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Global History of Health Project
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Global History of Health Project
Characteristics

follow-up project from the Western Hemisphere Project
[Steckel & Rose 2002]
c. 11,000 datasets representing individual skeletons from 83 sites
and a time span from 500BC into the 19th century
online database, loading from desktop clients
web platform for data management
broad funding for data acquisition, consumed before start of
analyses
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Global History of Health Project
Extract from Code Book [Steckel et al. 2006]
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Global History of Health Project
Lessons Learnt

collaborative efforts are possible with sufficient funding
a sustainable data base is among the principle objectives of
osteological anthropology

importance of meticulous definition of standards
importance of documenting all stages of investigations
importance of professional data management
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A Practical Guide to Skeletal Phenomena
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A Practical Guide to Skeletal Phenomena
Project Aims

Systematic literature research
on skeletal markers
Systematisation of skeletal
markers
Database of skeletal markers
and possible interpretations

[Mann & Hunt 2012]
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A Practical Guide to Skeletal Phenomena
Relational Database Design
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A Practical Guide to Skeletal Phenomena
Lessons Learnt

Most text books work from medical records towards relatively
unspecific osteological markers; more research on markers as
such is required
It is all very complicated
Long-term commitment is essential
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Traces of Armed Conflict

PhD thesis Felix Engel
Trauma analysis on > 1,000 skulls
Development of own analytical routine

12 / 30



Traces of Armed Conflict
Skeletal Investigation
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Traces of Armed Conflict
Trauma Analysis

SK Skeleton 

I. Individual Data

II. Inventory

III.1 Taphonomic Traces

III.2 Description Taphonomy

Skeletal Material

TS Shortlisting

I.1.1 Completeness

I.2 Suitability

II.1 Traces

II.2 Description Traces

I.1.2 Description Completeness

I.2.2 Description Suitability

II.3 Selection
documentation

completed
not considered

organisation
shortlist

considered

shortlisting
In process shortlisting completed

Excluded cases

1

included
cases

intermediate
filing

register new form

use existing form

structured item

Initial / final
state

text input

branch item

data storage

'or' junction

manual
operation

Shortlisting

Inventory
Legend

# connector to
other figures

(a)

1 TC Cranium

I.1 Schematic Drawing

II.2 Measurements

surface modification

Description

Drawing

I.2 Bones

I.3 Bone Section

I.4 Description Location

Localisation

II.3 Description Morphology

III.1 Trace Identification
Interpretation

III.2.1 Healing

III.4.2 Patterning

III.4.3 Size Determination

external dimensions internal dimensions clear dimensions n fragments

discontinuity

deformationflattening

depression impression

linear
separation

ectocranial dip endocranial elevation

II.1 Morphology

III.2.2 Reconstruction Healing

III.2.3 Time

III.2.4 Reconstruction Time

III.3 Type
involving fracture

mixed

III.4.4 Reconstruction Object III.5.1 Location Impact

just luxation

III.5.2 Direction Impact

III.5.3 Reconstruction Impact

III.6.1 Intention

III.6.2 Medical Treatment

III.6.4 Reconstruction Circumstances

III.7.1 Classification

III.7.2 Diagnosis

other

2

III.4 Force

sharp

blunt

III
.2

 T
im

e 
of

 In
fli

ct
io

n

III.5 Impact

III.6 Circumstances

III
.4

 Im
pa

ct
in

g 
O

bj
ec

t

III.6.3 Deadliness

III.7 Diagnosis

4

3

(b)
14 / 30



Traces of Armed Conflict
Lessons Learnt

Research projects are logistic undertakings that profit from
software support
Systematic and standardised skeletal trauma analysis is possible

shortlisting is a crucial analytical step
strict separation of description and interpretation
modelling the entire line of reasoning
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»Compile a Codebook as a Standard for Data
Acquisition in Anthropological Collections«

xkcd 927 by Randall Munroe
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Compatibility and Extensibility

Definition of compatibility not on the basis of standards but of
data items
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Research and Provenance Data
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Integration with Research Context
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Description and Interpretation
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Access Rights Management
and Data Publication
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Separation of Standards and Software
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Separation of Standards and Software
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Desktop vs. Server Application

source: Osteoware Forum

network-independent
data sovereignity

source: PerceptionIT Blog

OS-independent
collaborative
publication platform
centralised
administration/configuration
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http://osteoware.si.edu/forum/bug-reports-and-installation-problems/having-zipped-file-extraction-problems
http://blogs.perceptionsystem.com/enterprise-social-network-application-for-business/


’Usable’ vs. Configurable Software

(a) (b)
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’Usable’ vs. Configurable Software

(a) (b)
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Conclusions

Diverse research contexts necessitate an open data model
Methodological variety and progress necessitate extensions
(e. g. package system)
Limited technical support necessitates server-based
application
Data sovereignty necessitates multiple installations and access
rights management
Data standard should serve as a basis for publishing methods.
Data output should satisfy demands of digital and non-digital
archiving.
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Problems

How can we model the individual data items?
How do we organise extension packages?
How can we make the graphical user interface adapt to new
extensions?
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