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Digital Humanities research often provides opportunities for
collaboration – but it just as often requires collaboration where
in the past, traditional humanists would have performed a task on
their own. The demands placed on DH projects in terms of tech-
nical skills and know-how are such that collaboration and a reli-
ance on adequate research infrastructures become a necessity (cf.
Anderson 2013; Deegan & McCarty 2016). This development has
been at the heart of the emergence of DH “labs” (cf. Pawlicka-De-
ger 2020) that aim to host different researchers in a shared space
of experimentation.

Beyond epistemological and methodological innovation, howe-
ver, institutional support has to contend with different expectati-
ons: (1) the idea that researchers should be provided with a service
upon request, (2) the assurance of sustainability of resources and
their long-term maintenance and preservation, and (3) the enab-
ling and empowering of researchers through teaching and know-
ledge transfer, especially where no dedicated DH departments
exist.

In our contribution, we will present two examples from the Ger-
man context of DH competence centers (“Kompetenzzentren”)
which are a type of institutionalized support that has been gaining
traction in Germany over the last fifteen years (cf. Burghardt &
Wolff 2015). The two cases that we present are suited to contrast
related yet individually implemented models for anchoring DH
at universities. They also lend themselves to discussing the follo-
wing overarching question: (i) What are the advantages and dis-
advantages of the competence center approach in relation to the
three areas of interest sketched above? (ii) What are the interde-
pendencies of such centers on other institutions at universities that
can and/or should be involved in DH research, incl. libraries and
existing IT infrastructures? (iii) How can the pooling of resources,
tool requirements, expertise and project experience create a colla-
borative workspace that provides researchers, especially early ca-
reer, with a training environment?

DH Competence Centers at the Uni-
versities of Münster and Cologne

The first example that we present is the Service Center for Digi-
tal Humanities (SCDH) at the University of Münster. The center is
located at the University and State Library (ULB) which provides
a reliable infrastructure through professional consulting and pro-
ject support services. This also allows for the hiring of permanent
staff members, incl. research software developers. The SCDH is
able to provide technical support to research projects at the uni-
versity and use this experience to offer sustainable options for ge-
neric software development and the long-term hosting of research
data (cf. Schaffner & Erway 2014). Since the university does not
(yet) have a DH department with professorships, it has followed
an embedded approach by introducing methodological DH exper-
tise into its range of humanities research. All researchers of the
university with an interest in DH methods are connected through
a network of general meetings and focused group work that is or-
ganized by the Center for Digital Humanities (CDH). The solu-
tion in Münster therefore prioritizes (1) the provision of services
in conjunction with the library, (2) a broad coverage of needs and
requirements, and (3) the networking of interested parties at the
university.

The second example is the Cologne Center for eHumanities
(CCeH) at the University of Cologne. It is one of the oldest DH
competence centers in Germany (next to Trier and Göttingen, cf.
Burghardt and Wolff 2015) and was founded in 2009 to coordinate
collaborative efforts to fund and implement DH projects. Over the
years, it evolved to an institution participating in the regional co-
ordination of project cooperations between universities (cf. Speer
2020) as well as on the national level of strategic infrastructure
development (esp. in the NFDI, the National Research Data Infra-
structure initiative in Germany). At the University of Cologne, the
CCeH has a close relationship with the Data Center for the Hu-
manities (DCH), which focuses on the long-term sustainability of
research data management (RDM, cf. Witt et al. 2018), as well as
with the Institute for Digital Humanities (IDH), which hosts two
chairs, one for computational linguistics and another for DH in the
humanities computing tradition, going back to the mid-1990s. The
solution in Cologne therefore prioritizes (1) the tailored support of
grant proposals by researchers, (2) the interlinking of institutions
to meet demands of project cooperation (CCeH), RDM consulting
(DCH) and research/teaching (IDH), (3) the transregional coordi-
nation with other DH efforts in the area as well as of nationwide
concern.

Advantages and Disadvantages

Based on the examples given and our experiences with them, we
will discuss the following preliminary findings in more detail:

(i) Infrastructure as necessity: Sustainable outcomes not only
rely on advisory institutional support but also specific technical
infrastructure. How can long-term infrastructures serve the dyna-
mically changing needs of humanities research?

(ii) DH centers as social contractors: Sustainability also relies
on the social organization of interests in preserving a resource,
both from a user and a host perspective. What role do DH centers
play as social contractors in managing sustainability mandates?

(iii) Sustainability through knowledge transfer: By pooling
technological and methodological know-how, DH centers transfer
knowledge between projects and people. How can these transfers
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be structured to foster the learning of interdisciplinary-methodo-
logical competencies?

(iv) DH as research or as service: The provision of DH ser-
vices to humanists can be an important step towards empowering
research, regardless of background. It can also, however, prevent
researchers from engaging with DH questions on a deeper level.
How can we shape services so as to leverage them into conduits
for critical thinking?

(v) Collaboration as necessity: DH is characterized by a va-
riety of actors and interactions. How can we organize collaborati-
ons between institutions as well as between individuals on local,
regional and national levels to cover all needs?

These questions should be subject to further scrutiny and con-
textualization, both in Germany and with regard to global prac-
tices. The cases of Münster and Cologne do, however, provide
a suitable basis for initiating a discussion about the competence
center model and its place within DH as well as the broader impli-
cations that it has for the way in which we structure co-operation.
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