Getting rid of Clutter and, More Importantly, 
Eliminating Clutter in the First Place
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So, you can’t see the top of your desk, because of the stacks of paper on it, and your network shared drives seem ready to explode with the all of the files stored on it.  You have come to realize that your email inbox is not a bottomless pit.  I am reminded of the partner at a law firm who had difficulty navigating to his desk because of all the paper on the floor of his office.

We are all human and one of our frailties is not being organized, and yet we know better.  Records and information are both the product of our work and the tools needed to do our work.  Cooks and bakers know the importance of returning recipes to their proper places and on construction sites, workers have found the benefit of returning their hammers, drill bits, and other tools to their proper storage areas.
In the office, it is so easy to just make copies of both paper and electronic records.  The question then becomes what is the original record and which are the copies.

Good records management practice emphasizes that individuals should not arbitrarily destroy records.  Business records should be destroyed in accordance with approved records retention schedules and in the normal course of business.  This practice protects individual employees from charges of maliciously destroying corporate property and, more importantly, from charges of obstruction of justice if it is later found that the records are needed in litigation or a regulatory audit or investigation.
But, then, again, we do want to make room on our desks to be able to do some work.

We need to know what constitutes records, both paper and electronic, in our area of the organization.  Then we need to know what is the official record, often called, confusingly, the “record” copy and what constitutes mere copies of the records or electronic files.

Identifying the different categories of records within you work area

Hopefully, your organization has an approved records retention schedule for your area.  This makes your effort easier – you can simply follow its direction.  At the same time, don’t hesitate in improving the existing records retention schedule.  I have seen retention schedules that have been inadequate.  Whether created internally, or, perhaps, by an outside law firm or consultant, they bear little semblance to what records actually exist is the different departments of the company.  I am not disputing their work product, but pointing out that participation of the department staff is necessary to make the records retention schedule both comprehensive and accurate.
Certain generic records categories may not exist, at all, in your area of the company; other record categories may need to be modified, at least, with the proper title and other records categories may need to be added.  Further, new information can be learned about the administrative, legal, fiscal and historical values of the records.  Records retention schedules, just like Business Classification Schemes, are dynamic – not static.
If no existing records retention schedule exists, you will have to determine what constitutes records within your area.  How much time have we wasted, in the past, going through this identical exercise?  AIIM’s Process component of its ECM and ERM Certificate programs emphases documenting decisions, whether it’s business and system requirements or system configuration.  Document what you consider to be a business record and keep this for later reference.  Even better, work with your records management professionals and get a listing of approved records categories, or records series, for your area.  Remember, this listing can be altered and/or improved at a later time.  The important consideration is that you won’t have to keep recreating this information.  Further, it will aid in being consistent in the handling of your records and information.
In the destruction of records and information, consistent practice has been proven to protect both employees and their companies from charges of malicious destruction of information and obstruction of justice.  Even when records were found to be needed for longer periods of time, the fact that the previous destruction was consistent protected the employees and organizations.
You find that you have records older than what the records retention schedules require to be kept

These records can be easily and quickly disposed of.  The important consideration is that this destruction should be documented.  If you have a Records Management department, the staff should be able to provide you with the appropriate forms to complete.  Whether the appropriate forms exist, or not, you will want to document the description of the records, their records categories and the dates of the records.  For electronic records, you may want to move them to a separate folder, take a screen shoot of the contents of the folder and add those screen shot to the destruction documentation.
Having documentation of the destruction of records will support your position that the records were destroyed in the normal course of business and in a consistent, yet irregular, fashion.

Getting rid of duplicates
It’s so easy to make copies of paper records and copy electronic files to different directories and folders.  When you are cleaning up your clutter, you need to identity what are the original records and which are the duplicates.

Going through those stacks of paper on our desks, you certainly can have a mix of original records and copies.  Much of the paper you are looking at could well be copies of emails and electronic records on the network.  If you are confident that the electronic records have not been deleted, you can discard the paper copies as long as important annotations have not been added to the paper copies.
You may be confident that much of your papers are copies of paper records that are retained elsewhere, such as a file cabinet or a drawer in your desk.  These copies can then be thrown out.  If you are not so confident, set up a separate pile for those records to be checked against the location where the original records are retained.
You may also have documents that are not considered records.  These can be discarded easily, as well.

In a similar fashion, you can appraise your electronic records and emails.  If the original electronic records and

Emails reside elsewhere, you can delete the copies.  If the records and emails do not fall under the category of records, they can be deleted.
Dealing with the mess

If you think this is just too much work, just remember, this is no different than trying to clean your garage at home.  There is a lot of work involved.

The good news is that it often sounds harder to do than it actually is.  In fact, many organizations schedule annual purge days.  A key benefit of these is that employees have been given the authority to get rid of copies and non-records (documents).
As a consultant, I was involved with such a purge day, with the theme of “Don’t be a pack rat” (I remember the professionals chuckling at me for wearing my “Don’t be a pack rat” t-shirt over my dress shirt and tie.  I didn’t mention that I was being paid $100 an hour for doing so).

The employees were told to spend the bulk of one day getting rid of paper and cleaning up their shared drives and emails.  For trash bags of paper, employees were given the popular t-shirt.  It can be done, and with a high degree of cooperation and fun.  Like so many endeavors, it was important to communicate with the employees, obtain senior management endorsement, and have support throughout the offices.  Dumpsters were made available to all departments and the records management professionals visited all of the areas.
It was also important that management authorized the employees to carry out this culling of documents and copies.
Prevention is better than having to clean up, after the fact

Every organization needs to have a records management program.  Such a program is a management support function that is identical to the Human Resources function and the Finance function in organizations.  While these latter management support functions have developed since the Second World War and are now taken for granted, the records management function, or information governance, has been largely ignored.  The only reason I can see for this is that executives and management have been able to get away with neglecting their information assets.

If executives and managers need to be hit over the head to get their attention, the truth is that their brains must now be starting to ring.

The Sarbanes-Oxley Act

We have all heard of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act.  Emphasis has been placed on meeting the requirements of section 404.  
However, section 802 of the Act adds a new statute prohibiting the knowing alteration or destruction of records “with the intent to impede, obstruct, or influence the investigation or proper administration of any matter within the jurisdiction” of any federal department or agency, or in bankruptcy cases.  The Act also prohibits the destruction of records in “contemplation” of such an investigation or matter.  Violations are punishable by up to 20 years in jail plus fine.
Section 1102 of the Act expands the obstruction-of-justice statute that prohibits tampering with witnesses.  It now also prohibits persons from acting or attempting to “corruptly” alter or destroy a record or other object “with the intent to impair the object’s integrity or availability for use in an official proceeding.”  Violations are punishable by up to 20 years in jail and a fine.
You are now thinking of boxing up all your paper clutter and shipping them off to low cost storage.  I will explain shortly why that is not such a good idea.
Records having no further value to organizations can be destroyed in accordance with approved records retention schedules.  It is important that this activity be carried out in the normal course of business and is consistently applied.  Sarbanes-Oxley does not prohibit the destruction of records when based on legitimate, and valid, business concerns.

There have also been court rulings supporting the legitimate use of records retention policies and practices within a records management program.
Federal Rules of Civil Procedure
These litigation rules have received a lot of attention recently with the amendment that was made December 1st, 2006.  This amendment formally recognizes electronic records (ESI – electronically stored information), including emails, as evidence that is subject to discovery, along with additional procedures and obligations.

In a White Paper prepared by Cohasset Associates, Inc., dated February 2005, they concluded that “legal discovery is the largest uncontrolled cost in corporate America.”
Under the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure, a party to a lawsuit may seek discovery of virtually any unprivileged matter relevant to a claim or defense, even if the requested information is not ultimately admissible.

If in litigation, your records are needed to be examined for discovery, your management will not be too pleased with you if attorneys, paid at perhaps $300 per hour, need to review those boxes of clutter you put in storage and found that they contained nothing more than copies of other paper records and electronic records, including emails.
In legal disputes over issues of discovery, court rulings have supported the use of records retention policies and practices by organizations.
Within your records management program, make sure that you have comprehensive and accurate records retention schedules.  If you have existing retention schedules, take the time, before there is any litigation or audit, to ensure that the records categories match the paper and electronic records that exist in your area.  Make sure that you know what each of those categories is and that they match your holdings.  Also take a look at your holdings and insure that they are covered in the records retention schedules.

Reduce you paper holdings.  We are moving towards the almost-paperless office environment.  I hope to live long enough to see this actually occur.  This position is supported by my observation of young children and teenagers as they use and play with computers and other digital products and games.  When they join the office work force, they will have little use for pens, pencils and paper.
Currently, our emphasis should be placed on managing the electronic versions of our business records.  After all, almost all of our records are now born “digital”, and we now have the tools, Electronic Records Management systems, to manage them.  Certainly, continue to print electronic records for your convenience, however, and this is important to reduce your clutter, think about whether you really need that paper copy before you print it.  Secondly, when you are finished using that paper convenience copy, destroy it right away.
Integrate a business classification scheme (BCS) with your office computer applications and email systems.  Manually classify your electronic records and emails across the classification scheme.  Many people argue that employees will never take the time to carryout their own classification.  My response comes from looking at the Finance function.  I’m sure there were people who argued that employees would not keep track of their expenses and receipts, and submit an expense report when this procedure was first implemented decades ago.  Guess what – when reimbursement is based on employees completing these activities, it is amazing how employees can do what is required.
If you don’t currently have an electronic records management system, and adhere to the records management principle of retaining only one copy of the record, make sure that the description of the electronic file is meaningful so that it will allow you to know exactly what the electronic record is.  And in an effort to reduce clutter, when you make a copy of the file, add to the description of the file that it is a copy of the original file.  This will aid your efforts at reducing copies of electronic records at a later time.
Conclusion

Proper records management, information governance, has never been as important as it is today.  Executives and management can ignore this fact to their peril.  I just love the quote that appeared in the article Criminal Charges in Options Backdating Reveal Records’ Role, published on the ARMA International Information Management Newswire.  The ex-CEO of Broadcom noted that “the minutia of employee paperwork and documentation was not at the top of my list.”

In this article, I have briefly discussed the obstruction of justice provisions of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act and the discovery issues within the Federal Rules of Civil Litigation.  You must make the decision of whether these provisions and issues impact you and your records.  If you find that you are in a low risk situation, I have outlined the steps to follow to get rid of your clutter.  Now, just do it.
