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Abstract

The 21st century has brought major transformations to curatorial practices,
due to the rise of digital technologies. Digital curation now involves not
only preserving artworks, but also making them accessible to global
audiences through online platforms. This paper discusses the main
challenges of digital curation, such as digital preservation, technological
obsolescence, and audience engagement. It also explores the opportunities
presented by digital tools, including broader accessibility, interactive
exhibitions, and new forms of storytelling. Furthermore, the paper
highlights best practices that museums, galleries, and independent
curators can adopt, to improve their digital strategies. By balancing
innovation with careful preservation, curators can create richer, more
inclusive experiences for their audience. Digital curation in the 21st century
demands new skills, collaborative efforts, and thoughtful integration of
technology, to ensure that cultural heritage is protected and shared for
future generations.
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Introduction

There is an ever-increasing amount of data being created in digital formats,
through the digitisation of existing analogue information and the creation
of new 'born-digital' data, in the sciences, arts and humanities sectors.
There is also the generation of new digital data by scientists, researchers,
and scholars who have begun to rely on digital content created by others.
These data are at risk from technological obsolescence and from the
inherent fragility of digital media. Digital curation, is the management and
preservation of digital data, over the long-term. According to Parry (2007)
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“traditional curation involved selecting, organizing, and displaying
artworks physically, but today’s curators must also consider digital
formats, online exhibitions, and the needs of a virtual audience”. Yakel (
2007) notes that, “digital curation means not just the management of digital
artworks, but also the use of digital tools, to enhance access, engagement,
and preservation” This paper examines the challenges and opportunities
of digital curation in the 21st century, and proposes best practices for
integrating digital tools, into curatorial work and lastly a conclusion.

Challenges in Digital Curation

Conway (2010) states that, “one of the major challenges of digital curation,
is digital preservation. Digital files are vulnerable to technological
obsolescence, data loss, and corruption over time”. Digital files are fragile
and face risks that physical artworks do not. They can become unreadable
due to technological obsolescence, such as outdated file formats or
software no longer being supported. They are also at risk of data loss,
through hardware failure, cyberattacks, or accidental deletion. Over time,
without regular monitoring and migration to newer systems, valuable
digital content can simply disappear this makes preservation a continuous
and active process, unlike traditional artworks that, if stored in the right
conditions, can last for centuries with minimal intervention.

For Harvey (2010) “another challenge is authenticity. How can we be sure
that a digital file is the original version or that it has not been altered?”.
Thus, establishing authenticity, became a challenge. In the digital realm,
files can be easily copied, edited, or manipulated without leaving visible
traces. As aresult, it becomes difficult to confirm whether a digital artwork
or document is the original or an altered version. Ensuring authenticity
requires strong metadata practices, digital fingerprinting, and sometimes
digital forensics, to verify the history and integrity of a file. This is
especially important in curatorial work, where provenance and originality
matter deeply.

Engaging audiences presents another challenge. Although the internet
provides vast opportunities for reaching global audiences, it also creates
competition for attention. People are constantly bombarded with digital
content, making it hard for virtual exhibitions to stand out. Moreover,
digital platforms often lack the immersive quality of physical gallery
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spaces. The emotional, spatial, and sensory experience that come from
viewing art in person can be difficult to replicate online, which can affect
how deeply the audience connect with the work. Curators must therefore,
think creatively about how to design meaningful, interactive experiences
that capture interest and sustain engagement over time.

Opportunities in Digital Curation

According to Marty (2008) “despite challenges associated with digital
curation, digital curation offers exciting opportunities. Increased
accessibility is one of the greatest advantages. Digital exhibitions can reach
global audiences, breaking down geographical and economic barriers.
Hence, In spite of the challenges, digital curation brings a wide range of
exciting opportunities that are reshaping the future of museums, galleries,
and archives. One of the most important benefits is increased accessibility.
Digital exhibitions can reach people all over the world, regardless of their
physical location or economic background. A person living in a remote
village or someone who cannot afford to travel, can still explore exhibitions
from leading institutions through a computer or smartphone.

This global reach, not only expands audience but also fosters cultural
exchange and education across borders. According to Parry (2007) “digital
tools also enable interactive experiences. Virtual reality (VR), augmented
reality (AR), and 3D modeling can make exhibitions more engaging. The
audience can "walk" through virtual galleries, zoom into artworks, and
listen to multimedia explanations, enriching their understanding”.
Therefore, digital tools also open up new ways for people to interact with
artworks. Technologies like virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR),
and 3D modeling, help make exhibitions more dynamic and immersive.
Viewers can "walk" through recreated museum halls, explore art from
different angles, and even see behind the scenes or inside artworks. These
features make learning more engaging, especially for younger audiences
who are used to digital experiences. With these tools, curators can offer
richer and more personalized experiences that stimulate physical displays.

Another great opportunity lies in digital storytelling. Unlike traditional
exhibitions that are limited by space and time, digital platforms allow
curators to combine images, audio, video, text, and interviews, to create
layered stories. These multimedia narratives help audiences understand
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the social, political, and historical contexts behind artworks. For instance,
a digital exhibition on African art, can include interviews with
contemporary artists, recordings of traditional music, and historical
photographs, all in one place. This approach offers a deeper and more
emotional connection between the viewer and the artwork.

Furthermore, digital platforms can support collaboration between
institutions and individuals. Curators, artists and researchers from
different parts of the world, can work together more easily, sharing
resources and knowledge. Digital curation also provides opportunities to
preserve endangered or disappearing cultural practices, by recording and
sharing them with wider audiences. Additionally. Digital curation not only
enhances access and engagement, but also transforms how art is
experienced, shared and remembered, in the 21st century.

Best Practices for Digital Curation

To overcome the challenges of digital curation and fully harness its
opportunities, curators must adopt a set of best practices that guide their
work in an evolving digital landscape. These practices help ensure that,
digital collections remain accessible, meaningful, and engaging over time.
First and most importantly, planning for digital preservation is essential.
Unlike physical artworks, digital files are highly vulnerable to data loss,
format obsolescence, and technical failures. To address this, curators
should use open, non-proprietary file formats that are more likely to
remain usable in the future. They should also create multiple backups,
stored in different locations and perform regular checks to ensure file
integrity. As technology continues to advance, data must be migrated to
newer systems and storage media to avoid becoming outdated or
inaccessible. A clear preservation strategy helps protect valuable digital
assets from being lost forever.

Secondly, curators should prioritize audience-centered designs in their
digital exhibitions. This means thinking from the perspective of the user —
how people will access and interact with the content. Digital platforms
should be easy to navigate, responsive on mobile devices, and designed
with accessibility in mind, so that people with visual, auditory, or motor
impairments, can participate fully. Features like text-to-speech options,
subtitles, and simple navigation menus can make a big difference. In
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addition, curators can use interactive tools such as comment sections,
discussion boards, and virtual tours, to make exhibitions more engaging
and participatory. These features encourage viewers to not only observe,
but also connect and respond.

Thirdly, collaboration is crucial to the success of digital curation. The work
involves a mix of technology, art history, design, and archiving, so no
single professional can do it all alone. Successful digital projects, often
involve teamwork among curators, IT specialists, digital designers,
archivists, educators, and even artists themselves. By sharing expertise and
resources, teams can build more innovative and resilient digital platforms.
Collaboration also helps institutions as well as individually learn from one
another and avoid repeating common mistakes.

Finally, continuous learning is necessary. Digital technology changes
quickly, and new tools, as well as platforms emerge all the time. Curators
need to keep updating their knowledge and skills, through professional
development opportunities, such as workshops, online courses, academic
conferences, and networking with peers. This ongoing learning, ensures
that curators can adapt to technological advances and apply new methods
in their curatorial practices. By combining careful preservation strategies,
user-centered design, cross-disciplinary collaboration, and lifelong
learning, curators can create digital exhibitions and archives that are both
sustainable and impactful, for future generations.

Conclusion

As we navigate an era defined by digital transformation, the role of the
curator has expanded beyond the walls of museums and galleries, into the
limitless, yet complex, digital landscape. This paper has explored the
multifaceted nature of digital curation, highlighting the urgent challenges
posed by technological obsolescence, data fragility, questions of
authenticity, and the difficulties in sustaining audience engagement. Yet,
alongside these obstacles lies a wealth of opportunity —opportunities that
enable curators to reach broader audiences, craft immersive digital
experiences, tell richer stories, and foster global collaboration. Digital
curation is no longer a supplementary activity; it is central to the
stewardship of culture, knowledge, and artistic expression, in this technical
time.
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To meet this responsibility, curators must adopt forward-thinking best
practices. These include proactive digital preservation, audience-centered
designs, interdisciplinary collaborations, and continuous professional
development. Through these approaches, curators can ensure that digital
collections are not only preserved, but are also vibrant, accessible, and
meaningful to diverse audience now and in the future. Ultimately, digital
curation is both a technical challenge and a cultural imperative. It calls
upon curators to balance innovation with responsibility, to embrace
technology without losing sight of human connection, and to curate, not
just for the present, but for posterity. In doing so, they safeguard the
stories, creativity, and knowledge of this time, for generations yet to come.
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