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What is SNAC?

● SNAC is an online tool that tries to 
facilitate pan-institutional searching 
and cooperative description. 

● It provides a way for researchers to 
locate and understand the physical 
proximity of cultural heritage 
materials around the globe.



Project Motivation
1. Long history of colonial knowledge extraction & 

“archival diaspora” (Punzalan 2014) 
a. Reconnecting dispersed heritage/knowledge→ 

Communities want access to all of their 
materials

i. The ‘Right to Know’ (O’Neal 2015)
ii. Explosion of Tribal, community, digital 

archives Limitations of institutional 
subject/ libguides

2. Accommodates descriptive flexibility
a. Editors create their own authority records that 

fit Indigenous needs
b. Facilitating culturally-appropriate 

representation
c. Focus on Indigenous people, communities, 

or entities represented in collections (rather 
than white collector or creator)

3. Cooperative model: Indigenous community 
members and allies as editors 



IMLS Project 2022-2025 
Research Questions:

How can aggregating tools improve how Native and Indigenous 
community researchers locate archival records (in culturally 
appropriate ways)?

○ How can colonial archives and Indigenous communities work 
together to design and implement new tools while centering 
communities?

i. What are the specific affordances of SNAC for locating 
collections dispersed in colonial archives across North 
America, and what technical infrastructures, cultural protocols, 
and educational initiatives are needed for this purpose?

ii. How can SNAC or other archival search tools facilitate 
repatriation and stewardship for Indigenous communities?



Methods: Focus Groups

Focus groups/ testing SNAC with Indigenous users 
from range of perspectives

a.  Indigenous participants in the 2021 Edit-a-thon (who know 
SNAC well) 

b.  Indigenous Library Archive and Museum (LAM) 
professionals

c.  Indigenous students within Library & Information Science 
(LIS) and other related disciplines 

d.  Indigenous community members (who have never used 
SNAC)
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Reciprocal Curation Workflow, Local Contexts

https://localcontexts.org/reciprocal-curation-workflow-outcom/ 

Analysis Informed by:
● Kovach Indigenous Methodologies 2021 
● Charmaz Constructing Grounded Theory 2014

Cultural-Technical Methods:
● Indigenous evaluation frameworks.
● Relational metadata and linked data innovations.

Guiding Values: Patience, reciprocity, expansiveness, 
and Indigenous sovereignty.

Community engagement → Technical development → 
Archival transformation.

Methods: Approach & Analysis 

https://localcontexts.org/reciprocal-curation-workflow-outcome/


Indigenous versus western ways of knowing→
1. Ownership & Anthropological extraction versus community 

safekeeping
2. Increase Indigenous archival material on SNAC
3. Improved metadata
4. Indigenous place names
5. Indigenous languages
6. Adherence to cultural protocols
7. Improved search structure
8. Accessible training materials
9. Educational initiatives

10. Usage: genealogy, repatriation, and language revitalization

Previous Findings: Access Barriers, SNAC Problems, 
Improvements, and Usage



Findings from Indigenous Community Researchers:
3 Core Tensions

"for me archival work is 
inseparable from 
sovereignty, governance, 
and the responsibility to 
stewart our stories with 
care." 
 — Lew (Community 
Researcher Focus Group)

1. Visibility vs. Abuse of 
Information

2. Specificity vs. Connectivity 
3. Inter-community/family/ 

organizational Ownership and 
Authority (forced in the 
Western model)



"I really care about increasing discovery so that our nations 
can locate dispersed materials, but you have to… ensure that 
your increased visibility... doesn't replicate extractive or 
colonial practices, right?" 
 — Lew (Community Researcher Focus Group)

"It's so hard with the [idea that] Information is not for 
everybody, and I think that's hard for so many colonized and 
settler mindsets to get a hold of because there's such a high 
value on information and right information."
 — Sundew (Graduate Student Focus Group)

Tension 1: 
Visibility vs. Abuse of Information



"The metadata is the biggest obstacle… It might say 
something archaic: a geographic country, or misattributed 
group instead of a more helpful multi-ethnic multi-country 
umbrella identifying cultural keyword." 
— Jane (Community Researcher Focus Group)

"We weren't able to get access… because [the repository] 
had identified another group as having the authority over 
those collections… they're no longer in operation because 
they lost funding. So this is another issue we have with 
Western repositories."
— Du (Library, Archives, and Museums Professionals)

Tension 2: 
Specificity vs. Connectivity in Descriptions and Protocols



Tension 3: 
Inter-community++ Ownership and Authority 
(forced in the Western model) 
“Thinking that because they are going off of this 
Western framework of copyright and ownership, that 
there is only one person who is entitled to a collection or 
a specific material, when it’s actually representative of 
multiple communities.”
— Du (Library, Archives, and Museums Professionals)

"What happens if a family’s looking for information, but 
the Tribe doesn't want the information out. Like, …what 
do you have in place in your role of governance, for 
that?"
 — Lew (Community Researcher Focus Group)



Limitations of SNAC for Indigenous 
description/representation:
● Incorporating best practices for 

description/representation of Native and 
Indigenous content in archives and in SNAC 
specifically 

● Indigenous naming practices (how to align RDA 
naming standards with Indigenous names)

● Only scratching surface of Indigenous 
placenames, subjects, and many other fields

Other feedback which could be addressed in future 
work:
● SNAC front page - how to make more welcoming 

for Indigenous community users (inclusion of 
BIPOC figures)

● Better representation of Indigenous figures 
throughout the platform

● Creating educational material on commonly 
misunderstood types of Indigenous materials

● Translating entire SNAC records into Indigenous 
languages

Concerns about SNAC content:
● SNAC is a discovery tool, but it also directs 

users to colonial institutional content (e.g., 
Inappropriate or culturally-sensitive material 
available online)

Reaching out & further involving communities:
● Goal of project to move authority to 

communities 

Culturo-Technical limitations:
● Variant name searching

● Desire to search by community autonym:

○ Searching by subject terms?

○ Centering community names as 
entities

○ contemporary political entities [e.g. 
fed recognized tribes vs. historical 
communities

Ongoing SNAC Limitations & Future Work



From the New SAA UX Principles 
  Exciting Developments:

● Using research and evidence to iterate/test 
+ guide decisions and improvements → e.g. 
these FGD findings should be integrated!

● Including diverse users and design for a 
broad range of perspectives and needs.

● Centering user needs + UX in all archival 
design, services, interactions (on-site, online, 
systems) 

● Practice ethical, human-centered research 
with privacy, consent, and transparency

Some Limitations:

→ very individually oriented

→ access is often assumed to be 
general good

→ FGD shows complexity of community 
consent 

→ differing political, family, etc. access 
opinions or protocols 



Next Phase Work
1) Applied Indigenous evaluation research & linked data 
environmental scanning
2) Cultural-technical upgrades to SNAC & related systems
3) Work in partnership with 4 Indigenous community 
archives 
4) Community-based collections + ‘authority files’ 
represented within SNAC and/or other linked data platforms
5) Documentation on thesaurus-building and descriptive 
workflows
6) Indigenous archival search training and Indigenous SNAC 
instructor training
7) Co-designed, collaborative process centering Indigenous 
archives and mutual benefits
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Thanks! Questions? 
Connect with Us!

snac.ischool.umd.edu 

SNAC will be at SAA in NOLA!
● July 29: Offering SNACSchool 

Create and Edit @ Tulane 
University + Meetup 6:40pm!

● July 30 and 31: We will have an 
info table in the registration hall

SNACSchool
Research and Reference

● July 8 & September 23 (both virtual)

Create and Edit
● July 29 (in person), August 26 & 

October 14 (both virtual)

Tech Workshop
● December 14 (virtual)

SNAC Merge-a-thon
● November 12 (details to come)

http://snac.ischool.umd.edu
http://snac.ischool.umd.edu


Editorial Guide

● Editorial Guide created as a collaborative 
effort between the project team, advisory 
board and Indigenous edit-a-thon 
participants

● Post edit-a-thon→standardized and is open on 
the SNAC platform for feedback: 
https://portal.snaccooperative.org/node/595

● Notes concerns around describing 
Indigenous entities & general issues around 
Indigenous description in archival records & 
SNAC

○ Participant feedback showed concerns 
over adding things like “location,” 
“nationality” to records; Challenges 
around describing Indigenous languages

https://portal.snaccooperative.org/node/595

