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Digital	  Asset	  Management	  

While	  companies	  often	  exist	  within	  the	  same	  vertical	  markets,	  e.g.,	  publishing,	  

consumer	  goods,	  eLearning,	  organizations	  usually	  like	  to	  take	  a	  proprietary	  approach	  to	  

their	  own	  data	  management.	  Each	  organizational	  culture,	  which	  includes	  their	  people,	  the	  

workflow	  processes	  in	  place,	  and	  technologies	  currently	  in	  use,	  has	  influence	  on	  the	  choice	  

regarding	  which	  enterprise	  content	  management	  [ECM]	  would	  be	  the	  best	  solution	  (DPCI,	  

2012)	  for	  their	  environment.	  

An ECM is a set of processes that support the lifecycle of digital content. The lifecycle of 

digital content consists of several stages, including: creation, capture, indexing, storage, retrieval, 

controlled access, and disposition. Digital assets are distinguished from documents, and other 

records, by the nature of how the digital asset is used throughout its lifecycle. Digital assets refer 

to all non-text-based content, e.g., video, audio, image, and other rich media files. These assets 

are likely to be reused and/or remixed; therefore, any ECM solution must provide version 

control, as well as establish access privileges and intellectual property rights. According to the 

Digital Asset Management Maturity Model, “Digital Asset Management [DAM] is [a] collection 

of systems and processes that enable the management of assets from creation through 

distribution and archive” (2012).  

A DAM system “provides preservation, organization, and dissemination services” (Han, 

2004) allowing an organization to reuse, and revise content. The key areas of all digital content 

management systems are preservation, metadata, and access. A DAM system can provide a 

cohesive approach to storage and control of access to digital content. DAM, sometimes referred 

to as Asset Management [AM] or Media Asset Management [MAM], is especially useful in 

organizations that require their digital assets be managed separately in order to maintain control 
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of the asset lifecycle (use, reuse, digital rights, disposition to archives, etc.). A DAM must be 

scalable and portable in order to function long term.   

Enterprise Management Systems 

ECM technology solutions for document and records management serve a number of 

organizational needs. There is a substantial amount of overlap between the distinctive services 

offered by different management systems, but all of the solutions fall under the broad category of 

Information Management [IM]. The different software solutions can be considered options that 

are combined to create an Enterprise Management System [EMS].  

Depending upon the needs and the workflow, of the organization, the EMS can be 

customized to provide targeted support for digital assets (DAM), documents (DM), knowledge 

(KM), source code (SCM), digital rights (DRM), and content management (CM). Table 1, 

below, summarizes the basic differences between the varieties of IM services. The different 

solutions are designed to address specific niches of the market. DAM is frequently paired with a 

CM to deliver rich media web content.  

KM has recently been redefined as Enterprise Information Portals [EIP], and product 

vendors market them as search engines for collaborative, corporate workflows. EIPs manage 

workflows, version, and presentation control. KN and CM are frequently paired to provide 

validation, version control and back-up capabilities. Customer Relationship Management [CRM] 

falls into this category of software systems. A CRM supports team efforts to collaborate with and 

provide customized consumer experiences. 

Content Management is critical for managing assets on the web and on an organization’s 

intranet. All of these systems provide software solutions to manage the creation, distribution, 

publishing, and discovery needs of an organization (Robertson, 2003). 
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Table 1 

Comparison of Management Systems 

IM Product Main Function Best suited for… Example 
DAM 
Digital Assets 
Management 

Repurposing rich media digital 
assets  

Managing multi-media 
content  

WebDAM  
NetXposure  
iDAM 

DM 
Document 
Management 

Creation and flow of 
documents, file repository for 
storage and archiving  

Document oriented 
organizations  

Content Central 
Laserfische ECM 
DocuShare 

KM 
Knowledge 
Management 

Capture and distribute 
knowledge within an 
organization 

Collaborative work 
environments requiring 
version control 

SharePoint 
Novo Knowledge Base 
Interspire  

SCM 
Source Code 
Management 

Coordinated technical teams 
working on software builds 

Development of software 
engineering projects 

MKS 
Team Foundation 
Subversion (SVN) 

DRM 
Digital Rights 
Management 

Regulate and control 
information distribution, 
copyright, licensing agreements 

Distributors of content FileOpen 
LizardLock 
FairPlay 

CM 
Content 
Management 

Managing the rules and 
processes surrounding creation 
and editing content 

Managing digital content 
on the web and intranets 

FileNet 
Joomla 
ExpressionEngine 

Metadata 

The goal of metadata is to provide a text-based search to find assets quickly. Text-based 

searches are much more efficient than visual searches. Metadata taxonomies help an organization 

to avoid both recreating and duplicating digital assets. According to ARMA International, a 

taxonomy is a hierarchical structure of categories and sub-categories for classifying digital assets 

(2012). A typical taxonomy defines the categories and sub-categories that a DAM will allow. An 

example of an eLearning DAM taxonomy might include a curriculum category, with a sub-

category of lesson plans. A schema is a set of properties that are attributable to the digital objects 

within the taxonomy.  The schema for the eLearning DAM may include creation date, version, 

author, subject, etc. There are many different metadata schemes readily available; e.g. Dublin 

Core, a set of metadata terms used by the archival and library communities. A schema describes 

the format in which the metadata is organized, and provides a standardize way to categorize the 



DIGITAL ASSET MANAGEMENT        5 

	  
physical, contents and rights attributes of a digital asset.  Metadata is the properties of an object 

or asset as described by the schema. 

Metadata is the most important aspect of DAM systems because it is necessary to be able 

to find, access, and reuse the digital assets. Managing the metadata for digital assets facilitates 

finding and retrieving an asset, and controls the access privileges. It is important to consider the 

workflow of the organization when choosing a particular DAM. The success of a DAM lies in 

standardized indexing that is appropriate to an individual environment or organizational need. 

The taxonomy selected should match that already in use in the organization’s workflow in order 

to encourage acceptance of the DAM within the organization. If the taxonomy is too divergent 

from the existing workflow the DAM will not provide the services needed for the users, and 

management system may fall into disuse. A DAM system must complement the workflow of the 

organization; e.g., how users interact with the assets through the lifecycle of those assets. If the 

DAM supports and encourages the way users work, then the system is more likely to be 

successfully implemented.  

Implementing a DAM system is a major technological expense that must be chosen 

wisely by a knowledgeable records manager who understands the unique needs of the client. 

Kim, et al, at the University of Michigan, were tasked with developing a DAM system. The team 

found that metadata schema should be able to describe collections at an appropriate level of 

detail using controlled vocabularies; allow for a collaborative and iterative process of metadata 

entry by users (tags); enable searching across multiple areas; provide provenance information; 

and control authorized use of the asset for different classes of users (2007).  

 During ingestion of digital assets into a database, the use of speech-to-text is a cost 

effective way to generate initial metadata. Although using a speech-to-text application will not 
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provide error free results, manual transcription of sound does not result in a significant enough 

improvement in search results when compared to an automated speech-to-text service (Kim, et 

al, 2007). The inclusion of metadata adds value to the digital asset. Assigning metadata at the 

creation stage rather than at the archival stage ensures consistency and adherence to the 

controlled vocabulary (Kim, et al., 2007). Metadata should be applied to the asset as it is ingested 

into the system. Users can add metadata tags later, but the user-generated metadata should not be 

relied upon to index an entire digital asset collection. There is only so much information that can 

be left untagged, to be tagged by the general user of a system. 

 A DAM can ingest and store digital assets in different formats to allow for a variety of 

uses and presentations. Small thumbnails can serve as pointers in browsing an index or on the 

web. High-quality copies can serve as the archival copy, from which lower-quality working files 

are derived. Distribution copies can be created, similar to working copies, but with copyright and 

use/reuse information embedded in them (Kim, et. al., 2007).  

There are differences between how organizations grant and control access to their digital 

assets. A commercial organization is likely to retain the rights over the digital asset (or have a set 

licensing agreement in place with a third party that spells out use/reuse permissions, while in 

academic organizations, the intellectual property rights are not as clearly defined. An academic 

organization may restrict access to certain digital assets to particular groups within the 

organization or larger community – or they may release the asset to be freely available to the 

public. Use of Creative Commons (CC), or GNU General Public (GPL) licenses are more 

commonly found in an academic environment than they are found in a commercial organization. 

An organization could have obtained license to use a digital asset, or created the asset, these 

digital assets are vital to the production of services or profit for the organization. If users do not 
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know the rights attributes of an asset in a collection the organization can be a risk for rights 

violations. 

Each asset within a DAM is assigned an unambiguous, persistent Unique Resource 

Identifier (URI). A URI allows for the digital asset to be referred to on a web page, e.g., posted 

within an e-learning environment. The URI also provides the ability to control access to the 

collection through authentication and user authorization.  

DAM was originally found in media rich environments: organizations that create or 

provide access to video, audio, or digital print assets. As the need for DAM has grown, it has 

become widely used by advertising, immersive education and even more diverse organizations. 

A DAM ingests the digital assets, encodes them with metadata to support records management, 

access to, and retrieval of the assets by internal or external clients. Records managers looking to 

control rich media content should look carefully at the options available for managing the 

organization’s digital assets. Choosing customized plug-ins using several different EMS 

solutions is the best way to meet the needs of organizations that rely upon the ability to generate, 

reuse, and remix rich media assets. 
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