Quantifying Animal Bones: Key Concept 1. By Julia Jones, HPAR5002, 27-02-2023.[bookmark: _Hlk128064124]Image 1: Scapula’s grouped by skeletal bone type (own Image: 21-02-2023).

The standard way of counting an assemblage of bones begins with issuing all TFN (“Total number of Fragments) and whole bones with a NISP number, (“Number of Identified Specimens”). This provides a “maximum number of elements” within the assemblage (O’Connor, 2000, p. 54 - 55). Visual observations and the feel of distinguishing features are two of the quickest techniques of assessment before quantifying the bones. Knowing how many bones each animal should have, how to recognise individual whole or fragmented bones and what area of the body they are from enables a larger group to be quickly sorted into smaller groups. The most straightforward method of identification is by their “taxon,” (species, family, class, etc.), or by grouping the bones by skeletal elements, into types such as scapulars (Image 1), femurs, tibias, or Metacarpals (Baker, and Worley, 2019, p. 69; Lyman, 1994, p. 38; O’Connor, 2000, p. 54 – 56, 65). 
The grouped bones can be checked again for distinguishing features, especially when fragmented and of their own group for the type of bone, whether it is a left or right (Image 2), front or back, and so on (Lyman, 1994, p. 39). Once the bones have been identified and given a NISP number, the MNI (Minimum Number of Individuals) can be calculated. For example, two whole femurs with two separate NISPs indicate the presence of at least one animal, however, they could also represent two separate animals. The minimum number would be one, increasing with each subsequent identification within the assemblage. This method is commonly used when direct measures of the result are unable to be observed or attained. The NISP numbers do not contribute to the MNI count and are mainly only useful when “describing the bones on the bench rather than in a full assemblage” (O’Connor, 2000, p. 55-56). Image 2: Identification on right or left, adolescent or adult bones can be made to determine the  MNI (own Image: 21-02-2023).


The NISP can help answer future questions with relevant information not thought of at the time of the original inventory. The data can be used to investigate the “food provided by different Taxa,” their “age groups,” how many and “what type of animals survived in the given environment,” “how many complete animals there may have been,” “reproduction rates,” “how they died” (natural, starvation, butchered, diseased or hunted), how it was prepared and preserved (meat, milk or wool) and used in the construction of tools, encompassed all within different Cultural practices  (Baker, and Worley, 2019, p. 66 – 69, 73; Meadow, 1980, p. 66). Deterioration of the bone over time changes its appearance and shape, making any images or descriptions less dependable. Knowledge of how many bones are within an assemblage is needed to “understand how they survive burial and excavation,” with any deviations indicating something happening to influence those survival rates, such as “human intervention” (Baker, and Worley, 2019, p. 65; O’Connor, 2000, p. 56, 80). 
There is a possible risk of bias due to the amount of available identifiable bones in any given assemblage, and with different interests, abilities, and experiences leading to a variation in the quantity and quality of data recorded. This causes “the relationship between the sample and death assemblage to differ from sample to sample,” giving only an approximation NISP date which can reduce its validity (Baker, and Worley, 2019,  p. 73; O’Connor, 2000, p. 53, 55). However, is an overall basic standard that can be used by all disciplines to quantify bone assemblages quickly, logically, and efficiently.
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