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The Antaeus Column*: 

Practical digital asset management and the university library.
Abstract

	Purpose of this paper


	To examine the assertion that, because library-managed institutional repositories (IRs) have successfully created specific collections of self-archived textual papers produced by researchers in Higher Education organisations, the entire digital content of a university’s network space can be managed by libraries as successfully as the contents of an IR. The system for achieving this is called a ‘digital asset management’ system (DAMs).

	Design/methodology/approach
	A review of some recent writing on this topic combined with observations from library and information management practice.

	Findings
	That ‘digital asset management’ systems are in reality very under-developed. Libraries cannot implement ready-made ‘DAMs’ for universities in the same way that they can implement a library management system (LMS). However, they are well placed to use their institutional repository and general information management expertise to improve the digital asset management practices of universities and should gradually start to promote better practice in this area. 

	Research limitations/

 Implications
	Further investigation into the concept of DAMs is necessary to see how software innovations can push the idea forward.

	Practical implications
	Given that DAMs are underdeveloped relative to their potential, practitioners should adopt a gradualist and incremental approach to the implementation of digital asset management ideas.

	What is original/of value in the paper?
	This paper tries to present the concepts of digital asset management against a background of everyday library and information practice.



Paper type: Viewpoint
Keywords: Assets management; digital libraries; digital storage; 

content management.
* The title of the ‘Antaeus’ column derives from the name of the mythical giant, Antaeus or Antaios. The son of Gaia (whose name means ‘land’ or ‘earth’), Antaeus was undefeatable in combat so long as he remained in contact with the earth. Once grounded by contact with the soil, he vanquished all opponents. However, in order to disempower Antaeus, Heracles simply lifted him from the earth, overcoming him totally. Thus, many times through the centuries, Antaeus has been used as a symbolic figure showing how any human aspiration must remain grounded in order to succeed. LIS research must therefore retain its contact with the ‘ground’ of everyday practice in order to fulfil its potential as a sophisticated research discipline – it must remain empowered by its relevance to practitioners. 

Introduction 

Recently, the success of institutional repositories (IRs) in creating collections of digital content in universities across the world has caught the imagination of many commentators1. This achievement encourages greater ambition: if IRs can create a wide-ranging collection of self-archived textual research papers produced by research academics in a Higher Education organisation, why should we stop there? Surely the entire digital content of a university’s network space can be managed as successfully as the contents of an IR?
After all, there are good examples outside universities of how to manage an organisation’s total range of digital assets. Media organisations in particular have well-developed systems for managing the entirety of their online content. These examples can encourage evangelical zeal in the onlooker, who may want to emulate them in an academic context:

‘I have seen the digital promised land…The tools that we saw at CNN [Cable News Network] spoke to the rich possibilities that digital asset management systems hold for scholars at all levels…The Library at the University of Michigan has a catalogue of over seven million volumes, yet that number grossly underestimates the intellectual holdings available across the campus.’ (Hilton, 2003)
So the implication is obvious: what universities should do is implement a ‘digital asset management system’ that can bring all the electronic materials that are available across a university digital campus into a single coherent framework. Academic libraries, which have already taken on board the management of institutional repositories, have a golden opportunity to broaden out their role, managing not just the textual research content of IRs, but potentially the entire digital asset content of a university.  
It’s not that easy
At this point, it is right to say that overwhelming enthusiasm when envisaging digital information possibilities is a thoroughly good thing. But it is also a good idea to look a bit more deeply into the technologies in question that cause the enthusiasm.
Firstly, let us define what a digital asset management system (DAM) is. Magan Arthur asks the question ‘What is a DAM? ’in his article on CMS Watch2 a website which ‘evaluates content-oriented technologies, publishing head-to-head comparative reviews of leading solutions.’ This site is quite commercial and heavily software-oriented, but it tries to tell you what named packages actually do. So it should be a good way to find out what a DAM package does.

Arthur defines ‘DAM’ in relation to a range of other content-related packages, saying that he will ‘look simply at DAM … as a system that focuses on visually-rich media types.’ So he is saying that all content-oriented software packages are highly specific to different types of content, and DAM systems, in the sense that Hilton eulogises them, are also systems that are pretty content-specific – they focus in particular on multimedia, visual digital assets. Many other content-related systems exist, all of which have a variety of different acronyms (DM, WCM, KM and so forth) and they too have different task-specific functions for specific types of content.  

This means that it is risky to look at a special package in context (for example, in the context of its appropriate application to ‘visually rich media’ in a newsroom) and then to imply that the same software can be transposed to the different context of a university and do the same thing there with content that is very different. 
Managing visual assets in a scholarly context

This is not to say that content management systems which handle visually rich media have not been applied successfully in scholarly organisations. There are some excellent examples of collections management packages for museums, archives and digital collections. 
If one looks at the client list of a first rate content package such as CollectiveAccess3, it is clear that these organisations have collections which resemble scholarly versions of the visually rich media asset collections of companies like CNN: realia from a museum collection are after all best represented by images which can be held and organised in multimedia repositories.

Such multimedia collections do contain very eye-catching objects which can be repurposed as teaching materials, and it is entirely appropriate for a creative and visionary teaching academic to become very excited by the transposition of a DAM application from a media or museum context to the teaching context of a university. Indeed there is no reason why a visually rich item which can be used for teaching cannot also be repurposed for some sort of as yet unimagined research purpose. 

However, universities generate all sorts of other digital assets. DAM software in non-academic contexts does not perform the wide-ranging functions needed by universities. It tends to be used in less complex organisations for much more specific functions with a far less complex set of information objects. So DAM software is not per se likely to be the single answer to all the content-management requirements of a university.
So when Hilton (op. cit.) enthuses around the phrase ‘Digital Asset Management’ and its transposition from CNN into an academic context, in practice he is not using this phrase as a literal description of what a DAM software package can do in a university. He is not, for example, like an academic discovering word-processing software for the first time and predicting how such software could be very usefully transposed ‘as is’ to help students throw away their pens and compose better essays. 
He is rather implying that the phrase digital asset management can be used as a metaphor for an integrated vision of digital information management on campus, which, if it is achievable, may in fact be better realised using, not software, but a range of ‘softwares’, many of which may be very different from the DAM packages listed in sites such as CMS Watch and applied in newsrooms. 
And also implicit in his approach is the idea that a digital asset management system is only a ‘system’ in a very loose sense: neither software nor hardware, this is a system as ‘a conceptual framework’, one within which a range of packages and programmes can be set up to make optimal digital asset management happen. 

No single all-encompassing ready-made software package appears to exist that can make this metaphorical vision a literal reality. If it did it would combine the functions of all of Arthur’s software acronyms (DAM, DM, WCM, KM …), each of which is a ‘silo’ application for managing parts of a university’s digital assets in a certain way. That single package would be an extraordinary synthesis of other applications. But such a tool is not known to us.
Academic analyses and the DAM business case
Some analyses of digital asset management systems in the academic environment do acknowledge the reality of the task being undertaken. So they do use the word ‘system’ in the wide sense I have described. 
For example, King and McCord’s’s magisterial 2005 survey of DAM activities defines a DAM system as a ‘set of technologies’ - not a single ready-made software package - and gives some valuable diagrams that map the structure of such interoperable technologies. For example, it is well worth looking at the ‘DAMS Architecture’ illustration on page 10 of their EDUCAUSE presentation, for an eye-boggling depiction of inter-related technologies. We see diagrams of a ‘Telestream Flip Factory’ on top of a ‘Virage Video Logger’, which jostles for space on the page beside an ‘Ancept Media Server’ which hands data onto a ‘Real Networks Helix Server’. And so it goes on. 
In one sense such a concrete visualisation is the best possible thing, a vital counterweight to Hilton’s essay in sheer enthusiasm. In another sense, such a diagrammatic tour de force gives you the worst of both worlds. Not enough technical details to tell a computer technician anything useful, but enough complexity to baffle an intelligent ‘generalist’ senior university manager who might want to invest in a Digital Asset Management system. 
Such a generalist attends such a presentation because they want to manage digital assets better. But when faced by this vision of technical nirvana they will detect a mammoth price tag dangling uninvitingly somewhere out of the frame of the PowerPoint presentation.   
So, if we are to use the ideas of digital asset management positively, to create a genuine improvement in the information environment of universities, we must be careful how we present the argument to senior decision-makers, because we are asking them to commit resources to something. Financial arguments such as this, from North Carolina4 will not impress many university managers:

‘The magnitude of the need is such that unless the university moves forward, individuals and departments will be forced to struggle with their own, smaller-scale strategies for handling digital assets. This will have a significant and tangible cost in terms of scale and efficiency, and also an intangible cost in terms of opportunities lost. We simply will not know what we have, and thus, it will be lost.’
Although not without truth, this ultimately is a nebulous argument: a university may have an unknown number of unknown assets of indeterminate value, and if resources are committed to managing them better, it may gain something. 
But the cost of such ‘lost opportunities’ has little quantifiable political or financial consequence compared with the loss incurred by poor student retention or a poor showing in the national research assessment exercise conducted by many European countries. In each case it is possible to quantify to the last penny exactly how much a UK institution is penalised when 10% of students fail to progress from second year to final year, or when only 5% of academic staff in a department return work of the highest level of excellence by international standards. There is ‘number’ attached to these failures, so there is a demonstrable benefit to be gained from managing these processes better. 
What is the number attached to the failure to benefit from better digital asset management? One may argue that:

‘The short and long-term benefits of Digital Asset Management are worthy of this commitment the university can no longer afford not to pursue those benefits.’4     

But the response to this may well be that it is very easy to ‘afford not to’ do such things. After all, most universities spend most of their time not affording things - at times it is probably our core activity.

Building up from the institutional repository
The original hypothesis outlined in this paper was to ask: ‘if institutional repositories can create a wide-ranging collection of self-archived textual research papers produced by research academics in a Higher Education organisation, why should we stop there? Surely the entire digital content of a university’s network space can be managed as successfully as the contents of an IR?’
The reason why institutional repositories have been quite successful of late in the UK, is a result of a demonstrable business case being made for them. Interestingly, this business case is part of the larger business case for managing the research evaluation process better. As we said before, there is a quantifiable loss associated with failing to do well in the research evaluation process. And so there is a quantifiable gain associated with the successful application of institutional repositories to research evaluation.

At a bureaucratic level, research evaluation involves listing and presenting bibliographic research outputs, and institutional repositories help with that process. 

In addition, writers such as Lawrence, Harnad and Eysenbach have assembled evidence that impact factor, as measured through citation analysis, is improved by putting the full-text of research publications as soon as possible into open access repositories. In reality, because of the delay between acceptance and publication of research in commercial journals, open access may simply bring forward the citation of an article by other authors rather than increase the total impact of that paper as an absolute number. 
But given that research evaluation takes a snapshot in time of the quality of a university’s research, it is well worth bringing forward the impact of a journal article into the present evaluation cycle, rather than let it grow more slowly to be cited later rather than sooner. Compressing the total impact of a paper within a concentrated period of time that coincides with the evaluation window is clearly a good tactic for getting the maximum financial benefit from research.    
None of these beliefs about the relationship between research evaluation and institutional repositories, as an example of effective digital asset management, can be definitively proved to be true. But the argument is quite coherent and university managers do actually accept them as proof of the business case for institutional repositories. 
One way of disproving this business case would be to shut down the local institutional repository and then see if one’s university’s standing as measured by citation analysis and impact factors falls. No-one is going to take this risk. Which is the reason why, nowadays, no research-intensive university can ‘afford not to’ have an institutional repository. So, perhaps not for reasons of scholarship alone, institutional repositories are here to stay!
Unfortunately, we cannot then use the example of institutional repositories as building blocks for total digital asset management until there is an equally solid business case for these more ambitious total repository systems. IRs are, after all, digital collections of not very visually rich materials created for a very particular research purpose, and are not remotely similar to the DAM collections cited in many of the optimistic articles above. Common sense would dictate that they cannot be used as proof of a much larger concept when they have so little in common with the collections used to exemplify that concept. 

In the meantime, we can save the grand vision for later, but move incrementally and carefully towards better digital asset management approaches on a broader front. 
Model the content landscape sensibly and remove clear anomalies
In terms of an incremental approach to digital asset management, work such as Paul Conway’s on modelling the digital content landscape of universities (Conway, 2008) shows the strength of the idea of DAM primarily as a conceptual framework within which a range of packages and software can be set up to promote optimal digital asset management. The attraction of this approach is the modesty, plausibility and usefulness of its view of digital asset management.

Conway describes three models of digital asset management, and focuses in particular on his own, which was developed ‘to support campus conversations on the scope of digital library activities’. This low key statement about initiating a conversation is a welcome relief from the Hallelujah cry ‘I have seen the digital promise land!’ 
Like most models, the so-called Content Landscape Model is presented as a series of text boxes inter-linked with lines. But unlike King and McCord’s bewildering lattice work inhabited by Flip Factories and Helix Servers, the Content Landscape Model is a structured arrangement of meaningful concepts (such as e-teaching, or e-research) which can be readily populated by concrete examples. For example, e-teaching may be realised as digitised content, which in turn drills down to Blackboard objects.  It is not hard to see this model being used successfully as a facilitating devise, offered from the top down, to make sense of the disparate digital content that can be found across a campus. 

Modelling a digital asset management system from the top down can be combined with a bottom up approach. At the simplest level, most Higher Education Institutions suffer from very obvious examples of poor digital asset management that can be easily addressed by straightforward action at grass-roots level. 
Where students working across departments in a single institution complain about having to download digital learning objects from four different virtual learning environments, then a problem of digital asset management has been identified. If that university then decides to standardise on one VLE package, or at least make its existing VLEs more interoperable, it will be making a sensible move. It may not even realise it, but it will have implemented an effective, ad hoc digital asset management strategy - with not a Flip Factory in sight. 
So the more that such ad hoc developments take place, against the background of a conversation structured by models such as Conway’s Content Landscape Model, the more chance there is that integrated digital asset management will become a workable reality.
Conclusion
It is should be obvious from the argument in this paper thus far that an incremental, practical and gradualist approach to digital asset management is being recommended. This does not mean, however, that academic library success in one area, the management of institutional repositories, cannot provide the basis for an expansion of library activity into the larger arena of cross-campus digital asset management. 
But, if the library is to have a stake in this type of project, we must acknowledge that it is ill advised to view the academic library’s larger digital asset management role as being in any way directly analogous to (say) the administration of a library management system. Some of the misplaced enthusiasm for the academic library as steward of the local ‘digital asset management system’ seems to be based on just such an analogy. 

In other words, this line of thinking incorrectly holds that, if a library can manage all the printed assets of a university by means of a library management system, then, by extension, the library should manage all of the digital assets of a university by means of a digital asset management system. This paper has tried to show that there is as yet no such thing as a single, coherent, integrated digital asset management system which libraries can implement and be in charge of, in the way that they boss the LMS for an institution.

The library role is in fact much more interesting that that. Librarians understand all the core issues underlying the digital management problems of a university. We understand the importance of standards, and how these facilitate interoperability in information management. We know about metadata, and the value of accurate descriptions of information objects, regardless of their formats, electronic or print. We know how to manage information in the round, rather than as circumscribed sets of local data owned by departments. We are trusted to safeguard the larger interests of the overall institution that is comprised of these departments, and we know that information resources should cohere meaningfully, rather than to sit apart in unmanaged chaos.
This means that we are also ideally placed to promote the institutional conversation about use of digital assets, and facilitate sensible grass-roots initiatives to resolve instances of inefficient information practice. This is the real work of digital asset management. And so, if we adhere to this vision of incremental, practical and gradualist digital asset management, then our role as stewards of the local information environment will be assured.

Nicholas Joint

Andersonian Library, 

University of Strathclyde.

Note

1. The term ‘institutional repository’ here is used in a very narrow sense, to denote a digital repository of research publication final drafts created strictly by the research-active academics of an academic institution. 
2. Arthur, M. ‘Intro to Digital Asset Management: Just what is a DAM?’

CMS Watch 30-Apr-2005

< http://cmswatch.com/Feature/124-DAM-vs.-DM > Accessed 23/11/08.
3. CollectiveAccess (website - formerly known as OpenCollection) 
< http://www.collectiveaccess.org/ > Accessed 23/11/08. 
4. North Carolina State University Digital Asset Management Task Force Report and Recommendations, May 5, 2006. < http://litre.ncsu.edu/dfiles/DAMTF.pdf > Accessed 23/11/08.
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