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Identifying knowledge value through
electronic document systems
Electronic document and record management systems
are increasingly seen as a way to effectively and efficiently
store vast arrays of documents. From a knowledge
management perspective, such information repositories
are clearly potentially invaluable.
Yet, as research from Henley’s Knowledge Management
Forum identifies, that promise often lies unfulfilled. By
pinpointing precisely where value can typically be found,
and identifying proven ways to extract it, organisations’
expenditure on electronic document management can
become an investment – and not a waste.
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Identifying knowledge value through electronic document systems

“For us, the benefits revolve around
collaboration and competitiveness.
We’re sharing knowledge around the
organisation – and we’re saving time,
money and paper.”
Cathy Blake, head of knowledge management,
PRP Architects

Look around and it’s not difficult to find organisations that have invested
significant sums of money in electronic document and records
management (EDRM) systems. The premise: moving from a traditional
archiving system to an electronic one reduces not just the cost of
storage, but actively helps organisations to retrieve and leverage the
archived knowledge that they possess.
The reality, however, is often very different. Archiving – putting
information into EDRM systems – largely lives up to its promise. But
getting stored information out again is less successful. The result?
Huge amounts of potentially useful material remain locked away in
systems from which it is expensive and time-consuming to retrieve.

The goal of the research carried out by the Henley Knowledge
Management Forum was to discover how best to encourage the ‘intelligent use’ of EDRM
systems. By clearly identifying the sources of knowledge management value that EDRM systems
can offer – and determining the key enablers that unlock that value – executives implementing,
or preparing to implement, EDRM systems can maximise the return on their investment.

Pinpointing value
The researchers first considered where, from a knowledge management perspective, the value in
EDRM systems lies. They concluded that there are three separate sources of such value:
compliance, collaboration and competitiveness. These were not mutually exclusive, and most of
the EDRM system implementations that were analysed turned out to support all three sources
of value to different extents, depending on the exact nature of the organisation in question. The
most value is generated when all three sources are considered together in a synergistic way.
Compliance
An EDRM system can support compliance with either external regulatory requirements or
internal standards by collating and organising information from various sources into an
organised structure. As a result, decisions can be made based on the most up-to-date
information, leading to an increased confidence in their validity.
Collaboration
An EDRM system encourages collaboration by supporting collaborative working on documents,
as well as making it easier to locate people who have worked on topics of interest in the past.
Organisations using an EDRM system for collaborative purposes typically report that knowledge
flows more freely across organisational boundaries, allowing faster decision making.

Collaboration, insight … practical value
Co-ordinated by Dr Christine van Winkelen of Henley Business School, the insights into
identifying value through electronic document systems originated in a project carried out
by members of the Henley Knowledge Management Forum. Based on detailed interviews
with executives from public and private sector organisations who were already experienced
users of electronic document systems – as well as organisations in the process of
implementing them – the research drew on insights from bodies as diverse as Metronet
Rail, the Department of Trade and Industry and GlaxoSmithKline. Forum members involved
in the project included knowledge managers from PRP Architects, the Defence
Procurement Agency, Unisys and the Nationwide Building Society.
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EDRM systems – example sources of value
Compliance

Collaboration

Competitiveness

Reduced approval stages due to
increased confidence in/visibility
of the process.

Improved innovation/new
product development to keep
business on leading edge.

Reputation improved and
more business won by faster
and more flexible proposal
preparation process.

Reduced time to produce
policy/guidance due to
duplicated work.

Added value to products/services
offered to consumers leads to
increased/secured sales.

Cost saving from less waste of
production materials.

Auditable decision-making
process and visibility of rationale.

Win more business through
producing better quality
proposals more quickly.

Cost and time savings from
reusing purchasing evaluation
criteria.

Reduced regulatory burden by
streamlining electronic access to
guidance and approval process.

Quicker and more informed
decision making.

Cost saving from less paper
being used and stored.

Quicker policy/document
production.

Cost saving from the reduction
of rework due to poor
information.

Competitiveness
An EDRM system improves an organisation’s efficiency by encouraging
users to reuse rather than redevelop materials, while simultaneously
reducing the cost of locating and reusing that knowledge. Additionally,
organisations report an improvement in decision making, thanks to a
greater evidence base on which to draw, thereby reducing risk.

Enabling value

“Google finds you an answer. Searching
through millions of documents for just
the one document that you need calls
for something else.”
Andrew Sinclair-Thomson, director,
Consensia Consulting

Unlocking this value requires viewing the EDRM system’s
implementation as part of an overall change management process.
This is because intelligent use – whereby value is maximised – cuts
right to the heart of issues such as organisational culture and
individual motivation. As with many other IT-based innovations, the human aspects of the
implementation are just as important as the technical aspects: a perfectly functioning system
won’t deliver value if no one uses it, or it is used ineffectively.
Five enablers underpin an implementation that successfully delivers value. Get these right and
the knowledge management value of an EDRM system implementation is greatly enhanced:
• Leadership, in order to demonstrate the importance of the EDRM system to the organisation.
• Investment in skill development, so that people are able to use the system effectively.
• Communicating the value and potential of the system, especially to those best placed to
benefit from it.
• Changing the way that work is done, so as to make interaction with the EDRM system the
‘default option’.
• Feedback and improvement, in order to continue to keep the EDRM system relevant as the
business evolves.
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Driving success
Many of these enablers boil down to training and communication, and one especially useful
output from the Henley research is a driving metaphor, loosely based on the UK Highway Code.
For improved collaboration – ‘car share’ and ‘stop, look, listen’:
• Collaborate, don’t duplicate.
• Use the system to prepare and review documents in parallel with others.
• Before creating a document, stop and see if it has been done before, look in the system and
listen to others.
For improved competitiveness and effectiveness – ‘keep the tank topped up’, ‘see and be seen’
and ‘become an advanced driver’:
• Keep the information in the system current.
• Make it easy to find the information that you contribute.
• Having the right information always available makes it easier for people to cover for one another.
For improved compliance – ‘clunk, click every trip’ and ‘one careful owner’:
• Maintain the integrity of information you work with through regular reviews.
• Keep information organised and in one place.

Generating knowledge value in practice
“It’s important to recognise that the
technology is only a means to the end,
and not an end in itself.”
Nicholas Silburn, research fellow,
Henley Business School

At PRP Architects, head of knowledge management Cathy Blake
reports that the firm’s investment in an EDRM system in order to
archive email messages has been so successful that the intention is
now to roll it out to other document formats. “Previously, people used
their own individual methods of archiving and searching emails,” she
notes. “With the new system, they’re finding that it’s much easier to
find the information that they were looking for – plus, it’s now possible
to search right across the organisation.”

But the temptation to regard electronic document management as
purely an IT initiative must be guarded against, warns Andrew SinclairThomson, a former assistant director of the Department of Trade and
Industry’s knowledge management unit, and now director of Consensia Consulting. “IT is only part
of the solution,” he stresses. “It’s important to put in the right culture as well, in order to get ‘buy in’.”
Finally, adds Nicholas Silburn, a research fellow at Henley Business School – and a recognised
expert in document management systems – look beyond compliance when assessing the
benefits of investment in an EDRM system: “Often, the reason an EDRM system is put in is to
achieve compliance; think of industries such as financial services and pharmaceuticals. But the
benefits do extend beyond compliance, and some of the most active uses of EDRM revolve
around collaboration and competitiveness – even when the initial justification was compliance.”
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