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Background 
This guide is the result of a 2015 New York State Education Department State Archives Local 

Government Records Management Improvement Fund (LGRMIF) demonstration project 

conducted by the Digital Towpath Cooperative and the Center for Technology in Government 

(CTG), University at Albany. The project’s primary goal was to provide a roadmap for even the 

smallest local governments in New York to transition to maintaining and managing “born 

digital” records electronically throughout their lifecycle. The project focused on enhancing the 

existing Digital Towpath electronic records management system (ERMS) to handle electronic 

records typically generated by small local governments more effectively and efficiently. In 

addition, the project developed a standardized process and set of guides that local 

governments can use to facilitate the adoption of the enhanced ERMS and maximize its ability 

to support the efficient management of all their electronic records. 

Executive Summary 
This guideline recommends an approach and tools for structuring records in an Electronic 

Records Management System (ERMS). We based the guide on ISO 15489 Information and 

documentation -- Records management, an international records management standard 

widely adopted. This standard promotes the use of a Business Classification Scheme (BCS) to 

structure how electronic records are stored in both an ERMS and file shares.  

ERMSs are powerful tools for managing electronic records. However, they are like any real or 

virtual “filing cabinet” that relies on practical and standard ways of organizing the records to 

facilitate access, disposition, and security. A BCS is a tool for classifying records and other 

business information in a hierarchical structure based on the business activities that generate 

records. This approach has the following benefits to a local government: 

 Makes it easier to store and find information; 

 Provides consistent groupings for records; 

 Streamlines the application of retention and disposal decisions; and 

 Assists in determining records’ security requirements. 

This document provides a menu of different BCS approaches and provides some specific 

recommendations that make sense in an ERMS. We base these recommendations on what 

other organizations have recommended and an analysis of what would work best for New York 

municipalities. It also presents a functions thesaurus to aid local governments in implementing 

a BCS-based file structure based on what a government does. The New York State municipal 

government thesaurus presented is based (with some modifications) on the structure of the 
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New York State Archives  MU-1 Records Retention and Disposition Schedule for use by cities, 

towns, villages, and fire districts.  

We conclude with an example of a BCS-based file structure using a municipal function. The 

example presents a slice of the full structure containing planning board subdivision records.  An 

appendix also provides guidance on creating folder and record naming conventions that 

support a BCS and an ERMS’ functionality. 
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Introduction 
An ERMS is a 

virtual 

records room 

with tools to 

help you 

manage 

electronic 

records 

regardless of form or format. It gives you the 

power to manage electronic records from any 

source in one place and provides access to records 

to all authorized staff within your government. An 

ERMS also facilitates: 

 Efficiency, by making information readily 

available when needed for 

decision-making and operations; 

 Sound use of resources, by allowing timely 

disposal of non-current 

records; 

 Accountability, by enabling the creation of a 

complete and authoritative 

record of official activities; 

 Compliance, by demonstrating that legal 

requirements have been met; and 

 Risk mitigation, by providing security 

controls that address risks associate with 

unauthorized access to records.  

To optimize the use of an ERMS, you should 

structure records so they support the needs of the 

government as a whole and the needs of 

immediate users, usually government officials. 

These needs are not always in complete harmony. 

From a government-wide perspective, you could 

organize records by formal business functions in 

one integrated structure across the government, 

forming a single organizational memory that 

everyone understands. However, end users often 

prefer to view and access records in ways that aid 

their day-to-day work. End users are many, diverse, 

and have different views on what makes records 

usable for immediate operational needs. 

Therefore, they may create file structures that are 

not understood by or accessible to other officials 

who need to use them or to the staff members 

who assume the present users’ responsibilities 

after political changes or retirement. However, 

government-wide and immediate user needs do 

not need to be incompatible. An ERMS can support 

both by using a combination of a sound Business 

Classification Schema (BCS) and ERMS tools.    

A BCS and the folders and records it contains 

comprises what organizations would call a file plan 

or records plan in the paper environment. It fully 

represents the government as an organization. As 

such, it organizes records to: 

 Make it easier to store and find 

information; 

 Provide consistent groupings for records; 

 Streamline the application of retention and 

disposal decisions; and 

 Assist in determining records’ security 

requirements. 

This guide discusses creating and maintaining a BCS 

for the purposes of managing electronic records 

and assumes that you will be creating and 

maintaining a BCS within an ERMS. This is 

important since you can design an ERMS as a flat 

structure without multiple hierarchical layers of 

folders. Labelling ERMS folders correctly and using 

ERMS search tools allow the easy location of 

folders without relying on complicated subfolder 

structures. 
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Structuring a BCS 
General principles 

A BCS is a tool for classifying records and other 

business information in a hierarchical structure 

based on the business activities that generate 

records. When applied to a local government it can 

facilitate the capture, titling, retrieval, maintenance 

and disposal of records and other government 

information. 

A records classification scheme often appears as a 

directory or folder structure. It can provide 

classification of two, three, or more, levels. You can 

apply folder names 

according to established rules or conventions. The 

components of a BCS are displayed hierarchically in 

the order, or ranking, of function-activity-topic-

subtopic or function-activities-transactions.  

When users access a records classification scheme 

via an ERMS, they may initially see only the top 

level of classification terms (i.e., function terms). 

Organizations usually list terms at this level of the 

hierarchical ranking alphabetically, as shown in the 

example below.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Example of Top Level Classification Terms   
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BCS Approaches 

We can summarize the main purposes of a BCS as 

assisting users in: 

 Linking records that originate from the 

same activity or from related activities to 

determine their file location; 

 Retrieving records; 

 Interpreting records; 

 Assigning and controlling retention periods; 

and  

 Assigning and controlling access rights and 

security classifications. 

 

Records managers agree on the need for a BCS, but 

do not favor a particular type of scheme. Creating a 

viable, accessible government-wide view of your 

records is an opportunity to structure information 

more imaginatively and to realize the benefits 

identified above. The approach you choose will 

reflect your business needs and organizational 

culture (including the extent to which change is 

possible).  

You may organize a BCS in one of the following five 

ways, or use a combination of approaches 

described below.  

Organizational/Process: This is a familiar structure 

to government officials and staff, perhaps from the 

paper environment. It is high maintenance and 

subject to frequent change. Continuity over time is 

difficult and it may not be understandable to the 

average citizen or possibly government officials 

who work in other offices.  

Service Driven: This structure represents a citizen’s 

view of government through the lens of the 

services it provides. However, it may not be 

compatible with your government’s organization 

and functions. 

Subject/thematic: Enables a common approach 

across information systems (e.g., ERMS, websites, 

Intranets). Users may more easily recognize and 

understand this approach, but interpretation and 

understanding may vary considerably between 

user groups. Subject/thematic-based structures run 

the risk of being very idiosyncratic.  

Functional: Functions  Activities Transactions: 

An organization’s functions change less frequently 

than its structure. When government changes 

result in moving functions between organizations, 

a functional approach makes it easier to 

restructure filing systems. However, a strict 

functional approach will not support case files well. 

Records managers prefer functional structures 

(management is easier), but users sometimes do 

not understand them and find them hard to use. 

 

Hybrid: A hybrid approach enables compromise 

between a strict purist approach and operational 

needs. For example, functional at a broad level 

(with retention, disposition and access rules mostly 

operating at that level), with subject-based or 

process-based sub-classes. 
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A summary of the advantages and disadvantages of 

each approach is contained in Table 1. 

 

 

Table 1. Five Ways to Organize a Business Classification Schema 

BCS Organization Advantages  Disadvantages 

Organizational/Process  End-user friendly. External customers may not 
understand. 

Service  Customer friendly. May require complex 
mappings for some end-users. 

Subject/Thematic  May be easy to map to other 
subject classifications. 

Some users find subject 
indexing and retrieval difficult. 
May be difficult to maintain 
without standard subject 
terms. 

Functional  Highly rigorous, may provide 
some “future proofing‟ 
against organizational change, 
supported by existing 
functional schemas/thesauri, 
can encourage broad access 
and use of records across 
government units. 

May require extensive changes 
to existing record systems and 
analysis to set up. May be 
alien to end-users and 
customers. 
May not easily accommodate 
case files. 

Hybrid  
(for example, functional at 
high level, subject based 
lower 
down with optional flatter 
case files area) 

Can gain most of 
the advantages of the 
functional and subject 
approaches while minimizing 
the disadvantages. 

May require changes in 
existing records systems.  

 

The Benefits of a BCS for an ERMS 

An ERMS can facilitate the establishment and 

usability of a 

BCS and vice 

versa. You can 

use ERMS 

functionality 

with any BCS 

to aid in the 

search, access, 

management, and security of records. However, an 

ERMS alone does not provide all the tools 

necessary to control and manage records. An ERMS 

solution offers the ability to control and manage 

records in ways not feasible in the past. Controlling 

the management, filing, access, and disposition of 

records are not inherently “baked in” to an ERMS. 

A local government has to develop such controls 

based on its business needs. However, a BCS and 

the organizational control it provides can enhance 

the functionality of an ERMS by: 

 Making it easier to file, store and find 

information; 

 Providing consistent groupings for records; 

 Streamlining the application of retention 

and disposal schedules; 

 Assisting in determining records’ security 

requirements; 
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 Promoting access to and sharing of 

information across a government; 

 Reducing duplicate and redundant 

recordkeeping; and 

 Aiding in complying with Freedom of 

Information requests and protecting 

privacy. 

BCS Recommendations  

The key question in deciding on a BCS approach is 

what kinds of structures provide a satisfactory 

balance between stable government-wide 

structure, effective management of and access to 

records, and flexible response to changing user 

needs. This is a tall order. No one approach has a 

monopoly.  However, your business needs should 

drive any structure adopted. In addition, you 

should standardize as far as possible across your 

government, and insure that the selected approach 

is workable within your government. We also 

recommend the following. 

 Basing a structure on a process analysis to 

identify how your organization creates, 

uses, and shares records throughout a 

business process. You can refer to the 

Guide to Business Process Analysis for an 

Electronic Records Management System 

(ERMS) Development (Business Process 

Guide) o guide you in conducting such an 

analysis. 

 Developing the structure with an eye on 

records retention, access, and security 

requirements.  The Guide to Records 

Retention, Disposition, and Information 

Security Classification (Records Retention 

and Security Classification Guide) can help 

you identify these requirements. 

Much of the professional records management 

literature supports the use of a functional approach 

to organizing records in an ERMS and warns against 

a strictly organizational approach. It argues that 

organizational structures change and may impede 

the sharing of information across offices. The first 

argument may have less validity for smaller local 

governments since laws largely define their 

structure and functions, which remain relatively 

stable over time compared to larger governments. 

However, this also means that a functional 

structure may be less disruptive and more 

understandable to officials of smaller local 

governments. The second argument has even more 

validity. Organizational structured records systems 

do not encourage information sharing and access 

between offices, a major benefit of an ERMS. 

Organizational-based filing systems could lead to 

structures that are not understandable outside of a 

particular office or even similar offices in different 

governments. They may also be difficult to manage 

from records retention, access control and security 

points of view.  

Organizing records by functions and activities, as 

noted above, provides a more stable framework 

than organizing them based strictly on 

organizational structures. Records management 

best practice recommends classifying and 

organizing records based on a rigorous analysis of 

business functions and activities rather than 

subject categories, which can be subjective. A 

functions-based approach links the organization of 

records to the business processes that created and 

used them, rather than on the records’ content. 

This means the record will be classified or 

organized based on why it exists – i.e., its function 

– rather than what it is about – i.e., its subject. 

Linking records to their business context is a key 

requirement for making and capturing full and 
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accurate records. An analysis of business activity 

and processes provides an understanding of the 

relationship between a government’s business and 

its records (see Business Process Guide for a full 

discussion). A functions-based classification also 

helps governments to:  

 Identify records that should be created 

because of their evidential value for 

business;  

 Recognize high priority records that should 

be captured because of their business 

significance;  

 Make decisions on retention; and 

 Classify records at the point of creation. 

The Records Retention and Security Classification 

Guide provides you with a process and can help 

with making classification decisions. 

Functions consist of activities, which consist of 

transactions, supported by identifiable 

recordkeeping requirements. The sum of activities, 

transactions and recordkeeping requirements 

provides the framework to ensure that you 

document your function and that it complies with 

applicable laws and regulations. 

This guideline accepts that a functional approach 

makes the most sense for structuring electronic 

records for small local governments. This is 

especially true if ERMS access and management 

tools and standard terminology (thesaurus) 

support the structure. However, it also advocates a 

flexible or hybrid approach to implementing such a 

functions-based BCS that accommodates the needs 

of the public officials who are the main users of the 

structure. 

Accordingly, we recommend that a relatively flat 

hierarchical functional structure be established 

where the first two levels are fixed navigational 

folders based on standard functional and activity 

categories.  We recommend that you draw 

standard terms from for the top two levels of the 

BCS from the New York State Municipal Functions 

Thesaurus (see section III and Appendix A). These 

two levels are the following. 

 Functions - the broadest unit of business 

the government performs 

 Activities - major tasks and processes 

undertaken within each function 

These levels would not contain records but would 

aid in the access to and filing of records. You would 

file records at the third level that you could 

structure by subject or specific process or type of 

transaction. We believe that most governments 

will be able to work within a three or four level 

structure where the third or fourth level reflected 

an individual business transaction, subject or topic. 

You could use the ERMS’s search capabilities to 

create other views of the records or produce them 

virtually based on the user’s perspective or 

organizational needs. You can find an example of a 

four-tiered structure in Appendix B. 

New York State Municipal 

Functions Thesaurus 
The functional thesaurus provides NYS local 

governments with an outline of a BCS that works 

for them. This outline can be further developed 

and customized through further analysis of your 

business functions and records keeping 

requirements. A functions thesaurus is a 

classification tool presented in an alphabetical 

structure that reflects the functions performed by 

an entity or similar entities. The thesaurus provides 

a set of standard terms for describing or titling 
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functions and you can use it to structure a BCS. It 

can provide classification terms for two or more 

levels, allowing comprehensive classification of 

records. The thesaurus uses terms based on 

established rules or conventions. A functions 

thesaurus displays classification terms in 

alphabetical order and presents each term in a 

function – activity – transaction/topic (and 

occasionally subtopic) combination.  

We have developed a functions thesaurus for New 

York State local government based on a number of 

models used in the United Kingdom and the MU-1 

Records Retention and Disposition Schedule 

produced by the New York State Archives (see 

Appendix A). MU-1 indicates the minimum length 

of time that officials of Cities, Towns, Villages and 

Fire Districts must retain their records before they 

may be disposed of legally. By basing a BCS 

structure on MU-1, we are using a tool that is 

already familiar to local government officials that 

they can easily apply to managing records in an 

ERMS. We have modified MU-1’s structure to 

ensure consistency between functional levels. The 

thesaurus includes only two levels (function-

activity). These two levels provide the overarching 

structure for a BCS. Levels below function-activity 

would serve as repositories for records. The next 

section will discuss the development of these lower 

levels. Please take some time to review Appendix A 

before continuing. 

Implementing a BCS in an 

ERMS Using the Thesaurus  
Using the Functions Thesaurus to structure a BCS, 

the function and activity levels represent the 

schema’s two top levels. They are owned by the 

entire government, cannot be changed by 

individual units or officials, and do not contain 

records.  Under the two top levels, individual units, 

offices, or boards could structure one or two 

additional levels to accommodate records that 

relate to a specific subject or business transaction. 

The Functions Thesaurus serves as a guide to what 

type of lower-level folders and records should be 

included under each Activity, which should be 

apparent given the government function it 

represents. However, the lower level should be 

informed by analysis of the business processes that 

will produce the records and related recordkeeping 

requirements. 

The lower-level folders sit within the classification 

hierarchy under BCS Functions and Activities. 

When these folders are created they inherit either 

literally or virtually the metadata fields (indexing 

terms) from the higher-levels. 

The following is an example of the location of a 

lower level folder: 

Level 1 FUNCTION: Building & Real Property 

Regulation 

Level 2 ACTIVITY: Planning  

Level 3 SUB-ACTIVITY: Subdivisions  

Level 4 RECORDS: Project # 

16-012 
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ERMS Folder Creation 

An ERMS works best with a flat structure without 

multiple hierarchical layers of folders. Correct 

ERMS folder titling and using the ERMS search 

interface allows for the easy location of folders, 

unlike shared or network drive folders that rely on 

elaborate subfolder structures. 

The BCS Functions and Activities are Level 1 and 2 

folders respectively. Folders containing records are 

at Level 3 or 4 folders. You should create only the 

Level 3 and 4 folders that you require. Remember 

the ERMS has high quality search capabilities. Too 

many folders will mean that you need to visit 

different folders to access relevant material.  

When creating an ERMS Folder we recommend the 

following steps. 

1. Identify the BCS Function that reflects the 

type of records that will be captured 

2. Identify the Activity folder that is 

appropriate for the lower-level folder 

Create the folder title following the naming 

conventions developed for your organization, 

office or board. We have provided guidance on 

developing naming conventions in Appendix C.  

Management of BCS File 

Structure within an ERMS 
Your government should assign overall 

management of the ERMS file structure to a 

specific individual or set of individuals. These 

should be the only individuals to have super user 

designation and complete rights to your ERMS. The 

unit, official or board that has primary 

responsibility for that activity should own each 

activity (Level 2). For example, the Planning Board 

would be the owner of the Planning activity under 

the Building and Real Property Regulation function. 

A key member(s) of the owning unit (e.g., Planning 

Board Secretary) should be given manager rights to 

that function and be responsible for the creation 

and management of level 3 and 4 folders under an 

activity. All other members of the government 

should have download access rights to files not 

designated as restricted. 

A set of ERMS policies and procedures should 

govern management of the file structure that 

encourages staff to:  

 Use and access of records across units and 

offices; 

 Not file duplicate records; and 

 Use ERMS search capabilities to make 

finding records quick and efficient 

In some cases, it may make sense to grant upload 

and download privileges to all staff within a folder-

owning unit. In such cases, policy should forbid 

unauthorized staff (those who do not have 

Manager Rights) from creating folders. 

The major offices, units and boards are responsible 

for creating the folder structure and record 

contribution process for their business processes. 

They are also responsible for communicating these 

practices to their staff and the rest of the 

government. Any area other than the one 

responsible for an activity can only create folders in 

that function with approval of the unit or official 

that owns that activity.  The owners of activities 

can also apply restrictions on access to folders. One 

of the purposes of an ERMS is to encourage 

information sharing with all authorized users in 

your government. Therefore, you should base 

restrictions on legitimate legal requirements or 
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clearly defined business needs. Remember that 

when you designate or change a folder to 

restricted, the system strips all permissions for any 

user except those with super-user or complete level 

designation. Although you can give other level user 

access to restricted folders, only a super-user or 

complete access level user can do this [at the folder 

level using access control from the folder itself]. 

The units that own an activity are also responsible 

for setting the retention periods for the records 

stored in the activities subfolders. It should be 

relatively easy for you to apply retention 

requirements if you use the Functions Thesaurus to 

structure your BCS since we based it on the MU-1. 

You can find specific and detailed instructions for 

managing the ERMS in “Using the Digital Towpath 

Electronic Records Management System (ERMS)” 

 

Conclusion 
An ERMS has tremendous potential to be a 

powerful tool for managing local government 

electronic records. However, local governments 

must structure records in an ERMS in a way that 

will facilitate their access, management, and use in 

order to reap the full benefits of an ERMS. This 

guideline advocates adopting a file structure based 

on the business processes that creates records. It 

provides the overarching outlines of such a 

structure in the form of a Local Government 

Functions Thesaurus. The Thesaurus can guide local 

governments in further developing the file 

structure based on an analysis of their business 

process and recordkeeping requirements. The 

Guide to Business Process Analysis for an 

Electronic Records Management System (ERMS) 

Development and Guide to Records Retention, 

Disposition, and Information Security 

Classification can further aid you in this analysis 

and developing file structures that you can tailor to 

your needs. 
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Appendix A - Local Government Functions Thesaurus 

New York State Municipal Functions Thesaurus 

Class MU-1 Mapping to 
Major Sections 

Scope Notes 

Governance and Democracy  Functions related to policy and decision-making 
functions of government including legislative, 
executive, and electoral activity.  

Legislative (Board, Council, 
Legislature, Trustees) 

General  

Executive (Supervisor, Mayor, 
Manager, and/or Administrator)  

General  

Elections Elections  

Government Administration 
and Operations 

 Functions related to the internal operations of 
government administration that any entity 
needs to perform to function but does not 
involve government services. 

Fiscal Fiscal 
Audit 
Banking and 
Investment 
Bonds and Notes 
Budget 
General Accounting 
and Miscellaneous 
Payroll 
Purchasing  
Claims and Warrants 
Reports 

 

Insurance Insurance/Self 
Insurance 

 

Records Management Archives/Records 
Management 

 

Information and Communication 
Technologies 

Electronic Data 
Processing 

 

Personnel/Civil Service Personnel/Civil 
Service 
Public Employment 
and Training 

 

Adult Services  Functions related to direct assistance to adult 
citizens based on their status (military veteran, 
age) or economic need.  

Aging or Senior Services Aging or Senior 
Services 
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New York State Municipal Functions Thesaurus 

Class MU-1 Mapping to 
Major Sections 

Scope Notes 

 

Veterans' Services Veterans' Services  

Energy Assistance Energy Assistance  

Social Services/Welfare/Poor Relief  Social 
Services/Welfare/ 
Poor Relief  

 

Animal Control  Functions related to activities involved in the 
identification and the licensing of animals 
(mostly dogs) maintained as pets and the 
control of dangerous or nuisance animals both 
wild and domestic. 

Dog and Pet Identification and 
Licensing 

Dog Identification and 
Control 

 

Control Dog Identification and 
Control 

 

Building and Real Property 
Regulation  

Building and Property 
Regulation  

Functions related to the regulation of real 
property and building. 

Building and Construction (Regulation 
and Inspection)  

  

Planning   

Zoning   

Cemetery Cemetery Functions related to activities involved in 
managing municipally owned cemeteries. 

Burial identity and location   

Maintenance of burial grounds   

Housing Community 
Development/Urban 
Renewal 

Functions related to programs to rehabilitate, 
construct, or provide housing. 

Consumer Protection Services Consumer Protection 
Services 

Functions related to protection or advising 
consumers. 

Advice   

Enforcement   

Investigation, inspections and 
monitoring 
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New York State Municipal Functions Thesaurus 

Class MU-1 Mapping to 
Major Sections 

Scope Notes 

Registration and certification   

Economic Development Economic/Industrial 
Development 
Community 
Development and 
Urban Renewal 

Functions to promote and build the local 
economy 

Business and Job Development   

Promotion   

Tourism   

Environmental Protection 
and Health 

 Functions related to the management, 
regulation, monitoring of environmental 
facilities (water, sewage) and natural resources. 

Environmental Facilities Management Environmental Health  

Environmental Licensing Environmental Health  

Environmental Regulation, 
Monitoring 

Environmental 
Management 

 

Natural Resources Protection Environmental 
Management 

 

Legal services  Functions related to the provision of legal 
services to the municipality and its various 
boards and officials. 

Advice   

Litigation   

Management of legal activities   

Licensing and Permitting  Functions related to the issuance of licenses 
and permits to individuals, business, and 
organizations to engage in certain activities 

Licenses and Permits Licenses and Permits  

Games of Chance Games of Chance  

Public Safety and Emergency 
Services  

Public Safety Functions related to all aspects of law 
enforcement, fire, and emergency services such 
as ambulance, 911, and other first response 
services. 

Civil Defense/Disaster Preparedness   

Emergency Services   

Fire Fighting and Prevention   

Law Enforcement   
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New York State Municipal Functions Thesaurus 

Class MU-1 Mapping to 
Major Sections 

Scope Notes 

Parks, Recreation and Culture  Functions related to cultural and recreational 
services such as libraries, museums, parks, 
camps and recreational programs. 

Historic Preservation Historian 
Historical Preservation 
Museum 

 

Parks and Recreation  Recreation 
Heritage Area (Urban 
Cultural Park) 

 

Library   

Transportation and 
Infrastructure 

Transportation and 
Engineering 
Electric and Gas 
Utilities 
Public Property and 
Equipment 

Functions related to building and maintaining 
transportation or other infrastructure or public 
property owned by or for which a municipality 
is responsible. 

Airport   

Highway, Engineering, and Public 
Works 

  

Public Transportation System   

Port Facility   

Electric and Gas Utility   

Public Property and Equipment   

Public Health Public Health Functions related to public health including 
direct services including operating facilities, 
regulatory function and inspections, and 
general administration and fiscal operations. 

Administration   

Regulatory and monitoring   

Facility and Patient Services    

Taxation and Assessment Taxation and 
Assessment 

Functions related to the assessment, 
collections, and administration of property 
taxes. 

Valuation and Assessment    

Tax Collection   

Tax Redemptions and Sales   

Youth Services  Functions related to direct services to children 
and youths. 
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Appendix B - BCS Example: Planning Board Subdivision 

Records 
The example provided in Figure 2 is a graphic representation of a slice of a BCS related to a Planning 

Board’s approval of subdivision proposals. The highest-level function is Building and Real Property 

Regulation and the activity is Planning. The sub-activities folders represent a hybrid approach. Some 

folders represent functions (e.g., Subdivisions, Special Use Permits), while others are subject oriented 

(e.g., Regulation and Policies). Much of the activity of a Planning Board involves projects that generate 

various record’s types and formats. Therefore, a fourth level folder is unavoidable. In the case of our 

example, the forth level represents a subdivision project. The example uses a naming convention to 

facilitate access and the collective management of the records:  

[Year-application number- Tax Map Parcel Number] 

2007-12-MA-72.7-2-15 

This naming convention is a powerful tool for accessing the records and relating the project to related 

records filed elsewhere (e.g., Planning Board minutes). When in this folder, the records inherit the 

information contained in folder names. Record names should also be standardized using naming 

conventions. In this case, year and application number and record type is used.
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Figure 2. Example of Functional File Structure for a Local Government ERMS 

Building and Property Regulation 

PlanningBuilding and Construction (Regulation and Inspection) Zoning

Subdivision Special Use 
Permits

Site Plan ReviewBoard Meeting MinutesComprehensive 
Planning

 & Special Studies

Advisory Functions Regulations & Policies

2007-12-MA-72.7-2-15 

2007-12-Application 

2007-12-SEQRA

2007-12-Sketch plan 
2007-12- Environmental 

Impact Statement 

2007-12- Plan/Plat Survey 

2007-12-Approved 
Plat 

2007-12-Plan/Plat Preliminary

Function 

Activity

Transaction

Subactivity
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Appendix C - Creating Folder and Record Naming Conventions 
 

What is a naming convention? 
A naming convention is a set of guidelines or rules that provide a systematic approach to titling electronic records and 

folders to ensure you can easily identify records. This appendix recommends ways to structure record and folder titles 

within an ERMS and provides examples of how to use these naming elements.  

Records within an ERMS begin as a document in formats such as PDF, MS Word, GIF, JPEG, Excel and email. When you 

save a document within an ERMS as a record, you can give it a record title that can be the same as the document name 

in the original application or expanded to include more information. Using a naming convention allows you to create 

understandable, consistent and predictable record titles and folder labels. Naming records using an agreed convention 

assists all ERMS users in searching and retrieving records more effectively and efficiently. 

 

Naming Convention Principles 

1. Develop record and folder names that are meaningful and easy to understand 

The folder and record title must provide appropriate information regarding their contents. The title’s structure can 

include many terms. However it should always include the subject, (i.e. the what or who) and can include other 

information as well. In addition, you should use dashes or spaces to separate key points and develop titles that avoid:  

 General, imprecise or meaningless terms such as “miscellaneous” 

 Common words such as ‘draft,’ ‘letter’ or ‘memo’ at the start of a record title 

 Jargon, as it may preclude others from finding the record 

 Scanner generated information in a record title when physical documents are converted to an electronic record 

 Redundant information such as file type, e.g. PDF  

 Unnecessary terms such as ‘a,’ ‘the’ and ‘and’ 

2. Use terms (key words) that uniquely identify records and folders 

It is important to use key words that uniquely identify a record or folder to avoid duplication and limit the number of 

search results. This is critical for files that are not text-based, since they are searched by file or folder name only. For 

example, a record related to a property could include the property tax map number and owner. Key words or terms 

allow someone to search the record using either the property or individual owner. 

3. Use consistent language in naming similar records 

File names relating to recurring events should include a date and consistent description of the content. For example, you 

can save a series of committee meeting minutes as records for Project XYZ:  

Example of the correct approach using consistent titling. 

 2015-04-02 Project XYZ meeting minutes 

 2015-03-02 Project XYZ meeting minutes 
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 2015-02-02 Project XYZ meeting minutes 

Example of the incorrect approach using inconsistent titling: 

 2015-04-02 Project XYZ steering committee meeting minutes 

 Project XYZ committee meeting minutes 2015-03-02 

 Committee meeting notes Project XYZ 2015-02-02 

4. Where possible, incorporate identification numbers into the record name 

Some records already provide their own identification number by having specific credentials (e.g., property tax map 

number, license number, case number, election district).  

5. Distinguish between similar record (e.g., include date or version information) 

Dates and version control allow you to record similar events in a chronological manner. Version control distinguishes 

records by current state. An ERMS provides a versioning process by maintaining a record of each revision with 

appropriate metadata (i.e., author, date created, date modified etc.). However, if you need formal revision information 

in a record title, apply version control language. 

To reflect changes to a record that is still being developed, the word ‘draft’ is added at the end of the record title 

followed by the draft version number, e.g. draft version 1. 

If the record is a final document and you anticipate new versions, add the version number at the 

end of the record title, e.g. version 1. 

6. An email record name should include the name of the subject matter, with the name of 

the correspondent and date being optional 

You can add emails to an ERMS as a record. In the Digital Towpath ERMS, the email subject line is automatically included 

as the record title. In some systems, it is possible to make the record title more meaningful by changing the email 

subject information. For example for an email: From: Person ABC, Subject: Some thoughts about the audit, the record 

title could be changed to, Annual Electricity Audit comments - Person ABC. This is not possible in the Digital Towpath’s 

ERMS. However, your government can require or promote consistent, meaningful e-mail titling through policy or 

adopting e-mail titling conventions. ERMS automatically captures an e-mail’s creation or sent date and the person 

sending the email in the record metadata.  

7. Spell out abbreviations and acronyms  

Use acronyms only after spelling out the full name before the acronym. This ensures that there is no 

confusion surrounding an abbreviated name and meaning of an acronym and allows clear identification 

should there be any future changes to the acronym. 

 Do not solely use acronyms for organizational units as the name or acronym may change over time.  

 Keep the use of capital letters to a minimum since using all capital letters makes titles more difficult to read.  

 Do not use characters such as! # $ % & ' @ ^ ` ~ + . ; = \ /. 
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8. Use dates appropriately in record titles 

A record’s metadata contains the date a record is created or modified and does not need to be included in the record 

title. Metadata is additional information about the properties of a record, such as title, subject, author, date created, 

date contributed and date modified. You should use dates that are significant to the process that created the record 

(e.g., committee meeting dates and contract dates). Each unit, office, or board should determine when dates are 

required in a record title. The international format defined by International Standards Organization (ISO) (ISO 

8601:2004) provides a standard numerical date system with date values ordered from the largest to smallest unit of 

time. This is contrary to usage in the United States and some officials will avoid using this format. However, using the 

international date format ensures consistency and allows for easy searching for records with date driven naming 

conventions. Since the ERMS lists files in alphanumeric order, using this date convention will organize the files within 

their folder in an easy to understand array. Dashes are the preferred method for separating the numbers into 

meaningful groupings and you should use them to separate the year, month and day. The ISO date format of YYYY-MM-

DD provides a representation that is universally and accurately understandable, where: 

 YYYY is the year (all the digits, i.e. 2015)  

 MM is the month (from 01 to 12)  

 DD is the day (from 01 to 31)  

 

Dates can be used in any part of a record title; however, the importance of the date would be reflected where it is 

included in the record title. A date is included in the beginning of a record title if it reflects a chronological list of similar 

records, for example meeting minutes. 

9. Use a person’s full name beginning with the surname, then given name 

If possible, you should use a person’s full name. The person’s surname should be first, followed by a comma, then the 

given name. The comma provides a clear division of the surname from the given name, as both the surname and given 

name may be several words. For example, you should record Edward James Smith as Smith, Edward James. Initials are 

not preferred unless there is no alternative. For example, the preferred format is Smith, Edward James instead of Smith, 

E. 

 


