
Special Collections in 
Our Digital World
The Future Is Now

Jackie Dooley
Program Officer

OCLC Research

LIBER workshop: Heritage Collections

in the Digital Future

Barcelona, 28 June 2011



Special Collections in Our Digital World: The Future is Now. LIBER Heritage Collections, 28 June 2011 2

Overview

1. OCLC Research
•Who are we?

2. OCLC Research survey results (2009)
•Digitized special collections
•Born-digital special collections

3. Digitization
•Our published work to date

4. Born-digital special collections
•Our latest project
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OCLC Research: Who we are

• ~45 FTE with offices in Ohio, California and the UK
• Sponsored by OCLC and a partnership of research 

libraries around the world that share:
• A strong motivation to effect system-wide change
• A commitment to collaboration as a means of achieving 

collective gains
• A desire to engage internationally
• Senior management ready to provide leadership within 

the transnational research library community
• Deep and rich collections and a mandate to make them 

accessible
• The capacity and the will to contribute
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1. OCLC Research: Current portfolios

• Mobilizing unique materials
• Research information management
• Metadata support and management
• Infrastructure and standards support
• System-wide organization
• User behavior studies and synthesis

• … & the OCLC Research Library Partnership
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2. OCLC Research survey results (2009)

•Digitized special collections

•Born-digital special collections
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Taking Our Pulse:  The OCLC Research 
Survey of Special Collections and Archives

Presentator
Presentatienotities
A 2009 survey of special collections and archives in the US and Canada shows that digitization of special collections and increasing user access to those collections are of critical importance to research libraries. The survey was a follow up to the 1998 ARL survey led directly to many high-profile initiatives to "expose hidden collections.“  We updated ARL’s survey instrument and extended the subject population to encompass the 275 libraries in the following five overlapping membership organizations:• Association of Research Libraries (124 universities and others)• Canadian Academic and Research Libraries (30 universities and others)• Independent Research Libraries Association (19 private research libraries)• Oberlin Group (80 liberal arts colleges)• RLG Partnership, U.S. and Canadian members (85 research institutions)The rate of response was 61% (169 responses).http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Stethoscope_1.jpgStethoscope.  Public domain.
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Key Findings

• The top three “most challenging issues”
• Space
• Born-digital
• Digitization

• Tough economy renders “business as usual” 
impossible; 75% of library budgets diminished

• User demand for digitized collections is insatiable

• Management of born-digital materials is in its 
infancy

Presentator
Presentatienotities
The OCLC report reveals, despite the efforts to uncover hidden collections, much rare and unique material remains undiscoverable, and monetary resources are shrinking at the same time that user demand is growing. The balance sheet is both encouraging and sobering:• The size of ARL collections has grown dramatically, up to 300% for some formats• Use of all types of material has increased across the board• Half of archival collections have no online presence• While many backlogs have decreased, almost as many continue to grow• User demand for digitized collections remains insatiable• Management of born-digital archival materials is still in its infancy• Staffing is generally stable, but has grown for digital services• 75% of general library budgets have been reduced• The current tough economy renders “business as usual” impossibleThe top three “most challenging issues” in managing special collections were space (105 respondents), born-digital materials, and digitization.
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Top education and training needs

1. Born-digital materials: 83%

1. Information technology: 65%

2. Intellectual property: 56%

3. Cataloging and metadata: 51%



Special Collections in Our Digital World: The Future is Now. LIBER Heritage Collections, 28 June 2011 9

Special collections involvement in 
digitization projects
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Large-scale digitization

Definition: Systematic reproduction of entire collections using 
streamlined production methods that account for special handling.
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Born-digital archival materials

In a nutshell …

•Undercollected
•Undercounted
•Undermanaged
•Unpreserved
• Inaccessible
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Born-digital archival materials

• Holdings reported by: 35%
• Percent held by top two libraries: 51%
• Percent held by top 13 libraries: 93%

• Digital materials currently held by: 79%

• Assignment of responsibility for born-digital 
management made by: 55%

• Education/training needed by: 83%

• We surmise that collecting is generally reactive, 
sporadic, limited.
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Born-digital: Assignment of responsibility



Special Collections in Our Digital World: The Future is Now. LIBER Heritage Collections, 28 June 2011 14

Born-digital: Materials already held
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Born-digital: Impediments

Note: Respondents could check all that apply.
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Recommended actions: Digital special 
collections

•Digitization
• Develop models for large-scale digitization
• Scope the existing corpus of digitized rare books to aid 

identification of new projects

•Born-Digital Archival Materials
• Identify relationship between “special collections” and 

“born-digital”
• Outline “baby steps” approach to creating a program for 

management
• Develop use cases and cost models for selection, 

management, preservation

Presentator
Presentatienotities
Focused on issues that warrant shared actionAssessment--Develop and promulgate metrics that enable standardized measurement of key aspects of special collections use and management.Collections--Identify barriers that limit collaborative collection development.--Take collective action to share resources for cost-effective preservation of at-risk audiovisual materials.User Services--Develop and liberally implement exemplary policies to facilitate  rather than inhibit access to and interlibrary loan of rare and unique  materials.Cataloging and Metadata--Compile, disseminate, and adopt a slate of replicable, sustainable methodologies for cataloging and processing to facilitate exposure of materials that remain hidden and stop the growth of backlogs.--Develop shared capacities to create metadata for published--Convert legacy finding aids using affordable methodologies toDigitization--Develop models for large-scale digitization of special collections,--Determine the scope of the existing corpus of digitized rare books,Born-Digital Archival Materials--Define the characteristics of born-digital materials that warrant theirmanagement as “special collections.”--Define a reasonable set of basic steps for initiating an institutional program for responsibly managing born-digital archival materials.--Develop use cases and cost models for selection, management, and preservation of born-digital archival materials.Staffing--Confirm high-priority areas in which education and training
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3. Digitization: Our Work to date

• Digitization is more for access than for preservation
• Balancing risk analysis and access, with regard to 

copyright and privacy
• Guidance for commercial partnerships 
• Scaling up capture of archival formats
• Building the digital library with researcher-initiated 

digitized content
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Shifting Gears: Digitization for Access

Presentator
Presentatienotities
“Shifting Gears” argues for scaling up the digitization of special collections, with a particular focus on adopting a “just do it” attitude towards digitization. Its recommendations are intended to help special collections keep pace with mass digitization of books.  As we increasingly share a collective collection of books, it will be our special collections that distinguish cultural repositories. We can hide those treasures in our backlogs or behind custom portals -- or we can push them out into the light of day.Some of the advice sounds quaint now, but it was important to say – and important for RLG to say, since we had been advocates of the “you only get one chance so scan at the highest quality possible” approachhttp://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shift_stick.jpgGear shift stick of my Mazda Protege SE 1999.  Public domainhttp://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MUTCD_W4-3.svgMUTCD W4-3 merging traffic sign From: Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices for Streets and Highways - 2003 Edition.  Public domain
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Shifting Gears: Recommendations

• Access vs. preservation
• Quantity vs. quality
• Selection has already been done
• Do it ONCE (then iterate)
• Programs, not projects
• Archival description practices as model
• Discovery happens elsewhere
• Partnerships and funding

This project catalyzed libraries to switch from 
highly selective “boutique” digitization projects to 
thinking about ways to scale up.

Presentator
Presentatienotities
These are some of the recommendations1. Due to the special nature of these often unique materials, we will always preserve the originals to the best of our ability, so why not use digital versions to improve access?2. Carefully appraised and acquired collections are worthy of digitization, so either scan as materials are accessioned or scan materials that are often requested.3. High-level description with some representative scans may be enough to determine where to apply further effort. Iterate once you’ve identified high use or high interest materials4. Early grant-funded digitization often cherry-picked for topical projects. Continuing to give these activities “special project” status implies that providing access is not mission-essential. We need dedicated budget, staffing and infrastructure for digitization. 5. We need to stop obsessing about items. Everything that is digitized does not need to be painstakingly described. Start at the top, at the collection level, then think how to group materials and where further description is needed.  Researchers really don’t mind looking through a number of images to find the right ones.6. Vast quantities of digitized primary materials trump a few superbly crafted special collections. Minimal description and lower quality scanning will not restrict use as much as limiting access to those who can show up in person. 7. Too often we’ve created expensive, but little-used websites.  Usage will increase when we expose our content to search engines and aggregators, who are more successful at reaching broad audiences. 8. Work with private partners to developing scanning approaches and industrial strength workflows to suit particular non-book formats. Grant-giving agencies should be encouraged to support projects that put permanent processes in place for ongoing operations.  
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“Good Terms”: Improving Commercial-
Noncommercial Partnerships for Mass Digitization

Detail of illustration by Dan Beard in Cosmopolitan Magazine, December 16, 1893. Public domain

Presentator
Presentatienotities
Sometimes making progress requires combining forces to get the needed funding and capabilitiesSpecial collections may be attractive to third party, private-sector partners, facilitating digitization that the institution could not otherwise afford.  The "Good Terms” report offers guidance for ensuring broad access to collections when working with a commercial partner. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_handshake.pngDetail of illustration by Dan Beard in Cosmopolitan Magazine, December 16, 1893. Public domain
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Good Terms: Recommendations

Negotiate for:
•Limited confidentiality
•More complete deliverables
•More open access allowing the development 

of new applications
•Less restricted distribution
•Responsible treatment of usage data
•Limited duration and survivability

Presentator
Presentatienotities
You need to keep the discussion open so you can consult with peers.  Be sensitive to private partner needs to protect business and technology secrets, but insist on your own right to discuss aspects pertaining to your broader community. These deals involve some of the most complex decisions libraries will face, they can be improved through consultations with others.Collect and Retain All Digitized Data.  Librarians must have input into the specifications of quality and formats and be clear about exactly what they will receive and that they will own those deliverables. Preserve Traditional Freedoms to Support Research and Scholarship. In particular, they should avoid contract terms that make it difficult or impossible to offer scholars the kinds of functionality, including automated or bulk access to collections, that can support innovative research and will allow the development of new applications. Strive for the Freedom to Aggregate Content.  Preserve the right to combine parts or all of their digitized content with collections at other institutions or organizations. Include Usage Data in Negotiations.  Ensure that users' privacy is protected, even while drawing on usage data to enhance services to users. If the above terms cannot be secured, then the consequences of compromises should be fully understood. This point, however, should be a requirement: Avoid Contract Exclusivity and Perpetuity.  If there must be restrictions on ownership, access, and distribution, it should be time-bounded and should not survive termination of the agreement. 
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Well-intentioned practice for putting 
digitized collections of unpublished 
materials online 

United States Air Force. "DAYTON, Ohio (10/27/2009) -- Members of Boy Scout Troop...at the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force“  Public domain

Presentator
Presentatienotities
Digitization of special collections can be inhibited by concerns about IP or privacy rights. The 2010 “Well-Intentioned Practices” document establishes a community of practice for digitization of unpublished materials based in risk analysis and adoption of fair use. The primary responsibilities of cultural materials repositories - stewardship and support for research and learning - require us to provide access to materials entrusted to our care. This document establishes a reasonable community of practice that increases and significantly improves access to collections of unpublished materials by placing them online for the purpose of furthering research and learning. Although it promotes a well-intentioned, practical approach to identifying and resolving rights issues that is in line with professional and ethical standards, note that this document does not concern itself with what individuals who access particular items may do with them. While the document was developed with US law in mind, it is hoped that the spirit of the document will resonate in non-US contexts. If your institution has legal counsel, involve them in adopting this approach; after the approach has been adopted, only seek their advice on specific questionshttp://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Charles_Metcalf_DESA_ceremony.jpgUnited States Air Force. "DAYTON, Ohio (10/27/2009) -- Members of Boy Scout Troop 236, Christ United Methodist Church, Kettering, Ohio, post the Colors during the Distinguished Eagle Scout Award presentation at the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force. (U.S. Air Force photo)“  Public domain
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Well-intentioned practice: Balancing 
rights & access

This project identified strategies for analyzing and 
developing acceptable risk behaviors and 
recommending rights clearance and digitization 
practices for libraries and archives.

•Select collections wisely 
•Use archival approaches to make decisions 
•Provide take-down policy statements and disclaimers 
to users of online collections 
•Prospectively, work with donors 
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Rapid capture: Faster throughput in 
digitization of special collections

Presentator
Presentatienotities
Some parts of the process need to be routinized in ways that speed the throughput and allow the overall project to succeedAs institutions begin programmatically digitizing collections, they will want to incorporate innovative approaches. "Rapid Capture” looks at the moment of actual digitization of a variety of formats and highlights approaches that capture at scale. We identified some innovative ways to accelerate throughput.There are 9 vignettes + 2 bonus stories.  They describe quite succinctly: What they did, how they did it, and the result.Report came out earlier this month, here are some highlights.Montage compiled by Ricky Erway from images used with permission.                            forthcoming
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Rapid capture
This project investigated digital capture of special 

formats at scale. Case studies describe various 
methodologies, including in-house capture, 
outsourcing solutions, hardware (scanners, cameras, 
materials handling tools, and lighting equipment), 
staffing, and throughout rates.

•Audio
•Correspondence
•Medieval manuscripts
•Microfilm
•Mixed archival materials
•Photographs
•Scrapbooks and albums
•University records
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Managing User-Initiated Digitization in Special 
Collections and Archives

Presentator
Presentatienotities
"Scan and Deliver“, released last month, 9investigates policy issues related to patron-initiated digitization of materials.Steps in user-initiated digitization – review, decide, scan, and deliver – have a spectrum of tracks for workflow. 
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Managing user-initiated digitization

Sample workflows for creating digital versions of 
original materials in response to users’ requests, 
ranging from a simple method that requires 
minimal staff resources to an elaborated workflow 
that facilitates addition of the files to the 
institution’s digital collections. 

Simplify each stage in the process

•Review
•Decide
•Scan
•Deliver
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Born-digital special 
collections: Our 
latest project

•Types of material

•Skills and expertise

•Initial steps

Presentator
Presentatienotities
The Born Digital project is just getting started. Jackie Dooley has the lead on this one.  Focus on enhancing effective management of born-digital materials as they intersect with special collections and archives in research libraries. First off we attempted a definition of born digital: Items created and managed in digital form. Working with a number of advisors, we intend to identify the skills and practices in the archival tradition that will be of value in the preservation of, and access to,  materials that were born digital.  We’ll also assemble the minimal steps that need to be taken, while ensuring that no harm is done.  Photo by Merrilee Proffitt. CC BY-NC
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Born-Digital Materials are …

• Digital art
• Digital documents
• Digital manuscripts 
• Digital media 

publications
• Digital photographs 

• Dynamic data 
• Electronic records 
• Static data sets 
• Websites
• ... and more

Presentator
Presentatienotities
To start out, we recognized that different people may have entirely different things in mind when they use the term born-digital.  So we identified nine different types of born-digital material (you could no doubt, add more).  There’s a document, but those of you with short attention spans (or who’d like to see OCLC Research staff make fools of ourselves) may want to view the video on our YouTube channel.
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Skills and expertise

This new project focuses on effective management 
of born-digital materials as they intersect with 
special collections and archives practices in 
research libraries. We will:

• Explore the array of skills and expertise held by 
special collections librarians and archivists that 
are crucial to effective management of many 
types of born-digital materials. 

• Describe how those areas of expertise do or don’t 
pertain to various types of born-digital materials. 
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Initial steps 

A third element of the new project will outline 
some of the most basic initial steps that an 
archives can take to begin managing born-digital 
materials.

Planning
• Connect with key stakeholders
• Consider key elements of donor negotiations

Managing
• Inventory what you have
• Transfer from physical media to secure storage
• Learn “do no harm” file management steps
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Thank you

Jackie Dooley

dooleyj@oclc.org


	Special Collections in Our Digital World��The Future Is Now
	Overview
	OCLC Research: Who we are
	1. OCLC Research: Current portfolios
	2. OCLC Research survey results (2009)�
	Taking Our Pulse:  The OCLC Research Survey of Special Collections and Archives
	Key Findings
	Top education and training needs
	Dianummer 9
	Dianummer 10
	Born-digital archival materials�
	Born-digital archival materials
	Dianummer 13
	Dianummer 14
	Dianummer 15
	Recommended actions: Digital special collections
	3. Digitization: Our Work to date
	Shifting Gears: Digitization for Access�
	Shifting Gears: Recommendations
	“Good Terms”: Improving Commercial-Noncommercial Partnerships for Mass Digitization�
	Good Terms: Recommendations
	Well-intentioned practice for putting digitized collections of unpublished materials online 
	Well-intentioned practice: Balancing rights & access�
	Rapid capture: Faster throughput in digitization of special collections
	Rapid capture�
	Managing User-Initiated Digitization in Special Collections and Archives
	Managing user-initiated digitization
	Born-digital special collections: Our latest project
	Born-Digital Materials are …
	Skills and expertise
	Initial steps �
	Dianummer 32

