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INFORMATION PROFESSIONS

Opportunities Out of Chaos:

Survival Strategies in the
Information Age

will instabilities in the corporate environment signify the downfall of
traditional records management? Perhaps, but in this period of instability
and transition there are a variety of specific and positive strategies

which today’s energetic, intelligent, and effective records management
professionals will want to consider as they look ahead both personally and

professionally.

By DR. J. MICHAEL PEMBERTON
and DR. RAYMOND R. McBETH

Several trends in the corporate
environment are having a signifi-
cant impact on the way information
and records managers view their re-
sponsibilities. These trends include
mergers, acquisitions, business pro-
cess re-engineering, downsizing,
outsourcing, broad-banding of
salaries, and related phenomena.
These are strategies which man-
agers are using to lead their organi-
zations more efficiently and effec-
tively. Even more important to
information professionals is the
widespread availability and use of
powerful information processing
technologies in the form of personal
computers (PCs), software, net-
works, and related developments
which are changing the nature of
work in unprecedented ways. Many
of these managerial and technologi-
cal changes threaten traditional
records management activities since
they are changing the ways in
which organizations do business
and, consequently, the way that
records are produced, maintained,
and destroyed.!

It is increasingly clear, for exam-
ple, that in the future those who use
information will also have to man-
age it. As a result, previous distinc-
tions between information users

and information or records man-
agers—as personified in traditional
file rooms, records centers, and
most data processing operations—
will become less useful and may in
fact prove dysfunctional. In this PC
generation, information systems
which in the past were difficult, or
at best inconvenient, to use are be-
coming more user-transparent. The
users of information will themselves
be creating, storing, retrieving, re-
vising, disseminating, and disposing
of information at their individual
computer-based workstations, often
without being consciously aware of
it. In essence, all employees will be
managing information as well as
using it.

STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVES
FOR RECORDS MANAGERS

Does this mean, then, that
records will not have to be man-
aged? Of course not; but changes in
corporate structure created by infor-
mation technology innovations, as
well as business environment insta-
bilities, make the future of many
traditional records management po-
sitions difficult to predict. Today’s
records managers, if they intend to
be successful, must help plan and
implement the transition to this
emerging perspective in which
users of information also manage it.
Their insights into the nature of

their organizations and the roles
that information plays in making
them successful will put records
managers in a position to redirect
their organizations toward those en-
hanced information strategies, poli-
cies, and procedures which will
make their organizations more ef-
fective and competitive. If, on the
other hand, their current organiza-
tions remain unconvinced regarding
the value of managing information,
experienced records managers have
the ability to apply their expertise
and skills in other venues.

Records managers may consider
two strategic directions in respond-
ing to the managerial and techno-
logical changes occurring in their
organizations. One is internal; that
is, how can they use their informa-
tion management skills to improve
their organizations and to demon-
strate that managing information is
vital to long-term organizational
success? The second is external;
that is, what services can records
managers provide as independent
vendors, suppliers, contractors, or
consultants to meet the information
management needs of their cus-
tomers, one of which might be their
former organization?

First, let us focus on the changing
profiles of organizations and some
of the new roles knowledgeable
records managers can bring to these
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Table 1—Common Elements Among Information Disciplines as Service Units?
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transformed organizations. Records
managers must respond to changes
that are occurring and employ tech-
niques which will lead to an en-
hanced understanding of the value
of information, not a diminished
one. Implementing the transition to
these new organizational dynamics
may mean eliminating traditional
“records management” and then ap-
plying the field’s most effective
principles and achievements to
manage information in new ways,
at all levels, and in every part of the
organization.

IN-YOUR-FACE RECORDS
MANAGEMENT?

Passively waiting for organiza-
tional units to seek out the records
manager’s advice is a high-risk
strategy. Instead, records managers
must aggressively seek out and ana-
lyze the records and information
management needs and practices
throughout their organization and
make specific recommendations for
change at the unit level as well as
organization wide. For this analysis
and the subsequent recommenda-
tions to be credible, records man-
agers must forge beyond the famil-
iar—but limiting—records manage-
ment processes and techniques.
They must also become aware of the
rapid acceptance by their organiza-
tion of such technologies as telefac-
simile, electronic mail, electronic
data interchange (EDI), and imag-
ing systems, which are changing
the forms and flows of information
in their organizational environ-
ment. Such innovations will simply
not “go away.”

These information technologies
and others have developed as proc-
esses for formatting, storing, and
transmitting information, informa-
tion which still has to be actively
managed, not merely “saved to
disk.” The virtually complete accep-
tance of PCs, along with evolving
client-server architectures as the
everyday method of doing business,
has in many cases removed both
control and accountability from
centralized data processing depart-
ments or management information

systems units. Employees in all
areas of organizations are using
PCs to generate and maintain vast
amounts of information. Who, how-
ever, is helping those who create
this information to manage it? Who
is providing services and technical
assistance at the individual work-
station level on matters like direc-
tory design, file-naming conven-
tions, diagnostic utilities,
hard-drive management, backup
procedures, and, perhaps most im-
portantly, information retention
considerations?2 Who is providing
support in the design and re-design
of systems to meet stated function-
alities and optimal records struc-
tures? All too often, no one! But

those with records management

backgrounds can fill this service
void as their world view of informa-
tion expands.

The traditional functions of
records management have focused
on top-down, policy-driven, and or-
ganization-wide services rather
than services to persons. That is,
the needs of units rather than needs
of individuals-as-customers have
been addressed. The information
management needs of these individ-
uals, however, can be part of the en-
hanced domain of the records-
turned-information-manager.
Providing this comprehensive ap-
proach will widely and more visibly
demonstrate not only the benefits to
be gained by managing information
but the value, to the organization,
of the records-become-information
manager as well. There are many
exciting opportunities and much to
be accomplished in the current
records and information arena, but
successful practitioners will over
time view information as a dynam-
ic, but manageable, organization-
wide commodity in its own right, re-
gardless of the multiplicity of its
evolving forms.

BUILDING FROM
WHAT WE KNOW

The diverse information special-
izations use a wide variety of field-
specific terminology in an attempt
to stress their special qualities or
abilities. Nonetheless, they are all
actually engaged in the same funda-
mental processes in which value is
added as information progresses
though the cycle of:

Creation

Identification

10

Evaluation

Acquisition

Storage

Retrieval

Access/Delivery

Repackaging/Customization

Dissemination/Distribution

Review of Value

Disposition/Preservation

For a comparison of the terminolo-
gy and perspectives among various
information management specializa-
tions, refer to Table 1. Note the ex-
tent to which functions differ more
in terminology than in actuality.

Recognizing these commonalities
among the various information dis-
ciplines suggests that there are a
variety of career alternatives within
the broader field of information
work. An analysis of the informa-
tion disciplines funded by the U.S.
Department of Labor identified
some 1,500 occupational titles for
those working at professional levels
in the information disciplines.4 Only
one percent of them were in
“records management.” Knowing at
least something about the other 99
percent seems well advised!

Further, there are—and will be—
many new and expanding informa-
tion-based careers in which infor-
mation management skills are
valuable and beneficial. They in-
clude such areas as: information
analysis, strategic information ser-
vices, managing intellectual capital,
environmental scanning, competitor
intelligence, research support, infor-
mation re-packaging, and informa-
tion systems design. A growing
number of new positions like
these—and some either not yet
imagined or waiting to be created—
can build from the skills and abili-
ties which many of today’s records
managers already possess. Innova-
tive records managers can bring
any of a variety of new services to
their organizations.

Another logical direction, one that
builds on current insights and
skills, is evolution toward and pro-
motion into what may currently be
non-existent information positions
in many organizations. This strate-
gy may, in fact, require that some
records managers phase out their
current positions and create new
ones. The new positions might in-
clude those with titles such as
“Chief Information Officer (CIO),”
“Vice President for Information Re-
sources Management,” or “Director
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of Information Services.” These ti-
tles are often associated with com-
puting resources, but a widespread
dissatisfaction with the computer-
czar CIO model and a realization by
senior management that there is
much more to “information” than
computing suggests that there are
opportunities for broad-based infor-
mation specialists.5 In fact, the edu-
cation, skills, and previous experi-
ence likely to be needed in these
positions have already been delin-
eated in ARMA’s Job Descriptions
guidelines.6 A variety of upward ca-
reer paths, then, already exist.
There is reason to believe that an
effective and knowledgeable infor-
mation professional with roots in
records management could set a ca-
reer course toward such positions.
Another career development
strategy concerns management
functions beyond those associated,
strictly speaking, with information
work. One such area is administra-
tive services, which includes such
functions as mail services, repro-
graphics, telephone and telecommu-
nications services, building mainte-
nance, risk assessment, leasing
management, and office services—
and, often, records management.
ARMA’s Job Descriptions publica-
tion shows the relationship between
records management and adminis-
trative services. And it is now fairly
common for those successful in
records management with effective
management skills to be promoted
into leadership positions in admin-
istrative services.
Entrepreneurially-minded
records managers may consider ex-
tending their unit’s products and
services beyond the customer base
in their own organization. Many
records management programs
could become profit centers by mar-
keting their service abilities to ex-
ternal organizations. New efficien-
cies and effectiveness in these
service areas are likely to be of in-
creasing value, and this knowledge
and the related services will be
marketable to others. One large
aerospace company, for example,
developed powerful document track-
ing software for its internal use and
later marketed it to other organiza-
tions. The imaging unit of a major
company now provides source-docu-
ment and Computer Qutput Mi-
crofiche (COM) services to others.
Our views of such formerly inter-
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nal-only functions are likely to
change over time as knowledge it-
self becomes the basic resource.

In his Post-Capitalist Society,”
Peter Drucker shows that knowl-
edge is replacing capital as society’s
basic resource and that a market
economy organizes economic activi-
ty around information. More impor-
tantly, he shows that the business
of most organizations is now the
production and distribution of
knowledge and information rather
than the production, inventory, and
distribution of “things.” Under
these circumstances a diverse
records management background
provides many skills that are essen-
tial to knowledge workers and
knowledge-based organizations.
These include the ability to orga-
nize information for efficient re-
trieval, an understanding of infor-
mation retention considerations,
such as retaining information for
decision making as opposed to re-
taining it for legal, financial or his-
torical purposes. These insights can
be especially valuable in showing
the organization how to cut costs
and to regain both efficiency and or-
ganizational effectiveness.

INFORMATING THE
MANAGEMENT DISCIPLINES

Shoshana Zuboff in In the Age of
the Smart Machine: The Future of
Work and Power has shown that an
organization becomes increasingly
“informated” as information tech-
nology is used by more and more
employees to accomplish everyday
tasks.8 Increasing “informating”
means that as all other areas in the
organization are becoming informa-
tion intensive, information manage-
ment skills will not only be neces-
sary but crucial in every part of the
organization. Areas such as ac-
counting, personnel, purchasing, in-
ventory control, transportation/lo-
gistics, and customer services are
already information-intense, and
other areas such as engineering and
production are becoming more “in-
formated” all the time. Skills fo-
cused narrowly or solely on records
management will increasingly be
inadequate; instead, they will need
to be applied in some functional
area in the organization. Some esti-
mates suggest that 70% to 80% of
the quality problems in organiza-
tions are not production problems
but those associated with informa-

tion, such as inaccurate and/or late
billing or the inability to answer
customer inquiries in a timely fash-
ion. It is increasingly clear that in-
formation skills are needed and can
make a significant difference in vir-
tually any part of the organization
and at all levels within it. These
skills can be used by information
managers to help individual units of
the organization rethink their mis-
sion by continually asking questions
about the information stored and
the reasons for maintaining it: “why
do we do this in this way; what are
our alternatives; does this really
need to be done?” The answers can
be used to re-engineer work proc-
esses effectively in order to save
time, money, and energy.

KNOWLEDGE TRAVELS WELL

To be a successful manager in an
information-intense environment
will require enhanced knowledge
and skills. A major study by Grif-
fiths and King on the educational
needs of information managers,
funded by the U.S. Department of
Education, defines a variety of
knowledges, skills, and attitudes
needed by information professionals
in a variety of work settings. At the
foundation level, these include:
knowledge in areas of literacy, nu-
meracy, and communications; skills
in oral and written communication,
time management, cognitive and
analytical areas; and attitudes, such
as a willingness to share knowledge
and experiences with others, de-
pendability, willingness to take re-
sponsibility, and a desire to follow
through.® At both middle and se-
nior-management levels, the suc-
cessful records and information
manager will possess all these char-
acteristics along with others, some
of which are more discipline-specif-
ic. Among these are:

* Knowledge of the legal, fiscal,
administrative and/or histori-
cal reasons for retaining infor-
mation,

* Knowledge of available vendor-
supplied systems, services and
products to support informa-
tion-intense activities,

* Knowledge of the contracting
process, both in general and
within the organization,

* Knowledge of facilities man-
agement: building and fire
codes, safety regulations, etc.,

* Knowledge of methods and
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techniques to evaluate sys-
tems, services, and products,

* Knowledge of public relations
techniques,

* Knowledge of statistical descrip-
tion, analysis, interpretations,
and presentation skills, and

e Knowledge of cost and cost
analyses associated with infor-
mation management processes
and resources.10

Note the extent to which these vari-
ous types of knowledges are applica-
ble to information management po-
sitions other than records manage-
ment and even to other types of
management beyond the more nar-
rowly defined information disci-
plines (e.g., facilities management,
statistical descriptions, public rela-
tions, cost analysis).

In the area of skills, there are a
variety of abilities generic to all in-
formation-work areas at the middle
and senior-management levels.
These include abilities to:

* Understand needs of the entire
organization and not just those
of the records/information
management program,

* Anticipate long-range resource
needs of the program,

¢ Design systems and procedures
to improve program operations,

» Arbitrate and negotiate,

¢ Apply methods of measure-
ment and evaluation, and

¢ Budget and make projections.!
Thomas Stewart maintains that,
when they are present, these types
of knowledge and skills along with
the information that is available in
an organization form a type of capi-
tal. This “intellectual” capital is the
most valuable asset an organization
has.12

It is important for one’s own ca-
reer development to understand the
difference between “competencies,”
such as the knowledge, skills and at-
titudes outlined by Griffiths and
King, and “activities.” Activities are
those duties performed at a particu-
lar job site during a particular time
interval. Competencies, on the other
hand, are areas of ability which are
portable from one work environment
to another and which withstand the
test of time better than mere work-
place activities or duties. To an ex-

tent, the differences between activi-
ties and competencies define the dif-
ference between clerical staff and
professionals: a clerical worker
works for a company and happens
to be performing records manage-
ment activities; a professional is a
career records manager who, for
now, is applying his knowledge in a
company. Knowledge belongs to
those who have it, not to those who
employ the person with knowl-
edge.13 Understanding this distinc-
tion may make a world of difference
when one views records/information
management in career terms rather
than as the occupation of the mo-
ment. But why even consider a ca-
reer beyond the organization for
which you now work? Because quite
possibly they are considering a cor-
porate future without you!

YOUR EXTERNAL
STRATEGIES

Another approach to career
change focuses on what you might
do to prepare for new careers and
positions outside your present orga-
nization. There are four alternative
directions that will allow you to
take advantage of your records
management experience. Your fu-
ture may be that of an en-
trepreneur, a consultant, a vendor,
or as part of a temporary staffing
organization.

In Post-Capitalist Society, Druck-
er discusses a corporate phe-
nomenon he calls “unbundling.”14
Unbundling is the external procure-
ment of services that are necessary
for, but not directly related to, the
mission of the organization. Out-
sourced services can range from
such everyday things as building
maintenance and food services to
accounting and information man-
agement expertise and services. Or-
ganizations turn to outside vendors
for these services because they be-
lieve they can get better value for
their investment from specialists in
those areas. Perhaps even more im-
portantly, many bright, ambitious,
and innovative employees are find-
ing that they have career paths
available to them in these special-
izations which do not exist in their
current organizations.

Today, reorganization and out-
sourcing are facts of organizational
life, but their impact on records
managers is not necessarily nega-
tive. These transformations can pro-

12

vide an opportunity for you to be-
come your own boss and use your
insights and skills to create a suc-
cessful new organization. For exam-
ple, if you like managing a records
center, are successful doing it, and
you are certain that you could do an
even better job if allowed to make
your own decisions, then why not
open one? That is, “spin off” your
function to a new organization, one
that you control, and use your
knowledge of your former organiza-
tion to build a successful partner-
ship with it as well as with other
customers. Entrepreneurship means
risk-taking, of course, but if you are
convinced that your organization
will outsource the records center
function anyway, why shouldn’t
they contract with you, especially
since you already know the organi-
zation well?15 We work in a market
economy, and if you are effective at
what you do and if organizations
want and need your knowledge and
services, you will be successful.

A second direction could be to be-
come an independent consultant. If
you are taking your current respon-
sibilities seriously, you are already
an internal consultant in your orga-
nization because you are working
with many departments and divi-
sions “selling” them new ways to
improve their information and
records management systems. You
can apply your insights and skills in
any environment, either inside the
organization (as an intrapreneur) or
outside of it (as an entrepreneur).

In addition to being risk-tolerant,
becoming an entrepreneur requires
significant business sense, market-
ing skills, and the energy needed to
become your own boss. If you accept
the risks, you also reap the re-
wards. You have records and infor-
mation experience as well as in-
sights into the needs and concerns
of the industry in which you have
worked. It may be that your current
organization does not need those in-
sights on a full-time basis but that a
number of similar organizations
would contract with you on a part-
time basis. According to the U.S.
Department of Labor’s Occupation-
al Outlook Handbook (1994-95 Edi-
tion), employment of management
consultants

will grow much faster than the

average for all occupations

through the year 2005 as indus-

Continued on page 14
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Continued from page 12

try and government increasing-

ly rely on outside expertise to im-

prove the performance of their or-

ganizations [emphasis supplied].16
There may well be an appropriate
market niche for your particular
consulting skills.

A third direction could be to be-
come a vendor. This requires shift-
ing roles from those of an intelligent
buyer of information management
equipment, supplies and services to
being an ethical and knowledgeable
geller of them. Like records man-
agers, vendors are typically in-
volved in a form of consultative pro-
cess with their customers to meet
both perceived and actual needs.
This consultative process occurs be-
tween vendors and their customers
in virtually every aspect of informa-
tion management, from, at the
lower end, the buying and selling of
filing cabinets through the acquisi-
tion of the most sophisticated imag-
ing systems. In between those ex-
tremes are such alternative
solutions as color coding, mobile
shelving systems, database soft-
ware, automated retrieval, specialty
supplies, and an array of other per-
mutations and combinations. Your
established records and information
knowledge and experience places
you in a very strong, credible posi-
tion to meet customer needs be-
cause you understand the possibili-
ties that are available along with
their strengths and weaknesses.

A fourth direction might be to af-
filiate with a temporary staffing
service. In this staff-specialist ca-
pacity you could market to, or man-
age records management activities
in, those organizations that require
them on an as-needed basis. Many
organizations are now purchasing
information services from external
contractors. Some of those contrac-
tors are not independent consul-
tants but “temporary” agencies such
as Olsten, Manpower, or Kelley that
supply services on demand. This op-
tion would allow you the flexibility
of entrepreneurship without all the
responsibilities that go with owner-
ship. In this capacity you could
work with customers to identify

their information management
needs and then design solutions to
meet those needs. In many cases
(e.g., conversion projects), this re-
quires short-term staff which your
organization would supply. This ap-
proach would not only draw on your
information and records manage-
ment skills to identify customers’
near-term problems but could also
lead to providing continuing long-
term solutions to the client organi-
zation’s information management
problems as well.

A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR
“YOU, INC.”

Because of rapid changes in the
corporate environment and the need
to reduce uncertainty, most organi-
zations are involved with continu-
ous strategic thinking and plan-
ning. This concern about an
unpredictable environment should
give you as a professional the mod-
els and the incentive needed to per-
form your own personal strategic
planning initiative. You might, for
example, take as your mission the
development of a plan to begin a
records management consulting or-
ganization. Goals and objectives
necessary to fulfill that mission
would be developed; these would in-
clude efforts such as: learning the
procedures of setting up and run-
ning a small business, assessing the
values and pitfalls of incorporation,
creating a viable business plan,
looking for sources of capital needed
to establish and market one’s ser-
vices, examining the prospect of a
home-based business, and so forth.

Related to these endeavors would
be professional-development activi-
ties usable in this new venture.
Skills such as marketing tech-
niques, proposal writing, effective
presentations, and cost-benefit
analysis can be learned from books,
seminars, college courses, and other
training opportunities. While these
are discrete and short-term efforts,
there are other and more challeng-
ing initiatives which may be neces-
sary to meet your strategic goals.
Among them should be education
and professional certification.

Those who will achieve the future
they want will share many common
traits, including educational qualifi-
cations beyond an associate’s de-
gree. A personal and systematic ap-
proach to professional growth and
development is important, but it

14

must have as a foundation formal,
relevant educational credentials be-
cause that is what organizations are
requiring. In any case, those who
will achieve success must acquire a
thorough understanding of manage-
ment functions and techniques, a
genuine understanding of the na-
ture of information as a resource,
and a credible and comprehensive
understanding of information tech-
nology. Undergraduate and ad-
vanced degrees which unite man-
agement education with that for
information management, informa-
tion science, and information tech-
nology represent an ideal combina-
tion. A commitment to pursuing
education enrichment is increasing-
ly valued in a knowledge-based
marketplace.

While degrees provide a formal
certification of basic understanding,
the information underlying such de-
grees often becomes obsolete quick-
ly. For this reason, certification
(e.g., Certified Records Manager,
Certified Archivist) is especially im-
portant, since this process verifies
that you have a foundation of un-
derstanding related to the core
knowledge of a professional field.
Linked to that knowledge, the hours
of required certification mainte-
nance are valuable not only because
they suggest to current and future
employers that skills and knowl-
edge are current but also they en-
force a discipline to ensure under-
standing of changes in the field.
Thus, skills and competencies are
continuously improved.

CONCLUSION

While lifetime employment in a
single occupation and in a single
company is no longer a reasonable
expectation, your understanding of
your organization and its needs to
manage information gives you a sig-
nificant advantage. You can use
this knowledge and skills not only
to enhance your own career but also
to improve the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of your organization. This
is true whether you stay in your
current organization, move to an-
other work place, or create a new
business of your own. Whatever di-
rection you take, monitoring the ac-
tivity of your organization, its in-
dustry, and the trends and
developments in the information
management field will be increas-
ingly vital.
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The future can hold many attrac-
tive possibilities. The choices are
yours, but deciding not to decide, or
leaving things the way they are, is
today the most risky strategy. To
“leave well enough alone,” which in
the past was often a reasonable
strategy, is now likely to be a short
trip to unemployment. One option,
if you are to be seen as a valuable
part of the organization, is to elimi-
nate your present job by restructur-
ing and re-directing the information
management functions. This means
finding more effective and efficient
ways to accomplish the necessary
(and only the necessary) informa-
tion-based tasks. Could there be a
better way—however ironic—for
you to demonstrate your value to
the organization?

The future of your organization
and your role in it are matters only
you can decide; only you can take
the appropriate next steps. You can
pretend that your job and your fu-
ture are secure, or you can face the
reality of the current business envi-
ronment and organizational dynam-
ics and develop not only a place for
your skills but also an awareness of
the significance that the effective
management of information plays
in your—or any other—organiza-
tion. What you know now about
managing information can make a
big difference in your future and in
the future of any organization of
which you are—or will be—a part.
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the things that could possibly go
wrong and counter them before the
process falls apart.

At the work system stage

The machine and the people
make a whole. The work structure
must be designed to complement
the abilities of both people and ma-
chine, to make the very most of all
their skills and talents—and I do
mean the skills and talents of the
machine as well. You paid for these
when you bought it—use them to
the maximum.

The whole structure must be de-
signed so that people do the things
people are good at, such as thinking
and deciding and giving customers
a smile, and machines do the things
machines are good at, such as
repetitive tasks that are
monotonous or fatiguing, or are
slow for people and fast for ma-
chines. Then ensure that the inter-
action points between the two are

such that the structure as a whole
is as effective as possible.

CONCLUSION

Every work process has a series
of points of interaction between ma-
chines and people. While machines
are generally capable of heavy
monotonous work, they can do little
thinking, and have no ability to
overcome breakdown. They just
stop.

People, on the other hand, are
flexible, and intelligent, and re-
sponsible, and effectively comple-
ment the machine when both are
part of a properly designed work
system.

Proper system design is essential.
If it doesn’t occur, there will be a se-
ries of weak points in the work pro-
cess, and people will invariably be
the losers. The system must be de-
signed to maximise the role of both
people and machines, but in partic-
ular to ensure that the very real
strengths of people are not subordi-
nated to the inflexible demands of
machinery and that people are not
hurt in any way.
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