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INTRODUCTION 86 

 In the shift to digital video production methods, new issues have emerged that 

affect the practice of moving image preservation. As more filmmakers work exclusively 88 

with digital materials, film archives must integrate and manage a range of file formats, 

software, and hardware. Howard Besser (2001) notes, “Information encoded and stored in 90 

digital form is fragile, but in very different ways than film stock.” Likewise, Karen Gracy 

(2004) explains the importance of an increased awareness of the digital preservation 92 

conundrum: 

If the lack of standards for video preservation makes conservation-minded 94 
information professionals uneasy, the state of digital preservation is likely to incite 
a full-fledged panic. NO longer are we merely coping with the chemical 96 
instability of the recording media; the obsolescence of the recording formats takes 
precedence as the new preservation challenge. And in the last twenty years, we 98 
have seen a staggering array of digital formats - with more being developed on 
what seems like a weekly basis. (p. 50) 100 
 

 Lyman and Varian (1997) estimated that over one billion home video tapes were 102 

produced yearly during that decade. Michael Lesk (1997) writes that, of the vast amount 

of information produced, “Only a tiny fraction of this information has been professionally 104 

approved, and only a tiny fraction of it will be remembered by anyone.” Don Waters and 

John Garrett (1996), in The Preservation of Digital Information, argue that the "first line 106 

of defense against loss of valuable digital information rests with the creators, producers, 

and owners of that information." If that is so, then it may be useful to survey the data 108 

management and personal archiving practices of these content creators.



3 

 

 In The Paradox of Digital Preservation, Su-Shing Chen (2001) notes the urgency of 110 

preserving digital information. He argues, “Failing to address the problems of preserving 

digital information is analogous to fostering cultural and intellectual poverty” (p. 2). In 112 

contrast to traditional preservation, however, curators responsible for digital data cannot 

indefinitely maintain the information in its original state. Chen notes the paradox that this 114 

creates: “On the one hand, we want to maintain digital information intact as it was 

created; on the other, we want to access this information dynamically and with the most 116 

advanced tools” (p.3). 

 Whereas film archives have developed relatively consistent and reliable methods 118 

for working with analog film, the field of digital preservation is still developing common 

standards. Digital preservation strategies such as migration, emulation, and refreshing 120 

have been adopted. Some of the primary issues involved in digital audiovisual 

preservation include choice of materials (hardware, software, and file formats), 122 

compression and decompression techniques, description and discovery tools (i.e. 

metadata), and long-term access. There have been attempts to map some of the challenges 124 

involved in audiovisual preservation. In their report, Digital Video Archives: Managing 

Through Metadata, Howard D. Wactlar and Michael G. Christel (2002) of Carnegie 126 

Mellon University outline several key questions for digital media archivists:  

What should the sampling and quantization rates be? What compression strategies 128 
should be used—lossy or lossless? What media should be used to store the 
resulting digital files—optical (such as digital video disc [DVD]) or magnetic? 130 
What is the shelf life for such media, i.e., how often should the digital records be 
transferred to new media? What are the environmental factors for long-term 132 
media storage? What decompression software needs to exist for subsequent 
extraction of video recordings? 134 
 

 Likewise, the JISC Digital Moving Images and Sound Archiving Study (2006) calls 136 
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preservation of moving images one of the most challenging problems facing the 

profession. The study depicts some of the core differences between digital and analog 138 

preservation:  

Management and preservation requirements for digital materials are fundamentally 140 
different from those of analogue materials.  Digital materials can be created using a 
wide range of technologies and formats, whether these are born digital or are digital 142 
surrogates of existing analogue materials.  They are described and documented in a 
variety of ways, while some are not documented at all.  They are subject to both 144 
physical deterioration and technical obsolescence.  More than one copy can be 
easily and simply created.  Access may be provided through more than one point, 146 
and may be distributed.  All these factors will impinge upon the approach taken to 
their management and long-term preservation. 148 
 

 The work of independent documentary filmmakers exists in a space between 150 

personal and corporate; their projects are often small in scale. Without formal studio 

sponsorship, they often retain control over the physical and intellectual assets of their 152 

films. Outside of large, studio-sponsored projects, independent documentary filmmakers 

typically work with small budgets, often funding their projects out of their own pockets 154 

and/or garnering support via friends, relatives, and small foundation grants. They may 

work in crews of just a few people or alone, and find distribution for their films via film 156 

festivals, local screenings, or the Internet. Many of these small-scale documentaries will 

never find permanent homes in archives. If information professionals are interested in the 158 

long-term prospects of contemporary cultural heritage materials, it may be necessary to 

question how these materials will fare in the custody of the artists and creators 160 

themselves. When the Folkstreams project began soliciting older films (1980s and earlier) 

from documentary filmmakers for its 16mm film digitization project (the results of which 162 

can be seen at the Folkstreams website, http://www.folkstreams.net), for example, they 

found some film components decaying in the basements and barns of the filmmakers. 164 
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Analog film materials are subject to decay and neglect; it is likely that digital filmmakers' 

materials face similar if not more urgent risks. 166 

 Personal information management is an area of study within information science 

that examines how individuals cope with the large amounts of information with which 168 

they interact on a daily basis. Few studies in this area have examined the personal 

archiving practices of digital artists, and none were located that specifically investigate 170 

the practices of digital filmmakers. Examining these artists’ data management practices 

may provide useful information about how some of these digital cultural heritage 172 

materials will fare in the long term.   

 The relationship between how filmmakers currently manage their digital files and 174 

the long-term preservation of those files requires an analysis drawing on concepts from 

the fields of both personal information management and digital preservation. Few studies 176 

have investigated that relationship. If the results of empirical research into the personal 

information management practices of other groups can be generalized to creators of 178 

digital video, the long-term sustainability of these films is likely to be complicated by the 

filmmakers' file management and personal archiving practices. In addition, an 180 

investigation into the information management practices of digital filmmakers would 

document not only specific habits and filing strategies, but attitudes and perceptions 182 

behind their practices. It seems relevant to determine whether or not documentary 

filmmakers, whose work exists somewhere between personal and commercial 184 

productions, feel a sense of urgency to preserve their digital materials. In combination 

with their actual practices, the filmmakers’ stated values and intentions could shed light 186 

on possible risks to this body of creative materials. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 188 

 Although no published studies relate to the personal information management 

(PIM) strategies of independent filmmakers, the body of literature on PIM gives an 190 

indication of how such a study might be structured, and provides some key concepts and 

frameworks for analyzing results. Beagrie (2005) looked at the effects of trends in 192 

networked computing. In the last few decades, he notes, increased storage and 

accessibility of productive software has enabled more people to “create, capture and store 194 

an ever-increasing amount of digital information about, or for, themselves.” He argues 

that active curation will help protect personal digital libraries, but that more research into 196 

these types of collections is necessary.  

 The concept of digital estates may provide a useful framework for analyzing 198 

individual filmmakers’ collections. Studies (Kaye 2006, Marshall 2006) indicate that 

people tend to neglect their digital objects. A key difference between digital and analog 200 

collections is that digital materials “require continuous management, and for [their] long-

term preservation, intervention at or close to the point of creation” (Beagrie 2005). In 202 

other words, waiting until a person is deceased to appraise his or her papers may be an 

ineffective strategy for digital files. Beagrie contends that “digital systems should 204 

ultimately support digital memory.” Data resulting from a study of documentary 

filmmakers should include, then, some discussion of whether services for archiving 206 

digital video files might be useful in assisting filmmakers with the problems of self-

archiving their work. 208 

 In support of the concept of early intervention, Thomas and Martin (2006) 

document the PARADIGM project, an archives-led effort to collect and preserve active 210 
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politicians’ personal digital archives. The authors note that the emergence of the digital 

estate “is more likely to mean that [archives] need to educate [their] donors to think of 212 

...digital materials as part of their archive” (p. 42). The researchers note the creation of 

applications for continuous archiving of life events, though the amount of data archived 214 

as a result of these applications may outstrip its accessibility. Thomas and Martin also 

discuss the vulnerability of personal archives that extend across the multiple roles an 216 

individual might play, both public and private. There is concern on the part of the 

researchers that archivists will miss critical acquisition opportunities, and that 218 

organizations like Google or Our Media may become the “de facto archivists of email 

because they already hold the content on their servers” (p. 44). Leaving aside the issue of 220 

Google’s legitimacy as a digital preservation organization, it is instructive for cultural 

heritage professionals to understand how creative artists manage their personal digital 222 

collections. 

 The PARADIGM project team made a conscious decision to work with current 224 

records creators (politicians currently in office) because the “vulnerability of digital 

records, to accidental or deliberate loss, merited a compromise of principles, and that 226 

rather than approach politicians at the end of their careers, we had to be working with 

them from the beginning to ensure that their personal digital archives survived, in 228 

accessible form, for us to curate” (p. 38). Although Thomas and Martin debate whether or 

not the archival profession will approve of intervening earlier in the records management 230 

lifecycle in order to ensure long-term preservation, digital curators may be justified in 

intervening at an earlier stage in the digital film production cycle, perhaps identifying and 232 

forming early relationships with active independent filmmakers.  
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 This study utilizes a qualitative approach to data management. Barreau and Nardi 234 

(1995, 1997) used qualitative, interview-based data collection methods in their study of 

computer users’ personal information management practices. The two researchers 236 

conducted studies independently of one another, and subsequently found that their work 

contained many similarities. Both researchers wanted to discover how users manage and 238 

organize computer desktop files. Barreau interviewed seven managers who primarily 

used PC systems, while Nardi studied 15 tech-savvy Mac users. The authors conducted 240 

tours of their respondents’ offices and electronic desktops, analyzed responses for key 

words and concepts, and looked for general patterns.  242 

 The findings that emerge from Barreau and Nardi’s studies provide some 

important baseline concepts for designing a PIM study. For example, Barreau and Nardi 244 

found through their observations and interviews that their respondents worked with three 

core types of information: ephemeral, working, and archived information. These are 246 

temporal aspects, since they imply that the value (and placement) of files has in large part 

to do with what a person is currently working on, needs to access regularly, or can set 248 

aside indefinitely.  

 Barreau and Nardi also found that users retain only small amounts of information 250 

in archived form, and that dealing with large amounts of ephemeral information is a 

major challenge for workers.  System design also has an impact on information 252 

management. Barreau and Nardi found that Mac users liked to create subdirectories, 

while PC users did not.  Similarly, Barreau and Nardi found some respondents “rarely 254 

performed maintenance operations on their directories, preferring to use additional 

storage media rather than to archive, delete, or compress data no longer used.” 256 
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 Several additional PIM studies use qualitative, descriptive methods. Jones et al. 

(2005) interviewed 14 men and women, took snapshots of their file systems, and 258 

conducted a guided tour of respondents project files and folders. They questioned 

respondents about their use of folder hierarchies in order to discover how people organize 260 

files for specific projects (weddings, school projects, etc.), and discovered that 

individuals rely heavily on folder names and hierarchies to help them organize projects.   262 

 Kaye et al. (2006) conducted visits with 48 academics, including semi-structured 

interviews and tours of their offices, during which they looked at archived materials, 264 

drawers, filing systems, bookshelves, calendars, and other work artifacts. In contrast to 

the other studies mentioned, Kaye et al. looked specifically at archiving as a practice in 266 

and of itself, rather than as an outcome of file management. They explore the concept of 

the personal archive as a set of interrelated activities, including “selection, organization, 268 

collation, display, storage, retrieval, and disposal (p.1),” much like an institutional 

archive. The study addresses personal archiving as a functional challenge for system 270 

design, one that requires consideration of values and intentions in order to meet the needs 

of users. The underlying goals of personal archiving include a strong current of 272 

practicality. People want to be able to find things when they need them, to make their 

archives reflect their life and work, to share their resources with selected groups of 274 

individuals, to prevent their belongings from being irretrievably lost or damaged, and to 

project their individual identities (as scholars, etc.) to the world.  276 

 Kaye et al. found that personal archives were often disorganized. Respondents 

could locate paper documents much faster than they could locate digital files. Few 278 

respondents made backups regularly. Many thought that their digital files could be easily 
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replaced, but were accustomed to losing files to system crashes or other disasters. This 280 

study can be used to frame documentary filmmakers’ experiences with the daily 

maintenance of their digital objects: filmmakers will be asked how often they back up 282 

files and about their perceptions of major risks to their digital data. 

 Metadata is a crucial component of digital preservation, and filmmakers likely 284 

have their own, idiosyncratic methods of contextualizing their files. This paper reports on 

some of the naming conventions and logging practices (i.e. how filmmakers describe 286 

individual components of their projects), as well as the types of materials (field notes, 

research files, transcripts, etc.) that filmmakers maintain for a digital project. Rodden and 288 

Wood (2003) followed 13 participants over a six-month period to track their use and 

management of digital photo management software, and interviewed them about their 290 

photo management practices.  They found that people created only minimal metadata for 

their digital photographs, and the frequency with which they access photos decreases 292 

over time. Even when the names and locations in photos are fresh in their minds (i.e. 

right after they are taken), people do not take the time to annotate the individual photos, 294 

and rarely go back to do so.   

 Marshall et al. (2006) examine the challenges that individuals face in their efforts 296 

to maintain their personal digital collections, and the implications of those challenges for 

long-term digital preservation. In an eight-interview pilot study followed by 12 in-depth 298 

interviews, they asked respondents to show examples of files on their computers. 

Interviews were captured on video and audio, and materials were photographed. The 300 

authors note, “Our tours through their digital belongings were crucial to understanding 

and verifying their responses to our questions (p.1).” The study offers recommendations 302 
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for designing an effective service for long-term “storage, preservation, and access of 

digital belongings.” 304 

 Marshall and her colleagues found that although people own substantial numbers 

of digital items, they do not always know how to preserve them; when they do have some 306 

knowledge, they do not follow through consistently. Study respondents reported 

conducting irregular backups, putting files in multiple locations, and keeping older 308 

machines in order to preserve the information on them.  People did not know what their 

digital files are worth; their items were widely and unevenly distributed; metadata 310 

practices were minimal; the computer systems and software they relied on did not support 

long-term preservation or access.  Likewise, issues such as lack of professional support, 312 

problems with malware or spyware, and a general belief that digital objects are fairly 

stable, all prevented effective personal digital preservation.  In addition, respondents 314 

reported having difficulties providing adequate metadata, a key issue for sustainable 

collections. They often had an "air of fatalism" about their digital files, and had already 316 

lost significant amounts of valuable information.  Even "savvy" users viewed backups as 

a primary long-term archiving solution. Others thought that simply copying onto new 318 

disks or forwarding files to email accounts would be sufficient to prevent loss. 

 A key finding from Marshall’s interviews is that, despite the fact that personal 320 

losses of digital objects are increasing – a situation that poses a significant threat to our 

digital cultural heritage - the "institutional or disciplinary curatorial best practices do not 322 

hold in the home environment (p.6)." This finding makes sense in light of the fact that 

most people are not trained in either archival or digital preservation methods, and few 324 

resources exist for the non-technical user to practice good archiving strategies. The report 
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also offers several "folk principles" held by respondents with regard to replicating, 326 

culling, keeping, losing, and replacing digital files. In summary, respondents: 

 - choose simple, untested methods for saving files like storing them on email    328 

   servers 

 - do not attempt to keep everything 330 

 - tend to put off decisions about what to keep or delete 

 - feel ambivalent about losing digital files 332 

 - think they can replace lost items easily 

 With regard to digital video preservation, there are limited numbers of empirical 334 

investigations into personal applications for digital archiving methodologies.  Key 

concepts such as emulation, migration, and refreshing, as well as the requirements for 336 

digitization (of analog materials) dominate the literature, and may be useful for 

classifying and analyzing respondent data.   Endeavors such as the Media Matters Digital 338 

Video Preservation Reformatting Project (2004), the objective of which was to find an 

optimal preservation format for thousands of Dance Heritage Coalition tapes (mostly 340 

stored in VHS format), have recommended that film and video be preserved at the highest 

possible quality. Compression is an important factor in digital video; in general, there is a 342 

trade-off between compression and file quality. In addition, according to the Library of 

Congress guide to sustainability of digital formats (2007), digital audiovisual 344 

preservation is hindered by format obsolescence. Their guidelines note that “no digital 

format that is inextricably bound to a particular physical carrier is suitable as format for 346 

long-term preservation; nor is an implementation of a digital format that constrains use to 

a particular device or prevents the establishment of backup procedures and disaster 348 
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recovery operations expected of a trusted repository.”  

 Much of the current literature on digital audiovisual preservation recommends use 350 

of open-source or non-proprietary storage and delivery formats. The UNESCO 

publication Towards an Open Source Archival Repository and Preservation System 352 

(Bradley, Lei, and Blackall 2007) considers the importance of open source systems for 

cultural preservation efforts. It recommends the following core standards for a digital 354 

preservation system: 

 Create and store the content on a digital file in a format which does not 356 
apply any form of manipulation which causes data loss or loss of 
authenticity. 358 

 Use a format which is widely implemented and supported, and preferably, 
though not necessarily, open or non-proprietary. 360 

 Use a format that has a potentially long life (digitally speaking). 
 Use a format that is most likely to have available migration pathways to 362 

the next format. 
 Store enough metadata to be able to facilitate identification, access and 364 

preservation processes. 
 Use a reliable storage format on at least two types of carrier. 366 
 Make multiple copies, and check and verify them regularly. 
 Plan to replace carriers and software as the market demands, and plan to 368 

migrate the content to the next type of reliable carrier. 
   370 

 A key challenge for preservation of personal digital collections is the proliferation 

of non-standardized, proprietary, commercial software programs.  Commercial software 372 

vendors currently do not have a mandate to make their programs’ metadata interoperable 

with that of other programs, and there is little information regarding how the metadata 374 

created by video editing software could be mined for archival purposes. In addition, older 

versions of software programs may not be compatible with newer versions. 376 

 Taken in the aggregate, then, the literature reveals a need for further research into 

how digital preservation requirements relate to the archiving practices of individual 378 
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content creators. The archiving and PIM practices of independent documentary 

filmmakers offer rich possibilities for research, particularly with regard to how the 380 

filmmakers’ practices affect the prospects for long-term preservation of their work. An 

analysis of filmmakers’ personal archiving practices will include mapping respondents’ 382 

statements to core concepts like migration, refreshing, emulation, compression, and 

others related to archival practice.  384 

 Few studies have considered individual content creators’ attitudes and values with 

respect to digital preservation. The proposed study will require exploring not only 386 

specific filing and archiving strategies, but the creators’ attitudes toward the long-term 

sustainability of their collections as well. Do they want or expect their materials to last 388 

beyond their lifetimes? How much time and energy are they willing to invest in order to 

extend the life of their digital work?  How does the ubiquitous nature of hard drive space 390 

affect their practices? The lack of research into how artists perceive and manage their 

digital objects limits the use of pre-existing concepts in this study, but it allows for a 392 

clean slate, so to speak, and the potential to add to a body of literature addressing digital 

preservation’s “first line of defense”: the creators of our digital cultural heritage.  394 

 

METHODOLOGY 396 

 This paper examines, using a case-study approach, the personal archiving and 

information management strategies of five independent documentary filmmakers. One of 398 

the primary goals of this study will be to discover and describe the practices of 

individuals in their own work and/or home environments, depending on where they store 400 

their video production files.  
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 Many personal information management studies have utilized ethnographic or field 402 

observation methods. For this study, semi-structured interviews and field observations 

provide an opportunity to ask probing questions about specific practices. The intent is to 404 

gain a sense of the filmmakers' beliefs, personal experiences, ideas, and practices, all of 

which involve complexity and nuance. A qualitative, ethnographic approach allows the 406 

researcher to follow up on these subtleties and thoroughly explore the reasoning behind 

participants' behaviors. 408 

 The study sample was drawn from regional (central North Carolina), self-identified 

documentary filmmakers who had completed a documentary film using digital production 410 

methods within the five years prior to the study, or were currently working on a digital 

documentary film project for which they held the primary responsibility for managing the 412 

production files.  Data collection consisted of in-person interviews with the filmmakers, 

all of whom who resided at the time in central North Carolina. Brief (.5 hour) initial 414 

interviews were conducted by telephone, followed by in-person sessions (1-2 hrs), during 

which the researcher observed and documented the information management practices of 416 

the filmmakers.  

 Participants were located via a recruiting announcement placed on a local email list 418 

distributed to documentary filmmakers and affiliates in central North Carolina (see 

Appendix for a copy of the recruiting email). It is assumed that these individuals were 420 

part of a local documentary filmmaking network that could be tapped for potential study 

respondents. Recruiting for the study was conducted in early January 2008. No financial 422 

inducements for participation were offered.  For each participant, this resulted in a total 

project commitment of approximately 1.5-2.5 hours over the course of one month. Aside 424 
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from the initial telephone interview, the location of the interviews was the home or office 

space(s) designated by the respondents as their video project file management space(s. 426 

 The researcher observed file systems, backup and archiving practices, and other 

organizing strategies of the filmmakers.  In addition to recording the specific practices of 428 

the participants, the researcher attempted to elicit the reasoning behind the respondents' 

personal archiving strategies and their attitudes and values with respect to the long-term 430 

preservation of their creative work. Extensive field notes were taken to document filing 

and archiving systems.  432 

 As with any research involving direct interaction with participants, there are ethical 

issues to consider. With qualitative research, a lack of objectivity on the part of the 434 

researcher can be a problem. Interpersonal dynamics between researcher and respondent 

also affect results. In this study, there is the potential for variations in rapport with 436 

participants. In addition, qualitative studies utilizing open-ended questions may be 

inherently difficult to replicate, leading to concerns about reliability. The wording of 438 

questions must also be carefully considered in order not to introduce bias. The influence 

of the investigator may affect the validity of data. Babbie (2007) notes concerns 440 

regarding “reactivity” (p. 290), which means that respondents may alter their behavior 

(for example, clean up their files before the investigator arrives) or change their responses 442 

based on what they perceive the researcher expects. The researcher considers herself to 

be an affiliate of the North Carolina documentary community; this should be 444 

acknowledged, as this affiliation has the potential to lead to a biased interpretation of the 

participants' responses.  446 

 An in-depth, qualitative approach provides substantive content for a descriptive 
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analysis of the selected filmmakers’ personal archiving strategies. The results of this 448 

study cannot, however, be generalized to all artists working with digital files or even to 

all documentary filmmakers. Studio-funded filmmakers with substantial digital 450 

filmmaking experience (which would be defined as having produced one or more films 

that have garnered broad, i.e. national or international, distribution) may vary in their 452 

practices from those working independently on smaller-scale projects. Industry-sponsored 

filmmakers and those with substantial, consistent funding would likely have access to 454 

greater resources with which to invest in more formal data management systems. 

 456 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 The participants were asked a set of broad, semi-structured questions during the 458 

interviews and were prompted for any additional thoughts they had or organizational 

practices they might use with regard to their digital projects. 460 

• How long have you been making documentary films? 

• How many films have you completed? 462 

• When was your most recent film completed? 

• With whom do you work on your films (editors, sound, videographers, etc)? 464 

• How are your films funded? 

• What equipment do you typically use to make a film? Do you own the equipment 466 

or lease it? 

• Where do you currently store your project files for your films? 468 

• How do you organize your digital film/video project files?  

• What file structures do you use?  470 
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• How do you name your files?  

• How did you decide on this system?  472 

• How satisfied are you with your current filing system?  

• Are you able to find materials when you need them?  474 

• Is there a difference between how you organize the files now and how you 

organized them while you were in production?  476 

• Do other people use your files or have access to them? If so, do they ever make 

changes to the filing system? 478 

• Describe your backup procedures. Do you back up your files? How often? If so, 

why do you do this? Where? If not, then why not? What do you perceive to be the 480 

biggest risks to your materials? 

• If you could determine the length of time that your project files would last, how 482 

long would that be?  

• Do you think that your project files will be preserved? If so, how long? Where 484 

should they be preserved?  

• What steps are you taking/ have you taken to provide for long-term care of your 486 

materials? 

• If an archiving/digital storage service were available to independent filmmakers, 488 

would you take advantage of such a service? 

 490 

RESULTS 

 Data analysis proceeded from a comprehensive review of participant responses and 492 

field notes. Specifically, the researcher examined respondents’ personal archiving 
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strategies within a framework of digital preservation and archival concepts. Analysis 494 

involved discovering themes, patterns, similarities, and differences among the 

respondents' file systems; and describing and identifying statements pertaining to the 496 

respondents’ attitudes towards preservation and their use of general preservation practices 

for their digital materials. 498 

 

Filmmaker profiles 500 

 Each of the five respondents was actively engaged at the time of the interview in 

documentary filmmaking as a primary producer or creator of his or her work, and 502 

maintained a designated production office for work and file storage. The filmmakers 

ranged in experience from a few years to over twenty years of filmmaking, and had 504 

produced between four and twenty films either independently or collaboratively.  Their 

films have been funded through personal funds (“sweat equity”), grants, corporate clients 506 

(for commercial projects), foundations, and private donations.  

 The filmmakers owned most of the equipment they used in film projects. Core 508 

production equipment included digital cameras, microphones, light kits, hard drives and 

computer systems (primarily Apple brand), editing software, and computer peripherals 510 

such as printers, monitors, and speakers. Four filmmakers maintained a home office; one 

rented office space in a downtown area. All maintained their storage and archival files in 512 

close proximity to their actual workspaces, whether on the same floor or on a separate 

level of the house, or in a designated closet within the office.  514 

  

 516 
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Filmmaker “A” 

Year began making films: 2005 518 

Number of films completed: 2 

Funding: personal funds 520 

Archive / production office location: rented office space 

Software and hardware used: Apple desktop, Final Cut Studio, approximately one 522 

terabyte of hard drive and external drive storage space 

 Filmmaker “A” completed her most recent film in 2007. She primarily works 524 

alone, but has collaborated with a composer and an editor for sound and color, and 

owns most of her production equipment (other than lighting kits). Both of her films 526 

are feature-length / long-form documentaries that have been screened regionally 

and at film festivals.  528 

 Unlike the other respondents in the study, she maintains her production files 

in a formal office setting outside her home; these files are a mix of paper and digital 530 

records. Her filmmaking process includes digitizing footage that she has captured 

on a camera that uses miniDV tapes, a commonly used format in the industry. After 532 

watching the footage and making notes about what is most likely to be used in the 

film, she transfers the footage from the miniDV tape(s) to an external hard drive. 534 

The digital editing software can then utilize this footage.  

 The filmmaker reports only making infrequent backups of her digital files – 536 

every six months or so. However, she plans to improve her backup procedures for 

future film projects. When asked to describe her procedures, she noted that she 538 

probably has “too much confidence” in digital media, in part because she has not 
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experienced any major problems with her materials (failures, etc.) so far. Likewise, 540 

she has not given much thought to the long-term preservation of her materials, 

noting that some libraries and universities hold copies of her films, but that her 542 

production files were not likely to be of interest to archives or museums.  

 544 

Filmmaker “B” 

Year began making films: 1997 546 

Number of films completed: about 20 

Funding: clients (for commercial work), personal funds 548 

Archive / production office location: home office 

Software and hardware used: Apple desktop, Final Cut Pro, mix of external and 550 

internal hard drives 

 Filmmaker “B” has completed one or two film projects per year since she 552 

began making films, and finished her most recent film in October 2007. She 

collaborates with or hires camera operators if she has money in the film budget, but 554 

typically handles almost all of the production roles (editing, interviewing, sound) 

herself, and she owns most of her equipment. For finished projects, she uses an 556 

outside company for DVD replication. She has done commercial work funded by 

clients who have approached her to work on a project for them. 558 

 The filmmaker also maintains a mix of paper and digital records. Film project 

notebooks correspond to the specific camera used to capture the footage; she 560 

digitizes only footage that she has reviewed and noted as useful to include in the 

film. She maintains the digitized footage on her computer’s hard drive, and the 562 
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project files generated by the editing software reside on an external drive. Her 

organizational strategies originated in part with film courses she took several years 564 

ago.  

 For backups, she mentioned using “edit decision lists” that indicate where the 566 

cuts and edits are in the film and a “media manager” function in the editing 

program that deletes any media that are not specifically needed for the final cut of 568 

the film. Final versions of her films are placed on VHS and/or DVD. She noted that 

she hoped her film projects would last through her children’s lifetimes, but 570 

expressed concern about whether her storage and archiving procedures were 

adequate. 572 

 

Filmmaker “C” 574 

 Year began making films: 1985 

Number of films completed: several (not specified) with commercial broadcast 576 

companies; one film independently 

Funding: commercial work and personal funds, foundation grants 578 

Archive / production office location: home office 

Software and hardware used: Apple desktop, Final Cut Pro, mix of external and 580 

internal hard drives 

 Filmmaker “C” has extensive broadcast video experience (18 years) with 582 

major television production companies, and has been an independent producer for 

four years. Her last film was a commercial television project completed in 2001. 584 

Although she owns all of her production equipment, she would like to hire crew for 
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her independent work, but has not had the budget to do so; she typically handles 586 

videography, editing, and other production roles on her own.  

 The filmmaker’s extensive broadcast television experience shapes many of 588 

her current organizational practices. She maintains both paper and digital files, 

noting that “hard copies” (paper copies) of files are easier to find and look through. 590 

The paper copies of her film logs serve in part as backup for the electronic versions 

of those files. Her digitization process involves viewing and logging her footage, 592 

then digitizing only the clips she intends to edit into the film. 

 594 

Filmmaker “D” 

Year began making films: 1993 596 

Number of films completed: 10 

Funding: private donations, grants, broadcasters and distributors 598 

Archive / production office location: home office 

Software and hardware used: Apple desktop, Final Cut Pro, mix of external and 600 

internal hard drives 

 Filmmaker “D” has been working on a feature-length film for five years and 602 

is close to completing it. He has collaborated with other production staff such as 

camera crew, editors, and directors of photography. Along with desktop editing 604 

software and hardware, he owns extensive production equipment including lighting 

kits, microphones, and cameras. 606 

 The filmmaker maintains paper and electronic files as well as digital tapes 

(miniDV). Benefiting from inexpensive hard drive space, he chooses to digitize as 608 
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much of his camera footage as possible rather than only the clips he plans to use in 

a film. He uses a paper log of his footage to capture notes about the contents of his 610 

tapes, i.e. good clips, notes about specific scenes or interviews, and which tapes 

should be captured. 612 

 After losing several days’ work when his hard drive failed, he became more 

concerned about his backup procedures and began investigating strategies such as 614 

mirroring drives. Currently, he considers the original footage (on miniDV tapes) to 

be the primary backup for his digital media. Electronic project files are saved onto 616 

more than one drive in case one of the drives should fail. He notes that long-term 

preservation of his projects may rely on the multiple copies of his projects he has 618 

made onto different media, the film prints stored by the company responsible for 

making the final print, and a safe deposit box he maintains.  620 

 

Filmmaker “E” 622 

Year began making films: 2003 

Number of films completed: six 624 

Funding: commercial clients, personal funds 

Archive / production office location: home office 626 

Software and hardware used: Apple desktop, Final Cut Express/Pro, mix of external 

and internal hard drives 628 

 Filmmaker “E” has completed six short films in five years, with her most 

recent film completed in summer 2007. Two of the films were promotional 630 

documentaries that she made for commercial clients. She both owns and borrows 
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her production equipment, and has collaborated with film crew on some of her 632 

projects (camera crew, editor, and language interpreter).  

 The filmmaker stores all of her media files (video and audio) on external 634 

drives, and her editing files and software on her computer’s hard drive. She backs 

up her project files on compact disk, but clears off her media from the external 636 

drives at some point after completing a film project. Final cuts of her film are 

copied to a miniDV tape. She does not typically digitize all of her film footage, but 638 

views and logs her footage first to note what she wants to use in the film.  Paper 

files supplement her digital materials; she maintains model release forms, notes and 640 

documentation for projects, field notes, and footage logs in separate binders.  She 

creates specific folders for each film project prior to beginning her production on 642 

the film. 

 Her archival practices include storing her miniDV tapes in boxes, making 644 

copies of her completed films, and keeping her files and tapes in a temperature-

controlled environment. She indicates that she has investigated more in-depth 646 

backup procedures such as mirroring drives. With regard to long-term preservation, 

she would like to ensure that her projects last at least until technology she uses 648 

becomes obsolete. If she continues working in the field for several years and begins 

to witness her master tapes deteriorating, her interest in using more formal 650 

preservation strategies would increase. She has been investigating the possibility of 

putting more of her work online.  652 

 

Comparing filmmakers’ organizational and archival practices  654 
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 Interview questions attempted to document the respondents’ film production 

systems, including labeling and general organizational practices. In general, respondents 656 

generated and maintained a variety of digital and analog media, including papers, tapes, 

hard drives, and compact discs. All respondents maintained analog (paper) files in 658 

addition to their digital files. File drawers, cardboard boxes, and other shelving were all 

mentioned: 660 

Filmmaker “B”: My original tapes I keep in a closet that has the least temperature 

fluctuations in the main part of the house. I have an external drive that has my 662 

backup on it; one with old media; and a new generation computer. The systems 

become obsolete fairly quickly. I have some old 16mm film in the top level of my 664 

basement. 

Filmmaker “A”: I’ve been using these [plastic drawers for storage] but at some 666 

point they will go into a cardboard box in a storage closet.  I keep everything here 

[at the office]. 668 

 Most mentioned some degree of spatial separation between digital and 

analog files in the office: 670 

Filmmaker “A”: I have a couple of racks of miniDV tapes; I have paper files in a 

file cabinet, and all my digital files on my computer. 672 

Filmmaker “B”: I keep copies on my computer of the logs, and hard copies in a 

folder on the shelf, it’s a lot quicker to look through hard copy, and also in case the 674 

computer goes down. I work from home, I have an office at home, and most things 

are in one room. 676 

 The most common paper-based production element mentioned was the logging 
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binder, in which respondents maintained extensive records of the footage contained in 678 

their miniDV tapes. Only one respondent typed logging notes exclusively on the 

computer; most typed then printed “hard copies” (paper copies) for longer-term storage 680 

and reference. A typical logging file was a pre-formatted page in which the filmmaker 

would write notes about dialogue, scenes, time code, and other elements of the footage 682 

that might be used or rejected for the final cut. Another respondent described both using 

physical/spatial techniques as well as logging notes to organize footage contained on 684 

miniDV tapes: 

Filmmaker “D”: I began with a basic log of the tapes. It has the reel number (the 686 

tape number), the date, and a basic description (paper copy). In this I also note 

problems: for example, there was a problem with digitizing - it had some pixilation. 688 

I use the notes to figure out what I want to import.  I circle all the tapes I want to 

import. As I import them, just put an X next to the tape #. And, just to be doubly 690 

sure, on the tape rack, when I digitize a tape, I physically move it over to the left 

[on the miniDV rack], so it’s a physical organization scheme as well.  692 

 Only one of the respondents tended to digitize all of his raw footage, while the 

others logged (viewed while making notes about the footage) their footage and digitized 694 

only what they wished to use – a holdover from when digital storage was at a premium: 

Filmmaker “D”: When I learned this system in ’02, storage space was expensive. 696 

Now it’s much cheaper, but I still function as though space was scarce, so I don’t 

actually capture all of my footage, I don’t digitize everything, because I’m used to 698 

thinking that storage space is expensive. Once I know what I want to capture, I 

make a project file in Final Cut Pro. In the project file is where I digitize my 700 
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footage and capture it all. 

 More than one respondent discussed keeping project files they created in the editing 702 

software program, FinalCut Pro, separate from any media files (video and audio to be 

used in the film). For editors working in FinalCut Pro, the software generates a project 704 

“timeline” which points to specific content in the digitized media. When the project file is 

read, it calls up the specific content in the media file. In this way, the timeline and the 706 

actual digital footage are essentially separate entities. The FinalCut Pro timeline/project 

files can be stored on the computer or hard drive while the digitized raw material can 708 

reside wherever the editor wishes, usually on an external hard drive. In order to save 

space on their system hard drive, and to ensure that the project timelines – which are the 710 

most important files because they comprise the map or script of the film – are preserved, 

the filmmakers often keep their digitized footage separate from the FinalCut Pro timeline 712 

files. The rationale is that footage from the tapes can always be re-digitized, but the 

timeline, if lost, would have to be recreated from scratch: 714 

Filmmaker “D”: Another reason to keep project files separate from video files is 

that if you use your external drives as your media drives, at least you have your 716 

project file and can recapture everything.  You still have all this information that 

tells you the reel and time code; at least you can recreate it. You have to re-digitize 718 

everything, but you can recreate it.  

 Labeling and logging practices varied widely. The notes filmmakers made in their 720 

paper logs tended to be highly personalized for their needs. Filmmaker “A” noted that she 

wrote down by hand potentially useful snippets of dialogue from her footage. The 722 

filmmakers tended to label their files according to the file’s logical meaning within their 
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film projects. Mini-DV tapes containing raw footage were often labeled with dates and 724 

locations, and possibly a control number and the name of the project, but the information 

captured by the file name or tape label was generally minimal. Digital project files often 726 

contain the name of the person being interviewed, or, for b-roll, the location of the shoot.  

For example, if a filmmaker had shot extensive footage at conferences around the 728 

country, each file or tape would be labeled with the location of the conference and the 

number of the tape in sequence (i.e. #1 of 15).  Overall, the underlying structure of the 730 

film tended to drive labeling practices: 

Filmmaker “C”: I break things down into the elements I need for editing. So if you 732 

have a puzzle – what you will have in the end is a completed picture, but that 

picture comes from a million little pieces, but you have to know what those pieces 734 

are or you can’t make the picture. Otherwise you have no idea what it’s going to 

look like. 736 

 One respondent noted that the labeling and logging process helped her get to know 

the footage, so it served a functional purpose beyond helping her stay organized. 738 

Likewise, several of the respondents mentioned how important it is to have a clear 

organizational strategy. One learned a system early on and maintained it: 740 

Filmmaker “B”: From the first courses I took, the instructor was talking about 

how essential it is to have a system that you stuck to. Mine has evolved as I’ve 742 

gotten more cameras…I’ve had to refine it more and more just to keep organized. 

 Respondents seemed satisfied, in general, with their chosen labeling and 744 

organizational strategies, and reported that they were able to find materials when they 

needed them. One filmmaker acknowledged that she was not sure if her process was the 746 
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most efficient or ideal, but that it met her needs: 

Filmmaker “A”: At least it is all in one spot so I can get my hands on it. I do have 748 

a shelf unit in [the closet] for the [archives]. I have no need to go and find this stuff 

anymore, so it goes on the shelf and I’ll keep it with me. 750 

 Another respondent noted the influence of working in professional production 

offices: 752 

Filmmaker “C”: It’s from years of working in broadcast television, and working in 

a team, and having to have everything really organized. I’ve worked in television 754 

now for over 20 years, and you have to organize things and file things so that other 

people can use them.  756 

The filmmakers reported maintaining fairly consistent organizational practices, in 

part because committing to an organizational strategy from the beginning made finding 758 

and using materials easier throughout the production process and afterward: 

Filmmaker “B”: The most important thing in the field is to label your tapes as they 760 

come out of the camera, or even before they go into the camera. In the field I would 

also add the project name or a quick memo about he project I’m working on in 762 

addition to the tape number, so that the tape has some info on it about which project 

it went to.  764 

Filmmaker “E”: I think it’s important to have a very consistent organizing 

procedure, and start it before production. 766 

 Backup procedures varied from minimal to extensive. All of the respondents placed 

older materials or items no longer in immediate use (tapes, papers, binders) in storage 768 

racks, boxes, or drawers; most cleared their hard drives of any media files they were not 
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currently using. Media, regularity, and understanding of effective backup strategies were 770 

inconsistent, however. Filmmaker “A” did not backup her digital materials regularly – 

only every six months or so -- but noted that a collaborator, who lived in another state, 772 

maintained copies of the same files, so that satisfied her concerns about having backups. 

Other general materials not sent to her collaborator were transferred to compact discs. 774 

Filmmaker “B” made copies of final cuts on VHS tapes, and created an “edit decision 

list” – a log of specific cuts and sequences comprising the film - that was then copied to a 776 

CD.   Two respondents reported more complex backup procedures; for example, they 

used multiple drives to back up files or printed out a “hard copy” (paper copy) of a 778 

document as a secondary backup. 

Filmmaker “C”: Let’s start with my logs. They are on a PC, and I back it up every 780 

time I have completed a new tape, finished logging a new tape or completed a new 

document. I back it up onto a CD. The other way I back it up is as a hard copy, so I 782 

have hard copies of everything. I back up my project files onto a CD and in fact I’ve 

been putting them onto a flash drive as well as putting it onto a CD.   784 

Filmmaker “D”: The media are backed up on the tapes. They’re imported on the 

drives. The only media backup is the original master – the Final Cut projects. I 786 

have the auto save on for every ten minutes, so that saves the project – not the 

media, just the time codes I’ve been working with.  At the end of a session -- say 788 

I’ve been editing all day -- that session will be saved as yet another backup. I save 

the project as something different and put it on another drive just in case. 790 

 

 792 
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Attitudes toward risk and preservation 

 Filmmakers acknowledged several risks to their digital production files. Natural 794 

disaster, wear and tear damage to cassettes, system failure, and hard drive or storage 

media failures were most commonly noted: 796 

Filmmaker “E”: The first thing that comes to mind, because I’ve seen it happen to 

other people, is losing data on the computer. The computer dying or the external 798 

hard drive dying and that’s the scariest thing, because it’s so much work. 

Filmmaker “A”: I keep everything here [at the office].  Every time there’s a 800 

tornado warning I have a panic attack, should I have taken everything home with 

me? 802 

  While filmmakers maintained varying practices for preserving data, all of the 

respondents expressed some degree of concern that their storage and archiving systems 804 

did not meet standards for “ideal” long-term storage: 

Filmmaker “B”: I think my system for logging and recording what I have is fairly 806 

thorough, but I’m not sure my system for storage is ideal.  I feel fine about my filing 

system. The question I have is about the longevity of the tapes, how often I should 808 

rewind them, that I’m keeping them in the best environment for the without renting 

a facility that is climate controlled.  810 

Filmmaker “E”: Ideally I would copy these on to fresh tapes. This technology 

changes so much, so quickly, that in ten years we may not even be using miniDV 812 

tapes anymore. 

Filmmaker “C”: If my computer crashes, I won’t lose the whole thing – I’ve got 814 

options. I don’t have back ups of my tapes, and I know that if I was in a commercial 
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production I would probably see if I could make copies of all my tapes, but I’m not, 816 

and it’s just the expense and the time, it’s more than I can imagine doing.  

 One respondent acknowledged the challenges posed by changing file and hardware 818 

formats: 

Filmmaker “D”: The project files will last as long as the physical media last, so as 820 

long as I keep periodically copying them to a different type of media. Now, this is 

just the project, not the media - they were saved on the hard drive - and when I first 822 

started, they were on a 3.5 inch floppy. Then I moved to zip drives, and from there 

to memory sticks, or to smaller drives and then memory sticks. So, as long as the 824 

media - the physical media - doesn’t degrade. 

 Another filmmaker expressed some uncertainty about the sustainability of digital 826 

media versus tape-based formats: 

Filmmaker “A”: I’d like to think that the digital data has a long life…I know that 828 

tapes don’t. So I guess that’s why I go ahead and digitize things. I wouldn’t want to 

wait more than several months on a tape. But that’s the backup – I have the 830 

original tapes, so that’s my backup system. 

 One filmmaker had already formed plans to expand backup and archiving 832 

procedures, based on new information she had recently gained: 

Filmmaker “E”: I’m exploring the option of having mirroring drives. That’s just to 834 

be able to back up the media. But that’s not a good option, necessarily, because it 

slows down editing, because the system essentially has to perform the same 836 

operation twice. I would have a whole other stack of drives, but I think –not sure – 

but I would guess it have a companion drive […] so every drive would have a 838 
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companion drive. The computer dying or the external hard drive dying is the 

scariest thing, because it’s so much work. They actually have this mirroring backup 840 

system where you have two hard drives, where the computer will write to two drives 

simultaneously, so you have backups, so I need to investigate that. It may slow 842 

things down, but the pay off may be worth it. A filmmaker from New Zealand was 

working on it: SATA and RAID. Also, the Apple store people know about it.. 844 

 With regard to long-term preservation, the filmmakers expressed varying opinions 

as to how long they want their creative work to survive. Filmmaker “D” conceded that 846 

technological obsolescence would likely determine her materials’ longevity, and that web 

access to her materials might provide a greater audience if not sustainability:  848 

Filmmaker “D”: Until the technology changes. If I’m saving things on CD-RW or 

miniDV tapes, I might not have access to them, or if there’s a fire. I’ve also heard of 850 

putting stuff online, but I don’t know about the safety of that. I think my next step is 

to get a website going and to have my work available on it, not for safety so much 852 

as to have it on there so people can watch it. 

A few respondents expressed ambivalence about the energy required to maintain digital 854 

files: 

Filmmaker “A”: I’ve always heard that you have to rewind their tapes, but who 856 

has time to do that? 

Filmmaker “C”: Keeping them in different places would be a good thing to do, but 858 

I’m not doing that now. If it were a commercial job, I would make an attempt to do 

that. 860 

Filmmaker “C” also expressed concern about her lack of knowledge about long-term 
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preservation: 862 

The material would be great if it was preserved somewhere that has public access. I 

don’t know the best way to preserve digital tapes. I have no idea. 864 

 The filmmakers varied in how long they wished their materials to remain available 

for the indefinite future, and seemed aware of some of the challenges in seeing that goal 866 

realized. Some expected their work to remain accessible for the indefinite future, while 

others were aware of the dangers of technological obsolescence. They reported varying 868 

procedures for caring for their materials, including maintaining them in temperature-

controlled environments or searching for archival homes for them. 870 

Filmmaker “B”: I’m keeping the original tapes in the place that I think is the best 

in the house, although I really have several questions about that, what I should do 872 

to help their longevity. I recently worked on a project where I had some film from 

1932, and I was able to use, so these things can last a long time.  874 

Filmmaker “C”: I’ve contacted the libraries and asked if they are interested, and 

when I’m finished with the project, I will give everything to the library. 876 

Filmmaker “D”: Once this project is done, I’ll have the final film on different types 

of media – most likely put them in different locations, so one will be in my safety 878 

deposit box and then in a closet in my home, and that’s a climate-controlled, cool, 

dry place. This will be on miniDV initial output, but also be in Beta videotape. I’m 880 

also going to have a film print made of it. 

Filmmaker “E”: I just haven’t thought that far. I keep them out of the sun and keep 882 

them dry, have an air-conditioned house. 

 Finally, filmmakers were asked if they would take advantage of a digital archiving 884 
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service (either commercial or nonprofit) if one were available to them.  The cost of such a 

service was mentioned by all of the respondents as a determining factor. One respondent 886 

noted that only an “important” project would warrant such long-term preservation. Most 

agreed that a data preservation service would be useful.  888 

Filmmaker “C”: It would probably depend on the cost, but I would certainly 

consider it. It would just be another backup system; fire would not be a 890 

consideration. I have one friend who is a photographer who has CDs of his best 

photographs, he sends one CD to his father, and others to other locations, so he’s 892 

sure he has multiple copies. I have not done that. Sort of on the theory you can’t 

take it with you! But I also have images – photography – that I would love to 894 

make sure they aren’t destroyed. 

 896 

DISCUSSION 

 Results can be analyzed with respect to the following general findings: 898 

1. Respondents expressed at least a basic awareness of several digital preservation 

concepts. 900 

2. Respondents used fragile digital media and engaged in semi-regular backup 

procedures to protect their creative work. 902 

3. Respondents indicated an interest in gaining assistance with or additional 

knowledge of how to manage their digital data, including using professional 904 

storage services. 

4. Respondents were often unclear about actual long-term risks to their materials and 906 

about ideal storage conditions for digital materials. 
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5. Respondents maintained a wide range of complex organizational strategies, 908 

documentation, and metadata that may prove challenging to integrate into a 

formal archival setting. 910 

 First, although they varied widely in their individual understanding of specific 

characteristics of digital media, the case study participants all indicated some degree of 912 

awareness of digital preservation concepts such as migration (copying to newer 

formats), backing up digital files in multiple locations, and refreshing files (copying 914 

older tapes to fresh tapes).  Some referred to actual experiences of data loss or hard 

drive failure as the impetus for investing in more secure backup procedures. Their 916 

backup and archiving practices varied, but most indicated a desire to protect their data. 

This increased knowledge separates the respondents in some respects from 918 

aforementioned studies of non-expert computer users. 

 Second, despite awareness of the limitations of doing so, the filmmakers tended to 920 

rely on fragile backup media such as compact discs or DVD for longer-term file 

storage, a finding in line with Marshall’s reports on computer users. They relied 922 

heavily on software and hardware that were proprietary (commercial) and had already 

begun to show signs of obsolescence (i.e. VHS tapes for older media, or miniDV tapes 924 

that may be replaced by solid state or flash media). Most of the filmmakers 

acknowledged that the original tapes (what an archivist might refer to as the 926 

preservation masters -- for example, the miniDV tapes containing original, 

irreplaceable footage) eventually deteriorate. Despite these risks, the filmmakers 928 

indicated that they did not have a strong motivation (and lacked the time) to migrate 

their digital files to newer media (for example, copying miniDV tapes to fresh media). 930 
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 Third, the more filmmakers did mention that they were aware that tapes and hard 

drives eventually fail, but none indicated that they had investigated professional 932 

archiving or remote storage services. This is likely a reflection not of a lack of concern 

for their digital objects, but lack of funding and awareness of archival resources and 934 

convenient data storage solutions. None of the respondents expressed a strong desire to 

invest in professional data management services. Rather, as was consistent with their 936 

filmmaking practices, in which they served as director, producer, and often editors of 

their films, the filmmakers expressed a strong “DIY” (do it yourself) approach to all 938 

aspects of their creative work. They often collaborated with other filmmakers on 

projects, but took primary responsibility for managing and organizing their project 940 

files. It is logical that this independent approach would carry over into their data 

management and archival practices; nonetheless, as with other elements of the 942 

production process, most of the respondents expressed an interest in taking advantage 

of professional data management services given certain conditions, primarily 944 

affordability.  

 Fourth, in contrast to Marshall’s studies of non-expert computer users, a few of the 946 

filmmakers (particularly “D” and “E”) expressed a higher level of knowledge about 

maintaining computer software and hardware and the importance of conducting regular 948 

backups. However, as a group, their primary concern seemed to be more about keeping 

current project files and media intact while they were working on a film project, as 950 

opposed to ensuring long-term preservation of completed projects. Respondents 

organized their files in such a way as to facilitate their production activities, and tended 952 

to maintain the files and folders that were most critical for reconstructing a film should 
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there be a data loss during production. Once completed, the film’s components (tapes 954 

and digital files) did not warrant as intensive a protocol for backup or maintenance. 

During the interviews, filmmakers spoke at greater length about project file 956 

organization than about the archiving and preservation of their digital files, and were at 

times uncertain as to whether or not their preservation strategies were as effective as 958 

they could be. There was little mention of specific plans to submit project materials to 

formal archives or libraries. They reported thinking about long-term preservation, but 960 

in general they did not have the resources or the initiative to invest the time and energy 

necessary to archive their files in a secure, sustainable way on their own. 962 

 Finally, formal documentation of the filmmakers’ organizational and archival 

systems was minimal. In other words, while the filmmakers’ logging, labeling, and 964 

filing conventions were thorough and clear to themselves, it is uncertain as to how the 

collections might be understood by archivists charged with acquiring and appraising 966 

them. If the collections were to find homes in formal archives, thorough project 

documentation and metadata – including file names, dates, and locations – would likely 968 

serve as useful information for the archives’ processing of the digital items. 

Particularly when dealing with large numbers of digital files, of which there may be 970 

multiple copies/generations, it is useful to have a clear organization and logical 

naming/labeling system in order to facilitate appraisal and other archival processing 972 

needs.  

 974 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The independent filmmakers as a group were strongly engaged in data 976 
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management, archiving, and preservation activities involving their digital materials. They 

had a general awareness of basic digital preservation concepts, but often lacked the time 978 

and resources to follow through on the best practices for sustaining digital media. They 

varied widely in their specific backup and data preservation procedures. Most expressed 980 

some interest in long-term preservation, but were considerably more focused on 

managing their current film projects. Reflecting limited financial resources, they 982 

indicated varying degrees of interest in obtaining professional assistance with their 

archiving and digital preservation activities.  984 

 This study is intended to spark further inquiry into how archives may benefit from 

an increased understanding of digital artists’ practices – specifically, how they organize, 986 

manage, and preserve their production materials. Such information may enable archivists 

and digital curators to better communicate with donors, set expectations of incoming 988 

materials, understand how those materials are organized, and adopt digital asset 

management systems that reflect the needs of the materials themselves. With a fuller 990 

understanding of the filmmaking community’s transition to “born-digital” production, 

knowledge about how digital film products can be more effectively integrated into formal 992 

archives.  

 Further research into 1) how archives manage relationships with active filmmakers 994 

and other digital artists, and 2) how archives are managing acquisition and appraisal of 

digital production files, would provide useful corollary information for information 996 

professionals interested in the sustainability of digital multimedia art.  Ideally, this 

research may lead to specialized data storage services for filmmakers and other digital 998 

artists, improvements in metadata schema development, enhancements to desktop video 
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editing systems, and customized ingest tools for archives. 1000 

 That the filmmakers exhibit a strong commitment to managing their data effectively 

suggests that relationships between professional digital curators and active digital media 1002 

artists might be further developed. The concept of the digital estate, for example, might 

be usefully explored with digital artists, whose members may have a greater interest than 1004 

the typical computer user in seeing their digital collections preserved over time. If it is 

possible to intervene in the life cycle of digital media before corruption and data loss 1006 

occur, more of this digital art may be preserved.  

 Professional film schools may benefit from offering courses in data management 1008 

for digital filmmaking. One of the respondents in the study mentioned that she had 

learned some of her organizational strategies in documentary studies courses. Expanding 1010 

filmmaking faculty’s awareness of digital preservation issues would enable current and 

future digital artists to understand the requirements for maintaining their digital files. 1012 

 Archival outreach to filmmakers of interest at the peak of the artists’ productivity 

may enable archives to obtain more thorough documentation for digital film collections 1014 

and help ensure preservation of the collections before the materials become obsolete or 

damaged. By creating protocols for early intervention, rather than waiting until the 1016 

materials come to them, archivists and digital curators can help prevent the loss of 

valuable cultural heritage materials. The “first line of defense” may be strengthened so 1018 

that more of our digital creations survive us.
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APPENDIX: Study participant recruiting email 1088 

Hello, 

I am a graduate student at UNC School of Information and Library Science, currently 1090 

planning a research study on the topic of how independent documentary filmmakers 

manage their digital files. The results of the study will inform our knowledge of how 1092 

these materials might be preserved. I would greatly appreciate it if you would forward 

this notice to any filmmakers you know who may be interested in participating. 1094 

For this study, I am looking for independent documentary filmmakers who 

1) currently reside in North Carolina, 1096 

2) have completed a documentary in a digital format or are currently working on a digital 

documentary, and 1098 

3) would be willing to participate in a) a 1/2 hour initial interview, and b) a 1-2 hour 

discussion/interview session at the filmmaker's home or office (i.e. the location of their 1100 

project files). 

Interviews will be conducted in early 2008. 1102 

About the researcher: Heather L. Barnes is currently a student in the School of 

Information and Library Science at UNC. I am completing this study in order to fulfill 1104 

requirements for the Master of Library Science degree. 

If you would like to participate, or have questions about the project, please email me at 1106 

hlbarnes@email.unc.edu, or call me at 919-593-5154, or you may contact my faculty 
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advisor, Deborah Barreau (barreau@email.unc.edu). This study has been approved by 1108 

Institutional Review Board at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. If you 

have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject you may contact, 1110 

anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board at 

919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 1112 

Best regards, 

Heather L. Barnes   1114 

UNC Chapel Hill School of Information and Library Science 


