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ABSTRACT

Many cultural heritage institutions with digital collections have
performed assessments of file formats to inform decision
making for a wide range of activities. The development of
digitization standards and transfer requirements for depositors,
the selection of storage and access platforms, and preservation
planning and the decisions to use emulation or migration as a
preservation approach all benefit from the assessment of file
formats for their appropriateness in these different contexts.
This workshop will bring together several institutions who have
created format assessments, together with institutions who
already are or could potentially reuse this work to inform their
own institutional policies and preservation planning. The
workshop will start with short presentations to expose the
assessment work that has been done, followed by a discussion
of how they are being used, or could be used, and possibilities
for more effectively sharing these resources across institutions
for the benefit of the digital preservation community.
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1. FORMAT ASSESSMENTS

Several cultural heritage institutions responsible for preserving
digital content have generated what could be called format
assessments. While the specific workflow, criteria and artifacts
created have tended to be institution-specific, and have even
varied over time within the same institutions; at a high level all
of these format assessments could be defined as the detailed
documentation of the properties of a format to gain insight into
the format’s suitability to fill a repository function, e.g. as an
archival format, as a transfer format, as an access format. They
are used to support decisions related to content that may come
into the repository, or that is already under management in the
repository.

The institutions writing format assessments create them for
various reasons. Some create them to inform policy and related
guidelines for their preservation repository, for example as the
basis for guidelines for content creators, or to restrict the
formats accepted into their repository. Other institutions create
them to inform the broader digital preservation community,
potentially as the basis for best or at least good practices. Still
others create them to make decisions about formats to select for
normalization or migration targets, or to identify formats that
might be at risk of obsolescence within their repository.
Because of the diversity of the reasons for format assessments,
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among institutions creating them the methods used and the
results are divergent. A key difference is how a “format” is
defined or scoped in the assessment. Some, like those written
for the Library of Congress’ Sustainability of Digital Formats
Web site [1] are very granular - there are eight different
variations of the JPEG2000 JP2 format described on the site. In
contrast the assessments written by the British Library [2] are
not as granular, e.g. there is a single assessment covering the
JPEG2000 JP2 format. The assessments created by Harvard
Library [3] are also less granular than the Library of Congress’
but include associated assessments of metadata and tools
specific to formats.

Despite the differences in how and why format assessments are
created, institutions of all types within the digital preservation
community could benefit from the broader sharing of these
assessments. There is a great deal of time, effort and resources
that go into preparing format assessments. Leveraging the
research and findings already done by other institutions will
allow institutions to focus efforts on work not already done. In
addition, institutions that do not have the resources to do their
own format assessments are still able to write needed
preservation policies and conduct preservation planning by
reusing the work that has already been done. Lastly, exposing
this work to more eyes in the community should lead to more
discussion and constructive feedback about formats and their
suitability for preservation that can lead to establishing
community-accepted best practices in this area.

2. WORKSHOP STRUCTURE

The authors of this proposal represent institutions who are
actively engaged in format assessments and wish to make this
work discoverable and useful as a resource to the digital
preservation community. The workshop will begin with brief
descriptions from each of the authors on their role related to
format assessments. The Library of Congress (LC) will present
a case history perspective of its detailed PDF [4] assessments
on the Sustainability of Digital Formats website to demonstrate
the granularity of LC’s assessments but also real life application
of their usefulness. Harvard Library (HL) will describe the
format and related metadata and tool assessments it has been
doing as preparation for supporting new formats in HL’s
preservation repository. The British Library will outline the
evolution of its file format assessment activities in the context
of the development of a preservation planning capacity based
on a deeper understanding of the Library’s collections and
preservation priorities. The National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA) will describe the assessment



methodology it undertakes to determine file formats that are
appropriate for use by Federal agencies transferring permanent
electronic records. The National Library of New Zealand
(NLNZ) will explore the relationship between format
identification and format assessments. This will draw on a
decade of experience and will discuss the boundaries between
them, the institutional mandates that inform their use and value,
and point to some directions on how this information is best
linked and shared.

The presentations will be followed by an informal discussion to
explore the following topics:

e  Use of format assessments

o  Are they being used by institutions that did
not create them, and for what purposes?

o Isthere any additional information or
infrastructure needed to make them more
discoverable, interpreted as intended by the
creators, or more useful to other
institutions?

e  Central discovery platform for format assessments

o Isit desirable for the community to have a
central portal for format assessments, and if
s0, how would this be maintained?

o  What would be the challenges to
implementing this and what are some ideas
for resolving them?

The last part of the workshop will focus on identifying concrete
next steps following the workshop, including but not limited to
an update of this paper after the workshop.
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