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1.0 Introduction 
 
One can classify records in records management accord-
ing to subject content, record form (e.g. minutes, letters), 
organizational structure, organizational activities, and 
their combinations. Broadly speaking, one can divide 
properties that one can use in classification into two 
groups. Some properties—subject content and form of  
record—are properties of  the records themselves: in 
principle, they are recognizable by looking at the record. 
“Intrinsic classifications” found themselves on these pro-
perties. “Contextual classifications,” on the other hand, 
describe features existing “outside” the record: that is, re-
cords’ relationship to activities and actors that have cre-
ated or used the records. These “external” features de-
termine a record’s place in a contextual classification 
scheme. Although record’s context is often partly recog-
nizable by looking at the record’s content, this is not al-
ways the case. 

Both intrinsic classifications and contextual classifica-
tions (Hjørland 2009) are understood here as knowledge 
organization systems (KOS), that is, sets of  concepts and 
their relations. In case of  contextual classifications, con-
cepts and relationships in the KOS refer to functions, ac-
tivities and actors in the environment of  record creation 
and use. The idea that records have a special relationship 
with organizational functions and they must therefore be 
processed, stored, and accessed differently from other in-
formation artifacts (Duranti and Franks 2015b) emerged in 
the professional practice before it was described in archival 
literature. Today, the most common form of  contextual 
classifications is functional classifications. A functional 
classification (Tough 2006, 15) is built on the identification 
and conceptual modeling of  the main functions under-
taken by an organization and of  the activities of  which 
they are made up. Functional classifications (Myburgh 
2009) are the commonly accepted approach for knowledge 
organization in records management. Some authors even 
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equate functional classification with classification itself  
(Bak 2012), and some recordkeeping professionals 
(Packalén and Henttonen 2015) are unable to see any al-
ternatives for functional classification. 

Contextual classifications serve many purposes. Above 
all, they show records’ connection to organizational ac-
tivities. Context (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 72-73) is an in-
tegral part of  understanding the meaning of  an individual 
record. An inborn (Xie 2007) defect of  subject-based 
classification system is that it is incapable of  capturing 
records in their originating context. Contextualization 
keeps the information understandable outside its original 
environment of  creation and use. Contextual classifica-
tions serve also other goals. Functional classifications 
may facilitate sharing of  information across workgroups 
(see Bak 2012). Although functional classifications are 
less commonly used in information retrieval than one 
perhaps might expect (Singh, Klobas, and Anderson 
2007), they allow function-based appraisal: identification 
(Schellenberg 1975, 52) of  value of  information for the 
organization itself  and the society at large. A functional 
classification may also help to identify areas of  activity 
from which records are needed but missing. An addi-
tional benefit is that a functional classification gives an 
understanding of  the whole organization (Gunnlaugs- 
dóttir 2012; Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 74), and one can use 
the classification to see what the organization does. One 
has suggested (Lybeck 2006, 80), for instance, that a 
records management handbook containg functional 
classification could be used as a tool in introducing new 
employees to the organization. 

Although functional classifications are common in re-
cords management, there is relatively little research about 
them. Records management specialists (Mokhtar and Yusof  
2015) generally have not closely examined classifications, 
because this area has been monopolized by library and in-
formation science (LIS) and computer specialists. Function-
related concepts (action, activity, process, competence, 
transaction, act, action, and the like) are ambiguous. No-
tions of  purpose, or end (usually associated with function), 
and process, or means (usually associated with activity) are 
relative. How human agents perceive “means-ends hierar-
chy” (Duranti and Franks 2015b; Foscarini 2012b) depends 
on their position in the organizational hierarchy and degree 
of  procedural knowledge. There are instructions for how to 
design a classification scheme (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 74-
80) or analyze functions and processes (International 
Organization for Standardization, 2008), but records pro-
fessionals (Foscarini 2012b) find available explanations of  
functional methods confusing. Sherry Xie (2007) notes that 
principles and techniques of  constructing meaningful func-
tion-based classification remain un-standardized and require 
further and even new developments. 

This paper addresses the lack of  theory building in the 
field of  contextual classifications. It examines ontology of  
contextual classifications—their relationship to the world 
that they are describing—and suggests that contextual clas-
sifications have five dimensions that we might study in re-
search: stability of  classification (need to change and up-
date the classification), classification’s generality (number 
of  contexts it covers), granularity (number of  sub-divisions 
and sub-hierarchies), specificity (exactness of  description) 
and validity (the classification’s power to describe and pre-
dict features of  context). The dimensions were selected, 
because it seems that they capture essence of  the discus-
sion that has been going around contextual classifications 
and, in particular, functional classifications. Some of  the 
concepts are the same or similar to those in bibliographic 
knowledge organization. This is discussed as the dimen-
sions are introduced in the text. 
 
2.0  Contextual classifications as  

a knowledge domain 
 
Concepts and relationships in contextual classifications are 
not primarily about the information in the records them-
selves: a contextual classification does not describe the re-
cords; instead, it describes the context of  record creation 
and use. This is a theoretically significant difference. If  a 
subject-based categorization reflects aboutness of  docu-
ments—Hjørland (2001) says that “subject” and “about-
ness” should be considered synonyms—in contextual clas-
sifications, what the document is “about” may not bear any 
clear relationship to the category where it belongs. For in-
stance, when records from a financial transaction serve as 
evidence in a police investigation, the class reflects func-
tional context of  the investigation, and not that of  the fi-
nancial transaction. Instead of  aboutness, archival theory 
speaks about “archival bond” which is shared by records 
belonging to the same folder, file, or other accumulation. 
Archival bond is determined by the nature, mandate, func-
tion(s), and activities of  the records creator. It expresses 
the development of  the activity in which the records par-
ticipate, because it contains (Duranti and Franks 2015a; 
Duranti 1997) within itself  the direction of  the cause-
effect relationship of  one record with another.  

When we try to understand what functional classifica-
tions are about, one should look at (besides categories in 
classification which are according to Xie (2007) “activity-
denoting” or “activity-indicating”) the relationship be-
tween records and categories. In my view, only creation 
or use of  a record in a function creates a “proper” func-
tional relationship between the classification scheme and 
the record. It is possible to ignore this, and apply a con-
textual classification in a manner that effectively turns it 
into a subject categorization. For instance, undergraduate 
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education is a function of  universities. The function itself  
generates records that rightly belong to the category (e.g. 
lecture handouts). In addition, there are records that have 
a relation to the function of  undergraduate education, 
but that, nevertheless, have their origin in another func-
tion. For instance, the managerial function of  monitoring 
undergraduate education creates statistics of  passed and 
failed students. Sometimes this is not understood, or it is 
ignored. In the example above, a functional class of  un-
dergraduate education can be expanded to accommodate 
also its statistics, but this means abandoning the pure fo-
cus on functions. It also blurs the borderline between 
subject based and functional classifications. 

However, making this mistake is easy, because the bor-
derline between functional orientation and other ap-
proaches is not entirely clear. Like it has been noted above, 
records often carry information about their context. For 
instance, a passport contains information about the holder 
of  the passport. If  this forms the basis of  knowledge or-
ganization, are we organizing records by record subject or 
record context? Secondly, records are by definition created 
in organizational activities. Therefore, subjects in records 
inevitably have a linkage to what the organization does. A 
guide for creating subject filing systems (Subject filing 
1981, 8) says that “the subject categories chosen … then 
reflect an agency’s purpose, missions, programs, projects, 
or activities—commonly expressed as its functions.” Ken-
nedy and Schauder (1998, 115) note that “subject terms 
too will often coincide with functional terms.” Hence, also 
subject classifications in records management are “func-
tional,” in some sense. Guercio (2001) even says that 
“files” (records grouped according to the affair or matter 
they refer to) and “series” (made of  records which are 
homogeneous in form, e.g., series of  minutes, of  decisions, 
of  circulars, of  ledgers) are both aggregations that can be 
considered “functional” insofar as they result from the ra-
tional exercise of  the creator’s functions. Guercio’s view, in 
effect, abolishes the distinction between functional and 
other classifications; all classifications are “functional” as 
far as they result from exercising the creator’s functions. 

Archival literature often looks at content from the 
point of  view of  appraisal, that is, selection of  records of  
permanent value (e.g. Menne-Haritz 1994) or archival de-
scription (e.g. Haworth 2001). In both appraisal and de-
scription, both content-oriented and context-oriented 
approaches are possible. Concept of  subject seems am-
biguous in records and archives management. According 
to international standards for archival description, “scope 
or content” is one of  the descriptive elements. In scope 
or content (International Council on Archives 2000, 22), 
one gives “a summary of  the scope (such as, time peri-
ods, geography) and content, (such as documentary 
forms, subject matter, administrative processes) of  the 

unit of  description, appropriate to the level of  descrip-
tion.” Archival literature (Dooley 1992) sometimes gives 
the impression that subjects are strictly generic topics, li-
ke “rain forests,” “generals,” or “railroads.” Bearman 
(1989) denies that archival material has a subject per se, 
because it is seldom “consciously authored to be about 
something.” According to Dooley (1992), on the contrary, 
specified named entities, including particular people, or-
ganizations, government agencies, geographic places, and 
events are no less subjects than generic topics. 

Archival theorists, thus, have questioned whether ar-
chival documents have a “subject” in the first place, and 
what kind of  entities are subjects in archival documents, 
if  any. Theorists in knowledge organization have instead 
asked what a document subject is and how we find out 
what it is. Is subject the author’s purpose in writing the 
document? Can we identify it by relative dominance and 
subordination of  different elements in the picture given 
by reading the document (Wilson 1968), by counting a 
document’s use of  concepts and references or selecting 
its essential elements? Hjørland (1997, 58) looks for epis-
temology of  subjects and asks whether subjects are per-
ceptions or “ideas” in some people’s minds. These are 
questions of  an altogether different category from those 
posed by the archival theorists. 

Although the borderline between subject-based and 
contextual classifications is to some extent ambiguous, it is 
nevertheless significant. Hurley (1995) makes a distinction 
between terminological control and contextual control. 
Terminological control is based on definitions, contextual 
control on observation. Contextual control is the opposite 
of  terminological control. There are not true hierarchies, 
and lower levels do not share the characteristics of  the up-
per ones. Contextual relationships are time bound and con-
tingent, whereas terminological relationships are essentially 
timeless universal logical expressions (though they are ul-
timately subject to reality checks of  some kind). Hurley 
gives as the example of  Farmer Jones’s bull Ferdinand. 
From a terminological control point of  view, Ferdinand 
belongs to hierarchy “Ferdinand—Bulls—Oxen—Mam- 
mals—Animals—EVERYTHING.” Contextual hierarchy 
might be “Ferdinand—Jones—Pastoralists—Primary in-
dustry—New South Wales—EVERYTHING.” Records 
management needs contextual control to preserve meaning 
of  records; terminological control is not sufficient for that. 
Also, appraising the value of  records requires contextual 
control. It is not enough to know that function of  “train-
ing” was behind generation of  records; one has to know 
(Hurley 1995) that it was “records management training,” 
and that it took place in the business function of  Records 
Management Office of  New South Wales.  
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3.0  Dimensions of  ontology in  
contextual classifications 

 
I suggest that any contextual classification has five rele-
vant dimensions or properties that can be used to exam-
ine and compare classifications. They are stability, gener-
ality, granularity, specificity, and validity. 
 
3.1 Stability 
 
The first dimension is stability. Contextual classifications 
are contingent and bound to a place and time. Stability re-
fers to the need to update the classification; the more sta-
ble a contextual classification is, the less there is need to 
update it. Stability depends on many issues, like how terms, 
concepts and relationships in the classification are selected, 
what entities—actors, functions, and processes—and rela-
tionships are recognized to exist, why it is thought that 
they exist, and how we get information about them. 

Selection of  entities affects the stability of  the classifi-
cation. Functions live longer than organizations. There-
fore, professional literature often states that functional 
classifications are more stable than classifications that 
base themselves on organizational structure. For instance, 
“student discipline” is an activity in the function of  “stu-
dent administration” at Glasgow University. The activity 
(Peters and Richmond 2006, 185-192) started in 1451, 
and it still exists today, although organization structures 
have changed several times. Records creators such as go-
vernment agencies (Cunningham, Millar, and Reed 2012) 
can often be regarded as nothing more than episodes in 
the life of  a function. 

But, although organizational structures change more 
rapidly than organizational functions, it is much less clear 
how stable functional classifications actually are and what 
makes them subject to change. Hurley (1993) asks: 
 

What rules (if  any) govern the evolution of  func-
tions? Does a change of  name indicate a new func-
tion? How do we separate changed functions from 
earlier (different) functions with the same name? Do 
functions evolve gradually by almost imperceptible 
degrees (Darwinian) or in sudden catastrophic jerks 
(“punctuated equilibrium”). 

 
Hurley (1993) notes “the object of  our study [function] is 
not scientific phenomena operating according to the 
‘laws’ of  nature but products of  the human mind and the 
political process.” 

One obvious source of  changes is legislation (Packalén 
2015). For instance, functions related to the European 
Emission Trading System did not exist before the creation 
of  international system for trading greenhouse gas emis-

sion allowances. Also, changes in processes (Packalén 2015) 
force to update classification schemes. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that even management fads may influence classifi-
cation. At one point, the general trend in Finnish public 
administration was to increase efficiency by reducing man-
agement. Consequently, the term “management” was re-
placed in classifications with others; what had been known 
as “personnel management” was renamed to “personnel 
services.” 

Stability of  functional classifications (Ståhl 2015) de-
pends on the assumption that everyone sees functions and 
processes in the same way regardless of  the context of  in-
spection, and that the conception does not change during 
the time. There are several reasons to doubt whether inter-
pretations of  functions and processes are fixed and shared. 
In that case, one can question whether there is any stable 
basis for functional classification. “Function” is an alien 
concept to employees and people working in a lower level 
in the hierarchy. Foscarini (2012b) says that they do not see 
the big picture nor recognize the upper level function in 
which their lower-level activities belong. Orr (2005, 109-
110) notes that a common fallacy is to believe that there is 
an objective hierarchy of  functions waiting to be identified 
if  only the analyst applies correct techniques. Like Ståhl 
(2015), Orr adds that in reality the boundaries are unclear, 
and the task of  creating a hierarchy only creates an artifi-
cial, if  logical, model. In a similar vein, Yeo (2012) asks 
“when I repaint my rusty delivery truck with my new cor-
porate colour scheme and logo, am I contributing to a ve-
hicle maintenance function or a marketing function?” One 
“objective” view (Bak 2012) to the organizational functions 
does not reflect patterns of  use and management, or in-
formation needs of  records creators and users. Todd 
(2003, 22) says that a functional classification scheme can 
be arranged by processes, services, subjects, functions or 
their combinations (in which case e.g. upper levels describe 
functions and the lowest level processes). The chosen view 
may also affect the stability of  the scheme. 

Today, many archival descriptive systems (Yeo 2010) 
separate functions from records’ related actors to facilitate 
archival description. Nevertheless, the bond between them 
is tight. It was common in the first half  of  the 20th century 
that functions and organizational units matched each other 
closely; a marketing unit was in charge of  “marketing,” for 
instance. Therefore, authors writing at that time may have 
used terms “administrative function” and “administrative 
unit” interchangeably (Foscarini 2012b). Even today, an 
organization’s structure (Kennedy and Schauder 1998, 115) 
reflects its functions and in many cases organizational 
terms will be the same as the appropriate functional terms. 

Foscarini (2006, 191) notes that especially in European 
countries a number of  classification systems that claim to 
be function-based, at a deeper glance, turn out to be just 
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a mirror of  the agency’s internal structure. Although this 
looks like an error from a purist functional perspective, 
identifying functions in isolation from organizational 
structures may also lead to mistakes. Functions are ab-
stractions (Foscarini 2012b), and they need a physical 
structure to materialize. If  organizational structures are 
ignored (Lodolini 1992; Foscarini 2012b), the result can 
be a subject classification where “function is subject” and 
the records are, in effect, decontextualized. Also Hurley 
(1993) fixes functions by looking at organizational enti-
ties. He identifies “primary functions” which are “objec-
tive taxonomic units.” Primary functions pertain to activi-
ties of  no more than one agency at any time. This exclu-
sive association with an actual administrative unit (Hurley 
1993) gives them a “reality.” Even if  we accept the idea 
that functions are stable and exist independently from 
organizational structures, major organizational changes—
like mergers—force to update classifications (Packalén 
2015), because they alter the set of  organizational duties. 
Nevertheless, even appraisal (Foscarini 2012b), which 
may be regarded as the archival function that has appro-
priated the most functional language and a top-down ap-
proach, does not involve any in-depth examination of  the 
ways in which function and structure actually interact. 
 
3.2 Generality 
 
The second dimension of  functional classification is gen-
erality, that is, classification’s universality in its relationship 
to the world. Logically, there are four possible levels of  
generality when we think about it. A classification can be 
about concepts and relationships that 1) exist a priori re-
gardless of  any particular context and are thus universally 
valid descriptions of  any context; 2) describe a particular 
context in general (e.g. functions of  all local municipalities); 
3) are valid general descriptions of  one particular context 
(e.g. functions of  one municipality), but may not be appli-
cable in description of  other contexts appearing similar 
(other municipalities); or 4) describe one particular context 
at a particular moment without assuming universality even 
in this context (that is, e.g. execution of  one process in a  
municipality without the assumption that the process re-
peats itself  in the same form). 

Contextual classifications rarely have an explicit theo-
retical background. Therefore, it may be difficult to pin-
point them exactly to the levels of  generality. Nevertheless, 
it is easy to see that not all contextual classifications have 
the same generality. In general, classifications in records 
management seem to make at least some assumptions 
about the context in which they are applied. This makes 
sense considering Hurley’s thesis that contextual control is 
bound to place and time: thus, a contextual classification 
can make no claims about universality. Currently, it is un-

clear whether contextual classification has or can have uni-
versal features. The highest level may sound contradic-
tory—are context-free descriptions of  context possible?—
but some functions are perhaps so fundamental to the ex-
istence of  any organization that one might regard classifi-
cation of  those functions as “universal.” 

Most functional classifications are designed for one or-
ganization only. However, there are many examples of  
classifications that are common for a sector or business 
area in public administration. Examples include Canadian 
Business Activity Structure Classification (BASCS, see e.g. 
Sabourin 2001) and the Australian functional thesaurus 
“Keyword AAA” (Gibbons and Shenton 2003; NSW 
2008). There have been attempts to create a common func-
tional classification for Finnish municipalities, but it has 
not become generally accepted. One explanation may be 
change resistance, but there is no research on what obsta-
cles there are for creation of  common functional classifica-
tions. 
 
3.3 Granularity 
 
The third dimension of  classifications is granularity. By 
granularity, I mean here how fine-grained the classification 
is, how many organizational levels, functions, sub-
functions, activities, or processes it has. A classification that 
divides a function into ten sub-functions is more granular 
than a classification with five sub-functions. For instance, 
classification of  the Finnish municipality of  Paimio identi-
fies several sub-functions in library management (like “ac-
quisition” and “loaning”) whereas classification of  the 
Finnish municipality of  Tohmajärvi has only one class, 
“management of  library.” The level to which functions, 
aggregations of  processes, and transactions are identified 
(International Organization for Standardization 2008, 3; 
Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 75; Kennedy and Schauder 1998, 
67) depends on the risk assessment, purpose of  the re-
cords management task, criticality of  the function or proc-
ess, legal issues, and the number of  records. 
 
3.4 Specificity 
 
In library and information science, specificity refers to “the 
exactness with which a term describes a topic, feature or 
application.” If  a message (Feather and Sturges 1997, 348) 
describes Labrador retrievers, but the index term is “dogs,” 
the term is more generic than specific. Dahlberg (1978) di-
vides concepts into three levels of  specificity. General con-
cepts refer to all items of  a given kind (e.g. “libraries”), 
special concepts only to some items of  the given kind 
(“special libraries”), and individual concepts to single items 
(“City Library of  Oulu”) (Dahlberg 1978; Iivonen and 
Kivimäki 1998). Another definition of  specificity (Foskett 
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1996, 23) is “the extent to which the system permits us to 
be precise when specifying the subject of  a document we 
are processing.” However, Svenonius (2000, 188-189) 
warns that the concept is an elusive one. 

Also, in functional classifications one can find varying 
degrees of  specificity. Alberts et al. (2010) say that all 
functions and process steps basically have “[subject] is 
[verb]ing [object]” structure. All three parts of  the struc-
ture (Alberts et al. 2010) can be expressed more or less 
abstractly. For instance, “service center overhauls a per-
sonnel vehicle” and “car mechanic changes engine oil in a 
Ford” may describe the same process step, but in the lat-
ter, all three parts of  the “[subject] is [verb]ing [object]” 
structure are more specific. 
 
3.5 Validity 
 
The fifth, and last dimension of  contextual classifications 
is validity; a functional classification is not only a descrip-
tion of  how the organization functions or how it has 
functioned, it is also a description of  how it should oper-
ate in the future. As such, it is—besides a more or less 
valid representation of  the past and of  the current mo-
ment—also a prediction of  what functions there will be 
and what process steps will take place. Here the relation-
ship is usually two-way; although functional classification 
is a description, it also prescribes how the organization 
should operate and its operations understood. For this 
reason (Oliver 2011), implementing a functional classifi-
cation often requires change management. 

Concept of  validity overlaps with the concept of  sta-
bility but leads to a different question. From the point of  
view of  stability, we may ask how to create a stable classi-
fication scheme. From the point of  view of  validity, we 
may ask whether the picture of  activities given by the 
classification is misleading and whether there are contexts 
in which general descriptions of  functions and processes 
are not valid. 

Generally, validity of  functional classifications is not 
questioned, but this may be due to chosen perspective on 
organizations. Organizations are often seen in records 
management literature as Weberian bureaucracies with 
clear, fixed, hierarchical structures, rational decision-
making, and well-defined roles, tasks, and processes. This 
view dominates thinking (e.g. Henttonen and Kettunen 
2011). Recordkeeping professionals who were interviewed 
in Foscarini’s study (2009) overall found that activities in 
their respective organizations were mostly of  a structured 
and repetitive nature. At a closer look, one could realize 
that their focus was just on administrative, routine proc-
esses as if  classification systems were not concerned with 
the far less standardized work operations. In most organi-
zations in the study (Foscarini 2009, 285), functional ap-

proach did not involve any systematic analyses of  the real-
ity that was to be represented in the classification. Critics 
argue that organizations today are poly-hierarchical, flat-
tened, matrix, and networking. Processes (Bearman 1994; 
Foscarini 2006; 2010; Lutzker 1982) are often creative and 
non-routine. Not all activities are structured processes 
(Foscarini  2006); some may not follow any pre-established 
sequence. Classifying records (Bak 2012) that are generated 
in such processes within a function-based system requires 
either arbitrary classes derived from artificial process map-
ping or a big bucket approach in which records are classi-
fied only according to very high-level functions. It is diffi-
cult for a purist functional classification to accommodate 
cross-functional processes (Foscarini 2012b) involving 
multiple functional areas, ephemeral ad hoc processes (like 
holiday planning), and other (especially meeting-based and 
not process-based) modi operandi, which are typical for con-
temporary organizations. 
 
4.0 Discussion and conclusions 
 
Stability, generality, granularity, specificity, and validity are 
useful concepts. Each concept highlights one side of  
contextual classifications and opens a research agenda for 
its examination. For example, one may ask to what de-
gree, how, and why dimensions of  classifications differ or 
look for the most optimal level of  dimensions for infor-
mation retrieval, workflow management, contextualiza-
tion, or appraisal of  information. One can also ask who 
has the right to define what is a valid description of  or-
ganizational activities; if  a classification documents envi-
ronment of  record creation and use, whose view on the 
processes and functions is the one that should be docu-
mented in the classification? 

We do not have enough knowledge about the relation-
ship between dimensions and the context of  classifica-
tion. Interaction of  organizational structures and func-
tions (Foscarini 2012b) has not been studied. There are 
also no studies about implications of  non-Weberian or-
ganizations to contextual classifications and their users. 
Distinctions between Weberian and non-Weberian or-
ganizations, on one hand, and creative and repetitive 
processes, on the other hand, seem crucial for many di-
mensions of  contextual classifications. A general assump-
tion is that organizations follow the Weberian model, but 
Foscarini (2012a) states that “actual work processes and 
their complex interrelationships in today’s unstructured 
business environments remain mostly unknown to those 
who are in charge of  documentary evidence.” 

Also, dimensions themselves have relationships that 
one may examine in research. For instance, one may hy-
pothesize that classifications with broad generality are 
likely to have low granularity and specificity whereas clas-
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sifications that are tailored to a specific environment are 
more specific and more granular. Understanding these 
and similar issues would help to create the now missing 
systematic methodology for creation of  contextual classi-
fications, because it would show what kind of  classifica-
tions are possible and likely to work under different con-
ditions. 

In the light of  the dimensions, contextual classifica-
tions of  records management seem in many ways differ-
ent from bibliographic descriptions. Cutter’s rule (1876) 
states that a topic should be indexed under the most spe-
cific term that entirely covers it, but in records manage-
ment some argue that high specificity is not always possi-
ble or useful. Foscarini (2006) says that one should take 
into consideration that not all activities are structured 
processes; some may be quite creative and not follow any 
pre-established sequence. On the other hand, when the 
main driver of  classification is workflow (Foscarini 2006) 
lower levels of  the scheme tend to have too many details.  

According to Pimentel (2011), evolving needs in the 
information-use environment drive changes in classifica-
tion. One motor for classificatory change is the need to 
sync classification’s content with its intended purposes. 
For instance, user requirements may necessitate more ro-
bust synonym control, term disambiguation, or navigable 
thesaural relationships. In contrast, in records manage-
ment, the question of  classificatory change has been do-
minated by the search for stable contextual features. User 
needs have generally gained less attention. 

Questions about the stability of  classifications also 
have pulled bibliographic knowledge organization in dif-
ferent directions. On one hand, there has been a quest for 
stability and objective immutable classifications. On the 
other hand, it has been recognized (Mai 2004) that all 
classifications are partially subjective and represent only 
one particular view of  the world. Like the discussion 
above shows, archival literature also exhibits traits of  
both directions.  

Mai (2004) sees scientific classification of  natural objects 
and bibliographic classification of  the content of  a docu-
ment as distinct. Scientific classification is concerned with 
classification of  kind of  particulars and says nothing about 
individual physical objects, whereas bibliographic classifica-
tion is concerned with classification of  particular docu-
ments; each time a document is classified in a bibliographic 
classification system, something specific is said about that 
individual document. In addition, scheme objects in scien-
tific classification are, more or less, available when the clas-
sification scheme is constructed. In bibliographic classifica-
tion, this is not the case; only relatively few items are avail-
able when a classification is constructed, and the classifica-
tion has to be constructed such that new items can be in-
cluded and the classification updated regularly. 

Contextual classifications seem to have features of  
both scientific and bibliographic classifications. Classifi-
cations at higher levels of  generality describe functions 
and processes as kinds of  particulars that one can enu-
merate in the classification scheme even before the activ-
ity takes place. However, at the lowest level of  the gener-
ality, every act of  classification tells something about the 
individual process and records that it has created or used; 
no predefined sequence of  process steps takes place and 
even the steps are perhaps defined only when the activity 
takes place. 
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