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This presentation does not address preservation of photo books 
as physical objects. Instead, it focuses on what a photo book is, 
how it adds value, and what information should be preserved. 

A photo book is a bound book with printed pages comprised of 
integrated photos along with text and artwork, designed by and 
usually dedicated to a limited group of people. 

Photo books  document everyday life. They record activities, events, and people. They give context to photos. They provide an 
unparalleled source of information about life as it is happening. Photo books are today’s scrapbooks. They are a record of the times, 
providing a glimpse into everyday life. Photo books are important to future generations, to researchers, and to the general public. 

We know how to create long-lasting, printed books, using high-
quality materials and through careful monitoring of the 
production process. ISO 9706 provides specific requirements for 
permanent paper, and ISO 11800 provides details on the book 
production process. These standards aren’t always followed, but 
the information is available. 

Preserving the photo book digitally in no way replaces the need 
to create high-quality, printed photo books. When the digital file 
that created the book is available, we are able to find, access, and 
reprint it. Google and other search services can index it, and it 
will retain the location, time, and subject information about the 
original photos.  
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Unfortunately, digital preservation is frequently neglected and 
there is little demand for digital files. Unless this situation changes 
and consumers insist that manufacturers provide digital files, we 
will lose access to digital information, since most manufacturers 
delete the original files after producing the photo book. Demand 
can come through education or proactive marketing. 

The primary long-term repositories for books are libraries, 
historical societies, archives, and museums. These organizations, 
which frequently scan historical documents to make them 
available online, are completely neglecting the preservation of 

today’s historical documents. They need to educate consumers so that they recognize the importance of digital preservation. They 
might even allow people to upload photo book files so that they can preserve them and make them available to others who might 
be interested in them. 

Photo book providers could also use digital preservation as a way 
to help differentiate themselves in the marketplace. At this time, 
photo book providers rely almost exclusively on discounts and 
promotions to drive sales. They provide coupons for $20 off, 50% 
off, and 80% off. It’s no wonder many companies within the photo 
industry have difficulty maintaining profitability.  

Instead of running promotions based solely on price, these 
companies could offer to provide the digital files to their 
customers as a value added benefit when they receive an order. 
They could also offer to preserve the file on their systems for 
access at a later time. Providing digital files would certainly be cheaper than running discount promotions, especially since they 
already have to generate the file in order to produce the photo book. Photo book providers think they are somehow protecting 
revenue by refusing to give customers access to the digital file. Instead they are doing their customers a tremendous disservice.   

Digital files can also contain embedded audio and video files 
further enhancing the experience. If desired, links to these files 
can also be included in the photo book. As nice as a printed photo 
book is, it cannot capture the experience and emotion of a video.  

To offer digital files, photo book providers will need to link the 
photo book to the digital file so that customers can easily locate 
the file. One option is to explicitly include a link with the photo 
book. The file location is clear; however, locations may change 
over time. Another option is to implicitly link the files to photos 
and other information in the photo book. For example, taking a photo of the cover of a photo book on a cell phone could 
automatically access the digital file for the photo book. Other implicit links would allow customers to augment their photos with 
additional information adding further value to the photo book experience. 
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The best file format for preserving photo book files is PDF. Photos 
may be saved in several different file formats, including JPG, TIFF, 
and raw. These formats are fine for photos but will not work for 
photo books because they are designed to preserve single photos, 
not an entire book. Photo books require preserving all the photos 
from the entire book. Unlike JPG, PDF files store an entire book as 
a single file, ensuring that pages or photos are not lost and that 
the entire book remains intact. 

PDF is an open standard meaning that it does not require 
proprietary software to open a PDF file. PDF files are also 
generally used to produce the photo book. Consequently, it 
requires no additional work on the part of the manufacturer to 
create the PDF file. As I have mentioned, photo book producers 
generally prevent their customers from getting access to the 
photo book production files, even though presumably they have 
already paid for the photo book. PDF files have an additional 
advantage in that they can contain metadata about the book 
added during production or a a latter time.  

PDF is a general file format defined in ISO 32000. Other PDF file 
formats are also available for specific applications. One of these, 
PDF-A, is intended for archival applications. It is also an option for 
photo book preservation. 

PDF-A is used by many institutions responsible for digital 
preservation and includes all information needed to print the 
photo book, including all fonts. PDF-A is defined in ISO 19005. 
However, PDF-A also presents some challenges. Photo book 
manufacturers do not create PDF-A files in the production process; consequently conversion software is required. In addition, PDF-A 

does not allow embedded information, including audio and video 
files. This limitation means that PDF-A files potentially have less 
information and fewer details than the original PDF file. I 
recommend using PDF-A if there is no embedded information that 
will be lost or standard PDF files. Standatd PDF files should 
contain as much information as possible, including all fonts 
necessary to produce the book. 

Scanning photo books is another way to digitally preserve them. 
Scanning may be the only option in cases where the original files 
are lost; however, it is not a good solution for long-term digital 
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preservation of photo books. In the scanning process pages are typically turned into image files. When this happens, the ability to 
find information or locate photos based on the text in the book is lost. Searching and indexing photo books becomes far more 
difficult. Scanning also loses the meta data that was associated with the original photos or photo book. Finally, a scanned photo 
book will be lower quality than the original photo book because quality is lost during the scanning process.  

We need to recognize that a photo book is more than a physical 
object. It includes all of the files and data that were used to create 
it and may even include related audio and video files. We should 

preserve this information, because if we do not, an  important 
source of information about our time will be lost for future 
generations. 

 
 


