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The preservation of cultural heritage is 
generally regarded as a cost to society, and 
people are not aware of the role it could play in 
the growth and employment, social cohesion 
and environmental sustainability.

Digital preservation should not be seen as 
an end in itself, to preserve digital collections 
over a longer period of time, but as a means to 
making cultural heritage content more widely 
available and re-usable now and for future 
generations. 
 
Develop a methodology for assessing 
the cultural and socio-economic values of 
digital cultural heritage will have important 
dividends, not only financially, but also at the 
organizational and technical level.

On the other hand, and following the 
recommendations of EU experts in cultural 
heritage, it is necessary to develop and 
implement new business models which finance 
cultural heritage through private investment 
and reorientate the traditional model of public 
investment.

This handicap coincides with the working 
group, “Methodology development for 
assessing the cultural and socio-economic 
value of digital cultural heritage”, so the 
evaluation of cultural and socio-economic 
values of digital cultural heritage should 
provide necessary to encourage the creation 
of new products and services based on the 
exploitation and conservation of cultural 
heritage services.

BACKGROUND

The growing development of the information 
technologies (ICTs) has created a large 
number of new digital documents. Not only 
are those created directly in numerical format, 
but should also include the derived from 
the digitisation of analogue materials that 
have been significantly enhanced by digital 
conversion projects, although distributed 
these products as physical support until a 
few years ago, at present have evolved into 
cloud storage. Although the different nature of 
those digital products, native or derived from 
analogue material, his treatment and casuistry 
is the same.

Many of these products have a cultural and 
scientific importance cannot longer be ignored, 
so constitute an essential heritage for the 
training and information of the individuals and 
societies. The disappearance of any type of 
heritage impoverishes the cultural legacy of 
the people. 

For this reason within of the principles of 
the UNESCO, where the conservation and 
dissemination of knowledge is established 
as a priority, there is a section dedicated to 
the safeguarding of knowledge preserved 
in documentary form, acknowledging that 
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these resources of information and creative 
expression are increasingly developed, 
distributed, used and conserved in electrionical 
form, resulting in a new kind of legacy:  the 
digital heritage. 

This digital heritage is in danger of 
disappearing and its preservation must be an 
indispensable legacy that benefits current and 
future generations. 

The short time path of this new kind of 
heritage raises doubts about its true nature, 
the problems of its preservation, conservation 
and true value. 

In order to analyse some of these key issues 
and the challenges this heritage poses, a 
working group was created with specialist 
of different fields who try to solve three 
fundamental milestones that arise from this 
new heritage:

• Defining the concept of Digital Heritage.

• Methodology for evaluating the economic 
value of digital cultural heritage.

• Policy recommendations.

Type of participants:
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During 6 months, we coordinated a debate 
with 63 experts from 12 countries, using 

online tools that allowed multiple edition. The 
participants came from the following countries:

THE WORKING GROUP
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Traditional heritage institutions, responsible 
of knowledge preservation, have more 
complicated job, because much of the heritage 
information currently generated by society is 
created and shared in digital format.

The growth of this information has exploded 
in recent years and its expansion is 
exponential. Preserving this enormous legacy 
is complicated, so it´s necessary to define the 
concept of digital heritage. This definition must 
be universal and accepted by all responsible 
actors in the international community.

The main problem that arise when analysing 
this type of heritage is its enormous 
magnitude, but also it highlights that some of 
this information is ephemeral. The digital world 
is subject to “invisible laws” of technological 
obsolescence as a result of constant evolution. 
Therefore, the risk of losing of our digital 
heritage is higher and its life span infinitely 
shorter than traditional objects. Furthermore, 
the time available for preserve it also much 
shorter. For these and other reasons, the 
identification of the digital heritage is essential 
to ensure its long-term preservation.

Within working group created an attempt 
was made to answer this question, taking 
into account the difficulties listed above and 
UNESCO´s own definition, which states:

Digital heritage is made up of computer-based 
materials of enduring value that should be 
kept for future generations. Digital heritage 
emanates from different communities, 
industries, sectors and regions. Not all digital 
materials are of enduring value, but those that 
are require active preservation approaches 

if continuity of digital heritage is to be 
maintained.

• Even though is a little vague, the working 
group use this definition as right. Ideally, 
there should be a definition that makes it 
easier to know whether or not something 
is part of the digital heritage. Have to keep 
in mind that many of the things that before 
weren´t considered important, today are 
seen as heritage because of its usefulness 
in understanding human evolution and its 
culture. 

• Have to be careful with what is considered 
digital heritage today, as we’ll be the judge 
of this decision. It´s in our hands to choose 
what will be considered as heritage or not 
and consequence of this arises a reflection 
as a question: ¿Who tells us that what we 
consider banal today won’t be important 
in the future? This last issue makes it 
necessary to contact other entities so 
that this selection is as objective and 
accurate as possible, since there is the 
problem of considering as heritage only 
that which is considered as such within our 
own perception, and this, definitely, is a 
subjective thing that has changed over the 
years. 

• The working group difference the main 
concept of digital heritage between what 
is from the beginning or what is digitized 
heritage, since the latter may be easier 
to carry out the selection process, while 
for the first it would be advisable to allow 
some time for the full recognition of its 
value.

THE CONCLUSIONS

1. Cultural heritage definition
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• Other problem is the possibility, as some 
of the experts say, that most of the digital 
heritage is lost in the same way that 
today’s heritage is a small part of what was 
That is why it is necessary and a priority 
to look for ways to preserve or recover its 
data. 

• It has also been discussed whether digital 
heritage should be seen as a whole or as a 
heterogeneous whole with different parts. 
Some consider that it would be interesting 
to divide up the heritage by clarifying what 
it comprises or at least try, while others 
feel that this would be too complicated and 
problematic a job because of the many 
exceptions that would have to be made 
among the great diversity of types of digital 
heritage. The separation into categories 
should be a job for future historians 

• On the legal issues of preservation of 
digital heritage and their influence on 
conservation, it was commented that 
to be legal it should be considered 
universal, with only one interpretation for 
all, because if the interpretations differ, 
the application of a common legislation 
becomes unfeasible and therefore part 
of that heritage may be excluded from 
legality. The concepts of public, private 
and confidential must also be taken into 
account, as the current law doesn’t cover 

digital heritage and it may be influenced by 
intellectual property rights or copyright. 

• Concerning selection criteria for digital 
heritage content, There are those who 
believe that there isn’t possible criterion 
today, since there’s no way to decide 
what to save and what not. In view of this 
dilemma, it is preferable to look for ways 
of conservation that include all heritage, 
rather than to carry out a sifting. Others 
argue that a selection should be made, 
that there isn’t point in keeping everything 
and that there aren´t precedents in history 
to support this strategy. In view of this, 
it is clear that the resources available to 
us now to conserve heritage did not exist 
in the past, so perhaps the fact that not 
everything was preserved wasn’t a matter 
of choice but of lack of resources. 

In short, the very concept of heritage holds 
a lesson that we must bear in mind and is 
that heritage refers to that which has been 
left to us from the past and its conservation 
is usually carried out some time after its 
creation. The problem with this new heritage 
lies in the acceleration of time imposed by 
new technologies, so we don’t currently have 
the distance and time perspective necessary 
to make a decision on what will or will not be 
heritage.

2. Methodology for assessing the economic value of digital cultural 
heritage

In a brief analysis of the history of the concept 
of heritage, the economic issue was practically 
not addressed, except to explain the costs 
necessary to renew or maintain that estate. 

The only added value traditionally given to 
heritage was historical and artistic values.
In relation to digital heritage, we are in the 
same situation and face the same problems. 
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Questions arise such as: What gives value 
to digital heritage?, Who expresses these 
values?, How are these values expressed? 
Their analysis, the method employed and 
techniques, as well as the assumptions are 
often debatable.

The economic impact of digital heritage is very 
difficult to measure in the market, especially 
when many of these goods are public. It isn’t 
possible to apply a traditional economic value 
to the latter since their use is free.
These goods may have indirect use value, 
intrinsic value, and direct market use, 
susceptible to cost and benefit analysis to 
calculate the return on investment.

The European Union through the project 
ENUMERATE is managing to collect and 
analyse data on the state of digital heritage 
across Europe. As a result, we are now 
familiar with the statistical data for collecting 
and measuring the digitization activities of 
cultural heritage institutions on a large scale. 
A very useful tool when carrying out economic 
analyses such as the one we are concerned 
with and which should be taken into account.

• The working group discussed the issue 
of the economic value of Digital Heritage, 
although it was advised not to distinguish 
between its intrinsic value and market 
value. It is true that it has both values, 
but it is preferable for institutions and 
organizations not to make a distinction 
between the two because it is better to 
focus on Digital Heritage and its value 
as a whole. Although some believe that 
depending on the circumstances, it may 
not have a market value. It also considers 
who would be the beneficiaries of the 
economic value of this type of heritage. 

• Also, some people think that making 
this distinction would be too crude and 
doesn’t usually give good results to those 
institutions that make this difference, 
especially since the public interprets it as 
a purely materialistic method with the sole 
purpose of making money. They could, 
however, find a greater benefit in sharing 
it for free, gaining instead greater visibility 
to enable them to gain an audience and 
thereby attract new sponsors or other 
benefits in that regard.

• The most obvious conclusion of the 
analysis is that Digital Heritage does not 
have a market value in itself, but other 
factors can be taken into account instead 
that would help measure its value, such 
as the number of visits or the cultural 
relevance they achieve, so it is proposed 
to study the cultural and social benefits it 
may have. 

• Well-used Digital Heritage can have a 
great potential, together with the digital 
consumerism that is being experienced in 
recent years. In order to measure its value, 
it is feasible to use the accessibility it has 
and its testimonial and social contributions. 

• It would be interesting to use new media 
that go beyond the traditional channels, as 
other platforms are doing today. While it is 
important to quantify the economic value 
that this type of heritage could have, it is 
also extremely important to measure its 
social impact and the positive aspects that 
it can bring.

https://pro.europeana.eu/project/enumerate
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Policies on our Digital Heritage should aim 
to create a legal framework to provide an 
environment of certainty and confidence 
conducive to the adoption and promotion of 
digital technology.

It is essential to promote and lead research 
projects aimed at studying policies that favour 
this environment, as well as analysing and 
deepening experiences or cases of good 
practice that can lead to the improvement of 
the various aspects involved in the process of 
managing our digital heritage.

The policies implemented should consider the 
following issues:

• Need to generate strategies to raise 
awareness and sensitize various social 
sectors about what it means to preserve 
and appropriate digital heritage.

• Implement and enhance regular and 
systematic communication between 
legal deposit recipients and other entities 
producing and holding digital heritage 
objects.

• Improve coordination and cooperation 
mechanisms enabling the pooling of efforts 
and resources for the protection and use of 
digital heritage.

• Strategies to meet the specific objectives 
of the policy, considering recovery, 
technical processing, conservation, 
with special emphasis on access and 
dissemination.

• Need to constantly innovate to adapt to 
new needs, problems or concerns.

• Give digital heritage management a place 
in territorial, sectoral and institutional 
planning systems, in order to guarantee 
future resources dedicated to the subject. 

One of the pillars on which to anchor 
truly effective policies for the protection of 
digital heritage is the general awareness in 
society of the importance of safeguarding 
digital heritage, with particular emphasis on 
those who must ensure that this heritage is 
safeguarded Coordination between institutions 
is vital for the cataloguing of digital heritage, 
although some believe that such coordination 
is only theoretically possible, although if there 
is one medium in which this cooperation is 
easier to achieve it is precisely the digital 
world, the only one that could achieve such a 
feat. 

The working group suggested several 
proposals to preserve the Digital Heritage: 

• Publicise their value and raise awareness 
in society about their value. 

• Provide legal coverage and create plans 
for those responsible for its maintenance. 

• Establishing clear and effective rules.

• Achieving partnership agreements. 

The conservation of this heritage must take 
into account the Internet, where more than a 

3. Policy recommendations
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billion pages with content of various formats 
and types are generated, since its operation is 
a true reflection of the society of the moment. 

90% of the annual information emerges in 
digital format, which is a major challenge 
if we want to achieve the preservation of 
this heritage since we must also face the 
new realities that arise every day, with new 
formats, new protocols, etc.

The National Archives of the United 
Kingdom stipulates in its regulations for 
the management of electronic records, that 
preservation strategies should be long-term, 
this period of time being about five years 
or more. This shows that what was once 
considered long-term has been drastically 
reduced by the world of technology, which 
demands constant change. 

This problem has to do with the ephemerality 
of files on the web and their problems in data 
migration, as there is a possibility of losing 

data when moving from an obsolete record to 
an updated one.

The Internet Archive is a private, non-profit 
company that began collecting websites from 
around the world in 1996. It has currently 
compressed over 10 billion web pages into 
100 terabytes of data. These are accessible 
for free through the Way back Machine, a 
service and database containing copies of a 
large number of pages or Internet sites. 

However, the working group suggests that 
the creators themselves should ideally be 
responsible for maintaining their digital 
heritage., we cannot overlook the fact that 
many times this alone is not enough and it is 
necessary to store this data in a repository. 

A coherent and effective policy must track 
the new initiatives that are created each 
year among public or private institutions to 
address these issues, seeking innovations and 
solutions to these problems.

https://archive.org/


11

This report was prepared for the activity nº41, in the framework of the 
Strategic Research Agenda of JPI-CH. It was led by Fundación Santa 
María la Real del Patrimonio Histórico during 2017-2018, with the 
collaboration of the State Agency for Innovation of the Spanish Government.

This report was elaborated by Maximilino Barrios, Selene Verdial and 
Paula Conte.

The opinions expressed in this report are the exclusive responsibility 
of the authors. JPI-CH nor State Agency for Innovation of the Spanish 
Government are not responsible for its content or use.


