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Abstract

New Media institutions lack on a digital strategy and relayon an isolated, non-coherent, sedimentary and fragile digitalenvironment. After COVID-19, different programs werecreated to support these institutions, but the question of themaintenance in the long term is unclear. This is a commonproblem between academic and cultural institutions(museums, archives, etc.), and a network has been created toconfront these challenges together.
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COVID-19 has disclosed the elephant in the room: evenNew Media related institutions have faced (or are facing atleast some) difficulties that show that they are not as welldigitally prepared as one may think. While almost all theinstitutions follow strategies and have clear guidelines forother processes (hiring new people, budgeting materials orservices for the projects, etc.) there is no framework forimplementing or developing digital tools: institutionsdepend on the necessity or engagement of staff or systemadministrators to build and maintain their digitalenvironment, which results in important differencesbetween institutions, departments or projects. In anoptimistic description, we may characterize the previoussituation as isolated (as tools were implemented separatedwith no communication between them), non-coherent (orchaotic, lead to specific necessities), sedimentary(understood as an accumulation of discontinuities, i.e. thesuperposition of tools developed by different projects, someof them already finished) and fragile (generally tools andinfrastructure depend on one or few engaged people andthere is no clear documentation).During the first hard phase of the pandemic, institutionsreacted with urgency, implementing tools to allow them tocontinue their work “as usual”. The uncertainty of thesituation and the urgency back then could justify the short-term oriented implementation, the trial and error approachand the lack of a long-term strategy, which was already acommon practice. Nonetheless, the creation of differentsupport programs for “digitization”, some of them

financially well-endowed, allows confronting this situationfrom another perspective, focusing on a mid-term planning,which projects that are or have been funded for 3 years: Itis problematic to approach infrastructural problems withconjectural solutions, and, considering the administrativerhythm and the complexity of some of the tasks, the timeframe seems tight; on the other hand, it is not clear whatwill happen with the maintenance of these tools andinfrastructure once their creators are not funded.Digitization has been, at least in Germany, the buzzwordused by academic institutions to fund solutions to all sort ofproblems: from video-conference systems and equipmentto project management tools, from e-learning platforms totraining in digital competences, from acquiring scanners tosystems for managing prospective students, just to mentionsome of them1. The Stiftung Innovation in derHochschullehre (Foundation for Innovation in theUniversisty Teaching) has been supporting projects to allowGerman universities to get digital. The StaatlicheHochschule für Gestaltung Karlsruhe (Karlsruhe Universityof Arts and Design), a new media art and design university,used this possibility to fund Open Resource Center, a projectto, among others, develop and implement an archive andmedia-platform system, Madek, created by the ZürichUniversity of Arts (ZHDK) under (open-source) freesoftware license [1], that should be integrated in theinstitution. This holistic approach should enable theuniversity to collect digital assets from different actors (e.g.student’s projects, research output, or conference videos,presentations, and images) and manage their access or pullthem to other interfaces: students can upload project filesand share them with others, for example, the pressdepartment (that may publish on the institution’s website orsocial media) or the archive (that will take care of archivingit).This work-flow may sound familiar to other culturalinstitutions (museums, archives, libraries, productioncenters or residency spaces), who store their media materialin Digital Assets Management systems. These platformsare, in general, proprietary software and outsourced1 andsome professionals have informally shared the feeling thatthey’re not taking the most of it: even if further developmentis possible (to introduce new features, make it interoperablewith other tools and integrate it in the staff’s work-flows)the exclusivity enhanced by the proprietary software licensemakes the costs really high, and it is really difficult to searchpartners to confront this problem; the approach consists in
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taking the software “as it is” and bend the work-flowsaround it.Like academic institutions, cultural institutions lack on adigital plan that reflects the discussions and agreements onthe different needs and possibilities. There is a separationbetween non-technical staff and system administrators: thefirst ones cannot grasp the complexity that maintenanceimplies, while the seconds are overloaded (more softwaremeans more maintenance) and do not understand the needsand cannot offer proper support or documentation [4]. Thatcan explain the difficulties and low rates of adoption ofinstitutional tools (in opposition to paid or free versions ofthird-party tools used in professional or educational context)in this kind of organizations: even if apparently moreconvenient for the user, these applications may have variousissues that should be discussed in a strategy plan. Anappropriate digital infrastructure is a sociotechnicalconstruct in which developing tools is important, but alsomaintaining them, generate documentation (guidelines,manuals, how-to), organize workshops or training on digitaltools (basic in a context of staff turnover), adjust to existentworkflows as well as discussion about potential problemsand enhancements [5].In other words, it seems that cultural and academicinstitutions are facing similar problems, which is coherentif we consider the strong connections between them. That iswhy Open Resource Center initiated, one year ago, aninformal exchange between professionals (from archives todata managers, commissioner for the digital, knowledge-transfer agents, press department, libraries, e-learningprojects) working in different institutions (museums,archives, university, art schools) but all of them concernedwith digital assets. Since then, the network has been slowlygrowing and is searching for funds to establish a minimalinfrastructure that organizes, takes care and makes thesediscussions accessible. The network has also started aprogram to enable their members to understand and confrontdifferent aspects: the first monographic session about digitalinfrastructures took place at the end of January, approachingan issue for everyone in the network but with differentperspectives (from not having a proper digital infrastructure,to solving difficulties in its maintenance or facing

interoperability issues). This network of professionalsproposes to confront, together, our common challenges anddesign sustainable development strategies for the digitalenvironment of New Media institutions.
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