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Digital Archives



Electronic 
record

Information or data that has been 
captured and fixed for storage and 
manipulation in an automated 
system and that requires the use of 
the system to render it intelligible by 
a person.

Can refer to both “born digital” 
resources and “digital surrogate” 
resources.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/electronic-record.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/electronic-record.html


Born digital

Originating in a computer 
environment.

Sometimes analogous to paper 
record: email vs. letters, word 
processing files vs. paper 
documents/reports.

Often have more complex forms: 
databases, geographic information 
systems, websites, etc. 

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/born-digital.html


Digital 
surrogate

A digital copy of an analog record.

The reasons for producing a digital 
surrogate vary but include:

- protection or replacement of 
the original

- creation of a copy for the 
archives so the original may be 
retained by the creator

- improving accessibility
- creation of a more legible or 

audible version of the original.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-surrogate.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-surrogate.html


Digitization To transform analog information 
into digital form.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digitize.html


Digital 
preservation The management and protection of 

digital information to ensure 
authenticity, integrity, reliability, and 
long-term accessibility.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-preservation.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-preservation.html


Digital archivist

An individual responsible for 
electronic archival resources.

The work of a digital archivist may 
include appraisal, acquisition, 
description, preservation, and 
access. Archival theory prioritizes 
records content and provenance 
over format.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-archivist.html


Digital asset 
management

The practice of providing 
centralized management of digital 
objects.

Examples:

Preservica - third party repository 
used by various institutions

SI DAMS - Smithsonian’s in-house 
developed DAMS

DAM

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-asset-management.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/digital-asset-management.html
https://preservica.com/about
https://www.si.edu/dams


Metadata



Metadata

Information about data that 
promotes discovery, structures data 
objects, and supports the 
administration and preservation of 
records.

Can be embedded or external.

WITNESS and El Grito de Sunset 
Park Metadata toolkit

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/metadata.html
https://elgrito.witness.org/portfolio/metadata-intro/
https://elgrito.witness.org/portfolio/metadata-intro/


Categories of metadata (see Table 2)

https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/


Administrative 
metadata

Data that is necessary to manage 
and use information resources and 
that is typically external to 
informational content of resources.

Administrative metadata often 
captures the context necessary to 
understand information resources, 
such as creation or acquisition of 
the data, rights management, and 
disposition. 

Can comprise both technical and 
preservation metadata.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/administrative-metadata.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/administrative-metadata.html


Technical 
metadata Metadata related to how a system 

functions or metadata behaves.



Preservation 
metadata

Information about an object used to 
protect the object from harm, injury, 
deterioration, or destruction.

Preservation metadata may be used to 
store technical information supporting 
preservation decisions and actions; 
document preservation actions taken, 
such as migration of emulation policies; 
record the effects of preservation 
strategies; ensure the authenticity of 
digital resources over time; [and] note 
information about collection management 
and the management of rights.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/preservation-metadata.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/preservation-metadata.html


Descriptive 
metadata

Information that refers to the 
intellectual content of material and 
aids discovery of such materials.

Descriptive metadata allows users 
to locate, distinguish, and select 
materials on the basis of the 
material's subjects or 'aboutness.' It 
is distinguished from information 
about the form of the material, or its 
administration.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/descriptive-metadata.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/descriptive-metadata.html


Use (Rights) 
Metadata Metadata related to the level and 

type of use of collections and 
information resources.



Attributes and Characteristics of 
Metadata (see Table 3)

https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/


Source of metadata

INTERNAL

● Internal metadata generated by the 
creating agent for an information 
object at the time when it is first 
created or digitized

● Metadata intrinsic to an item or work

EXTERNAL

● External metadata relating to an 
original item or information object; 
this is generated after the object is 
first created or digitized, often by 
someone other than the original 
creator



Method of metadata creation

● Automatic creation, capture, or 
inferencing of metadata  

● Manual creation of metadata by 
information specialists

● Manual or automatic creation of 
metadata during digitization 
processes  

● Individual user-contributed or 
crowd-sourced metadata



Nature of metadata

Nonexpert metadata created by persons 
who are not subject or community 
specialists or information professionals 
(e.g., the original creator of the 
information object or a folksonomist)

Expert metadata created by subject or 
community specialists and/or information 
professionals, often not the original 
creator of the information object



Structure of metadata

Structured metadata that conforms to a 
predictable standardized or proprietary 
structure

Unstructured metadata that does not 
conform to a predictable structure



Status of metadata

Unstructured metadata that does not 
conform to a predictable structure

Dynamic metadata that may change with 
use, manipulation, or preservation of an 
information object

Long-term metadata necessary to ensure 
that the information object continues to 
be accessible and usable

Short-term metadata, mainly of a 
transactional nature

Legacy metadata



Semantics of metadata

Controlled metadata that conforms to a 
standardized vocabulary or authority form 
and that follows standard content (i.e., 
cataloging) rules

Uncontrolled metadata that does not 
conform to any standardized vocabulary 
or authority form



Level of metadata

Collection-level or group-level metadata 
relating to collections or groupings of 
original items and/or information objects

Item-level or within-item-level metadata 
relating to individual items and/or 
information objects, often contained 
within collections



Metadata descriptions are collections of 
statements about something

subject – predicate – object

Halloween – has release year – 1978

Halloween – has director – John Carpenter



Attributes

Relationships

Entities

Berkeley CopWatch, 2018

https://elgrito.witness.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/33/2017/09/Data-Models-and-Databases-101_SMALL.pdf


Data Model from the WITNESS and El Grito de Sunset Park Metadata toolkit

https://elgrito.witness.org/portfolio/metadata-modeling/


Functions of metadata

● Creation, multiversioning, reuse, and recontextualization of 
information objects. 

● Organization and description.
● Validation.
● Search and retrieval.
● Utilization and preservation. 
● Disposition.

Gilliland, A.J. (2016). Setting the stage. In M. Baca (ed.), Introduction to metadata. Getty Research Institute. https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/ 

https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/


Why is metadata important?

● Increased accessibility
● Retention of context
● Expanding use
● Teaching and learning
● System development and enhancement
● Multiversioning
● Legal issues
● Preservation and persistence
● System improvement and economics

Gilliland, A.J. (2016). Setting the stage. In M. Baca (ed.), Introduction to metadata. Getty Research Institute. https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/ 

https://www.getty.edu/publications/intrometadata/setting-the-stage/


How user groups influence metadata schema

PBCore

● Initially developed for use by 
public broadcasting 
communities in the United 
States, but broad enough that it 
has been adopted by other 
archives with large moving 
image collections

● pbcoreCoverage

Ontology for Media Creation 
(MovieLabs)

● Developed for use by Hollywood 
film and television producers and 
studios

● Class: Location

https://pbcore.org/
https://pbcore.org/elements/pbcorecoverage
https://movielabs.com/production-technology/ontology-for-media-creation/
https://movielabs.com/production-technology/ontology-for-media-creation/
https://movielabs.com/prodtech/omc/v2.5/omcDoc/


Database
Information that is accessed and 
updated through software (a 
database management system) 
that has been organized, structured, 
and stored so that it can be 
manipulated and extracted for 
various purposes.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/database.html


Kress Collection Digital Archive

https://kress.nga.gov/


Crosswalk
The relationships between the 
elements of two or more data 
structures.

A crosswalk between MARC format 
and Dublin Core would indicate that 
a title is entered in MARC field 245 
and tagged Title in Dublin Core.

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/crosswalk.html


Getty Metadata Crosswalk

https://www.getty.edu/research/publications/electronic_publications/intrometadata/crosswalks.html



