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Survey

Control Variable



Survey Images



The Arts and Sciences Images for 

Teaching Collection

• 43,233 images

• 30,001 works

• April 2013 backlog = over 
5,000 images

• Backlog eliminated May 2014

• Collection development 
driven primarily by faculty in 
Art History, Classics, 
Anthropology

• Images of art, architecture, 
cultural artifacts

• Available in Artstor and Luna

• Cataloged in PiCtor



The Arts and Sciences Images for Teaching 

Collection

Image Cataloging
• Structure based on VRA 

Core 4.0 

• CCO (Cataloging Cultural 

Objects) 

• Work records allow up to 9 

subject terms

• Image records allow up to 5 

subject terms

• Subject cataloging practice 

has been inconsistent over 

time

• Current practice is to do full 

descriptive and subject 

cataloging for all images 

and to use the work/image 

relationship whenever 

possible

• Getty AAT

• LCSH

• (Iconclass)



Study Population

• Study Population

– Undergraduate 

students enrolled in Art 

History and Classics 

courses, Fall 2014

Participants

Responses 80

Response rate 20%

Completion Rate 33.8%

Avg. # of terms 

assigned per image

2.45



Research Questions

“Is this useful?” “This” = subject cataloging for images

“Useful” = improving the search utility 

of this content & facilitating 

successful image retrieval by users

Do users search for images using the 

same terms we use to describe them?

What is the level of correspondence 

between the existing subject terms for 

these images and the user-assigned 

subject terms?

Do users search for images using the 

same types of terms we use to describe 

them?

What is the level of correspondence in

the types of subject terms assigned by 

users and those in the existing 

metadata?

Can the search utility of images be 

improved by teaching users to think more 

like catalogers?

Does providing users with a formula for 

analyzing the subjects of images change 

the nature and content of their responses 

when asked to perform descriptive tasks?



Research Question # 1

Do users search for images using the same 

terms we use to describe them?

What is the level of correspondence 

between the existing subject terms for 

these images and the user-assigned 

subject terms?

“Bonfire” – literal match for the control group and 

the variable group (successful image retrieval)

“Boats” – literal match for the variable group but not 

the control group (successful image retrieval)

“Bays” – non-match (unsuccessful image retrieval)



Research Question # 2

Do users search for images using the same 

types of terms we use to describe them?

What is the level of correspondence in the 

types of subject terms assigned by users 

and those in the existing metadata?

Primary – perception of the work’s pure form

• “What is the image of?” / “What does the 

image include?”

• Identifies figures and gestures

Secondary – incorporates cultural and 

iconographic knowledge

• “What is the image about?” 

• Interprets figures and gestures

Tertiary – demonstrates an awareness of the 

work as a cultural document reflecting a time and 

place

• “What is the image a good example of?” / 

“How does the image communicate?”

• Identifies devices

• ie. “symbolism, “abstraction”, “chiaroscuro”

Non-Subject terms ie. worktype, creator, 

style/period, culture, materials/techniques, etc.



Research Question # 3

Can the search utility of images be 

improved by teaching users to think more 

like catalogers?

Does providing users with a formula for 

analyzing the subjects of images change 

the nature and content of their responses 

when asked to perform descriptive tasks?

Control Variable



Findings!



Findings
Literal Matches

Literal 
Matches, 

8.5%

Non-Matches, 
91.5%

Literal correspondence between 
responses and existing metadata

Literal Matches Non-matches

Primary 
Terms, 

74%

Secondary 
Terms, 3%

Tertiary 
Terms, 

16%

Non-
Subject 

Terms, 6%

Corresponding literal 
terms broken down by 

type

Primary Terms Secondary Terms

Tertiary Terms Non-Subject Terms



Findings
Types of Terms

64%

34%
39%

30%

12%

13%
9%

15%

19%

16%
18%

16%

5%

37% 34%
39%

Cataloger Respondents (all) Control Group Variable Group

Comparison of all types of terms 
assigned by each participant 

group

Primary Terms Secondary Terms Tertiary Terms Non-Subject Terms

Primary – perception of the work’s pure form

• “What is the image of?” / “What does the 

image include?”

• Identifies figures and gestures

• ie. “man”, “pointing”, “clasped hands”, 

“inscription”

Secondary – incorporates cultural and 

iconographic knowledge

• “What is the image about?” 

• Interprets figures and gestures

• ie. “Christ”, “banishing”, “prayer”

Tertiary – demonstrates an awareness of the 

work as a document of cultural activity that 

reflects a time and place

• “What is the image a good example of?” / 

“How does the image communicate?”

• Identifies devices

• ie. “symbolism, “abstraction”, “chiaroscuro”

Non-Subject terms – descriptive terms 

addressing aspects of a work that are not related to 

its subject

• ie. worktype, creator, style/period, culture, 

materials/techniques, etc.



Findings
Non-Subject Terms

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Cataloger

Respondents (all)

Control Group

Variable Group

Percentages of subject and non-
subject terms assigned by each 

participant group

Subject Terms Non-Subject Terms

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Condition

Creator

Culture

Location

Materials/Techniques

Style/Period

Value

Value Judgments

Worktype

Types  o f  non -sub ject  te rms 
ass igned by respondents

• Over 1/3 of the participant responses 

were non-subject terms while less 

than 5% of the existing metadata 

were non-subject terms

• Of the non-subject terms assigned by 

participants, about ¾ were terms 

describing the physical properties of 

the work depicted in the image

• “Value judgments” refers to when the 

respondent was expressing their 

personal opinion about the work of 

art depicted (ie. “weird”,“pointless”, 

“confusing”)

• “Value” refers to cases where the 

participant was speculating as to the 

market value of the work (ie. 

“priceless”, “expensive”, “cheap”)



Findings
Types of subject terms

72%

54%
60%

50%

9%

20%
14%

25%

19%
26% 26% 25%

Cataloger Respondents (all) Control Group Variable Group

Comparison of subject terms assigned by 
each participant group

Primary Terms Secondary Terms Tertiary Terms

Primary – perception of the work’s pure form

• “What is the image of?” / “What does the 

image include?”

• Identifies figures and gestures

• ie. “man”, “pointing”, “clasped hands”, 

“inscription”

Secondary – incorporates cultural and 

iconographic knowledge

• “What is the image about?” 

• Interprets figures and gestures

• ie. “Christ”, “banishing”, “prayer”

Tertiary – demonstrates an awareness of the 

work as a document of cultural activity that 

reflects a time and place

• “What is the image a good example of?” / 

“How does the image communicate?”

• Identifies devices

• ie. “symbolism, “abstraction”, “chiaroscuro”



Findings
Images of 2D vs. 3D Works
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0
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Cataloger Control
Group

Variable
Group

Respondents
(all)

Cataloger Control Group Variable
Group

Respondents
(all)

Types of terms assigned to images of 2D and 3D works by each participant 
group

2D                                                                                             3D

Primary Terms Secondary Terms Tertiary Terms Non-Subject Terms



Findings
Images of 2D vs. 3D Works

45.30%

26.40%

19.70%

48.60%

Participant-assigned primary and non-subject terms 
assigned to 2D and 3D works

2D                                       3D

Primary Terms Non-Subject Terms



Findings
Control vs. 

Variable Group

No dramatic findings between the 

control and variable groups

Relative to the control group, the 

variable group had:

• 9% fewer primary terms

• 6% more secondary terms

• 2% fewer tertiary terms

• 5% more non-subject terms

10%

7%

90%

93%

Control Group

Variable Group

Literal correspondence between 
control/variable groups and existing 

metadata

Literal Matches Non-matches

39%

30%

9%

15%

18%

16%

34%

39%

Control Group

Variable Group

Comparison of types of terms 
assigned by the control group and 

variable group

Primary Terms Secondary Terms

Tertiary Terms Non-Subject Terms



(Preliminary) Conclusions

Conclusion Potential Applications

Primary terms yield the greatest search 

utility and higher levels of successful image 

retrieval. 

Focus cataloging resources on assigning 

high rates of primary terms

High numbers of non-subject terms applied 

to images of 3D works suggest that subject 

metadata is a weak access point for 3D 

works

Forego subject cataloging for images of 3D 

works to focus on other descriptive access 

points 

Priming participants using questions based 

on the different types of subject meaning 

did not dramatically effect the nature and 

content of their responses. 

Poor image retrieval seems to be due more 

to problems of vocabulary than to 

fundamentally different approaches to 

subject analysis

This could account for the lack of significant 

differences between the control and 

variable group
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