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Three fundamental questions 
about personal digital archiving

technology

human activity

digital stuff

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ 
personal 
(digital) 
collection?

Where should we 
store personal 
collections?

What can we 
expect as far 
as personal 
stewardship?



Three obvious answers

technology

human activity

digital stuff

keep 
everything

teach archival 
best practices 

develop a safe 
central 
repository with 
sophisticated 
access policies



What would happen if we subjected these 
three obvious answers to the Snopestest?



Q: ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΚ

A: Everything. Storage is cheap; keep it all! 

Rumor #1



Storage ischeap:
a terabyte personal store



So what are some of the assumptions behind 
the directive to keep everything?

ÅLǘΩǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŀƭƭƻȅŜŘ ƎƻƻŘ 
thing to be able to recover 
ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ 
created or encountered.

ÅDeletion is hard, thankless 
work.

ÅWe can use methods of 
filtering and searching to 
locate the gems among the 
gravel.



Is keeping everything a good idea?
It is from a memory ǇǊƻǎǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǾƛŜǿΧ



When asked when he ever got rid of digital stuff, 
one person I interviewed said,

ά¸ŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ ΦΦΦ LǘΩǎ 
more like, I have things littering the desktop and 
at some point it becomes unnavigable... 

A bunch of [the files] would get tossed out. A 
bunch of them would get put in some semblance 
of order on the hard drive. And some of them 
would go to various miscellaneous nooks and 
ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎΣ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΦέ

άώǿƘŜƴ L ōǳȅ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊϐ L ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ 
ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ Χ ώ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊϐ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ώŜȄŎŜǇǘϐ 
ƛǘΩǎ ŦŀǎǘŜǊΦ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŎƭŜŀƴ ƛǘ ǳǇ ŀǘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ώL ŘƻƴΩǘϐΦέ

Furthermore, deletion ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΧ



And people use loss as a means of deaccession

άLŦ ώƳȅ ŜƳŀƛƭϐ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǎǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ L ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ 
tangible, like, so important as an emotion or an 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ L ƎǳŜǎǎ LΩƳ kindaƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘΦέ

άLŦ Ƴȅ ƘŀǊŘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƴŜΣ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ 
ƳŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L ƴŜŜŘΣ 
ƴŜŜŘΦ  L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦέ

άL ƳŜŀƴΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦƛǊŜΣ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻǾŜ 
ƻƴΦέώǊŜΥ моΣллл ŜƳŀƛƭ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ Ƙŀǎ 
ǎŀǾŜŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅϐ ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊŜΦ hƴ 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΦΦΦ bŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ώōŀŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǳǇϐέ

ώŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎϐ ά¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ L ǳǎŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ 
of data that is very veryōƛƎΣ ƎƛƎŀōȅǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŦŦΧ ŀƴŘ ƛǘϥǎ 
not backed up. It's a bad situation. But what can you 
ŘƻΚέ

value



Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΧ

LǘΩǎ easier to keep
than to cullΧ



But we also know that

Åalthough storage is
cheap, human 
attention is less so.

ÅƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ legallyor 
emotionallyviable to 
keep everything.



Åmuch of what we keep today does not seem to 
have long term value: personal scholarly archives 
are not just the file system + 20 years.

Åwhat do researchers value?

ïPDFs of publications

ïSome bibliographic resources

Åwhat might they value?

ïDatasets (in some domains they clearly do)

Åwhatever we keep must be disentangled from 
the institutional storage

Is it any different for personal scholarly 
archives?



Storage is cheap; keep it all! 



{ƻ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ
ability to expunge PLUS the digital equivalent to 
benign neglect PLUS the ability to safeguard the 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘΧ



Value-related strategies for keeping 
digital stuff

known high-value stuff

medium value stuffτwe used to rely on
benign neglect to leave us w/some of it

lower value stuffτambivalent attitude

the controversial stuffτdeleted? 
Are you sure? Forensically?

Preservation through useτthe more I use these
ƛǘŜƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴŘ
the better their chance of survival



Q: How can we foster personal stewardship?

A: Teach archival best practices! 

Rumor #2





{ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ 
ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇΧ

LǘΩǎ Ŧǳƴƴȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
just one of those things. I mean, whose fault is it? 
Lǎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ōŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǳǇΚ hǊ ƛǎ ƛǘ 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴǘ 
and failsafe? In ten years, maybe hard drives and 
PCs will be so invincible and the Internet will be 
so pervasive that the concept of backing up will 
be quaint.

participant in an interview study who had lost his 
personal and business websites in a crash



Teach archival best practices to 
whom?

The home archivist is not always 
the home IT person



άL ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ƛǘ ώCƛǊŜŦƻȄϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ WƻƘƴ ώƘŜǊ 
ex-ƘǳǎōŀƴŘϐ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ5ƻƴΩǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 
ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΦΩΧ L ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ WƻƘƴΦ 
.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǾŜǊ 
ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ƛǘΦ {ƻ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ 
okay with him. But Jack [her 18 year old son], 
ȅΩƪƴƻǿΣ WŀŎƪ ǿƛƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΦέ

ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǳƴŘǊǳƳ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƛƴ ƛǎ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ 
to back anything up on this computer, the 
computer has to be working well, and in order 
to get the computer working well, I should 
ƘŀǾŜ ōŀŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΦέ

άLǘΩǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǿŜƛǊŘ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ /5ǎ 
you can tell how much is written on it by 
ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎΦέ



tŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΧ 
ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΧ

ά9ǾŜƴ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ 
was saved onto that 
computer [the virus-infected 
laptop]. Then luckily, I also 
emailed it to my cousin, 
/ŀƳƛƭƭŀΣ ŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ Χ {ƻ L 
ǎŀƛŘΣ ά/ŀƳƛƭƭŀΣ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
have my UCLA personal 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦ {ƘŜΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ά¸ŜŀƘΦέ 
{ƻ L ǎŀƛŘΣ άhƪŀȅΣ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ 
ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŜƳŀƛƭ ƛǘΦέ {ƻ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
how I actually got it back to 
ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΦέ 



And remember the scale: there are over 3.2 
billionpersonal photos on Flickr(this one is 

#2,975,981,038)

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Flickr: Facebook has over twice 
that many!


