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This document draws upon insights from the Digital Film-Related Documentation Taskforce,  
an international network of archival professionals working with born-digital film-related materials.  
It is intended as a framework for Archivists cataloguing born-digital film-related materials. 

Film-related materials is a term that refers to a broad range of materials produced throughout the 
filmmaking process, including but not limited to pre-production, production, and post-production. 
These often comprise materials such as the papers of individuals and organisations, animation, 
designs, posters, publicity material, scripts and stills. Born-digital materials are those that originate 
in digital form, meaning the film-related materials created in digital formats.

Within this document, essential and desirable metadata fields are outlined to support good digital 
metadata capture. It does not adhere to any formal cataloguing standard and should be regarded  
as a framework rather than a definitive authority. 

Grace Johnston (Co-author; co-Chair), BFI National Archive

Davy Hanegreefs (Co-author; co-Chair), CINEMATEK - Royal Film Archive of Belgium

Jessica Hébert, (Co-author), Cinémathèque québécoise

Renate Kunz Feres, (Co-author), Cinémathèque suisse

Introduction

This resource has been made possible with 
support from the BFI Screen Heritage Fund, 
awarding National Lottery funding.



4

Cataloguing should always be undertaken in accordance with the standard adopted by your 
archive. While there may be slight variations in what are considered essential or desirable fields 
depending on the specific standard, the one used by your archive should take precedence.

The fields listed in this framework are those we recommend capturing when cataloguing this type 
of material. However, there may be additional fields you wish to include that are not represented 
here. All fields are at the discretion of the Archivist, who may determine whether each should be 
made publicly visible or retained for internal use only.

Some archives operate cataloguing systems that do not support the addition of new fields. In such 
cases, please adapt this framework to suit your context. You might, for example, make use of free-
text fields to incorporate relevant information.

The recommended fields listed in this document are intended for use at item level cataloguing.  
If your archive does not catalogue digital files at item level, you may adapt this framework to align 
with your existing practices. This could involve recording an inventory or using free-text entries to 
note details such as the formats present within a folder, the file size of individual files, or the total 
file size of all files within a folder. Ultimately, these decisions rest with the Archivist and should 
reflect what best supports your cataloguing approach.

Key Caveat Points  
for Cataloguing  
Born-Digital Materials
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The Taskforce considers the following fields essential for cataloguing born-digital film-related 
materials and they should, wherever possible, be completed as mandatory.

Reference Code: This is a unique identifier assigned to each catalogue record. Whether within 
hierarchical cataloguing or flat-level cataloguing, it is essential for each individual record.

Repository / Archive: It is essential to record the name of the repository where the digital material 
is held. This will be the name of the archive for which you work.

Title: This refers to the title given to the catalogue record for the item. It may be the title appearing 
on the document itself, or one assigned by the Archivist. In other cases, it is the title that is 
compiled by the database system from other metadata fields. 

Title type field can also be used to indicate the nature of the title, such as ‘original’, ‘devised’ or 
‘alternative’ etc. Alternatively, this information could be recorded in a notes field.

Original File Name: Recording the original file name of a digital item is essential, especially when 
the catalogue record uses a different title. This practice preserves the creator’s original naming and 
provides valuable context for researchers. 

In some cases, the archive may apply its own institutional naming convention, but retaining 
the original file name alongside ensures transparency and traceability. If your archive renames 
files due to special characters, length restrictions, or the risk of corruption, this change must be 
documented. If your archive renames files due to internal preservation requirements, you must 
record both original and renamed filenames. These changes may be documented in a notes field, 
or in a field assigned for the original file name.

If your archive renames files for internal preservation purposes, such as appending internal 
identifiers or adopting a fixed or numerical naming structure, it is essential to record both the 
original and the renamed filenames. It is also advisable to document this if the file was received  
on a physical carrier and your archive’s policy is to retain these carriers alongside the original files. 
This ensures that the original file can be easily identified if needed.

Essential  
Metadata Fields
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Date: The following date types may be recorded:

	ຆ Creation date: The date the digital file was originally created

	ຆ Date (early): The date appearing on the digital document itself

	ຆ Date (late) or last modified date: The date the digital file was last modified

	ຆ Date range: The range between the earliest known date and the last modified date

Not all of the above are essential to record. However, if the creation date and/or last modified date 
are known, it is essential that they are documented. 

Extent: If you are cataloguing within a hierarchical structure, it is important to record the extent  
of the material, for example 1 digital file. At levels above the item, you should also record the  
extent, such as noting that a folder contains 11 digital files. How you record this will depend on  
the cataloguing standard you are using and the practices of your archive. If you are cataloguing  
in a flat structure, this level of detail is not required.

Category: Most archives consider categorising material, such as identifying it as a script, poster, or 
other material, as essential. This enables researchers to search and filter by material type, improving 
discoverability. In archives where categorisation is mandatory, the ‘description’ field may not need to 
be populated if the content is sufficiently conveyed through the category. 

Sub-category/Type: If you are cataloguing born-digital files, it is essential that this information is 
recorded. You may note it as ‘type’ or ‘sub-category’, but it is imperative that ‘born-digital’ is clearly 
included within the catalogue record.

In some cases, it is not always possible to determine the origin of a file, if it was born-digital or if is 
a digital derivative and practices may vary across different institutions. Many archives will indicate a 
file to be born-digital if it was acquired in digital format, others may indicate born-digital only if it is 
not a derivative. How this is treated will depend on institutional policy and resources. 

Level: If you are cataloguing within a hierarchical structure, it is essential to record the level of the 
record. This will depend on the cataloguing standard you are working to.

Original File Pathway: If you are cataloguing using a flat structure, or within a hierarchy where 
the original arrangement has been altered, for example, if the folder path is too long and you 
need to reduce the number of levels, it is essential that the original file path is recorded. This is so 
that researchers can understand how the creator originally organised the file. In a flat structure, 
the digital file is removed from its original context, making it especially important to record this 
information to preserve provenance and arrangement.

Arrangement: If the arrangement of materials has been altered from their original order during 
appraisal and cataloguing, it is essential to record this change. This may be documented in 
conjunction with the field above.
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File Size: It is important to record the file size along with its unit of measurement, for example, 
8000 bytes, if this metadata is known.

Format: It is important to record the format of the original digital file, such as PDF or TIFF.

Checksum: This is the unique ‘fingerprint’ of a file and is essential to record within your catalogue. 
This allows for the Archivist to verify that there are no duplicate files. Checksums are also essential 
for ensuring data integrity during transfer or storage. They help identify errors in data transfer, such 
as those that might occur during file downloads, disk reads, or network transfers.

Condition/Preservation History: If your digital file is corrupted, obsolete, or has any issues 
relating to its condition, it is essential that this is documented. If special preservation measures  
are required, such as creating a preservation copy in place of the corrupted file, this must also  
be recorded. 

Access: Where there are known access considerations or limitations, it is essential that you  
record them. For example, if a digital file contains a private email address belonging to a  
well-known individual who can be identified, you may wish to restrict public access to the  
record. It is important to document the access restriction, though you do not need to disclose  
the reason for it.

Description (free text, scope and content): Providing a description of the content, whether for 
individual digital files or within a hierarchical structure, is strongly recommended. 

Some archives consider this field essential, particularly when cataloguing in accordance with the 
ISAD(G) standard. If your archive regards this field as mandatory, it must be completed.

Other archives treat this field as desirable rather than essential. They may suggest that if the 
information is already recorded elsewhere, such as in the title or category fields, this field does  
not need to be populated. Please ensure your cataloguing aligns with your institution’s approach 
to description.
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The Taskforce consider the following fields as desirable to catalogue, rather than essential,  
and should only be completed if the metadata is readily available. Different archives have  
varying capacities for cataloguing digital materials and may not have the additional resources  
to include these desirable fields. However, if you do have the means, it is recommended that  
you capture them.

Related Film: It is highly recommended that you link the moving image work to the film-related  
work wherever possible. This helps researchers navigate the catalogue and make connections 
between material. It is also highly recommended that you link to other related entities such as 
authority files for persons, events or legal entities (see below).

Creator: The individual responsible for creating the digital file.

Name: The name of the person associated with the digital file. This could be someone mentioned  
in the document or depicted in the digital photograph.

Organisation/Institution: The name of the institution connected to the digital file. This may refer to 
an institution mentioned in the document or visible in the photograph.

Subject: If the subject matter of the material is known, it is useful to record this so that researchers 
can search by subject and view related catalogue records.

Festivals/Events: If the material pertains to a specific festival or event, recording this information 
can assist researchers in exploring the activities associated with it.

Desirable  
Metadata Fields



9

Copyright: If copyright details are known, it is helpful to include them.

Licensing: If licensing information is available, it should be recorded where possible.

Software Version: If the digital file originates from an outdated or obsolete version of software, 
it may be useful to note this. If the device or operating system from which the file originated 
is known, such as a Mac, it is also advisable to record this. This information can be included 
either within this field or in a separate one.

Acquisition History / Accession Information: This field can be used to document how  
the digital file or material entered the archive, for example, if it was received via email and  
then downloaded.

OCR (Optical Character Recognition) / Computer Readability: If your text file has been 
made machine-readable, it may be helpful to indicate this. 

Access Copy: If the digital file made available to the public is in a different format from the 
original digital file, for example, the original and preservation format is a TIFF, but the access 
version is a JPEG, you may wish to record that information.

Preservation Format: If the digital file is preserved in a different format from the original, for 
instance, the original is a JPEG, but the archive preserves it as a TIFF, you may wish to record 
that information.
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Links to Helpful Digital  
Archiving Resources

Cataloguing born-digital film-related materials is a relatively new practice. However, it is informed 
by the well-established field of digital archiving, which has significantly influenced both the 
development of this document and the decision-making processes behind it. Included are links  
to digital archiving resources that have proven particularly helpful in shaping this work.

TRACKS

Wellcome Collection, born-digital cataloguing

Digital Preservation Coalition, Born-digital archive cataloguing and description

NEMO, Digital Basic Cataloguing

The National Archives, Born-digital records and metadata

Digital Cataloguing Practices at The National Archives

Victorian Collections Helpdesk, Cataloguing and preserving born-digital items

https://www.projecttracks.be/en/toolbox-overview/digitaal-bewaren
https://docs.wellcomecollection.org/archive-cataloguing/general-guidance/preparing-a-collection-for-cataloguing/born-digital-cataloguing
https://www.dpconline.org/docs/technology-watch-reports/2468-born-digital-archive-cataloguing-and-description/file
https://www.ne-mo.org/fileadmin/Dateien/public/Publications/NEMO_Report_Working_Group_Digitalisation-and-IPR_Digital_Basic-Cataloguing_12.22.pdf
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/manage-information/digital-records-transfer/what-are-born-digital-records/
https://cdn.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/digital-cataloguing-practices-march-2017.pdf
https://victoriancollectionshelp.zohodesk.com/portal/en/kb/articles/cataloguing-and-preserving-born-digital-items

