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We never use
80 percent of
the information
we keep. ’

By Barbara Hemphill

redictions of a paperless office began more than fi®rcent of the information we keep, we never use. Our fear of
years ago, yet statistics show that 90 percent of ttieowing out paper is enormous. I've heard participants in my
world’s information is still on paper. Can thatseminars say, “Every time | throw something away, | need it
change? Will it? again!” When | challenge them to elaborate, they often re-
After spending more than 20 years in offices from one-papond, “I can’t think of an example right now.”
son, home-based businesses to large corporations, | contendhether it's the fear of not being knowledgeable in one’s
that a more important question is, Can you find the informéeld of expertise or being asked by one’s manager to produce
tion you need when you need it, regardless of the form it tak@s®rmation, the results are the same: overstuffed filing cabi-
I have yet to find a company that is able to manage its elaets and full-to-capacity hard drives. For 15 years, I've orches-
tronic information effectively without first learning how totrated File Clean-Out Days for companies. | used to have
manage its paper. The reason is usually that companies migtitmares that after one such event, someone would call with
people don’t address these fundamental questions of informdaorror story about something he or she threw away and later

tion management: needed. It's never happened.
0 What information do we need to keep or create? Many companies hold their own file clean-out days, yet fail
0 Inwhat form? miserably because management didn’t create any criteria, ap-
0 By whom? proaches, or tools to enable and empower employees to make
o For how long? decisions. Clutter is, in essence, postponed decisions.

The ability of any individual or organization to accomplish So, how do you decide what to keep? Begin with your com-
any pany’s mission and goals. What business are you in? What in-

given task or reach any desired goal is directly related to fioemation do you need to reach those goals? And, of course,
ability to find the right information at the right time. Unfortuwhat information is required by regulators?

nately, studies show that the average worker spends about 158nother important and often-overlooked question is, What

hours per year looking for misplaced information. information can you create that would add value to your com-
What should you keep or create? Research shows that 80pany? Filing cabinets and computer drives are packed with in-
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I’ve never committed my
phone number to memory.
I’m saving that storage
space for more important
information. Besides, it’s
in my phone book.
—Albert Einstein

formation that, when readily available, carhow many documents to handle on a daily
save time, improve products and servicedasis, and whether to make a printout.
and generate new revenue streams. The obvious advantage to electronic
For example, whenever an employestorage is saving space. Speed is also a ma-
learns a new technique, such as how to crr benefit and can be particularly attractive
ate a new report from a software program,&hen electronic customer information
how-to guide can be written and made agecords are interfaced with a telephone sys-
cessible to all employees on the companytem that identifies callers. Even if you have
intranet or network. Or consider this: Whato type a customer’s name before retrieving
resource information is in your files thatthe file, the improvement in customer ser-
could be packaged and sold to potential cugice can be remarkable. Expense reports,
tomers or given as added value to existingvoices, credit reports, and other docu-
customers? ments related to customer accounts are
In what form? Paper or electronic? Only agood candidates for electronic storage.
small part of the information currently on  The downside is that if the system is too
paper is worth converting to a computerdifficult to learn or too slow, employees will
readable format. However, as the quantitsetreat quickly to paper. The biggest threat
of information received and generated inmay be people who believe they're storing
creases, electronic storage options becomast quantities of critical information on
more attractive. CDs and other digital storage media but
There are basically two approaches tbaven't considered that the lifetime of such
saving information electronically. One in-media isn’t guaranteed. Remember all of
volves scanning paper documents and stahose 5-and-1/4-inch floppy disks for which
ing them as images. You can view therwe now have no hardware?
using a file-viewing tool such as Adobe’s Obsolescence is a big challenge, but the
Acrobat ReadeiThe other approach is tobiggest hurdle for most companies is the cost
scan documents and convert their contentd equipment and training, and time for im-
to computer-readable format (text) usinglementation. In my experience, the answer
OCR (optical character recognizing) softis a carefully managed approach using the
ware. Then there’s the issue of how to stottaest attributes of electronic and paper storage.
the files. Optical recording technologiesThe more effectively a company learns to
such as CD-ROMs are relatively inexpenmanage paper, the easier and more cost-effec-
sive; magnetic storage using hard drives ative it will be to move to electronic storage.
lows for faster retrieval. Who should keep it? Unnecessary dupli-
You have numerous other issues to deation is a big factor in poorly managed in-
cide, such as color versus black and whitéprmation. Not only does it take up

The Art of Wastebasketry
Determine whether you want to keep a piece of paper by asking yourself these five
questions:
1. Does this really require any action on my part? Just because you receive informa-
tion, even from your boss, doesn’'t mean you need to keep it. If it doesn’t require ac-
tion, file or toss it right away.
2. Does this exist elsewhere? Is it on your computer or on the Web? Is the original filed
somewhere? Is it necessary to keep a hard copy if it already exists on the computer?
3. Is it recent enough to be useful? Does it make sense to keep an article with informa-
tion that will be outdated before you need it? Instead, keep track of the source of the
information so you can get the latest version.
4. Can | identify the specific circumstances when I'd use this information? If you can’t
so that you can file it for future reference, it's unlikely that you’ll remember you have
it, let alone be able to find it later.
5. Are there any tax or legal implications? Outdated information in your files can cre-
ate unnecessary problems. Retention guidelines that are established and enforced cre-
ate fewer legal problems than unidentified or unenforced ones.

If you answeredoto all of the above but you're still uncomfortable throwing away
a particular piece of paper, ask one last question: What is the worst possible thing that
could happen if | didn’t have this information? If you can live with the answer, toss it!
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unnecessary space, but it also creates usemeone will interrupt and say, “We haveto The world produces
necessary risk. If you have multiple copiefinish this proposaNVhata}re you doing? between one and two
of the same document, how can you be sure Through the years, I've seen company i
that the document you retrieve days, weekafter company face the problem of hundréd@bytes of unique
months, or years later is the correct one? and even thousands of boxes of so-callatbrmation per year,
A simple first step to solving that prob-archives in storage rooms or offsite storag@ich is roughly 250
lem is The Originator’s Rule, which statesfacilities. When management finally real-
Whoever generates a document is respongtes the cost and risk, it decides to do sormﬁg"’lbyteS for every )
ble for its retentioninstead of five people thing. By then, the people who created thgn, woman, and child
on a committee filing minutes, one persomocuments are long gone and current esr-Earth.
should be responsible for the master filgployees have little energy for making deci-
Other people can choose to keep a copy, bsibns about something that doesn’t affect
not by default because they're afraid taheir work or lives.
throw it away. There’s no quick fix for years of post:
Every company with computers has aponed decisions, but you can head off the
least one information systems person. Alproblem. Today’s mail is tomorrow’s mail,
though many companies have a person 8o forget the past and start over. In our com-
charge of records retention, he or she is oftgrany’s money-back program, The 24-Hour
brought into the picture only after the filesMiracle, we teach people to make decisiofsabyte: 1 billion gigabytes
are full or the information is aboutinformation starting with the papetig apyte: 1 trillion bytes
no longer used on a regular basis. Why noin their desks—atfter all, that's where the
have someone in charge of making and inmost important stuff is. You have only three
plementing decisions about current informaehoices for any piece of paper: file, act, 6f
tion? toss. We call it the FAT System. When we
Digging through a departed employee’finish with the desk, we move to the papers
paper files or searching frantically on his oon the floor. Isn’t that where you put all of
her hard drive for a desperately needed dogeur good intentions?
ument is a horrible waste of time and pro- Paper is here to stay, at least for the fore=
duces immense stress. It's essential geeable future. Don't let technology fool
create a system so that when someoryeu. In fact, research shows that introduc-
leaves suddenly, the company won't be ilng email into a company increases paper
jeopardy due to lost or unretrievable criticaprinting by 40 percent. Let’s face it: Paper’s
information. portability makes it desirable. A printout of
How long should you keep it? One big a complex email message that requires
advantage of electronic storage carthinking, discussion, and meetings, and that
if you're not careful, become a bhig disadpeople make handwritten notes on, can be
vantage. Bill Gates learned that in the manore valuable than the original electronic
nopoly trials when he was called todocument. On the other hand, the ability to
account for messages sent to his email b@end information electronically and let
years previously. users determine whether to print it is per-
The issue of how long to keep such pehaps the best of both worlds.
sonal information as bank statements and Before this article reaches you, more
expired insurance policies triggered me taew technologies will have surfaced for
write the first edition offaming the Paper storing and retrieving electronic informa-
Tigerin 1988. | learned quickly that mosttion. But don’t put the cart before the horse.
businesses faced the same dilemma: Erdecide whether to go electronic or remain
ployees are scared to throw anything awgyaper-based only after a careful analysis of
because their boss might ask for it, and/hat information is important to you and
many bosses are afraid or don’t take thgour company.
time to make a decision about records reten- Now, work happily ever aftert
tion. Even when they do, the decision often
breaks down in implementation. Barbara Hemphill is CEO of Hemphill
Ask any 100 employees, “If you had theProductivity Institute in Raleigh,
time, do you know of items in your files youNorth Carolina, and the author of
could toss, comfortably?” Ninety-nineKiplinger's Taming the Paper Tigeseries
would answeyes But how many people go and Simplify Your Workday.She can be
to work and think, “Well, | don’t have any-reached at 800.427.0237; see also
thing better to do today, so | think I'll cleanwww.thepapertiger.com, www.productivity
out my files.” If they do, it’s quite likely that consultants.com.
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