
 
 
 

ASSOCIAZIONE NAZIONALE ARCHIVISTICA ITALIANA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A R C H I V I  
 
 
 
 

a .  V-n .1  (genna io-g iugno 2010)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Direttore responsabile: Giorgetta Bonfiglio-Dosio 
 
Comitato scientifico e di redazione 
Isabella Orefice (vice-direttore), Concetta Damiani, Antonio Dentoni Litta, 
Luciana Duranti, Ferruccio Ferruzzi, Antonio Romiti, Diana Toccafondi, 
Carlo Vivoli, Gilberto Zacché 
 
Segreteria di redazione: Biagio Barbano 
Inviare i testi a: giorgetta.bonfiglio@alice.it 
 

I testi proposti saranno sottoposti, per l’approvazione, all’esame di referees e del 
Comitato scientifico e di redazione. I testi non pubblicati non verranno restituiti. 
La rivista non assume responsabilità di alcun tipo circa le affermazioni e i giudizi 
espressi dagli autori. 
 

Periodicità semestrale 
ISSN 1970-4070 
ISBN 978-88-6129-096-9 
 

Iscritta nel Registro Stampa del Tribunale di Padova il 3/8/2006 al n. 2036 
 

Abbonamento per il 2007: Italia euro 45,00 – Estero euro 60,00 da sottoscrivere con: 
ANAI Associazione Nazionale Archivistica Italiana 
via Giunio Bazzoni, 15 – 00195 Roma - Tel./Fax: 06 37517714   web: www.anai.org 
Conto corrente postale: 17699034; 
Partita IVA 05106681009; Codice fiscale: 80227410588 
 
Tariffe della pubblicità tabellare: 
- per testi e immagini in bianco e nero: 

- 1000,00 euro per 1 pagina  
- 600,00 euro per mezza pagina  
- 300,00 euro per un quarto di pagina 

- per pubblicità a colori, l’inserzionista pagherà le spese tipografiche 
aggiuntive, oltre al costo del b/n. 

La pubblicità verrà collocata secondo le esigenze di impaginazione; eventuali 
richieste particolari verranno valutate. L’inserimento della pubblicità nella rivista 
non presuppone approvazione o valutazione alcuna dei prodotti pubblicizzati da 
parte dell’Associazione. 



The Impact of the Organizational Culture of Test-
beds on the Action Research Case Study Process: 
Some Preliminary Findings from TEAM Canada 

 
Titolo in lingua italiana 
L’impatto della cultura organizzativa negli studi dei casi di InterPARES basati 
sulla “Action Research”: alcuni risultati preliminari del team canadese  
 

Riassunto 
 

La “Action Research” include un insieme di metodologie rigorose che interessa-
no, contemporaneamente, azione e ricerca, attraverso l’uso di dialogo collabora-
tivo, di processi decisionali partecipati, interattivi e fattivi, che comprendono una 
riflessione democratica e la massima partecipazione e rappresentatività di tutte le 
parti coinvolte. La “A. R.” fa ampio l’uso della metodologia dei casi di studio e 
della comunicazione diretta e dell’interazione con gli oggetti di studio (“test-
beds”), che, nell’attività di ricerca, sono allo stesso tempo soggetto e oggetto del-
la ricerca. Così, nella “A. R.”, le organizzazioni oggetto di studio sono parteci-
panti attivi e parti interessate nel processo di indagine piuttosto che passivi og-
getti di ricerca. L’obiettivo di questo approccio altamente interattivo e coinvol-
gente di ricerca è quello di trasformare nel modo più facile e immediato la ricerca 
in pratica, in modo da prospettare soluzioni pragmatiche dei problemi del “mon-
do reale”. Di conseguenza, in maniera naturale, la “A. R.” crea collaborazione tra 
i membri della comunità analizzata e i ricercatori in un programma di azione e ri-
flessione mirante al rapido e fattivo cambiamento in positivo di una situazione 
percepita problematica. Come in ogni impresa collettiva, anche in questo caso, 
inevitabilmente, ci sono sfide da superare e compromessi da accettare in relazio-
ne agli obiettivi individuali e le aspettative di ciascuno dei co-partecipanti.   
L’articolo tratta questioni relative all’impatto che le culture organizzative delle en-
tità analizzate dal team canadese di InterPARES 3 hanno avuto sull’abilità dei 
team di ricerca di sviluppare e implementare piani di conservazione e di offrire 
consigli alle organizzazioni, agli ambienti accademici e ai settori governativi, sot-
tolineando i tipi di compromessi che le parti coinvolte devono accettare per  ot-
tenere risultati soddisfacenti. 
Le autrici, che nella fase 3 del progetto InterPARES stanno verificando 
l’applicabilità dei principi e delle metodologie elaborate nelle fasi 1 e 2, applicano 
alla sperimentazione sul campo teorie sociologiche e organizzative, che si sono 
occupate dell’interazione fra struttura e funzione e dell’impatto delle tecnologie 
sulle organizzazioni. In particolare si rifanno alla teoria sulla strutturazione di 
Giddens e alla “Adaptive Structuration Theory” (AST), secondo la quale i tre e-
lementi rispettivamente relativi a struttura (organizzazione), funzioni (che posso-
no includere tra l’altro, i processi, i metodi e gli strumenti di gestione dei docu-
menti), e attori (ad esempio, gli utenti di un sistema di archiviazione) si influen-
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zano vicendevolmente. Altri elementi della ricerca fanno riferimento al concetto di 
“dualità della tecnologia” di Yates e Orlikowski, derivante dalla “dualità della strut-
tura” di Giddens, e alla definizione di cultura organizzativa di Hofstede. I ricercato-
ri di InterPARES 3  sono stati inseriti all’interno delle organizzazioni oggetto di 
studio per poter condurre le loro osservazioni e approntare le descrizioni necessa-
rie (“Analisi contestuale”, “Analisi diplomatica” e “ Modello di attività”), a partire 
da tre serie di domande: sulle politiche esistenti, sui sistemi di archiviazione e sui 
documenti. Le descrizioni sono state condotte con il supporto di diagrammi di 
flusso che documentano ogni passaggio eseguito in modo comparabile con altri ca-
si di studio. 
L’articolo illustra i contenuti dell’analisi ed espone i risultati di un triplice caso di 
studio che ha interessato strutture universitarie tra loro omogenee (identica tipo-
logia giuridica: università; identico campo di attività: settore umanistico; analoghe 
risorse umane: presenza di archivisti; analoghi, seppur differenziati, problemi ar-
chivistici). La sperimentazione ha riguardato la classificazione e conservazione 
delle e-mail e ha evidenziato l’esigenza di una politica universitaria decisa che non 
lasci spazio alle iniziative improvvisate ed inesperte dei singoli. 
Un altro caso di studio ha coinvolto tre grandi città  nella stessa area geografica 
con archivisti tutti in possesso di lauree in materie archivistiche, ma con differen-
ti politiche di creazione, uso e conservazione dei documenti digitali. 
A conclusione delle due analisi, dettagliatamente descritte e commentate, le autrici 
traggono alcune interessanti conclusioni sull’interazione fra tipologie di documen-
ti, gestione dell’archivio e struttura amministrativa. In questo scenario, l’azione 
dell’archivista deve puntare al coinvolgimento di tutti gli appartenenti alla struttura 
nell’uso appropriato delle metodologie di gestione dell’archivio. Auspicano infine 
che gli interventi formativi siano volti a illustrare non solo le funzionalità dei si-
stemi di gestione documentarie, ma soprattutto la filosofia generale o “spirito” del 
funzionamento di tali sistemi di gestione. 
Parole chiave 
 

Action reseach; metodologia per gli studi di casi; interazione fra organizzazioni e 
ricercatori; cultura organizzativa 
 

Abstract  
 

Action research encompasses a set of disciplined methodologies that pursue ac-
tion and research at the same time through the use of collaborative dialogue, par-
ticipatory and iterative decision making, inclusive democratic deliberation, and 
the maximal participation and representation of all relevant parties. Action re-
search makes extensive use of case study methodology and of direct communica-
tion and interaction with the subjects of the research (“test-beds”), who are at 
the same time participants and contributors in the research activity. Thus, under 
action research, test-bed organizations are active co-participants and stakeholders 
in the process of inquiry, rather than passive research subjects. The goal of this 
highly interactive and inclusive research approach is to more readily and imme-
diately transform the research into practical, reflective, pragmatic action directed 
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toward solving ‘real-world’ problems. Accordingly, as a matter of course, action 
research forges collaborations between community members and researchers in a 
program of action and reflection toward quick and responsive positive change. 
As with any collaborative venture, there inevitably are challenges to overcome 
and compromises to be made in relation to the individual goals and expectations 
of each of  the co-participants. This paper will discuss these issues in relation to 
the impact that the specific organizational cultures of the TEAM Canada test-
beds have had on the ability of the case study action research teams to develop 
and implement preservation plan recommendations in organizations in the aca-
demic, and governmental sectors, while highlighting the types of compromises 
that the co-participants found it necessary to make to achieve worthwhile results. 
 

Keywords 
 

Action research; case study methodology; interaction between community mem-
bers and researchers; organizational culture 
 

ricevuto il 22.09.2009; accettato il 04.11.2009 

Background 
The InterPARES 3 TEAM selected its primary research metho-

dology, action research, on the basis of the assumption that the type 
of organizational setting and culture of the organization or unit it 
would work with to implement InterPARES 1 and 2 findings would 
have an impact on what can be implemented and how. In other 
words, whether the test-bed has a hierarchical or flat structure; is 
writing-based or meeting-based; works following standardized 
workflows, routine processes and procedures or according to creative 
processes and unstructured or semi-structured procedures; or is ser-
vice-oriented or knowledge-oriented matters a great deal to its wil-
lingness and ability to make certain choices regarding the manage-
ment and preservation of its records. This assumption was supported 
by several sociological and organizational theories that have ex-
amined the nature of organizational cultures, the behaviour of people 
in social contexts, the interaction of structure and function, the im-
pact of technology on organization, etc.  

We identified as relevant to our implementation purposes in a 
variety of organizations Giddens’ theory of structuration, and adap-
tive structuration theory (AST). The former is relevant because of its 
idea of the mutual interaction between structures (i.e., the organiza-
tion), functions (which may include, inter alia, records management 
processes, methods and tools) and actors (e.g., the users of a records 
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system), each factor changing in response to the others1; and the lat-
ter because it draws on the concepts of structuration theory to study 
the interplay existing between social structures, human action and 
advanced information technologies (e.g., an electronic records man-
agement system: ERMS). Particularly relevant is Orlikowski’s concept 
of “duality of technology”, derived from Giddens’ “duality of struc-
ture”, which allows us to see technology (including “records and arc-
hival technology”) as created and changed by human action (i.e., an 
outcome) and, at the same time, as a structure that both facilitates 
and constrains human action (i.e., a medium)2. Also useful to Inter-
PARES 3 purposes is Hofstede’s definition of organizational culture, 
the dimensions of national culture he identified and, above all, his ca-
tegorization of organizational typologies3. We used this understand-
ing to develop the specific action research methodology that guides 
our case studies.  

Action research encompasses a set of disciplined methodologies 
that pursue action (for example, the preservation of authentic digital 
records) and research (for example, the impact of technology on the 
concept of record) at the same time through the use of collaborative 
dialogue, participatory and iterative decision making, inclusive demo-
cratic deliberation, and the maximal participation and representation 
of all relevant parties. Test-bed organizations are active co-participants 
and stakeholders in the process of inquiry, rather than passive research 
subjects. The goal of this highly interactive and inclusive research ap-
proach is to readily and immediately transform the research into 

                                                 
1 ANTHONY GIDDENS, The Constitution of Society. Outline of the Theory of Structuration 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984). 
2 WANDA J. ORLIKOWSKI (1992), “The Duality of Technology: Rethinking the 
Concept of Technology in Organizations,” Organization Science 3(3): 398-427; 
JOANNE YATES and WANDA J. ORLIKOWSKI (1992), “Genres of Organizational 
Communication: A Structurational Approach to Studying Communication and 
Media,” Academy of Management Review 17: 299-326. 
3 GEERT HOFSTEDE, Culture’s Consequences. Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, 
and Organizations across Nations (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2001). See the 
analysis of Hofstede’s ideas in GILLIAN OLIVER (2004), “Investigating Information 
Culture: A Comparative Case Study Research Design and Methods,” Archival Science 
4: 287-314. 
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practical, reflective, pragmatic action directed toward solving ‘real-
world’ problems.  

The specific methodology selected to conduct action research is 
ethnographic in nature. Creators of records, their users, records man-
agers and archivists form a community of practice – the archival 
environment – for which social interaction creates meaning and de-
fines values. The InterPARES researchers place themselves within an 
archival environment that has identified digital records preservation 
objectives or issues to gain the cultural perspective of those re-
sponsible for the records. Observation of the environment results in 
detailed description of the test-bed, its administrative and managerial 
framework, and the digital entity/ies under study, supported by ex-
tensive interviewing and analysing of the test-bed’s documents. 
The descriptions are formalized in a “Contextual Analysis,” a “Dip-
lomatic Analysis,” and an “Activity Model,” while the interviewing 
results in the answers that the researchers provide to three sets of 
questions: on the existing policy/ies, record system(s), and records. 
The analysis of this material by all researchers of the regional, nation-
al or multinational TEAM responsible for the case study in question 
produces action items that are implemented, the outcome of which is 
reported back to the TEAM. The process continues in an iterative 
way until the archival environment and all TEAM researchers are sa-
tisfied with the solutions found for the identified objective or issue 
and the case study is completed. The entire process is guided by a 
case study flowchart, which ensures that all steps are followed in the 
correct order, and is concluded by a final report. Each document 
produced in the course of the case study is structured as to form and 
content on the basis of a template used for all case studies of Inter-
PARES 3, so that the findings can be compared. However, this high-
ly controlled methodology is yielding results that are far from con-
trolled or, as it turns out, controllable, well beyond the expectation of 
high variability of outcomes that constituted its fundamental tenet. 

The already mentioned concept of “duality of technology”4 had 
prepared us to see technology as created and changed by human ac-
tion (outcome) and, at the same time, as a structure that both facili-

                                                 
4 YATES, ORLIKOWSKI, “The Duality of Technology,” 406. 
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tates and constraints human action (medium). We also knew that the 
creation of digital records takes place in a less systematic fashion than 
that of traditional records, being in most organizations a decentra-
lized process that is often in the hands of people who did not receive 
a proper administrative education. If it was not for the rules built in 
the computer technologies that people use for creating their records 
(e.g., templates that prompt uniformity in records’ form, or work 
flows embedded in records systems), today’s ‘bad records’ would lead 
to badly performed functions – which may still be the case when 
those developing information technology tools have no understand-
ing of administrative or archival requirements. This is the reason why 
our researchers studied the mutual relationships existing among the 
three components of a structurational model: 1) technology (i.e., arc-
hival tools and methods); 2) human agents (e.g., archivists and 
records managers, developers of IT-based recordkeeping systems, 
users); and 3) institutional properties of organizations, including or-
ganizational culture and ideology, control mechanisms, management 
strategies, as well as external stakeholders’ interests, socio-economic 
conditions, and the legislative and regulatory environment. This study 
helped us to cope with the unexpected, but did not entirely prepare 
us for what we found. 

We will now discuss a few findings from Canadian case studies 
without revealing the names of the archival environments.  

Case study findings 
Three universities wish to develop a general policy for e-mail 

management that applies across all academic, operational and gover-
nance units, excluding at the outset the acquisition of ERMS or other 
complex and expensive technologies. The universities are public and 
are located in the same geographical area (thus, they have the same 
juridical-administrative context) and share fundamental characteris-
tics: they are all research universities in the humanities, social 
sciences, and applied and pure sciences; they all have a university 
archives employing more than one archivist and charged with the re-
sponsibility for overseeing its respective university’s overall records 
management; and they archivists responsible for records manage-
ment are all professionals who each holds a graduate degree in arc-
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hival science. These characteristics supported the hypothesis that the 
“archival environment” across the three universities is similar to the 
point that the same policy might apply to all three universities. In one 
university, the records creator selected by the archives as a test-bed 
was a governance unit (hereinafter creator 1); in another, it was the 
director of a large academic department (hereinafter creator 2); and 
in the third, it was an operational office (hereinafter creator 3).  

Creator 1 had an unstructured e-mail directory with ad hoc-
created folders. The researchers undertook the task of applying to it 
the university’s functional classification linked to a retention and dis-
position schedule. The cross-walk between the original directory 
structure and the new system was smooth and the process was fairly 
quick. Although the number of folders was reduced by about two 
thirds, the records creator and the other intended users seemed to 
find easy the use of the new system, also with respect to the records 
disposition component. As to recordkeeping, the practice of the of-
fice is to print all e-mails and save them as paper records, but there is 
some interest in the idea of converting folders or individual e-mails 
to text files or to PDF. The TEAM decided that the researchers 
should develop a model e-mail management policy that recommends 
the adoption of the same directory of records, allowing each universi-
ty unit to customize it – according to specific rules – for its particular 
environment. It was suggested that the policy contain two separate 
guidelines, one for individuals and one for the business unit, the lat-
ter taking more of a business form so that users can easily zero in on 
the information they need.  

Creator 2 does not place his messages into a predetermined fold-
er structure; instead, he relies on keyword searching to retrieve e-
mails that he needs to examine or reference. Although he has en-
countered no problems with keyword searching, one consequence of 
relying on this strategy is that he rarely deletes any messages other 
than spam or junk mail. Although he said that he is open to the idea 
of classifying e-mails and placing them into a folder structure to en-
sure easier access and better long-term management, he lacks the 
time to accomplish this feat. 

When we suggested that his office staff have more control of his 
e-mail and how it is managed, he did not oppose the notion but 
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made it clear that his staff would not be e-mail gatekeepers. In other 
words, he prefers to maintain a “hands on” approach for responding 
to and dealing with administrative e-mails, but he would be willing to 
give the responsibilities for managing “appropriate” messages to his 
staff. As a possible solution, it was proposed that he forward his 
messages to a designated member of his office staff, who would ap-
propriately file and manage them. To some extent, this process al-
ready occurs, as he forwards or CCs messages to his staff that he 
deems important enough to be retained. However, this is not a viable 
option because of the concerns that forwarded messages pose with 
respect to their authenticity and preservation.  

It was decided to prepare e-mail guidelines that do not focus 
solely on this individual’s own management of his messages but that 
also are usable by his office staff. Thus, we made the different cate-
gories of messages (i.e., executive, routine and ephemeral/personal) 
as explicit as possible, providing detailed information about their re-
tention periods. If followed, these guidelines should improve the ef-
ficiency of e-mail management within the office by increasing the 
consistency of how e-mails are composed and sorted. To ensure that 
Creator 2 and his staff understand the different types of e-mails and 
their related retention periods, a short “cheat sheet” (i.e., pro memoria) 
was developed. After receiving the guidelines, Creator 2 and his staff 
became unavailable for feedback or follow-up meetings. To revive 
their interest we developed a “what if” scenario document regarding 
the management of e-mail. The purpose of this document is to ex-
plain the consequences of poor e-mail management and convince any 
organization or specific departments reading it that the acts of creat-
ing, storing and preserving e-mails cannot and should not be over-
looked or taken lightly. To date we have received no reaction. The 
university archives is exploring the possibility of using another aca-
demic department as a test-bed, but we have not received expressions 
of interest as yet. Clearly, academic freedom is extending well beyond 
the classroom and scholarly environment, regardless of the fact that 
the records created by academics, especially those who occupy admin-
istrative positions, are defined as university records in Canada. 

Creator 3 actively participated in the research during the data col-
lection period, but afterwards began to have problems in scheduling 
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research meetings. The test-bed researchers stopped being collabora-
tive or reliable and, after a while, we learned that they had purchased a 
non-DoD-compliant shared directory document management applica-
tion5 because it would be user-friendly and “was cheap”. When we of-
fered to help them with configuration and implementation using all of 
the data we had collected, they responded that they were interested, 
but we were unsuccessful in making an appointment during the en-
suing few months and, consequently, decided that this test-bed is a 
dead end. Thus, the university archives is currently arranging to work 
with another operational unit. It appears that, like academic units, op-
erational units are quite independent, believe that they have unique 
needs that cannot be properly taken care of by a university-wide e-
mail policy or guideline, and are suspicious of any offer to help in im-
plementing solutions that they think they have already figured out.  

The conclusion of this threefold case study seems to be that a 
university-wide e-mail policy would be welcomed only by governance 
offices. However, given the kind of choices that, if let alone, academic 
and operational departments are willing to make, it is quite urgent that 
universities develop such a policy and make of it a strict requirement 
to follow it, not without, however, a reasonable period of training, as 
will be discussed in the conclusion.  

In another example, three cities administrations are trying to get a 
firm control on their digital records. They also share several key cha-
racteristics: they are large cities in the same geographical area (thus, 
they have the same juridical-administrative context); they have estab-
lished archives; and the records managers/archivists are all graduates 
of archival programs. However, the degree of development of these 
city administrations, with respect to the creation, use and keeping of 
digital records, is quite different and so is the archival environment, 
because of the relationship between creators, users and archives. 

In one test-bed there is a strong integration between records 
management and archival functions and the professionals in charge of 

                                                 
5 DoD 5015.02 STD (“Desing Criteria Standard for Electronic Records Management 
Software Applications”) is the ERMS standard issued by the U.S. Department of De-
fense and approved by the U.S. National Archives and Records Administration (NA-
RA). Its latest version has been published on April 25, 2007 and is available online at 
<http://www.dtic.mil/whs/directives/corres/pdf/501502std.pdf>. 
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both share the same educational background and tend to work to-
gether. As a consequence, they also tend to involve in their work IT 
personnel and administrators and expert consultants, so the archival 
environment is broader than we envisioned at the outset. This test-
bed is at the same time eager to work with us and be involved at the 
highest level in the research development, providing more input and 
critical analysis of proposed solutions than the other two test-beds. 
This is also a test-bed that, having already developed an ERMS (still in 
the prototyping phase), thinks in terms of its integration with a 
records preservation system capable of ingesting not only the city 
records but also the private archives of individuals and organizations 
that are acquired by the city. Its archival environment has a holistic 
approach to the relationship among structure, human agents and 
technology and is open to modifications in all three areas; thus, the 
research group is going to do a walk-through of the city procedures 
with the InterPARES 2 Chain of Preservation model. 

In the second test-bed, although the city administration has a rela-
tionship of trust with the archives, it is neither ready yet for an ERMS, 
nor for a city-wide policy for born digital records. The responsibility 
for records maintenance is divided between the departments and their 
staff, which take care of the paper records, and the Information Tech-
nology department, which maintains the servers on which the digital 
records reside. Employees do not rely on or use any formal mainten-
ance strategies to maintain their records. As such, the records are kept 
in various locations and, although the original documents are typically 
created electronically, employees print nearly all their records. When 
the digital document is no longer being amended, the digital copy of 
the document is placed in a folder on the city’s local area network 
(LAN). This digital “copy” is considered by most staff primarily as a 
“backup” and thus not subject to the retention and disposal rules that 
are applied to paper records. Digital documents are generally kept for 
an indefinite period of time and are only rarely deleted or cleaned up.  

The city does not have a corporate records management policy 
that applies to all departments. To preserve the active or semi-active 
records, the IT Division has implemented Symantec Enterprise Vault 
(SEV). The archivist hopes to start an action plan aimed at the devel-
opment of a city-wide electronic records policy from the bottom up; 
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that is, by using as test-bed the large amount of legacy files that has 
accumulated over the years outside the LAN but whose relationship 
to paper records has as yet to be explored. As the archives “provides 
services to ensure proper management and control of all civic 
records”, it is expected that the archivist will have the authority and 
the capacity to ensure proper creation, use and maintenance of active 
and semi-active digital records; thus, at this time, he very much 
represents the entire archival environment of the city in our research. 
Clearly, there is a disjunction here among administrative structure, 
records/archives agents and technology and the research group must 
aim to build up relationships and foster some form of integration.    

In the third test-bed the archives has, for all intents and purposes, 
no interaction with the city. It receives city records if and when they 
are sent by the city. The city records manager believes that all city 
records are permanently active, although records that are not conti-
nually used are sent to a records center. The city has acquired an En-
terprise Content Management System and wishes to migrate the 
records it holds in its many servers to the new system. However, it 
needs procedures for the identification and appraisal of the records 
and for their migration. The archival environment is constituted of 
the records manager, the IT professional and the city business analyst. 
The academic researchers’ proposal to involve the archivist in the de-
velopment of the procedures, especially as it regards appraisal, has 
been received less than enthusiastically, but the city managers and the 
archival environment are very eager to participate in the research and 
trust our guidance implicitly. This means that there is a less than equal 
relationship between the academic researchers and the professional 
researchers and this situation needs to be corrected. Also, it is impor-
tant to foster the development of a relationship of trust and ongoing 
interaction between the archival environment and the archivist and 
ensure that the technology will be implemented in such a way that the 
administrative structure will support collaboration.  

Clearly these three test-beds not only need different policies, but 
must select different routes to achieve their purposes, not only in 
terms of implementation, but also in terms of research methodology 
and of the way in which all members of the research group work to-
gether and develop both structure and technology.  



L. DURANTI and F. FOSCARINI 
 

«Archivi», V/1 (gen.-giu. 2010) 18 

Discussion and Conclusion 
When developing or using digital technologies, archival envi-

ronments are conditioned not only by the institutional properties of 
their organizations, but also by the structural properties of records 
and archives management, the purpose for which the technologies 
are used. Through their development and use of technologies, these 
environments act upon both types of properties, either reinforcing or 
transforming them.  

By focusing on human agents and on the consequences of their 
‘appropriation’ actions (i.e, the ways in which technologies adopted 
and adapted by their users), we confirm the great importance of arc-
hival knowledge. To make it possible that the principles of archival 
science are reaffirmed and, by being produced and reproduced over 
time in the same way in any use and/or instantiation of digital 
records technology, become part of the institutional properties of an 
organization, it is crucial for archivists, creators and users to be 
“knowledgeable and reflexive”6. 

As AST researchers have proven, developing, learning and teach-
ing how to use the structural features of an application or a system is 
important, but even more important is learning the ‘spirit’ behind 
those features. Users who are not acquainted with archival principles 
and methodologies may – intentionally or unintentionally – appropri-
ate, for example, a function-based classification system “unfaithfully” 
(e.g., by naming files according to subjects) more easily than records 
professionals. The “members’ degree of knowledge and experience 
with the structures embedded in the technology”7 is actually one of 
the factors influencing how a group appropriates a given technology. 
Nevertheless, traditional tools are usually quite ‘structured’ and this 
should be enough to ensure that, to a certain extent, groups use, 
adapt and reproduce the system consistently and ‘faithfully.’ On the 
contrary, with digital tools, like e-mail applications and ERMSs, 
which are mostly developed by IT experts outside the organizations 
that will use them and often without consulting archival profession-
                                                 
6 YATES, ORLIKOWSKI, ibidem. 
7 GERARDINE DESANCTIS and MARSHALL S. POOLE (1994), “Capturing the Com-
plexity in Advanced Technology Use: Adaptive Structuration Theory,” Organization 
Science 5(2): 130. 
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als, ‘unfaithful’ appropriations are likely to happen more frequently. 
In cases where the features and spirit of an e-mail directory and re-
tention schedule or of an ERMS do not reflect correctly archival 
theory and methodology, users that are “knowledgeable and reflex-
ive” may try to adapt the system features to their understanding of 
records/archives. 

The degree of “interpretive flexibility”8 of any technology is 
another variable that should be considered when evaluating how 
groups appropriate available structures. Should the structural features 
of the system be inflexible or should users perceive the system as a 
‘black box,’ then rigid and routinized views of, and interactions with, 
such technology will develop. However, if the system additionally is 
unsatisfactory, an extreme possibility may occur: its rejection. An 
“avoidance behaviour” or “sabotage”9 is expected particularly when 
users are records professionals. 

With reference to the spirit of a technology, it often happens that 
the training for users of applications and systems “emphasizes details 
of use rather than general philosophy”10. Consequently, even an ap-
plication or system that correctly embeds some of the structural 
properties of archival science may easily be appropriated unfaithfully. 
One of the findings of AST research is that the moment of the 
launch of a new system is very critical for its success, as in the begin-
ning the interpretive flexibility of the system is higher and its spirit 
more vulnerable. The time factor is therefore another variable to be 
taken into consideration when studying how technology is appro-
priated as well as how organizational change occurs, and we must be 
very careful in respecting these variables in our case studies. 

In addition, we realized that we must pay more attention to 
knowledge management literature. The truly new insight offered by 
such literature is that the organizational knowledge that constitutes 
“core competency” is more than know-what (i.e., explicit knowledge 
that may be shared by several users). A core competency requires the 

                                                 
8 ORLIKOWSKI, “The Duality of Technology,” 408. 
9 Ibidem. 
10 ALAN R. DENNIS and MONICA J. GARFIELD (2003), “The Adoption and Use of 
GSS in Project Teams: Toward More Participative Processes and Outcomes,” MIS 
Quarterly 27(2): 304. 
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more elusive know-how, which is “the particular ability to put know-
what into practice”11. Fostering this more complex form of organiza-
tional capital should be the focus of our case studies. However, deci-
sion makers in at least two of the mentioned test-beds may favour 
the explicit knowledge that is incorporated in organizational artifacts 
like processes, structures, documents and technologies, at the ex-
pense of contradictory tacit knowledge, for the reason that the for-
mer is viewed as more legitimized by virtue of being recorded. Such a 
position is actually often taken, despite the fact that the institutionali-
zation of knowledge may result in a rigidity and inflexibility that 
would hinder, rather than improve, an organization’s performance. 

Partially as a consequence of this kind of managerial decision, it 
has been common to design systems primarily focused on the codi-
fied, explicit organizational knowledge. Management reporting sys-
tems, decision support systems and ERMSs, are all focused on the 
identification, collection and dissemination of this knowledge type. It 
has become evident through the action research conducted so far 
that the outcome of our efforts will be successful only if we are able, 
on the one hand, to make the creators and users understand the spirit 
of what we recommend and, on the other hand, if the research group 
is able to incorporate into it the outlook and way of working of those 
whom it intends to serve. 
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