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Abstract: Any use of digital resources is highly mediated. It involves the interaction of various
hardware and software components. Computer professionals frequently describe hardware and
software as a stack of independent but interacting layers. Archivists who are responsible for digital
collections need similar ways to coordinate their work, channel their actions and reduce the
complexity of their professional decisions.
I will present a framework of digital information that is based on eight levels of representation—from
the bitstream on a physical medium up to aggregations of digital objects. I will argue that each level
reflects specific and important implications for professional decisions and actions by archivists who
are responsible for digital resources. The properties of information at a given level of representation
are directly based upon, but are not fully reducible to, properties of information at the level
immediately below it. Each level has emergent properties, which convey potential meaning that is
not available through any of the other layers. This is because moving between layers always
involves a process of translation that both adds and removes information.
I will offer a proposed set of implications for future research related to digital archives. Some of
these implications relate to further elaborating fundamental archival concepts. Others relate to
archival description and metadata conventions. I believe that the framework also raises significant
considerations related to digital preservation strategies and professional education. Perhaps most
importantly, I will argue that there are major, unavoidable issues of professional ethics.
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