
16 AXIOMS OF 

DIGITAL 

PRESERVATION

Some of the axioms
relating to a digital repository



1. A REPOSITORY IS NOT

A PIECE OF SOFTWARE

Software cannot preserve anything. Software cannot 

be a repository in itself. A repository is the sum of 

financial resources, hardware, staff time, and ongoing 

implementation of policies and planning to ensure 

long-term access to content. Any software system you 

use to enable you preserving and providing access to 

digital content is by necessity temporary. You need to 

be able to get your stuff out of it because it likely will 

not last forever. Similarly, there is no software that 

“does” digital preservation. 
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2. INSTITUTIONS MAKE

PRESERVATION POSSIBLE

Each of us will die. Without care and management, the 

things that mattered to us will persist for some period 

of time related to the durability of their mediums. With 

that noted, the primary enablers of preservation for the 

long term are our institutions (libraries, archives, 

museums, families, religious organizations, 

governments, etc.) As such, the possibility of 

preservation is enabled through the design and 

function of those institutions. Their org charts, hiring 

practices, funding, credibility, etc. are all key parts of 

the cultural machinery that makes preservation 

possible.
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3. TOOLS CAN GET IN THE WAY

JUST AS MUCH AS THEY CAN HELP

Specialized digital preservation tools and software are 

just as likely to get in the way of solving your digital 

preservation problems as they are to help. In many 

cases, it’s much more straightforward to start small 

and implement simple and discrete tools and practices 

to keep track of your digital information using nothing 

more than the file system you happen to be working in. 

It’s better to start simple and then introduce tools that 

help you improve your process then to simply buy into 

some complex system without having gotten your 

house in order first.
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4. NOTHING HAS BEEN PRESERVED,

THERE ARE ONLY THINGS BEING

PRESERVED.

Preservation is the result of ongoing work of people and 

commitments of resources. The work is never finished. 

This has significant ramifications for how we think about 

staffing and resourcing preservation work. If you want to 

evaluate how serious an organization is about digital 

preservation don’t start by looking at their code, their 

storage architecture, or talking to their developers. Start 

by talking to their finance people. 





6. BACKING UP DATA IS NOT

DIGITAL PRESERVATION. 

If you start talking about digital preservation and 

someone tells you “oh, don’t worry about it, we back 

everything up nightly” you need to be prepared to 

explain how and why that is not digital preservation. 

It’s important to develop your explanation of what the 

differences are. Many of the aspects that go into 

backing up data for current use are similar to aspects 

of digital preservation work but the near term concerns 

of being able to restore data are significantly different 

from the long term issues related to ensuring access to 

content in the future.
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9. DIGITAL PRESERVATION IS

MAKING THE BEST USE OF 

RESOURCES TO MITIGATE THREATS 

AND RISKS. 

You are never done with digital preservation. It is not 

something that can be accomplished or finished. 

Digital preservation is a continual process of 

understanding the risks you face for losing content or 

losing the ability to render and interact with it and 

making use of whatever resources you have to 

mitigate those risks. 
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11. IT’S LONG PAST TIME TO

START TAKING ACTIONS. 

You can read and ponder complicated data models, 

schemas for tracking and logging preservation actions, 

and a range of other complex and interesting topics for 

years but it’s not going to help “get the boxes off the 

floor.” There are practical and pragmatic things 

everyone can and should do now to mitigate many of 

the most pressing risks of loss. So be sure to prioritize 

doing those things first before delving into many of the 

more open-ended areas of digital preservation work 

and research. 
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12. HIGHLY TECHNICAL DEFINITIONS

OF DIGITAL PRESERVATION ARE 

COMPLICIT IN SILENCING THE PAST

Much of the language and specifications of digital 

preservation have developed into complex sets of 

requirements that obfuscate many of the practical 

things anyone and any organization can do to increase 

the likelihood of access to content in the future. As 

such, a highly technical framing of digital preservation 

has resulted in many smaller and less resource rich 

institutions feeling like they just can’t do digital 

preservation, or that they need to hire consultants to 

tell them about complex preservation metadata 

standards when what they need to do first is make a 

copy of their files. 





14. ACCEPT AND EMBRACE

THE ARCHIVAL SLIVER. 

We’ve never saved everything. We’ve never saved 

most things. When we start from the understanding 

that most things are temporary and likely to be lost to 

history, we can shift to focus our energy on making 

sure we line up the resources necessary to protect the 

things that matter the most. The ideology of “the 

digital” makes it seem like we could or should attempt 

to save everything. However, this comes from the 

mistaken thinking that digital preservation is primarily a 

technical challenge instead of a social and ethical one. 





WHAT TO 

START 

TODAY?



SIX THINGS TO DO 

STARTING TODAY

1. Identify what digital stuff you’ve got that you need 

to keep

2. Get the digital boxes off the floor

3. Schedule out a plan for improving things and 

checking in

4. Read the NDSA levels of Digital Preservation Paper 

5. Join the communities of practice

6. Read the Theory and Craft of Digital Preservation
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