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Preface

xv

We live in an environment where data (information in binary digital
form) surrounds us and is essential for most activities in which we
participate. Librarians and archivists act as data creators, data users and
reusers, and/or data curators in increasingly digitally oriented environ-
ments. Despite this, professional practice has not caught up with digital
practice in many respects. Caring for data, ensuring its usability and
reuse in the future, and ensuring its accessibility and understandability
over time require new strategies, practices, and tools. Traditional library
and archival practices developed in a predigital and largely paper-oriented
environment do not automatically transfer to the current digitally oriented
environments. Although the past decade has seen the rapid development
of new strategies, practices, and tools, these are not yet sufficiently
mature. Consider these facts:

• Immense quantities of information in binary digital form are
being generated in all walks of life.

• The quantities are increasing at a rapid rate.

• The scientific, scholarly, and research communities increasingly
rely on networked computing, as trends such as the move from
in vitro to in silico science and the development of large digital
libraries in the humanities become dominant.

• Computer technology (hardware, software, and communica-
tions networks) quickly becomes obsolete.

All of these place data at risk from factors such as technology obsolescence,
digital object fragility, a lack of understanding about what constitutes
good practice, insufficient resources, and inappropriate organizational
infrastructure.

Although the body of practice known as digital preservation is
developing to address the factors that place data at risk, it is starting to
be commonly accepted that its outcomes provide only part of the
answer. For example, it is relatively straightforward to maintain a bit
stream over time: there are more than 40 years of practice to call on in
this respect. However, there is no guarantee that the data represented
in this bit stream have the characteristics that allow them to be used
and understood in the future, and to remain unchanged. How can these



characteristics be retained in the data that is maintained for use in the
future?

To answer this question effectively, more than simply a focus on
maintaining the data (i.e., digital preservation) is required. What must
also be considered is what comes before preservation and what comes
after—that is, how the data are created and how they are used before
they get to an archive or library and how they will be used, and by
whom, in the future. This requires a focus on data that differs from that
applied to physical artifacts such as books, manuscripts, and photo-
graphic prints in a predigital environment.

Digital curation is a developing set of techniques that address these
issues, emphasizing the maintenance of data and adding value to these
data for current and future use. Because it is still developing, digital
curation is not yet described in detail in the literature. Digital Curation:
A How-To-Do-It Manual therefore makes a significant contribution by
describing in detail, in one place, the basics and current practices of
digital curation.

Various models of the lifecycle of data are available. These typically
begin with the creation of data and move through its various stages,
ending with data use. The Curation Lifecycle Model developed by the
Digital Curation Centre (DCC) (DCC, 2008; Higgins, 2008) is one of
these. It was developed by the DCC to describe the processes involved
in digital curation. The DCC Curation Lifecycle Model encompasses
data from their conceptualization and creation through all aspects of
their selection, archiving, maintenance, and use, to their reuse in the
future. The DCC Curation Lifecycle Model provides an action-oriented
structure for this book.

Digital Curation: A How-To-Do-It Manual is intended for anyone
who creates data, anyone who uses and reuses data, and anyone who
curates data. In essence, this means everyone who uses computers. More
specifically, this book is intended to be read by librarians and archivists
and by students of these professions. It should also have wider appeal,
for example, to scientists and scholars who plan research and collect and
use data. Whoever its readers, it will assist them to incorporate curation
procedures, where relevant, into their own practice, figure out where to
start when developing and implementing digital curation processes, and
explore digital curation issues by providing a context for digital curation.

Digital Curation: A How-To-Do-It Manual is designed to be read in
several ways. Its chapters can be read consecutively as an overview of
digital curation, or they can be dipped into for general background and
for advice on specific actions. The book’s accompanying website
(www.neal-schuman.com/curation) provides checklists that can be
used separately as guidance and reminders about the tasks that comprise
digital curation actions and templates that can be downloaded and used
as the basis for developing digital curation plans and procedures for
specific libraries, archives, and other organizations, as well as providing
guidance for informing individual practice.

This book is based on the author’s extensive international experience
as a researcher, author, and presenter in the field of digital preservation
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and digital curation. It draws in particular on his experience with digital
curation in Australia (which is widely acknowledged as representing
international best practice) and in the European Union context (including
a period based at the Humanities Advanced Technology and Information
Institute [HATII] at the University of Glasgow), and his current work at
Simmons College in Boston. The book’s content was developed through
observing digital curation practice, attendance at relevant international
conferences, developing material for the DCC, and investigating the
real-life experiences of digital curators, especially in the United States. It
is also informed by a series of in-depth interviews with digital preservation
professionals, which the author carried out as part of the preparation of
his book Preserving Digital Materials (Harvey, 2005).

Examples of digital curation practice from the United Kingdom and
Europe are well represented, as are examples from the United States and
from other countries. It may on the surface seem surprising to the
American reader that there are not more examples from the United
States. There are three main reasons for this. The first is that digital
curation is highly international and collaborative to an extent that is
perhaps unprecedented in library science and archival practice (as noted
in more detail in Chapter 8). This means that developments and practice
in the field in one country are keenly observed and adopted, with
modifications to suit local requirements, in other countries. The second
is that, as Jordan and his colleagues note, “U.S. funding dedicated to
digital preservation has traditionally lagged behind that available in the
European and British contexts in particular” (Jordan et al., 2008). This
means that the large majority of documented examples of digital curation
developments and practice have to date come from outside the United
States. This is likely to change in the next two to three years as funding
such as the National Science Foundation’s DataNet program comes
on stream. The third is that the more centralized U.K. and European
environments have required freely available documentation of any digital
curation activities funded by public money. This point applies in particular
to the material available on the DCC’s website, which represents the
only public documentation of a prolonged effort to identify and describe
digital curation and to investigate practice in the field. This book therefore
makes heavy use, with the permission of the DCC, of the materials
accessible through the Centre’s website.

Organization
Digital Curation: A How-To-Do-It Manual is organized in three parts.
“Part I. Digital Curation: Scope and Incentives” provides a broad con-
text for digital curation by introducing the main concepts and providing
an overview. Chapter 1 indicates the reasons why digital curation is
necessary, identifies what digital curation encompasses, suggests why
one should be interested in digital curation, notes the main incentives
for digital curation, and examines who does digital curation and what
tasks they carry out. Chapter 2 notes the changing landscape in which
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librarians, archivists, researchers, and scholars work, its requirements for
different ways of working and new kinds of infrastructure, and the different
skill sets for data curation. Chapter 3 examines an important conceptual
model for digital curation, the DCC Curation Lifecycle Model, on
which this book is based, and a key standard, the OAIS Reference
Model. Chapter 4 investigates in more detail what is meant by the term
data and other related terms. This is important to think about because it
allows us to address better an important question—What exactly is it
that we want to curate?

“Part II. Key Requirements for Digital Curation” examines the
DCC Curation Lifecycle’s Full Lifecycle Actions—the essential basic
requirements for all aspects of digital curation, which apply to all of the
Sequential Actions noted in Part III of this book. Chapter 5 covers
Curate and Preserve, one of four Full Lifecycle Actions, noting how
digital preservation and digital curation differ, examining the aims of
digital curation, and describing how these aims are achieved. Chapter 6
examines another Full Lifecycle Action, Description and Representation
Information, the metadata and other information required for effective
data curation. Chapter 7 notes the essential nature of planning and
policy in data curation by describing a third Full Lifecycle Action,
Preservation Planning. Chapter 8 completes the examination of Full
Lifecycle Actions by describing Community Watch and Participation
and noting the high value placed in digital curation on sharing knowl-
edge and on collaboration. 

“Part III. The Digital Curation Lifecycle in Action” is based on the
DCC Curation Lifecycle’s Sequential Actions and also notes its Occasional
Actions. Chapter 9 notes the Sequential Action “Conceptualise,” stressing
the need to think about curation at the very first stages of planning
research or creating digital objects. Chapter 10 examines the second
Sequential Action, Create or Receive, noting the requirements for
curation-ready digital objects. Chapter 11 describes Appraise and Select,
the third Sequential Action, noting the importance of selection of the
digital objects to be curated. This chapter also notes the Occasional
Actions Reappraise and Dispose. The fourth Sequential Action, Ingest—
the actions required when digital objects are taken into an archiving
system—is the topic of Chapter 12. Chapter 13 discusses the preservation
strategies and actions associated with Preservation Action, the fifth
Sequential Action. Also included in this chapter is the Occasional Action
Migrate. Chapter 14 focuses on the sixth Sequential Action, Store,
which is concerned with what is required to provide acceptable data
storage in the archiving system. Chapter 15 notes the seventh Sequential
Action, Access, Use, and Reuse, examining the requirements for successful
sharing and reuse of data in the future. It also notes the eighth Sequential
Action, Transform, thus completing the data Curation Lifecycle Model.

A decade ago, little was known about how to assess and preserve the
immense body of digitized material that can double in size in a matter of
a few short years. Today, we have a body of international experience and
expertise to draw on. Digital Curation: A How-To-Do-It Manual and
its companion website (www.neal-schuman.com/curation) are designed
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as a comprehensive resource for best practices in this area. Preserving
knowledge is a sacred trust; this resource will enable practitioners in all
areas of human experience to better succeed at this crucial task.
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