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The Problem: Ephemeral Heritage at Risk

Too Parochial
Hyper-local materials fall outside international cataloguing standards 
such as LCSH, making them invisible to academic discovery systems.

Too Ephemeral
Festa programmes, community booklets, and grey literature are rarely 
prioritised by institutional archiving policies — and risk being lost 
forever.

Structural Gap
A critical disconnect exists between grassroots community archives and 
the rigid frameworks of academic institutions, with no operational 
roadmap to bridge them.

Town vs. Gown
Communities distrust institutions perceived as extractive, making 
donation and co-curation structurally difficult without deliberate 
trust-building.

Historic festa
programmes at risk

of being lost



Case Study: Kollezzjoni Programmi tal-Festa (KPF)

Launched 2019 at the Junior College Library, University of Malta

9,000+
Publications collected
(and growing)

200
New publications added
per year on average

77
Localities in Malta
and Gozo represented

UNESCO 2023
Maltese festa inscribed in
Intangible Cultural Heritage

Collections span early 20th century to present · Solely funded by donations · Open Access on OAR@UM · Includes Maltese communities in Canada and Australia



The Collection: Physical & Digital

PHYSICAL

→  Donated by band clubs, parishes & private collectors

→  Retained in physical library alongside scan-and-return          
copies
→  Includes publications from Malta, Gozo & Maltese 
communities abroad

DIGITAL

→  Hundreds of open-access articles on OAR@UM repository

→  Indexed by Google & Google Scholar for global reach

→  Some early programmes exist only in digital form



Theoretical Framework: Social Exchange Theory

Cost–Reward Calculus

Participation occurs when perceived 
rewards outweigh costs — recognition, 
access, and identity validation are key 
rewards in archival contexts.

Trust as Currency

Communities contribute when they 
trust the institution acts as a 'reliable 
friend,' not a remote gatekeeper.

Reciprocity Loop

The institution must visibly 'return' 
value — through open access, social 
media acknowledgement, and the 
annual Rendikont report.

What is Social Exchange Theory (SET)?

SET is a theory that describes relationships as result-oriented social 
behaviour (Homans, 1958; Emerson, 1976).

According to SET, people choose to enter into and maintain 
relationships in order to maximize the benefits of these relationships, 
while minimizing the costs (rewards and punishment).



The Town vs. Gown Challenge

Town vs. Gown — a historically fraught 
relationship between university communities 
and local inhabitants, rooted in Medieval 
Europe.

Perceived as Extractive

Communities fear institutions will 'take' their heritage 
without giving back — feeding resistance to participation.

Neoliberal Pressures

Universities must justify collections in terms of research 
output and curriculum; hyper-local heritage is seen as lacking 
'academic rigor.'

No Roadmap

Post-custodial theory celebrates community engagement 
but rarely provides a practical workflow for academic 
institutions.

KPF Solution

Embedded within community spaces (band clubs, social media 
groups), not imposing institutional processes — trust earned, 
not assumed.



Methodology: Mixed-Methods Case Study

Quantitative

▸  48 articles uploaded to 
OAR@UM

▸  Split into LCSH control group 
vs. LSH variable group

▸  Access statistics collected at 9 
fixed intervals over 24 weeks

▸  Normalized against overall 
repository traffic

Qualitative

▸  13 semi-structured interviews

▸  Purposive sampling: local 
historians & active festa 
community members

▸  Conducted via Zoom / MS 
Teams

▸  All-male, aged 25–55 — 
reflecting community 
composition, not bias

Case Study Design

▸  Single longitudinal case study 
(Yin, 2018)

▸  Descriptive and exploratory 
orientation

▸  Convergent mixed-methods: 
data integrated at interpretation 
stage

▸  Observed across 3 distinct 
operational phases



The Three Operational Phases

01

Relational
Outreach

Trust Layer

02

Participatory
Co-Production

Action Layer

03

Cyclical
Dissemination

Feedback Layer





PHASE 1  ·  Relational Outreach (The Trust Layer)

Entering Community Spaces

Librarians visited band club houses (każini) and 
residents' groups, meeting communities on their own 
terms — dismantling the Town vs. Gown barrier.

Cultural Influencers

Local history experts and prominent banda members 
endorsed the KPF on their own social channels, 
transferring their credibility to the academic 
initiative.

Notice Board Strategy

Low-barrier Facebook posts appeared in community 
feeds alongside everyday local news — minimizing 
transaction costs of engagement (SET principle).

Mass Media Outreach

Local radio appearances brought the collection to a 
broad audience; a dedicated team member acted as 
PR liaison for the project.

Organic Growth

Word-of-mouth proved more effective than formal calls for papers. The Rivalry Effect — rival band clubs 
competing for representation — became a self-correcting acquisition mechanism.



PHASE 2  ·  Participatory Co-Production (The Action Layer)

Digitization

Physical programmes converted to high-quality PDF/A 
format. Scan-and-return policy preserves community 
ownership.

Community Metadata

Band club members and local experts contribute 
hyper-local context: dialectal terms, saint nicknames, 
specific event details — captured as Local Subject 
Headings (LSH).

Editorial Oversight

All metadata reviewed by librarians before publication. 
LSH terms linked to LCSH identifiers in backend — 
maintaining catalog integrity without sacrificing local 
relevance.

Critical Cataloging

Applying distributed authority (Roeschley, 2024) to 
decolonize description — community vocabulary given 
equal standing to standardized headings.



PHASE 3  ·  Cyclical Dissemination (The Feedback Layer)

Open Access on OAR@UM All articles published open access. Indexed by Google & Google Scholar. Early 
20th-century programmes preserved digitally — many exist only in this 
collection.

The Rendikont Annual end-of-year statistical report shared publicly on social media. 
Demonstrates institutional transparency and publicly acknowledges the 
community's contribution — a critical social reward in the exchange.

Behind-the-Scenes Posts 'Thank you' posts for each donation; visual glimpses into shelving, 
preservation, and curation processes — demystifying the library and building 
sustained trust.

Photo Threads During events like Good Friday and Christmas, members post photos in open 
comment threads — inadvertently creating a collective living digital archive, 
independent of library intervention.

The Silent Majority The '90-9-1 rule': modest social media engagement (likes/comments) masks 
significant OAR@UM download activity. True engagement lives in repository 
logs, not vanity metrics.



Photo Thread : Good Friday



Rendikont : 
End of Year Post



Thank you Post for Donations



Weekly 
Festa 
Posts



Finding 1: The Power of Cultural Warrant & LSH

+2.46 avg views over 24 weeks vs. LCSH alone

Local Subject Headings (LSH)

Unlike folksonomies, LSH combine cultural, literary, 
and user warrant with LCSH structure — creating a 
hybrid that retains catalog integrity while unlocking 
community discoverability.

Event-Driven Engagement

When a prominent local artist passed away, 
community members searching by his nickname and 
band club affiliation retrieved material instantly — 
only possible because of LSH.

Cultural Representation

OAR@UM content is indexed by Google — LSH terms 
actively contribute to Maltese language 
representation on the web, preserving cultural 
identity beyond the library.

Conclusion

Moving away from strict custodial cataloging has not 
harmed usability. Local relevance is the primary 
driver of access for ephemeral heritage collections.

48 articles observed · 24-week longitudinal study · 9 data-collection intervals · OAR@UM access logs



Finding 2: Branding KPF as a Community Product

The KPF was deliberately repositioned 
— not as an institutional archive, but as 
a community-owned product with its 
own brand identity, social presence, and 
narrative voice.

Dedicated Logo & Visual Brand

Lowered cognitive cost of 
engagement by making KPF instantly 
recognisable in community feeds 
alongside local news.

Hyper-Local Targeting

Rather than UM social channels, the 
team embedded in local residents' 
groups and festa Facebook 
communities where potential donors 
already lived.

One-Stop-Shop Effect

Centralizing scattered programmes 
from private homes, band clubs, and 
local libraries into a single accessible 
hub provided genuine utility the 
community could not achieve alone.

Cultural Influencers

Trusted banda members and local 
historians endorsed the project 
publicly, transferring credibility to the 
institution in spaces it could not reach 
organically.

The Rivalry Effect

A post from one band club elicited 
responses from rival factions — driving 
voluntary contributions to ensure equal 
representation. Competition became 
an acquisition mechanism.

Danger: Scope Creep

Growing trust led to donations of 
cassettes, vinyl records, flags and 
t-shirts. KPF maintained boundaries 
gracefully, redirecting out-of-scope 
items to other institutions.



Finding 3: Validation of Social Exchange Theory

Key Informants as Trust Bridges

Local experts vouched for the library's intent — a single public post from a trusted band 
club member proved more effective than any official policy document.

The Rivalry Effect in Practice

Opposing factions competed for equal representation, creating a self-correcting 
completeness mechanism driven entirely by community agency.

Passive-to-Active Shift

Members evolved from passive content consumers to active narrators — posting independently 
about local events, creating a living archive beyond library control.

The Rendikont as Recurring Reward

The annual public accountability report closed the feedback loop, demonstrating institutional 
respect for community contributions and sustaining the exchange cycle.

Digital vs. Physical Tension

For many working-class community members, rigid opening hours made physical access prohibitive. 
Digital access removed this barrier entirely — the digital surrogate became the primary archive.



The Community-Academic Co-Curation Model

Phase 1: Trust Layer

Engage local experts & community 
spaces. Brand initiative as shared 
product. Key mechanic: earning 
trust before asking.

Phase 2: Action Layer

Co-digitize with community 
metadata. Scan-and-return policy. 
LSH + LCSH hybrid catalog. Editorial 
review maintained.

Phase 3: Feedback Layer

Open access via OAR@UM + Rendikont 
report. Close the loop. Trigger next 
exchange cycle. Community as 
co-authors of their own heritage.



The Cost of Omission: Three Failure Modes

The phases are interdependent — removing any single layer collapses the model.

The Hollow Archive

Absent: 
Phase 1 — Trust Layer

Without relational outreach, even well-funded digitization projects 
fail to acquire material. The community perceives the library's request 
as extractive — an institutional demand rather than a partnership. 
Result: high resistance, low participation.

The Black Box

Absent: 
Phase 2 — Co-Production

If trust is established but community metadata is skipped, the 
collection loses its Cultural Warrant. A technically perfect archive 
becomes undiscoverable to the community it was meant to serve — 
no vernacular entry points, no LSH, no engagement.

The Dead End

Absent: 
Phase 3 — Feedback Layer

The most common failure in academic initiatives. If the library takes 
heritage but never 'returns' the Rendikont or usage metrics, the social 
exchange loop is broken. The community perceives participation as 
having no recurring reward — rapid drop-off, stagnation.



Beyond the Festa: Global Applicability

The structural challenges addressed — Town vs. Gown distrust and institutional rigidity — are universal. The model 
is contingent on the mechanism of relationship, not the content of the collection.

󰑔  Protest Ephemera (USA)

Local protest flyers, underground zines, tenant rights 
pamphlets face the same extractive distrust. 
Champions + social media notice boards = 
transferable workflow.

󰏅  Community Newspapers (UK)

Hyperlocal newsletters and community rags hold 
social history but fall outside academic collection 
priorities. Scan-and-return + LSH unlocks their value.

🌍  Oral Heritage Collections

Recordings, dialect materials, and intangible cultural 
heritage from underrepresented communities 
benefit directly from community-derived metadata 
and trust-first outreach.

🏛  Any Academic Library

Identify your local 'currency of exchange' — 
digitization services, meeting spaces, public 
exhibition — and embed community rewards directly 
into the archival workflow.



Conclusion

1. Academic libraries can bridge the gap between 
institutional rigor and community agency — but only 
through deliberate, trust-first design.

2. Cultural Warrant outperforms standardized cataloging for 
community discoverability: LSH are not a compromise, they 
are an enhancement.

3. Sustainability is built into the model: embed community 
rewards into the workflow, and the archive sustains itself 
through reciprocal exchange.

4. The facilitator role requires ceding descriptive authority 
and investing in relationships — not just systems.

5. The KPF model is transferable: find your local currency of 
exchange, identify your Champions, and close the 
feedback loop.

"The value of academic collections 

increasingly depends on the library's 

ability to extend its impact through 

community partnerships — facilitating 

knowledge creation both within and 

beyond academia."



Thank you.

Questions?
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