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Descriptive Metadata for Rare Book Digitization Projects 

 The creation of descriptive metadata presents a particular issue for rare book digitization 

projects: while certain parts of the digitization process can be automated or standardized, 

descriptive metadata may require manual data entry from specialized professionals. Considering 

the substantial amount of time and resources necessary to capture quality descriptive metadata, 

Dahlström (2012) observes that digitization initiatives have divided into two distinct approaches 

that establish an all-or-nothing binary in which material quantity and metadata quality are 

mutually exclusive goals (p.462), a notion that can be seen in several digitization projects. 

However, by reevaluating the rare book digitization process, a new approach can be illustrated 

that will increase the productivity of rare book digitization efforts while establishing a minimal 

descriptive metadata standard. 

 This paper will explore the organizational environments that serve as the setting of rare 

book digitization initiatives and will use the Digital Curation Centre’s (DCC) Digital Curation 

Lifecycle Model as a framework through on which to build an understanding of the various 

activities and concepts that constitute the overall process. Additionally, this paper will explore 

the complex issue of descriptive metadata creation and its impact on the digitization process. 

Finally, this paper will propose a modified approach to the rare book digitization process that 

will address the concerns of efficiency and metadata comprehensiveness. 
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Knowledge Setting and Digital Curation Lifecycle Model 

 The digitization of rare book holdings at academic research libraries (ARL) occurs within 

a unique setting that influences the approach and process. Within ARL environments, several 

parties participate in the process, bringing along a variety of perspectives and priorities. 

Considering the variety of disciplinary approaches provided by staff members of the curatorial, 

collections management, reference, technology services, and administrative departments, it is 

clear that a digitization project must be conscious of the physical care of the books; fidelity of 

the digital reproduction; comprehensiveness of cataloging data; quality and interoperability of 

the new digital objects; accessibility and usability of the digital objects; and the cost-

effectiveness of the digitization process. Aware of these considerations, the Digital Curation 

Lifecycle Model aids us in understanding the individual steps that will constitute the digitization 

process. 

 Central to the lifecycle model is the digital object (DCC, n.d.) and, thus, we find the 

digitized rare books at the heart of the curation model for digitization projects. Throughout the 

lifespan of the indicated data, full lifecycle curation activities must be undertaken to ensure 

ongoing preservation and accessibility. First, the creation and maintenance of descriptive and 

representative metadata is important to ensure documentation of the digitized books’ history as 

well as individual scanned pages’ place within the larger hierarchy of page, book, and collection. 

Additionally, proper documentation of technical data (file types, size, and software 

compatibility) and administrative data ensures continued usability. While much of the technical 

and administrative data are automatically generated, the descriptive metadata that provide 

detailed bibliographic history of an object will require greater manual configuration, an issue that 

will be explored in greater detail. Second, preservation planning is important to any book 
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digitization project. Made manifest through organizational policy, preservation planning will 

ensure that format standards, storage redundancies, and scheduled fixity auditing protect the 

ongoing integrity of the digitized book collection. 

 The sequential activities that are undertaken as part of any digitization project can also be 

drawn from the DCC model. Initially, appraisal and selection activities will be undertaken to 

determine what will be ingested and whether or not it can physically tolerate the digitization 

process. After appropriate selections have been made, the identified books will be scanned or 

photographed so that they may be ingested into the collection of digital objects for storage as part 

of the larger repository. It is during ingest and storage processes that the descriptive and 

structural metadata will be most important as it provides the framework for object arrangement 

and hierarchical relationships between disparate objects. After ingest and storage, activities 

centered on access, use, and transformation of digitized objects will address the questions of who 

may access the collection, in what format will the data be transmitted, and who, if anyone, may 

change the accessed digital objects and associated metadata. 

 

Curation Issue: Labor-Intensiveness of Comprehensive Descriptive Metadata 

 The creation of descriptive metadata presents a unique problem for rare book digitization 

projects. While the obvious aim of any digitization project is an equal measure of detail-oriented 

scholarship and procedural efficiency, the creation of descriptive metadata for such information 

as physical description, bibliographic history, and provenance require hands-on entry of 

specialized data, a task that defies automation and demands attention to a greater extent than 

nearly any other part of the digitization process. By reviewing examples, the pervasiveness of 

this issue can be illustrated. 
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 The capture of descriptive metadata stands out from other types of metadata insomuch as 

it cannot be easily captured through automated process. Other pieces of standard metadata such 

as technical information can be automatically captured directly from the digitizing device such as 

a scanner or camera. Synderman and Aster (2003) illustrate this matter in their report on Stanford 

University Libraries’ digitization effort in which technical metadata is mentioned only to convey 

that their creation and association with the applicable digital objects is entirely automated (p.7). 

Similarly, Kowal and Rhatigan (2010) explain that the human involvement in technical metadata 

creation for a digitization initiative at the British Library is limited to pro forma verification of 

the automatically captured metadata (p.59). In addition, neither of these reports provide 

information on administrative or representative metadata, leaving the reader to conclude that 

these types of metadata require even less manual production or maintenance than the largely-

automated technical metadata. 

 While the above-mentioned articles spend little time discussing the technical metadata 

associated with digitized objects, both describe in detail the variety of descriptive metadata and 

the manner in which it is captured. Understandably, descriptive metadata to digitized forms of 

rare or historic books is held in high regard because it is through this metadata that, as Dahlström 

(2012) observes, we capture the “intellectual, interpretative, and qualitative aspects [...] and other 

bibliographic information about the source document” (p.462). While the information captured 

in other metadata types provides useful data on the usability and stability of the digital object, the 

descriptive metadata establishes the conceptual foundation upon which the digital object is built 

and provides the historic context for the item in order to enable users to properly understand the 

item that is presented to them. 
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 Given the considerable value placed on the descriptive metadata, it is unsurprising that it 

spans a breadth of information types and varies widely between digitization projects, making it 

difficult to capture automatically. Synderman and Aster (2003) observe numerous object types 

such as “books, journals, and newspapers” with a variety of unique metadata including titles, 

chapters, volumes, and pertinent front and back matter (p.6). Kowal and Rhatigan (2010) 

illustrate even more in-depth descriptive metadata that include copy-specific physical description 

and condition information, publication history, and bibliographic history and references (p.60), 

information that defies automation as it requires conscious curatorial descriptions of physical and 

contextual qualities that cannot be digitally interpreted. Considering the complexity of these 

descriptive metadata types, it becomes increasingly obvious that they stand out from other 

metadata types that are either simple categorical entries or automatically captured object 

qualities. 

 In addition to the differing degrees of metadata complexity, descriptive metadata for 

digitized rare books differ from other metadata types insomuch as they require manual creation, 

a point supported by Dahlström’s (2012) observation that the “manual, intellectual, and critical” 

approach to digitization create “rich metadata” that would otherwise be undocumented through 

solely automated procedures (p.462-3), establishing manual creation of descriptive metadata as 

the ideal for rare book digitization projects. Both the examples referred to in this paper indicate 

that descriptive metadata for their specific projects were manual-entry processes due to either the 

inconsistency of extant MARC records (Snyderman & Aster, 2003, p.6) or the realization that 

manual entry is the only feasible means of effectively capturing such information (Kowal & 

Rhatigan, 2010, p.60). 
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 While comprehensiveness of descriptive metadata is the ideal to which all rare book 

digitization projects strive, the manual nature of its capture represents a great liability to the 

overall digitization project. While every other element of the digitization project seeks to 

implement efficient automations, capturing descriptive metadata remains a manual procedure in 

which a single user – presumably with a considerable amount of subject-specific knowledge – 

keys in data for the selected digital objects one at a time. This represents a considerable 

bottleneck for the digitization project and will thusly slow the overall process to the speed at 

which the metadata creators can enter information. In turn, this inefficiency threatens to increase 

project budgets and timelines while withholding the digitized collection from patron access and 

use. 

 

Proposal: Reconsidered Metadata Construction During Initial Digitization 

 The primary issue associated with the manual creation of descriptive metadata for rare 

book digitization projects is the degree to which this single step can hinder the entire process. In 

order to complete the digitization process in an efficient manner, it is necessary to reevaluate the 

threshold of descriptive metadata that is deemed sufficient for accessible digital objects. As was 

mentioned before, comprehensive metadata should be the ideal; however, by adopting a 

decreased standard of acceptable initial metadata while planning to retroactively add more 

detailed information, the digitization process may be streamlined so as to limit the amount of 

manual end-user activity as a means of decreasing costs while increasing collection availability. 

 The proposed metadata creation workflow (Figure 1) presents an approach to the creation 

of highly complex descriptive metadata that seeks to repurpose existing quality information 

while decreasing the amount of manual data entry that slows the digitization process and 
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withholds digital objects from repository users. This plan establishes a simple decision tree 

through which digitization technicians can quickly decide if descriptive information is available, 

ultimately forwarding the object to the repository for dissemination regardless of the 

comprehensiveness of the existing metadata. 

 The central idea behind this proposal is that visible materials do a greater service to the 

repository than invisible materials. While the traditional approach to metadata creation stands to 

slow the progress of materials through the digitization process – remaining unseen by the 

repository user as they proceed – the new process will facilitate faster availability and usability 

of digitized resources. In addition to a quicker overall process, this solution increases the 

possibility of repository user involvement in the cataloging process as the availability of digital 

objects will enable crowd-sourcing of manually-created descriptive information. By favoring 

availability over comprehensive description, the plan becomes user-centric by focusing on 

availability over pedantic adherence to standards. 

 The proposed process will take place at the tail end of the digitization process, directly 

prior to uploading the digital object to the repository. Once all other processes such as selection, 

digitization, and creation of technical and administrative metadata are complete, a technician can 

use the workflow to identify if any descriptive record for the object exists. If none exists, the 

technician will pursue other options for locating less comprehensive forms of descriptive 

metadata. While the process does allow for lesser degrees of descriptive information, it does 

implement a retroactive review plan in which digital objects with less than optimal descriptive 

information will be flagged for review, a process that displaces the time burden until after the 

digitization process is completed. This way, the digitization process may be streamlined while 

the descriptive metadata considerations remain within the organizational consciousness. 
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 The workflow will pose the following questions to the technician working on the 

descriptive metadata: 

 Does the source object have an existing MARC record? Clearly, if an existing record 

provides comprehensive descriptive information about the source object, it should be 

utilized as the descriptive metadata for the digital counterpart. This is the best-case 

scenario as it eliminates any need for additional descriptive metadata creation. In the 

event that a sufficient MARC record exists, the digital object will be made immediately 

available with the accompanying data. 

 Does any descriptive record for the source object exist? Books that have been selected 

for digitization may reasonably not have an existing MARC record. This may occur in 

the event of a recently acquired piece that has not yet been cataloged. However, a 

descriptive record of the work may exist in the form of a purchase manifest or a private 

collector’s notes. If the descriptive record meets the organization’s descriptive standard, 

it may be used as the intermediary descriptive metadata. In this event, the descriptive 

record will need to be captured in a normalized format in order to be uploaded to the 

repository. If this solution is used, the object will be flagged with a work item indicating 

that the descriptive metadata need to be reviewed or completed, a process that can occur 

after the object has been made available through the repository. 

 Did Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software identify a title/author/date? If no 

MARC record exists and no other descriptive records are available, the lowest tolerable 

level of descriptive metadata – title, author, and, possibly, publication date – will serve as 

the sole descriptive metadata until further work can be completed. After the objects have 

been digitized, OCR software will be used to identify content for end-user search 
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functions. If the OCR was able to extract content information such as the work’s title, 

author, or date of publication, these can be attached as the descriptive metadata for the 

work. If this solution is used, the object will be flagged with a work item. 

 Is there legible data? In the event that all other methods of identifying descriptive 

information about the digitized fail, the technician can make a last ditch effort to find 

human-readable data such as title, author, and publication data. In this case, the 

technician will need to manually enter the metadata, albeit in an extremely limited way, 

providing only enough information for the work to be found using simple keyword 

searches for title and/or author. If this solution is used, the object will be flagged with a 

work item. 

After the digital object has gone through the workflow, it will be placed on the repository and 

will be searchable and usable by repository users. The time savings that will be made through the 

streamlining of the digitization workflow will allow for a longer period of post-procedural 

metadata refining during which the slow process of creating intensive records of bibliographic 

and object-specific history can be undertaken. Additionally, by creating a work list of digitized 

items that lack sufficient metadata records, the digitization process captures a record of the gaps 

in cataloged resources which will be a beneficial output of the process insomuch as it will 

provide a usable list for later work as well as a snapshot of the organization’s descriptive rigor 

for items within its collections. 

Descriptive metadata present rare book digitization projects with a complex issue. Torn 

between the opposing impulses of efficiency and diligence, those who make executive decisions 

may struggle with the unavoidably ponderous task of manually generating descriptive records 

that span a wide array of inherently complex information. By reorienting the process to lower 
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minimum descriptive metadata standards and displace comprehensive record creation until after 

initial digitization, the process can be rendered more efficient in a manner that does not sacrifice 

time, money, or descriptive rigor. The process will ensure that the work of capturing the content, 

context, and history of an object is a continually process that does not inhibit access to a 

collection and will ultimately enhance the end-user appreciation and understanding of the 

digitized collection. 
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Figure 1. Simplified workflow to illustrate proposed descriptive metadata process. 
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