Content Management

What is Content Management?

Content Management (CM) is the name given to any system, either manual or automated, for managing intellectual property assets.  Those assets consist of correspondence, project plans, proposals, logos and graphics, and other internally generated documents, as well as abstracts, articles, white papers or other externally generated documents.  And in its broadest sense CM may also include information from your databases, such as attendee records, exhibitor information, and membership data.  

Now, you may say that this list covers nearly all of the information your organization generates.  And of course you know that you have to manage your organization’s information, so what’s so special about CM as a concept?  The answer is that CM helps you recognize what’s important, understand the need to manage it properly, and recognize the new opportunities that proper management can open up.  Looked at in this light, you can see that CM isn’t just the name for a type of computer system.  Instead, it’s a governing philosophy for gaining control over the flood of information inundating your organization.

Background

The practice of Content Management has been around for years, even if we never called it by that name.  Every time a file clerk filed a document in a filing cabinet, that person was practicing CM.  But CM as a field of study didn’t emerge until the flood of documents and information produced by the Personal Computer (PC) revolution began to overwhelm the modern office environment.   The arrival of the Internet increased the problem exponentially.

The first efforts at CM were known as Document Management systems because they specialized in archiving and indexing paper documents.  Most of these systems used microfiche, tape, or laser discs (the forerunners to CDs) for storage of document images.  These document images were simply photographic representations of the documents, vastly reduced in size, and viewable through the use of specialized equipment.  But the images didn’t contain any data.  The data about the images, such as the date of the document, its author and subject, etc. (collectively known as metadata) were stored and handled by a computer system that accompanied the image storage system.

As the PC supplanted the typewriter as the primary production tool for business documents, the need to store photographic representations of documents that started out as PC files started to disappear.  In its place, businesses found the need to manage millions of PC files, the vast majority of which represented business documents of some sort.  This shift in thinking from managing paper documents to managing electronic documents created the field of Content Management.  Today the definition of an electronic document extends to cover pictures and images, video clips and animations, audio files, and nearly any other type of electronically generated information.  

The arrival of the Internet, where any media type can be displayed and downloaded, intensifies the need for content management.  Especially in larger organizations, the need to keep information displayed on the organization’s web site in synch with information used in or disseminated by the rest of the organization, coupled with the difficulty in accomplishing that goal, have led to a substantially greater emphasis on CM tools.  

Types of CM

There are a number of different ways to look at the field of CM, and no two experts in the field are likely to agree on a definitive categorization.  But for our purposes we can look at the field as being divided roughly into four categories.  Each category addresses a particular need, and therefore presents specific features and capabilities required by those needs.

· File sharing & Common Directory Structures

The most common type of CM, and also the simplest to implement, is file sharing using commonly agreed upon directory structures.  For anyone using Windows in a local area network (LAN), you’re probably familiar with the Network Neighborhood function, which allows you to see files on every other computer within your LAN.  The Network Neighborhood function is a standard part of any Windows computer and can be implemented by any LAN administrator.  Although a LAN administrator may turn off certain elements of Network Neighborhood for security reasons, the full function will allow anyone on a LAN to see any file (i.e. the filename, not the contents of the file) on any computer within the LAN and copy any file from any computer to their own computer or from their own computer to any other computer.

But seeing file names on someone else’s computer isn’t necessarily helpful if you don’t know what that file name means.  Or even if you know what a filename means, you may not know where the person has put it on their computer.  This is where creating a common directory structure can prove very helpful.  The directory structure is simply a fancy name for the way you name your file folders on your PC.  For instance, you may save most of your work in the Windows folder called “My Documents”, which is the default folder for Windows.  But within “My Documents” you may also have some sub-folders, such as a separate folder for each client, or for each phase of a project.  This scheme of folders within folders is your directory structure.  A common directory structure simply means that everyone agrees to use the same folder names for the same types of information and puts those folders in the same order (i.e. the order that determines which folders go inside which other folders).

To increase the value of this type of system even further, your organization should agree on a naming scheme for the files themselves.  For example, suppose every proposal is named “client name-proposal-version-date.doc” where client name is the name of your client, proposal is the type of document (if the document is a contract you would substitute the word contract here), version is the revision number of the proposal, and date is the date the proposal was delivered to the client.  Suppose also that everyone has agreed to create separate folders for each client within their My Documents folder.  Then using Network Neighborhood anyone looking for the latest proposal for xyz client could do a quick search through everyone’s computer and find it quickly.

This type of CM works equally well if you store your files on a network server.

· Document Management
The Common Directory Structure works well if all of your documents can be named in a such a way that everyone knows exactly what’s in them, and if everyone follows the rules.  In many organizations however, even following the rules won’t provide enough information about the contents of a document to help the person who is searching.  Besides, the Network Neighborhood function does not provide a good method for searching for files, and it contains no indexing capability.  In larger organizations where there may be hundreds of computers attached to a LAN, or tens of thousands of files housed on servers, this lack of searchability can render the Common Directory Structure model relatively useless.  This is where modern electronic document management systems (which are usually known generically as Content Management systems) can provide real value.

Modern DM systems feature powerful indexing engines that will automatically scan your entire collection of electronic documents, extract key words from those documents, and build a searchable index so you can locate documents anywhere in your system based on the actual content of the document, not just the name of the document.  Some indexing engines also store vital metadata about the document, including the author’s name, date of last update, and file size.

However, unlike the Common Directory Structure method, DM systems require that you purchase and install specialized software.  This software can be quite costly depending on the number of computers in your organization and the vendor’s pricing model.  However, these systems can provide substantial help in large organizations, or even in smaller organizations where it may be difficult to enforce a strict Directory Structure model.  The most sophisticated of the DM systems can help you manage your content in any form, and output it in any other form.  For example, if you create a content piece that you would like to display in your printed material, on the web, and also on a handheld computer, you would normally have to create three different versions of the content.  Sophisticated DM systems allow you to create the content once, and the system will output it in whatever form you need, be it web content, print material, handheld or even voice response.

· Digital Asset Management
The term Digital Asset has come into vogue in recent years to describe the various types of media beyond simple text documents.  These newer media types include film and video clips; photographs, graphics, and other still images; animations and audio files, and anything else that isn’t a document or a database.  Digital Asset Management systems, like DM systems, generally include powerful indexing and search capabilities, but focused on the special requirements of multimedia.  For example, in a standard document an indexing engine simply needs to catalog the words in the document.  But in a video clip the engine has to catalog not only the words, which are contained in the audio signals from the video’s audio track, but also the visual images themselves.  If, for instance, you need to find every spot in every video where your client’s logo is displayed, you need an indexing and search engine that can identify those visual images and catalog them.  Sophisticated Digital Asset Management systems can do this. 

· Knowledge Management
The most sophisticated type of CM is known as Knowledge Management (KM).  KM systems go beyond cataloging documents and multimedia information and attempt to capture what people in your organization know, but haven’t written down anywhere.  Obviously a KM system requires a substantial amount of input from those people and from other computer systems, but the time required for input can be paid back many times over in delivering timely, pertinent information to those who need it.

The technology of a KM system will usually feature a very powerful, natural language search engine that allows system users to pose questions in plain English.  These types of search engines also exist outside of KM systems, and its possible to build a useful KM system without this technology.  But most commercially available KM systems feature it.

The most important element of a KM system, however, is the philosophical and behavioral change it requires from the organization.  Everyone has contribute often and in detail.   But if the behavioral challenge can be overcome, then a simple, inexpensive database technology can be used successfully, as long as all employees in the organization faithfully input their own knowledge and information.  Some of the most successful KM systems use very simple technology.  For example, one KM system implemented by a small private meeting support company worked successfully because every employee of the company knew that they had to input the results of every job as soon as the job was completed.  The company’s owner had created the system with a simple desktop database tool. The system has succeeded because he rigorously enforced the procedures requiring employee input after every job.  The system eventually became very powerful because it became a full, detailed history of every job the company had done.  Any employee could look up any aspect of any job to see how it had been done previously, if any problems had been encountered, and if so, how they had been solved.

One important difference between a KM system and most CM systems is that KM systems are generally not geared toward publishing.  Many CM systems act as repositories of content awaiting future use.  A KM system approaches content as knowledge, or more specifically, as a set of potential answers to future questions.

Specific Uses for Meeting Planners
· Content Collection 

Perhaps the most common kind of content collected by planners is session abstracts.  In the case of conferences, abstracts form the basis for all the content your conference will produce.  Managing it properly will not only save time and effort, it will allow you to reuse that content for other purposes.  For example, a good abstract collection system will allow you to publish those abstracts directly to your web site’s conference overview section without any further human handling.

· Web content management

As mentioned earlier, it was the emergence of the web that created the current high level of interest in CM systems, so it’s natural to look at such a system for managing the content of your own web site.  Your organization probably has a tremendous amount of content available, much of which might be very helpful to your web site’s visitors.  A well constructed CM system will allow you to reposition that content on your site quickly and easily.  

· Historical records and previous job templates

Like the simple KM example mentioned above, a tracking system for the steps, problems, and outcomes of your meetings can prove to be a very helpful tool.  The learning curve of new employees can be dramatically shortened by creating this type of knowledge base.

· Best practices

Best practices are those practices that make your customers very happy.  Like tracking job steps, problems and resolutions, tracking best practices can provide a substantially shortened learning curve to new employees.  It can even provide a valuable resource to seasoned workers.  Everyone in your organization has a few favorite techniques and practices that others in your organization could benefit from.  Managing those practices as a form of content can make them available to everyone.

Tips for Choosing Appropriate Technology
To many people, choosing technology is only slightly more enjoyable than death by electrocution.  But there are some simple steps you can follow that will greatly alleviate the pain.  Here are some simple steps to make your life easier.  And by the way, these steps can be used successfully for any type of technology project.

1. Assess your needs.  This may seem simple, but actually this is the point where nearly every bad technology project first goes off course.  Doing this step correctly will save you a tremendous amount of time and agony.

a. What exactly is the problem that’s making you look for a solution? Write down your answer to this question and be as specific as possible.

b. What would be the ideal solution to your problem?  Once again you need to be very specific.  Write your answer in business terms, not technical terms.  What business result would be ideal for you? 

c. What is the minimum solution you’re willing to accept?  Again, write your answer in business terms, and be specific about the business result you’d like to achieve.

2. Determine your budget.  Decide the maximum amount you can actually pay to accomplish your goal.  This must be the amount that you can still afford to pay after all the cost overruns, delays, and unexpected expenses show up.  And there will definitely be cost overruns, delays, and unexpected expenses, so factor that into your budget.  A general rule of thumb is that projects will cost twice what you originally wanted to pay for them.

3. Quantify the benefits for achieving your maximum and minimum solutions.  Quantifying simply means assigning dollar values to you solutions, either in terms of increased revenue or decreased expense.

4. Compute the return on investment (ROI) you need to get if you spend your entire budget.  If you don’t know how to compute ROI (though it’s actually pretty simple), find someone you trust who can compute it for you.  If you can’t show a positive ROI within two to three years using your maximum budget and your minimum acceptable solution, then you should seriously reconsider doing the project. 

5. Find a friend who knows technology.  Seriously, you need to work with someone you trust who can translate tech speak into business speak.  You may need to hire a consultant to help you with this, but if you do, make sure the consultant is someone whose references come from someone you trust.

OK, that’s it.  Notice that we haven’t listed any tips about finding vendors or actually assessing the technology itself.  That’s because the technology is probably the least important element of any technology project.  Sounds contradictory, doesn’t it?  Yet nearly all failed tech projects fail because of business reasons, not technical ones.  If you approach the project with clear, well defined business objectives, and you find a trusted ally who knows the tech speak, you’ll stand a very good chance of implementing a successful project. 

Why, When & How to Implement CM
Deciding to implement a Content Management system requires you to look at content from a new perspective.  Whether it’s a simple Common Directory Structure model or a highly sophisticated KM system, you won’t be able to begin until you start looking at content as a valuable resource that requires active management.  Content and information is the real currency of the new economy (the recent downturn notwithstanding), whether it be from your attendees in the form of session abstracts and event feedback forms or from your internal team in the form of best practices, procedures, proposals, and other business information.  But once you’ve made the perceptual shift about the importance of content, you still need to determine when to move on the project, how to proceed, and why exactly you’re doing it.  

· Why?

Only you can answer this question, because the answer depends on your own particular business needs.  But if you start by thinking about all the information your organization generates and how it might be used in a more constructive way, you should be able to come up with several good reasons.  Some questions you can ask yourself are:

· Do I have a problem with employees not being able to find important information?

· Do I find that we repeat mistakes from one customer to another, or one job to another?

· Are we fielding lots of phone calls or emails asking us for basic information?

· Do we spend lots of time recreating things we’ve done before, such as proposals, collateral pieces, project plans?

· Do we have trouble maintaining consistency in the quality of documents we send out to customers?

· Do we have trouble maintaining consistency in how we express our company’s value message in external communications?

These are just a few questions to get you started, and by no means does this represent an exhaustive list.  Once you start thinking along these lines you’ll probably discover a number of related questions that are directly pertinent to your own business.

· When?

The short answer to this question is, when the pain of not doing it exceeds the pain of doing it.  Implementing a CM system, even in its simplest form, will require careful planning and extensive follow through.  And no matter which type of CM system you choose to implement, the key success factor is how well you enforce the behavioral changes necessary within your organization to make the system useful.  The pain of going ahead with a CM project will not end on the day you turn the system on.  It will end only when everyone in your organization accepts the usefulness of the system and willingly participates in it.  To determine if the time is right, you might start by asking yourself some questions like these.

· Are our customer relationships suffering now because of poor communication?

· Are we constrained in how much we can grow the business because we’re unable to get the work done efficiently?

· Do we hear regular complaints from our own employees about their inability to find needed information?

· Are we experiencing unacceptably high error rates in our work?

· Do we have the maximum budget necessary to achieve the minimum solution?

· Do I personally have the time available to embark on this type of project? (This is crucial.  No project can succeed without a firm commitment of time and energy from the top.)

· How?

OK, you’ve convinced yourself that you have the right reasons for proceeding, that the time is now, and that your ROI is sufficient to warrant launching a CM project.  So how do you get started?

· First, go back to the section on Choosing Appropriate Technology and make sure you’ve carefully completed each of the five steps, especially number five.  And keep it simple.  The smaller the scope the more likely you are to stay on track and deliver a working system.

· Second, think through all the behavioral changes you’ll need from your team in order to make the process successful.  Write down these changes in the form of an action plan and circulate it to everyone in your organization who will be affected by the changes.  Listen to their feedback.

· Third, ask your peers for information about their experiences with CM.  If you belong to any professional organizations that maintain email lists, send a message to the list asking for advice, focusing on the problems and pitfalls that others have overcome.  Listen carefully to the answers and file them away where you can refer to them easily during the course of your own project.

· Fourth, commit yourself to a deep personal involvement in the project.  If you’re frightened by technology or just feel awkwardly ignorant about it, make it a point to learn the basics.  This is where your trusted technology friend will become invaluable.  But don’t simply turn it over to your friend.  Use your friend to help you develop a basic understanding of your technology options.  But you must understand for yourself why you choose the one you choose.  If you don’t understand it, then you can’t expect your employees to learn it either.

· Fifth, start researching!  The Internet is the most wonderful business research tool ever invented.  Use it!  You’ll be able to find a nearly endless list of companies with products to help you out.  Use your technology friend to help you narrow the list.  Call the companies you single out and tell them exactly what you want to do and how much you plan to spend on it (remember, you should plan to spend half of your maximum budget).  Set up a meeting with the companies where you feel a good personal rapport.  Get customer references and talk to them thoroughly about their good and bad experiences with that vendor.

· Sixth, trust your gut on choosing a company.  Using a comparison matrix is helpful, but you’ll probably find that most companies end up being very close to each other in capabilities.  So choose the one that makes you feel the most comfortable.  Good working relationships can solve a lot of thorny technical problems. 

· Seventh, stay focused.  Nearly all projects suffer from scope creep, i.e. they get larger as they go on.  But you can prevent scope creep by staying focused on the original reasons why you embarked on the project.  Be obsessive about this.  

A carefully thought out, well planned CM system can pay dividends long into the future.  And if you keep the initial scope narrow, you’ll greatly improve your chances of delivering a working system on time and within budget.  More importantly, you’ll greatly improve the likelihood that your employees will use the system, thus making it successful.
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