
Format Standards:
What Do I Need To Know?



Overview for Today:
1. What are Formats and Why Should You Care?

2. Formats and Preservation Strategies for Textual 
Records, Structured Records, and Email.

3. Brief Overview of Strategies and Available 
Resources.



Understanding Formats

BORN-DIGITAL DIGITIZED

FORMAT DECISIONS AND ISSUES APPLY TO BOTH!



Understanding Formats

MEDIA CONTENT



Understanding Formats

File formats are the “rules that 
specify how the bytes that make up 
[a given] file are organized, 
interpreted, and rendered.”

- Ciran B. Trace



Understanding Formats

The Biggest Risk with Formats?



Understanding Formats

Ask questions about format choices now…

…to help insure future access.



Understanding Formats

QUESTION YOUR FORMATS

WHO OWNS?

WHO SUPPORTS?

WHO (OR WHAT) GOVERNS?



Textual Records

• Refers to born digital 
textual data.

• Digitized text is a concern 
for image formats.

• Generally two types:
• Formatted
• Unformatted



Textual Records

COMMON FORMATS



Structured Records

• Concerns data that is organized 
and stored in defined fields. This 
can include:

• Databases
• Spreadsheets
• Statistical Data
• Scientific data

• Typically requires transfer of other 
associated files and metadata 
(such as schemas or data 
dictionaries) that help make the 
structured data valid and 
comprehensible.



Structured Records

COMMON FORMATS



Email

• Consider the traditional 
functions email has come to 
replace.

• Critical that email is 
preserved and transferred 
according to set retention 
schedules and/or collection 
policies.

• Email is unique in how it 
can seem to transition 
between textual record and 
structured record.



Email

COMMON FORMATS



Strategies and Resources

Policies & Procedures



Strategies and Resources

Validation Tools

http://jhove.sourceforge.net/

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/PRONOM/Default.aspx



Strategies and Resources

Open Source Software

https://www.openoffice.org/ https://sourceforge.net/projects/pdfcreator/



Strategies and Resources

Professional Guidance
NARA 2014-04: Appendix A

• Provides format standards 
for a variety of digital 
objects encountered in an 
archival digital preservation 
environment.

• Tiered categories for 
formats that provides 
greater flexibility.

• https://www.archives.gov/re
cords-mgmt/policy/transfer-
guidance-
tables.html#presentationfor
mats 



Strategies and Resources

Professional Guidance

LoC Recommended Formats 
Statement:

• “…purpose is to inform the creative and 
library communities on best practices 
for ensuring the preservation of, and 
long-term access to, the creative output 
of the nation and the world.”

• Provides format recommendations and 
standards for both analog and digital 
materials.

• https://www.loc.gov/preservation/resou
rces/rfs/



Strategies and Resources

Professional Guidance

LoC Sustainability of Digital 
Formats

• Useful tool for thinking about long-
term format sustainability, and 
building corresponding institutional 
format policies.

• Discusses sustainability factors, 
content categories, and provides 
descriptions for individual content 
formats.

• http://www.digitalpreservation.gov/f
ormats/
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