
What do records managers and archivists need to know about both structured and 

unstructured data?  

A major difference between structured and unstructured data is the format in which it arrives to 

the records manager. While structured data has already been organized into mini-databases or 

grouped together in relatable records groups, like personnel files, unstructured data has been 

created by individual users and can include photographs or emails. Unstructured data is managed 

through the development of electronic record management systems, and records managers are 

often tasked with overseeing the implementation of an effective system as well as appropriate 

retention guidelines for stored data. Managing structured data can pose a more challenging feat 

for records managers since “the ‘record’ or ‘document’ does not exist independent of the 

technology” in structured data (Gingrich and Morris, 2006). 

 

Does the concept of “Big Data” change anything?   

The concept of Big Data certainly does present unique challenges for records managers. As Chris 

Barnatt states in his presentation, big data is known for its volume, velocity, and variety. The 

sheer volume of records in big data collections make it difficult to manage with traditional 

electronic recordkeeping programs, and require the use of specialty programs and services like 

those of Hadoop, which is an “open-source software library…[that] provides the first viable 

platform for big data analytics” (Barnatt, 2012). Hadoop has also developed storage and 

processing techniques, successfully handling the quantities of big data with the use of clusters of 

servers. 

The nature of the data in big data collections also differ greatly from what had previously been 

thought of as traditional records – audio and video files, simulations, and 3D models are now 

among the various data requiring consideration. The variety of record types found in big data 

force records managers to consider the best courses of action for a completely new set of records 

groups.  
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