
  
 

 MULTIMEDIA GOOD, BETTER, BEST 
 

 

This document provides good / better / best options for audio and moving image digitization 
workstations. While the equipment listed is geared to deal with media on magnetic tape (e.g., 
audio cassettes and VHS), we briefly discuss some options for digitizing film. The products 
currently used by Washington State University Libraries are highlighted as an example of a suite 
of options.  

The devices we mention provide an idea of what is available in different price ranges. Generally 
speaking, the products in the better categories provide more options than those in the good, 
and those in the best provide more options than those in the better. While using the best 
equipment gives an institution the greatest opportunity to digitize a wide range of media at a 
desirable level of quality, there are many situations where extra options are not necessary for 
the sort of work that takes place at most archival institutions.  

It is also very important to define the needs of an institution before purchasing any piece of 
equipment. This includes defining the specifications for digital files and determining the amount 
of materials that need to be digitized. For one-off projects, it is often wise to consider hiring a 
reputable third-party contractor to perform the digitization and at least some of the metadata 
creation. 

Most any audiovisual digitization workflow will involve a playback device to read the original 
analog medium, a device to convert the analog signal to digital, software to create the digital 
files that the institution will curate, and a computer that will run the software. Both the audio 
and video segments of this document will address these main components. 
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AUDIO GOOD, BETTER, BEST 
PLAYBACK EQUIPMENT 
Since audio cassettes are an obsolete format, it is important to maintain equipment on hand 
and to patrol the second hand market for backup or replacement options (garage sales, eBay, 
thrift stores, and other people’s basements are often good places to start). A good tape deck 
will feature controls to adjust output levels and background noise. A Walkman with a single 
volume dial does not provide as much control as a proper stereo deck with controls for the left 
and right stereo channels as well as the overall volume. In addition, some stereo decks have 
features that help minimize noise that occurs during playback. One basic feature is a head 
dedicated to playback only, as opposed to a head that performs multiple other tasks, like 
recording and erasing. Dolby technology is another desirable feature that will improve sound 
quality by reducing noise. 

Cleaning the heads of a tape deck improves playback quality for all tape players. This will go a 
long way in reducing noise caused from poor contact between the tape and the head. 

RECORDING COMPUTER 
Any modern computer will do. 

CONVERSION HARDWARE 
Connecting a tape deck directly to the “line in” input (as opposed to 
the microphone input) on the workstation computer is a cheap way 
to digitize audio. However, this method is likely to introduce some 
degree of distortion and noise. The blue port on the upper right is 
the line level input. It happens to be in the back of the computer, 
which is fairly typical.  

A handheld player like the AGPtek Super-USB Cassette Converter 
for under $25 is another very cheap option for digitizing tape without a tape deck or a separate 
converter. However, with a tape player and a little more money, there are much better options. 

Upgrading 

One option is the Zoom H4N Handy Portable Digital Recorder. This recorder costs about $200 
and contains a connection that can connect to an audio tape player. The device takes any audio 
input and converts it to a digital file. It is good for digitizing a small number of tapes and reels. It 
is also a good option for recording oral histories and some live events. 
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Sound Directions’ USBPre 2 (about $900) and Roland Mobile UA (about $300) can record audio 
at a high degree of detail (i.e., at a high bit-depth and sampling rate). In addition the USBPre 2 
has controls to adjust the audio going into the workstation. The market for second hand devices 
can provide comparable options at a lower price. 

CONVERSION AND EDITING SOFTWARE 
Audacity is freeware, easy to learn, and commonly used in the archival communities. We highly 
recommend this product. 

Upgrading 
While Audacity provides all the options necessary to digitize audio and perform basic cleanup, 
there are programs that provide more options. These may prove useful for performing 
complicated cleanup to access files or batch edits to large quantities of sound files. Two popular 
programs are Sound Forge and WaveLab. 
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GOOD, BETTER, BEST FOR AUDIO 
The highlighted squares represent what is in place at WSU. We can vouch that these options 
produce results that meet professional best practices. These are meant to present a suite of 
options that we know work together for at least one institution to produce files that meet 
professional standards. 

Category Good Better Best 

Playback 
Equipment 

Handheld playback 
device. 

Standard portable tape 
deck. 

Tape deck with separate head for 
playback and noise reduction capabilities 
(e.g., Dolby C). 

Recording 
Computer 

Any modern computer 
will do. 

Any modern computer 
will do. 

Any modern computer will do. 

Conversion 
Hardware 

Line-in port or cheap 
handheld USB device 
like AGPTek. 

External converter, like a 
lower-end Roland Edirol 
device or Zoom H4N 
Handy Portable Digital 
Recorder. 

There is a wide array of options like the 
Sound Devices USBPre 2, which costs 
about $900. In comparison, Indiana 
University has used a device called the 
Benchmark ADC1, which is roughly twice 
as expensive. 

Conversion and 
Editing Software 

Audacity. It is freeware, 
but it does most 
everything one needs to 
do for archival 
conversion. 

 There are a number of more powerful 
products on the market, such as Sound 
Forge and WaveLab. These have more 
options, which may improve workflow if 
digitizing a large quantity of material. 

  

 PO Box 645610, Pullman, WA 99164-5610 | (509) 335-3982 
 support@sustainableheritagenetwork.org | sustainableheritagenetwork.org  3/27/2015 

mailto:support@sustainableheritagenetwork.org
http://audacity.sourceforge.net/


  
 

VIDEO DIGITIZATION EQUIPMENT 
PLAYBACK EQUIPMENT 
Since video tape in all its varieties is an obsolete format, it is important to maintain the 
equipment in one’s institution has and to patrol the second hand market for backup or 
replacement options. Before going into detail about different options, it is important to 
emphasize that clean VCR heads are vital for good playback. VCR heads should be cleaned 
regularly. 

In terms of playback equipment, it is better to use a VHS player that plays in hi-fi stereo and can 
play materials recorded at different speeds. It is also advantageous to have a player with a 
reliable auto-tracking mechanism, which will improve sound and picture quality by aligning the 
video tape with the deck heads. Be aware that most electronic media is low-quality in the first 
place; do not spend a lot in high quality equipment for poor originals. 

RECORDING COMPUTER 
Processing video files requires ample processing space and a relatively fast processor. Video 
files are quite large due to the fact that they combine sound and image. A video workstation 
should contain a large amount of RAM to help process the video files and connect to a large 
storage space to hold the files until ready for transfer to a more secure location. 

Because digitizing video requires so much computing resources, it is not a good idea to convert 
and process video on the same workstation at the same time. For this reason, digitizing video 
on a single workstation is not very efficient. Using two workstations will improve workflow by 
allowing one to process a converted video while a converting the next video into a digital 
format. 

CONVERSION HARDWARE 
The Elgato Video Capture shared in class is one of many basic devices that will convert VHS to a 
digital format. Others include Diamond VC500 Video Capture, Hauppauge Video Capture, Roxio 
Easy VHS to DVD, Honestech VHS to DVD, or Manhattan Video Grabber. 

Upgrading 

Higher quality all-in-one devices like the Blackmagic Design Intensity Shuttle (about $200) can 
convert higher quality formats (e.g., DVD). Devices like these provide more digitization options 
such as the ability to capture up to 10 bit High Definition (HD) / Standard Definition (SD) lossless 
signal. Some higher quality all-in-one devices may require newer technology. For example, the 
Blackmagic device outputs to a USB 3.0, which was not a common feature until after 2010. 
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An internal video capture card like the Osprey 260e or 460e is yet a more powerful option. 
These specific devices run from $600 to $1200 dollars and can capture higher quality video (and 
audio). Internal video capture cards require additional specifications as they are connected 
directly to Peripheral Component Interconnect (PCI) or PCI Express slots. Some of the better 
known brands are Hauppauge, Blackmagic Design, Osprey, NVIDIA, and AJA. These devices can 
also digitize film run through a telecine machine. 

For digitizing a large collection of high quality films (not video), it may be a good idea to hire a 
vendor to set up a workstation that includes playback equipment, a workstation computer, 
editing software, and conversion hardware. In addition to converting film to a high quality 
format, these systems allow a user to perform detailed edits to access copies. A glance at 
vendors attending the Association of Moving Image Archivists annual conference provides 
names of companies providing these options. They include Blackmagic Design, Digital Vision, 
and DFT just to name a few. Options such as these will likely cost tens or hundreds of thousands 
of dollars. 

VIDEO EDITING SOFTWARE 
Most hardware comes with some sort of software, which will allow the user to save to a 
specified digital format (e.g., AVI) and maybe perform some light editing. Better software is 
often required to edit access copies. Something like Windows Media Maker comes as Windows 
freeware, and may do the trick. Below are products that will provide better options for editing 
access copies.  

As a reminder, save the original as an archival file first, then edit a copy of the original, not the 
original. 

Upgrading 
Using one piece of software to do everything will streamline the digitization process. Editing 
software that can merge/split/edit sound tracks, fix mirrored video images, crop and combine 
individual video clips, brand or watermark, redact, and convert formats is desirable for creating 
access copies. 

One size fits all software usually runs under $100. WSU’s software of choice is Adobe Premiere 
Elements but there are others out there.  Among the more popular are CyberLink 
PowerDirector and Corel VideoStudio.  For Mac users Final Cut Pro is a good option as well. 
VirtualDub may work as an open source option, though VirtualDub’s strength is conversion, not 
editing. 
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GOOD, BETTER, BEST FOR VIDEO DIGITIZATION 
The highlighted squares represent what is in place at WSU. We can vouch that these options 
produce results that meet professional best practices. This doesn’t mean that the other options 
are bad. Some are quite good. These are meant to present a suite of options that we know 
work to produce files that meet professional standards. 

Category Good Better Best 

Playback 
Equipment 

Working player with reasonably 
clean heads. 

 At this level, the equipment 
will be part of an integrated 
system provided by a 
vendor. 

Recording 
Computer 

Computer with RAM and 
processing power to effectively 
run conversion and editing 
software. 

At least 2 computers with 
ample resources, one to 
perform capture and one to 
process and edit. 

Part of an integrated 
digitization system. 

Conversion 
Hardware 

Relatively inexpensive external 
all-in-one devices, such as Elgato 
($100), or, better yet, the 
Blackmagic Design Intensity 
Shuttle ($200). 

Internal video capture card 
from a reputable brand such as 
Osprey, Hauppauge, Blackmagic 
Design, Osprey, NVIDIA, or AJA. 

Part of an integrated 
digitization system. 

Conversion 
and Editing 
Software 

The software that comes with the 
video capture device and 
freeware to perform tasks 
beyond the initial conversion. 

Widely used video editing 
software, such as Adobe 
Elements or Final Cut. 

Part of an integrated 
digitization system. 
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