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Planning Your Digitization Project 

1. Review your collection

2. Choose hardware: Scanners, cameras, 
and other accessories

3. Become familiar with file formats and image 
properties

4. Plan for metadata

5. Preserve your digital files

Digitizing Your Family History Collections: Planning

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 5



Digitization Planning Form
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Key Terms
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Definitions: Resolution
• A relative value, usually expressed as the density of elements, 

such as pixels, within a specific distance, most commonly an 
inch. Affects the amount of detail you can see in a digital image.

400 ppi
vs. 
2400 ppi

Source: https://blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2013/03/what-resolution-should-i-use-part-3/ 
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Definitions: Pixel Dimensions

400 × 278 pixels1116 × 746 pixels____________
300 pixels

____________
300 pixels

3.72 in. x 2.49 in.
maximum printable size  

1.33 in. x 0.93 in.
maximum printable size 
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Definitions: DPI and PPI

• ppi (pixels per inch)

• dpi (dots per inch)

Image Source: 
http://www.ala.org/alcts/resources/

preserv/minimum-digitization-
capture-recommendations
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Resolution Example

Top: Red boxes indicate edge features used 
to calculate maximum image information 
content. 

Bottom: Enlarged detail version extracted 
from the circled area in the top image 
showing no difference in image 
information at 3000 ppi, 1500 ppi, and 
1500 ppi interpolated up to 3000 ppi. 
From an 8x10-inch glass plate dating from 
1906, in the collections of the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley.

Source: Information or Artifact: Digitizing Photographic 
Negatives and Transparencies, Part 2,  
https://blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2011/10/information-or-
artifact-digitizing-photographic-negatives-and-
transparencies-part-2/
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Definitions: Optical Resolution
• The resolution at which a capture device, such as a scanner or 

digital camera, is capable of capturing pixel values based on 
actual samples taken from an original to construct an image.

Maximum optical resolution (300 ppi) Interpolated resolution (600 ppi)

Source: https://www.scantips.com/interpol.html
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Definitions: Bit Depth 
• the number of bits used to describe each pixel in an image. 

Source: https://archivesoutside.records.nsw.gov.au/digitising-your-collection-part-3-technical-specifications/
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Definitions: RAW files
• The unprocessed file that is produced by a digital 

camera. 

• The highest quality image that a camera can 
produce, with the greatest amount of data.

• Requires additional editing before it can be used.
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Definitions: Metadata
• “Data about data” 

• Documents important 
aspects of a resource, 
and helps users to find, 
interpret, and access 
resources in any format

• Includes descriptive 
metadata, which 
describes the content of 
a resource
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Review Your 
Collection

• 1
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Review Your Collection
• What do you want to 

digitize and why?

• What do you plan to do 
with the images?

• How many documents do 
you have?

• What condition are they in? 
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Starting Your Survey
1. Survey the collection
• What do you have?

• What to digitize?

2. Triage possible and 
existing preservation 
issues
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What is a survey?
A survey looks at: 
• general subject matter
• formats of material
• any pre-existing 

arrangement
• condition of materials
• preservation needs

JHC archivists surveying a new 
arrival of records at NEHGS
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Identify document types

1898 Adoption Petition
1903 travel diary
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Identify other formats
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Tip
Handle materials gently
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Arrangement

• Is there an order to the 
materials?

• Are the materials in 
labeled folders? Does 
the folder label match 
up to the contents?

• Photos – loose? 
In albums? Identified?
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Review current storage methods
• File cabinets and folders

• Binders

• Boxes

• Bound volumes
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Identify preservation issues
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What’s Bad
• Rust - paper clips, 

staples, etc.

• Rubber

• Folds/creases

• Adhesive - tape, 
glues, etc.

• Mold

• Insects and rodents

• Humidity

• Light

• Temperature
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Preservation Example 
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Preservation Example 
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Decisions to make
• Definitely remove from 

present enclosure

• To keep or throw away?
– Does another copy exist 

in the collection?
– Make sure annotated 

information is recorded 
elsewhere

• If you choose to keep, 
create preservation copy
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Do no harm!!!

Image from Marion Emerett Colman Scrapbook from 
Florida State Special Collections
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Mold on diaryInsect damage

Conservation Example
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Tip
Ask for help if 
you need it.  
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Contacting a Conservator
• Contact a conservator before digitizing if:
– Documents are extremely fragile
– Documents can’t be unfolded without cracking 

or tearing
– Documents are tightly rolled

• Find a local conservator by searching 
http://www.conservation-us.org/membership/find-a-conservator

• NEDCC (www.nedcc.org) also has conservators 
as well as imaging services.
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www.nedcc.org/free-resources/overview
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Basic Steps of Organization
1. Based on your survey, look for patterns and 

natural groupings

2. Determine your arrangement and create an 
outline

3. Physically arrange your collection 

Digitizing Your Family History Collections: Planning

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 35



Find Patterns
• Look at your collection survey

• Find natural groupings of your materials based on:
– Who or what created them
– What or how they were created
– What they document
– When they were created

• Families, document types, and time periods are 
common groupings
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Determine Your Arrangement
• What is (a good) arrangement?
– Groups like materials together
– Allows you to know what you have
– Makes items easy to find
– Includes hierarchies that show clear relationships 

• Common arrangement schemes:
– Organized by family
– Organized by document type
– Organized chronologically
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Choose Hardware
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Selecting Hardware
• Choose equipment that 

won’t damage your 
documents

• The best options for 
home collections:
– Flatbed scanner
– Camera with a tripod 

or copy stand
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Choosing Scanners and Cameras
• Scanners
– 600 dpi optical resolution or higher
– 2000-3000 dpi optical resolution for film

• Cameras
– At least 10 megapixels (3872 x 2592 px)
– need to be able to control image settings, like ISO, 

white balance, and shutter speed
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Scanners vs. Cameras
• [General overview –

when to use a scanner 
vs. a camera]

• Cameras are faster and 
can be used to digitize 
anything
– But they require more 

equipment and setup to 
take high-quality images
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File Formats and 
Organization
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File Formats and Imaging Settings

• Save original images in a file format that uses 
little or no compression.
– TIFF preferred

• If scanning:
– 300 ppi or higher, in color

• If using a camera, select the highest image quality
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File Naming and Organization
• File names should be 

relatively short, but 
meaningful

• Organize your images 
in folders

• Always edit copies, not 
originals
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Plan for Metadata
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Metadata
• Metadata, or “data about 

data,” describes your 
documents, making them 
easier to find.

• Options:
– Embedded metadata
– Separate files, like a 

spreadsheet or text file
– Software, like an image 

browser or digital asset 
manager
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Preserving Your 
Digital Files
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Digital Preservation
• Save multiple copies in multiple locations

• Check your images at least once a year

• Copy your files to new media every 5 years
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Your Digitization Plan
• Get started on your first digitization plan:
– Select part of your family collection to digitize.
– What equipment will you need to digitize these 

items? What do you already have? What do you 
need to buy?

– What image settings and file formats will you use 
when creating the images?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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