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Topic:

The last decade has seen support for digital preservation transformed. There are now a multitude of organisations, training courses, and software development tools to help guide managers of digital data towards preservation decisions and solutions. But how well do these approaches understand the needs and requirements of users? This paper will look at the applicability and practicality of all this support for one class of user, digital repositories, and in particular institutional repositories (IRs) and their managers. We will show how the need is to develop such people as data managers rather than focus on systems approaches.

Content:

If digital data and its preservation can still be considered a recent concern, relative to other more traditional media types, IRs are even newer, effectively dating from 2000 but growing appreciably since 2004. The aim of an IR is to collect, disseminate and preserve the research and teaching outputs of the institution, with preservation more an aspiration than formal practice in most cases. IRs have many issues to address today before worrying about tomorrow. 

IRs are most often located in the institutional library, but since many IRs have yet to establish a more formal role within the wider institution they typically     have to work with limited staffing and budgets and an unclear policy framework for building a longer-term approach. The JISC KeepIt project (http://preservation.eprints.org/keepit/) is working with a number of repositories to assist them in developing for the longer-term.

Currently, IRs tend to take a systems-based approach to managing a thinly defined type of content. We can already see in our exemplar repositories the types of data that might be managed: arts, science, teaching materials, research papers, etc. It is likely that research data, from which the most visible academic outputs are derived, will need to be managed within disciplines and sub-disciplines. As these repositories grow institutionally, that is, to represent and present all the substantive activities and outputs of the institution, we have to separate people and content, or data, from systems and infrastructure.   

There are already many people supporting systems and IT infrastructure in institutions, and on the systems front we can see the transformation of the repository in the ‘cloud’. KeepIt is providing intermediate services, such as format and storage management, to manage repository systems within this flexible infrastructure.

There are fewer people designated to manage data and support data creators.  The people responsible for IRs tend to be called repository managers, but there should be support for them to develop as data experts rather than systems experts. We will need many more data experts across institutions to manage the explosive growth anticipated in digital data produced within academic institutions and for which research funders are expected impose greater requirements for formal management and access. 

Insights: Informed by the managers of the exemplar repositories, their needs and constraints, the project has created a roadmap covering training and development for data management and preservation. The roadmap takes a systems, content and organisational approach, but also considers people-based development. The latter takes a longer-term view on the changing role of repository staff, towards teams of data managers liaising with content and data creators to support and manage a wide range of digital data types produced within institutions, to understand and ensure the integrity and accessibility of this content over defined periods of time. Based on our work with this roadmap, we will show how repositories are being transformed not just in terms of systems but through the people that work with them.
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