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Christoph Müller (Ibero-American Institute, Berlin, Germany): Digitisation in 
Special Libraries: Caught Between User Demands, Preservation and Limited 
Resources? 

 
Digitisation allows and improves worldwide access to materials that are usually 
location bound. At the same time, it helps protecting valuable originals from the 
potential damage caused by frequent use. This it is not only the case in large 
national and state libraries and archives, i.e. institutions that are known to 
accommodate unique, valuable materials worth preserving. A significant part of our 
paper-based cultural heritage is located in the stacks of small and medium-sized 
libraries and archives.  
 
For these institutions, digitisation represents a major challenge. Although their 
holdings are generally smaller in number, they share a very similar diversity of 
media, types of materials and formats. Moreover, in their capacity as scientifically 
relevant information institutions they have high quality standards concerning the 
result of the digitisation process and do therefore not differ that much from the larger 
libraries. However, due to a lack of financial resources, most of the smaller 
institutions are significantly understaffed and do not obtain the appropriate 
technology needed to meet the basic requirements for a high-quality digitisation of 
their collections. These circumstances often prevent smaller institutions from 
implementing digitisation projects that follow the example of the large digitisation 
centres. Thus, it is particularly the specialised scientific libraries that face the 
challenge of digitising and presenting their unique, scientifically relevant collections 
in the highest quality and as coherently as possible despite the limited resources and 
technical possibilities available.  
 
The library of the Ibero-American Institute of the Prussian Cultural Heritage 
Foundation (IAI) is currently developing a Digital Library. Being a medium-sized 
special library, it can well serve as an example to represent the central strategic, 
technical and scientific considerations that are at the centre of planning and 
developing a digital special collection within this context.The Ibero-American Institute 
is an interdisciplinary centre that combines research, culture and information: the 
institute employs and supports German as well as international scholars and 
regularly hosts cultural exhibitions and events. With approximately one million 
volumes, the Ibero-American Institute is home to the largest library in Europe 
specialising in Latin America, Spain, Portugal and the Caribbean. The users of this 
library are national and international scholars as well as students. In its capacity as a 
special collections library, it acquires material on special subjects as thoroughly as 
possible. As a consequence, the collections are in large parts unique as well as 
characterised by various materials, conditions, shapes and formats. What is more, it 
has an archival function and mostly acquires not more than one copy. Consequently, 
every item is in theory sooner or later due for preservation or in other cases required 
to be made accessible independent from time and place. In other words, almost 
every item is at some point desired to be digitised. 
 
In order to generate a concept and a strategy for the Digital Library of the IAI and to 
profit most from the digitisation of the IAI’s collections, what is best for both the 
material as well as the library users has to be acknowledged, evaluated and 
respected as much as possible. For this endeavour, in 2009 and 2010 a team of 
traditionally separated sectors combined their competence in a project to introduce a 
concept study on the digitisation of paper-based cultural heritage in smaller and 
medium-sized special libraries and archives. The project was financed by the 
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European Regional Development Fund. The IAI’s own personnel contributed their 
knowledge of library and information science, collections, user needs and every-day 
workflows. Fraunhofer-Institute for Production Systems and Design Technology IPK, 
among the world’s leading experts in the field of automated virtual reconstruction of 
destroyed documents, and arvato services, a trend-setting supplier for mass 
digitisation and professional document management in Germany, contributed to the 
evaluation of the technical status quo with expertise in the fields of digitisation, 
handling of original material, technical requirements and engineering. This expertise 
was complemented by experiences learned about in good practice reports, in 
interviews with representatives of German digitisation centres that collaborate with 
libraries, as well as by a survey conducted among selected specialised libraries, 
archives and other similar institutions. Furthermore, certain standards that have 
already emerged in the still young field of digitisation as well as legal restrictions for 
Germany were collected and considered for the representation of a generic 
digitisation workflow. All the general results of this project were published in the e-
book Einführung in die Digitalisierung von gedrucktem Kulturgut. Ein Handbuch für 
Einsteiger (Introduction to the digitisation of paper-based cultural heritage. A 
manual)1.  
The facts that were collected were further adapted to the IAI and used as a base for 
the concept of its Digital Library. Three main factors that influence the concept can 
be distinguished: preservation, user demands and library strategy. 
 
Preservation 
 
The IAI’s collections consist of about 1,000,000 monographs, newspaper and journal 
issues, about 300 bequests as well as other special materials collections, which 
include 

- about 900.000 press-clippings  

- about 200.000 microforms 

- about 72.000 maps (topographical maps, city maps, roadmaps, historical 
maps and thematic maps, e.g. geology, highway systems, land use, 
settlement studies, languages, borders, botany) of which about 6.600 were 
produced between 1851 and 1945 

- about 70.000 manuscripts (notes and correspondence) 

- about 60.000 photographs (plus about 22.000 slides) 

- about 10.000 glass plate negatives 

- about 3.800 posters 

- about 2.200 postcards. 
 
There are some media within the IAI’s collections that qualify for preservation more 
than others, for example monographs and journals with acidic paper (about 15%). 

                                                           

1
 The manual can be downloaded from the website of the Ibero-American Institute: 

http://www.iai.spk-berlin.de/bibliothek/fachinfos-fuer-bibliothekare/ 

digitalisierungshandbuch.html (accessed July 27, 2011) 
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Also newspapers suffer from this lack in paper quality. Here even more, the paper 
literally dissolves under touch – some papers cannot even be taken out of their 
bundle. Furthermore, many items of the bequests (letters, scrap paper, photographs, 
and notes) are extremely fragile because of years of improper storage as well as 
low-quality writing and printing material. The same holds true for glass plate 
negatives: the layer of protecting gelatine is crumbling and, moreover, unsuitable 
storage leads to the plates being crashed by their own weight. Among the 
photographs, many have whitened or darkened, and on some of them a chemical 
reaction slowly renders the motif beyond recognition. As far as preservation is 
concerned, these would be materials preferred for digitisation at the IAI.  
 
Not necessarily damaged, but exceptionally rare are the IAI’s bequests. Deceased 
scholars, some of them among the first Europeans to do research on Latin-America 
and its indigene cultures, have left their notes, scripts, drawings, photographs etc. to 
the IAI. On the one hand, this material draws scholars from all over the world to the 
institute, since most of the material is yet unknown to the scientific world. On the 
other hand, the collections are often in a bad condition, completely unorganised and 
not indexed at all – in other words, they do not qualify for material to be used in a 
library. Digitisation of these special collections would consequently mean both – 
preservation as well as preparation for scientific research. The presence of a digital 
copy would protect these materials from further handling; the originals could be 
stored away properly and only and more easily be offered for special research 
purposes. 
 
User demands 
 
At the IAI, users with a scientific interest form the major group. These users, most of 
them employed researches or external scholars, work with all the IAI’s materials, 
especially however with the special collections, on which they often are among the 
first to ever do research. On the other hand, many students of Latin-America-related 
subjects use the library, since its collections are far wider ranged than those of the 
university libraries. These users mostly work with journals and monographs.  
For the concept study, IAI scholars and librarians established the requirements of 
both user groups regarding digitisation. To the scientific work of the scholars, it is 
important that... 

- ... the digital copy is as authentic as possible (colour, fonts, notes etc. should 
all be as in the original)   

- ... all digital copies (also those of manuscripts) support full-text search  
- ... (especially visual) media, e.g. maps, support additional functions such as 

digital navigation and connection with other material 
- ... fragile materials are preserved 
- ... rare materials and unpublished collections (if already properly indexed) are 

preferred in order to have them more easily and widely accessible  
- ... the digitised material is presented in online platforms, since it would make 

the collections known, connect scientists and thus be fruitful to research.   

Other users, mostly students and the public consider the following to be important:  

- the content (as opposed to the shape or condition)  
- a full-text search  
- authenticity and integrity of the digital images 
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- a fast and easy access, since they often have a very limited time frame, 
preparing for a presentation, a report, a paper, a thesis  

- excerpts: they often merely require a chapter, an article, sometimes only a few 
sentences and are happy to leave the heavy book in the library and only 
extract what they need, e.g. on portable storage devices or via e-mail  

- a simultaneous presence of one work when there are several users interested 
in the same subject (e.g. exam preparations) 

 
Library Strategy 
 
Apart from considering the demands of the users and the necessities regarding the 
materials, it is just as important to ask the librarians their opinion about the essential 
needs to satisfy both sides’ demands as well as possible.  
 
From the librarians’ point of view...  

- ...the digitisation process should be adaptable and capable of being integrated 
into the current book processing at the library, because only a perfectly 
integrated process saves time and further allows the library to keep relying on 
their own expertise regarding formal and subject indexing 

- ... the process should interfere with the daily work as little as possible 
(especially circulation and return)  

- ... there must not be any violations of copyrights 
- ... automated formal and subject indexing as well as quality control during the 

scanning process would be ideal.  
 
The Digital Library of the Ibero-American Institute 
 
Considering all these facts and requirements and relating them to the lack of own 
special funds to finance any digitisation, the concept for the Digital Library of the 
Ibero-American Institute is based on two main goals: adapt the library services  to 
users requirements and try to preserve the unique material as completely as 
possible, both in the most economic way. Therefore, in the context of producing and 
acquiring electronic information the IAI follows three main lines of action: catalogue 
enrichment, digitisation of the special collections and acquisition of e-born 
publications. 
 
Catalogue Enrichment 
 
To enrich the standard bibliographical information presented in the IAI’s online 
catalogue the Digital Library uses its technical facilities to scan and process the 
covers and tables of content of its newly acquired monographs as well the tables of 
content of the most important scientific journals. The digital images of the 
monograph covers are shown next to the bibliographical information to give users a 
first impression of the book and either trigger or create a visual memory. Each table 
of content is linked to its bibliographical information so that the tables are not only a 
digital image but rather a full text linked to the catalogue via a special search 
function. So, besides the standard title search and the keyword search, the IAI is 
offering a third way to search all the new monographs in a detailed thematic way. In 
the case of the scientific journals, the tables of content of about 760 running titles are 
continuously scanned and, thanks to special software, automatically converted into 



5 

 

bibliographical data sets. These sets can be interpreted by the online catalogue of 
the Special Collection Online Contents Database provided by the Gemeinsamer 
Bibliotheksverbund and soon also by the online catalogue of the IAI. As a result the 
bibliographical information of each article of all the numbers of the processed 
journals will be searchable in the online catalogue, which makes the use of these 
journals easier and more successful. 
 
Digitisation of Special Collections 
 
The unique parts of the IAI’s collections such as bequests, scientific manuscripts, 
photographs or special thematic maps can in most cases only be found and 
accessed at the IAI, as opposed to monographs and journals, which are often also 
held by other libraries. Therefore it has been decided to divide the digitisation of the 
library’s complete holdings into two steps. Within the first step the focus is put on the 
digitisation of the special collections to make them accessible as independently as 
possible from time and place and at the same time preserve them of further 
deterioration. In a second step the Digital Library will digitise all other material held 
by the library. On the one hand, this strategy enables the IAI to fulfil the wishes and 
needs of its scientific personnel and users. On the other hand the IAI will be able to 
reduce costs, since there are some digitisation projects going on in other libraries 
specialised on Latin-America, Spain, Portugal and the Caribbean. Waiting until these 
projects are successfully terminated and analysing their results the IAI can avoid 
double processing of the same titles and focus on the material still to be digitised. 
In this line of action the IAI is deeply affected by the lack of financial funding. In all its 
digitisation plans the IAI depends on third party funding in a project related way. Only 
smaller projects or the digitisation of material of crucial importance for the IAI as an 
institution can be realised by own personnel.  
 
Acquisition of e-born publications 
 
Together with the Acquisitions and Cataloguing Department, the Digital Library 
organises the acquisition and presentation of all kinds of e-born publications, which 
are acquired continuously. Since nearly every digital publication has its own 
technical requirements, a special solution for the presentation of all the e-jounals, e-
books, databases an other electronic material entering the library must be elaborated 
individually. At the same time, being a library with archival function, the Digital 
Library has to develop and realise a concept for the long term preservation of every 
kind of digital information it produces and acquires. 
 
All in all, it can be said that in the context of producing, acquiring, presenting and 
preserving digital content, the library of the IAI is not caught between preservation, 
user demands and limited resources at all. After using the concept study to 
systematically analyse the different needs and possibilities of digitisation a Digital 
Library Department was founded that is going to fulfil in a most economic way the 
central user demands and the special preservation requirements of the different 
kinds of material held by the IAI. The focus of the new Digital Library is put on 
modern ways of catalogue enrichment, on digitising unique special collections and 
on systematically acquiring electronic publications on Latin-America, Spain, Portugal 
and the Caribbean. 


