


So you’ve finally decided to get that shoebox out of the very 
back of your closet to do something with your home movies, 
or that interview with your grandma, or your unseen early 
films? Yaaaay! Your family and fans will thank you for it! 

This zine is here to help you make a game plan. There’s a lot 
you’ll need to consider when going from analog to digital, 
and then a whole new set of problems once your recordings 
are digitized.

When was the last time you looked at this 
stuff? Can you draw your media from 
memory?



 

♦ Magnetic media (ex: video tapes like VHS or audio 
tapes like Compact audio cassette, etc.) has a 
projected 15-20 year life span. 

♦ This type of media may last longer depending on where 
and how they are stored. Conditions like heat and 
humidity really harm all media.  

♦ Transfer now → to get the best possible digital version 
of your tape.

♦ Old playback machines and their replacement parts are 
no longer being manufactured, and you need them in 
order to see and hear what is on these tapes. You also 
need that equipment to digitize those tapes! 

By transferring your tape(s) to a digital format, you 
can accomplish four preservation goals:

1. Encode the information in a way that can be read by a 
variety of machines. What this means is, once a tape is 
transferred (i.e. digitized), that file can be played on any 
modern computer anywhere. And to that end, you...

2. Enable the ability to copy the file across machines, 
across geographic locations.  

3. Create a protective redundancy, ensuring that the digital 
information in the file is saved for as long as possible. Or 
consider LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keeps Stuff Safe).

4. Lower/eliminate your dependence on multiple players, 
specific for old formats, that are no longer made or 
repaired.



 

Storage Tips: Tapes 
♦ Cool, Dry space
♦ Off of the floor, away from windows, away from other 

heat or water sources

Storage Tips: Digital Files
♦ Name and organize files/folders consistently so you can 

more easily locate and share your files.
♦ Consider using unique number IDs for each file. 
♦ Keep file and folder names short, but meaningful.

⤷ Ex: 2019-04-28_my_great_movie_clip001.mov
♦ Do not use spaces and characters like #$*&%/?:!@ - 

stick with underscores or hyphens. Different computer 
systems read things differently and your files could get 
lost or unreadable the next time you upgrade!

♦ Store best quality files on portable hard drives or another 
preferred storage device you can easily manage over 
time. Hard drives need cool, dry, clean, stable 
environments also. 

♦ Cloud storage might also work for you, depending on 
how often you need access to files. It’s a great second 
backup system.

♦ Ideally you want to backup your digital files by 
⤷ Making 3 copies
⤷ On 2 different types of storage media
⤷ Stored in 1 different location from where you live 

or usually access those original files

If you have a lot of media, the first 
thing to figure out is what you have, 
where you have it, and how much of 
it you have. 

♦ Create an inventory where you record consistent 
information for each object, such as Title, Date, Format, 
Content Description, and Storage Location. 

♦ Consider adding a unique number ID to each object, and 
then recording that in your inventory. This makes it even 
easier to quickly locate objects or information!

♦ A complete inventory can help you prioritize what you 
want to digitize first based on the content, or based on 
how old the tape is, or how hard it might be to get the 
tape digitized.

♦ An inventory is also an easier way to keep track of what 
you have, to make it easier to find stuff if you want to 
share it or use it for a project, and make decisions on 
what you want to do with stuff moving forward.



What do you need to change about your 
current storage environment for your 
tapes?

How are you going to store your digital 
files? Circle as all that apply: 

Cloud            Hard Drive          Local Drive

Draw your folder hierarchy! 
Ex: Year > Project > Files 

What is your naming convention going to 
be? 
Ex: YYYY-DD-MM_title_version.mov



Questions to ask: Vendor

♦ How will you ship your item to the vendor? How will the 
vendor return your item?

♦ What is the vendor’s policy if they damage the original?
♦ What is the vendor’s policy if you find errors in the 

newly created digital file?
♦ What is your time frame? What is the vendor’s turn 

around time?
♦ What file format(s) can the vendor deliver? Is that file 

format suited for your needs and storage capacity? 
♦ On what storage media do you want the files delivered?
♦ Can you keep your original after digitization? 
♦ Does the vendor charge extra for tapes that need 

special treatment? 

Questions to ask: DIY Digitization

♦ What video/audio format do you want to digitize?
♦ What file format do you want to digitize to? *See next 

section for tips.
♦ Do you have enough storage for those digital files? 
♦ What kind of digital storage can you afford? Can you 

follow the 3-2-1 backup rule?
♦ What equipment do you already have?
♦ Any equipment you can borrow from a friend?

- You have funds available 
and need to digitize your 
tapes quickly.

- Your media format is rare 
and the equipment to play 
it is expensive or hard to 
seek out (ex: ½” open reel 
video, Betacam, ¾” 
U-matic, ¼” open reel 
audio)

- You need the highest 
quality transfers possible.

-You only have a few of 
one or two formats to 
transfer.

-You have a variety of 
media formats that you 
want to digitize 

-You have formats that 
might be damaged or have 
mold that require special 
techniques to digitize.

- You have time to seek out 
and learn how to use the 
equipment and are ready to 
take on a fun project. 

-You have time to work 
through technical problems.

- Your media format is 
common and the equipment 
needed to play it is relatively 
easy to acquire on eBay, 
thrift-stores etc... (ex: 
Compact audio cassette, 
VHS, MiniDV).

- You don’t necessarily need 
the highest quality transfers.

- You have a large number 
of the same common format 
to transfer.



(^ see example ^)
Draw your wiring diagram here. 

    (Circle one) 

        Vendor or DIY? 

  Vendor? What are your needs? Write a list:

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦



 

The question archivists get the most is “what is the best 
format to use when digitizing my audiovisual materials?” The 
unsatisfactory answer is: it depends. It stands that raw and 
uncompressed formats are considered ideal, but they yield 
very large files that can quickly add up to many terabytes 
(TB), or even petabytes (PB) of data - difficult for individuals 
and organizations to manage on a budget. Depending on 
your situation, you may want to consider a Lossless or even 
a Lossy format, though deciding which one can even be more 
difficult to discern. 

Below are some hot takes on selecting digital file formats, and a 
handy chart for the format standards XFR collective recommends 
for at-home digitization and/or long term storage. 

♦ Codec vs. Wrappers: 
A codec is the program in the digital file that is 
encoding/decoding the digital information (ex: ProRes, etc). 
The wrapper (or container) is the extension most people 
are familiar with, it “wraps” the audio and video codecs into 
one file (ex: .mov, .avi, .mp4). 

♦ Uncompressed vs. Lossless: 
Uncompressed means very little compression has taken 
place during digitization. Lossless means the visual/aural 
compression that has taken place is imperceptible to 
humans. Lossless is usually acceptable for reformatting 
audiovisual material and yields a smaller file (though not 
necessarily a small file). 

♦ Lossy: 
A lossy codec can be high-quality and nearly lossless, or it 
can be poor-quality and barely watchable. It all depends on 
how the specifications were defined at the point of 
reformatting. Most lossy codecs, such as H264, are not 
recommended for long-term preservation. 

♦ Windows vs. Mac: 
Some codecs and wrappers play nicer on Mac machines 
(ProRes, .mov) and some on Windows (.avi). Some are 
interchangeable between the two (.mp4). Mac is the more 
AV friendly of the two operating systems and we highly 
recommend your at-home digitization station is built in a 
Mac system where possible.



There are many other possible factors to think about when 
deciding how to specify your digital file (aspect ratio, 
pillarbox, etc.), but below is a simple chart to get you 
started. Capture software tools and vendors can guide you 
on the specifics, but if you are interested in more detailed 
information, check out these online resources: 

♦ CAVPP Target Specifications for Preservation Master 
Files 
⤷ https://bit.ly/2VTy2Li

♦ FADGI’s File Format comparison guides
⤷ https://bit.ly/2YfGsdy

Format Type Estimated Size per 
hour of content

Ideal for...

10-bit Uncompressed 
v210 codec .avi 
(Windows) or .mov 
(Mac)

Uncompressed 100 GB (less for 8 bit) Analog 
videotape

FFV1  (.mkv) Lossless 35+ GB (depends on 
source format)

Film, analog 
videotape

DPX Lossless 500+ GB Film

Apple ProRes HQ 
(.mov)

Lossy 30GB (depends on 
target data rate) 

Film, analog 
videotape

Broadcast WAV (.wav) Uncompressed 1 GB (depends on 
specs for bit depth and 
sample rate) 

Analog Audio

What digital format are YOU going to 
use? 

https://bit.ly/2VTy2Li
https://bit.ly/2YfGsdy


 

XFR Collective partners with individuals and organizations 
to provide low-cost digitization services, and to develop 
sustainable models for managing and providing access to 
audiovisual materials. XFR Collective is not a 
mass-digitization vendor. We are an all-volunteer collective 
who strive to assist individuals and groups with transfer, 
access, and preservation goals.

♦ We currently have the capacity to transfer the following 
formats: VHS, S-VHS, Betacam, BetcamSP, MiniDV, DVCam, 
HDV, DVCPro 50, Hi-8, Digital8, Video8, 3/4″ U-matic, 1/4” 
Open reel audio, and Compact audio cassette

♦ We post digitized media on a collection page on the Internet 
Archive (archive.org), a free audio/video file repository. We do 
not keep files or manage a digital archive.

♦ Along with providing transfer/digitization services, we teach 
workshops, host screenings and art installations, and are 
generally involved in creative and activist events and spaces 
throughout the year for those who wish to learn how to use 
audiovisual archival principles to support their work.

♦ We work especially with artists, activists, individuals, and small 
orgs whose media collections have not been collected by large 
institutions. We believe that this material constitutes an aspect 
of history that would otherwise go undocumented.

♦ Some examples of partners whose works we have digitized 
from various video and audio formats include: WITNESS, a 
human rights organization that works with local communities to 
harness the power of video and technology in the fight for 
justice; Visual AIDS, an organization that utilizes art to 
document and build awareness of and fight the AIDS epidemic; 
KBOO Community Radio located in Portland, Oregon; and 
artist and filmmaker Joan Jubela who contributed works to 
Dyke TV (aired 1993-2005).

Follow us on Instagram (@xfrcollective) 
Twitter (@xfr_collective)

visit: https://xfrcollective.com/

https://xfrcollective.wordpress.com/


♦ Activists' Guide to Archiving Video
⤷ archiving.witness.org/archive-guide

♦ Artists’ Studio Archives
⤷ artiststudioarchives.org

♦ Audiovisual Formats, A guide to identification, California 
Revealed Project, 2018
⤷ https://bit.ly/2P2EkpL

♦ APEX Video Digitization kit
⤷ https://bit.ly/2ZcfFPo

♦ AV Compass, Bay Area Video Coalition (BAVC)
⤷ avcompass.bavc.org

♦ A/V Artifacts Atlas, BAVC
⤷ https://bit.ly/2MmAO7C

♦ Backblaze Hard Drive Stats 2018
⤷ https://bit.ly/2T8BiOa

♦ BAVC A Guide to Approaching Audiovisual Digitization 
for Artists and Arts and Culture Organizations
⤷ https://bit.ly/2XJ7yy3

♦ Best Practices for File Naming, Stanford University 
Libraries
⤷ https://stanford.io/1HBvss7

♦ The Cable Bible 
⤷ https://bit.ly/33IIeXZ

♦ Caring for home collections & the film preservation 
handbook, Australia National Film and Sound Archive
⤷ nfsa.gov.au/preservation/guide

♦ Culture in Transit Toolkit - photo and object scanning
⤷ metro.org/cit-toolkit/equipment

♦ The Digital Rosetta Stone
⤷ fileformat.info

♦ Know Your Digital Storage Media, University of Texas San 
Antonio (UTSA)
⤷ lib.utsa.edu/knowyourmedia

♦ Library of Congress, Personal Digital Archiving | Digital 
Preservation
⤷ digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving

♦ Media Storage Quick Reference, Image Permanence 
Institute (IPI)
⤷ https://bit.ly/2FU5qY7

♦ Memory Lab, D.C. Public Library
⤷ dclibrary.org/labs/memorylab

♦ Museum of Obsolete Media
⤷ obsoletemedia.org

♦ Preserve This Podcast Zine  
⤷ https://bit.ly/2XsU850

♦ Videotape Identification and Assessment Guide, Texas 
Commission on the Arts
⤷ https://bit.ly/1inVKrE
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