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BI Capstone Proposal Announcement

Project Title:
Personal Digital Archiving: Designing an Integrated Suite for Social Media Preservation

Dates:
Winter 2025

Supervisor/Advisor:
Professor Seamus Ross CorrFRSE

Contact Details:
Seamus.ross@utoronto.ca

BI Team Sought:
A team of 3 or 4 Bl students interested in digital curation, app development, and social
media preservation.

What is Personal Digital Archiving and Why Does It Matter?

Personal digital archiving focuses on preserving an individual's online history and legacy. In
a world where social media platforms act as personal diaries, life histories, and tools for self-
expression, archiving ensures that these digital artifacts are retained for future reflection,
accountability, and historical research. This project builds on the principles of digital
preservation and curation, aim to deliver to individuals the ability to safeguard their digital
identities and narratives in the face of platform obsolescence, privacy risks, and shifting
technological landscapes. By curating personal digital footprints, this work bridges the
personal and cultural, securing access to meaningful content for years to come.

Brief Context of the Project:

Social media platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and
Tinder are central to how we communicate, interact, and live. The digital threads they hold
tell a story of our life events, reflections, and relationships. As such they serve as a rich
source of personal and societal history. However, users lack reliable ways to preserve these
digital assets as platforms evolve or disappear. This project explores how an integrated suite
of tools can empower individuals to preserve their digital footprints, functioning as a
personal diary and life archive while addressing challenges of organization, accessibility,
and sustainability.
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The Problem:
Archiving personal digital footprints across multiple social media platforms involves unique
challenges. Five example challenges include:

e Data Access and Variability: While platforms such as Facebook and X offer data
export options, others provide limited or no official support, requiring alternative
methods such as scraping.

e Data Heterogeneity: The varying structures and formats of data across platforms
complicate integration into a single cohesive archive.

e Ethical and Legal Issues: Preserving personal data requires adherence to privacy
regulations (especially if your records include data about others) and ethical
considerations, especially concerning third-party content.

e Limitations of Existing Utilities: While some tools exist for data export, they often
lack integration, ease of use, or long-term curation capabilities. Many platforms focus
on immediate access rather than sustainable preservation, leaving gaps in
functionality and scalability.

¢ Longevity and Maintenance: Developing methods to maintain the archive over time,
ensuring it remains accessible, organized, and relevant, is critical for meaningful
preservation.

Finally, there are questions about when to archive, how to delete from your personal archive
(and indeed even the ethics of doing so), and who to integrate your archive with others.

The Goal:

This project aims to design and construct guidance and tools that would enable a digital
native to archive, organize, and curate their personal digital histories. To do this we will
pursue five objectives:

¢ Understand the Gaps in the literature and utilities by assessing existing methods,
frameworks, and tools for personal social media archiving.

e Identifying and testing tools for data extraction from platforms with diverse levels of
access (e.g., APIs, scraping, manual downloads).

¢ Developing workflows to integrate, annotate, and organize data into a unified,
curated archive and describing in a step-by-step way how individuals can do this.

e Establishing sustainable methods for maintaining the archive over time, considering
such issues as metadata enhancement, version control, and long-term storage.

¢ Creating a website to provide access to the tools, resources, and instructions for
personal digital archiving.

Why This Goal Matters:

Preserving personal digital presences ensures individuals retain control over their online
identities, enabling reflection, accountability, and contribution to historical records. Existing
tools for data export and organization are fragmented, lack usability, and fail to address the
long-term challenges of archiving. By conducting a literature review and identifying these
gaps, this project contributes to the advancement of digital preservation methods. It
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empowers users to become active participants in preserving their personal and cultural

histories.

Resources with which we will engage:

At this stage it is difficult to determine what kinds of resources we will actually engage with,

but it is likely that our work will involve:

Existing Literature: Research articles, case studies, and white papers on personal
digital archiving and social media preservation will provide a foundation for
identifying gaps and potential solutions.

Platform-Specific Tools: APIs, data download options, and scraping tools (e.g.,
Browsler, Heritrix, WebHarvy, OutWit Hub, Scrapy) for platforms without
integrated functionalities.

Data Processing Software: Tools for data cleaning, transformation, and visualization,
such as Python libraries (e.g., Pandas, BeautifulSoup) and metadata enrichment
frameworks.

Review of Preservation Standards: Including OAIS (Open Archival Information
System) and PREMIS metadata standards to ensure long-term accessibility.
Storage Solutions: Cloud services (e.g., AWS, Google Cloud) and local backup
systems for sustainable archive management.

Consideration of Ethics and Privacy Concerns: Consultation with experts on data
privacy and ethical considerations in personal data archiving.

Expected Outcomes:

Literature Review and Gap Analysis: A detailed analysis of existing resources, their
limitations, and the project's contributions to addressing identified gaps.

Decision Trees and Workflow Documentation: Step-by-step guides for data
extraction, curation, and archive maintenance for at least four social media domains.
Integrated Tool Suite: A cohesive set of tools for collecting, organizing, and
preserving personal digital footprints.

Comprehensive Report: A detailed account of methods, challenges, and solutions
encountered in the project.

Project Website: A user-friendly website offering access to the suite of tools and
educational materials for personal digital archiving.

Poster Presentation: A visual summary of the project, suitable for academic and
public showcases.

What will Students Gain from this Capstone:
By participating in this project, you will gain expertise in social media tools, APIs, and data

extraction techniques, as well as a deep understanding of digital preservation and curation

practices, including metadata design and long-term archive management. You will develop

skills in conducting literature reviews to identify gaps and propose innovative solutions

while integrating technical, ethical, and legal considerations into your work. The project
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provides you with practical experience in project management, teamwork, and
interdisciplinary problem-solving, culminating in tangible deliverables such as tools,
workflows, and presentations that showcase your technical and analytical abilities.

Story for Future Employers about this Capstone:

This project equips students with proficiency in handling large, complex datasets from
diverse platforms and familiarity with state-of-the-art tools for data extraction, cleaning, and
integration. It fosters critical thinking and problem-solving abilities through detailed
literature reviews and gap analyses, alongside an in-depth reflection on privacy, ethics, and
legal frameworks. Students will demonstrate their capacity to design workflows and
sustainable systems for digital preservation, gain hands-on experience with interdisciplinary
collaboration, and showcase adaptability and creativity. The project’s tangible deliverables—
such as a website, tool suite, and workflow diagrams—serve as concrete evidence of their
technical and organizational competencies and a shared virtual portfolio.

If interested, Contact Details:
If you are interested in this project, please email me and also let the Director of the BI
Program know.

Professor Seamus Ross CorrFRSE
25 November 2024
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