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Documents are used extensively by professionals in their execution of their own work
and to share information with others Professionals use and manage therr documents in
ways that are woven into theirr work activities and leave most of the. context unsaid
because the documents are understood as belonging to a certain ongoing activity.
Contrary to this, organisations have a strong interest in storing information in less person-
dependent ways than simply relying on therr employees’ memory and personal files To
support document management effectively we need to balance the individual
professionals’ focus on their current activittes against the long-term interests of the
organisation, and we need a fuller understanding of the affordances and constraints of
documents This study identifies six roles documents play in professionals’ work, namely
that documents serve (1) as personal work files, (2) as reminders of things to do, (3) to
share information with some yet withhold it from others, (4) to convey meaning, (5) to
generate new meaning, and (6) to mediate contacts among people Painstakingly
standardised and very time-consuming methods are required for documents to convey
meaning but such efforts are rarely considered worthwhile compared to relylng on other
document roles or rework

1. Introduction

Documents are used extensively by professionals in their execution of their own
work and as a means of sharing information with others. The ways professionals
use and manage documents for their own purposes are woven into their work
activities and have been studied by researchers interested in how people organise
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their individual information spécés (e.g., Malone, 1983). However, most work is
co-operative and furthermore organisations have a large interest in storing
information in less person-dependent ways than simply relying on the memory
and personal files of their employees. The use of documents for information
sharing has for example been studied by Bannon & Bedker (1997), Harper &
Sellen (1995), and Star & Griesemer (1989), but at least with respect to paper
documents little research has looked systematically at their role in organisations
(Sellen & Harper, 1997). During the past 30 years computers have been assigned
a key role 1n various efforts to support document management, but these efforts
have time and time again failed to produce the expected results. It seems as if the
role of documents 1n pro'fessionals.’, work has yet to be properly understood.

This study identifies six roles documents play in professionals’ work.
Professionals are subject specialists characterised by putting to work their
intellectual skill learned in systematic education and through experience, and they
are to a large extent paid to organise their own work, make sense of things, and
pass judgements. The starting point in identifying the six document roles has been
that documents are part of the context in which they are produced. This introduces
a crucial distinction between subsequent use of the documents in this context and
(re)use of them in other contexts (see Figure 1). The former use of documents
include such situations as documents written for personal use or use within a
project group, whereas the latter is exceedingly common in settings where the
involved professionals are geographically dispersed or involved in projects that
outlast their own involvement in them. .
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Figure 1 The general setting for production, use, and reuse of documents

Document archives, whether personal or corporate, may serve many purposes,
including accountability, operational continuity, planning, legal evidence, disaster
recovery, research, and corporate history. Two types of document value can be
distinguished in this connection. The evidential value of a document is its value in
providing evidence of an organisation’s structure, procedures, transactions and
the like, whereas the informational value of a document is the value of its
contents for reference, contemplation, and research (Bikson & Frinking, 1993).
This study is concerned with the informational value of documents. Their
evidential value is however importaht,'too, as illustrated by the central role of
documents in proving ownership.of ideas in patent applications.

It has been estimated that professionals spend 25% of their time distributing,
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filing, and retrieving documents (Gordon, 1997). This study is intended to expand
our understanding of document management and inform the design of systems
that support this pervasive activity. The study also aims at contributing to the
elaboration of the concept of common information spaces (CISs) as developed by
Bannon & BOdker (1997), Bannon & Schmidt (1989), Schmidt & Bannon (1992).
The CIS concept has mostly been discussed in connection with co-located, co-
present persons such as ar traffic controllers, but it is aso intended to inform
discussions of situations where people are distributed in time and space. This
study investigates the work involved in creating and maintaining CISs and
people's inclination to do it.

The next section outlines how documents enter into professionals work at
three levels, which differ markedly with respect to intensity, principles for
organising the documents, and intentions of information sharing. This section aso
gives an introduction to the concept of common information spaces. Section 3 is
about how the context, frozenness, and permanence of documents affect their
ability to communicate meaning. Section 4 discusses how the document roles
directed toward the professionals individual information spaces and those
directed toward information sharing can be brought together in the design of
document management systems. Section 5 concludes the paper by summarising
the six roles of documents in professionals work. Please note that | make no
claims as to the exhaustiveness of the six roles.

2. Individual and common information spaces

Severa studies have found that professionals interact with three levels of
information in their files (e.g., Cole, 1982; Hertzum, 1993): Action information
which includes documents readily a hand and often piled up on the desk,
personal work files which are within reach but usually put on shelves or held in
other conventional filing devices, and archive storage which comprises
information stored away from the office. Action information is to a large extent
arranged on the basis of spatial clues, which require frequent interaction to stay
functional Personal work files are loosely systematised, and though some people
maintain personal indexes to ad retrieval many people rely on their memory of
the documents' location. Personal work files exist primarily to provide the
individual professional with convenient access to the material, not to make it
available to others. With respect to archive storage, Cole (1982) notes that the
information items are rarely dealt with and when they are it is aimost exclusively
through extensive category structures. The change from a spatial, loosely
systematised, memory-based organisation to category structures as the documents
move from 'action’ to 'archive' fundamentally changes the nature of the activities
carried out to manage the documents. This change is also one from an individual
to a common information space.



