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INTRODUCTION

A large portion of the knowledge of most organizations
is contained in electronic documents. For users to get
pertinent information from the accumulation of stored
documents, they need effective document retrieval sys-
tems. Unfortunately, electronic document management
has fallen into the same trap that electronic data pro-
cessing fell into: simply automating what previously
was done manually. Paper documents were stored in
folders in drawers in file cabinets. Electronic docu-
ments are stored in folders in directories on disk drives.

The ability to find a document depends on the logic
of the filing system, how familiar the individual is with
the filing system, and how familiar the individual is with
the problem domain of the item being sought. Some
persons (e.g., research librarians) are much better than
others at organizing and retrieving documents. Rarely,
however, is a manager an expert at either storing or
retrieving documents. Unfortunately, many electronic
filing systems are set up by managers with little or no
training on how to organize a filing system, and few
tools, other than the Windows Search command, are
available to help managers find documents that have
been filed.

The filing systems for libraries and knowledge man-
agement systems are more sophisticated than the filing
systems of most small offices or individual managers.
But even libraries and knowledge management systems
predominately rely on keyword searching for retrieval.
For example, if one visits the Web site for the Journal
of Management Information Systems  at  http://
jmis.bentley.edu/keywords/, one notes that the only
option available for searching (other than browsing the
entire collection) is a keyword search.

Keyword searching has improved over the years.
Knowledge seekers have benefited enormously from
the ability to search remotely, the increased speed with
which searches are conducted, and the ability of the

search mechanism to identify variations of the keywords.
Nevertheless, keyword searches have significant limita-
tions. In particular, keyword searches cannot return all
relevant documents nor can they filter out irrelevant
documents. This article briefly reviews the difficulties
associated with keyword searches, especially as the num-
ber of documents increases, and proposes a way to
overcome those limitations.

BACKGROUND

In his 1990 seminal article on business process engi-
neering, Hammer (1990) argues that organizations should
use computers to redesign—not just automate—exist-
ing business processes. With document management
systems, the opposite has been done. Documents were
stored in file cabinets in offices or on shelves in librar-
ies, and electronic document storage systems adopted
the same basic principles.

Paper documents such as memos, white papers, re-
ports, and so forth were filed based on the value of some
specific field (e.g., project name). To retrieve a docu-
ment, a user needed to know the value of the field which
was used to organize the documents. Because of the
shear mass of paper that quickly accumulated in any
office, duplication for the purpose of access through
multiple fields was not encouraged. In highly organized
filing systems, cross-references were filed for impor-
tant documents, resulting in the capacity to find some
documents from two or three different fields. However,
this was done infrequently, was quite time-consuming
when it was done, and was difficult to maintain.

The logic of the paper filing system usually was
determined by a secretary or office assistant, who also
was the person primarily responsible for retrieving the
documents. This person generally had significant knowl-
edge of the content of the documents, and therefore the
system worked quite well for that individual. Unfortu-
nately, the system did not work as well for others.
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Today, most individuals organize their computer di-
rectories in the same manner in which their file cabi-
nets were organized, or even more poorly because they
have had little or no training on filing and tend to store
all of their folders in the hard drive root directory.
While this may be an acceptable strategy for a small set
of documents, it is unacceptable when dealing with a
large number of documents.

Figure 1 shows the similarity between paper filing
systems and simple computerized filing systems. To
find a file in the paper system, an individual needs to
know which file cabinet to search, which drawer to
select, and which folder contains the sought after file.
To find a file in the computerized system, an individual
follows a very similar strategy. The individual first
selects the disk drive to examine, then searches the
directory, sub-directory, sub-sub-directory, and so forth,
until the file is located. The only advances made to this
point are the amount of physical space saved and the
ability to use the “find” command.

At the organizational/library level, document man-
agement systems require more structure. Generally,
documents are organized by hierarchical levels of cat-
egories. For example, with the Dewey Decimal system,
documents associated with “technology (applied sci-
ences)” are grouped together. Within that category,
“management” is separate from “manufacturing” and so
on. A major benefit of this method of organization is
that once the individual arrives at one document on the
topic of interest, other potentially relevant documents
are located in close proximity and are easily browsed
for relevance. Everyone who has visited a library has
located additional relevant books by browsing the
library’s physical stacks.

Indexes make cross-referencing of materials pos-
sible. Though not physically stored together on shelves,
documents that are similar with respect to some charac-
teristic (other than the one used to physically store the
document) can be referenced together in a card cata-
logue. Cross-referencing is very important for librar-
ies. An article that describes how regression analysis is

used to conduct mass appraisals, for example, should be
locatable both by someone who is interested in applica-
tions of regression analysis and by someone who wants
to understand how the county assessor determines the
assessed value of a home using regression analysis. This
only can be done with cross-referencing.

Even with cross-referencing, however, the problem
remains of needing an entry point for retrieving relevant
documents. Not knowing applicable keywords makes a
library little more than a jumble of documents. Given
the sheer number of documents that are stored, it no
longer is possible for one, or a few individuals, to know
the content of each document. Librarians are experts at
the storage system, but to be useful to the individual
they need to understand the subject matter (e.g., a chemi-
cal librarian vs. a general librarian). The ability of librar-
ians to keep up with the content of documents is limited
by the capacity of human cognition. As the volume of
documents increases, the ability of librarians to help
individuals diminishes. Further, librarians are limited in
their capacity to identify documents from a different
area that might be pertinent to the individual. The limi-
tations on human memory prevent any single individual
from retaining adequate information to be able to an-
swer questions on a wide variety of subjects.

Current State

Today, more and more documents are being stored
electronically. Several factors have contributed to the
shift from paper to electronic documents, including the
low cost of mass storage devices, the ease with which
documents can be scanned and stored, government rec-
ognition of electronic signatures, the replacement of
desktop computers with notebook computers, and ubiq-
uitous access to the Internet. After more than 30 years
of being just around the corner, the paperless office
finally is moving from myth to reality. Many organiza-
tions provide their employees with notebook comput-
ers, and strongly encourage the use of digital documents
for sharing information. Unfortunately, those same or-

Figure 1. Filing cabinet vs. simple computerized system

 



 

 

5 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be

purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/chapter/document-search-practices/16942

Related Content

The Role of Indigenous Knowledge in Adaptation to Climate Change in the Northern Mountain of

Vietnam
Manh Nguyen Theand Mokbul Morshed Ahmad (2022). Handbook of Research on Protecting and

Managing Global Indigenous Knowledge Systems (pp. 24-44).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/the-role-of-indigenous-knowledge-in-adaptation-to-climate-change-in-the-northern-

mountain-of-vietnam/289284

Pattern-Based Task Management as Means of Organizational Knowledge Maturing
Uwe V. Riss (2013). Intelligence Methods and Systems Advancements for Knowledge-Based Business (pp.

1-23).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/pattern-based-task-management-means/67714

IN&OUT Model: Knowledge Management Applied to the Succession Process in Family Business
Maria Sarabia, Maria Obesoand Elaine Philpott (2015). International Journal of Knowledge-Based

Organizations (pp. 1-15).

www.irma-international.org/article/inout-model/124852

Attacks on Confidentiality of Communications Between Stranger Organizations
Mikaël Atesand Gianluca Lax (2013). International Journal of Knowledge-Based Organizations (pp. 1-18).

www.irma-international.org/article/attacks-confidentiality-communications-between-stranger/77881

Knowledge Integration Through Inter-Organizational Virtual Organizations
Montserrat Boronat Navarro (2009). Connectivity and Knowledge Management in Virtual Organizations:

Networking and Developing Interactive Communications  (pp. 61-72).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/knowledge-integration-through-inter-organizational/6946

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/document-search-practices/16942
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/the-role-of-indigenous-knowledge-in-adaptation-to-climate-change-in-the-northern-mountain-of-vietnam/289284
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/the-role-of-indigenous-knowledge-in-adaptation-to-climate-change-in-the-northern-mountain-of-vietnam/289284
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/pattern-based-task-management-means/67714
http://www.irma-international.org/article/inout-model/124852
http://www.irma-international.org/article/attacks-confidentiality-communications-between-stranger/77881
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/knowledge-integration-through-inter-organizational/6946

