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Abstract
As a cultural institution, the public library is charged with providing 
resources and services that fit the needs of a particular community 
and, if space and budgets allow, of serving as a resource and reposi-
tory of the community’s past. To fulfill its mission to the public, the 
library must attract that public by offering materials and providing 
opportunities for them to pursue their unique and varied interests 
and discover new things. By engaging individuals in the identifica-
tion and preservation of their own personal, digital objects, it may be 
possible to increase awareness in, and commitment to, community 
repositories that reflect a community’s diversity and that will serve 
all. A user education program that focuses on the importance of 
identifying and preserving the information and artifacts that are 
important, that addresses the technical aspects of preservation, and 
that creates awareness of the benefits and challenges associated with 
sharing personal information can result in a community repository 
that ultimately has more value for both the individual and the com-
munity.

“All lives need stories near at hand, and our experiences of narratives in 
contextually rich worlds are transformative.”
	 —David Carr, The Promise of Cultural Institutions, p. 57

Introduction
The vision of libraries and archives as “the most purposeful and inten-
tional of institutions . . . holding the culture’s memory and minding its 
continuing community” (Carr, 2003, p. 113) is an ideal we willingly em-
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brace. We can provide, at minimum, anecdotal evidence for how librar-
ies and archives have preserved culture and transformed lives (American 
Libraries, 1993; Woman’s Day, 2007). Yet some have suggested that rather 
than serving our diverse communities, reflecting local tastes and charac-
ter, libraries serve mainstream interests, acquiring and preserving items 
that might be found in any collection (Danky, 1997). Whether one ac-
cepts the former, the latter, or some other view, the increasing predomi-
nance of digital over analog formats (Lyman & Varian, 2003) offers an 
opportunity to reexamine our institutional role and perhaps reclaim it. 
Individual digital information management practice falls increasingly un-
der the auspices of Google and Microsoft (Carr, 2008), but we suggest 
that libraries offer a more appealing opportunity to connect individuals 
through a multifaceted approach involving education, technology, and 
shared expertise that will result in “co-created community repositories.”

Individuals are amassing large amounts of digital content because they 
have access to inexpensive and seemingly endless storage capability as well 
as to high-speed computing for facilitating the creation and acquisition of 
digital content (Beagrie, 2005). Evidence suggests that limited infrastruc-
ture, limited knowledge about digital preservation, and the everchang-
ing personal computing environment increase the danger that individu-
als will lose valuable representations of personal memories (Jones, 2007; 
Kaye et al., 2006; Marshall, 2008).

Studies of personal information management (PIM) have found that 
although most people save and back up digital files, few create archives in 
the traditional sense. There may be benefits in making people aware of 
the importance of effective archival practice (Boardman & Sasse, 2004), 
yet few have suggested how individuals will learn best practices for orga-
nizing and preserving their files. While there are sources willing to host 
personal, and even shared, document collections for free (Google Docs, 
for example), none has offered much guidance for organizing, evaluat-
ing, and preserving these items for long-term use or for examining the 
social and legal issues related to their use.

Public libraries and other memory organizations are potentially excel-
lent sources for informing individuals about best PIM practices. Public 
libraries are either gaining or creating state-of-the-art knowledge as they 
develop and maintain their own digital collections and make those collec-
tions accessible to others (Bradley, 2007; Cole & Shreeves, 2004; Mason, 
2007). Public libraries are a vital part of communities (Agosto, 2007; Sul-
livan, 2003) and of the information economy, and they are in position 
to create connections between the two (Abend & McClure, 1999; Urban 
Libraries Council, 2007). Public libraries already serve the role of educat-
ing users through information literacy skills programs (Eisenberg, Lowe, 
& Spitzer, 2008). Public libraries and other memory organizations are cre-
ating digital collections of local significance that could easily attract the 
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involvement of community members (Dalbello, 2004). Finally, as cultural 
institutions whose greatest responsibility is to the communities they serve, 
libraries can benefit from increased engagement of the individuals who 
live there (Zweizig & Dervin, 1977).

The story of a community is more than the official version recorded in 
newspapers and formal documents. Individuals often experience events 
differently or provide a point of view counter to the mainstream. Personal 
diaries, photographs, letters, etc., have often shared a different truth or 
have provided details otherwise unavailable. Stored in boxes, albums, and 
notebooks, these items, especially those of important people, have some-
times been donated to archives where they are available to scholars, but 
are relatively inaccessible to anyone else. Although digital media are in 
some ways more ephemeral than paper, the relatively small size of the 
files, flexibility of the format, and the large quantity of materials gener-
ated increase their potential for use.

People provide knowledge of local history, customs, and events; provide  
diverse points of view; and often have a personal interest in supporting 
community organizations. Anyone with a digital camera, a computer, or 
even a cell phone is generating content that may potentially add to our 
knowledge base or represent an otherwise undocumented point of view. 
Yet individuals struggle with what to keep, where to put it, how to or-
ganize it, and how to find it later (Barreau, 1995; Bernstein, Van Kleek, 
Karger, & Schraefel, 2008; Jones, 2008; Marshall & Jones, 2006). Library 
and information professionals working through their organizations have 
the technical expertise and the technical infrastructure to help individu-
als capture and preserve their digital records and to facilitate co-creation 
of a community repository (Japzon, 2008; Russo & Watkins, 2007).

We propose a framework for exchanging knowledge that will address 
the social, legal, and technical aspects of managing personal, digital infor-
mation over a lifetime, as well as the cultural, social, and historical benefits 
of sharing this information. The framework links the creation of artifacts 
by individuals, commentary on and use of the artifacts by others, and the 
skills of library and information science professionals who can facilitate 
participation through instruction. We will discuss the following areas for 
exploration: local cultural heritage, privacy, copyright, organization, clas-
sification, selection, appraisal, file format, and storage media.

Co-Created Community Repository Framework
The Co-Created Community Repository Framework1 supports three com-
munity components:

•	 Community residents who, throughout their lives, acquire or create ar-
tifacts, some of which are born digital and some that they may wish to 
digitize, including:
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a.	 things that are private, personal, or to be shared only with selected 
individuals, and

b.	 things that have broad appeal that may be shared with the public
•	 Information professionals who work in cultural institutions such as li-

braries, historical societies, and archives and who may possess the skills, 
tools, and the infrastructure to enable community residents to create 
and/or contribute digital records

•	 Community residents (current and future) who use the resources, gen-
erate different views to resources, offer commentary, and perhaps con-
tribute their own resources in return.

Examples of such community projects include the Eckhart Public Library 
in Auburn, Indiana (Indiana University, 2010), and, on a broader scale, 
the New Jersey Digital Highway (n.d.).

Documenting Local Cultural Heritage
The importance of cultural heritage and digital collections has been 
discussed with respect to subject content (Dalbello, 2004); political im-
plications (Cloonan, 2007; Lloyd, 2007); partnering with other memory 
organizations to harness the collective cultural resources within a commu-
nity (Bauer & Carlin, 2003); organization of materials (Wendler, 2004); 
digitization of materials (Perry, 2005); promotion and access (Bishop, 
Van House, & Buttenfield, 2003); and cultural learning opportunities for 
students (Powell, 2005; Taylor, 2003). While much less has been written 
on the inclusion of community members in the creation of collections 
that document local, cultural heritage (Horton, 2001; Kaplan, 2000), we 
intend to illustrate ways in which public libraries can document and pre-
serve the cultural heritage of their specific communities through the so-
cial and technical infrastructure of digital libraries.

Archives have traditionally dealt with issues related to documentation 
and preservation, and libraries with issues related to collection and access. 
The creation of digital collections in libraries and archives has helped 
these two professional approaches consider the importance of each 
within its own context (Chowdhury, 2010; Moghaddam, 2010); archives 
are becoming more concerned about access and libraries are becoming 
more concerned about preservation. The co-created community reposi-
tory framework places equal importance on access and preservation and 
makes community members themselves, rather than specific events or 
places, the subject of these co-created collections. This approach will be 
more inclusive of community members as it focuses on the experiences of 
those members rather than on some event or place that may have mean-
ing for some, but not for all. Further, by focusing on the living, co-created 
community repositories can begin to address the challenge of collecting 
tomorrow’s digital history today.
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Traditionally, archivists have focused their acquisition efforts on his-
torical rather than current materials (Rosenzweig, 2003) and on print or 
physical materials rather than on digital resources (Burton, 2002, 2005). 
The potential for archives to continue to fulfill their role as preservers of 
our collective cultural heritage in the digital era is threatened when one 
considers the intrinsic quality of digital materials. Among these intrinsic 
qualities is the difficulty in distinguishing the type, source, provenance, 
and value of data stored on the same digital medium.

Privacy and Copyright
Issues related to privacy and copyright are inherent to all personal informa-
tion residing in archives, repositories, and in personal collections on the 
Web (Besek, 2003). Through the knowledge exchange process of the co-
created community repository, LIS professionals can share their expertise 
related to these issues (Besek, 2003; Schwarz, 1992). Community members 
will have to decide which of their personal documents have public value 
and which are best kept private. Through the help of LIS professionals, 
public library users can begin to understand the scope of the unique col-
lections contained within the collective (Gaudette, 2003/2004).

With regard to copyright and digital information generally, there are 
issues yet to be resolved in the courts (Electronic Frontier Foundation, 
2008). These issues, as they are resolved, will affect an individual’s rights 
and responsibilities regarding the use, storage, and creation of digital in-
formation. The co-created community repository framework provides a 
platform from which public library users can begin to understand their 
roles as individuals in practicing information behaviors that are respectful 
of their personal rights as well as the rights of others.

Organization and Classification
Several research studies have found that individuals distribute their digi-
tal information across many devices and Web locations with no technical 
means of unifying access or comprehensively searching all their personal 
digital information (Bergman, Beyth-Marom, & Nachmias, 2006; Japzon 
2009; Jones, 2004). Over time, this disorganization will inhibit access as 
cognitive association with the location of personal information will fade 
(Bartlett, 1932, 1958), especially given the importance of using current 
context to classify and organize personal information (Barreau, 1995; 
Barreau & Nardi, 1995; Japzon, 2009; Kwasnik, 1989).

Research also indicates that behaviors that contribute to the organiza-
tion of personal information have limitations of scale (Barreau, 1995; Els-
weiler, Baillie, & Ruthven, 2008; Japzon, 2009).2 These behaviors are likely 
to inhibit access to personal information over time given the paucity of 
metadata created for refinding personal content and the technical barri-
ers to integrating browsing and/or searching of all personal information. 
Ultimately, system design and individual practices will need to be altered 
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as reliance on digital information is likely to increase. We suggest that 
through co-created repositories, public library users can begin to under-
stand the implications of their actions and of the systems they are using. 
With this understanding, they can effectively provide for long-term access 
to their digital information.

Selection and Appraisal
When individuals decide to select or keep digital information, the 
amount of organizational effort expended during selection may affect the 
amount of time they spend later when they attempt to refind/retrieve  
information from their personal information store. When individuals re-
member the location of a specific information item in their collections, 
it is likely due to some explicit act of keeping (Jones, 2004). As Lansdale 
(1988, p. 468) noted, “The two steps of information recall and recogni-
tion can be viewed as a dialogue between people and their information 
environments.” The success of finding/retrieving information depends 
on individuals remembering what to look for and where to look for it. 
Remembering that an information item is stored within a personal collec-
tion must precede recall.

To study the relationship between selecting and retrieving personal 
digital information, Barreau (1995) framed her research in terms of four 
overarching behavioral areas: acquisition or selection, organization, re-
finding and/or retrieval, and maintenance. The acquisition of an item 
can be deliberate or unsolicited. Selections that are deliberate reflect a 
personal anticipated information need (Bruce, 2005). Individuals select 
and store information with the intent to use the item in the future. Pre-
sumably, there is an appraised value associated with information selected 
and stored for future use.

In addition to the cognitive associations built around selecting and 
storing personal information, memory is aided by keeping selected items 
in view. Barreau and Nardi (1995) found that users of personal comput-
ers purposely locate items to facilitate remembering, for example, using 
icons on desktops and sending e-mail notes to oneself.

As the volume of personal digital information stored by individuals in-
creases and the types of storage devices and locations become more nu-
merous, it will be increasingly difficult for individuals to manage or see all 
of their information items at once. Some researchers advocate that indi-
viduals keep everything and discontinue expending effort to make selec-
tions and create organizational/classification schemes for their personal 
information (Cutrell, Dumais, Teevan, 2006; Gemmell, Bell, & Lueder, 
2006). However, reliance on search may not be helpful for refinding in-
formation over long periods of time, especially given what is known about 
the importance of cognitive associations and the functioning of memory 
(Davies & Thomson, 1988; Kelly & Chen, 2008; Sellen et al., 2007).
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Jones (2004) recommends creating a personal unifying taxonomy to 
integrate information organization across devices. Marshall (2008) rec-
ommends using a federated search mechanism to unify access to meta-
data applied to personal digital information. Anderson, Hodge, and Jap-
zon (2007) provide a framework for a metadata repository that combines 
the application of a unifying taxonomy and a federated search for the re-
trieval of digital content distributed in various networked locations. Each 
of these possibilities has its limitations. Through the knowledge exchange 
that takes place during the development of a co-created community re-
pository, we assert that there is a role for LIS professionals to share with 
public library users their knowledge of the limitations inherent in each 
of these approaches. If individuals are encouraged to identify digital in-
formation of value to them, LIS professionals could then begin to teach 
public library users how to identify and preserve digital information of 
value to them through established curatorial practices.

The curatorial process would encourage individuals to appraise the in-
formation contained in their personal stores and then make decisions on 
how best to take care of selected information over the long term (see, 
e.g., Petrelli, van den Hoven, & Whittaker, 2009). We assert that shared 
information is valued information, and this idea can be realized in the 
co-creation of community repositories. As people see what others have 
chosen to share, they may be motivated to share similar types of things as 
well as to comment on things that are shared by others.

File Formats and Storage Media
In her study of public library users (N=26) and their digital preservation be-
haviors, Japzon (2009) found that most of the study participants lacked spe-
cific knowledge about which storage devices, locations, or file formats were 
considered best for providing long-term access to their digital content. She 
found that most of the participants made decisions related to file formats 
and storage based on ease of use and the constraints of the devices and soft-
ware programs they were using. These results demonstrate that there are 
potential benefits in educating the public about digital preservation, and 
these educational programs may best be offered through public libraries.

In Best Practice Guidelines for Digital Collections, the University of Maryland 
Libraries differentiates between archival formats, which are intended to 
support long-term use and access, and Web deliverable formats, which are 
intended to support current and dynamic use and access. The guide states 
the following general requirement for archival file formats: “a format that 
is open (non-proprietary) and well-documented, widely supported, and 
cross-platform compatible” (Office of Digital Collections and Research, 
2007). The Electronic Literature Organization provides a pamphlet both 
online and in print that encourages authors to publish and work in Acid-
Free Bits (Montfort & Wardrip-Fruin, 2004).
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The use of open systems and formats will allow for the creation of stan-
dards. Such standards promote interoperability among systems and this 
interoperability will increase possibilities for resource discovery and pres-
ervation. Recommendations on the file formats that are best for long-
term access have been made by such agencies as the Digital Preservation 
Coalition in the United Kingdom (http://www.dpconline.org/) and the 
Florida Center for Library Automation Digital Archive in the United States 
(2010). Through the creation of co-created community repositories, pub-
lic library users will have access to resources on file formats and standards 
that they may apply to their own personal information collections.

Ideally, public library users and other consumers will have accessible 
and understandable information on the most reliable and most appropri-
ate storage devices and locations. A storage selection guide is part of a 
digital preservation workbook created for professional archivists by the 
United Kingdom Research project, PARADIGM (2008). Agencies such as 
the National Institute of Standards and Technology, the Image Perma-
nence Institute, and InterPARES have produced guides on the care and 
handling of digital storage media for professional audiences. While a va-
riety of research has been conducted on the longevity of storage media 
(Porck & Teygeler, 2000) and varied resources have been produced, a 
consumer-level resource intended for public library users has yet to be 
created.

As with file formats, we assert that through the creation of co-created 
community repositories, resources on storage media preferred for long-
term access can be made understandable to public library users and the 
knowledge gained can be applied to their own personal information col-
lections.

Discussion and Conclusion
The growing dependency on, and preference for, digital formats have im-
plications for the production, access, and storage of information sources. 
How much longer will publishers have the economic means to produce 
and provide the same content in multiple formats? Likewise, will libraries 
be able to justify the purchase and storage of multiple formats containing 
the same content? Better technologies will likely win out.

As the use of digital information for communication and documenta-
tion becomes the norm rather than an option, then reliable, affordable, 
and trusted stores of digital information will be needed to record per-
sonal and social histories. The cost of digital information production and 
access will continue to decrease such that the major associated costs will 
be related to preservation. This is where the role of public libraries may 
incorporate preservation for the public good in addition to their estab-
lished roles of promoting information access and lifelong learning.



645copeland & barreau/manage digital information

Libraries have kept pace with technological change in order to meet 
the expectations of their constituents. Most libraries provide access to 
digital information in a variety of formats and delivery options. But at 
some point in the future, providing access to digital information may no 
longer be primarily the role of libraries, especially if Google Scholar and 
Books are harbingers of the types of information sources to come. Also, 
as production and publication functions increasingly merge, the need for 
information intermediaries to select, acquire, and provide access to infor-
mation may be decreasing (Janes, 2003).

The library’s primary role of collecting information has evolved to 
focus on providing access, but public libraries may focus once again on 
collecting if the need to preserve digital information is perceived as a 
public good. Long-term access to our collective cultural heritage is not a 
commodity for sale and therefore may be of little interest to publishers. 
The responsibility and cost for digital preservation is too great for any one 
person, institution, or marketplace to bear. As libraries have traditionally 
made materials available to those who can least afford them, they may also 
help individuals appreciate the value of personal artifacts and help them 
to preserve and share those treasures.

To create a sustainable infrastructure for digital preservation, librar-
ies and other memory institutions must create interoperable systems and 
develop standards for creation and storage (Bradley, 2007; Mason, 2007). 
Otherwise, how will individuals know what practices are best for storage 
and file formats and where their valued personal digital information 
should reside?

Public libraries can work with their constituents to support the preser-
vation of personal information and the selection of items that may con-
tribute to social and cultural histories. Collection creation, maintenance, 
and preservation (physical or digital) are knowledge intensive processes, 
and public libraries are trusted and experienced sources for these func-
tions. As such, they are logical candidates to facilitate community reposi-
tory development.

Generally, public libraries have connected with users by providing ac-
cess to materials, to computers, and to networked proprietary resources 
for personal use, but have not succeeded as well at connecting with indi-
viduals in their personal computing spaces. Further research is needed to 
understand how libraries can forge connections between people and their 
valued digital information. By helping individuals identify digital objects 
that are important to them and by increasing awareness of the technologi-
cal challenges associated with digital object management, librarians and 
LIS researchers can become a driving force behind helping the public to 
preserve and organize their personal information collections.
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Notes
1.	 Russo and Watkins (2007) described “community co-creation” as cultural institutions and 

communities working together to create digital content, each benefiting and learning 
from the other’s expertise and experience.

2.	 Personal information behaviors are characterized by: file and folder classification that is 
inspired by the current context of the information use; folder organizational strategies 
that are informal and idiosyncratic; organization that relies on broadly classified folders 
to order and define content topicality; limited use of metadata based primarily on cur-
rent context; and photographs that are identified at the folder level without item level 
description.
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