
Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Keeping Personal Digital Photographs
Perhaps more than any other kind of personal digital information, photos have rich 
personal meaning. And photos are unique: if they are lost, the information they 
provide can never be replaced. 

You will want to keep at least some of your digital photos for a long time. Focus 
attention on organizing your important photos by placing them into related groups.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify where you have digital photos

•	 Identify	all	your	digital	photos	on	cameras,	computers	and	removable	media	
such	as	memory	cards.

•	 Include	your	photos	on	the	Web.

Decide which photos are most important

•	 Pick	the	images	you	feel	are	especially	important.

•	 You	can	pick	a	few	photos	or	many.

•	 If	there	are	multiple	versions	of	an	important	photo,	save	the	one	with	highest	quality.

Organize the selected photos

•	 Give	individual	photos	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Tag	photos	with	names	of	people	and	descriptive	subjects	.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	images	you	picked.

•	 Write	a	brief	description	of	the	directory	structure	and	the	photos.

Make copies and store them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	photos—more	copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	
media	such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	If	
disaster	strikes	one	location,	your	photographs	in	the	other	place	should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	photo	inventory	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	photos	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/photos.html



Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Keeping Personal Digital Audio
You may have many digital audio files with music, lectures and other sound 
recordings. Some of these have personal, financial or other value that leads you to 
keep them for a long time.

You should make sure that the audio files you select for saving are in an open file 
format. This will ensure the greatest flexibility for future use.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify your digital audio files

•	 Identify	your	audio	files	on	computers,	audio	players,	phones	and	removable	
media	such	as	memory	cards	and	DVDs.

•	 Include	audio	files	that	you	manage	through	audio	software.

Decide which audio recordings have long-term value

•	 Pick	the	recordings	that	you	feel	are	important.

•	 If	there	are	multiple	versions	of	important	recordings,	save	the	one	with	highest	quality.

Export the selected audio recordings

•	 If	saving	a	few	recordings,	you	can	use	the	“save	as”	command	in	your	web	
browser	or	software	program	to	export	them	as	individual	files.

•	 If	saving	many	recordings,	check	into	automatically	exporting	them.

•	 If	possible,	save	recordings	in	an	open	format.

•	 Save	metadata	for	the	audio	files,	including	the	date	it	was	exported.	

Export the selected audio recordings

•	 Give	individual	audio	files	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Tag	the	files	with	information	about	the	recording.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	recordings	you	picked.

•	 Write	a	brief	summary	of	the	directory	structure	and	the	recordings.

Make copies and manage them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	audio	recordings—more	copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	media	
such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	If	
disaster	strikes	one	location,	your	audio	recordings	in	the	other	place	should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	summary	description	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	audio	recordings	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/audio.html



Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Keeping Personal Digital Video
If you are using a camera or other device to record digital video, you are following in 
a long tradition of making personal and home movies. You may want to keep some of 
these videos for a long time.

Technical file quality is an important consideration for digital video. Videos that are 
posted on the Web, for example, are often grainy and have less information than the 
original version.

Save the highest quality versions of your videos along with good descriptive 
information about them.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify where you have digital videos

•	 Identify	all	your	digital	videos	on	cameras,	computers,	phones	and	removable	
media	such	as	memory	cards.

•	 Include	your	videos	on	the	Web.

Decide which videos are most important

•	 Pick	the	videos	you	feel	are	most	important.

•	 You	can	pick	a	few	videos	or	many.

•	 You	can	save	just	final	edited	versions	or	you	can	also	save	unedited	footage.

•	 If	there	are	multiple	versions	of	an	important	video,	save	the	one	with	highest	quality.

Organize the selected videos

•	 Give	individual	videos	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Tag	videos	with	names	of	people	and	descriptive	subjects.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	videos	you	picked.

•	 Write	a	brief	description	of	the	directory	structure	and	the	videos.

Make copies and manage them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	videos—more	copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	
media	such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	If	
disaster	strikes	one	location,	your	video	files	in	the	other	place	should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	summary	description	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	saved	video	files	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/video.html



Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Keeping Personal Electronic Mail
Like paper letters, your e-mail messages document important events, transactions 
and relationships. You might want to save some e-mails—or perhaps many of them.

Saving an e-mail involves keeping it separate from your e-mail program. This is 
because e-mail programs are not meant to keep information for a long time: they can 
change or stop providing support at any time.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify all your e-mail sources
•	 Identify	your	personal	e-mail	accounts.

•	 Within	each	account,	find	all	folders	or	other	separate	groupings	of	messages;	
include	any	“archived”	messages.

Decide which messages have long-term value
•	 Pick	the	messages	you	feel	are	especially	important.

•	 You	can	pick	a	few	messages	or	many.

•	 Save	attachments	that	are	part	of	the	selected	messages.

Export the selected messages

•	 If	saving	a	few	messages,	you	can	use	the	“save	as”	command	in	your	e-mail	
browser	or	software	program	to	export	them	as	individual	files.

•	 If	saving	many	e-mails,	investigate	automatically	exporting	them	using	the	email	program.

•	 If	possible,	save	messages	in	an	open	format.

•	 Save	metadata	for	the	messages,	including	the	message	“header”	(the	subject,	
from,	to	and	time	and	date).

Organize the saved messages
•	 Give	individual	messages	and	attachments	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	saved	messages	
and	attachments.

•	 Write	a	brief	summary	of	the	directory	structure	and	its	files.

Make copies and manage them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	messages	and	attachments—more	
copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	
media	such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	If	
disaster	strikes	one	location,	copies	of	your	e-mails	and	attachments	in	the	other	
place	should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	summary	description	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	saved	e-mail	and	attachments	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	
read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/email.html



Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Personal Digital Records
You probably have resumes, school papers, financial spreadsheets, presentation 
slides or other digital documents. You might also have digital copies of original hard 
copy documents such as letters, maps or family histories.

Some of this information may have enduring value.

For this type of information it is important to decide which documents to save. Think 
about different versions, such as drafts and earlier copies. Drafts, for example, can 
provide important details that do not appear in final versions.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify where you have your digital document files

•	 Locate	all	digital	document	files	on	computers	and	removable	media	such	as	
CD-ROMs	and	floppy	disks.

•	 Include	any	of	your	individual	documents	on	websites.

Decide which documents have long-term value

•	 Pick	the	documents	you	feel	are	especially	important.

•	 You	can	pick	a	few	documents	or	many.

•	 You	can	pick	just	final	versions	of	documents	or	you	can	also	include	drafts	and	revisions.

Organize the selected documents

•	 Give	individual	documents	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	documents	you	picked.

•	 Write	a	brief	description	of	the	directory	structure	and	the	documents.

Make copies and manage them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	documents—more	copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	
media	such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	
If	disaster	strikes	one	location,	your	important	documents	in	the	other	place	
should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	summary	description	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	document	files	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/records.html



Preserving Your Digital MemoriesPersonal Archiving:

Keeping Personal Websites, Blogs and Social Media
If you have a blog, website, Facebook page or other way to share information on the 
Internet, you also have a rich source of information that you should think about saving 
for the future.

For this category you need to start any archiving process by first identifying what you 
have. You might have multiple places where you share information, and you should 
give consideration to them all.

Archiving Tips
	
Identify where you have your digital document files

•	 Locate	all	your	content	on	the	Web,	including	personal	websites	and	social	
media	sites	and	services.

•	 Be	sure	to	include	current	information	as	well	as	any	older	(archived)	content.

Decide which information has long-term value

•	 Pick	the	information	that	you	feel	is	especially	important.

•	 You	can	pick	individual	pieces	of	information	or	you	can	select	whole	pages	or	websites.

Export the selected information

•	 If	saving	a	limited	amount	of	information,	you	can	use	the	“save	as”	command	in	
your	web	browser	to	export	the	website	as	individual	files.

•	 If	saving	entire	pages	or	sites,	check	into	automatically	exporting	them	as	a	
series	of	linked	files.

•	 Save	metadata	for	your	Web	content	information,	such	as	site	name	or	date	created.

Organize the information

•	 Give	individual	files	descriptive	file	names.

•	 Create	a	directory/folder	structure	on	your	computer	to	put	the	saved	information.

•	 Write	a	brief	summary	of	the	directory	structure	and	its	files.

Make copies and manage them in different places

•	 Make	at	least	two	copies	of	your	selected	information—more	copies	are	better.

•	 One	copy	can	stay	on	your	computer	or	laptop;	put	other	copies	on	separate	media	
such	as	DVDs,	CDs,	portable	hard	drives,	thumb	drives	or	Internet	storage.

•	 Store	copies	in	different	locations	that	are	as	physically	far	apart	as	practical.	If	
disaster	strikes	one	location,	the	other	copy	of	your	important	web	content	in	the	
other	place	should	be	safe.

•	 Put	a	copy	of	the	summary	description	with	your	important	papers	in	a	secure	location.

•	 Check	your	saved	files	at	least	once	a	year	to	make	sure	you	can	read	them.

•	 Create	new	media	copies	every	five	years	or	when	necessary	to	avoid	data	loss.

www.digitalpreservation.gov/you/content/websites.html



All digital storage media have a short life.  This is 
why digital preservation requires active manage-
ment, including regular migration of content from 
older storage devices to newer devices. 

The life of storage media are cut short by at least 
three factors: 

1.  Media durability

2.  Media usage, storage and handling 

3.  Media obsolescence

How Long Will Digital Storage Media Last? 

1. Media durability
Computer storage media devices vary in how long they last.  The quality and construction 
of individual media items differ widely. The following estimates for media life are approxi-
mate; a specific item can easily last longer--or fail much sooner.

2. Media usage, storage and handling
People have a direct impact on the longevity of storage media:

•  The more often media are handled and 
used, the greater the chance they will fail; 
careful handling can extend media life, 
rough handling has the opposite effect.

•  Stable and moderate temperature and 
humidity, along with protection from harm-
ful elements (such as sun and salt) helps 
keep media alive.

•  Good-quality readers and other hardware 
media connections are beneficial; poor con-
nections can kill media quickly.

•  Media that are not labeled or safely stored can be lost or accidently thrown away.

•  Fires, floods and other disasters are very bad for media!

PERSONAL DIGITAL ARCHIVING SERIES



3. Media obsolescence
Computer technology changes very quickly.  Commonly used storage media can become 
obsolete within a few years.  Current and future computers may not:

•  Have drives that can read older media.

•  Have hardware connections that can attach 
to older media (or media drives).

•  Have device drivers that can recognize 
older media hardware.

•  Have software that can read older files on 
media.

What you need to do
Actively manage your important digital content!  Steps to consider:

•  Have at least two separate copies of your content on separate 
media—more copies are better.

•  Use different kinds of media (DVDs, CDs, portable hard drives, 
thumb drives or Internet storage);  use reputable vendors and 
products.

•  Store media copies in different locations that are as physically 
far apart as practical.

•  Label media properly and keep in secure locations (such as 
with important papers).

•  Create new archival media copies at least every five years to 
avoid data loss.
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