Collected Conclusions from the findings of an investigation into AI support for Collections
Conclusion 1: Don’t address evaluation metrics and support for programmatic retrieval until you start trying out some AI software.

Conclusion 2: Use AI to guide you through product selection and installation – but be aware it may not always be right. Try and find a knowledgeable human to get advice from if you need it.

Conclusion 3: The RAG approach isn’t very effective for Index material.

Conclusion 4: Collection Indexes may contain information which is more unevenly spread throughout their contents than a written document with an ordered set of contents. Consequently, such indexes may require more RAG chunks to be sent to the LLM, and may require the LLM to have larger Context Windows when ingesting files, than ordinary documents in order to obtain satisfactory answers.

Conclusion 5: Different LLMs are trained with different amounts and types of training data, thereby making them more or less suitable for operation within specific domains. Therefore, there may be some LLMs available that are more suitable than others for use with Collection indexes.

Conclusion 6: If you need to manipulate an Excel Index for use in a prompt to an AI, it’s worth trying to get the AI to provide an Excel formula to achieve the result you are looking for.

Conclusion 7: File titles can certainly be included in the material delivered to an AI model, and this is worth doing if they include substantive material (i.e. not just identifying letters and numbers) which is additional to that which is contained in an Index – or if an Index does not exist.

Conclusion 8: AIs can work extremely well with both text and images; and could be very useful to collectors in identifying items, describing them, cataloguing them, and creating indexes for them.

Conclusion 9: Splitting up Collection information into subsets and then getting the AI to stitch together the subset answers can provide a very effective way to interrogate collection information.

Conclusion 10: No matter how comprehensive and impressive an AI report on collection information might be, it will almost certainly contain errors of some sort or other.

Conclusion 11: Researchers using the ‘subset and stitch’ approach to interrogating collection information would be well-advised to specify verification activities as an integral part of their plans for the exercise.

Conclusion 12: AI can be effectively used to investigate a collection through the contents of its digital files – using the ‘subset and stitch’ approach if necessary; and the results are likely to be even more impressive than those that can be obtained when providing the AI with just index entries and file names.

Conclusion 13: The better the results from research into collections by using AI, the more research is likely to be undertaken and the less time researchers are likely to spend verifying the results. This is a serious long-term issue for archives, for researchers, and for the integrity of the global information canon.

