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The newbie’s view: reflections of a records management trainee

| came into this work without really thinking about it. | was near the end of a
short term contract as a data cleanser while deciding what to do with my life. |
had always fancied working as an archivist but didn’t know where to begin.
Then | saw an advertisement for a trainee records manager and thought ‘That
sounds interesting and it's almost an archivist!’

The post was created in response to the difficulties Norfolk County Council
faced recruiting a qualified records manager. I'd never heard of such a job
when | started and | have found it to be true of many people, even those
within my own organisation (trying to explain what | do at parties is always
tricky). Records were just a tool for my work and | had never considered that
they needed special treatment or put much thought into what a ‘record’
actually was.

| began in May 2007 and | admit to knowing nothing about the subject at the
time, apart from what | had been able to glean from a quick search on the
internet. Doing any kind of professional qualification was prevented by a lack
of funding so | had to learn on the job, reading whatever journals, books or
Web articles | could lay my hands on and attending the odd training day here
and there (when there was a budget to fund such things). Much praise for her
support must go to my manager Deirdre Sharp. A former archivist, she is
currently responsible for the records management function alongside her role
as corporate Freedom of Information officer and | have learned much from
working with her.

| struggled with a topic for this essay; after all, | felt | didn’t know nearly
enough about any one subject to pass myself off as an expert (though, to
guote Steve Bailey, ‘it’s not illegal to impersonate a records manager’). So |
decided to reflect on what | have learned in the two years plus | have been
doing this job.

¢ Records management is a lot less back office than you might think.
You can forget about sitting back creating file plans or acting as
gatekeeper to racks of files in an atmospheric basement. The most
demanding and rewarding parts of my job involve face to face
interaction with users. One of my first projects was a record survey and
| found out first hand how defensive users can be about their records
and the answers to simple questions such as ‘What is a record?’ are
not as obvious as it might seem.

e You'‘ve got to have the people skills and to be able to communicate the
basics of records management to someone who doesn’t see it as part



©

information

and records
manageme nt

soclety

of their job. Encouraging people to change the way they work is only
effective if there is a genuine need for change, it is useful to them and
above all make sense. Quoting ‘compliance’ and ‘code of practice’ at
people will not help and forget trying to scare them into it - everyone
knows it will never happen to them. They want practical solutions that
relate to the problems they can see for themselves and things that help
them do their job, not add to it.

The ability to recognise that ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. | often find
people doing records management without them realising it and the
emphasis of the training we provide is a common sense approach that
builds on the work people already do. If they feel they’re doing
everything wrong they will be less receptive to your bright ideas. Don’t
assume you have to be at the cutting edge of everything - we still use
microfilm in some areas - but don’t hold on to an old way of doing
things out of comfort if there is a better way.

Don’t assume people will come to you. You need to get the message
out there and show people why you are relevant to them. We struggle
with communication in a large, geographically dispersed organisation
and have no dedicated budget for marketing which requires some
ingenuity. This includes writing workbooks, running practical
workshops, producing promotional materials like posters and cheat
cards containing simple advice which tell people where to go for help.
The guidance is well received; the trick is making sure people are
aware of it so we take opportunities to get involved whenever we can
and we have a wonderful group of departmental representatives, who
do their part to disseminate the information.

Research, research, research. Keep abreast of the new technology
and go behind the buzzwords to find out what's really going on. Even if
you don't think it applies to you now, it will at some point and in the
oddest ways. Be careful though; make sure the new technology is
providing something you actually need. There is a risk that we follow
the popular trends without understanding why. You can’t scan
everything to a central store if your satellite offices don’t have a good
network connection for example (currently a sore point in Norfolk).

Know what you can achieve. Are we going to be able to capture and
manage everything produced by these ‘Web 2.0’ technologies and do
we need to? What are the alternatives? Understand the resources at
your disposal and be innovative in how you use them. Be prepared to
be unpopular and go against the grain if you think something won'’t
work and you can back up your arguments.
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e Think like a techie. You can’t avoid it, there’s a great deal of technical
knowledge that you're going to need. You won’t necessarily have to be
able to build a document manager from scratch but you need to
understand the basic concept. Records Managers and IT should be
working together but we will only be allowed around the table if we
understand what is happening and are able to express our
requirements in the same language. You want to be able to question
the claims of the consultants who try to sell you the latest EDRM
system.

e There are more standards, guidelines and specifications out there than
you know what to do with but make sure you know what they are and
which ones affect your business. Being familiar with the likes of
MoReq2 and being able to point people to the relevant sections will
add weight to your arguments when persuading managing directors to
take a course of action and gives you a professional base to build
upon.

e |tisn’t just the managers you need to think about. It is true that gaining
management buy in for projects improves their chance of uptake and
success. But the people on whom projects live or die are usually those
on the frontline who have to use your ‘solution’ on a daily basis. Get
them onside at the earliest opportunity and it will make life much
easier. Listen to their concerns and make sure they are addressed.

e Learn from others. Join societies, groups and mailing lists. You'll learn
far more from other peoples practical experiences than you ever will in
a textbook (but it never hurts to have a couple of good volumes beside
you, when you really can’t remember the difference between
knowledge and information management).

It is an exciting and also un-nerving time to come into this profession. The
‘Modernising Government’ initiatives are going to keep those of us in the
public sector busy for a long time to come and along with the private sector
the changing economic and political climates will present new challenges.
Norfolk County Council has just begun to dip its toe into the murky waters of
Web 2.0, using applications like Twitter and Facebook to promote
communication with specific stakeholder groups.

That and the announcement that central government is moving into cloud
computing are just some of issues | am going to need to deal with now or in
the near future as these initiatives filter down to the local level'. EDRM is also
a challenge that is still ongoing. My feeling is that the perfect system is still
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some way in the future and may have little resemblance to the products we
are seeing now but the more | learn about the technical environment and how
it is changing the better | can see the shape of that potential system.

We need to think past Web 2.0 to 3.0 and beyond. The new tools coming into
play are changing fast so our methods must be flexible enough to keep up.
We need to be proactive, anticipating the needs of tomorrow as well as
reacting to the problems of today. There is still so much for new people to
add, the relative youth in this profession means there’s ample opportunity to
help drive it forward.

| still want to be an archivist but in addition to, not instead of, a records
manager. After all, the new records of today are the archives of tomorrow so
archivists face many of the same challenges we do (and the distinction
between the two professions is becoming quite blurred).

| don’t think I've said anything here which most people don’t know already but
so much discussion is given over to the complexities of theory and practice
that people forget how daunting it can be for someone coming into this for the
first time. | still feel | have so much to learn and can’t pretend to have
mastered everything | have mentioned above but | look forward to giving it a

try.
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