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Photo books have become the means to preserve photographs for 
future generations, replacing the scrapbooks of yesteryear. Photo 
books include photos along with related information creating a 
unique body of work often dedicated to a specific location, time 
period, or group of people. They provide a unique perspective on 
today's events. Unfortunately poorly constructed books with 
inferior bindings or unstable images will not survive the test of time. These books result when manufacturers use materials and 
manufacturing processes that they have not properly tested for long-term permanence. In some cases, manufacturers may not have 
the resources or expertise for testing; in other cases they may not consider it important. While it is impossible to address apathy, 
experts within the industry can provide general information that makes it easier to produce high-quality photo book. Photo books 
document 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. Last year’s presentation 
focused on preservation of digital photo book files. This year’s talk focusses on preservation of the physical photo book. 

Photo books should be produced with high quality paper to ensure 
permanence. Photo books should also avoid face-to-face contact of 
photos on adjacent pages if placing images in contact with each 
other will damage them. Unlaminated photographic prints on silver 
halide paper are particularly vulnerable to contact with adjacent 
emulsion layers. 

Photo books are produced with a wide range of technologies, 
including, inkjet, thermal dye diffusion transfer (“dye-sub”), liquid- 
and dry-toner electrophotography and traditional chromogenic 
(“silver-halide”) photographic color materials. The printed pages of 
a photo book can be either single or double sided, although double 
sided printing is generally preferred. Double sided pages require 
either printing on both sides of the page or laminating two single 
sided prints back-to-back.  
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Adhesive bindings consist primarily of perfect-bound books.  For 
perfect bound books, adhesive holds the pages together. Care must 
be taken to avoid hot-melt adhesives which are susceptible to 
elevated temperatures. These adhesives generally have poor long-
term stability, and if they fail, pages will be lost from the photo 
book. 

Several book designs, including Smyth or section sewing, side 
sewing, and thread sealing use  Side sewing is most common, 
although books are not as durable and do not open as flat as Smyth 
sewn books. Smyth sewn books require sewing together folded 
signatures which complicate the production process when the 
number of pages is continually changing. Side-sewn books 
generally have good durability and allow any number of pages to be included in the final book. 

Lay-flat bindings use pages with an integrated hinge or rely on 
adhering two pages back-to-back so that adjacent pages are 
created from the same sheet of paper. Books produced by adhering 
pages back-to-back do not require stitching since sequentially 
adhering pages together results in the completed text blok with no 
additional steps necessary. 

Mechanical bindings use mechanical fasteners, rather than 
adhesives or stitching to hold the book together. Designs include 
wire-O, twin loop, or double wire binding, spiral binding, channel 
binding, Some mechanical bindings, such as spiral bindings have the 
ability to lay flat, but these are not usually considered to be lay flat 
bindings.  
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Photo book covers may be either soft cover or hard cover. Hard 
covers are more durable, but soft covers keep product costs down. 
Typically, soft cover books are perfect bound. Hard covers may be 
padded or manufactured with a window. If the hard cover book 
does have a window, care must be taken to ensure that the edge of 
the window does not abrade the first page of the photo book. Hard 
and soft covers are frequently printed to enhance customization. 
Printed covers must be laminated to ensure durability. 

Test methods are available to test books. These methods are not 
generally specific to photo books, but they provide a basis to 
establish durability. Commonly seen photo book failure 
mechanisms include blocking, delamination, loss of pages, and 
warp. These problems do not appear immediately but instead 
develop over time. The majority of photo book returns that are not 
a result of an initial defect are due to these causes. Many other 
failure modes are possible, but in practice these are less common 
than blocking, delamination, loss of pages, and warp.  

Blocking results when pages of the photo book adhere to each 
other, more or less permanently. In extreme cases, the entire book 
block becomes a “brick.” Blocking requires pressure in addition to 
heat or humidity. 

Separation of the laminate from the cover is particularly apparent 
near the spine. The laminate is under greatest stress here, both 
from the binding process, as well as from continued use of the 
book. Stress is placed on the cover every time it is opened, and this 
damage is most apparent near the spine. Like blocking, high temperature and humidity aggravate the problem.. 

Usage tests, which typically involve repeatedly opening and closing 
a book, can also help identify potential problems with 
delamination. These tests are usually carried out with a mechanical 
test system but can also be done manually. Delamination ranges 
from cracking of the laminates to near total separation of the 
laminate from the underlying material.  
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Unfortunately, low quality binding adhesives do not permanently 
hold pages in place, with hot-melt adhesives not recommended for 
permanent binding. The best option is generally stitching the pages 
together, which relies on the mechanical strength of the thread 
used for binding. An alternative approach is to rely on a permanent 
adhesive such as polyurethane (PUR) to hold the pages together. 

Warp results when multiple materials with different responses to 
humidity are used to create a cover. These materials may include 
the laminate that protects the front cover, the substrate the cover 
is printed on, the board material that makes up the cover, the lining 
sheet, and adhesives that are used. In general it is difficult to predict 
when warp will occur, although water-based adhesives contribute 
to the problem since they add moisture to the system which must be removed during the manufacturing process. Warp is generally 
not a problem with soft-cover books, since the covers do not include as many materials as hard-cover books. All warp is not the same. 
Concave warp, which curves toward the reader far more objectionable than convex warp, which curves away from the reader. 

Finally, the photo book must be free from defects when 
manufactured, since if a photo book is defective when 
manufactured it doesn’t really matter how long it lasts.  

a) The book block shall have form stability and low or minimal 
warp. 

b) No excess of adhesive shall be visible on any part of the final 
product. 

c) All visible surfaces shall have no scratches or marks. 
d) The adhesion between the cover and the book block shall 

be strong enough to ensure that the attempt to remove the 
cover from the book block results in a rupture of the cover material. 

e) The adhesion of the spine glue shall be strong enough to ensure that no sheets separate from the book block under conditions 
of intended use. 

f) The content of the book block shall be as intended with all pages and additions in the correct order and orientation. 
g) The transition of photos and text from page to page should meet accurately; any deviation should not exceed 1.5 mm. 
h) The trimmed edges shall be smooth and without knife marks or turned-over edges. 
i) The cover or book case shall be flat and without wrinkles, bubbles or damages. 
j) Case-bound books should have firm joints from the head to the tail and uniform squares on all edges. Covering material shall 

adhere squarely to the case boards and to the inlay. 
k) The endpapers should adhere to the case boards and the block without wrinkles and bubbles. 
l) Saddle-stitched photo books shall have staples positioned in the folding edge, and there shall be no cracked or misshaped 

staples. 
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Photo books must meet specific requirements for long-term 
preservation. First, the manufacturer must carefully design the 
production process and select quality materials. Second, the 
manufacturer must test the resulting photo book for specific failure 
modes, including blocking, delamination, loss of pages, and warp. 
Third, the manufacturer must ensure that the photo book has no 
initial defects. These three steps are necessary for the production 
of high-quality photo books. They play an essential role in 
preserving the photos and stories in photo books for the future. 
Without these steps, photo books will fail over time and today’s 
memories will be lost to the future generations. 

I would like to acknowledge Creative Memories, since much of the 
work necessary to support these test methods originated at 
Creative Memories, Hardcover Binders International/Library 
Binding Institute for information on traditional bookbinding, 
members of ISO TC42 WG5 for valuable discussion, and Forever, 
since I am currently working with them to improve the quality of 
photo books. 

 
 

 
 


