
FUTURE PROOF YOUR THESIS QUICK GUIDE

CHOOSING FILE FORMATS FOR LONG-TERM ACCESS
Use this quick guide to understand how your choice of file formats affects long-term access 
to your thesis.

IN A NUTSHELL: Your thesis may consist of a single document or may be made up of multiple 
different files and file types. Either way, The file formats you choose determine whether your 
thesis can be opened, understood, and reused, now and in the future. The wrong format can limit 
access or result in lost and irretrievable content over time. Choosing wisely now reduces the risk 
of your work becoming inaccessible or unusable.

THINGS TO KNOW

• File formats aren’t neutral.

Different file formats shape how your work can be accessed. Some are more stable and widely 
supported than others.

• Your files depend on software.

If the right software isn’t available—because it is no longer supported, has become obsolete, or 
requires an expensive license—your thesis may not open or work properly.

• No file format is perfect.

Every file format involves trade-offs—for example, between quality and file size, or between 
functionality and interoperability. The aim when choosing formats is to balance present needs 
with long-term accessibility.

• PDFs preserve layout but limit flexibility.

PDF is commonly used for thesis submission because it preserves layout and ensures the 
document looks the same across devices. In many instance, PDF is an appropriate choice and 
works well. However, PDF is less suitable for preserving underlying data, interactive elements, or 
content that may need to be reused in other formats later. 

• What matters in your work should guide your file format choices.

Consider what is important about the information in your thesis. For example, layout may be 
important for a thesis chapter, interactivity may matter for a website, and quality could be 
important for an audio or video recording. Choosing the right file format helps ensure that what 
matters most is preserved for future users.

• Converting files can change them.

Exporting or migrating files to new formats may alter the layout, reduce quality, or remove 
features.

• Some files formats are more sustainable than others.

Formats are generally more stable if they can be freely opened and used across 
multiple software and programs, are well-documented, well-supported, and widely 
used.
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THINGS TO KNOW (continued)
• Embedded content can cause problems.

Embedding files—for example, putting images, audio, or interactive content 
inside a single document—can increase the risk that parts may become 
unusable, due to corruption or dependence on software that is no longer 
available. Keeping separate copies of files helps each one stay accessible and 
reusable over time.

THINGS TO DO

   Choose software that gives you flexibility.

     Check which formats your software can import and export, and prioritize those that are                    
widely supported. Choosing formats that don’t rely on a specific program or license reduces the 
risk of your work becoming inaccessible.

   Know how the formats that you choose affect quality.

    Some formats reduce file size by removing detail (e.g., JPEG images or MP3 audio), while others 
retain all original information (e.g., uncompressed TIFF images or WAV audio). Check your 
software’s save or export options for settings like “compression” or “quality,” and choose formats 
that don’t lose detail if quality matters for your work.

   Use multiple formats where helpful.

For more complex or dynamic content (such as websites, interactive work, or databases that rely 
on specific software), keeping more than one version can help cover your bases. If one format 
becomes difficult to access, another may still provide a usable version, even if it looks or works 
differently. For example, you might save a database as both a Microsoft Access file and separate 
CSV files.  

   Check your files after exporting or converting.

After exporting or converting your files to new formats, take a moment to check that nothing 
important has been lost and that the content still works as expected.

  Store supplementary materials separately.

It can be helpful to embed items like images or charts in your thesis PDF for readability, but keep 
core-content files (such as audio or video, for example) stored separately. This makes them easier 
to access, reuse, and preserve over time.

  Consider including a README file.

If your thesis includes multiple files or complex content, add a short text file named 
README explaining what’s included, how files relate to your thesis, what software is 
needed, and how they were created—helping others understand and use your work.

 Know your university’s requirements.

     Your institution will set submission requirements for file formats, which define  
expectations for how your thesis should be submitted.
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