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ISAN Q&As 
 

Q: What is ISAN? 

A: ISAN (pronounced Eye-SAN) is a voluntary numbering system for the identification of 
audiovisual content (both works and versions of works). It was developed within an ISO 
(International Organization for Standardization) working group (Technical Committee 46, Sub-
Committee 9). ISO spent over seven years developing this standard with contributions and 
feedback from dozens of media companies, producers, authors and collecting societies, as 
well as broadcast standards organizations. The standardization project was administered by 
AGICOA (Association of International Collective Management of Audiovisual Works), CISAC 
(International Confederation of Societies of Authors and Composers) and FIAPF (International 
Federation of Film Producers Associations), all three representing several international and 
national organizations involved with audiovisual production. 

 
The International Standard that forms the foundation of the ISAN system was published in 
2002 as ISO 15706, Information and documentationðInternational Standard Audiovisual 
Number (ISAN). In 2006, the ISAN standard was extended to support version identification 
with ISO 15706-2. Together, they describe a complete audiovisual content identification and 
metadata system.  
 
 
Q: What is the structure of ISAN?  

A: ISAN has been designed to be read by humans and processed in information systems, as 
a 24-bit hexadecimal number or as a 96-bit binary number. The structure of ISAN has been 
designed to meet the diverse needs of the entire audiovisual supply chain. 

 

 
 
The ISAN, a 96-bit number is comprised of three segments: a root, an episode or part, and a 
version. A root is assigned to a core work. Subsequent film parts or television episodes that 
relate to the root work can have the same root, but different "episode or part" component. (If a 
core work does not have associated parts or episodes, then the episode segment is filled with 
zeros.) Works (and their episodes or parts) that have been modified in some way (for 
example, different audio or subtitle tracks) can have different versions. When the 96-bit ISAN 
is represented in hexadecimal form it has 24 digits (made up of the numbers 0-9 and the 
letters A-F): 

00000000D07A009000000000 
 
However, a printed ISAN designed for human reading always begins with the ISAN label, 
appears with hyphens to separate the number into more manageable groups of digits, and 
adds two check characters (made up of the letters A-Z) to help identify transcription errors. 
The resulting number appears as follows: 
 

ISAN 0000-0000-D07A-0090-Q-0000-0000-X 
 
ISAN-IA has also developed a recommended practice for encoding the ISAN in a two-
dimensional barcode. 
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ISAN Q&As 
  
Q: What are ISAN codes used for? 

A: An ISAN uniquely distinguishes one audiovisual work from all other audiovisual works. An 
ISAN is a centrally registered and permanently assigned reference number. The work it 
references is identified by a metadata set. ISAN-IA in Geneva and its appointed Registration 
Agencies work together to prevent duplicate assignments of ISANs with the same metadata 
set. This descriptive information includes the title, director, type, duration and dozens of other 
fields related to the work. This metadata applies to all types of works, including versions of 
feature films, documentaries, television programs, videos, games, trailers, advertising, and 
live broadcasts. 

These ISAN codes are as well the unique identification of specific versions or other content 
related to an audiovisual work and will be used in production and distribution systems, 
broadcasting applications and electronic program guides. 
 
Other methods of identifying audiovisual works, such as by title, can result in confusion about 
the specific work being referenced. For example, one title can be very similar to another. 
Titles also change when a work is distributed beyond its country (or countries) of origin and 
the title is translated into other languages.  Because each ISAN is a unique number that is 
permanently assigned to an audiovisual work, it can identify that work across national 
boundaries and language barriers.  As a unique identifier, the ISAN and its related metadata 
set are useful in a wide range of computerized applications, particularly those which involve 
databases or the exchange of information about audiovisual works and related versions.  
 
Some of its possible applications are:  

 Films, documentaries, TV series, animation, etc. 

 Video - airline video industry, corporate video, training, music, etc. 

 Broadcast ï worldwide broadcast standards including ATSC, ARIB and DVB 
(including sports events, television entertainment, etc..) 

 Games ï videogames, interactive discs, etc. 

 Advertising, trailers, excerpts, etcé 
 
Many other audiovisual formats and solutions are actively considering ISAN codes for 
audiovisual identification. 
 
ISANs can be incorporated in both digital and physical media, such as theatrical release 
prints, DVDs, publications, advertising, and packaging, as well as licensing contracts to 
uniquely identify works. The root and episode segments of an ISAN (the first 64 bits or 16 
hexadecimal characters) remain the same for an audiovisual work, irrespective of any 
changes in ownership and across all distribution formats, including film, tape, optical, disk, 
broadcast or Internet Protocol (IP). The version segment is naturally different whenever it is 
necessary to distinguish one version of a work from another. But once fixed, remains the 
same regardless of ownership changes. The ISAN identifier is compatible with many draft and 
final standards including: AACS, DCI, MPEG, DVB, and ATSC to name a few.  
 
ISANs can only be issued by appointed Registration Agencies (RAs) via the ISAN System 
following a strict set of guidelines to ensure data accuracy and system integrity. To promote 
worldwide usage, ISAN services are offered to the market through registration agencies. 
ISANs have already been assigned to a large back stock of audiovisual works. ISAN 
registration is typically done digitally in a process that involves the vetting of XML data to the 
ISAN-IA central repository for consideration. After data duplication and quality checks are 
performed most requests are quickly approved and registered. Once an ISAN is assigned it 
cannot be deletedðonly modified by the registrant, the registrantôs designated registration 
agency, or the International Agency. 
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ISAN Q&As 
 
 
Q: What is an "audiovisual work"? 
A: For the purposes of the ISAN, the term "audiovisual work" covers any fixation of motion 
imagery.  
 
The ISAN standard defines "audiovisual work" as follows: audiovisual work: work consisting of 
a sequence of related images, with or without accompanying sound, which is intended to be 
made visible as a moving image through the use of devices, regardless of the medium of 
initial or subsequent fixation.  
 
Examples of the types of audiovisual works to which ISAN may be assigned are: motion 
pictures (e.g. feature films) and short films, trailers (i.e. previews, productions for television or 
other means of delivery, including individual episodes of television series, industrial, 
educational and training films, commercials, broadcasts and recordings of live events (such 
as sports events and newscasts), video games, music video clips, composite and multimedia 
works if they contain a significant audiovisual component, as well as non-linear works 
including compilations. 
 
The ISAN is the unique reference number for an audiovisual work and should be included as 
a data element in any systems used to manage and process information about audiovisual 
works. Collective Management societies, for example, will use the ISAN when they exchange 
and process information about the use of audiovisual works.  
 
For audiovisual works in digital form (e.g. DVD), the ISAN is embedded into the appropriate 
master copies of the work and transferred to any subsequent copies made from those 
masters. The MPEG 2, MPEG 4, VC-1 standards (for the coded representation of audiovisual 
and multimedia objects) provides options to include the ISAN identifier in the file format.  
 
For audiovisual works in analogue form (e.g. celluloid film), the ISAN will be securely affixed 
to the master and any other archival copies. For new works, that could involve printing the 
ISAN on the master negative. For works already in existence, that would involve securely 
linking the work and its ISAN in some form of permanent record, archive or inventory. It could 
also involve physically recording the ISAN on the container of the master version, whenever 
possible. The ISAN will also be included in the documentation and packaging for an 
audiovisual work. 
 
 
Q: How does the ISAN affect copyright registration? 
A: It doesn't - because the ISAN is not related in any way to copyright, in either the European 
or North American sense of that term.  The ISAN is an identification number without any legal 
implication or meaning. It has no value as prima facie evidence regarding the copyright status 
or ownership of a work.  
 
The scope of the ISAN standard clearly states: 
"The issuance of an ISAN shall in no way be related to any process of copyright registration, 
nor shall the issuance of an ISAN provide evidence of the ownership of rights in a work." 
 
 
Q: What are the main ISAN benefits? 
A: ISAN main benefits are: 
 

 Unique ID: The purpose of each ISAN is to act as a unique international identifier of each 
audiovisual work (AV work) linked to its descriptive information (metadata), hosted in a 
central repository (managed by ISAN-IA). 
 

 Work Identifier: Each AV work (including all its components and versions) has one 
unique ISAN. Each ISAN identifies only one AV work. ISAN is a permanent identifier for 
an AV work and is never reused or changed. 
 
 




