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Agenda 3: Project Progress

The study began in May 2008. It is due to end in March 2009. This report summarises our progress to December 2008. 

(A) Data Collection Phase 1

We have completed the first part of the data collection; the interviews with records managers and FOI policy makers from local authorities in the South East, including London (county, unitary, city and London borough levels). Initially, it was envisaged that ten interviews would be conducted with records managers and ten with FOI policy managers. In reality we found that in many local authorities individuals held dual responsibilities, whilst in others the roles of FOI and records management were seen in the broader context of information governance with individuals fulfilling a wide job specification. Thus such a neat division was not possible. 

A total of 22 interviews with 27 individuals from 19 different institutions were conducted. Interviews were typically 50 to 70 minutes long and each was fully transcribed, with any identifying information redacted to preserve anonymity of the participants.

The data collected is currently being analysed using the qualitative computer software NVIVO, version 7. NVIVO supports qualitative research in five main ways: managing data, managing ideas, querying data, graphically modelling concepts and reporting from the data. Whilst the programme does not represent a methodological advance, it does facilitate an increase in the complexity and detail possible in coding. Also being incorporated are ICO decision notices relating to local authorities and records management issues. 

(B) Dissemination

To date we have presented the emerging issues of this research at the following meetings and conferences:

Further details, including copies of the conference presentations, at http://www.ucl.ac.uk/slais/research/icarus/foi-impact/dissemination/ 
· FOI, Open Government and Transparency workshop 20 June 2008

Alice Stevenson attended a workshop for post docs and post graduate students, organised by LSE and the UCL Constitution Unit. The workshop aimed to create and foster a network of researchers and research students interested in FOI. The project aim was included in the list of research.

· International Council on Archives Congress, Kuala Lumpur 23 July 2008

Elizabeth Shepherd gave a paper on ‘Freedom of information and records management in a session entitled Archives and Communities: where are the boundaries?’ The track was well attended with over 100 delegates and the papers stimulated questions and discussion.

· Research Information Network 8 September 2008

Elizabeth Shepherd put together the programme and speakers for a workshop on researchers' use of freedom of information, which was hosted by rin. The workshop was part of the programme of rin's Library and Information Sciences Consultative Group. Rin were very pleased with the success of the day and have asked Elizabeth to co-ordinate a similar programme for a workshop in September/October 2009.
· Records Management Society London Group 19 November 2008

Elizabeth Shepherd and Alice Stevenson were invited to address a meeting of the RMS London Group, held at UCL. The meeting was an opportunity to discuss initial results with a group of professional information and records managers. Many of the findings seemed to match the experiences of those present at the meeting. Research into records access issues at Northumbria University was also presented at the meeting.
· London Information Rights Forum, 27 November 2009
Elizabeth Shepherd and Alice Stevenson were invited to address a meeting of LiRF held at City Hall, London. The meeting was an opportunity to discuss initial results with a group of professional information managers, who again seemed to think that our findings were in line with their own experience.
· DLM Forum Conference 2008 10 December 2008

Elizabeth Shepherd and Alice Stevenson were invited to give a paper at the European DLM-Forum conference, sponsored by the Direction des archives de France and the European Union. The conference programme is available on the DLM website. The paper was very well received by the conference, which was attended by almost 400 delegates. The issues are clearly not confined to the English experience, but have some wider resonances.
Future Dissemination:
· Association of Canadian Archivists  (ACA) 16 May 2009

Elizabeth Shepherd has been invited to give a paper at the ACA conference in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, in a theme on privacy and access to information, chaired by Daniel German, Library and Archives Canada. The conference programme is available at http://www.archivists.ca/conference/default.aspx
· Final reports and articles

We plan to write a final report for the funders (AHRC), a journal article for an international journal (perhaps Archival Science, but advice on this is welcome) and a final conference paper in Canada. We are also drafting a fuller account of the research data which we can use for future publications or presentations.
(C) Emerging Issues

The data have provided a general understanding the context for FOI and RM in local government, allowing some insight into:

(A) The way in which FOI and RM are organised as corporate functions (although not all case studies have RM formally recognised in this way).

(i) How is RM affected if RM and FOI are situated together in the same department or directorate? What are the implications of RM sitting outside of FOI functions?

(ii) Does it matter if responsibility for electronic and paper-based RM are separated? Are there any responsibility tensions?

(iii) How is the perception of RM affected by its directorate locations, i.e. whether it is in IT or Legal? 

(B) The various pressures on local government that are also drivers for RM, such as changing working structures (hotdesking etc.), business efficiency and cost effectiveness, space reduction and data security. Measuring the impact of FOI on records management is thus complicated and it is questionable whether it is possible to untangle the various threads feeding into to records management developments.

One of the assumptions made prior to undertaking the interviews for this project was that FOI has been a major driver for improvements in records management, a not unreasonable assumption based upon the literature review. However, whilst most interviewees agreed that FOI had given records management a higher profile and increased awareness of it as a corporate function in a local council setting, there were few tangible examples of the way in which records management had been directly transformed as result of FOI.
The lack of any actual transformation in practices is particularly evident with regard to digital records and the comments recorded on issues such as control of email, shared drives and version control of documents echoed the conclusions of Barata (2004) concerning the lack of improvements to back office systems such as these. Whilst these digital areas were identified as problematic by every interviewee, few related the problems associated with managing these with their ability to comply with the FOIA. Rather, as long as some information could be provided to the customer, regardless of whether it was all the information potentially available or the definitive final version of a document, that was deemed to be sufficient to comply with FOIA:
 “We haven’t had, or at least to my knowledge we haven’t had something which is dependent upon version control. It only needs one or two people who understand the FOI game probably to cause havoc and mayhem. Luckily we haven’t actually encountered that. Clearly, you can see sometimes, particularly with journalists they clearly have got a standard template request letter but certainly with journalists they will take what they’re given because they’ve got a copy deadline to produce some article”.








Archivist, County Council

 “At the moment we are relying a lot on trust and people say ‘oh I wrote this, it is the only version’, which we provide and send out, and we just don’t have the resources to call their bluff on it. But if there is proper version control and everything can be found then we are going to have some hard choices to make. I know the Information Commissioner has said the final draft is the final draft, it’s information not documents. You get an FOI request worded in the right way then you’ve got to consider all the drafts that you have.”





Data Protection and FOI officer, London Borough

“My guess is that the quality of what we are providing – we might answer a request – but the quality of what we are providing on the whole is not good because of RM. If we had better RM the quality would be better because you will be sure the documents you are providing will be the latest one.”




Corporate Information Manger, London Borough

This raises questions about the role of records management in being able not just to facilitate locating information, but also potentially permitting the quality of the information retrieved to be improved. It also suggests perhaps that references to records management improvements may be with paper records in mind rather than digital systems. So, for instance, whilst the introduction of retention and disposal schedules seems to have occurred in the last few years in many of our case studies, partly linked to FOI, this rarely extends to digital equivalents. Therefore, if a hard copy document is disposed of in line with council policy the digital equivalent is very often not attended to, but may exist in an unstructured space either on a shared drive or personal computer area, and remain disclosable if located or specifically asked for. As commented in the above cases, this has the potential to be a problem, especially as several interviewees noted that not only has the number of FOI requests increased in the last year, but also that they have increased in their complexity.

Another issue emerging is the question of to what extent records management supports FOI compliance. Records management systems do not appear to be the primary point of consultation in order to locate information. Rather, when a request is received in most of the institutions interviewed requests are sent out to specific individuals. In the quotation above from ‘Data Protection and FOI officer, London Borough’, for example, it is clear that central FOI officers are very much reliant on individuals supplying information and they themselves rarely have central access to check systems. This was echoed by several other individuals, for example:

“a lot is not stored in a records management document manager. It is still stored on servers that are unique to each directorate or unit or service so we have to chase humans to get access to the information.”






Senior Information Officer, County Council

“You still get things where things do run late and we have things that run late sometimes because of capacity because it is simply complicated, the person isn’t there or the person who was dealing with it left and there’s no a new person in post. It is always going to happen. But just occasionally you have things that run late because somebody can’t be bothered and that’s just frustrating, but it is going to happen with anything in any authority because in any authority you have somebody who doesn’t really think ‘it’s my job’ or ‘I haven’t got the time’ or ‘I’ll do that later’, and it just doesn’t get done.”






Information Management Officer, County Council

Thus reports of delays in finding information within the Act’s 20-day limit are partly a result of knowledge management and work prioritisation rather than simply a reflection of poor records management per se, as is perhaps inferred in some reports.

These are just a few of the issues that are emerging and it should be emphasized that this is very much a work in progress. Nevertheless, our research is beginning to suggest that in local government the relationship between records management and FOI is not as straightforward as implied by the Lord Chancellor’s Code of Practice.
A Stevenson, E Shepherd

17/12/2008
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