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 The subject of digitization in libraries has been around for some time now, and it 

will come as no surprise to those involved in the information professions that digitization 

is here to stay. However, as a result of this acceptance of digitization, there has been a 

trend to digitize material simply “because we can” (Hughes, 2011), without any regard 

for the potential problems. As I began my research into digitization, I was particularly 

taken with this common refusal to view the negative aspects associated with the practice. 

I found that digitization processes corrupt the source material, as well as user experience, 

through the distortion of material and context, and as library and information 

professionals we must be continually aware of this potential for corruptive aspects, or we 

risk failing in our duty to preserve and disseminate accurate information. 

 Before proceeding, we must first define digitization. For this paper I will be using 

the definition of found in the Online Dictionary of Library and Information Science, 

which defines digitization as, 

the process of converting data to digital format for processing by a computer. In 

information systems, digitization usually refers to the conversion of printed text or 

images (photographs, illustrations, maps, etc.) into binary signals using some kind 

of scanning device that enables the result to be displayed on a computer screen 

(Reitz, 2012). 

From this digitization process, library and information communities have been able to 

reap many benefits.  Digitization has brought with it a noticeable increase in access to 

material; a researcher does not need to be in the same city, let alone the same building, as 

the material she wishes to view; she must merely have access to a computer and an 

Internet connection. Similarly, school children can now view fragile documents, such as 
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the Declaration of Independence, from within the classroom, enriching the education 

experience. Furthermore, formerly illegible documents become legible after digitization 

and enhancement, and what once took up an entire shelf now occupies a single file on a 

hard drive (Smith, 1999).  The preceding are only some of the many advantages of 

digitization, and I do not disagree that these positive aspects of digitization exist; 

however, the purpose of this paper is not to enumerate the many benefits of digitization, 

nor is it to discuss whether or not a library, or similar institution, should undertake 

digitization projects, rather this paper seeks to highlight the corruptive nature of 

digitization with the hope of demonstrating the necessity to find solutions. 

 As I alluded to above, writings on digitization are not a new phenomenon. In the 

1990s, when digitization was becoming more viable, many scholars were concerned with 

the question of whether or not to digitize. In 1999, the Council on Library and 

Information Resources issued a report detailing both sides of this argument; however, as 

this paper is written with the view that those in favor of digitization have triumphed, I 

will not delve into the particulars of the debate. As we enter the early 2000s, we see the 

focus of the literature surrounding digitization begin to shift from the theoretical to the 

more practical (Cohen, 2012). The works become akin to how-to guides, providing step-

by-step instructions for the digitization process. Then in 2004, the Association of 

Research Libraries formally recognizes digitization (Arthur, 2004), and with that 

recognition we see yet another shift in the literature. Accomplished through the use of 

case studies, scholarly writings become focused on the impact of digitization on 

institutions and their collections (Gemmil, 2012).  While there have been a few scholars 

who have continued to write about the potential issues surrounding digitization, their 
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works have been of an extremely theoretical nature (Darnton, 2009), and in recent years 

the majority of scholars have either only briefly mentioned or completely ignored the 

negative effects of digitization. 

 However, ignoring a problem does not make it go away. One of these problems is 

the distortion of color that a document undergoes during the digitization process. When a 

document is to be digitized there are many steps that an institution must take, and these 

steps differ depending on the needs of the institution (Hughes, 2004), and for the purpose 

of this paper, I see no point in detailing all possible stages. Nevertheless, we must 

understand the basics of digitization in terms of color and tone. Anne R. Kenney and Oya 

Y. Reiger state that there are three main color modes in digitization: 1-bit line art, 8-bit 

grayscale, and 24-bit color, yet beyond that there is no standard for color management 

(2000). Once there is a digital rendering of a document, that document is fine-tuned 

according to color specifications so as to better match the source material. These 

specifications serve as profiles, providing information regarding the saturation levels of 

each color, and depending upon the intended purpose of the digital product and the 

priorities of the institution, there will be different color specifications (Zhang & Gourley, 

2009). For instance, an institution might be more concerned with the size of the 

completed file than color quality, thus they will decide to go with a smaller bit-depth 

thereby distorting the color of the document, and as Anna E. Bülow and Jess Ahmon 

note, such a scenario is quite common (2011).  

Even after the scanning and tuning process is complete, there is still the 

possibility of color distortion once the document is viewed on a monitor. Every monitor 

is calibrated differently, thus every monitor displays color differently. The National 
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Archives & Records Administration’s Technical Guidelines for Digitizing Archival 

Materials for Electronic Access recommend that a monitor be calibrated to a gamma of 

2.2 (2004), but then the question becomes, what does a gamma of 2.2 mean? Assuming 

that users are viewing digitized documents on their personal computers, institutions must 

find a way to communicate this need for monitor calibration. I would suggest providing 

video tutorials to assist in the process, for even if a user chooses not to follow the 

configuration guidelines, at least that user will be aware that there is a level of color 

distortion in the image she is viewing. 

 In addition to the distortion of color, we also see the distortion of size in digital 

materials. A user does not view a digitized document in its original size; rather the 

experience is meditated by a computer screen (Smith, 1999), and while this mediation is 

sometimes unnoticeable, that is not always the case. I believe we, as computer users, have 

all had the experience of accessing a digital document only to find the document is larger 

than our screen, and we are unable to view the entire document in one glance. 

Conversely, we may have found that a large document has been reduced in size, in an 

effort to fit our screen, rendering it unreadable.  

Similar to color distortion, there is also evidence of size distortion of a digital 

document from one computer screen to the next. Many prescriptive writings discuss how 

an institution’s monitors should be configured. Kenney and Rieger suggest a large 

monitor set to 1,024 x 768 pixels that is also able to display 24-bit color and support a 72-

Hz refresh rate (2000). If we assume that the majority of digitized documents are viewed 

remotely, as we did when discussing color distortion, I am of the opinion that it is absurd 

to assume all users have the same specifications. Therefore, the size of a digital document 
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will appear differently from one monitor to the next. While I was unable to find any 

Information Science-related research on this specific point, I believe that this deduction is 

simply common sense, and although there is nothing really that can be done to change the 

situation, information professionals must be aware of this distortion, so as to better serve 

their patrons. Perhaps providing users with a disclaimer regarding the recommended 

monitor specifications. 

Technologically speaking, there is one other area where digitized documents 

become corrupted: the technology itself. The technology used for the viewing and 

maintenance of digitized documents, known as a digital collections management system 

(DCMS), is fleeting. A DCMS can lock content into a closed digital environment, thus 

when new software comes along, any attempt to transfer the data will result in corruption 

(Zhang & Gourley, 2009). As early as 1999, specialists were suggesting that the way to 

remedy the situation was to ensure the regular migration of data from one software and 

hardware system to a more current configuration, or the creation of software that can read 

obsolete digital formats (Smith, 1999). However, both of these solutions are problematic. 

The former requires a great deal of time and money, Lisa Von Drasek, the curator of the 

University of Minnesota’s Children’s Literature Research Collections, explains that most 

institutions simply do not have the funds or manpower to continually update their 

digitized holdings (lecture, October 4, 2012). I know from my own experiences that 

versions of the software described in the latter suggested solution do exist; however, I am 

also aware that such computer programs are incredibly expensive and are therefore 

difficult for many institutions to obtain. For me, this corruption of data is a problem that 

might be solved if institutions budget for regular software upgrades at the launch of a 
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digitization project. I believe that we are far less likely to see corruption, and therefore 

loss, of data, if such software is not an afterthought. 

 Finally, we see the corruptive nature of digitization in its affect on user 

experience. Robert Darnton writes that the way in which we read actually affects our 

worldview (2009), thus we must wonder how such a view is altered if our reading 

experience is dependent upon a computer screen. Abby Smith hypothesized in the late 

nineties that digitization would create a loss of context, for we would be limited to 

viewing a collection of documents serially on a monitor, rather than laid out upon a table. 

Smith maintained that this physical shift would in turn change how we interpret the 

contents of the presented material (1999), and a decade later Andrea L. Volpe would 

prove that to be true during her case study of the digitization and exhibition of nineteenth 

century photographs at the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology.  

Additionally, Volpe found that users heavily relied upon the notations the museum 

provided to contextualize the digitized documents (2009). This reliance on the knowledge 

of information professionals for context is incredibly important, as it highlights the role 

we must assume when we choose to digitize materials in our collections. As information 

professionals, I am of the opinion that we must remain continually aware of our digitized 

content, for along with the screen, we also mediate user experience.  

The topic of user experience as it relates to digitization is incredibly complex and 

broad, and the preceding was by no means a comprehensive analysis of the subject. 

However, I believe that Volpe, along with other scholars (see bibliography), demonstrates 

that digitization does indeed distort user experience; therefore, I must insist that more 
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quantifiable research is required on the topic. Hopefully, such data will allow us to better 

understand, and perhaps remedy, the impact of digitization on our users. 

As I conducted my research into the negative aspects of digitization, I continually 

arrived at the same two conclusions. Regardless of whether I was researching color, size, 

data, or user experience distortion, I found that a key component to a potential solution 

lies in simply the awareness that there are problems. As I mentioned at the offset, many 

current library and information scholars, and also professionals, do not wish to dwell 

upon the potential disadvantages of digitization; however, through my research, I have 

come to believe that if we can increase the awareness of distortion among both 

professionals and users, then we might be able to find a temporary solution by managing 

the human factor. The second conclusion I came to was the determination that 

digitization is an ongoing process. We cannot view a project as complete simply because 

there is a set of digital documents in existence, rather we must continually update 

software and hardware, as well as monitoring the user interface, providing clarification 

and guidance when needed. Digitization technology continues to evolve daily, and there 

is no true way to know what the future holds; however, we might hope that an awareness 

of, and desire to remedy, our current issues will help us manage the issues yet to come. 
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