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Silos and spirals: Reflections of a new professional in the Information Age

‘It is a very sad thing that nowadays there is so little useless information’

Now | hate to argue with a literary great the size and stature of Oscar Wilde, especially as I've dug up
and dragged this citation from the grave for misuse and misrepresentation in an unrelated
contemporary context (that’s journalistic licence for you), but I’'m afraid | must. Certainly, it’s safe to
say that in the modern organisation there is a lot of information; not all of it useful, not all of it well

managed.

To be more accurate, perhaps the problem is not masses of useless information, but simply that
there is so much scope for duplication and disorder — records stored in multiple locations, and
multiple locations available to store records — that it’s sent spinning and spiralling at the click of a
mouse. The results can be extremely difficult to manage and add furrows to even the most battered

brows.

I’'m going to consider information silos and spirals in a modern business environment; this will
include the management of unstructured data (the silos), corporate communication (the spirals) and
the coalescing crux of information and records management professionals in supporting core
organisational needs. Indeed, having completed postgraduate qualification in Archives and Records
Management in 2013, | have been working professionally in corporate records management for
eight months. Through attendance and engagement with professional events, societies and
communities, and reflecting upon common experiences and observations, these problematic themes

seem ubiquitous across the professional landscape.

Firstly, corporate communication. In any organisation this can be arduous, but often the larger the
organisation the greater the difficulty in achieving quick, concise communication: the diseconomies
of scale. If we consider the usual method for e-communication and recording decisions, the
inefficiencies become apparent. An email is sent to a small group of employees for which sign-off on
a decision is required. Several recipients make recommendations and ‘reply to all’, others reply only
to the sender, and some forward it on to further stakeholders. Feedback is received piecemeal from
various sources and painstakingly collated, before updates are made and an email is sent back out.
The spiralling then recurs, and from a little acorn the email tree grows. Multiply this across an

organisation and you grow yourself an almighty forest.



This is unnecessarily time-consuming, leads to scraps of information distributed haphazardly, and
sign-off on any decision becomes laborious and opaque. It’s the same effect as the document sent
via email attachment, saved on a team shared drive, multiple desktops, forwarded to others, saved
again, changes made, etcetera etcetera. Multiple versions of the same document scattered in

different locations; this story is old, | know, but it goes on...

So, how to proceed?

The use of Enterprise Social Networks is certainly a move in the right direction. Indeed, creating a
virtual collaborative space for discussion means information need only be published or distributed
once. This is a more dynamic, efficient and fluid option, in which all stakeholders can be
encompassed in a permission-led environment. Networks such as ‘Salesforce Chatter’, something of
a hybrid between Facebook and Twitter, can be used as a resource for sharing knowledge,
submitting queries, conducting surveys and communicating details of internal events to your
‘followers’. As such, it can also become a valuable tool for the Information or Records Manager to
utilise; meeting the user in their virtual spaces to promote best practice, two-way engagement and
awareness of their service. Moreover, through following selected groups, enterprise social networks
provide a valuable window for keeping up-to-date with the activities and events of key stakeholders,
and therefore pre-empting any recordkeeping implications they may engender (in essence, like

snooping on distant Facebook friends).

Undoubtedly, keeping abreast of new technology and business practices is an important lesson as a
new professional, as they invariably and inextricably have recordkeeping repercussions. Agile
working is one such modern working practice. In a global economy the fixed workspace is outdated
and impractical and so the tools to enable a more flexible and efficient work environment need to be
chiselled. These include mobile and remote devices, alongside virtual spaces for communication.
Essentially, work is no longer the physical space, but rather the head space. Conversely, records
management teams will typically be required to assist with the physical implications of agile working
—including site moves, reduced storage space and restructures — but this also means engaging with
technologies to support the core activities of the organisation. These concerns may extend into
capturing records produced through web 2.0 technologies within a given organisation, and thus

understanding the context and content of these formats.

Nonetheless, amongst any developments to organisational culture, we must always keep
information governance and compliance emblazoned across our chest. After all, wherever the

record is created and stored, it is owned by the organisation not the individual. Amongst information
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and recordkeeping professionals, the fundamental role effective recordkeeping plays in maintaining
organisational compliance is well established (although in any organisational context such messages
are not always readily received, or noticed, until the products of our work are required). This
inextricable relationship is supported through systematic approaches to retention, appraisal,
management systems and training. In-turn, accountability, accessibility, legal admissibility and
authenticity of information and evidence are safeguarded. Importantly, this extends into

unstructured data.

The murky world of unstructured data is vast, sweeping and ever increasing. In most organisations
this comprises a cocktail of data held on s-drive file servers, desktops, numerous Microsoft
SharePoint team sites (as organisations increasingly advocate this as the recordkeeping solution),

and documents uploaded in enterprise social networks." Much of this often lays latent.

Aside from the unnecessary e-storage costs, over retention and general inefficiencies this can cause,
the very valid concerns here are the potential for pockets of semi-hidden information and the

difficulties this subsequently poses in relation to e-discovery and disclosure.

Hence, in any organisational context, there must be a real drive to situate records managementin a
position to readily thrust and force core compliance-based messages on the agenda amongst
business-wide, strategic and cross-functional data related projects. Retention schedules and
standards setting out the expectations and responsibilities of employees creating and managing data
are clearly valuable tools. However, their actual implementation largely relies on people and/or
systems. Records management is not the prime concern of the record creator, and they will
invariably revert to the easiest option. Therefore any standards or policies must work in tandem with
the technical solutions to unstructured data, and actively synergise IT, legal compliance and end-user

requirements.

The mass move towards Microsoft SharePoint — a web application used to store, organise and share
information — is reasonable. As the mantra goes, SharePoint supports collaboration, quick access to
information and streamlined business processes. This ticks many boxes, and the functionality and
fluidity that managed metadata, filtering and tagging can potentially bring is welcome (as opposed
to the familiar drilling down into numerous buried shared drive folders). However, actual

implementation can prove problematic.

' The enterprise social networks praised by myself only moments ago do have important recordkeeping implications.
Indeed, whilst internal guidelines may state that documents should ultimately be stored in designated Enterprise
Information Management (EIM) systems or platforms, users will revert to the easiest and this may well include uploading
to social networks.



Certainly, scalability is a major issue, and if mass migration is not systematically regulated,
structured and standardised from inception, SharePoint itself can become something of a sprawling
ocean beast: thousands of tentacles (or SharePoint sites, depending on your disposition) each acting
independently and with very little restraint. Undoubtedly, there is no point moving everything from
shared drives to SharePoint if it's simply going to be managed chaotically in a shiny new location.
Therefore, control should be executed through Information Policies, record categories, managed
metadata and retention. If this is not pre-defined it potentially asks a lot of the user. Moreover, if

systematic training is not disseminated many employees will simply not use it.

Therefore, across the professional landscape, solutions for auto-classifying records and disposition
are being explored. This includes integrated hybrid solutions, involving Enterprise Information
Management Systems operating behind SharePoint for automated retention based on record

classification, in addition to records management functionality within SharePoint itself.

Notoriously, records management capability in SharePoint has been limited. The lack of event-driven
retention is undoubtedly a shortcoming, whilst supplementary add-ons are often required to make it
fit for purpose. However, pragmatism is paramount and the scope for systematic records
management in SharePoint is clearly far greater than that applied on the shared drives of many
organisations. This also provides the option for using ‘In-place Records Management’ (i.e. the record
remaining in situ within a particular team-site) or a designated ‘Records Centre’, again posing the
dilemma of balancing control and user flexibility. Experience suggests efficient manual declaration of

records is improbable.’

A phrase consistently uttered during postgraduate study was that ‘there are no easy answers’ to
managing information in the ‘digital age’. | thought this was a cop-out (I paid for answers!) however |
am increasingly aware this is the case. There is no ‘one size fits all’. An understanding of your
particular organisational context is crucial and, as ever, senior management support, organisational
culture, structure, budgets, scope and time-resources all need to be considered. Moreover, the
means of conducting business and communicating are always evolving, and the modern, dynamic
business must develop accordingly. As a new professional coming into this environment, the scale
and the speed of acceleration can be overwhelming: stood impotently at the stable gate, dressed in
a cheap cowboy costume, lasso at the ready, but the horse having bolted a long, long time ago. This

particularly seems the case in regard to unstructured data.

2 Additionally, the use of content type (reusable settings applied to categories of content), Information Management
Policies, and the capacity for e-discovery controls, suggest some possibility for information and records management in
SharePoint 2013.



Nevertheless, what remains unchanged is the fact that information is the lifeblood of good business,
and its useability — whether for risk management, protection of intellectual property, or operational
purposes — is only as good as the design and implementation of the recordkeeping system being
used. Retention schedules implemented through systematic, automated disposition is the utopian
dream. The reality is less glitzy. However, this is very much a process and what’s important as
information and recordkeeping professionals is that we are actively striving to support fundamental
organisational processes and developments in the information age. The scarcity of information
espoused in Wilde’s gas lit Victorian age is a romantic dream, but we must continue the march into

this brave new world.
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