Interoperability: 2nd Article 
Background

This article is a follow-up to “Interoperability – Not just a word for the technical” published in the last IIM Newsletter.  In that article, I made some observations about the converging disciplines of information management and recordkeeping and the emergence of a field that is an amalgam and evolution of both those disciplines.  In the process, I touched on some items that were interesting areas in their own right but didn’t really belong with the rest of the article.  These were about the (often adverse) effect on operations of the requirements of recordkeeping and information management and the forces that influence them.
As I mentioned in the earlier article, my working life has been almost entirely in the Government sector, and this article is again written from that perspective.
Specifically, this article is about the tendency for both records and information management to focus on the longer term and the bigger picture and, in the process, leave untapped opportunities to enhance daily operations.  Ever since the professions of recordkeeping and information management were invented, this has been the source of potential for tension and conflict between these professionals and the operational staff of the business.  I am going to concentrate on the IT aspects of this, although similar issues exist in any clerical environment, whether supported by IT or substantially hard copy.
As a little more background, my involvement in the recordkeeping industry has been primarily as a result of my work with electronic document and record management projects.  The most significant of these was driven by the perceived potential to benefit day to day operations as much as by the desire for improved records management and the opportunity to make better strategic use of information holdings.  The project leadership and the project team members themselves in the main were people whose experience was in operational or policy areas of one sort or another, rather than IT, information management or recordkeeping.  Consequently, our design, configuration and implementation decisions were perhaps influenced by factors different from those that might have been uppermost in the minds of records and information management professionals.

While this had its drawbacks, it did give us a perspective that had certain advantages.  Foremost of these was the ability to see more clearly the point of view of those working at the coalface for whom (and prepare yourself for the utterance of heresy) recordkeeping was at best a necessary tedium and at worst an obstacle to doing their work.  Obviously, perceiving recordkeeping as an obstacle is an incredibly short-sighted way of thinking.  Nevertheless, the pressures under which clerical workers in today’s public sector operate mean that their attention is increasingly focussed on right here, right now, today.  Let tomorrow take care of itself, an anathema to records managers and information managers alike, but an unfortunate side effect of more and increasingly complex work and less people to do it with.

The perils of IT

Without a doubt, information technology has been a boon to clerical and service delivery workers of all kinds, in all fields and without it we would have all gone under long ago.  My work history extends back far enough to remember such things as typing pools and index cards.  I remember the introduction of word processing and my wonder and amazement at the skills of the specialist Word Processing Operator (yes, you needed a special title to drive one) as she (yes, always a “she”) made the words and letters dance and weave across the screen.  Similarly, I remember what passed for business systems at the time, although the phrase “business system” had barely been invented, let alone understood in an IT context.  In fact, we didn’t even call it IT.  I have no fond but illusory memories of how things were in the good old days and I am forever thankful that we have IT systems to help us cope with the ravages of the politicians who think up new things for us to do and the productivity bandits who believe that each new initiative should be accompanied by a reduction in resources.

However, all the benefits of IT have come with the inevitable down side.  Or more correctly, down sides plural; one for the coalface workers and another for the records and information managers.  We’ll look at the problem for the workers first.

From the perspective of the worker at the sharp end, there has been an increasing reliance on the IT systems to do the recordkeeping and information management.  Dangerously, this reliance has evolved gradually and mostly subconsciously.  As we leaned more and more on IT systems, our earlier habits, where recordkeeping (although we didn’t call it that) was a natural and innate aspect of everything we did, slipped away.  Now, when we were dealing with databases and business applications only, this wasn’t a problem.  Databases keep records.  That’s what they do.  Business applications that process things for you have to keep records too, or they can’t process things.  Unfortunately, the more raggedy and less tamed children of the business IT world, the desktops and the folders
, have no such built-in discipline.  For the enthusiastic but untrained amateurs driving the keyboards in clerical environments today, there is an irrational but powerful tendency to believe that somehow the magic box does that managing stuff all by itself.  Regrettably, as the release of Microsoft’s ESP operating system is still some years away, this is of course fallacious and perilously so.

All right, how does this relate to the point of this article?  What I am trying to illustrate is that we have on the part of the workers both a widespread diminution of recordkeeping expertise and a subconscious and erroneous tendency to work as though records and information management are all being taken care of by our IT tools.
So much for the dangers of IT for the uninformed.  For the wise and trained, IT has its dangers too, only this time the danger arises from knowing too much.  The possibilities and opportunities offered by IT are powerful and seductive.  When combined with the establishment of specialist records and information management areas in most organisations, there is a real and often manifested risk of striving for an ideal that simply cannot be supported by the business.  It is not the records and information managers who actually do the base work upon which recordkeeping and information management relies.  It is the operational workers who create and maintain records, it is they who fuel the engines of information management with the raw material that makes them work.  But all too often, the benefits flow to others, or are not realised, until well beyond the moment at hand.  If this basic truth is forgotten, there is little but tears before bedtime for all concerned.

When operational workers are presented with a framework and a set of rules that imposes on them what they see as non-essential work and would result in expending effort they can ill afford, the result is unrest and frequently, non-compliance.  Or worse, apparent compliance that is actually doing whatever will make the requirement go away, whether or not it is the right thing to do.
In my work with EDRMS implementations, the issues I have described above frequently rose to the surface in the process of considering the best way to design and configure the system.  More painfully, sometimes they didn’t become obvious until after implementation.  

So how do we continue to enjoy the benefits of IT, that panacea for the woes of the clerical worker, the record keeper and the information manager without letting each one’s natural biases and human frailties result in it becoming a cure worse than the disease?  As with anything of this kind, there is not a single straightforward answer, but there are many things we can do that will help.  An EDRMS offers a wonderful opportunity to integrate recordkeeping and information management with business.  To make the most of this opportunity, we must ensure that the needs of all the stakeholders are met in equal measure.

As we have seen, clerical workers today are frequently short on recordkeeping expertise, and as recordkeeping as a science becomes more sophisticated, the gap between what they know and what would be ideal becomes ever greater.  In the following sections, I make some observations about some of the areas where I encountered both problems and opportunities.

Functional classification schemes

The emergence and adoption of a functional approach to classification and titling of records is now a good decade old.  The sense of it and its applicability to most areas of business is self-evident.  Actually, no it isn’t.  It is self-evident once one understands the concepts that underpin it and when one has seen the deficiencies of other classification schemes.  But in my experience, most workers find it impenetrable.  Even those who understand it conceptually frequently have difficulty putting it into practice.

If we had limitless specialist resources devoted to recordkeeping, this wouldn’t be so much of a problem.  Where it comes to grief is that the operational staff will usually be the ones who put the concepts into practice.  Even when there are specialist staff who control the creation and titling of files, they do so largely on the information provided by the users of the files.  I have personally seen the frustration expressed by inexpert staff when confronted with the task of requesting a file using a conceptually sophisticated, but utterly impenetrable functional classification scheme.  With an EDRMS, there are significant advantages for file creation as an in-line process, initiated by users and with files available for immediate use, that are lost if the classification scheme is not easy to understand and useable by workers
.
All is not lost, however.  It is possible to have the benefits of a superior approach to classification and still maintain useability by the inexpert.  Firstly, there is the importance of sound, meaningful definitions.  Scope notes, in fact.  No arguments there, surely?  Actually, yes.  Scope notes are frequently ambiguously written, abbreviated to the point of being useless or, unaccountably, driven by ideological considerations with regard to language and the use of illustrative examples, rather than being in terms that are relevant to the workers responsible for the areas of work they cover.
A functional classification scheme typically uses three levels of classification, but rarely are bottom level terms defined and they are almost never defined in context.  While this can be an onerous task in an extensive scheme with hundreds or even thousands of terms, remember that it only has to be done once, whereas the benefits of doing it lasts as long as the terms remain valid for the business.

Secondly, the terms themselves must as far as possible use a vocabulary that is understood and accepted by the whole organisation.  This seems self-evident, but frequently language is siloed in an organisation, just as information is.  People appropriate terms and define them according to their context in a way that is efficient and convenient for their specific purpose, the origin of jargon, in fact.  Effort must be devoted to the introduction and adoption of language that is common across the organisation.  In fact, this is just a part of change management but an element of change management that is essential to having a broad understanding of the way that records are classified and one that is almost universally neglected.

Finally, remember what a functional classification scheme is for and don’t make it do more jobs than it has to.  Functional classification offers the greatest benefit to records managers, not to operational staff.  This is because its strengths are long term items, such as supporting disposition of records and large scale organisation of records, especially in the context of supporting organisational change.  Work is organised operationally in a great many ways, often only functionally at the highest level.  For example, in customer service organisations with multiple functions, it is often more convenient for the customer if work is organised according to who you are providing services to, not according to which service you are providing.  In a hard copy environment, unless you want to spend a lot of effort in maintaining duplicate records, you have to pick one way of organising records that serves all purposes.  An EDRM product on the other hand has (or should have) a range of mechanisms to organise information to suit different purposes.  Use them all.
Metadata

The design and implementation of metadata schemes has many parallels with the issues presented by classification schemes.  It is a powerful tool, capable of describing and contextualising records with enormous variety yet maintaining structure in a way that the “just use a smarter search engine” approach can never achieve.
From both the specific records management and broader information management perspectives, metadata offers many opportunities.  Yet, so often these opportunities are not realised, or foregone before a record is created, because of the difficulty in populating metadata.  Once again, the worker at the desk is the person responsible for this task, frequently in situations where they receive no direct benefit.  And of course, the outcome is bad or non-existent metadata.  This is one of the things influencing an emerging trend for metadata to fall into disfavour, which I believe is more of a problem with poor implementation than an inherent deficiency of the concept.

Having had the experience of defining an extensive metadata scheme for a major EDRMS implementation, I am acutely aware of the enticing possibilities.  Once I understood what they were about, I researched and consulted and designed with unbridled enthusiasm.  I saw them all, the VERS, Commonwealth, NSW standards and transcended the lot.  150 elements? 200? Pah!  I can think of double that number without straining.  But when it came to implementation…
Granted that many EDRM products initially had severe limitations with regard to metadata, they have become more powerful and sophisticated over time.  In particular, the capacity to integrate with other IT systems and enable the automated harvesting of metadata is key to getting the most out of it without imposing extra work on operational staff.  In many cases, this involved the non-trivial matter of customisation of the EDRM product, but the returns in terms of productivity and reporting capability were significant and well worth the investment.
Just as significant as automated harvesting of metadata is the underlying design.  Analysis of the requirements of the business as a whole maximises the chance of having a lean, efficient model where the maximum benefit can be obtained from the smallest number of metadata elements, and therefore the lowest cost of harvesting, whether that be the cost of manual population or the cost of automation.  Still, this can be a major undertaking and one that is hard to justify in the context of a single system, however central to operations.  A big part of the answer is to ensure that the organisation has an holistic, properly constructed, diligently maintained corporate data model.

Recordkeeping as an integrated in-line process

Ultimately, the most effective way of ensuring good recordkeeping and good organisation of information is to integrate the collection, storage and classification of information into business processes in a way that does not involve effort additional to that required to complete the transaction at hand.  Any work required of a clerical worker in today’s environment that is perceived as being in any way peripheral is in danger of not being performed.  Even the oft repeated mantras of accountability and responsibility are not sufficient to ensure compliance when the pressures for immediate outcomes are strong enough.

I have found that it takes just a little thought and a preparedness to be flexible on the part of the records and information managers, combined with openness to change on the part of workers, to redesign processes in such a way as to achieve this integration.  What is essential though, is that the processes are redesigned.
It seems obvious to say that a significant change in medium and functionality, such as that inherent in moving from hard copy to electronic, necessitates review and redesign of processes.  Sadly, this is not so obvious to many managers and workers when confronted with the reality of changing a familiar and well worn process.  Even so, it is a hard reality.  Simply migrating a process from one medium to another severely limits the benefits to be obtained from EDRM.  Of greatest concern is the fact that this compromises the opportunity to achieve the improvement in recordkeeping compliance and corporate information management that drives the decision to implement EDRM in the first place.
� In computing, a directory, catalogue, or folder is an entity in a file system which contains a group of files and/or other directories.  A typical file system may contain thousands (or even hundreds of thousands) of directories. 


� We used an approach that involved initial creation of files by users in a temporary repository, with a 100% quality assurance check after the event by expert records management staff.  This was very successful and enabled the creation of a file as the first event in the life of a transaction after receipt of the initiating document.  This was especially the case in a processing environment where the titling of case files was consistent between transactions or had at most just a few permutations that were quickly learnt by operational staff.
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