
Helpful tips for preserving your precious documents and memorabilia 

 

Preserving CDs and DVDs 
By Charissa Loftis and Stephanie Gowler, for the Iowa Conservation and 

Preservation Consortium 

 

CDs and DVDs are optical media, meaning they use laser light 

technology for data retrieval. There are many different varieties of 

CDs and DVDs.  Most handling and storage guidelines are applicable to 

all formats, and we have tried to indicate a few important variations. 

As these are relatively new technologies, little research has been done 

at this point to determine how long these disks will last and be 

usable. Following these guidelines should prolong the life expectancy 

of your CDs and DVDs. 

 

General Tips for both CDs and DVDs: 
 

Tip #1—Store disks in a cool (room 

temperature or cooler, but not in the 

freezer) environment in which the air 

is clean. 

 

Tip #2— Avoid exposure to direct 

sunlight, which can deteriorate the 

reflective data layer and the 

protective plastic layers. 

 

Tip #3—Avoid prolonged exposure to 

moisture, as this can ruin the disc. 

 

Tip #4— Never use stick-on labels, as 

the adhesive can make the disc 

unreadable.  

A permanent, water- or oil-based (non-

solvent based), felt-tip pen is best 

for labeling. 

 

Tip #5—Store discs upright (book style) 

in plastic cases designated for CDs and 

DVDs.  When possible, leave discs in 

their original packaging.   

 

Tip #6—Handle discs by the edge.  

Fingerprints and scratching can cause 

skipping. 

 

Tip #7—Wipe discs with a soft cotton 

cloth, from the center, in a straight 

line, to the edge. DO NOT wipe in a 

circular motion, which can lead to 

scratching. 

 

Tip #8—When necessary, clean discs with 

mild solution, such as rubbing alcohol.  

Avoid harsh cleaners, like acetone. 

 

Tip #9—Keep playing equipment clean and 

in good working condition. 

Tips for specific disc formats: 

 

CDs 

 

 Be especially careful with the “label 

side” of a CD; it’s closer to the 

actual data layer. 

 

Burned CDs 

 

 Do not remove recordable discs from 

original plastic packaging until ready 

to use. 

 

 For long-term preservation, burn data 

onto gold CDs. 

 

DVDs 

 

 Be especially careful with the “back 

side” of a DVD; it’s closer to the 

actual data layer. 

 

 Never store a DVD in a jewel case 

designed for CDs, as this can put too 

much stress on the inner hub. 

 

 



 

Tip #10—Never use a ballpoint pen, 

pencil, or fine-tip marker to write on 

the disc.  Only write on discs in the 

clear inner hub at the center of the 

disc. See illustration at right (image 

taken from Beyers).  
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intended for the general public, there is an interesting section 

which describes environmentally-friendly cleaning solutions for 

CDs and DVDs. 


