workshops would be provided, but that using it will become routine eventually. Doesn’t know how hard it will be to learn. Doesn’t want to make it too simple, because then anyone could access it.
Bill’s Issues/Observations
Not sure if the system should be used by general public, or why they would use it.

Raised issues about what should be cataloged. Animals that have been prepared specifically for someone’s particular research project might not be appropriate for the collection—there may be too much material. Is it worth keeping this material to follow changes over time?
Specimens have gotten bigger over time because of the ways in which preservation technology has improved. One catalog number represents all of the pieces of a specimen. How can the database represent this?

This interface wouldn’t be used much by curators. A curator’s job is to make sure their own collection is well cared for and cataloged, but they aren’t that interested in other collections. However, curators might want to know if other curators handled cataloging specimens differently, such as with different numbers. Usually they would find out this information through personal relationships, but MaNIS might help.

Philosophical issue—once things are entered into a database, people assume that the information is correct and complete. What if there are errors and omissions?

How is information standardized so that you are sure you are searching for the same specimen?

How do curators deal with country and species name changes? Researchers are expected to know about these changes, but can this information be built into MaNIS? How do you build in the dynamic nature of the field? Currently name synonymy is looked up in Wilson and Reeder “Mammal Species of the World.”

Bill’s Suggestions
· Display a disclaimer to let users know that the information might not be 100% accurate, and is constantly in the process of being updated. Can this be built into the interface in subtle, positive ways, such as wording and terminology? The problem becomes larger if the database is available to the public.

· Provide different pathways for different types of users, perhaps different menus.

· Have a way for users to report errors.

· Question users after they’ve been using system for a while about how to improve the interface.
· It would be helpful to search over species and higher taxa.
· Can you search by longitude and latitude, rather than just locality? By altitude?
Using MaNIS/Demo
We asked Bill to try to use the MaNIS interface to find the answer to a particular question. His question was:

What collections have what type of material for genus Pogonomelomys?

· On the 1st page it’s not clear whether these are the collections we can search or the sites that have portals.
· Network query page—took defaults, not sure he knew what others meant
· Select a concept— list seemed to make sense
· Select a comparator—didn’t make sense

· Some comparators didn’t even apply to the chosen concept—for example: genus greater than …
· The term “result set list” didn’t make sense—3 nouns

· Full result set/Taxonomic/Geographic choices seemed to make sense –limits selection

· Record limit: Bill knew to set this to be small (he already had a sense of the size of the record set before query)

· Useful columns in results: genus, collector name, date, locality, preparation type, sex
· Columns that aren’t useful: phylum, class, etc

Some of our UI ideas
· User query logs?

· Error logs?

· Saved queries?

· Notification of changes?

