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Introduction 
 

Recent years have seen cultural heritage organizations 
undergo a cultural shift as part of an agenda with an 
increased focus on digital innovation and audience 
engagement. Opening up collections through digitization and 
making them accessible to scholars, students, and the 
general public has been a strategic priority for many 
institutions. Alongside the technological advances of the 
past decades, the proliferation of various types of digital 
information objects has brought large changes to traditional 
scholarship in the Arts & Humanities. 

The emergence of Digital Humanities has been a result of 
the possibilities offered by the digital age, while the 
characteristics of the field reflect the shifting nature and role 
of scholarship in a modern society. More specifically, 
interdisciplinarity, openness, and collaboration are some of 
the core characteristics of scholarship in the field that make 
it distinct from scholarly practice in more traditional Arts & 
Humanities areas.[1] Moreover, as part of the nature of 
Digital Humanities work, scholars create, use, and 
communicate various types of digital data in previously 
unimaginable ways. 

Libraries, archives, and museums have greatly contributed 
to the progress of the field and facilitated innovation through 
enabling scholars to access and use diverse types of digital 
information, often by providing enhanced digital 
services.[2]However, the role of memory institutions in the 
digital age is no longer limited to that of the content and 
service provider. In fact, there are more opportunities than 
ever to develop a culture of collaboration between heritage 
institutions and Digital Humanities scholars, which can 
transform both collections and scholarship. 
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Against this background, this article will reflect on the critical 
role that cultural institutions such as libraries and archives 
play in the production of knowledge in Digital Humanities 
through the expertise of their staff and collections. Firstly, we 
will look at current practices of these institutions when 
supporting or engaging in scholarship in the field. Then, after 
examining aspects of the scholarly workflow in Digital 
Humanities, we will discuss some of the areas where 
librarians and archivists can forge collaborations with 
scholars in the field, with the purpose of facilitating the 
research process and improving collections. This paper is 
based on work conducted as part of a recent report by 
Research Libraries UK[3] and has been motivated by the 
changes currently taking place in cultural institutions such as 
research libraries, archives, and museums, with the purpose 
of enabling greater access to collections and facilitating 
digital research.[4] 

 

Memory Institutions and Digital Humanities 
 

Library and archive collections have traditionally been a core 
source of primary and secondary material necessary for the 
production of knowledge across a range of areas in the Arts 
& Humanities. In the digital age the research potential and 
value of collections for scholarship have increased; through 
institutional digitization, a large amount of cultural content is 
now easily accessible to scholars who can use and 
interrogate it in new and innovative ways. In Digital 
Humanities, given the interdisciplinary character of research 
in the field, collections have also constituted the basis upon 
which to build collaborations necessary for the development 
and successful delivery of many projects in the area. 

Yet, even though collection and information professionals 
have supported the digital endeavors of Arts & Humanities 
scholars since the mid-twentieth century,[5] only in the past 
decade have the discussions highlighting the role and value 
of libraries and archives as collaborators, rather than just as 
content and service providers, been intensified.[6] It is no 
coincidence that the same period has also seen the 
establishment of Digital Humanities as a recognizable field 
of academic study with an active community, departments, 
and centers across the world, and undergraduate and 
postgraduate programs where the new generation of 
scholars and practitioners is being trained. 

Thus, libraries and archives, especially those that are 
attached or have close links to Higher Education Institutions, 
have increasingly been supporting scholarship in the area, 
not only through the provision of suitable content and 
services but also through the unique expertise and 
knowledge of collections held by their staff. In fact, scholars 
in the field have recognized librarians, archivists, and 
museum curators as the closest possible collaborators 
outside the academic world.[7]According to the 2012 CIC 
report, the most successful partnerships in Digital 
Humanities involved professionals from different areas, 
including librarians and archivists; the report lists a number 
of different types of projects based on such partnerships, 
focusing on tool development, the creation of thematic 
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collections, and large-scale digital libraries, as well as 
projects bringing together partners based on their interest in 
specific methodological approaches or use of tools (e.g., 
geographic information systems [GIS] or 3D 
imaging).[8] Yet, at that time, collaborations of this type were 
still relatively few,[9] and in 2015 Alix Keener also argued 
that very little research had been conducted on the 
emerging research partnerships between academic 
librarians and Digital Humanists.[10] 

The report published in 2017 by Research Libraries UK 
(RLUK)[11] aimed to develop a better understanding of the 
role of libraries in scholarship in Digital Humanities, 
especially in the United Kingdom. This research showed 
how practices in its member libraries,[12] which have 
collections of unique and distinctive value (special 
collections, archives and, in some cases, museum 
collections), have been shifting towards greater engagement 
with their audiences. This finding was further investigated 
and confirmed in an RLUK project exploring the way 
research libraries achieve and evidence impact through their 
special collections and archives. Through the literature and 
study results presented in the report published in 2019,[13] it 
became obvious that there is a trend towards greater 
audience engagement in memory institutions, such as 
research libraries, in the UK and beyond; this has been the 
result of challenges faced due to the current economic 
climate and the need to prove the value of collections and 
services, but also of opportunities presented by the digital 
age to “open up” collections and reach new audience 
groups. 

As part of the results of the 2017 study presented here, it 
was also discovered that librarians’ roles very often involved 
contributions to the production of knowledge in areas such 
as Digital Humanities. The analysis of the gathered survey 
and case study results revealed that research libraries were 
actively collaborating with scholars in the building of various 
tools that could be used by the Digital Humanities 
community for research and teaching (fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 2. Responses of RLUK members to the question “Are 
there any collaborative initiatives between the library and the 
DH community in your university? If DH collaborations are 
formed under different circumstances in your library, please 
describe in Other. 

https://stedelijkstudies.nl/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Kamposiori-Figure-2.jpg
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Fig. 3. Responses of RLUK members to the question “What 
types of services does the library offer to Digital Humanities 
scholars and students? 

 

Creating digital content and tools based on institutional 
collections and archives was at the core of many 
collaborative initiatives and, as the survey results showed 
(fig. 2), collections and other relevant materials were among 
the most popular services offered to scholars in the field. 

As the above graph shows, ad hoc support was another 
library service that was in high demand, and was often a first 
step which could lead to further discussions for 
collaboration. Keener also found that several of the 
participants in her study had formed collaborations resulting 
from an initial consultation with researchers,[14] while Elías 
Tzoc argued that providing ad hoc services can indeed be a 
good starting point for the development of 
partnerships.[15] The kind of relationships that library 
professionals build with researchers through providing ad 
hoc support become apparent through the below quote by a 
survey participant; however, as the nature of these 
interactions can often be of an informal nature, their visibility 
may be limited within the home institution. 

“On an ad hoc basis we are doing many DH-like things, and 
some researchers and projects absolutely rely on us, but 
formally—in the University's eyes—the Library has a very 
limited role at present.” [Survey Participant] 

It was not surprising, though, to discover that researchers 
turned to library staff for support and advice when it came to 
their digital projects, or chose them as collaborators in 
research and teaching. Digital Humanities scholars 
frequently create and use digital tools (e.g., open access, 
commercial) in the context of their work, which are 
challenging to maintain beyond a project’s lifecycle due to 
time limitations, lack of funding, or loss of expertise (e.g., 
when researchers change institution). Librarians can be the 
right partners to offer solutions to these kinds of problems, 
given their substantial expertise in data storage and 
management.[16] 

By being engaged in such partnerships, libraries can 
increase the impact of their collections, get firsthand 
experience of the work that is being conducted in the field, 

https://stedelijkstudies.nl/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Kamposiori-Figure-3.jpg
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as well as the needs of researchers, and develop the skill 
sets of their staff. Moreover, this can result in building 
portfolios of successful collaborations that can lead to further 
funding.[17] An example of the beneficial effect that these 
partnerships can have on the library and its staff is illustrated 
in the following quotes by two of the case study participants 
in the aforementioned RLUK project: 

“This collaboration brings us closer to our academic 
colleagues, which makes us more confident in inputting to 
this area of research where we feel we have a contribution 
to make.” [Participant A, Sussex University Library-SHL] 

“We feel we are pioneering a new role for the library, 
showing that libraries and librarians can be useful in new 
ways.” [Participant B, University of St. Andrews Library] 

Thinking about the broader sector, collaboration (with other 
institutions, businesses, and the academic community) is 
often viewed as the way forward for memory institutions to 
effectively respond to the challenges of the digital era, 
including those related to preservation and sustainability of 
digital infrastructure, limited resources, and knowledge and 
skills development, as well as those associated with the 
difficulty of remaining relevant and engaging efficiently with 
existing and new users.[18] The benefits of collaboration 
between institutions and scholars conducting digital 
research in the Arts & Humanities, more specifically, have 
been also stressed by another recent report.[19] In this 
publication, examples are provided of successful 
collaborations between cultural heritage institutions and 
scholars, arguing for the advantages of engaging in such 
partnerships, from advancing knowledge to facilitating use 
and re-use of digital resources. Yet, to ensure success, 
libraries, archives, and museums need to take some steps 
that will significantly enable the process of collaboration, 
such as making their collections and data as open as 
possible and providing lists of their digitized material. 
Additionally, it is worth noting that understanding 
researchers’ needs was deemed an essential step towards 
developing efficient collaborative strategies.[20] 

The issue of identifying the needs of scholars in Digital 
Humanities and the ways memory institutions such as 
libraries, archives, and museums can best meet them has 
been a regular concern of practitioners.[21] Lack of clarity 
around the definition of Digital Humanities[22] and the great 
diversity of topics, methodologies, and approaches followed 
in the field can make it challenging for institutions to plan 
strategically for developing useful services to support digital 
scholarship and finding areas where collaborations can be 
best forged with scholars. For the purpose of aiding strategic 
development for digital research, the next section will aim to 
build a picture of the practices and needs of Arts & 
Humanities scholars in the digital era when it comes to 
digital resources and collections. This will enable us to 
identify areas where it would be fruitful to facilitate 
collaboration between collection and information 
professionals and Digital Humanities scholars. 

 

 



 

 

6/22 

Understanding Scholarly Practice in the Digital 
Age 
 

As digitization and digital resource creation efforts by 
memory institutions began to increase near the end of 
twentieth century, the need to study scholarly practices and 
needs to create resources and tools that could meet the 
requirements of their users, including the academic 
community, became more pressing. Given that Arts & 
Humanities scholars have been traditionally a core audience 
group for libraries, archives, and museums, several studies 
since the 1980s have been conducted with the purpose of 
shedding light into the evolving scholarly and information 
practices of researchers in this broad field of academic 
study. For example, there have been several studies that 
aimed to understand the key activities and needs of scholars 
during the different stages of research.[23] However, given 
the primary role of institutions at that time as content 
providers, a great amount of literature has focused on the 
first stages of research and, more specifically, the types of 
material scholars need, as well as the ways they look for 
information. 

One of the most extensive studies over the last decades has 
been the Getty End-User Online Searching Project. The 
major part of the study, which was supported by the Getty 
Information Institute, was conducted between the years 
1988 and 1990.[24]  Its aim was to examine the information-
seeking behavior of scholars by studying the searches they 
made and the techniques and terminology used while 
searching through the DIALOG databases. These early 
examinations of scholarly and information 
behavior[25] showed that researchers in the Arts & 
Humanities needed a great variety of resources and used a 
range of research methods, while emphasizing the solitary 
nature of humanistic research. Another significant finding of 
these studies of the early digital era was that researchers in 
the Arts & Humanities disciplines had different information 
needs from those in the sciences; for instance, scholars in 
these fields tended to use different terms (e.g., places or 
people) for searching information than scientists, and relied 
greatly on printed material even when digital resources were 
available. It may be pertinent to mention here that similar 
studies conducted much later discovered that, although 
some issues such as the use of digital resources had 
significantly increased, many of the findings of these earlier 
studies were still relevant.[26] 

In addition, around the same period, studies examining the 
scholarly behavior and needs of researchers in the different 
fields of the broader areas of the Arts & Humanities began to 
appear. The prevailing argument was that the information 
needs of scholars in the various disciplines may differ 
significantly, so they could be more accurately identified and 
served if the disciplines were studied individually; particular 
attention was given to the historical discipline, given the 
great use that scholars in this area make of historical 
records, archival material, and other types of collections that 
libraries, archives, and museums hold.[27] 

As technology progressed, the use of digital resources, such 
as digital collections, and tools became more widespread, 
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especially by scholars in the field of Digital Humanities. 
Accordingly, the interest of information and collection 
professionals shifted from examining the attitudes of Arts & 
Humanities scholars towards digital resources, and whether 
they are incorporated in their work, to looking at the way 
these are used and the effect they have on the scholarly 
workflow with the purpose of improving them and ensuring 
sustainability. A 2011 report commissioned by the Research 
Information Network (RIN) exploring the impact the digital 
age has had on the information practices of scholars, 
including the way they used digital resources at the 
time.[28] According to the authors, scholars had started 
working more collaboratively and made greater use of digital 
collections, but the technical skills and the uptake of 
innovative digital methodologies, such as text and data 
mining and visualization, were still low. 

In 2015, after assessing the needs of scholars with regards 
to digital collections, Harriett Green and Angela Courtney 
argued that interoperability and data curation are necessary 
to drive use, while highlighting the importance of taking into 
account scholars’ views during the development of relevant 
resources.[29] Other authors also argued that access to 
different types of materials and semantic interoperability are 
important when building digital infrastructure to support the 
working practices of Arts & Humanities scholars in the digital 
age, while proving lists with available resources, tools, and 
services can facilitate the building of communities of 
practice.[30] A more recent study examined the use of large-
scale collections and data sets by humanities scholars for 
complex analytical purposes.[31] Based on its results, even 
though cultural heritage institutions increasingly make large 
data sets available to scholars, there are various difficulties 
that need to be overcome first to increase their use; these 
include issues around the fragmentation of communities, 
resources and tools, interoperability problems, the fact that 
these types of data sets are often complex and incomplete, 
and limited technical expertise of researchers in the 
humanities. 

The above studies can indeed provide some useful insights 
into the scholarly practices and needs of Arts & Humanities 
researchers in the digital age, as well as into the steps that 
need to be taken to improve digital resources for the benefit 
of both institutions and scholars. Yet, since research so far 
has focused more on the needs of scholars in the text-based 
academic disciplines of the field (e.g., history, 
literature),[32] in this paper it is argued that, in order to 
engage efficiently with the whole Digital Humanities 
community, greater emphasis needs to be placed on 
understanding the practices and needs of scholars in the 
more visually oriented disciplines of the Arts & Humanities 
(e.g., art, architectural history). According to Sander Münster 
and Melissa Terras, scholars in the disciplines of “Visual 
Digital Humanities,” as they named this broader area, 
consume and produce mainly visual data, while visual 
analysis and visualization techniques are commonly 
employed as part of the research process.[33] These 
characteristics mean that the practices and needs of 
scholars in the area can significantly differ from those in 
disciplines that make heavier use of text. 
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Art history, which is a discipline that can be categorized 
under this broader area of scholarship, can be an interesting 
case to briefly examine here. Until recently, studies were 
noting the hesitant stance that scholars in the field had 
towards the use of digital technologies.[34] However, this 
issue can be better understood if we consider several 
factors that characterize the field and make the employment 
of digital technologies for research purposes especially 
challenging: the diversity of information objects—types and 
formats—and methods used, the different career stages of 
scholars, and the various degrees of digital 
literacy.[35] Despite the difficulties, though, art historians 
increasingly rely on digital resources and tools for their work, 
while their frequent use of image libraries and other visual 
collections make them an ideal group to study for the 
purposes of improving access and use of relevant 
collections that memory institutions hold. 

At this point, it is worth reporting on the findings of recent 
publications looking at the practices and needs of art 
historians when using digital resources, such as image 
libraries; these will hopefully prove useful to collection and 
information professionals for making informed decisions 
around digitization and digital resource creation to support 
scholarship in the area. Despite the progress that digitization 
initiatives have made over the years, as well as the increase 
in the availability of online material (especially secondary 
literature), art historians were found to lack digital access, 
particularly to primary resources and good-quality, open-
access visual material.[36] 

In fact, access problems perpetuated some of the habits of 
art historians noted in earlier studies, which are often 
associated with pre-digital or non-digital contexts, such as 
traveling to get access to particular types of primary 
resources. For example, scholars in certain areas of study, 
such as non-Western art, were found to face greater 
difficulty in finding the material needed for their projects 
online; unsurprisingly, the availability of digital resources on 
the Web tended to be greater in areas dealing with Western 
art of particular popular eras (e.g., the Renaissance, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European art). On the 
other hand, digital scholars and those working on areas 
such digital art were more likely to confront issues around 
the re-accessing of data, due to the temporary character of 
the format of the resources they used in their projects and 
the supporting infrastructure (e.g., software). 

The practices and needs of scholars should also be taken 
into account when designing digital resources that enable art 
historians to discover useful information. For example, 
material should be catalogued in a meaningful way for 
scholars, and the metadata quality should be enhanced as 
certain editorial choices can reduce the usefulness of the 
digitized content for scholars, who would then look for 
another resource online or, if possible, visit the resource 
physically.[37] Providing relevant information about the 
decision-making process with regards to digitization will also 
enable scholars to make informed decisions when using 
digital content and gain necessary details for the purposes 
of their work.[38] Concerning the visual material, finding 
high-quality images is of paramount importance for art 
historical research and teaching. Color accuracy is often one 



 

 

9/22 

of the main concerns when looking for and using digital 
resources containing visual material. More specifically, high 
resolution and color accuracy are necessary features of the 
digital images used in the study of art historical artifacts.[39] 

Additionally, the interface design should be simple, to meet 
the needs of a diverse group of scholars (e.g., different 
degrees of technical ability), and the functionalities provided 
should encourage different types of searching.[40] Until 
recently, text box searching has been the prevalent method 
employed by users to discover information, yet this has been 
a limiting factor  in exploring and using resources such as 
cultural collections creatively.[41] Current technological 
progress opens up new possibilities for creating interfaces 
that better reflect the needs of users, such as scholars in art 
history, who frequently engage with a variety of materials 
and rely heavily on the discovery and use of visual 
information. 

The importance of browsing, especially visual material, as a 
searching method for scholars in the field to identify 
interesting content in collections for research and teaching 
has been stressed by several studies.[42] Browsing has 
been described as “a rich and fundamental human 
information behavior”[43] and has often been linked to 
serendipity, which in turn can trigger creative 
insights.[44] Previous literature has shown that, compared to 
many digital resources, printed material offers a better 
browsing experience and encourages serendipity; this also 
constitutes one of the reasons for the longstanding 
preference of many Arts & Humanities scholars for its use 
over digitized content.[45] 

Various studies have reflected on the role of the user 
interface in fields such as Digital Humanities, including its 
role in enabling access to and interaction with a digital 
resource, and as a medium for making a scholarly argument 
through the presentation of information.[46] Part of the 
discussion has focused on the requirements for the design 
of user interfaces, which also links to conversations on user-
centered design and improving usability of digital resources 
and tools in digital humanities.[47] Regarding browsing, 
Mitchell Whitelaw argued that the interface design of many 
existing digital resources does not often support this type of 
searching to a satisfying degree.[48] Improving the interface 
design of digital collections to respond to this need of 
scholars will enhance both access and use, as well as 
support the application of new methodological approaches 
employed by researchers as part of the “visual digital turn.” 

Given the increase in the availability of digital visual data 
based on collections and the recent computational 
advancements that enable its in-depth study, a greater 
number of scholars are interested in discovering and using it 
as part of their projects. Scholars in areas such as Visual 
Digital Humanities are answering new research questions 
through the application of innovative methodologies, 
including visualization, distant viewing, or other 
interdisciplinary tools and methods, such as convolutional 
neural networks (CNNs), which originate from the field of 
computer vision and are used for content and stylistic 
analysis of images.[49] 



 

 

10/22 

Memory institutions such as research libraries can better 
support the scholarly practices of researchers in these areas 
through facilitating access to digitized and born-digital visual 
material. Digital resources targeted to this group of 
researchers should be designed to enable visual exploration 
and enhanced interaction with collections through user-
friendly interfaces and tools. This includes allowing users to 
get an overview of the material (or groups of information) in 
a collection, providing suggestions for similar content, and 
offering services that facilitate intuitive interaction with 
information (e.g., zooming in-out, flicking through). 
Collection items should be catalogued in a way that 
enhances discoverability and presented in ways that make it 
useful to researchers; this means that collection data, 
including metadata, are also usable for the purpose of 
conducting research at scale. 

Several institutions have started using the International 
Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF) to provide an 
enhanced level of interactivity in and across image 
repositories, and thus also an improved user 
experience.[50] For example, the University of Edinburgh 
and the British Library, which have adopted IIIF, have 
underlined the advantages it brings for users of collections, 
ranging from high-resolution image zooming to enhanced 
search, annotation, and sharing of images.[51] However, in 
order for researchers to be able to fully benefit from the 
employment of more advanced image technologies by 
institutions, their habits when interacting with information in 
their personal workspace (e.g., storing, annotating, sharing 
information) should be also taken into account when 
developing relevant collections.[52] 

As the number of scholars who are interested in using 
collections of visual material as data for their research 
increases, advice and support on issues of data storage and 
management will be essential; this is an area where libraries 
are currently developing substantial expertise and which can 
make them valuable partners in research.[53] Finally, 
enabling access to digital collections through different 
means, including the ability to view and download material, 
is necessary in order to meet scholars’ evolving need to 
access and manage material across multiple devices and 
tools. The ability to extract and download data from 
collections, for which use is not restricted by copyright and 
can be processed for the purposes research, especially 
large-scale research, is increasingly becoming a need for 
many digital humanities scholars, regardless of whether they 
are interested in textual or visual data. This is something 
that cultural heritage institutions will need to take into 
consideration when digitizing and creating digital resources, 
as well as when designing services. 

Having presented some key aspects of scholarly behavior in 
the broader area of Arts & Humanities in the digital age, the 
next section will summarize some of the main points raised 
throughout the paper, with the goal of making 
recommendations about areas of potential collaboration 
between memory institution practitioners and Digital 
Humanities researchers that could benefit both collections 
and scholarship. 
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Transforming Scholarship, Transforming 
Collections 
 

So far, we looked at current practices and trends in 
supporting or engaging in Digital Humanities scholarship in 
memory institutions and examined some key aspects of 
scholarly behavior in the Arts & Humanities with the purpose 
of understanding the needs of researchers when using 
digital resources and collections. The main argument is that, 
since collections often constitute the basis for collaboration 
between library and collection professionals and Digital 
Humanities researchers, understanding scholars’ practices 
and requirements when it comes to the use of digital 
collections and other digital resources for research and 
teaching can support strategic planning in institutions with 
the goal of facilitating or engaging in work in the field. 

As it became evident, collaboration with different 
communities of practice appears to be the way forward for 
many institutions in order to respond effectively to the 
challenges of the digital era, from the increased pressure to 
make content available to different audience groups to 
tackling issues such as digital preservation, lack of 
resources, or the need to remain relevant in a fast-changing 
society. Actually, Digital Humanities is a field where 
information and collection professionals can significantly 
contribute, as well as build relationships that can prove 
beneficial for their institution. Certain authors have outlined 
four reasons that demonstrate the potential of the Digital 
Humanities field: it creates knowledge through new 
methods; scholars across the sub-disciplines are highly 
collaborative; scholarship in the area reaches a broader 
audience with built-in discovery tools; and its community has 
established major scholarly communication, 
professionalization, and educational channels for 
itself.[54] Yet, unlike scholars in other academic fields, Arts 
& Humanities researchers frequently lack the digital skills 
and infrastructure to build and maintain their projects.[55] 

Therefore, the in-depth knowledge of collections—including 
of the issues that surround their management and 
preservation—that memory institution practitioners have, as 
well as their openness towards collaboration, make them 
ideal partners in many digital projects, especially those that 
are based on institutional collections. Yet it is worth 
mentioning that an invitation to participate in a collaborative 
project often comes from scholars, not from memory 
institution professionals. In these cases, even though they 
are still valuable, libraries, archives, and museums may not 
have the opportunity to influence how the project will be 
shaped to the extent that they can make a true impact on 
scholarship through their collections and staff expertise. 

Thus, by being proactive and involving scholars in core 
institutional practices and processes, memory institutions 
can form a different type of partnership with their users that 
will not only help strengthen collections through 
incorporating their views and, as a result, meet their needs 
but also build strong relationships and prepare the ground 
for further collaborative projects where they can play a 
leading role. This approach can also increase scholars’ 
awareness and understanding of the processes involved in 
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creating, managing, and preserving collections (e.g., 
acquisition and collection development processes; 
digitization, cataloguing, and structuring of information; and 
storage and preservation of physical and digital items), as 
well as of institutional priorities (e.g., funding, audience and 
community engagement, improving access to resources, 
research, and teaching support). Thus, it is more likely that 
scholars will take these into account during future 
collaboration propositions. 

The processes of cataloguing, digitization, and metadata 
creation can be potential areas where this type of 
collaboration may prove fruitful. For example, and based on 
the practices and needs of scholars discussed earlier, there 
are still areas of academic study that lack access to certain 
types of materials, so taking the community’s needs into 
account when deciding on prioritizing material for digitization 
can be beneficial to both scholars and institutions through 
saving resources. Apart from that, incorporating scholarly 
feedback when cataloguing material or creating metadata for 
collections that can be of particular interest to certain user 
groups can make collections easily discoverable and 
increase their use in research and teaching. 

During the creation of digital collections and other types of 
resources, such as datasets, and tools for scholars in Digital 
Humanities, it is worth involving the academic community at 
an early stage to make sure that these meet their needs in 
terms of accessibility and usability. Understanding how 
these collections are going to be used during research, such 
as for text mining, visual analysis, or teaching, will 
significantly improve the way resources are structured and 
presented. As argued earlier, greater focus needs to be 
placed on supporting the needs of scholars in evolving areas 
of digital humanities, such as Visual Digital Humanities, who 
consume, process, analyze, and produce mainly visual data 
through using novel technologies and approaches (e.g., big 
data, distant viewing, visualization) that have become 
possible as part of the “visual digital turn” to answer new 
research questions. Developing awareness around progress 
in these areas of scholarship will allow memory institutions 
such as research libraries to provide the necessary tools 
and services to support scholars. For instance, creating 
resources with user-friendly interfaces that enable visual 
exploration of collections and encourage interaction with the 
material will not only increase usability and impact but will 
ensure sustainability as well. 

Since many digital humanities scholars are increasingly 
interested in using collections as data, gaining access to 
appropriate datasets under licenses that enable its use and 
processing will become a requirement in different types of 
research (e.g., focusing on the analysis of textual or visual 
data), something that institutions should take into account 
when designing relevant services. Finally, providing 
appropriate training—either in-house developed training or 
promoting external training opportunities, such as those 
provided by initiatives such as DARIAH-EU[56]—to those 
scholars in the Arts & Humanities who lack the skills to work 
with digital collections in innovative ways can be another 
area where practitioners can make an impact and lay the 
groundwork for collaborative projects where the strategic 
priorities of libraries, archives, and museums can be at the 
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forefront. Research libraries, particularly, are currently 
developing expertise in areas such as data management 
and curation, skills that will be especially useful to digital 
humanities scholars who want to download, process, and 
use textual or visual data from collections as part of their 
work. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In this paper we aimed to reflect on the important role that 
memory institutions, such as libraries, museums, and 
archives can play in shaping scholarship through their 
collections and unique knowledge and skill sets of their staff. 
In a fast-changing and technology-driven society, 
collaborative practice can enable institutions to meet 
pressing challenges, such as lack of resources and 
infrastructure, but also to engage with their audiences in 
new and innovative ways. Partnerships with scholars in 
Digital Humanities can have significant benefits for 
institutions, while also enabling them to contribute and 
shape scholarship in the field. Yet understanding 
researchers’ needs is crucial in order to plan strategically for 
the development of related resources and services and the 
identification of areas where collaboration can be best 
forged, such as by recognizing areas where scholars can 
contribute to the work of the library. Monitoring 
developments in the area of user studies will enrich the 
working knowledge that practitioners have of their 
communities’ needs and help identify the most appropriate 
methods and approaches for examining scholarly practice 
and behavior to inform related services. In that way, 
libraries, archives, and museums can take a proactive 
stance towards the development of more equal partnerships 
where their priorities and agendas can have a prominent 
role. 
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