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Work Digital, Think Archive, Create Access: Exploring The
Legacy Of The Dig Digital Project

Manda Forster and Jen Parker Wooding

Summary

The Dig Digital project is an Archaeological Archives Forum (AAF) initiative and represents
the culmination of 10 years of research and collaboration. Managed and delivered

by DigVentures, in partnership with the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA) and
funded by Historic England, the aim of Dig Digital was to establish a methodology for digital
archive compilation and its integration into archaeological working practices across the
United Kingdom. This was achieved by designing a web-based resource, complete with
innovative tools and guidance built around FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and
Reusable) principles, that is integrated within the existing regulatory framework for
professional archaeological practice in the UK. The Dig Digital project provides a good
example of a collaboratively designed resource that promotes sustainable practices and
supports implementation in archaeological digital data management.

1. Introduction

Memory, like history, is rooted in archives. Without archives, memory falters, knowledge of
accomplishments fades, pride in a shared past dissipates. Archives counter these losses.
Archives contain the evidence of what went before. (Schwartz and Cook 2002)

The question of how to manage digital archives in archaeology has been a topic of interest
for years. Digital technologies have transformed the way archaeologists work, providing
innovative research tools, improving site investigations and giving new life to knowledge
about the past. As with all parts of an archaeological archive, digital data contributes to the
long-term preservation of sites by providing key information that can be accessed by
researchers and the public alike. How that information can be used in the future is an
important consideration and, as innovative technologies become the norm, we must be sure
that our archive processes adapt to incorporate new methods, tools and data.

This article discusses the development, implementation and legacy of Dig Digital, a
professional Toolkit that provides guidance and resources for practitioners that embeds and
promotes FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and Reusable) principles (see
Wilkinson et al. 2016) into the management of archaeological project data.

2. Archaeological archives and digital data

The archaeological archive comprises information that will facilitate reanalysis and
reinterpretation of a site or project in the light of new data, new research questions, new
techniques and new technology. Making data available for access is not just a requirement
in archaeology but is increasingly applied across all research-based sectors with the
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development and implementation of FAIR data principles (see Wilkinson et al. 2016). The
reasons for this are logical, but worth reiterating:

e Data helps make our work transparent, and our conclusions more valid and properly
supported.

o Accessibility facilitates reuse, enabling new research questions to be answered,
which provides greater efficiency and increased impacts.

e Open data can be used for interests beyond archaeology, providing a higher return
on initial investment.

e Making data available contributes to wider public benefits, achieving maximum value
from research.

A truly 'public' archaeology should place much greater emphasis on the use of archaeology
in the present by a wider audience ... As far as archaeological archives are concerned, this
must involve...the development of coherent strategies for public involvement in archaeology
as a whole. (Merriman and Swain 1999)

The accessibility of archives for research and public interest is a key consideration when
promoting the value of the material we keep in museum stores and repositories.
Archaeologists are aware of the importance of retaining archives and responding to the
destructive nature of investigation by making the site records and finds accessible to all.
However, extending this perspective to all records must include digital data — whether born
digital or digitised — and our awareness of the importance of archives needs to be applied to
all elements equally from the planning stages of a project.

3. Archaeological archives and professional standards

The importance of archaeological archives is highlighted in several Chartered Institute for
Archaeologists (CIfA) standards and guidance documents, but the most relevant for
archaeological data archives is the Standard and guidance for the creation, compilation,
transfer and deposition of archaeological archives (CIfA 2014, updated 2020). This provides
a benchmark for the archaeological community for all elements of the archaeological
archive.

The CIfA Standard for archaeological archives (2020) states that:

All archaeological projects that include the recovery or generation of data and/or
archaeological materials (finds) will result in a stable, ordered, accessible archive. All
archaeologists are responsible for ensuring that the archive is created and compiled to
recognised standards, using consistent methods, and is not subject to unnecessary risk of
damage or loss. It is the responsibility of all curators of archaeological archives to ensure
that archives are stored to recognised standards for long-term preservation and made
accessible for consultation.

Consultation at the start of the Dig Digital project highlighted that, whilst there was a wide
implementation of the standard to physical archive materials, the same could not be
consistently demonstrated for digital archives. The level of digital innovation, new
technologies and methods that record and collect data since the 1990s has resulted in
enormous amounts of different types of data being produced. Yet very little was being
systematically treated as archive products (Edwards 2012). It became clear to the
Archaeological Archive Forum (AAF) members, including CIfA, that additional guidance and
resources were needed to support practitioners to meet the professional Standard.
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4. Exploring the problem: the idea for Dig Digital is born

In 2018, DigVentures and project partners, including the CIfA, were commissioned to
undertake a project exploring the development of a standard for digital archives (Figure 1).
That idea developed into the 'Dig Digital Toolkit' but was borne out of discussions that first
took place several years prior. A report for the Society for Museum Archaeology highlighted
that the issue of data in archives was not being addressed, estimating that 1.25 million digital
files that could not be deposited with a museum were being held in contracting organisations
(Edwards 2012). The AAF established a working group focusing on digital archives in 2014
,with a joint statement from members calling for archaeologists and heritage practitioners
working across archaeological projects to support implementation of good practice for digital
data. The initial idea for Dig Digital started to take root. Then, in response to the Mendoza
Review in 2017 (Mendoza 2017), Historic England recommended that long-term storage and
preservation of digital archive material should be undertaken by a specialist repository,
rather than museums (Trow 2018). This provided the mandate needed to move forward and
develop a dedicated project focused on the management and archiving of digital data
generated from archaeological investigations: Dig Digital.
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Figure 1: The Dig Digital project has benefitted from a partnership approach involving
oversight from the Archaeology Archives Forum (AAF); funding and advisory support from
Historic England; and delivery by DigVentures in partnership with the professional body
Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA). Source: CIfA.

5. Researching what was needed: consultation and guidance

Despite comprehensive adoption of new technologies within projects, the application of
general archive standards to digital data trailed significantly behind an exponential growth of
digital products. Until recently, in the UK, most project briefs issued as part of development-
led archaeology did not specify any requirements for digital archive material. ALGAO
England's Planning for Archives (Donnelly-Symes 2019) reported that 23.5 per cent (12/51)
of responding services had no requirements for digital archive and revealed confusion over
what constituted a digital archive.

This lack of clarity was recorded in the early stages of the Dig Digital project, with the

2019 Starter for Ten consultation survey suggesting that only 7 per cent (10/139) of project
team respondents felt requirements for digital data were clear. An overwhelming 96 per cent
(26/27) of museum practitioners indicated a need for more guidance, and all respondents felt
that general everyday guidance that helped to embed a 'whole organisation' awareness and
approach would be welcome. The Dig Digital survey results asked for clear signposting of
how CIfA standards and guidance relate to digital data, as well as a need for guidance to
help meet those standards. Multiple stages of consultation and review have followed, helping
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to refine the project mission and better understand the impact of the project throughout
delivery.

6. Digging digital: developing the guidance and tools needed

The process of excavation is destructive, and no archaeological interpretations are
sustainable unless they can be backed up with the evidence of field record and post
excavation analysis. Such records and analysis should be available for re-examination and
re-interpretation. (Swain 2011)

An early product of the Dig Digital programme was the creation of a guidance document
linking professional practice in archaeology (as supported by CIfA's standards and guidance)
to key frameworks that considered digital research data, namely the FAIR Guiding Principles
(Wilkinson et al. 2016). This meant that the existing CIfA guidance was aligned to FAIR
principles, a move supported by an update to CIfA's archive-specific guidance to make clear
how and when digital archives should be considered in the archaeological project. This
responds to the interrelationship between innovation, good practice and standard
expectations — allowing for new ways of working within a structure of accepted quality
benchmarks as new tools and workflows appear in archaeological projects (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: The interplay between innovation, good practice and expected standards. Source:
CIfA.

As a result, the Work Digital, Think Archive, Create Access [PDF] guidance document
(Forster et al. 2019) defines how CIfA standards relate to digital materials throughout a
project. This includes clarification of what should be expected at each project stage and
practical advice on how to achieve those standards. A major product of the project was the
development of a template Data Management Plan (DMP) that, in conjunction with a
Selection Strategy, becomes a living and iterative Archiving Strategy included within the
project design (sometimes referred to as the written scheme of investigation, method
statement or programme of works) and subsequent project stage documentation — see CIfA
Universal guidance for archaeological excavation 2023, 2.12 (I) (CIfA 2023).

The DMP approach is fundamental to good practice when working with digital data and sets
up any project to deliver a FAIR data archive successfully. The Dig Digital DMP is a
downloadable template tailored to archaeology and supported by a checklist version
including advice and example text, both based on an example from the Digital Curation
Centre. The approach complemented existing CIfA resources focused on Selection, namely
the Toolkit for Selecting Archaeological Archives. With fundamental guidance and key



https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-12_sprq3i5
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-14_kl93u3k
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/2025-03/DigDigital_Full_Guidance.pdf
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-8_mti2hlp
https://www.archaeologists.net/work/toolkits/dig-digital/downloads
https://www.archaeologists.net/work/standards
https://www.archaeologists.net/work/standards
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-4_7x1s518
https://dcc.ac.uk/about/
https://dcc.ac.uk/about/
https://www.archaeologists.net/work/toolkits/archives/introduction
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/images/figure2.jpg

S

supporting tools taking shape, the next phase of the programme focused on accessibility and
use.

7. Designing a resource that is easy to use

The consultation survey feedback led to an early recognition that practitioners were aware of
the large amount of 'how to do digital data' guides available, but found much of it to be
dense, overly technical and difficult for everyday users to relate to project workflows. The Dig
Digital project's first main output — the Work Digital, Think Archive, Create Access [PDF]
guidance document (Forster et al. 2019) — was a necessary step, but not particularly user-
friendly. Phase 2 of the project focused on the development of a web-based Toolkit to house
the Dig Digital guidance alongside newly developed resources. The resulting portfolio
incorporates info sheets, quick guides and tools that support implementation, combining
guidance with resources able to be tailored to organisational workflows or individual projects
(Figure 3). This includes a Digital Health Check and Action Plan that creates a roadmap for
implementation within an organisation or project team, signposting specific needs and
actions. A Dig Digital Directory provides an interactive PDF document that can be used to
easily locate resources within the toolkit, whilst providing a diagram summarising each
section of the Toolkit and the tools available.

The resources include:

« the Dig Digital health check and Action Plan — designed to help identify training and
capacity needs and create a clear, actionable plan.

e info sheets — adding detail to the web resource, providing depth and examples for
specific areas relevant to digital data management (for planning archaeologists,
museum practitioners and archaeological specialists).

o quick guides — shorter reference documents highlighting key information or links to
useful resources, as well as examples of selection, metadata creation and
documentation.

e case studies — several examples that explore projects with team members, sharing
experiences of approach, learning and advice.

o A Data Management Plan (DMP) template tailored to archaeology — based around
an example from the Digital Curation Centre.

The Dig Digital
Directory

Figure 3: As well as webpage content, the Toolkit includes several resources to aid
implementation of the Dig Digital approach. Source: Authors.
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8. Implementing change and embedding good practice

Archives are both our evidence and our informants, simultaneously both a primary and
secondary source. Brushing against their grain opens up possibilities for alternate readings
of the past and of alternate practices of knowledge generation in the future. (Baird and
McFayden 2014)

In the final project stage, delivered in 2024, additional resources were created to further
support implementation, raise awareness and provide training opportunities. These included:

¢ A Joint Statement from members of the AAF raised awareness to and endorsed the
Dig Digital resource.

e An elLearning module supporting the creation of FAIR, sustainable and ethical
archives that was made freely available for over a year via the CIfA webpages.

e An online course — Dig Digital: data management for archaeological archives — is
now available for those wanting help to implement the toolkit.

To support the implementation of sustainable and lasting change in practice requires a
collaborative approach (see Figure 1). Working with oversight from the AAF meant the
project had a far greater reach across the historic environment sector. Developing and
circulating a Joint Statement from all member bodies that endorsed the Toolkit provided an
impactful moment for the adoption of Dig Digital and circulated a simple, common message
of support. This was, in many ways, underpinned by the FAIR Guiding Principles
(Wilkinson et al. 2016), which provided a good practice framework for digital data in research
of any discipline demonstrating alignment with other sector approaches. It is also worth
noting the vital role of the project funder, Historic England, who not only provided financial
and expert advisory support to the project, but who worked collaboratively with the project
team to enable a long-term, adaptive and iterative project approach.

Importantly, implementation of the guidance is supported through the project partner CIfA,
that, as a professional institute, provides the ethical framework, sector reach, influence and
enforcement of standards. With regards to the latter, CIfA's code of conduct and professional
standards are binding on CIfA accredited members, and Registered Organisations, with the
latter also required to provide evidence of, and discuss, approaches to archive management
as part of routine inspections. This means that, as well as having levers of good practice
baked into standards (such as the use of an Archiving Strategy combining a DMP and
Selection Plan), consultation with the accreditation team signposts markers of good practice
— such as the use of a DMP as a live document or consistent approach to digital data
organisation — which can be investigated as part of in-person benchmarking and inspection
processes.

In terms of reach and influence, the percentage of the UK archaeological workforce working
in accordance with CIfA's code of conduct, professional standards and guidance (including
toolkits like Dig Digital) is close to 70% (at least) of the profession (Figure 4). The State of
the Archaeological Market report for 2023/2024 (Aitchison and Rocks-Macqueen 2025)
indicates that, at the end of March 2024, the archaeological profession in the UK numbered
6766 overall. Of these, 4918 practitioners worked within developer-led archaeology. At the
time of writing, there are 4138 CIfA members (with 3136 of those accredited), equating to
46% of the UK archaeology profession, and 81 CIfA Registered Organisations employing
over 3500 members of staff (including both CIfA-accredited and non-accredited
archaeologists).


https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-1_u3ow9a0
https://historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/research/aaf-joint-statement-digital-archives/
https://www.archaeologists.net/events-training/training/elearning
https://digventures.com/product/dig-digital-online-course/
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue72/6/index.html#biblioitem-14_kl93u3k

Registered
Organisation
Scheme

Historic Environment Sector
Wider Society

Figure 4: The potential influence of the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA)'s
Registered Organisation scheme on the historic environment sector. Source: CIfA.

This demonstrates the importance and value of developing resources that are fully
integrated with existing frameworks, or that are endorsed or co-designed with professional
bodies and organisations that are able to support and facilitate sustainable change. The Dig
Digital Toolkit combines resources and training with enforceable requirements, which
includes specific documents and processes visible within standard project documents such
as project designs. Supported by communication of this via CIfA's network of members and
beyond, there is now a much clearer pathway towards implementation for archaeologists
working in the UK. But is practice changing as a result?

The UK-based digital repository Archaeology Data Service (ADS) has seen an increase in
depositions over the last decade, a testament to the joined-up approach delivered across the
archaeology and museums sector. Since 2013, there has been a steady increase in digital
archive deposition, with the number of depositions increasing from 109 in 2013 to 1480 in
2023, with significant jumps in 2019 and again in 2021 (Figure 5). Importantly, this increase
is not just visible in numbers of archives deposited, but also in counties represented, rising
from 22 in 2013 to the highest number of 94 in 2022 (in 2023 the number was 87). Increased
awareness of digital archive requirements and a change in CIfA's standard and guidance is
now reflected in many of the project briefs and project designs approved at county level — a
shift that has been reported through Dig Digital consultation surveys and feedback from CIfA
Registered Organisations. Follow-up surveys within the Dig Digital project in 2021 indicated
that practitioners felt more confident around requirements, leading to increased planning for
and implementation of processes that support digital data management. These include
increased use of filename conventions (from 44% in 2019 to 69% in 2021), active selection
of data for archives (28% to 61%) and creation of metadata during the project (from 13% to
38%) (Figure 6). Only one area showed a downward trend — the question of DMP use in all
projects. The reason for this can only be guessed at but perhaps an increased
understanding means a more accurate picture was recorded.
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Figure 5: Data provided by the Archaeology Data Service (ADS) shows the number of
deposited digital archives against local authorities represented (counties) and new projects
initiated (as recorded on OASIS). Source: ADS 2024.
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Figure 6: Data from Dig Digital surveys carried out in 2019 and 2021 demonstrated change
and increased confidence. Sources: Authors.

9. The legacy of Dig Digital: work digital, work ethically

Archaeological archives are amongst the most used museum collections. They are important
evidence for communities' sense of place, provide a unique record, underpin leading-edge
research and provide robust material for learning and outreach. (Fernie et al. 2017)

A decade on from its initial inception, the legacy of the Dig Digital project is yet to be fully
realised, but it has been successful in supporting change and embedding new practice. The
Dig Digital approach promotes the view that it is the responsibility of all archaeologists, and
not just those responsible for archive deposition, to help create good archives (Figure 7).
Archives created from archaeological research of all types should be Findable, Accessible,
Interoperable and Reusable (FAIR), available to use by anyone well into the future. The Dig
Digital resource promotes the importance of the whole project team in embedding data-
friendly practices within a project or organisation. It is built upon making changes within
workflows and decision-making from the beginning of a project, continuously building an
ordered, stable and accessible archive through project delivery, not at project closure
stages.
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How to be an archives advocate

0 Think about your role, and the role of others, in archives management - is it
clear what everyone does? Can you help people understand their role
better?

If you are in an advisory role, include a requirement to have a Selection
Strategy and Data Management Plan in the Project Design / WSI, which is
updated throughout the project.

It is a requirement of CIfA Universal Guidance that all Project Designs / WSIs
include an Archive Strategy. If there isn't a Selection Strategy or Data
Management Plan used within your organisation, suggest one is developed.

Q Create an Archives Policy for your organisation and talk to peers about how
it should be implemented.

a Be aware of skills needs within your organisation - would colleagues benefit
from training? Tell people about the CIfA eLearning module and other
available training.

Figure 7: A call out for all archaeologists to be an archives advocate from the CIfA eLearning
module on the creation of FAIR, sustainable and ethical archives. Source: Authors.

The Dig Digital project showcases the importance and value of collaboration, addressing
significant challenges identified across the sector by supporting and embedding change in
archaeological project delivery. In this case it was achieved via vital funding and support
from Historic England and through working with members of the AAF to create an approach
built around an existing framework of ethical practice. This focused on providing resources to
support knowledge exchange and awareness, tools to identify and plan how best to
approach digital data management and a framework to support ongoing good practice,
accountability and enforcement (Figure 8). This integrated approach supports greater
sustainability of the resources and helps to cement the changes in approach and practice
required to facilitate change. Dig Digital's overall legacy is in emphasising the importance of
being an archives advocate, which focuses on working ethically to recognised standards and
guidance, planning for archives from the outset of projects and applying FAIR Guiding
Principles.

Dig Digital resources
CPD and knowledge exchange
eLearning module

Awareness

(ORORC)

© Use of digital health check and action
plan

© Forward planning for archive
management

© Standard and guidance for
archaeological archives

Accountability © Archiving Strategy

Inspection process for Registered

Organisations

©

Figure 8: Dig Digital has been delivered within the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists
(CIfA)'s existing framework of awareness, audit and accountability. Source: CIfA.

10. Conclusion

The core of the Dig Digital project was a need identified by the sector and addressed
collaboratively through the provision of guidance and resources to support improved and
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sustainable practice. Dig Digital aimed to transform archaeological data management by
implementing sector-wide standards and guidance that ensure digital information is FAIR.
Through collaborative stakeholder engagement, professional training and innovative tools,
archaeologists can now better manage digital assets throughout project lifecycles, building
individual practitioner capacity, and ensuring archaeological data remains secure,
maintained and accessible to both specialist and public audiences for generations to come.

More information
About CIfA

CIfA is the leading professional body representing archaeologists working in both the UK
and overseas, promoting high professional standards and strong ethics in archaeological
practice to maximise the benefits that archaeologists bring to society. To find out more
see https://www.archaeologists.net/
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Links and resources

o The Dig Digital Toolkit at: https://www.archaeoloqgists.net/digdigital

o Take CIfA's free eLearning module supporting the creation of FAIR, sustainable and
ethical archives at: https://www.archaeologists.net/elearning.

e The online course Dig Digital: data management for archaeological archives is now
available for those wanting help to implement the
Toolkit: https://digventures.com/product/dig-digital-online-course .

« Dig Digital case studies provide practical guidance and ideas, as well as top tips and
takeaways: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLnwSwNSjVemY95Cjcz0t-
u9whgOsw faw
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