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ELECTRONIC RECORDS MANAGEMENT

Why Records Are Important
in the Information Age

This article provides an in-depth review of the subject of electronic
recordkeeping and what it means to records managers. Starting off by
questioning the basic definition of records, the author then looks at
current research efforts in the field, considers why records are created
and managed, and summarizes with a description of why records are
important in the Information Age and the responsibilities of records

professionals in today’s society.

By DR. RICHARD J. COX

In this article I am concerned
with five closely related issues.
First, I discuss how we need to ap-
proach the definition of records,
which I perceive to be the main
business of records professionals.
For records managers and archivists
who believe that their main busi-
ness is information, I also agree, ex-
cept that we need to remember
where the information comes from—
it derives from the evidence found in
records. Second, I briefly review
some of the recent research being
undertaken on electronic records
management that may help records
professionals to understand more
about their business and even lead
to tools that will help them practice.
While I am only introducing readers
to a bit of what is going on, it might
prompt people to examine some of
these projects and to understand
that they may help records profes-
sionals function in the real world. In
the third section, I return to the
idea of considering why records are

created in the first place and why
they need to be managed. All of the
research projects that I will have de-
scribed relate to and inform us
about this essential matter. Fourth,
I discuss a few specific cases about
why records are so critical, a win-
dow on the growing evidence about
the importance of records. Finally,
I summarize with a description
of why records remain important
in the Information Age and what
this importance should say to
records professionals about the
nature of their responsibilities in
society.!

DEFINING RECORDS AND
OURSELVES

Why am [ writing of records,
those old things with little meaning
to information professionals in the
wonderful age of information?
Aren’t records the things we are
leaving behind? Aren’t we evolving
to higher planes of understanding
and new forms of communication
and learning?

I am writing about records for
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two reasons. First, this journal is
still entitled the “Records” Manage-
ment Quarterly, and it is still pub-
lished by the Association of Records
Managers and Administrators; if for
no other reason than this, I believe
someone ought to write about
“records.” Second, the wonders of
the Information Age have also ob-
scured some fundamental truths as
well. In Robert Wright’s interesting
book about science, information,
and metaphysics, he made this as-
tute comment: “The information age
has made human society more com-
prehensible in principle and more
inscrutable in practice, clearer from
afar and murkier up close.” I think
the same has happened to records
professionals. The Information Age
has helped records professionals
better define themselves conceptu-
ally, but it has also helped them to
lose sight of the details of their re-
sponsibilities. What should have oc-
curred is that records professionals
moved away from thinking of
records as only clerical or historical
functions to understand records as
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valuable, even critical, assets to an
organization and society.

Individuals seeking how to de-
sign optimum office systems have
often resorted to studying how of-
fices work by observing behavior
and tracking processes. Fifteen
years ago one such study concluded
as follows:

“Standard procedure is constitut-

ed by the generation of orderly

records. This does not necessarily
mean, however, that orderly
records are the result, or out-
come, of some prescribed se-
quence of steps. .... Standard pro-
cedures are formulated in the
interest of what things should
come to, and not necessarily how
they arrive there. It is the assem-
bly of orderly records out of the
practical contingencies of actual
cases that produces evidence of
action in accordance with routine
procedure. This is not to say that
workers ‘fake’ the appearance of
orderliness in the records.

Rather, it is the orderliness that

they construct in the record that

constitutes accountability to the
office procedure.”

This is testimony to the fact that
records are real things, and not
something to be imagined or re-
imagined in the modern Informa-
tion Age. Records exist because of
mandates, needs to do real activi-
ties, and result as the normal prod-
ucts of business and other work—
and it has been that way for a very
long time. These particular office
workers seeking to place order in
their records are not doing it for
their amusement, but they are
doing it because they are required
to do so, or they need to do so so
that they use their records. While
modern technologies provide the op-
portunity for us to do many inter-
esting things, these same technolo-
glies do not mean that we constantly
have to start over with what we, the
records professionals, have long
been responsible to do and support.
If anything, the developments of the
late twentieth century only mean
that we have new opportunities for
success, that we have to be more in-
novative than perhaps we have
been, and that we have to work
harder to position ourselves to ac-
complish our objectives.

Many have written about the
negative and positive aspects of

computers in our lives. In fact there
is a remarkably dense collection of
such writings now, so diverse in
perspective that it would be possible
to build extensive personal libraries
focused on one way or the other of
looking at the various dimensions of
the modern Information Age.4 Now
I am not mentioning these in order
to launch into the pros and cons of
electronic records and recordkeep-
ing systems, but only to stress that
records professionals need to be
aware that they must evaluate just
what they are giving up as they
work in the modern information en-
vironments. Records have a historic
and continuing importance to us
and our institutions. Meanwhile we
need to remember what computers
represent, as Fred Moody recently
stated: “For all of its apparently
miraculous powers, the personal
computer is little more than a
mathematical jukebox, a Wurlitzer
of digits. ... The computer, then, is a
high-speed simpleton. ... The story
of the personal computer revolution
is the story of humankind’s success
in coping with the computer’s short-
comings.”> We need to make com-
puters do what our organizations
and society need them to do, and
one of those things is create and
maintain records simply because
records continue to serve a useful
role in society and because their
creation and maintenance are still
mandated. Records professionals
need to guide how records systems
are designed, maintained, and de-
termined to be used or destroyed
at critical points in the system’s
existence.

I am not a technological deter-
minist by any stretch of the imagi-
nation, but I do believe that the
computer has woven itself into
every aspect of our society. The
computer has largely disappeared,
for much of society, as an obstacle
to overcome or a tool to master.
Computers are in our toasters, au-
tomobiles, and in nearly every other
facet of the average person’s daily
life. We bank by computer. We so-
cialize by computer. Some might
say we think best when in front of
the computer (I think that may now
be true for me at least). But we
have not seen the technology woven
into the archives and records man-
agement profession. Any standard
textbook in these fields treats elec-
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tronic recordkeeping as a special
problem, discussed in a separate
chapter; and, I speculate, many
records professionals skip right over
that chapter. Our professions repre-
sent cultures increasingly diverging
from that of our society. In fact,
there is often little overlap in how
records management, archival ad-
ministration, and electronic records
management are now discussed.
How can that continue if records
professionals mean to be successful
in managing records? Records pro-
fessionals need to accept the fact
that, for better or worse, records for
every institution or even every per-
son are moving into the electronic
realm. I have a retired friend who
only started using computers when
he retired and who, except for older
personal papers and family papers,
maintains his records in electronic
media, surfs the Internet, and is
even exploring how to digitize those
older personal and family items. We
will see more of that kind of person-
al transformation as well.

Have records professionals reached
the Promised Land due to the in-
creasing sophistication of computers
and electronic recordkeeping sys-
tems? Hardly. There are problems
wrought by the computer that are
really serious. From the business
perspective, some are questioning
whether computers have done what
they were supposed to do—make us
and our organizations more produc-
tive and efficient. Then there are
the side effects of computers—
threats to privacy, questions of
durability, the challenges of link-
age, the rolling costs of updates and
replacements, and the ever-present
debates about the information
haves and the information have-
nots. Many of these will be resolved
in time, just as other earlier techno-
logical revolutions’ side effects have
been resolved. The one that
archivists and records managers
most often bring up is the seeming
continuing reliance on paper be-
cause there is a lot of paper still vis-
ible in offices, forcing us to remem-
ber that we are still in the early
stages of the computer revolution.6
Michael Heim, in his Electronic
Language, writes that “in the infant
stages of the computer revolution ...
very few working writers actually
think of their words as residing on
magnetic media in digital form.
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Most still continue to print out their
work at all stages of composition,
save hard copy drafts, and even do
revisions on the hard copy and tran-
scribe them back to the computer.”?
But this was written a decade ago,
and much has already changed. We
are moving to the point where the
real records will be kept in electron-
ic form, and paper will be a conve-
nience copy only and not needed to
be managed in any real fashion.

But the issue we now face as
records professionals is to make
sure that the records are protected
in ways that are needed by the
records creators and, at times, soci-
ety. We know that many archivists
and records managers lost sight of
the record, becoming absorbed with
either the artifact or with informa-
tion. Archivists became absorbed
with thinking of historic records as
museum objects to be curated.
Records managers became absorbed
with thinking of current records as
items to be managed in large ware-
houses, just as supermarket man-
agers have done with their grocery
stock for the better part of this cen-
tury. It is a time for rethinking such
matters.8

For a long time archivists and
records managers saw the encroach-
ing machine-readable (then elec-
tronic, now digital) records as major
challenges to face. The problems
with information, reflected in our
so-called Information Age, relate to
matters of source reliability, cre-
ation context and purpose, and how
information could be and is per-
ceived by the person on the other
end. In other words, the modern In-
formation Age has done us a favor
because it has raised for many tech-
nologists and policymakers the
kinds of issues records professionals
have been discussing for genera-
tions. Whether they realize it or
not, other professionals are grap-
pling with real records concerns.
Records professionals need to com-
municate to them that this is what
they are doing.

Meanwhile, archivists and rec-
ords managers have waffled all over
the place, in many cases taking
themselves out of the forum for deal-
ing with the records essential to or-
ganizations and society. Archivists
have become more oriented to
manuscript curatorship, focused on
collecting and focused on the origi-
nal manuscript as if the manuscript
were a museum artifact. One ex-
planation for this has been the
archivist’s close association with his-
torians, and the archivist’s belief
that he or she was serving solely
these interests. In many cases, this
led to the preservation of the arti-
fact for what information they con-
tained. Information is what connects
the archivist to the records manag-
er. Records managers seem to have
abandoned their responsibility for
records in favor of information man-
agement; now, this seems at first
fine because it represents an effort
to relate to the growing reliance on
information technology. But there is
one problem—it weakened a defini-
tion of record to something like
“any information captured in re-
producible form that is required for
conducting business.” This caused
records professionals to lose, of
course, the basic substance of a
record: evidence, transaction, struc-
ture, content, and context. But the
growing dependence on the comput-
er—a literal machine—has forced us
to come back and try to figure out
more precisely what are the func-
tions or particular aspects that con-
stitute a record. This should provide
archivists and records managers
many opportunities for influencing
what organizations and society need
to do in regard to administering
records.

We have long possessed a work-
ing definition of records, stressing
the fact that they document a spe-
cific activity or transaction and that
this documentation has a particular
content (information), structure
(form), and context (relationship to
a creator, function, and other
records). A record is a specific enti-
ty. Records are transaction orient-
ed. They are evidence of activity
(transaction), and that evidence can
only be preserved if we maintain
content, structure, context. Struc-
ture is the record form. Context is
the linkage of one record to other
records and to the originating pro-
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cess. Content is the data or infor-
mation, but content without struc-
ture and context cannot be data or
information that is reliable.

This is not a new definition, ex-
tending back to the very origins of
writing. Anthropologist Jack Goody,
in his The Logic of Writing and the
Organization of Society, stated that
from the beginning the “written doc-
ument served as evidence and guar-
antee of the legitimacy of a transac-
tion.”® Writing was tied into the
very heart of organizations, record-
keeping, and the varying informa-
tion technologies. Nevertheless writ-
ing, communication, and records
have become a more crucial concern
in recent years, as seen in the
PROFS case in which John Poindex-
ter responded to Ollie North’s mes-
sage about his lying to Congress
about the Iran Contra dealings with
“well done.” “Well done” is the con-
tent, the internal structure is the
form of the electronic mail message
with header and other information,
and the context is that the message
was sent via the White House
PROFS system, from the National
Security Council, on a specific date,
and so forth. All three elements are
vital to this “thing” being a record
and to being a record documenting
a transaction and to providing
evidence. The elimination of any
portion of this undermines its
“recordness.” It would be akin to
photocopying in black and white a
color-coded map or microfilming in
black and white a rare book with no
data on binding, paper, or other di-
mensions of its physical structure. A
re-focus on the essence of the record
brings us back to a clear mission as
well as helping records professionals
to re-emphasize strong archival
functions such as appraisal to sup-
port corporate memory, accountabil-
ity, and evidence.

There are at least two proposals
for what requirements for a record
should look like, but since they are
both very similar I will emphasize
the one that I am most familiar
with, the recordkeeping functional
requirements based on a project at
the University of Pittsburgh School
of Information Sciences. First, the
requirements must take into ac-
count the fact that all organizations
are answerable to other organiza-
tions; that is, in many organiza-
tions, their records are dictated in

RECORDS MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY — JANUARY 1998

Reproduced with permission of the copyright:-owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyyanw.manaraa.com




form, function, and even owe their
existence to laws, regulations, and
requirements. The recordkeeping
functional requirements must in-
clude the capacity to maintain such
links and to adjust as the external
regulations change. Second, the
recordkeeping systems must have
an internal accountability within
the organization; that is, there must
be policies, responsibilities, and for-
mal methodologies for the manage-
ment of the systems. They also
must create records when records
are required, and they must ensure
that the records thus created are
credible. Then, the systems must be
able to ensure that there are func-
tional records, the heart of the
recordkeeping requirements. What
constitutes a functional record?
Records must be captured as part of
every transaction, be identifiable,
complete, and be able to be authen-
ticated. Records must be able to be
maintained in the system, for as
long as is necessary. Finally,
records must be able to be usable,
that is, they must be able to be ex-
ported when necessary, be accessi-
ble when they need to be used, and
redactable as needed.!0

While some can quibble with the
particulars of this view of the
record, I believe it would be difficult
to go very far from this definition
and still have something that looks
like a record. We could strip away
from an automobile the engine,
wheels, and axles and have some-
thing that might appear to be an
automobile but which certainly
could not function like an automo-
bile. What would you strip away
from this model?

We face some obvious choices
about how we define a record. Many
definitions in recent records man-
agement textbooks opt to try to
place records managers into the in-
formation professions or informa-
tion resources management of an
organization by trying to define
record around the concept of infor-
mation. Information has always
been a fuzzy concept, often placed
on a continuum from data to infor-
mation to knowledge to wisdom. In
a new course I am teaching entitled
“Understanding Information,” I
must have thirty different defini-
tions of information, ranging from
the biological sciences, mathemati-
cal formula, psychological and be-
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havioral disciplines, and so forth.!!
I am not arguing that there are not
other definitions of information that
are not relevant or that they might
not inform records professionals
about how they should design better
recordkeeping systems, but I am ar-
guing that records professionals
need to know what they believe to
be the essence of that peculiar form
of information found in records.

This business about defining
records is rather surprising on one
hand, not so surprising on another
dimension. The surprise is that we
need in the computer age more pre-
cision for our dumb machines to
support our systems. The lack of
surprise is that this is a pretty obvi-
ous means to raise one’s status, that
is, using a trendy concept such as
information. The definition of a
record that stresses its essential
characteristics is far superior be-
cause it provides the basis for a con-
crete set of parameters that can be
broken down into various compo-
nents allowing for the development
of software or modification of soft-
ware to provide a substantial sup-
port for records. All of this also
brings records professionals to the
essence of the archival or records
management mission. As records
professionals would we only be in-
terested in assisting an organiza-
tion to preserve information, or are
we endeavoring to help organiza-
tions meet fiscal, regulatory, admin-
istrative, and other aims via the
identification of records in the elec-
tronic, networked organization? Of
course, it is the latter that is the
more valuable course of action.

One of the primary problems
records professionals face, then, is
the issue of terminology. Some of
this terminology is easily under-
stood and adapted as needed, but
some of it reflects seriously differ-
ent perspectives on what business
records professionals are in. For ex-
ample, in the data processing world
a record can be defined as no more
than “A set of related data or words,
treated as a unit.”12 This is accept-
able for many purposes, but it does
not capture the full notion of a
record. To be trendy or to try to tie
onto what we perceive to be the
most resource-supported aspect of
the organization, we have been too
quick to mimic such definitions. So
when we see a definition such as a

record is “any information captured
in reproducible form that is re-
quired for conducting business,”13
all records professionals should be
concerned. Records professionals
should be even more concerned
when they read that records man-
agement is the “management of any
information captured in repro-
ducible form that is required for
conducting business.”14 This is
hardly a useful definition, nor does
it adequately capture all the rea-
sons why records are created or
maintained. More bluntly stated,
why do records professionals need
to substitute information for
records, when they know that
records are an important source of
information?

The definition of the most basic
aspect of the records professional’s
work takes on greater importance
when we realize the nature of the
challenges we face in the late twen-
tieth century. In 1994, electronic
records expert Margaret Hedstrom
wrote that “Our society inherited
many of its institutions and prac-
tices for documenting human activi-
ty from the paper and print era.
Records were defined as physical
entities on which information is
recorded as a logical structure. Al-
though the definition of records has
been expanded to encompass new
media ... the physical record and its
logical structure were inextricably
linked until the advent of electronic
recordkeeping.”15 In the same year,
Canadian archivist Terry Cook
wrote that “for the first time in
3,000 years of records management
and archival activity, we have too
much rather than too little informa-
tion.” He added that “For the first
time, we have records that do not
exist to the human eye.” “For the
first time, we have business officers
and professionals creating and stor-
ing their own records rather than
relying on an army of secretaries,
file clerks, and records managers to
do this work for them.” And, “Most
important, for the first time, we are
not producing, managing, and sav-
ing physical things as artifacts.”16 |
am sure we could add many other
things to this list, and this is proba-
bly why records professionals need
to determine what new approaches
they need, to understand the impli-
cations of what new research and
development has been done, and to
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have some sense of what more they
need to do. Records managers need
to keep in mind these words—
“Scarcely a new invention comes
along that someone doesn’t pro-
claim it as the salvation of a free so-
ciety,” written by Langdon Winner
in his cautionary tale about our at-
titudes toward technology.1” Com-
puters will not free records man-
agers and archivists from their
assigned tasks. In fact, they will
make their work more difficult if
they allow themselves to get lost in
the wild west of the new informa-
tion society. They need to keep our
roots grounded firmly in the records
business.

RESEARCHING ELECTRONIC
RECORDS MANAGEMENT

During the past four or five
years, some research projects have
emerged that help to conceptualize
the basic parameters of the work of
records professionals. At the least,
these projects have developed some
products that can assist records
professionals to communicate with
the information technology and in-
formation policy professionals in
our organizations and society. What
we need to keep in mind as we re-
view these recent research projects
is that records and automation have
been connected at least since Hol-
lerith’s work on the punch card cal-
culator led to the first computer
company. The point in all this is
simply that we have been at this a
long time, that we need to remem-
ber that recordkeeping has long
been tied up with technology, and
that we need to realize that technol-
ogy is only a tool for us to make
records and recordkeeping systems
better. In fact, records professionals
need to remember that they can go
back to earlier technologies, from
the development of cuneiform on
clay to printing on paper to the
typewriter and carbon paper to mi-
crofilm to the evolution from the
first primitive computer. The pow-

erful personal computers and net-
works of today are simply the latest
in a long line of technologies, and
they too are the descendants of tools
designed to help us manage the in-
formation most normally found in
records. These particular projects
move records professionals back to
the business of records.

Most of the projects I describe
here derive from a 1991 National
Historical Publications and Records
Commission-sponsored research
agenda on electronic records and
archives. A series of ten questions
were developed concerning what it
1s records professionals want to see
the evolving electronic systems be
able to support. There were mis-
takes and omissions from this origi-
nal agenda, well-documented in the
writings of University of Michigan
faculty member Margaret Hed-
strom, but as a whole the meeting
and resulting agenda enabled
records professionals to begin to
deal with some important topics
that had been too long ignored. The
University of Michigan School of In-
formation held a second research
agenda meeting in June 1996, and
the individuals gathered there eval-
uated progress made since the 1991
agenda and composed an updated
research agenda.18

Let me start with what I know
best, and with what has been al-
ready reflected in some of my com-
ments about the nature of records,
by describing the University of
Pittsburgh project to develop func-
tional requirements for evidence in
records and recordkeeping systems.
In our project we were examining
several broad issues, emanating
from the previous decade’s discus-
sions, successes, and failures with
the management of electronic
records. Our first aim had to be to
draft the recordkeeping functional
requirements, a somewhat ironic
activity since archivists and records
managers supposedly had been con-
cerned with records for a very long
time. The second aim was to try to
gain an understanding of how and
why organizations use hardware
and software, with the hope that in-
creased understanding about this
would provide guidance in how the
recordkeeping functional require-
ments could be used (or not used).
Third, and finally, we wanted to
learn how the software used by par-
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ticular kinds of organizations might
fit with the functional require-
ments. In hindsight, these objec-
tives may have been a bit overly
ambitious, but I think we tried to
take on such a large amount of re-
search since so little research had
been done previously.19

The most important thing we dis-
covered is that there is such a thing
as a warrant, which is only the jus-
tification for a functional require-
ment for recordkeeping that can be
found in professional literature,
standards, regulations, and best
practices, all the things that control
the conduct of records professionals
and that of the recordkeeping orga-
nizations. These warrants identify
the authority on which the function-
al requirements are based, and they
should also increase the likelihood
of their acceptance and implemen-
tation within organizations. War-
rants provide the language that
other professionals understand,
raising the better possibility of their
being supportive of records manage-
ment because organizations are al-
ready committed to meeting many
of these standards, laws and best
practices. In other words, these
sources have an authority that
should enable records professionals
to meet their mission. In some
ways, this is the authority that
records professionals have long
strived to achieve within their own
organizations.

The University of Pittsburgh proj-
ect’s main accomplishment was the
development of functional require-
ments for recordkeeping for evidence.
After being compliant (supporting
the idea of warrant), we stressed
three main components of functional
records. Such systems have to cap-
ture records, encompassing records
that are comprehensive, identifiable,
complete, authorized, accurate, un-
derstandable, and meaningful; they
have to be able to maintain records,
encompassing inviolate, coherent,
auditable, and removable; and they
have to be able to be used, encom-
passing exportable, available, ren-
derable, evidential, and redactable.
The concept of the functional re-
quirements for recordkeeping has
resonated in the records community,
and a number of other institutions
around the world have adopted,
adapted, and experimented with
these requirements.20
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There is another project going on
that might be of some value for get-
ting at the heart of what a record is
and aid records professionals in en-
suring the reliability of electronic
recordkeeping systems. The Univer-
sity of British Columbia School of
Library, Archival, and Information
Studies project, “The Preservation of
the Integrity of Electronic Records,”
has a number of goals similar to
those pursued by the University of
Pittsburgh: to establish what a
record is in principle, and how it can
be recognized in an electronic envi-
ronment; to determine what kind
of electronic systems generate
records; to formulate criteria that
allow for the appropriate segrega-
tion of records from all other types
of information in electronic systems;
and to define the conceptual require-
ments for guaranteeing the reliabili-
ty and authenticity of records in
electronic systems.21

The primary difference between
this project and the one at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh has been the
University of British Columbia’s re-
liance on the archival science of
diplomatics originally developed in
the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. Reliability, in this sense,
refers to a record’s authority and
trustworthiness, and authenticity
stands for a record’s reliability over
time and is linked to the record’s
status, mode, and form of transmis-
sion and the manner of its preserva-
tion and custody. Reliability and au-
thenticity together equate this
project’s notion of integrity.

From our vantage at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh we see the simi-
larity of their record elements with
our functional requirements minus
the denseness of diplomatic termi-
nology. We wonder about the wis-
dom of using diplomatics in the very
rigid form that they follow, seen in
their emphasis on physical custody
in opposition to our distributed con-
trol concept. We believe that records
professionals can control records
without having physical custody of
them, and we believe that the con-
cept of physical custody is rapidly
becoming obsolete in the electronic
Information Age except when
recordkeeping systems must be re-
evaluated as a last resort.22 In any
event, the University of British
Columbia project provides an excel-
lent opportunity for comparison and
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contrast, testing, and related work
that should enable records profes-
sionals to move much farther along
in developing practical electronic
systems that maintain records. In
other words, it is possible to see
that these two projects, starting
from very different premises, reflect
a fairly strong consensus about the
most basic elements of a record.
There are other noteworthy proj-
ects that have provided consider-
able feedback to records profession-
als about the management of
electronic records. The New York
State Archives and Records Admin-
istration “Building Partnerships”
project is probably the most compre-
hensive analysis of the state of af-
fairs in electronic records manage-
ment in a state government. This
project essentially found that there
was a lack of an adequate or coordi-
nated information policy, that agen-
cies were focused on information
not records systems, and that poli-
cies and procedures were inade-
quate for ensuring reliable records
in electronic systems. This is an
earlier project, but it remains by far
the most useful profile of what is
happening in the realm of the use of
information technology for records
and related matters in an organiza-
tional setting.23 The Philadelphia
Electronic Records Project may be
one of the two most important proj-
ects because it is trying to use the
Pittsburgh recordkeeping functional
requirements in the development of
an electronic human-resources rec-
ordkeeping system (among other
things). We may learn precisely just
how practical and acceptable the
Pittsburgh recordkeeping functional
requirements (specifically its “busi-
ness acceptable communications”
reference model) are in real world
scenarios. Its stress is on the de-
velopment of one electronic rec-
ordkeeping system, that of the
municipality’s human resources in-
formation system, and by virtue of
this effort we will learn a lot about
how well records can be created,
used, and maintained in an ex-
tremely important and central func-
tion for most organizations.2¢ The
other important project is the Indi-
ana University effort. This project is
also a test of the Pittsburgh func-
tional requirements which should
tell us much about the practicality
of the metadata. It has focused on

two systems, one related to student
files and the other dealing with fis-
cal issues, and it will also help
records professionals to modify the
requirements necessary for revising
these functional requirements.25

Some other efforts are worth
mentioning in the context of recent
research, although they represent
more practical development efforts
than research. The Australians
have formulated a records manage-
ment standard that incorporates
the Pittsburgh records definitions
and functional requirements. Ac-
cording to this standard, records are
“recorded information, in any form,
including data in computer systems,
created or received and maintained
by an organization or person in the
transaction of business or the con-
duct of affairs and kept as evidence
of such activity.” The standard mir-
rors the idea of a compliant organi-
zation as used by Pittsburgh as well
as many of the other functional re-
quirements developed by this proj-
ect.26 The standard also builds on
the Australian notion of the records
continuum. The records continuum
is a rejection of the life cycle con-
cept, because of the perception that
that concept artificially separates
the work of archivists and records
managers and because it suggests a
concern with the management of
the record as a physical entity. The
records continuum suggests that
records professionals are concerned
with the delivery of frameworks for
accountable recordkeeping regimes
that enable access to essential evi-
dence found in records for gover-
nance, accountability, corporate and
collective memory, witnessing of
both personal and collective identi-
ty, and value-added information for
new uses.

Other organizations have gone
beyond standards to establish par-
ticular practical approaches. Anoth-
er development effort worth consid-
ering is the Canadian National
Archives Management of Electronic
Records in an Office Systems Envi-
ronment project. This project has
built around the idea of the corpo-
rate memory of organizations, and
it has gone a long way toward ex-
perimenting with some practical
systems with specific guidelines,
pilot efforts, and prototypes. Most
importantly, this effort predates the
work of both Pittsburgh and British
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Columbia, but it reflects the broad-
er organizational contexts and pur-
poses for maintaining records.27
Even some businesses are moving
to experiment with new approaches
to the management of electronic
records. The Swedish pharmaceuti-
cal company Astra has established
a plan for managing its electronic
lab notebooks. Among other things
it includes the concept of “causa”
that gets around the problem that a
business transaction can be a single
event or a set of events perceived by
the business as one meaningful
thing. The term is borrowed from
Latin and simply means that which
creates a record; hence a causa,
rather than a business transaction,
creates records, even though most
of the time a single transaction
equals a causa. There are also some
references to the Pittsburgh “busi-
ness acceptable communication”
model as part of a suite of stan-
dards that will provide the potential
for managing electronic records.28

RETHINKING WHY RECORDS
ARE CREATED AND NEED
TO BE MANAGED

These recent research and devel-
opment initiatives should lead
records professionals back to the es-
sential matters of just why records
really matter, and how they should
be thinking of records. One of the
tests I sometimes give entering
archives and records management
students is to have them empty
their wallets or purses in order to
see what kind of records or evidence
of records are contained therein.
The point of the exercise is obvi-
ous—records are important to every
single individual. Our lives are doc-
umented by records, we are followed
by records everywhere we go, and
we are often influenced by what
records tell about us. In this exer-
cise, we can see the trace of war-
rants from government, contractual
arrangements, society, and personal
and family incentives for the main-
tenance of records. Why is it that

records professionals have not man-
aged to convey this message in such
a way that captivates the attention
of society, policy makers, and oth-
ers? The problem can be seen by
considering some specific examples,
these examples providing some
sense of the problem records profes-
sionals have had in formulating and
delivering their message.

There are many reasons why
records can be deemed to be impor-
tant, and please note that the idea
of information is part of all of these
but also subservient in importance.
Accountability could be defined in a
government setting, for example, as
providing evidence that government
carried out its responsibilities and
that its decisions, actions, and
transactions are and were consis-
tent with and supportive of legisla-
tion, regulation, policy, procedures,
and best practices. This supports
the idea of James Madison, that “If
men were angels, no government
was necessary.”?? Could we not also
say that if people were angels, no
records were necessary? As Kevin
Kearns in his book on Managing for
Accountability suggests, account-
ability systems involve a higher au-
thority vested with power for over-
sight; measure or criterion used by
the higher authority to assess com-
pliance or performance; and some
sort of explicit reporting mechanism
for conveying information to the
higher authority.30 This sounds sus-
piciously like records to me. The
higher authority could be the con-
cept of warrant, the measure or cri-
terion could be the recordkeeping
functional requirements, and the
reporting mechanism could be the
records themselves.

We know how important govern-
ment information is in a democracy,
and we know how important it is for
information to be hidden in a totali-
tarian regime. Anne Wells Brans-
comb, in her important recent book
Who Owns Information? From Pri-
vacy to Public Access, notes that
there are four different types of gov-
ernment information, that neces-
sary for citizens acting as voters;
necessary for residents to comply
with law; necessary for meeting the
purpose of a particular agency; and
necessary to support critical func-
tions that cannot be undertaken by
private sector, such as gathering
census data.3! Yet, we also know
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the world is changing rapidly in
terms of its technological means
and perspectives on information, as
suggested by Howard Rheingold
with his statement that “If a gov-
ernment is to rule according to the
consent of the governed, the effec-
tiveness of that government is heav-
ily influenced by how much the gov-
erned know about the issues that
affect them ... The political signifi-
cance of computer-mediated com-
munications lies in its capacity to
challenge the existing political hier-
archy’s monopoly on powerful com-
munications media, and perhaps re-
vitalize citizen-based democracy.”32
If records are not factored into the
equation here, there is no way of ac-
complishing such purposes. We run
the risk of losing ourselves such as
described in a bestseller of a few
years ago: “Many walk with note-
books, to record what they have
learned while it is briefly in their
heads. For in this world, people
have no memories. ... A world with-
out memory is a world of the pres-
ent. The past exists only in books,
in documents. In order to know
himself, each person carries his own
Book of Life, which is filled with the
history of his life.... With time, each
person’s Book of Life thickens until
it cannot be read in its entirety.
Then comes a choice. ... Some have
stopped reading altogether. They
have abandoned the past.... Such
people have learned how to live in a
world without memory.”33 We
should not seek to try to live in a
world without memory, without
records.

Records professionals also need
to bear in mind that records are not
just the products of technological
achievements, but that they are the
products of, or at least influenced
by, a variety of social, economic, and
other factors.34 Technology is only
one factor here, although its degree
of importance can certainly shift to
a higher plane at times than other
considerations, and perhaps we are
in one of those times. For example,
we know, for better or worse, that
we operate in the government sec-
tor with mutual concerns about ac-
cess to information and privacy
about information, as reflected in
the Freedom of Information Act

Continued on page 44
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(1966) and the Privacy Act (1974).
Clearly, if you are working in a gov-
ernment context, and making deci-
sions about records and the use of
certain types of technology, then
vou need to keep such considera-
tions, indeed mandates, in mind as
you work.

Keeping such concerns in mind
becomes really important because of
the speeding changes caused by the
technology and our adoption of
them. The reason that a concept
such as recordkeeping requirements
has become so important is that the
increasing storage capacity and de-
clining costs of the capacity have
enabled organizations to consider
entirely new means of communicat-
ing and documenting their activi-
ties. Why have a paper record when
you can have an electronic version
that can be transmitted across the
world in a few seconds? Why have
an electronic record that is only text
when you can have a record with
sound and image, providing the ca-
pacity for more powerful and per-
suasive records? Moreover, the ease
of copying and transferring elec-
tronic records in a networked envi-
ronment is extremely easy, making
the transition to electrostatic photo-
copying in the 1960s look like a
minor matter and as primitive as
carving messages in rock. Then
again, users of the electronic sys-
tems need to know that a record is
sent when it is supposed to be
transmitted, that a record has been
effectively redacted, and that the
record was received and read. In
other words, the legal, best prac-
tices, administrative, and other con-
cerns for records will seize on the
opportunities posed by the powerful
computer technology, even testing
such limits and changing such lim-
its! The recordkeeping functional
requirements provide a means for
evaluating the effectiveness of a
recordkeeping system for providing
ongoing maintenance of records.
They also may help to lift the eyes

of archivists and records managers
beyond worrying about every scrap
of paper and maintaining ware-
houses of paper records, especially
when a growing portion of these
paper records are little more than
convenience copies.

RECORDS IN THE NEWS

Does any of this have any basis
in reality, or is it all just some
sort of academic mumbo-jumbo?
Archivists and records managers
need a clear message and a loud
voice because of the continuing and
perpetual issues regarding records
that become public controversies or
that are important to the public.
Questions of access to records, the
ownership of public records, the
challenges of copyright, and even
personal rights are all discussed in
the daily newspapers and on the
evening news regularly. Just before
the 1996 presidential election, the
New York Times ran an article on
the ethical issues that the Clinton-
Gore administration needed to be
working to resolve. Nearly all of the
eight issues concerned records.35
But where are the archivists or
records managers? Often they have
no voice, nor are they visible. In my
study of archives and records man-
agement issues in the New York
Times I discovered very few in-
stances where archival perspectives
were clearly presented. In fact, the
only time an archivist was dis-
cussed was when former Archivist
of the United States Don Wilson
was being criticized for making his
midnight deal to transfer the Rea-
gan-Bush Iran Contra electronic
records over to Bush as he left the
White House.36 Are records profes-
sionals so dusty that they are em-
barrassed to come out of their stack
caves? Are records professionals so
preoccupied with running ware-
houses that they cannot look up and
out of their records centers?

Sometimes the issues hit very
close to home, indicating that the
problem with the management of
records may rest more with the
problems generated by inadequate
enforcement clauses in laws and
policies. On June 2, 1995, an edito-
rial in the New York Times ad-
dressed the problem that the former
governor of New York had taken his
records with him as he left office:
“ignoring the pleas of state
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archivists, [the governor’s] office de-
clined to provide internal memos
and other material from his files,
and from the files of his top aides. ...
New Yorkers should not have to
rely on the generosity of outgoing
governors to know the full history of
their state government.”37 The first
thing that needs to be stated here is
that the law, like that of many
states, does not require the gover-
nor to turn his records over to the
state government archives. So, no
law is being broken here, and
what’s the issue? The issue is that
in the 1980s the New York State
Archives and Records Administra-
tion emerged as the leading state
archives and records management
program in the United States and
the model for many other archival
programs. Consider from where it
had come. In 1975, New York final-
ly staffed a state archives and in
1979 it opened its doors to the pub-
lic—the last state to establish a for-
mal government archives. Over the
next twenty years the state archives
made a number of innovative ac-
tions: it undertook an ambitious
study of needs for archives and his-
torical manuscripts management,; it
knitted together the archives and
historical manuscripts professional
communities for the first time;
it produced several major studies
on electronic records issues and it
created a Center for Electronic
Records, the state leader in this
issue; led by State Archivist Larry
Hackman it positioned itself to be a
player in state information policy
initiatives; it took over the dormant
records management program and
developed innovative new policies
for making the program self-suffi-
cient; it built one of the strongest
state archives staffs ever assem-
bled; it led in the passage of legisla-
tion for two systems of advisory pro-
grams—one for local governments
and the other for historical records
programs; and it produced many
award-winning publications and
videos for the management of
archives and current records. So,
what is going on here with the gov-
ernor’s records? With all this suec-
cess, all this leadership, why did the
state archives and records adminis-
tration program fail to secure the
governor’s records?

The government and its records
have always been something of a
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problem for records professionals
and all those concerned for the man-
agement of records. In a recent
study on government and privacy,
the following was stated: “Govern-
ment is not necessarily the worst of-
fender, but it is the single biggest
collector and distributor of informa-
tion about citizens. This itself in-
creases the probability that such
data may be acquired and used
under questionable, if not illegal,
circumstances. History is filled with
instances of government taking lib-
erties with its surveillance capabili-
ty. Because bureaucracies by defini-
tion are powerful and seek to
enhance their hold at every opportu-
nity, computer technology makes it
easier for our worst totalitarian ten-
dencies to go undetected.”38 Through
recent years we have had to read
about the disclosure of records docu-
menting secret radiation experi-
ments in the 1950s to continuing
problems with the Clinton White
House and its administration of
records.

Government is not the only chal-
lenge or the only entity in the daily
news concerning the management
of records. We also see records fig-
ure prominently in other concerns
from organizations with impacts on
society. Consider the medical situa-
tion. A New York Times editorial,
November 15, 1995, stated that
“Private medical information is
being bought and sold freely by
companies that have ignored a
patchwork of varying state laws
that have made it difficult to trans-
fer those records across state
lines.”3? The disclosure of the so-
called “Cigarette Papers” and the
continuing concern with the way
the tobacco industry manufactures
and markets cigarettes has moved
into a page one story practically on
a daily basis.40 The Mormon mur-
ders case of a decade ago relates
even to the involvement of religious
organizations in the matter of the
disclosure of sensitive records, and
in this case, the forgery of records
concerning the origins of this
church.41

The so-called culture wars and
the debates about the veracity of
postmodernist scholarship also have
most often revolved about the use of
records. The Enola Gay exhibit con-
troversy had much to do with how
historical records were being inter-
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preted in the design of this exhibit
at the Smithsonian Institution
about the end of the Second World
War and the decision to drop the
atomic bomb.42 There have been
continuing debates about whether
the Holocaust actually occurred,
and reams of writings have
emerged presenting vast amounts of
evidence about the historicity of
this; ironically, the Germans were
meticulous record keepers and the
quantity of evidence indicting them
is overwhelming. Yet we have in-
creasing evidence about how many
in countries like Germany and
Japan would like to put behind
them the degree of crimes against
humanity committed by their lead-
ers just a half century ago.43 The
debates about exhibits in this coun-
try, and about matters like textbook
censorship and multicultural per-
spectives that often raise myth and
fable to even planes with clear his-
torical evidence, reveal that we are
prone to the same kind of activities.
Archivists and records managers’
tasks are increasingly important in
our current social climate, one that
sometimes suggests the wisdom of
wanting to erase the memory repre-
sented in our records and to weaken
the accountability that such records
should reflect.

REMEMBERING WHY
RECORDS ARE IMPORTANT
TO RECORDS PROFESSIONALS

If records are that important to
society, then it should be obvious
why records are important to the in-
formation professionals in the Infor-
mation Age. Not too many years
ago, Luciana Duranti reminded
records professionals that the “func-
tions of the keeper of records were
regarded as being as vital to society
as those of other high functionaries,
and that the creation and preserva-
tion of useful and meaningful
records were considered the essen-
tial foundation of a strong soci-
ety.”44 As this statement suggests,
there is something very important
in the ancient tradition of records,
their importance, and the impor-
tance of those responsible for them.
But this implies that records profes-
sionals have to get back to the ba-
sics, the essence of what we do.
Records professionals are experts
on recordkeeping systems who
know about the principles derived
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from the nature of records and
recordkeeping systems and who
guide the manner in which records
are managed. Records professionals
have an ancient and honorable
function, perhaps one that is far
more important now than it was
two millennia ago!

Records professionals can be
more optimistic when they consider
how far they have come in thinking.
They have moved from debating
about electronic data as records
through an emphasis only on social
science data archives approaches
enabling them to move certain
types of files into repositories to a
far more invigorating debate about
policy, the relevance of archival
principles, and, best of all, a return
to what their focus should be—the
record. All of the debates continue,
but I am convinced that the more
logical focus on the primacy of the
record will win out and this will
cause a new type of archives and
records management operation to
emerge. Just ten years ago, former
archivist now information manager
Richard Kesner wrote that “if we
farchivists and records managers]
do not change the way we view the
purpose and nature of our perfor-
mance within our parent organiza-
tion, I expect that before too long we
will be relegated to the antiquarian
curatorial role that we have hereto-
fore rejected as a misplaced ‘popu-
lar’ notion of what an archivist does
for society.”45

The foundation of and rationale
for recordkeeping requirements are
quite simple. They really point back
to why records are created and
maintained in the first place, and
this gets everyone back to the issue
of what is a record. There are legal
reasons for maintaining records,
and records—when called in for
legal purposes—must be verifiable
as the legitimate record. There are
best practices that stem from vari-
ous professional disciplines and ex-
perts—such as accountants and ad-
ministrators—that indicate how
records must be able to be used as
needed. David Bearman refers to
auditors, journalists, lawyers, FOI
and privacy officers as the “account-
ability” professions, and it is these
professions—both within and with-
out the organization—that records
professionals must work closely
with in developing legitimate
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recordkeeping systems. Moreover,
in an electronic environment
records must be able to be specifi-
cally defined—that is, in exact fash-
ion—because that is how the com-
puter functions. This is why the
definition of a record must be specif-
ic and why these specific require-
ments must be able to be satisfied;
in other words, how can we deter-
mine that this record is what we are
looking for? The purpose of the re-
quirements is to provide a template
for design into electronic record-
keeping systems that enable the in-
tegrity of records to be protected as
long as is necessary. The purpose of
these requirements is to give the
archivist or records manager some-
thing understandable to say to the
systems designers. The designers
may not understand the importance
of records or archives, they may
never understand this, but they
should be able to understand the
definition of a record when it is bro-
ken apart into these specific re-
quirements.

There are some deliberate op-
tions records professionals can
make about how they can go about
their jobs and how they can cope in
society. If records professionals try
to resist technology they will, with-
out question, isolate themselves in-
creasingly from the hub of society.
Some say we will never have the pa-
perless office, and there is evidence
to suggest that that is right; but,
will these paper records be any-
thing other than convenience
copies? If records professionals iso-
late themselves, they lose out on the
ability to be able to fulfill their mis-
sion. However, if archivists and
records managers take to the tech-
nology and see in it the opportunity
to manage better archival records,
they may become more important
players within their organizations
and society. We know that the
archivist in many ancient societies
had an important function, with the

appropriate status, to protect the
authentic records. We also know
that increasingly, in articles in pop-
ular journals such as Scientific
American and the Atlantic Monthly,
that essays are appearing asking
archival and other records ques-
tions—that is, asking questions
records professionals have the an-
swers to, or that they should have
the answers for, at least.

Records professionals can become
the Information Age’s pothunters.
Pothunters, in the archaeological
sense, have been described in this
fashion: “Archaeological protection
became a question of philosophy
and guardianship. As long as mak-
ing a collection offered an avenue to
enhanced professional status, re-
mote archaeological sites ... were
vulnerable to pillage by profession-
als.... The situation encouraged ar-
chaeologists to behave irresponsi-
bly, even overturning walls in
search of pots and burial locations.
In their haste, some did not even
take field notes. Often a site ex-
cavated by these professional
pothunters lost much of its po-
tential value to archaeological sci-
ence.”46 Records, without the advice
of records professionals, can lose the
full potential of their value in the
Information Age.

For nearly three decades archi-
vists and records managers have
viewed electronic records as a prob-
lem. As I have described earlier,
there are some distinct challenges
represented by the increasing use of
and reliance on electronic systems;
but challenges can also be opportu-
nities. Records professionals need to
stop thinking of electronic records
as problems, and, instead, they
should try to look at the pros and
cons of these systems. The advan-
tages are the potential for each
transaction to capture all the infor-
mation needed, they can be easier
to search and retrieve, and they can
be audited for each and every use.
The disadvantages are mainly that
many of the traditional archival and
records management approaches,
such as scheduling and appraisal
can’t be used (although there is evi-
dence that many just resist chang-
ing their methodology). The biggest
challenge may be the continuing
concern with migration, although I
have to admit that paper records
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also have a similar problem (mi-
grating to a digital format than
needing to migrate from there actu-
ally adds one more level of cost and
hassle).

There are a number of changes
that the shift to electronic record-
keeping may bring to the archives
and records management disci-
plines. Records managers may shift
from costs and reducing risks to the
organization to a focus on risk man-
agement—what are the risks in dis-
posal, in retention, and so on. The
obsession with scheduling and paper
warehouses may shift to a new role
in recordkeeping systems design
and implementation. Archives are
going to become post-custodial and
shift to a broader but more focused
role in corporate memory and ac-
countability via recordkeeping sys-
tems design and locator systems for
records. This will be a much more
strategic and visible role. All in all,
the aims will shift to evidence
preservation, accountability, stress-
ing continuing access, and risk man-
agement. Recordkeeping functional
requirements are essential for these
new or expanded roles.

Records professionals need to
move from an orientation on records
warehousing and archiving for his-
torical research to roles that make
these professionals relevant to our
organizations and support better
some of the more traditional roles of
our professions in society. Records
professionals need to focus on poli-
cies, not being the recipient of poli-
cies (or lack thereof) that under-
mine records management. They
need to stress assisting the design
of recordkeeping systems, not trying
to deal with the results of poor sys-
tems. They need to stress record-
keeping systems monitoring instead
of waiting for records to become en-
dangered or for them to be dumped
on our doorsteps. And, they need to
stress the development of technical
standards for records in electronic
recordkeeping systems that over-
come some of the current problems.

These kinds of issues are not
new, as historian M.T. Clanchy re-
minded us when he wrote that,
“When documents produced by the
king’s government began to prolifer-

Continued on page 48
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ate in the twelfth century, they also
were accepted because, by and
large, they used traditional materi-
als and skills. The changes which
were made in the technology of
writing ... went largely unnoticed
by contemporaries ... Techniques of
writing records tended to be conser-
vative because conservation was
their main purpose.”7 As this study
of medieval recordkeeping and liter-
acy also suggests, “Documents did
not immediately inspire trust ... A
modern literate tends to assume
that statements in writing, especial-
ly if they are in print, are more reli-
able than spoken words. This as-
sumption is the result of schooling
in reading and writing from an
early age and the constant use of
documents, such as bills, for even
the smallest transactions.”48 Nine
centuries later, similar challenges
were faced as new information tech-
nologies brought new opportunities
and problems to the office: “Mer-
chants at the turn of the nineteenth
century kept the traditional means
of control—family partnerships, the
southern ‘gentleman’s code,” the
community relations that bound
farmer and storekeeper—only so
long as technologies of information
processing, transportation, and
communication remained underde-
veloped.”49

Archivists and records managers
have long adhered to a definition of
record that cuts across the record-
ing format. This continues to be an
ideal notion, although it is always
somewhat counterbalanced by the
concept that the format does convey
some of the evidence of any particu-
lar record. Recording formats
should not be obstacles for
archivists and records managers;
now, I base this on the fact that
archivists and records managers
should be scholars of recordkeeping
technology. They should have such
a substantial body of knowledge
about recordkeeping systems that
they can understand how a new sys-

tem relates to, builds on, rejects, or
challenges earlier systems. There
should be no shock of the new with
archivists and records managers,
even if there are challenges to be
met about the specifics of managing
such systems. Moreover, the emer-
gence of new recordkeeping tech-
nologies should represent opportu-
nities for archivists and records
managers, in that they can influ-
ence the more advanced systems to
provide better security for the
archival record and for the mainte-
nance of records for all the reasons
such as evidence and accountability.

There are increasing documenta-
tion, predictions, concerns about so-
cial, legal, political, and other prob-
lems caused or intensified by the
increasing reliance on the comput-
er. Who will have access to the in-
formation and records? What about
privacy? Are offices of the future
destined to be little more than elec-
tronic sweatshops? Who owns infor-
mation? These and a myriad of
other such concerns suggest oppor-
tunities for individuals and profes-
sions with solutions. Solutions will
be welcome, and in the case of
archivists and records managers,
the solutions may open up the doors
for generating support for archives
and records management objectives.
The other opportunity is the fact
that an increasingly computer-liter-
ate society will bring rising expecta-
tions about access to information
and has the potential to win new al-
lies from the public and policy mak-
ers. Think of it in this fashion:
archives have often been viewed as
convenient trash cans to send old
records, while many records man-
agement programs are seen as little
more than warehouses for paper
records. The changing nature in
which society and organizations use
records will force different roles and
different expectations. It also
means that every archival function
will be up for grabs, and this should
provide the opportunity to try new
strategies with better chances for
success. We might be able to gain
more information about users, or we
might be able to try a new appraisal
approach with more objective and
strategic criteria. Again, this will be
for records professionals to decide
and to convince others. Archival
programs will also have the oppor-

tunity to be transformed—from cus-
todial operations to decentralized
programs with responsibilities for
policies, procedures, gatekeepers.
The opportunity will be to cease
viewing records as artifacts and to
see them as dynamic, vital sources
for administration and other pur-
poses.

In all this records professionals
need also to remember not to be-
come too prone to rely on predic-
tions of technological wonders. As
Thomas Landauer recently suggest-
ed, “In the 1960s it was predicted
that within ten years computers
would convert ordinary speech and
handwriting to print, comprehend
and compose natural language,
drive trucks, do housework, and
tutor students better than profes-
sors could. Thirty years later many
proponents see no reason to change
these predictions; they still expect
them within ten years.”50 Some of
these predictions became truly fan-
tastic, as technology critic Mark
Slouka has written: “We ... need to
see two things very clearly ... : first,
that the computer—no longer just
an information processor—was
rapidly developing into a sort of
deluxe copying machine, increasing-
ly capable of imitating certain as-
pects of our lives; and second, that a
large number of very smart, very in-
fluential people believed that this
computer copy should, and eventu-
ally would, replace the original it
imitated.”51 A focus on the record
and on our basic responsibilities as
records managers should help us to
eliminate or reduce such problems.

If anything, the thing records
professionals need to be concerned
about is how and when they, as
records professionals, are able to in-
tervene on the development of mod-
ern recordkeeping systems. I do not
want to try to describe the systems
development life cycle, but it is
worth knowing that this is increas-
ingly the life cycle, not the records’
life cycle, that archivists and
records managers will need to be at-
tentive to in their work. Record-
keeping functional requirements
must be known as early as the re-
quirements analysis stage, perhaps
even the proposal stage since the
proposers must know something of
the record before proceeding too far.
The archivist and records manager
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will need to know that a new sys-
tem is being designed, that it will
need to maintain records, and how
the archivist and records manager
can become involved in the process.
The other critical stage will come as
replacement planning and migra-
tion are under way, a stage which
will hopefully include evaluation of
difficulties in maintaining records
and making sure that these difficul-
ties will be resolved (and the only
way to enable this to happen is to
place the recordkeeping require-
ments out on the table).

In order to do this, to work with
the technologists and the policy peo-
ple in our organizations, records
professionals need to be able to
know they have something both im-
portant and specific to say. I believe
we do. Records are important.
Records are real things. Now,
records professionals simply need to
communicate this more effectively.
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