What is ArcGIS?
What is GIS?

ArcGIS is GIS (geographic information system) software.  GIS can be used to store geographic data, make maps and analyse spatial data.  Map data is organised into layers, so that the user can choose which layers they want to view or query.  
ArcGIS is produced by ESRI.  There are several ArcGIS products, some of which have confusingly similar names.  

ArcGIS Online (ArcGIS.com)
ArcGIS Online is very basic web-based version of ArcGIS.  You need to register for a personal Esri account to use ArcGIS Online, but this is free.

With ArcGIS Online you can create maps online.  Ready-to-use basemaps are available and you can add data from a variety of sources, though some data types have limitations.  For these limitations see http://resources.arcgis.com/en/help/ Online ( Working with web maps ( Adding data layers Basemaps are not editable.  ArcGIS Online also has a tool for measuring distances and areas on your map.

ArcGIS Explorer Desktop

ArcGIS Explorer Desktop is a desktop program available to download for free. It is a much simplified version of ArcGIS Desktop (see below), but has more functionality than ArcGIS Online.  It is only available for the Windows operating system.  ArcGIS Explorer Desktop is installed on computers in the Bodleian Map Room and the Training Room at the Radcliffe Science Library.
As with ArcGIS Online ready-to-use (but non-editable) basemaps are available and data can be added from a variety of sources.  It is possible to run queries on the data in your map based on both spatial data and other data (e.g. population size) associated with map objects.  You can also create presentations from your map and extend the functionality of ArcGIS Explorer Desktop with Add-Ins downloadable from http://www.arcgis.com/home/group.html?owner=arcgis_explorer&title=ArcGIS%20Explorer%20Desktop%20Labs.  
ArcGIS Desktop

The industry standard in GIS software, designed for advance mapping and spatial analysis.  It is expensive to buy and only available for the Windows operating system.  ArcGIS Desktop is installed on computers in the Bodleian Map Room, the Training Room at the Radcliffe Science Library and some Oxford University departments.  ArcGIS for Desktop consists of a number of separate programs: ArcCatalogue, ArcMap, ArcScene and ArcGlobe.  For examples of how ArcGIS Desktop can be used visit http://www.esri.com/industries.html
ArcGIS for mobile

Applications which allow viewing of maps and creation of field data from mobile devices are also available (http://www.esri.com/software/arcgis/about/mobile-gis-for-you).
Which one do I need?
When deciding which ArcGIS product is best for your project you need to consider both what functionality you require and how much time you can invest in learning how to use the software.

Tasks which require ArcGIS Desktop include:
· Creating lines and polygons that you can edit after you have drawn them.  User drawn objects in ArcGIS Online and ArcGIS Explorer can be moved and resized, but you cannot change the position of or add vertices to lines and polygons.
· Certain types of customization of the graphical representation of objects you draw (called symbology).  For point objects both ArcGIS Online and ArcGIS Online have a fairly wide range of shapes and images which can be used, or you can use your own image. But ... 

· For lines and polygons in ArcGIS Online you must choose from pre-defined colours (there are 70 colours to choose from).
· ArcGIS Explorer only has the option of solid lines, not dashed or dotted lines (although dashed and dotted lines are available in ArcGIS Online).  
· It is not possible to assign symbology based on attribute data in ArcGIS Online or ArcGIS Explorer.  For example assigning countries a colour based on their population, or roads a graphical style based on the type of road.
· Drawing a large number of objects, for example if you are tracing lots of features from a paper map.
· Working with shapefiles.  You can add shapefiles to maps in ArcGIS Online and ArcGIS Explorer, but they will be converted into a different file format.
· Performing complex or 3D spatial analysis.

If you need to run queries of any type you will need at least ArcGIS Explorer and possibly ArcGIS Desktop.

If you are unsure as to which software best meets your needs contact the Bodleian Map Room for advice: maps@bodleian.ox.ac.uk
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