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Digital humanities scholarship
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• Media-rich

• Data-centric

• Interactive

• Dynamic

• Interlinked

• Always evolving

• Highly heterogeneous





“Even on campuses with DH centers, there is rarely an end-to-end solution”

-Maron & Pickle, 2014

Sustainability as a systemic problem



Challenges to longevity of 
digital scholarship
■ Technical vulnerability

■ Heterogeneity of DH projects

■ Context-dependencies: What do sustainability and preservation mean?

■ Short-term funding, creator-dependence

■ Lack of clarity about “ownership” and value to institutions (Maron & Pickle, 2014)

■ Institutional capacity



When we talk about sustaining digital 
humanities, what are we really sustaining? 

■ Projects

■ Organizations

■ Digital artifacts or products

■ Tools

■ Research infrastructures

…it’s usually implicit, and sometimes vague



Prior research on DH sustainability

■ Sustainability as long-term viability of artifacts
– Technical / sociotechnical solutions, project and technical infrastructures
– E.g., Poole, 2013; Oldman et al., 2014; Gourley & Viterbo, 2010; van Zundert, 2012; 

Sweeney et al., 2017; etc.

■ Sustainability as organizational resilience
– Administrative solutions, staffing and resources
– E.g., Posner, 2013; Schaffner and Erway, 2014; Eschenfelder et al., 2019; Prescott, 

2015; etc.

■ Sustainability as community-centered and community-driven 
– Sustaining communities, and use-driven sustainability strategies
– E.g., Edmond and Morselli, 2020; Boyles et al., 2018; Fenlon & Muñoz, 2020, etc.
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Artifact-focused sociotechnical interventions

■ Aggregation, “scaling up”

■ Linked data and distributed web services

■ Advances in documentation, metadata, workflows 

■ Repository and publishing infrastructures



Components of research infrastructures
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Some components of infrastructure for research and communication in the humanities 



Components of research infrastructures
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Some components of infrastructure for research and communication in the humanities 

Why aren’t standards enough?

Why isn’t shared infrastructure enough?



Challenges to longevity of 
digital scholarship
■ Technical vulnerability
■ Heterogeneity of DH projects
■ Context-dependencies: What do sustainability and preservation mean?
■ Short-term funding, creator-dependence
■ Lack of clarity about “ownership” and value to institutions (Maron & Pickle, 2014)
■ Institutional capacity

■ The “connective tissue” of networked digital objects and their meaning is often invisible, 
dynamically constructed, or implicit in design

■ Maintaining technical artifacts entails maintaining sociotechnical workflows 
■ Ownership matters: DH is community-centered
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Current and future work:
Community-centered sustainability strategies 

https://www.imls.gov/grants/awarded/re-246346-ols-20

Case studies of digital humanities collections and their communities

How they interpret and implement sustainability 

And roles for libraries and other memory institutions in supporting that work



We have relevant standards. We need 
best practices and workflows for…
■ Articulating multifaceted and granular sustainability requirements

■ Representing, documenting, archiving complex, computed, networked digital objects

■ Equitable and indefinitely ongoing collaborations between curation institutions and DH 
communities


