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Ten years ago one of the biggest issues in the IT industry was imaging. I remember attending a seminar on the subject at the Sydney Opera House where people were turned away. It was a very hot topic, and everybody was talking about it.

Now you hardly ever hear about imaging. What happened? A couple of things. The technology changed, and the business issues changed.

Imaging originally had to do with the digitisation of paper documents. Most large organisation generate enormous numbers of such documents. This is particularly true of banks, insurance companies and governments. And not only do they produce vast numbers of documents, but the accuracy and permanence of these documents are critical to their business operations.

Banks need to keep a permanent record of all transactions. Businesses need to record the flow of a purchase or sale through their organisation (hence the term “paper trail”). Insurance companies need to keep copies of all policies, claims and payments. Federal, state and local governments keep all sorts of documentary information, from birth certificates to land titles to income tax returns.

We live in an increasingly digital world, but most of these documents still have their genesis on paper. Filling out forms is still a way of life. The role of imaging is to get these paper documents into electronic form, for storage and retrieval.

This can be done in a number of ways. They can be transferred to microfilm or microfiche, though that is less common nowadays. Documents can be digitally scanned, so that an image of them can be created on disk. Or they can be made into electronic files.

These last two are not quite the same thing. A digitally scanned paper document is regarded by a computer as an image, while and electronic document is character-based text. Optical character recognition can turn an image of text into actual text, but it is too unreliable to be used for transactional material. And text can easily be catalogued and retrieved, but a digital image needs to have a textual label attached to it for that to happen.

One of the reasons we don’t hear so much about imaging nowadays is that it has become so commonplace as not to be newsworthy. Storage and scanning technologies are now relatively inexpensive, and most large banks and insurance companies and government departments, as well as many other organisations, now routinely convert vast numbers of paper documents to images. The real issue now is how to manage it all.

For that reason, what used to be called imaging is now called “content management”. We have even gone beyond that. The biggest vendor in the area, US company Filenet, has constantly reinvented itself in the twenty years of its existence, as it has moved from imaging to “document management” to “integrated content management” to – wait for it – “eProcess”.

Filenet’s annual report is full of those pesky little “e”s that people put in front of everything nowadays. They’re even on the page numbers. The letter of course stands for “electronic”, which everything to do with computers is, but is usually used these days to denote an empathy with the Internet.

The Internet has had a profound effect on content management, as it has on many other technologies. Filenet’s new tagline is “the substance behind eBusiness”, which is part marketing hype but has some foundation in reality. eBusiness is nothing without content, and content is useless without content management.

There is a long way to go. By some estimates, less than 20 per cent of corporate data is held in systematised databases. The vast majority is what is known as “unstructured” data, held on physical documents, in word processing files and spreadsheets and engineering drawings and the like. Everybody wants to be able to access all of this electronically.

The research analysis companies see content management as one of the key IT growth areas of the next decade. IDC says the market will reach $US5 billion by 2003, more than doubling the figure in 2000, and Butler Group says the market will grow to $US7.2 billion by 2006.

“Content, of many types, is proliferating at such a rate that a solution to manage this information is becoming an essential part of the business infrastructure,” says a recent Butler Group report on the subject, which compares the growth of the content management systems (CMS) market over the next few years with the growth of the enterprise resource planning (ERP) market in the 1990s.

Butler Group sees the market consolidating over the next few years. Filenet has acquired some smaller companies as it has evolved in recent years, and so have its competitors. Microsoft has now made a big push into the CMS arena with its acquisition of Canadian company Ncompass. Another player is Australia company Tower.

“Content is King”, as the saying goes. Another phrase we hear a lot is “information overload”, and the chaotic, even anarchic, nature of the Internet is well known. With the continuing massive explosion of information available electronically, the management of that information will become the key battleground of the IT industry in the coming years.
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