Background


1.2. Background

This chapter describes the brief for this report. It also outlines relevant earlier research that provides useful material for comparison, indicating common trends in ICT-based scholarship, teaching and education.
The need for this report has been identified and proposed in the 3DVisA Project Plan, which was accepted by JISC prior to the start of the project on 1 May 2006.  The project plan stipulated that this report should identify the needs of the 3D visualisation community. The findings were to be communicated to the 3DVisA team and submitted to the 3DVisA Steering Group by 1 November 2006. These objectives have evolved since, taking into account new developments in the Network activities. Time was needed for 3DVisA to gain recognition and establish itself as an academic forum for debating issues in 3D visualisation before it was possible to lend a trustworthy ‘ear’ for listening to complex professional concerns.  A number of pro-active initiatives helped to reach out to the community.  Activities organised by 3DVisA and the participation by its team in events organised by other bodies, enabled the network to develop and widen its contacts. Widespread contacts, representing the community stakeholders at large, conditioned the research leading to this report. Within six months this approach started to bring slow but steady feedback, which is included in this report. It was also decided that the report should be made available not just to the 3DVisA Steering Group (which has not yet been appointed at the time of writing) but to a wider audience for consultation. It is therefore being published on the 3DVisA website (www.viznet.ac.uk/3dvisa).  
This report is an outcome of what seems to be the first in-depth investigation focused solely on the needs of the 3D visualisation community. However, a number of earlier surveys, carried out in the UK and elsewhere, looked at the needs of Arts and Humanities researchers using advanced ICT. Some of these initiatives have provided an opportunity for practitioners of 3D visualisation to have their views represented. Select outcomes of these past investigations have informed the research leading towards this report. Although dissimilar in scope, the following earlier investigations were found of particular relevance:
· 2005 AHDS Visual Arts Survey: The Digital Picture: a Future for Digital Images in UK Arts Education.

This study focused on the needs of the users, creators and custodians of digital images within visual arts domains. It was conducted by the Arts and Humanities Data Service, Visual Arts, and sought ‘to establish a national overview of issues, and potential solutions, relating to the use and impact of digital images within visual arts, higher education institutes and associated organizations.’ Although the survey was concerned primarily with still, two-dimensional images, it allowed for articulating the specific needs of those working with 3D computer graphics; it seems no such comments had been communicated. Highly relevant to the concerns of the 3D visualisation community is the discussion of the complex cultural change brought about by digital technologies; the concern for potential loss of traditional skills and resources; and the complex and notoriously little understood issues of Intellectual Property (IP) rights.  
This survey was commissioned by the Images Working Group 1 of the Joint Information Systems Committee. It was initiated in 2004 and the final report was completed in May 2006. Data were collected through 502 questionnaires, targeted interviews and the community-wide consultation carried out online at the project’s website, www.thedigitalpicture.ac.uk, as well as at workshops and expert seminars attended by 257 people. The survey team involved all AHDS Visual Arts staff. It was managed by Polly Christie under the directorship of Dr Mike Pringle. The cost of the project was £17,000. 

· 2005-2006 ILRT Bristol Survey: Gathering Evidence. Current ICT Use and Future Needs for Arts and Humanities Researchers

The aim of this important survey was to inform the Fundamental Review of the Arts and Humanities Research Council ICT Strategy Programme. It was led by Dr Lesley Huxley and carried out by the Institute for Learning and Research Technology (ILRT) at the University of Bristol. The survey looked at what was then current use of ICT in research by 449 Arts and Humanities scholars and students in UK Higher Education. The focus was on researchers’ access to digital tools and resources, including the creation of such resources. One question was concerned with the importance of electronic resources based on modelling techniques and geospatial data. The results were indicative of the negligible use of those: 79 per cent of respondents said that 3D resources are not important for their research; 86 per cent of respondents considered geospatial data not important.  Also investigated where the ways in which digital technologies have changed the methods and dissemination of research and its sustainability. The results were compared with data from two surveys carried out by the Office for Humanities Communication in 1985 and 1991/2 respectively, thus tracing trends over a period of twenty years. The survey concluded that 61 per cent humanities researchers work alone on small-scale projects (NB the majority of respondents were students); that traditional, non-electronic methods of conducting and disseminating research are more popular than digital methodologies; that the use of ICT is an age-related issue; that the word of mouth, rather then institutionalised support, is the most common way for researchers to keep up-to-date with ICT; that ICT methodologies are best established in archaeology, which is also a discipline with the lowest level of unfunded research (alongside anthropology). 
This survey was conducted by a team of four researchers working part-time over a period of one year, and was supported by AHRC grant of £39,148.
· 2007 AHDS AHRC Survey: The Hunt for Submarines in Classical Art: Mappings between scientific invention and artistic inspiration.

Building on the considerable experience of the AHDS team and earlier research into ICT in the Arts and Humanities, this survey looked at the use of ICT by artists, art historians and art-practice-based researchers. Needs were identified, quantified and compared with the existing provision of digital tools (software, technologies). Visualisation, particularly three-dimensional modelling, was identified as one of the specific needs of this community. The report concluded that existing technologies for 3D data capture and modelling not only meet this need, but are underused. This was expressed by the ratio of the visualisation needs to visualisation tools, given as 5:9, and compared with the unsatisfactory ratio of the demand for access to digital resources to access technologies, given as 34:3 (see diagram on p. 25). This survey was conducted at the University College for the Creative Arts, Furnham, in 2004-2007 at a cost of £61,829. It was managed by Polly Cristie under the directorship of Mike Pringle and carried out by Dr Rupert Shepherd.   

The above surveys demonstrate general trends and common problems in the use of advanced ICT by Arts and Humanities researchers. Issues such as access, dissemination and sustainability of research outcomes, are common to most areas of digital scholarship and will be discussed in the context of 3D technologies. The references to the following report should be noted:

· 2006 DPC Report, Mind the Gap. Assessing digital preservation needs in the UK.
 
The Digital Preservation Coalition (DPC) commissioned Tessella Support Services Plc to conduct this report to raise the awareness of the importance of the long-term access to digital information and to assess digital preservation needs across sectors. The title ‘gap’ refers to the gap between the current provision and preservation practice within the UK and the needs of organisations.  Practical, technological and legal considerations remain relevant for 3D data. The report concluded that less than 20 per cent of UK organisations had a strategy in place to deal with the risk of loss or degradation to their digital resources and that the permanent loss of digital data is commonplace. The 3DVisA survey of 3D visualisation projects has confirmed that this situation is also common for 3D products of these projects.  

The report was a result of three years of preparation and research. Data gathering included a questionnaire sent to over 900 professionals (which resulted in over 10 per cent response, considered good). The report has identified 18 needs with recommendations.
Considering the rapid pace of technological advances and the ever new demands this imposes on the provision of ICT and its support, the focus of this research has been on the findings of most recent surveys. However, lessons may also be learned from earlier initiatives aiming at supporting the 3D visualisation community. 
· The Advisory Group on Computer Graphics (AGOCG) was established in 1989 as a joint initiative by the UK University Funding Council's Information Systems Committee and the Science Engineering Council (SERC).
 The aim of AGOCG, which ceased in 1998, was to advise UK Higher Education on computer graphics, visualisation, multimedia and virtual environments, by providing ‘a single national focus’ on these technologies. It is an interesting precedent to what the UK Visualization Support Network (VizNET) has been doing since 2006.
 It was also a JISC initiative, and involved some of the same researchers who are active in VizNet. One of the objectives of AGOCG was ‘to stimulate and support the effective use of computer-based visualization’.  During its ten-year lifespan a wealth of training materials, technical reports and academic papers, as well as advisory material in support of national frameworks and strategies in the field have been produced. They are still available archived on the AGOCG website (which is no longer actively maintained). A number of surveys conducted by AGOCG are relevant to this study; in particular the Survey of Virtual Reality Activity in the United Kingdom, published in 1995 and 1999 respectively.
 Some of the needs of the visualisation community identified by AGOCG and actions required for promoting visualisation activities in the UK remain the same and are referred to in this report. 

AGOCG is a telling case concerning the long-term support for computer-based visualisation research in the UK. Why were they unable to continue? Are there any lessons to be learned by support services existing today? 
� Pringle, M. et al. (2006), The Digital Picture: a Future for Digital Images in UK Arts Education, Report published by the Arts and Humanities Data Service (AHDS) Visual Arts, available at http://thedigitalpicture.ac.uk/documents/pdf/digital_picture_final_report.pdf.


� L. Huxley, C. Mullings, T. Hodos and D. Jones, Gathering Evidence. Current ICT Use and Future Needs for Arts and Humanities Researchers, University of Bristol, Final Report, September 2006, http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/bristol/gathering_evidence_final.pdf.  Since April 2007, this survey has been used as a model by the Australian Academy of the Humanities for collecting data about the use of ICT amongst arts and humanities researchers in Australia; the data will inform Academy policy, and its advice to government on humanities research infrastructure (see https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=H2Y6januxt3P_2fGeGfRjqWA_3d_3d).


� Pringle, M. and Shepherd, R. (2007), The Hunt for Submarines in Classical Art: Mappings between scientific invention and artistic inspiration, Report published by AHDS Visual Arts, Funded by the Arts & Humanities Research Council, available at http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/vads/vast_full_report.pdf. 


� Waller, M. and Sharpe, R. (2006), Mind the Gap. Assessing digital preservation needs in the UK, A report published by the Digital Preservation Coalition, York, available at http://www.dpconline.org/graphics/reports/mindthegap.html.


� See the Advisory Group on Computer Graphics (AGOCG) website at www.agocg.ac.uk.


� For more information about VizNet and 3DVisA see www.viznet.ac.uk and www.viznet.ac.uk/3dvisa respectively.


� Howard, T., Hubbold, R., Murta, A. and West, A. (1995) Survey of Virtual Reality Activity in the United Kingdom, Prepared for the Advisory Group on Computer Graphics (AGCG) by Advanced Interfaces Group (AIG), Department of Computer Science, University of Manchester, p. 11; available in PDF at http://www.agocg.ac.uk/reports/virtual/vr95/vr95.pdf (also in HTML).


   Howard, T., Hubbold, R., Murta, A. and West, A. (1999) Survey of Virtual Reality Activity in the United Kingdom, Prepared for the Advisory Group on Computer Graphics (AGCG) by Advanced Interfaces Group (AIG), Department of Computer Science, University of Manchester; available in PDF at http://www.agocg.ac.uk/reports/virtual/27/27.pdf (also in HTML).
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