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Structured Abstract  
 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to surface in an explicit way the challenges of 

corporate self-knowledge1

Design/methodology/approach – The study utilised a research and analytical 

methodology called Context Entity Analysis (CEA). The methodology was articulated in 

a 2002-2007 study for the International Atomic Energy Agency looking at the long-term 

preservation of information about radioactive waste (McCarthy 2006). CEA provides a 

means through which knowledge resources generated using narrative techniques, such as 

reports, journal articles, books, or websites can be utilised to create open complex 

networks of entities that more closely mirror the multiplicity of what actually happens, 

both within corporations and at the intersection between corporations and the citizenry. 

CEA has been shown to be a powerful tool in action research projects that provide an 

evidential fabric for understanding the past (Kertesz 2012).  

. The emphasis is on how corporations, and the individuals that 

comprise them, provide public access to authoritative records and information that 

adequately explains who they are, what they do, how they function, and the ways 

important organisational narratives evolve through time. Making public domain 

information available to provide a coherent picture of what was undertaken in the recent 

and more distant past, including the ability to relate records to simple descriptions of the 

context of organisational initiatives, requires new types of capabilities and mindsets. This 

paper reports on a case study completed in December 2011, for a Division of a Victorian 

Government agency, Australia, the Department of Primary Industries (DPI).  

Originality/value – The rigorous implementation of CEA located the failures of 

knowledge preservation and information flow within the organisation. The resulting data, 

captured to international archival documentation standards (Vines et al 2010), was used to 

create sustainable knowledge assets that began to remedy the situation. Although 

corporate self-knowledge is often understood as an internal problem, it is better viewed as 

a challenge relevant to all stakeholders, including the farmer, land-holders and the 

citizenry as a whole. The focus on the public knowledge space and the blending of 

narrative and network informatics was novel but aligned with the idea that knowledge is 

an emergent property of evolutionary systems (Vines, Hall and McCarthy, 2011) as part 

of a large distributed cognition environment (Yakhlef, A. 2008).  

                                                 
1 We use the term corporation loosely in this paper to encompass organisations, both large and 
small as well as government departments including the divisions of these departments. 
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Practical implications –The study noted the pervasive habit of increasingly frequent 

corporate restructure to deal with perceived failures to effectively deliver on expectations 

and goals. However, rather than these corporate restructures helping to solve this 

problem, it seems they act to further compound the problems associated with the 

corrosion of corporate self-knowledge. We argue that the utilisation of information 

technologies without due consideration of long-term knowledge asset preservation 

exacerbates the problem further. The project revealed how CEA and public knowledge 

outputs made available from this analysis have the potential to readily and radically 

change this situation. It is expected that this approach will deliver significant benefits for 

enabling corporate marketing, innovation and public knowledge objectives.  

 
Keywords – Context Entity Analysis; Public Knowledge Space; Networks; Narratives; 

Productivity. 

Paper type – Academic Research Paper 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Archivists have long been aware of the importance of recording and maintaining 

contextual information to ensure the effective preservation and dissemination of records 

entering the archive. This requirement always involves effort (Hurley, C. 2011), but is 

made especially challenging when records arrive ‘de-contextualised’. 

The roots of this issue are in the ways corporations and governments manage 

knowledge, causes which can also have broad societal effects beyond the walls of 

archives and libraries. Where governments and the individuals that comprise them fail to 

provide access to authoritative records and information that adequately explains who they 

are and what they do these failures dramatically reduce the potential benefits and efficacy 

of public knowledge and research. 

To explore these ideas, we will report on a case study project completed in December 

2011 for a Division within a Government agency within the State of Victoria, Australia: 

the Department of Primary Industries. The hypothesis of the study was that the 

information required for functional corporate self-knowledge was already held in 

knowledge assets that were (or should be) in the public domain but were inadequately 

managed. Plans for increased online dissemination of information through knowledge 

hubs (including social media elements) and national moves toward mandating greater 

research discoverability prompted a focus on these issues within parts of the Department. 
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Key to the study was the use of a research and analytical methodology called Context 

Entity Analysis (CEA), developed by the eScholarship Research Centre over many years 

of practice. Also relevant here are other concepts drawn from the fields of archival 

science, information management and beyond. 

Through this case study we will examine ways in which organsations (including 

governments) can benefit from methodologies originating in the practice of archivists and 

digital librarians to contribute to more sustainable and accessible public knowledge. 

While this requires both parties stepping outside their immediate domains to collaborate 

on addressing issues of corporate and government self-knowledge, the benefits for 

knowledge and information management more generally are clear. We can help integrate 

records and archival management activities with marketing and service delivery systems 

to support coherent service narratives of interest to users, clients and citizens, while 

simultaneously fostering practices which will more fully support embedded and emerging 

preservation and dissemination practices. 

 

2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 The Department of Primary Industries 
At the time of writing, the Department of Primary Industries (DPI) was the State 

Government department responsible for agriculture, fisheries, earth resources, energy and 

forestry in Victoria, Australia, employing more than 2,500 staff in 70 locations across the 

state. (Department of Primary Industries#1, 2011) The project, completed in late 2011, 

was based in the agricultural arm of DPI, a sector which in Victoria produces goods 

valued at around $9 billion a year. (Department of Primary Industries#2, 2011) DPI also 

conducts a significant amount of publicly funded research, both internally and in 

partnership with universities and other research entities, producing peer-reviewed articles, 

conference papers and other outputs in areas such as agricultural productivity, climate 

change, and the improvement of resource use efficiency and environmental outcomes. 

(Department of Primary Industries#3, 2011) 

As these basic details suggest, DPI is a significant government department, a creator 

and disseminator of knowledge with strong links into academia, and a key player in the 

state economy with substantial influence in the areas of food production, sustainability 

and the environment. 

However, the approach to knowledge and information management within the 

agricultural arm of DPI (and, based on available evidence, more broadly) does not 

effectively support this position. They currently have no digital library capability, no true 
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publication management system, no established links to emerging national information 

infrastructure, and rely primarily on technology solutions (rather than specialised staff) 

for records management functions. Compounding the problem, the objectives of internal 

technology strategies have primarily been based on supporting internal administrative 

functions or performance management objectives rather than the holistic design of 

knowledge assets. 

This is a common scenario in our experience. One hypothesis for the reasoning behind 

this is that, when rationalising organisations at the end of the last century, it was assumed 

technology had reached a point where ‘traditional’ records management was no longer 

required. But the systems employed often involve complex workflow requirements, staff 

are ill equipped to use them effectively, and there is little perceived benefit. 

Additionally, the pervasive habit of increasingly frequent corporate restructures has 

had largely negative effects on the ability of the organisation to manage knowledge 

effectively through time. Inflexible systems, or processes based on current corporate 

structures and practices, do not cope well in such a complex, shifting environment and 

either rapidly become outdated and unsustainble, or the knowledge they contain becomes 

isolated from its original context and purpose and thus becomes a 'legacy issue' rather 

than an asset. 

The effect within the Department is clear. DPI now holds information resources in a 

multitude of databases and electronic systems, some maintained, others not, with no 

interoperability between these systems or evidence of defined standards or schemas. 

Inside the organisation, information silos have developed with staff relying on their own 

experience and that of those immediately surrounding them to discover and source 

knowledge. This has resulted in key dependencies, uncertainty around how day to day 

activities are related to broader initiatives and strategies, and concerns over succession 

planning and the longevity of current work. 

Outside the organisation, visitors to Department websites can get access to some 

current publications, but are provided with very little surrounding context, and faced with 

site navigation that mostly reflects the limitations of print-based hierarchies. The clear 

focus is on current priorities with information on the organisation's history and its past 

structures and activities (even those from the very recent past, or which are directly 

related to current projects) almost completely absent. 

Where information is provided online, much of it is neither persistent nor easily cited, 

and though research publications are discoverable and accessible through traditional 

publishers’ systems this content is not linked to organisational knowledge. The lack of 
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standards-based databases and internal systems also mean the bulk of the Department's 

knowledge (including its substantial research output) has not been mapped or harvested 

by state or national libraries. Therefore, authoritative information resources on services 

and the publicly funded research on which they are based are often undiscoverable and 

inaccessible to any outside the particular organisational silo where that knowledge was 

produced. 

The situation sounds bleak. But the above should not be taken in any way as a 

criticism of specific staff or divisions within DPI, all of whom continue to work hard for 

the benefit of their clients and to the best of their ability given the training, tools and 

technology provided. To put the matter simply, in most cases it is not within their power, 

scope or expertise to solve these issues. 

On a more encouraging note, the Department is itself aware of the need for change. 

On 24 November 2011, DPI Secretary Jeff Rosewarne noted: 

Since joining DPI, I have observed that the organisation is the sum of many parts. In 

other words, a lot of individuals and teams at DPI work with little reference or connection 

with other groups in the department. It has been this way for some time and, 

understandably, it has become a ‘natural’ way to work. But it’s not much fun to work this 

way. Nor is it very effective. Better information flows can be generated by improved 

connections. As human beings and workers, we need other people with whom we can 

exchange ideas, skills and enthusiasm, and build the collective view and knowledge. 

(Rosewarne, J. .in Jones, M. McCarthy, G. and Lewis, A. 2011) 

 

2.2 Internal and External Pressures 
Though many factors led to the late-2011 project described here, two quite separate 

drivers were key: within DPI, there was a recognition of the potential power of 

community-based, social-media-enabled web dissemination; and, from outside, national 

frameworks for improved knowledge and capability sharing necessitated a review of 

information and records management practices. 

The first driver focused on the idea of industry specific 'knowledge hubs'. These 

would use a different model of information provision to 'standard' government websites, 

combining targeted information resources with links to other service providers and issue-

based content alongside blogs and social media tools. The intent of these knowledge hubs 

would be to develop and foster online (and perhaps offline) communities, and improve 

service provision to agricultural sectors by building trust through collaboration and 

engagement. 
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External pressure came from the development of a National Primary Industries 

Research, Development and Extension Framework, outlined as follows: 

the Australian, state and Northern Territory governments, rural R&D corporations, 

CSIRO [Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation], and 

universities are jointly developing the National Primary Industries Research, 

Development and Extension (RD&E) Framework to encourage greater collaboration and 

promote continuous improvement in the investment of RD&E resources nationally [...] 

Australia's primary industries cannot afford a fragmented or duplicative RD&E 

system if they are to continue to improve their productivity and sustainability. Australia's 

approximately $1.6 billion annual RD&E investment in primary industries needs to be 

focused, used efficiently, effectively and collaboratively. (Australian Department of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, 2011) 

The 'knowledge hub' push and National RD&E Framework each contained specific 

challenges for DPI, and given the lack of effective records and information management 

outlined above one substantial problem was shared: both were directly reliant on the 

effective transfer of internal organisational knowledge to external realms, to users, clients 

and citizens. 

Returning to our introductory remarks, while libraries and archives – both physical 

and digital – can have a key role in storing, preserving and providing access to deposited 

or sourced knowledge in context, here both content and context were being lost within 

such a short timeframe that these endeavours would be close to impossible without 

fundamental and systemic organisational change. The problems outlined are not unique to 

DPI; and key concepts and methodologies within the libraries and archives profession 

have the potential to effectively support this change. 

 

2.3 The eScholarship Research Centre 
Richard Vines, Knowledge Manager at DPI and an Honorary Fellow at our Centre, 

recognised the potential for applying this experience in the context of DPI and, with 

support from key staff within the organisation, developed a Request for Quotation to 

which we responded. 

The eScholarship Research Centre (ESRC) is in the somewhat unusual position (at 

least in Australia) of being a research centre within a University Library, employing 

archivists and related staff who are not responsible for a specific archive. Therefore, we 

work as collaborators and consultants throughout the University, and more broadly. This 

model has continued for more than twenty-five years, with the eScholarship Research 
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Centre and its predecessors - the Australian Science Archives Project (ASAP) and the 

Australian Technology and Heritage Centre (Austehc) - operating as both academic 

centres and focal points for infrastructure design, testing and deployment at the University 

of Melbourne for more than twenty-five years. 

Our numerous projects include collaboration with researchers in the use of digital 

technologies to extend their research capabilities; work with the University of Melbourne 

and others to enhance digital archive and knowledge preservation infrastructure; and 

participation with the community in the creation and dissemination of information to 

address societal needs. 

The Centre's outputs over this time include: in-house software tools, in particular the 

Online Heritage Resource Manager (OHRM) and the Heritage Document Management 

System (HDMS), with well over fifteen years of continuous development and numerous 

instances in use throughout Australia and overseas; more than twenty online knowledge 

resources, online encyclopedias and public knowledge spaces produced in collaboration 

with others dating back to the earliest days of the web, all of which remain accessible in 

some form or another; and more than fifty online archival guides published by the Centre, 

with several more generated by publishers other than the ESRC using the HDMS. 

(eScholarship Research Centre, 2011) 

 

3. KEY CONCEPTS 
Three related concepts are central to the ESRC's work and thus shaped our 

involvement with the Department: the Records Continuum model, the methodology 

known as Context Entity Analysis (CEA), and the notion of the 'public knowledge space'. 

 

3.1 The Records Continuum 
The notion of the 'records continuum' and continuum thinking has its origins in 

Australian archival practice of the 1960s, with a more formal outline of the model taking 

shape in the 1990s. (McKemmish, S., Upward. F., Feed, B. 2010) A diagrammatic 

representation of the model appears below. 
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Figure 1. The Records Continuum 

 

This is not the place to explore the model in full. It is sufficient to say that the records 

continuum provides a structured way of thinking about how the acts of individuals and 

groups of individuals (for example, within organisations) lead to the creation of 

documents or 'traces' in Dimension 1 (Create). These can be captured as records by 

systems and processes occuring in Dimension 2 (Capture) to support activities, and then 

must be organised more broadly within an organisation to form Dimension 3 (Organise). 

This is organisational memory (or corporate knowledge) and supports the functions of 

that organisation. 

With reference to the National RD&E Framework and the knowledge hub agenda 

outlined above, in terms of continuum thinking these both require well-structured records 

and information systems in Dimension 3, with links outside the boundaries of the 

organisation into Dimension 4 (Pluralise). This dimension "represents the capacity of a 

record to exist beyond the boundaries of creating entities, to meet the needs of those not 

involved with the actions precipitating records creation, capture, and organisation." 

(McKemmish, S., Upward. F., Feed, B. 2010) 
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3.2 Context Entity Analysis 
In addition to engaging with records continuum thinking, over the course of its 

history, the ESRC has developed a research and analytical methodology called Context 

Entity Analysis (CEA), articulated in a 2002-2007 study for the International Atomic 

Energy Agency (McCarthy, G. and Upshall, I, 2006) and central to our work on the 2011 

DPI project. 

Where an archival accession involves the surveying and collecting of information 

about records as found, providing the foundation for decisions on retention and storage, a 

context entity analysis goes much further. The process requires engagement with key 

resources (people, documents, systems, data sets, etc.), to gather information which is 

analysed to identify the entities and knowledge objects that make up a particular domain, 

as well as the relationships between those entities. These entities can be registered by 

gathering and recording structured metadata about each - formal titles, dates, descriptions, 

and more. 

The relationships between these entities, which are identified and recorded as part of 

the process, can be of different types and can themselves be dated and described. This 

allows for the mapping of current information networks and how those networks have 

developed in the past, as well as providing the potential to map any changes which occur 

in the future without losing the details of what existed prior to that change. 

The OHRM, mentioned above, facilitates the structured, standardised registration of 

entities identified using CEA and the mapping of relationships between these entities. 

This technology platform has been developed over more than a decade, and is compliant 

with international standards including Encoded Archival Context - Corporate Bodies, 

Persons and Families (EAC-CPF). (Society of American Archivists and the Berlin State 

Library, 2010) Data and relationships registered in the OHRM can be rendered as HTML 

pages for presentation (online or offline), and all data can be exported as XML. It is this 

standards base and export capability which has allowed the OAI-PMH harvesting of 

ESRC public knowledge spaces by the National Library of Australia for use in their 

Trove discovery system, (National Library of Australia, 2011) and the semantic 

underpinnings also support exposure of the data as RDF. 

Therefore, CEA provides a means through which knowledge resources generated 

using narrative techniques, such as reports, journal articles, books, news items or websites 

can be utilised to create open complex networks of entities that more closely mirror the 

multiplicity of what actually happens, both within corporations and at the intersection 

between corporations and the citizenry. Capturing this information and presenting it 
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online creates a discoverable, citable and persistent public knowledge resource which can 

be used as an authoritative foundation for community engagement and social media tools, 

and aids in the discovery of knowledge held by otherwise inaccessible 'Dimension 3' 

organisational systems. 

This methodology has proved a powerful tool in action research projects, which 

endeavour to not only provide an evidential fabric to understand the past but also 

remediate short-comings in established practice. In Australia, this has been demonstrated 

most effectively in the area of child and family welfare. (Kertesz, M., Humphreys, C. and 

Carnovale, C. 2012; and McCarthy, G. and Evans, J. 2012) 

The study for the Department of Primary Industries rigorously implemented the CEA 

methodology and was able to show where the failures of knowledge preservation and 

information flow occurred within the organisation. 

 

3.3 Public Knowledge Spaces 
The ESRC presents the results of CEA online in the form of ‘public knowledge 

spaces’.  We use this term to denote an online information resource embodying ten key 

principles. A public knowledge space should be: 

1. Standards based 

2. Evidential 

3. Persistent and meaningful through time 

4. Resilient 

5. Available through multiple access and reference points 

6. Geared towards person-to-person knowledge sharing 

7. Structured to enable computer-to-computer data sharing 

8. Public knowledge focused 

9. Based on the science of networks 

10. Coherent and purposeful in its interface design (McCarthy, G. and Evans, J. 

2012) 

In terms of archival science, public knowledge spaces are examples of archival 

information services designed explicitly to work in the fourth or pluralised dimension of 

the Records Continuum. 

In addition, the blending of narrative and network based information architectures 

within a structured public knowledge space is in alignment with the idea that knowledge 

is an emergent property of evolutionary systems (Vines, R., Hall, W.P., and McCarthy, G. 
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2011), and that knowledge arises from the coincidence of a number of complex effects 

and events as part of a large distributed cognition environment (Yakhlef, A. 2008). 

Public knowledge spaces are therefore resources of immense value in their own right, 

but the true power of public contextual information networks comes when these are 

supported by robust ‘third dimension systems’ (digital libraries, content repositories, 

digital archives) within organisations which are well structured, citable and persistent. 

When the two can work in conjunction, public knowledge spaces produced by CEA 

become authoritative, discoverable and navigable pathways to distributed content. 

(McCarthy, G. 2011) 

 

4. THE PROJECT 

4.1 Methodology 
In undertaking the DPI project in 2011 the ESRC applied the Context Entity Analysis 

methodology to a substantial selection of resources, including reports, business plans, 

organisation charts, strategy documents, project reports and material extracted from 

internal systems. In addition, project staff consulted publicly-available online resources, 

government and industry websites, and key state and Federal government resources. 

Alongside this work, the project team participated in workshops and held meetings with 

key staff to confirm and supplement their findings. 

 

4.2 Representative Findings 
Over the course of the project numerous issues were uncovered related to records 

management and organisational information flows, some of which are provided here as 

representative examples. 

First, it was often difficult to discover the publication or citation information for 

resources, and (once discovered) actual content was equally difficult to locate and access. 

When documents were discovered and copies obtained there was often a lack of clarity 

around how those documents were used, their intent and their authority. 

In attempting to create a contextual information network, it was also very difficult to 

ascertain the relationship between key organisational practices, such as the relationship 

between projects and services, or specific services and broader initiatives. Very few 

available resources openly acknowledged these links. 

With regard to internal systems, research citation information, research outputs, 

project information and staff profiles were all located in separate systems with no 

interoperable standards base or cohesive metadata strategy. 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    
 
 

   

   13    
   

 

   

       
 

Therefore, the project team often needed to rely on information from DPI staff. 

Contextual information, key dates and information sources, relationships and documents 

were regularly discovered and accessed by referring the details to staff, who often 

confirmed that the information requested was either undocumented, or stored locally in 

inaccessible systems or in hard-copy. In one case, the knowledge necessary to understand 

and utilise data relating to long-term environmental and agricultural monitoring was the 

personal experiential domain of just two individuals within the organisation. 

This reliance on implicit knowledge creates significant dangers for the accessibility 

and sustainability of organisational knowledge through time. A number of staff were 

aware of this issue, noted the difficulties of sourcing information internally, and 

expressed concerns regarding succession planning due to key dependencies. 

These challenges, and others like them, are substantial barriers to effective 

communication with stakeholders, clients and the general public, and make worthwhile 

initiatives such as the creation of authoritative industry knowledge hubs and National 

RD&E Frameworks problematic at best. 

 

4.3 Imparting Lessons Learned 
The ESRC’s role here was not to simply provide yet another system or ‘technology 

solution’ for DPI. As archivists and metadata specialists we sought (and were contracted) 

to start the process of building organisational capability with regard to more effective 

information and records management. This occurred throughout the project, with 

particular focus on imparting ‘lessons learned’ from many years of practice in diverse 

organisations and sectors. 

On 18 October 2011, the ESRC ran a workshop with DPI staff titled ‘Managing 

knowledge in the public sphere’, which focused on developing significant, persistent, 

standards-based public knowledge resources based in large part on the key principles 

already outlined in Section 3.2. 

This was followed by a comprehensive report covering key archival and records 

management concepts, the effective use of standards and structured knowledge, 

stakeholder engagement, the use of evidence and more, all drawing on numerous real-

world examples. (Jones, M. and McCarthy, G. 2011) 

Though this report is not yet in the public domain, it is our intention to develop this 

content into a print-on-demand resource with the hope that other organisations can use the 

ideas outlined to build their own capability. 
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4.4 The Victorian Agricultural Industries Resource 
Another project output was the development of a proof-of-concept public knowledge 

space titled Victorian Agricultural Industries, based on the entities and relationships 

uncovered using Context Entity Analysis. Only a small part of DPI was mapped, along 

with a representative sample of related divisions, industry bodies and other organisations. 

The resulting resource included 409 registered entities, 2,508 relationships, and 199 

published resources, with all content provided to the department as XML and rendered 

HTML. 

Figure 2 shows a visualisation of the resulting network. The contrast between this 

type of structure and a more 'traditional' hierarchical catalogue or site map is, we hope, 

clear. 

 
Figure 2. Network visualisation of Victorian Agricultural Industries 

 

In line with the key principles articulated, content in Victorian Agricultural Industries 

has been carefully structured to ensure its sustainability. Each entry has its own citable 

HTML page, with a simple, stable URI containing a unique identifying number, a fixed 

title drawn from available documents and resources, and start and end dates (where 

available) to place the entity in time.  

Entities judged to be significant within the overall information network were also 

described based on information located in authoritative sources, with the level of 

description depending on both the significance of the entity and the availability of such 

sources. These entries were linked to formal, agreed documents wherever possible to 

show the evidential base for content, a key requirement for developing trust with users. 
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Also key was the use of information-rich relationships, as opposed to basic 

hyperlinks. Descriptions were added to many relationships to define the nature of that 

relationship. For example, rather than simply providing a link from Project X to Program 

Y, a statement is embedded in the relationship itself stating ‘Project X exists as a project 

within Program Y.’ 

While much more could be said about the detail and content of this resource, in the 

context of this paper two points are key. 

First, by mapping key evidence-based entities and published resources, the resource 

creates a sustainable, authoritative register of organisational activities and outputs which 

has the potential to be used as a sustainable foundation for more transient information 

dissemination activities such as knowledge hubs and social media engagement. 

Secondly, the use of standards-based metadata can support OAI-PMH harvesting, 

exposing the details of distributed organisational content to developing national 

information infrastructure such as the National Library’s Trove discovery service or to 

support the aims of the National Primary Industries Research, Development and 

Extension Framework. 

 

4.5 Steps Toward Change 
The use of CEA and the resulting proof-of-concept Victorian Agricultural Industries 

resource allowed the project team to effectively analyse current practice and information 

flows within DPI, provide the results of this work in a reusable, sustainable form, and lay 

the foundations for more substantial change within the department. 

Drawing on our findings we then made broad recommendations to DPI as part of a 

comprehensive final report. We recommended that the department: 

• implement a comprehensive organisational metadata strategy; 

• make structured, marked-up metadata available as part of an authoritative public 

knowledge space; 

• engage with stakeholder groups regarding information dissemination; 

• adapt its policies on information dissemination away from ‘top down’ delivery 

strategies toward more collaborative, distributed approaches; 

• develop a standards-based contextual information management strategy; 

• create a structured digital library and associated content repository; 

• implement a ‘demand driven’ policy with regard to improving the accessibility 

and mark-up of current and historic documents; 
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• define the intent, scope and metadata requirements of internal systems to support 

the development of more modular and interoperable approaches to information flow; 

• develop and support increased organisational capability in the creation, 

preservation and dissemination of standards-based metadata, and in context, records, data 

and knowledge management; and, 

• allocate time and resources to systemic, long-term change to support the above 

recommendations as part of its core business, rather than through the variable funding 

cycles and short-term objectives characteristic of discrete, project-based activities. (Jones, 

M., McCarthy, G. and Lewis, A. 2011, pp 55-57) 

It is too early to know what effect these recommendations will have. However, we 

hope that our work, in conjunction with the ‘Lessons Learned’ workshop and report, will 

make a contribution to developing improved connections and collective knowledge as 

envisaged by the Department Secretary in November 2011. 

 

5. BROADER CONSIDERATIONS 

5.1 A Common Problem 
The purpose of this paper is not to point an accusatory finger at DPI. In our 

experience as archivists and developers of public knowledge resources the issues 

identified here are widespread within corporations, government departments, universities, 

community organisations and not-for-profits. 

There are many factors contributing to these common problems, from the 

destabilising and fragmentary effect of regular restructuring in modern organisations to 

the impact of technology. With regard to the latter, where physical record keeping 

systems of the past (corporate archives, libraries) were usually the domain of librarians 

and record keeping specialists there is often now an expectation that all staff should be 

able to access and use distributed digital systems effectively. At times this seems akin to 

expecting every author to catalogue and shelve their own book in a library, which would 

no doubt have equally problematic results. 

If internal systems are poorly structured and designed (or absent altogether), they fail 

to meet ‘internal’ requirements as well as ‘external’ needs. Such systems allow poor or 

insufficient metadata, fail to provide set vocabularies for key words, or are created with 

no exit strategy. 

Where well structured internal systems are developed, and staff adequately trained, 

these are often still designed to meet only internal requirements, or are used to catalogue 
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and list siloed material without providing the capability for those outside a particular part 

of the organisation to discover or access the information they contain. 

And yet, as seen with DPI, there is increasing pressure from within organisations to 

embrace new developments in information dissemination and new ways of engaging with 

clients and the broader public – social media tools, crowd sourcing initiatives, blogs, 

forums, user-generated content – and there is external pressure to engage with regional, 

national and international trends. 

The National RD&E Framework outlined above exists in a broader context within 

Australia. In 2010, the State Government of Victoria released a Government 2.0 Action 

Plan to support open access to public sector information and "a way of working that is 

underpinned by collaboration, openness and engagement." (Victorian Department of 

Premier and Cabinet, 2010) At Federal level, the Office of the Australian Information 

Commissioner is pursuing similar goals. (Office and the Information Commissioner, 

2011)  And these movements toward open public sector information reflect similar trends 

in the United States and Europe. [See, for example, Presidential Documents. 26 January 2009. 

The President – Memorandum of January 21, 2009 – Freedom of Information Act – Memorandum 

for the Heads of Executive Departments and Agencies. Federal Register, 74:15, 4683-4684. 

http://www.justice.gov/oip/foia_guide09/presidential-foia.pdf. Date accessed: 23 January 2012; and 

European Commission. December 2011. Public Sector Information – Raw Data for New Services 

and Products. Europe’s Information Society – Thematic Portal. 

http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/index_en.htm. Date accessed: 23 January 

2012] 
While we fully support the principles underpinning these developments, the 'open 

information movement' cannot assume that internal records management is up to the 

challenge, and that information is sitting there waiting to be harvested and exposed. Such 

activities will only be effective and sustainable if there is a prior or concurrent 

establishment of a well structured, authoritative knowledge base within government 

departments and public organisations. 

In even the most structured internal systems, what we most often find lacking is 

adequate contextual information. But good context is vital here. First, material produced 

internally is often only understandable to those not involved in the organisation if users 

can see where it fits into broader structures, projects, initiatives and strategies. Second, 

emerging federated discovery systems such as the National Library of Australia's Trove 

do not harvest publication information or bibliographic references directly. Trove uses 

OAI-PMH to harvest 'context entities' with their related references. This helps to build 
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national authority registers and information services which users can access by searching 

for people, organisations, events and more. It is through these entities that people 

understand the world, more than through article titles or bibliographic citations. 

Within organisations, there are records everywhere, and bibliographic references 

abound, but context is regularly not recorded, or is poorly managed. Context vital to the 

understanding of records by outsiders is also often held in discrete systems – HR 

databases, internal project registers, finance systems – which are rarely connected to 

records and publication management. 

Therefore, though these might seem to be internal matters, assisting DPI with their 

own records and information management issues was not the sole reason, or even the 

primary reason, for our involvement in this work. As should be clear from our earlier 

summary of the ESRC, we are not records management consultants for hire. Instead, we 

concentrate on making knowledge publicly discoverable and accessible. Our primary 

interest in the project was to help build capability within DPI to manage information in 

ways which would support regional and national 'open information' activities, with mutual 

benefit to their internal information flows. We believe the expertise required for this dual 

purpose does not often exist within organisations. 

Returning to the Records Continuum model, organisations have traditionally 

concentrated on internally focused activities (that is, working only in the first three 

dimensions of the continuum) with the result that records creation and management will 

develop in ways which create significant issues when attempts are made to 'pluralise' 

those records. In this environment, as archivists there is little use in us sitting and waiting 

patiently for records and publications to turn up, or making requests to harvest this 

information as part of ambitious 'fourth dimension' activities, only to discover material 

de-contextualised, hard to understand and difficult to document. Or, worse yet, to find 

that significant records never turn up at all. 

 

6 CONCLUSION 
As we at the ESRC focus on new ways of developing digital information resources, 

our work is becoming increasingly collaborative. We already work with information 

technology departments, computer scientists and programmers, as well as with academics, 

historians, social workers, education researchers, arts organisations, independent 

consultants, governments and more.  

But we believe that archivists and librarians more generally do not always recognise 

the potential contribution their practice could make to the development and management 
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of public knowledge, and equally that organisations, governments and institutions do not 

always recognise the potential benefits of drawing on archival science and related 

expertise when addressing issues of corporate knowledge and information management. 

In the Australian context we perceive a resulting lack of public advocacy by professionals 

working in the archival domain, and minimal knowledge and technology transfer between 

libraries, archives and higher education on one hand, and Government and public 

organisations on the other. This, despite the fact that standards such as EAC-CPF, and 

concepts such as Context Entity Analysis and the Records Continuum, provide powerful 

models for thinking about information flows and records in ways which are often not 

considered by knowledge management professionals and systems developers. 

There are also many exciting developments in the 'fourth dimension' of the records 

continuum, with the growth of social media tools, collaborative workspaces, virtual labs, 

knowledge hubs, federated discovery systems, open data movements and more. All have a 

common goal – to make information and knowledge more open, discoverable and 

accessible – and all rely on information infrastructure which links to or harvests resources 

that are created (and are often still managed) locally, by people working in organisations, 

governments, divisions, departments and research centres. 

We therefore need to be sure 'linking' and 'sharing' in this space encompass more than 

just transferring information or harvesting content. These concepts need to include 

working collaboratively, linking with knowledge creators and managers, and sharing 

concepts and expertise to achieve ambitious local, regional and national goals which are 

otherwise likely to prove unobtainable. 
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