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Abstract 

Records are created and received in the course of organisations’ functions. In the 

public sector, records serve as evidence of actions carried out by authorities, provide 

openness and transparency in governance, and serve in some part as memory of the 

society. To fulfil these objectives, records need to be reliable, be authentic, have 

integrity, and be usable. For usability, records must be findable, accessible, and 

understandable in both the present and the future. To be understandable later, in 

turn, an individual record needs to be connected to other relevant records and to the 

function for which it was originally created. Today, functional classification systems 

are widely applied internationally: through function-based classification, records are 

systematically organised and connected together for their later interpretation and use.  

The thesis focuses on functional classification systems in the Finnish public sector, 

where the approach to records organisation and recordkeeping is comprehensively 

function-based and context-oriented. Functional classification systems are examined 

primarily from recordkeeping professionals’ perspective, via a study composed of 

four sub-studies (studies I–IV). The first of these (Study I) focused on recordkeeping 

professionals’ conceptions of functional classification systems. The second (Study 

II) addressed the difficulties faced by recordkeeping professionals in functional 

classification systems’ use and on how those difficulties are handled. Next, Study III 

highlighted these professionals’ perceptions of functional classification system users 

and the systems’ use in Finnish public-sector organisations. The fourth sub-study 

(Study IV) explored the labelling used in the functional classification systems that 

the recordkeeping professionals used in their work. 

The thesis describes and analyses problematics in functional classification 

systems, which constitute the prevailing approach to records’ organisation. The 

context of Finnish recordkeeping, with its special characteristics, and previous 

literature surrounding function-based approaches to records organisation provide 

the framework for the study. Interviews were the primary data-collection method. 

In total, 22 recordkeeping professionals, working in three individual Finnish public-

sector organisations, were interviewed, through semi-structured interviews 

conducted in spring 2013. In addition, the functional classification systems at their 

three organisations were used as a data source. The data on the functional 



classification systems analysed were obtained in the same spring. The data analysis 

employed mainly qualitative methods; in Study IV, quantitative methods were used 

supplementally. 

The study has generated new knowledge of functional classification systems in 

Finnish public-sector organisations. The findings reveal that there are various ways 

to understand these systems. The recordkeeping professionals’ concrete 

understanding of their organisation’s functional classification system was intimately 

connected with the tasks they performed in the organisation. Accordingly, various 

justifications were given for the functional classification systems. Several difficulties 

were identified in these classification schemes’ maintenance and use, among them 

the abstract terminology applied in the functional classification systems. However, 

the study uncovered several ways in which the recordkeeping professionals handled 

the difficulties they faced. For instance, these professionals collaborated with 

colleagues to address some of the issues. In addition, the findings reveal that 

recordkeeping professionals identified other users of the functional classification 

systems in their organisations. Also, they perceived the systems as, in part, 

underused. The findings highlight, furthermore, the use of varying and ambiguous 

title wordings in functional classification systems. A clear logic in title wordings, 

followed throughout all the labels used in a given classification system, was found to 

be lacking. 

The results indicate that there are contradictory needs in various contexts of 

functional classifications’ use and among groups of users of functional classification 

systems in Finnish public-sector organisations. For example, for selection of the 

most appropriate class for a record, currentness in the lower, more specific levels of 

the system was perceived as very important, in contrast to the maintenance-

associated aim of avoiding constant changes in the classification system and 

maintaining balance in it. The results point to several challenges in functional 

classifications’ use. They also indicate a need for agreement and rigorous analysis of 

the labels selected for classifications. Moreover, the study highlights a need for robust 

theoretical foundations for a function-based approach to records organisation. 
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1 Introduction  

Records serve as evidence of actions performed. In public-sector organisations, 

records are created and received mostly in the course of organisations’ statutory 

functions. Records produced as public-sector organisations carry out their functions 

have substantial legal and societal significance today and in the future as we research 

our history. Records also serve as memory of the society, so they need to be 

preserved for later use or appropriately destroyed. It is clear that records need to be 

found and accessed in line with their current and future use.  

To be understandable later, an individual record must be connected to contextual 

information about its existence. For this reason, records are connected to the 

functions and activities of their origin and to records related to the same matter. 

When paper records reigned supreme, the context was often rendered obvious by 

the physical record itself and through the records around it. However, especially in 

digital environments, where records consist of bits in cyberspace, contextual data 

must be somehow added to them today. Functional classification systems provide a 

method for this purpose. In simple terms, classification is a way of grouping like 

things together on the basis of a certain characteristic or criterion (Hunter, 2009, p. 

1). A functional classification system connects records belonging to the same 

function. 

Traditionally, records are organised for purposes of being easily accessed. In the 

past, there was greater variation in approaches and methods employed to this end. 

A shift toward a shared vision of basing records organisation on the functions of the 

record-creating organisation began as the number of records within organisations 

began to grow and because of their gradual change in nature from static to dynamic 

and digital. Today, a certain international interest in function-based records 

organisation exists in public-sector organisations. Function-based organisation is an 

internationally accepted and widely used approach. 

Recordkeeping professionals seem to prefer a function-based approach to 

records organisation (Foscarini, 2012; Smith, 2007, p. 54). This approach is 

advantageous in providing context to records (Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, pp. 73–74), 

which is especially important in digital recordkeeping systems. Linking records to 

their functional context provides essential information on their origin. Furthermore, 
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functions are expected to constitute a stable foundation for the categorisation of 

records (Smith, 2007, p. 54). 

Professional literature and textbooks on this subject systematically describe the 

function-based approach as the main method for records organisation (Kennedy & 

Schauder, 1998, pp. 113–114; Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, pp. 73–74; Smith, 2007, pp. 

55–56; Tough & Moss, 2006, p. 15). However, previous studies have revealed 

confusion around the most basic of function-related concepts. Understanding of 

what constitutes a function, activity, transaction, etc. varies (Alberts et al., 2010; 

Foscarini, 2009). Often those concepts are used without being defined. Also, various 

difficulties in applying function-based logic to records organisation are evident, and 

methods for creating functional classification systems are perceived as confusing 

(Foscarini, 2009). One of the major issues plaguing functional classification systems 

is their usability: several types of usability problems have been noted in recent studies 

(Calabria, 2006; Gunnlaugsdottir, 2012; Ifould & Joseph, 2016; Singh et al., 2008). 

Recently, functional classification systems’ use for records organisation has been 

questioned in today’s multifaceted digital environment as an active user shuttles 

between past and current, creating his or her own tracks (Bak, 2012; Yeo, 2012). 

In Finland, functional classification systems have seen increasing use in 

public-sector organisations ever since the 1980s, yet studies have not examined these 

classification systems in a Finnish context, with only a few exceptions (Henttonen & 

Kettunen, 2011; Seitsonen, 2010). 

The study carried out in the thesis project was motivated by the lack of clarity in 

understanding, application, and use of functional classification systems. Conceptual 

inconsistencies and usability issues noted internationally, especially coupled with the 

low number of studies in Finnish recordkeeping environments, motivated the design 

of the study. In Finland’s public-sector organisations, the function-based approach 

to recordkeeping is comprehensively applied across the records’ entire life span, with 

the most focus in recordkeeping plans being placed on pre-existing records. 

Therefore, the Finnish approach represents a relevant case for study. 

This work has yielded new knowledge of functional classification systems and 

their use in Finnish recordkeeping context. Importantly, the study deepens our 

understanding of the challenges faced in connection with functional classification 

systems and forms a starting point for preparing for future challenges. 

The study contributes to the literature on function-based records organisation 

and various ways of using functional classification systems. With its structured 

representation of functional classification systems’ current status and situation in the 
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landscape of recordkeeping practices in Finland, the work also contributes to the 

conceptual clarification of ‘functional classification system’ and related concepts. 

One of the main contributions of the study is its strengthening of the scientific 

foundation for the practically oriented discipline of archives and records management. 

The study clearly adds to the body of research into records management and studies 

focused on recordkeeping in the Finnish environment. 

Such practical contributions may lead to changes in practices through increased 

awareness of issues affecting the utility and day-to-day usage of functional 

classification systems in organisations. 

The overall aim set for the study was to broaden our understanding of functional 

classification systems for records organisation. For reaching this goal, the following 

research questions were addressed: 

 What are recordkeeping professionals’ understandings and perceptions of 

functional classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 What difficulties do recordkeeping professionals face in maintenance and 

use of functional classification systems, and how do they handle these 

difficulties as manifested in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 How do recordkeeping professionals in Finnish public-sector organisations 

perceive the users and use of functional classification systems therein? 

 How do the labels employed for categories in functional classification 

systems in Finnish public-sector organisations represent functions? 

 

The thesis consists of a summary and four research articles (on studies I–IV). 

Study I was designed to ascertain how recordkeeping professionals working in three 

distinct public-sector organisations in Finland understood functional classification 

and how they justified a function-based approach to records organisation in Finnish 

public-sector organisations. Study I created a foundation for Study II, which 

uncovered difficulties that recordkeeping professionals face in maintaining and using 

functional classification systems in their organisations. Also, the article discusses 

their ways of handling the various difficulties. Once the challenges faced by 

recordkeeping professionals themselves were thus revealed, Study III was carried 

out, to explore the recordkeeping professionals’ perceptions of other users of 

functional classification systems in the organisation. Finally, Study IV went further, 

addressing the usability issues of functional classification systems via analysis of the 
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labels used in the functional classification systems employed in the above-mentioned 

three case organisations. 

The thesis employs the following structure: Firstly, Chapter 2 provides 

background for the study by introducing the key concepts behind the work and by 

presenting a review of previous professional literature and studies in the relevant 

field. It also presents the Finnish recordkeeping context and the phases in the public 

sector’s movement toward a function-based approach to recordkeeping. Then, 

Chapter 3 describes the research design: the framework for the study, the data, and 

methods used are discussed. In Chapter 4, the findings from studies I–IV are 

presented one by one, with a synthesis of all of them provided as a summary. After 

the main findings and reflections on the value they contribute are presented, in 

Chapter 5, conclusions are stated in brief in Chapter 6. 
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2 Records in their functional context 

This chapter describes the context and the premises for the study. The work is 

situated in an emergent research arena. With empirical work being far less 

commonplace, textbooks and other professional literature aimed at practitioners play 

the most prominent guiding role in this field. Here, I look at the main writings falling 

within the scope of the study, both the practically oriented literature and the scholarly 

studies carried out thus far. 

In Section 2.1, core concepts applied in the study are introduced and defined. 

Then, Section 2.2 delves into classification of records and various ways of carrying 

out this process. The focus in Section 2.3 is on the function-based approach to 

records’ organisation and on functional classification of records. Section 2.4 

describes and discusses the previous studies in relation to statements in relevant 

professional literature. The Finnish recordkeeping context is introduced in Section 

2.5. This background is followed by brief presentation of the gap that the study was 

designed to bridge, in Section 2.6. 

2.1 Core concepts for the study 

According to the International Organization for Standardization, in ISO 15489-1 

(2016)’s ‘Terms and definitions’ section (3.14), record(s) are ‘information created, 

received and maintained as evidence (3.10) and as an asset by an organization or 

person, in pursuit of legal obligations or in the transaction (3.18) of business”. 

External forms of records vary; what is essential is the evidential value of records, 

the activity that generated them, that forms their context. In the study, context was 

understood in the way Henttonen (2015a) describes it: the features outside a record 

that then determine that record’s place in the classification. In addition to context, 

the other aspects of the ‘recordness’ of records are their content, medium, and 

structure. If they are to be evidential, records also need to be authentic, reliable, of 

guaranteed integrity, and useable (McLeod & Hare, 2006, pp. 20–24). 

Records hold the power both of remembering and of total oblivion. Because 

records are the key to a society’s memory or forgetting, they need to be managed. In 
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the Finnish recordkeeping environment, records and archives management are 

intertwined (Lybeck et al., 2006, p. 19). They belong together, forming an unbroken 

continuum that is proactively planned in organisations. 

As records do not exist in isolation – they have various relationships in the 

network of documentation, people, and activities in the conducting of business – 

records need to be connected to these processes, in one way or another. Via 

classification, records are linked together as soon as they are captured, tied into some 

sort of recordkeeping system (Reed, 2005, p. 111). To classify is ‘the grouping 

together of like things according to some common quality or characteristic’ (Hunter, 

2009, p. 1), and a classification scheme or classification system is a tool for 

records’ classification. Sometimes, it goes by the name ‘file plan’ or ‘record plan’. 

This thesis applies the term ‘classification system’. A classification system serves 

several purposes at the same time; therefore, it also has impact on several issues in 

the course of a record’s life span. It is essential for linking records together and 

determining the place of an individual record and file among other records. A 

classification system also aids users in the retrieval and interpretation of records. It 

serves as a basis for intellectual control of records and facilitates the management 

and use of records as a whole, including records’ capture, retrieval, maintenance, and 

disposal over time (Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, p. 73). In addition, legal requirements 

for adequate records management are fulfilled through classification. 

Public-sector organisations create and obtain records as they perform the 

business functions they are legally obliged to fulfil. Alberts et al. (2010, p. 376) define 

a function as ‘an action description that emphasizes the group carrying out the 

action, their responsibility, and how their action supports a general goal or 

organisational state’. Hence, and in light of this, functions constitute the upper-level 

aims and objectives that the organisation is responsible for taking care of. Functions 

can be broken down into smaller units also: activities and transactions that describe, 

more or less, the steps in carrying out the main functions. 

To connect records to the context or their origin (the functions and activities that 

the records were generated for), the current best practice internationally is to apply 

a function-based approach to records’ classification. There are various 

understandings and manifestations of functional classification systems, in different 

recordkeeping environments. For purposes of the study, a functional classification 

system is understood in the sense employed by the Finnish National Archives, as ‘a 

hierarchically structured list of an organisation’s statutory and supportive functions’ 

(Arkistolaitos, 2008). 
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2.2 Classifications for records organisation 

The world around us has been classified through various sorts of categories. For 

humans, classification is a fundamental way of making sense of the world 

(Broughton, 2006, p. 1). The properties of a classification system have been 

described by Bowker and Star: such a system, in an ideal sense, operates with 

consistent and unique classificatory principles, the categories are mutually exclusive, 

and the system covers the whole of the world it describes, but these requirements 

are not met by any real-world classification systems (Bowker & Star, 1999, p. 11). It 

is impossible for a classification system to reflect the world (either social or natural) 

in a completely accurate way. Classification simply acts as a tool for exploring the 

real world (Bowker & Star, 1999, pp. 322–323). 

Classification is an essential tool in the way information and records are arranged 

in organisations. For records in today’s digital environment, Foscarini (2009, pp. 53–

54) considers classification even more important than it was in the past, chiefly 

because of the intellectual control it exerts over digital records. With archives, the 

organisation’s approach is mainly custodial and the focus in classification is on 

arrangement (Ribeiro, 2014). 

There are various approaches to records organisation. The approaches known to 

exist are functional, subject-based, organisational-structure-linked and hybrid 

systems, as presented in a guidebook by Smith (2007, pp. 54–55). Some textbooks 

promote functional classification as the principal approach to records organisation 

(Shepherd & Yeo, 2003) while others take account of the other methods too 

(Kennedy & Schauder, 1998). 

Some comparisons of approaches have been conducted (Connelly, 2007; Todd, 

2003), which describe their typical advantages and disadvantages. In organisation of 

records, the simplicity of the classification system is of great importance for ensuring 

understandability to everyone (Myburgh, 2009, p. 4462). As Campbell (1941) points 

out, the objective of a classifier is to produce a classification scheme that is useful 

for its users, not to create a scholarly achievement alone. Certain pragmatic issues 

arise. Accessing records that are arranged on the basis of the organisation’s structure 

and administrative history requires such knowledge of historical developments as the 

searcher rarely possesses. The greater the classifier’s scholarly bent, the harder is the 

task of the searcher (Campbell, 1941). The selection of the language and names for 

use in any classification is imbued with the organisation’s view of its functions. At 

the same time, the systems represent what our society finds an acceptable way of 

referring to the relevant functions or other entities (Reed, 2005, p. 113). 
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2.3 A function-based approach to records organisation and to 
classification systems 

Today, functions of the record-creating organisation serve as a widely used 

foundation for records organisation internationally. The approach has its roots in 

the early 1940s, with Campbell (1941) and Schellenberg (1956) among its early 

advocates. The increasing volume of records and their digitalisation sparked stronger 

interest in the function-oriented approach to records organisation. The need to 

manage such a vast quantity of records was perhaps the most important impulse for 

applying the approach. Furthermore, it promises continuity: the fundamental 

purpose for creating organisational units is to perform certain functions with the 

same functions being performed no matter the changes an agency may undergo 

(Campbell, 1941). 

Schellenberg (1956, p. 53) saw three elements as important to think through in 

classifying of public-sector records. These are the action that the records were 

connected with, the record-producing agency’s organisational structure, and the 

subject of the record. Since records result from functions and are used in relation to 

those functions, Schellenberg (1956, pp. 62–63) held that they should be classified 

in accordance with functions. In the model he developed (p. 55), the functions of 

the organisation are divided into substantive and facilitative activities, with each of 

these two divided into policy transactions and operational transactions. According to 

Schellenberg (1956, p. 62), organisational structure is often too fluid for records’ 

classification, and subject-based classification should be used only in exceptional 

circumstances. 

Function-based systems for records organisation started to gain more attention 

from the 1980s onward. At that time, there was a wider paradigm shift ongoing in 

the archival realm (Cook, 1997). On account of the changes in the nature of records, 

systems, uses, etc., a shift towards acknowledging the context of records’ creation 

might have been inevitable. After the release of international standard ISO 15489 in 

2001, organisations around the world started to introduce functional classification 

systems for their records (Connelly, 2007). The functional approach was something 

new, and hopes arose for it to be ‘the missing link’ pulling records management 

together with information technology (Connelly, 2007, p. 19). It is noteworthy, 

however, that, while encouraging the functional approach, ISO 15489 does not rule 

out other methods (Connelly, 2007). 

In the functional approach to records organisation, records are identified by 

function or activity in the organisation (Williams, 2006, p. 78). Functional 
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classification focuses on the question of why the records were created (to do with 

the action in which the records originated). Functions only suggest the content of 

records (Myburgh, 2009, p. 4461.) If classification approaches are divided into 

contextual ones (describing the features external to records) and intrinsic ones 

(wherein one can recognise properties by looking at the record), functional 

classification belongs to the former group (Henttonen, 2015a, p. 477). 

Current textbooks highlight the outstanding value of functional classification 

systems in adding contextual information to records, especially in digital form. In a 

digital environment, contextual information about records’ creation is vital. When a 

record is linked to the function of the organisation for which it was initially created, 

its interpretation in the future is possible (Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, pp. 72–74). This 

is evident when records are understood as aggregates instead of individual items such 

as books (Williams, 2006, p. 85). 

2.4 Previous literature 

The number of studies focusing on functional classification systems from multiple 

angles is slowly growing. A study by Orr (2005) served, in a sense, as a thematic 

opening for discussion of the variety of interpretations of functional classification 

systems. Since then, studies have been conducted from various perspectives, 

including those of understanding of function-based approaches (Foscarini, 2009, 

2012), function-based systems’ development (Mokhtar et al., 2016; Park & Neal, 

2012; Sabourin, 2001), practical implementation processes for electronic records-

management systems with functional classification (Bedford & Morelli, 2006; 

Gregory, 2005), and use and usability issues connected with functional classification 

systems (Bailey & Vidyarthi, 2010; Gunnlaugsdottir, 2008, 2012; Henttonen & 

Kettunen, 2011; Ifould & Joseph, 2016; Singh et al., 2008) Also, some theoretical 

underpinnings to the function-based approach to records organisation have been 

developed (Alberts et al., 2010; Henttonen, 2015a). 

Far and away the broadest individual study thus far to focus on functional 

classification systems is reported upon in a work authored by Foscarini (2009) that 

addresses the functional classification systems applied in records-management 

practices at central banks. That study also was a major inspiration for the present 

thesis. Her ambitious work focused on understanding the concept of function and 

the functional approach to records classification. Using documentary information, 

observations, and interviews both with people responsible for the development of 
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records-classification systems and their implementation and with users, a case study 

was conducted in four central banks in Europe and North America. It revealed that 

understanding of functions and of the function-based approach to records 

classification varied, and the differences were linked to organisational culture. 

Further, Foscarini found out that methodologies for developing functional 

classification systems are confusing and that the classification systems used do not 

always serve records-management or business purposes (Foscarini, 2009). 

2.4.1 Advantages of a function-based approach 

Certainly, there are fundamental advantages to basing records’ organisation on 

functions and activities of the entity in question. Recordkeeping guidebooks and 

textbooks place particular emphasis on the benefits of function-based classification 

of records in a digital environment, and the same is true of the professional literature. 

As mentioned earlier in the thesis, functional classification of records provides 

records with their originating context and assists in records’ interpretation and 

understanding (Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, pp. 72–74). Reflecting business functions in 

records’ organisation is cited as possessing strategic advantages for recordkeeping. 

In addition to the contextual link it gives to records, it enables them to be managed 

as aggregates when, for example, access rights are being assigned (Reed, 2005, p. 112). 

Stability of organisations’ functions in comparison to organisational structure is 

another often-cited benefit of function-based classification: organisational structures 

are fluid and often subject to reorganisation (Smith, 2007, p. 56; Todd, 2003, p. 3; 

Tough & Moss, 2006, p. 17), while functional classifications are considered more 

flexible (Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, p. 74). Comparing function-oriented taxonomies 

with subject- and organisational-unit-based ones, Connelly (2007) took the view that 

the former confer advantages also in such respects as determination of ownership 

and accountability, the ease of adding new functions, and reduced need for scope 

notes. It has been stated also that a function-based approach can improve the 

effectiveness of the organisation utilising it (Smith, 2007, p. 55). This approach to 

classification provides a high-level view and a holistic, bird’s-eye perspective on the 

organisation’s records (Kwasnik, 1999; Shepherd & Yeo, 2003, p. 74). 

The literature also indicates that function-based organisation of records is the 

approach best serving the entity’s recordkeeping objectives (Reed, 2005, pp. 112–

113) and that recordkeeping professionals prefer it over other classification methods 

because it is easier to manage (Smith, 2007, p. 54; Todd, 2003). For instance, 

recordkeeping professionals’ preference for functional classification systems was 
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evident in Foscarini’s (2012) study. Upon interviewing recordkeeping professionals, 

Gunnlaugsdottir (2012) concluded that, after participation in the design of the 

scheme and proper training, and with support from the top management, functional 

classification systems are invaluable tools for recordkeeping in organisations. 

2.4.2 Challenges facing the approach 

While guidebooks and other practice-oriented professional literature often refer to 

the advantages of functional classification systems, studies have been conducted that 

reveal several challenges linked to this approach. 

First of all, the theoretical foundation for function-based records organisation 

remains weak. Recent efforts from Alberts et al. (2010) address concepts’ definitions 

and the relationships between various basic concepts, such as ‘function’, ‘activity’, 

‘transaction’, and ‘process’. In other work, Henttonen (2015a, p. 478) has stressed 

five dimensions to contextual classifications: their stability (the need to change and 

update the classification), generality (the number of contexts covered), granularity 

(the number of levels in the hierarchy and the subdivisions within each), specificity 

(exactness of the descriptions), and validity (the classification’s power to describe 

and predict features of the context). Henttonen points out too that looking at the 

relationship between records and categories is important. 

Secondly, while the term ‘function’ is widely used, this is primarily without 

definition of it. The terminology utilised is varied, and so is how concepts such as 

function are understood. They are used in various contexts without full consensus 

on their meaning (Alberts et al., 2010) and with blurred lines between them 

(Connelly, 2007). Some authors have even catalogued the variety of definitions 

(Connelly, 2007; Foscarini, 2012). Foscarini (2009) concluded that the meanings 

adopted for ‘function’ and ‘classification’ vary and that functional methodologies are 

confusing for classification developers. As Foscarini (2009, p. 290) states, function 

is a relative concept; the hierarchy used in functional classification systems that 

systematise functions, activities, and transactions does not stem from the real world 

(Foscarini, 2009, pp. 289–290). 

One of the main concerns in recent studies focusing on function-based records 

organisation is the user of functional classification systems. Usability issues have 

been noted in several recent studies (Alberts et al., 2010; Calabria, 2006; Foscarini, 

2009; Gunnlaugsdottir, 2012; Ifould & Joseph, 2016; Orr, 2005; Singh et al., 2008). 

Those responsible for recordkeeping in an organisation have a holistic view of 

recordkeeping, unlike the others involved, who focus mostly on the records 
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belonging to their own sphere of tasks (McLeod & Hare, 2006, pp. 37–38). 

Henttonen and Kettunen (2011) found that individual employees use only a small part 

of the classification. In addition, users often think about subjects, not functions 

(Calabria, 2006). 

Alberts and colleagues (2010) remark on the limited search capabilities afforded 

by records when they are assigned only a single location, findable via their functional 

classification alone. With appropriate metadata added, records are searchable by 

content, type, case, project, subject, etc. When studying the implementation and use 

of electronic records-management systems in Iceland, Gunnlaugsdottir (2008) found 

that the number or name of a class in a functional classification system was seldom 

used as a search parameter in search for and retrieval of records in these records-

management systems. It is clearly important to note the limitedness of functions as 

a route of access to records. The functions of the organisation that the records 

originate from represent only one way of accessing records. In digital recordkeeping 

systems and practices, functional classification is only one tool among many, in this 

respect. 

Alberts et al. (2010) note also that with a functional classification system there is 

a risk of creating information silos since functions and processes might not overlap 

when horizontal processes cut across multiple functions. In addition, organisational 

culture affects how records management and business processes are understood 

(Foscarini, 2009, 2012). 

2.4.3 Reflections on the future of records organisation 

Organisations create recordkeeping policies that vary, depending, for example, on 

the business and legal requirements adhered to, cultural factors, and traditions. These 

are then translated into organisations’ recordkeeping policies, which describe the 

recordkeeping procedures needed in more detail. However, even the most ideal 

framework can never fully reflect the reality. No matter how well the rules and 

regulations are incorporated into digital systems, it is people who deal with the 

records (Hofman, 2005, pp. 144–146). In addition to aiming to meet the 

organisational needs, one must intensely consider the users of the 

records-management systems and meet their needs. Bailey and Vidyarthi (2010) 

stress the value of solutions provided in the human–computer interaction (HCI) 

field. 

The growing number of records and their increasing digitalisation has changed 

attitudes. Organisations began seeing records as not static but multidimensional. An 
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apparent need arose for moving toward a continuous process of arrangement and 

description (Yakel, 2003). In the digital era, wherein physical requirements for a 

record to be in only one place do not exist anymore, technology enables us to create 

and use multiple classifications also (Reed, 2005, pp. 111–113). Today, there is a need 

to see, view, and process records from new perspectives (Bailey, 2009; Bak, 2012; 

Yeo, 2012). Traditional aggregations are stable and the systems follow hierarchical 

principles, with the collections in physical archives being arranged in set form ‘before 

the user arrives on the scene’ (Yeo, 2012, p. 56). Today’s users, who have become 

used to connecting items in several ways for temporary collections in other domains, 

will expect the same capability in the archival realm; accordingly, Yeo (2012) suggests 

granularity and relational modelling in addition to appropriate interfaces as premises 

for building future collections. 

Bailey (2009) advocated automated records management nearly a decade ago. He 

went beyond merely considering the move to electronic records, by even then 

stressing a need to grasp the nature of their creation volume and comprehend their 

creators. He suggested taking advantage of the information-technology industry and 

the possibilities it offers for gaining information about the actual work of records’ 

users, citing as an example the way Amazon collects data from its users’ behaviour 

in the online shopping context. 

Bak (2012) argues that recordkeeping professionals have created functional 

classification systems for recordkeeping-based purposes, thereby rendering them 

more suitable for these purposes than for users. Also, the demand for a record to be 

placed in only a single function class serves the recordkeepers (not the record 

creators or users) most, by making the aggregations static and predetermined. In this 

connection, the option of using hybrid classification systems is noteworthy. Bak 

(2012) sees no need to maintain the system’s ‘purity’ (i.e., basis on functions alone). 

For example, the high-level classes in the system could be function-linked while the 

lower levels are based on subjects, for better use and retrieval of records. Bak calls 

on recordkeepers to justify basing recordkeeping on functions and argues for 

distinguishing digital records from their paper counterparts by stressing the 

importance of item-level metadata, management, and thinking (Bak, 2012). 

2.5 The Finnish recordkeeping context 

‘One of the difficulties in undertaking research about archives and records is that 

there are few, if any, concepts that are understood beyond doubt and used with 
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exactly the same meaning by all professionals or scholars in the international 

community’, states Henttonen (2007, p. 17). There is a considerable amount of 

variation between recordkeeping traditions and among the practices adhered to. 

However, usability issues appear to be a common challenge connected with 

functional classification systems internationally. 

For practical and research-economic reasons, the study was conducted in Finland, 

which presents a context that provides an illustrative example of comprehensive use 

of a function-based approach to recordkeeping. Therefore, this section of the 

chapter briefly lays out the context, background, and practices of recordkeeping in 

Finnish public-sector organisations. The main characteristics of proactive 

recordkeeping and recordkeeping plans, stages in the adoption of functional 

recordkeeping in Finland, and the country’s registration tradition are presented, in 

that order. 

2.5.1 Proactive recordkeeping and recordkeeping plans 

In theoretical terms, recordkeeping in the Finnish public sector follows a proactive 

and context-orientated approach (Henttonen, 2015b, p. 215). In Finland, records 

and archives management are closely intertwined. Records received or created by an 

organisation form part of its archives from the time of their capture (Archives Act, 

831/1994). The entire life of organisations’ records is planned proactively even 

before the records come into existence, by means of the recordkeeping plan, a 

Finnish records-management tool whose name (in Finnish, 

‘arkistonmuodostussuunnitelma’) is abbreviated to ‘AMS’. This plan is used to 

manage records’ whole life span: current use, access, appraisal, disposal, and 

preservation. An AMS ‘is a combination of functional classification scheme, 

retention schedule and file plan. An AMS identifies records that are created or 

received by the organisation and instructs [in] their handling. An AMS works as a 

guidebook for the organisation. In an electronic environment it is the source of 

record metadata values’ (Henttonen & Kettunen, 2011, p. 87). It documents both 

the process of planning the recordkeeping and its results (Lybeck et al., 2006, p. 78). 

In Finland, public-sector organisations are obliged by law (Archives Act, 

831/1994) to adopt an AMS. Today, it is recommended by the National Archives 

that records organisation in Finnish public-sector organisations follow a function-

aligned structure (Kansallisarkisto, 2007). Accordingly, the AMS is based on a 

functional classification scheme. 
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In the Finnish public sector, three separate classification systems are in use at the 

same time. One is the grouping used in an AMS, the second is applied for the 

registration system, and the third is for those records with continuing value that are 

in archival custody (on the basis of an archival plan). This is rooted in the traditional 

Finnish solution for managing records and archives, which involved three 

independent classification schemes along similar lines. One of them was described 

in a records-management plan (to guide in records’ retention, disposal, and access), 

another at the above-mentioned registry level (to serve retrieval of information from 

registered records), and the third for archives (specifying the structure of archival 

record series and aimed at ready retrieval of information from the archives). 

(Henttonen, 2012.) Today, it is recommended that all three be based on the same 

functional classification and be subsumed by it (Lybeck et al., 2006, pp. 46, 81, 87). 

The key advantage in having similar classification-system content is that the three are 

easy to integrate, while a disadvantage is found in empty classes remaining in some 

quarters, since not all function classes defined in the AMS are used in the registry 

system or in archives (Henttonen, 2015b, p. 214). With this approach, the functional 

classification scheme covers the classes that are needed for registration purposes, such 

that the grouping in the registry system can apply the system. Similarly, the archive 

plan addresses classes within the functional classification scheme that are relevant 

when records with value for permanent preservation exist. 

Records’ appraisal is carried out before the record has even been created, and 

retention times are defined in the AMS. This appraisal is based on function and 

record type. For practical utility, this means that all possible combinations of 

function class and record type that could exist have to be listed in the scheme. Hence, 

the scheme is ‘enumerative’ (Henttonen, 2015b, p. 217). In Finland, National 

Archives policy determines which records in public administration have evidential 

value for permanent preservation, while the record-creating organisations determine 

the retention periods for other records.  

Mäkinen (2013, p. 82) states that records management should be recognised as 

an activity for the whole organisation and for all of its employees. Today, the 

classification systems intended for record retrieval, appraisal, and records’ processing 

and contextualisation are, after all, meant to be used by both recordkeeping 

professionals and other users in the organisations (Henttonen, 2015b, pp. 214–215). 

Considering reality against the backdrop of this ambitious aim, Valtonen (2005, p. 

251) found that the AMS remains primarily a guide to ascertaining records’ retention 

periods. 
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2.5.2 The path to a function-linked approach to recordkeeping 

Traditionally, records organisation in Finland’s public sector was based on record 

type (Lybeck et al., 2006, pp. 145–146). The archives law of 1939 focused mainly on 

preserving material in disorganised archives (Jääskeläinen, 2000, p. 2). This seemed to 

be enough, since organisations’ archives in the early decades of the 20th century were 

static, containing mostly legal or administrative evidence. Finland’s first archival 

guidelines for authorities, based on the Swedish tradition of records’ form, were 

stated in the 1940s, and the growing number of records and their qualitative changes 

led only later to questioning of this solution. The model focusing on archival custody 

became problematic from the perspective of the archive-creating organisation 

(Vartiainen & Sihvonen, 1983, pp. 150–152). 

The need for a new Archives Act arose from this development: the growing 

amount of material and changes in records’ nature. A new law was proposed, with 

the aim being to manage both the active records and their preservation as a cultural 

heritage. At the same time, the drafters sought to confirm the status of the National 

Archives. With the Archives Act of 1981, the concept of archives started to include 

records from the moment of their initial entry with the relevant authority. That 

incarnation of the Archives Act changed the policy for archives’ and records’ means 

of management in Finland (Vartiainen, 2002, pp. 251–254). Under this law, public-

sector organisations were obliged to create guidelines for their records and archives 

management, including an AMS. 

In consequence, two distinct viewpoints emerged within the National Archives 

of Finland with respect to how to proceed in forming archives. One view emphasised 

the traditional (non-function-based) schema for records having value for permanent 

preservation and official instructions for operations. The other view was more 

practice-oriented and entailed preference for a function-based approach to 

recordkeeping. Undermining the status of traditional methods was criticised 

(Vartiainen, 2002, pp. 251–252). The two, conflicting views differed mainly in 

whether the emphasis was placed on records’ later use in archival custody or instead 

on their handling and use in the active phase. The main difference between these 

two views was that the AMS, being function-based, proceeds from the function, 

starting with the phase of records’ creation and their place in the archive. The starting 

point of the archive plan is a function that has already been performed and an archive 

that has already been formed (Vartiainen & Sihvonen, 1983, p. 159). Municipal 

organisations disagreed especially strongly with the function-based approach, since 

they thought it laborious and too theoretical (Jääskeläinen, 2000, p. 27). At the turn 
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of the 1980s, meetings in the Finnish archival domain witnessed discussions on 

whether the AMS should indeed be based on functions. The National Archives 

issued a recommendation addressing the issue in 1984. As only a recommendation 

of a function-based approach, it did not discount the option of using other structures 

for records organisation. There was a delay in applying the functional approach, 

partly because of lack of resources and partly because the traditional method was 

perceived as practical. At that time, the records-management profession was still in 

its infancy (Vartiainen, 2002, pp. 258–274). 

The practical implications of the functional approach for everyday work started 

becoming visible in the 1980s, and functional classification systems gradually were 

implemented in the 1980s and 1990s. The need already extended to a push to change 

the approach taken to defining the structure of archival record series and facilitating 

information retrieval from archives; however, until the 1990s, municipalities still 

needed permission if wishing to develop functional classification for archival 

materials (Seppänen et al., 1990, pp. 63–64). 

In today’s Finland, public-sector records and archives management is strictly 

regulated. Current laws such as the Archives Act (831/1994) and the Act on the 

Openness of Government Activities (Freedom of Information) (621/1999) and both 

statutes and guidelines set forth by the National Archives are followed. The 

regulation known as SÄHKE2 (Arkistolaitos, 2008) gives guidelines on AMS use in 

an electronic environment and on preservation of electronic records with value for 

permanent retention. The SÄHKE2-recommended approach is strictly function-

oriented and process-based (Henttonen, 2015b, p. 178). While it is not mandatory 

to follow the guidelines and regulations issued by the National Archives of Finland, 

they are widely applied. These represent best practice in the field. Finland’s freedom-

of-information policy gives everybody the right to access public records as soon as 

they are created, so record-creating organisations need to provide access to the 

records in their custody. 

The current state of the use of function-based AMSes in public-sector 

organisations is not known. According to a master’s thesis that presented data 

obtained via a 2011 Web-based survey of all Finnish municipal organisations 

(Heikkilä, 2012, p. 24), they were used in 63.9% of the responding organisations (the 

response rate was 47%). In other work, Seitsonen (2010) identified four types of 

AMSes utilised in Finnish municipalities. In 19% of the AMSes obtained for that 

study, the traditional Finnish approach based on record types was still applied (pp. 

25–26). 
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2.5.3 The registration tradition 

Registration is a central function in Finnish recordkeeping. It has long traditions that 

have their roots in Swedish and German registration principles (Lybeck et al., 2006, 

p. 39). In such registration, organisations keep track of their incoming and outgoing 

records (Henttonen, 2015b, p. 202). 

In Finland’s public sector, there is often have a single, centralised registry office 

for the whole organisation. Larger organisations that have several units, spread out 

across various cities, may have several registry offices, though. 

In Finnish registration practice, classification of records is carried out during 

registration, before their routing to the right office. In such a centralised registry 

process, recordkeeping professionals’ role is important. The duties of registrars in 

Finland are quite similar to those described by Kallberg (2013) in a Swedish context. 

In addition to registering of records, employees working in a registry office (i.e., 

registrars) perform operations-management tasks related to incoming post, filing, 

and preparation of records’ transfer to archival custody (Kallberg, 2013, p. 179). 

Today, registration in the public sector in Finland is stipulated at the level of 

decrees (the Decree on the Openness of Government Activities and on Good 

Practice in Information Management, 1030/1999). The registration practice enables 

keeping track of the records, ensures legal protection, facilitates recordkeeping, 

serves to index organisations’ records, etc. (Seppänen et al., 1990, pp. 35–36).  

Registries have their origins in ancient Rome (Stephens, 1995), and registries in 

the mature form of the classical Prussian registry system were, already in the 18th 

and 19th century, used to enable finding records, tracking them, creating and 

organising files, and ensuring their appropriate storage (Miller, 2003, p. 49). 

In Finnish registration practice, certain recordkeeping professionals are 

responsible for the process of registration. When records receive an identification 

code, a place in the records-organisation system is assigned to them. From then 

onward, they are a part of the records system. This might have influenced the way 

archives are understood in the Finnish recordkeeping context: existing as a logical 

assemblage immediately after the records’ creation. It is also important to note that 

individual records are added to the record system in the course of registration right 

after their creation or entry in the organisation, before the business process of 

working with them begins (Henttonen, 2015, p. 203). 
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2.6 Concluding remarks on the literature and the gap to be bridged 

Contextual information about records’ origin is necessary if those records are to be 

understandable and usable later on. In the world of paper records, the context is 

often recognisable. Digitally born records, however, are intangible, and all contextual 

information must be explicitly added. With the growing volume of (digital) records 

in organisations that are handled in electronic records-management systems, this 

contextual information indicating why a record exists is made evident via 

accompanying information on the organisational functions, activities, and processes 

that created the record. 

Basing records’ organisation on the functions that produced the records provides 

the context that is so obviously needed. Today, functional classification systems are 

widely used internationally, and they indeed yield several benefits for organisations’ 

recordkeeping (e.g., Shepherd & Yeo, 2003; Smith, 2007). However, according to 

the studies reviewed in preceding sections of this chapter, the theoretical foundations 

for the functional approach are weak, understanding of function-related concepts 

and the use and applications of functional classification systems vary, and several 

usability issues and issues with understanding function-based logic have been 

identified (e.g., Alberts et al., 2010; Foscarini, 2009). Relative to the extent of 

functional classification systems’ use, the number of studies focusing on these 

systems is quite low. 

From the 1980s onward, the functional approach to recordkeeping has gradually 

become established in Finnish public-sector organisations. Today, using functional 

classification systems for records organisation is recommended by the Finnish 

National Archives (Kansallisarkisto, 2007), but no prior extensive academic research 

has focused on the issues associated with functional classification systems from the 

Finnish public-sector recordkeeping perspective. Finland’s public-sector 

recordkeeping, with its characteristics of proactive recordkeeping strategy, use of 

recordkeeping plans, longstanding traditions of registration, and the significant role 

of recordkeeping professionals in handling records, diverges in several respects from 

many equivalents in other countries.  

Therefore, the results of the international studies conducted previously might not 

be directly pertinent to a Finnish recordkeeping context, while the study conducted 

in a Finnish recordkeeping environment for the thesis project may provide some 

new insights to those in other surroundings. For example, the proactive 

recordkeeping strategy applied in Finland in connection with a function-based 

approach might spark wider interest. In fact, a proactive recordkeeping strategy that 
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emphasises planning in advance is the way forward in any case, representing how 

digital records need to be handled. 

In summary, the aim with the study is to start constructing bridges across the 

widest gaps identified in this field of interest, gaps to do with the concepts’ 

understanding and the systems’ usability issues. Accordingly, functional classification 

systems in Finnish public-sector organisations with their various contexts of use 

therein serve as interesting cases for study. 
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3 The research design 

The goal for the study was to gain better understanding surrounding the functional 

classification systems of public-sector organisations in Finland. It provided a chance 

to highlight the characteristics specific to this local expression of an internationally 

prevalent phenomenon in records organisation. 

For a rigorous investigation, four sub-studies (studies I–IV) were designed, to 

approach the topic from different angles. The aim with this approach was to build a 

solid foundation for future work in this research area, especially in a Finnish 

recordkeeping context. 

This chapter presents the conceptual framework for the study, the materials and 

methods used in the study as a whole, and description of the data-collection and 

analysis procedures. 

3.1 The framework for the study 

Research methodology is the overarching framework for the research that covers the 

paradigm, methods, and tools or techniques that are selected to answer the research 

questions stated and, by implication, to arrive at new knowledge (Williamson, 2013, 

p. 4). The methodology frames the chosen approach to investigating the world 

(McKemmish & Gilliland, 2013, p. 92). 

It is debatable whether records management has a theory behind it and, if so, 

what the nature of that theory is. Collaborating with scholars of related disciplines and 

considering records management in different contexts is inevitable in efforts to 

understand its nature and develop a theory (Buckland, 1994). Buckland (1994) sees 

the triviality or complexity of records management as a crucial element in 

determining what it is that we try to theorise upon. If records management is 

regarded only as practical procedures such as numbering and shelving records, there 

is not much ‘meat’ for theorising. If we see records management as having to do 

with access to working records in organisations, the phenomenon is more complex. 

Buckland mentions three aspects to it: information retrieval, the records’ life cycle, 

and information policy. 
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The theory applied to records management does not need to be unique to records 

management. The broader area that records management might be a part of – i.e., 

its ‘theoretical context’ – could, according to Buckland (1994, p. 349), be functional 

(serving the organisation), professional (as a member of a family of retrieval-based 

information systems), and/or intellectual (the source of ideas of records 

management, as in archival theory). Traditionally, records management has been 

situated within two bodies of knowledge, either management, in records and 

information management (RIM), or archive-based theories (Yusof & Chell, 2002). 

Yusof and Chell (2002) developed the theoretical construct for records management 

further by combining the theory in these areas with application of an information-

technology perspective. 

Expansion of archival research has been witnessed since the 1990s. New 

approaches and research designs have gained ground in this research (Gilliland & 

McKemmish, 2004), and the growth and maturation of the archival and 

recordkeeping research field is leading to emergence of new research areas, wider 

research fronts, and theory-building as well (McKemmish & Gilliland, 2013). 

In Finland, recordkeeping processes exist in close relationship with archival 

elements. Central questions in archival science, such as acknowledgement of the 

evidential value of records, are as important to recordkeeping as they are in archival 

science. Perhaps it should be unsurprising, then, that Finnish archival legislation 

combines archives and records management (Lybeck et al., 2006, p. 250). 

The study is situated within a recordkeeping framework in the organisational 

context. Any specific, qualified theoretical framework for a functional approach to 

recordkeeping, at least a directly applicable one, has not been developed, though 

various ad hoc solutions have been applied in organisations. 

The approach employed for the analysis undertaken in the study can be described 

as theory-guided in the sense applied by Eskola (2007, p. 162), in contrast to data-

driven or theory-driven. A study characterised as theory-guided is not directly based 

on or bound by any one theory and is grounded in various theories, results from 

previous studies, and concepts related to the relevant phenomena (Eskola, 2007, pp. 

162–163). The conceptual framework depicted in Figure 1 was used for study of 

functional classification systems as used in prevailing practice. 
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Figure 1.   The conceptual framework. 

 

The conceptual framework of the study addresses the relations among the 

following concepts: organisations’ functions, functional classification system, 

records, and recordkeeping professionals. The figure illustrates how these 

interact in Finnish public-sector organisations, thus showing how the study is 

framed. 

Public-sector organisations have certain statutory and supporting functions to 

perform. In the figure, the organisation’s functions stand in the background, since 

they exist regardless of the recordkeeping processes or practices. In carrying out 

those functions, organisations’ employees create and receive records. As was noted 

earlier in the thesis, if one is to understand and interpret records later, they need to 

be connected to each other and to those functions and activities that they originate 

from. Records also serve as evidence of those functions and activities. Line a depicts 

the two-way connection between records and the organisation’s functions. 

The organisation’s functions, activities, and transactions are described in the 

hierarchical functional classification system created. In case the organisation’s 

functions change, the functional classification system needs to be updateable. Hence, 

line b describes the resulting relationship. Line c represents the functional 
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classification systems’ role in organising records in keeping with rules set in advance. 

When classified in the system, records are categorised in terms of the functions, 

activities, and transactions for which they were created. 

Although automated classification of records is sometimes technically possible, 

records in today’s organisations are not usually connected to those functions 

automatically; recordkeeping professionals’ or other users’ intervention is needed. 

Firstly, recordkeeping professionals create and maintain the functional classification 

systems used for records organisation. In Finland, there are various manifestations 

of this (the AMS, grouping in the registry, and the filing scheme). In addition, during 

registration, these professionals select the appropriate class for each record or the 

matter to which the record is connected. In Finland, the roles of other users in 

recordkeeping processes are unclear. The recordkeeping professionals’ position at 

the centre of the figure highlights the central role of these professionals in Finnish 

public-sector organisations’ recordkeeping practices. This positioning of the human, 

specifically the recordkeeping professional, at the core amidst records, the functional 

classification system, and the organisation’s functions also illustrates the main 

standpoint of the study: recordkeeping professionals’ perceptions of functional 

classification systems. 

The intent with this figure was to form a structured view of the phenomenon in 

the context of the study, which the author perceives as important for any later 

conceptual efforts in the relevant field of research. Within this conceptual framework, 

the research questions emerged from the gaps noticed in prior literature. 

3.2 Research questions 

The following research questions were addressed in studies I–IV: 

1. What are recordkeeping professionals’ understandings and perceptions of 

functional classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

(Study I) 

2. What difficulties do recordkeeping professionals in Finnish public-sector 

organisations face in maintenance and use of functional classification 

systems, and how do they handle these difficulties? (Study II) 
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3. What perceptions do recordkeeping professionals in Finnish public-sector 

organisations have of the users and use of functional classification systems? 

(Study III) 

4. How do the labels in class titles within functional classification systems in 

Finnish public-sector organisations represent functions? (Study IV) 

 

In each of the sub-studies (studies I–IV) reviewed in Chapter 4, more specific 

research questions were examined in depth. 

3.2.1 Research strategy 

As the discussion above attests, archives and records management is a growing 

research area. Therefore, the work in the study concentrated on confirming basic 

research carried out at a diversity-rich research front. 

The study was analytical-descriptive in nature. It was situated so as to describe 

and analyse the problems attendant to the global phenomenon of function-based 

records organisation in the less studied environment of the Finnish public sector in 

the context of proactive recordkeeping strategy.  

Table 1 gives an overview of the methods used in the individual sub-studies. 
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Table 1.  Methods used in studies I–IV 

Study Title Method Data 

Study I ‘Recordkeeping 

professionals’ 

understanding of and 

justification for functional 

classification: Finnish 

public sector 

organizational context’ 

Qualitative data analysis Interviews with 22 

recordkeeping 

professionals 

Study II ‘Functional classification: 

Recordkeeping 

professionals’ difficulties 

and their handling in 

maintenance and use of 

FC in Finnish 

organisations’ 

Qualitative data analysis Interviews with 22 

recordkeeping 

professionals 

Study III ‘Recordkeeping 

professionals’ 

perceptions of users and 

use of functional 

classification systems in 

the Finnish public sector’ 

Qualitative data analysis Interviews with 22 

recordkeeping 

professionals 

Study IV ‘Ambiguous labels: 

Facet analysis of class 

names in Finnish public-

sector functional 

classification systems’ 

Facet analysis Functional classifications 

used in three individual 

Finnish public-sector 

organisations 

 

For the most part, qualitative methods were used in the analysis (for studies I–III 

and aspects of Study IV). In addition, quantitative methods were used as a 

component of Study IV. This entailed triangulation, with the research issue being 

observed from at least two distinct vantage points (Flick, 2004, p. 178). Triangulation 
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techniques address the weaknesses of a single research method (Gorman & Clayton, 

2005, p. 126), in this case with that method being the interviews. 

‘Qualitative research is a process of enquiry that draws data from the context in 

which events occur, in an attempt to describe these occurrences, as a means of 

determining the process in which events are embedded and the perspectives of those 

participating in the events, using induction to derive possible explanations based on 

observed phenomena’, state Gorman and Clayton (2005, p. 3). The assumption 

behind qualitative research is that in-depth understanding of an occurrence requires 

seeing it from the perspective of those involved (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 3). 

Proceeding from this idea, the work on studying the phenomenon of functional 

classification systems in the Finnish public sector started with focusing on the 

perceptions of those closest to the issue: recordkeeping professionals. Therefore, 

recordkeeping professionals working in Finnish public-sector organisations were 

interviewed. For a more holistic picture, the other method was used, analysis of class 

names used in functional classification systems (Study IV) at the organisations where 

the interviewees worked. 

3.3 Organisations participating in the study and the data 

Three public-sector organisations were selected as case organisations for the study. 

The main criteria in this process were that the organisation should represent the 

public sector (i.e., be obliged by the Archives Act and other regulations to carry out 

public-sector recordkeeping in Finland) and should use a classification system for 

records organisation that it perceived to be function-based. 

The public sector in Finland encompasses organisations in state government and 

municipal organisations. In addition, there are various government-owned 

enterprises and private companies with public responsibilities, self-government 

communities, and organisations such as churches and universities that are subject to 

the archival legislation. 

To capture the variation in the uses of functional classification systems in 

public-sector organisations of different kinds, three organisations were selected for 

the study: one municipality, one university, and one government entity. The number 

of case organisations was limited to three for work-economy reasons. 

Recordkeeping in the case organisations followed the typical Finnish proactive 

strategy that includes an AMS, a registry system, and archival records series all 

sharing the same functional classification scheme. Functional classification formed 
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the basic structure of the systems used. The functions of the organisations varied with 

the organisation’s statutory functions and role in society. 

The informants were promised protection of their privacy. Therefore, since 

Finland is a relatively small country and, on average, the number of recordkeeping 

professionals working in the organisations was quite low, the decision was taken not 

to indicate the names or other detailed information on the participating 

organisations. In addition, the names of the organisations were ultimately not found 

to be relevant with respect to the outcomes of the study. 

3.3.1 The interviews 

After selection of the case organisations, employees were recruited for the interviews 

with the aid of contact persons at each of the organisations. To obtain diverse 

perceptions, a purposive sample and stratification (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 128) 

were used. Recordkeeping professionals working in various assignments, at various 

levels of the organisational hierarchy, were recruited, as were both long-serving and 

recently appointed employees. Example titles of informants participating in the study 

are registrar, designer, records-management assistant, information-service assistant, 

archival assistant, archival specialist, and responsible archivist. For the study, the 

term ‘recordkeeping professional’ has been used to denote personnel performing 

duties in records and/or archives management. In Finland, no distinction is drawn 

between personnel working with current records in records management and 

personnel working with records in archival custody. Since the organisations differed 

in size, the number of workers who were willing to participate varied between the 

organisations. The number of informants in each of the organisations is shown in 

Table 2, below. 
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Table 2.  The number of informants in the case organisations 

Type of organisation Municipal organisation 

(A) 

University (B) Government 

organisation (C) 

Total number of 

informants 

 

8 3 11 

 

The interviews were conducted in February to May 2013. They covered six 

themes related to the subject of the study: the meaning of functional classification 

and its justification, implementation, structure, usage, and maintenance. The themes, 

as shown on Table 3, were presented to the informants beforehand. Details of 

expansion on these themes can be found in Appendix 1. All six themes for Studies 

I-III were addressed in a single interview. 

Table 3.  Interview themes 

Themes 

1. What do you understand the term ‘functional classification’ to mean? What does it 

mean to you? 

 

2. Why are functional classification systems developed and needed? Why was a 

functional classification system put in place in your organisation? 

 

3. Please, tell me about the creation and implementation of the functional classification 

system in your organisation. 

 

4. What are your perceptions of the structure and content of the functional classification 

system used in your organisation? 

 

5. Please, tell me about the use of the functional classification system, both in the 

organisation as a whole and in your own work specifically. 

 

6. Please, tell me about the maintenance and possible needs for development of the 

functional classification system in your organisation. 
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In semi-structured interviews, the phrasing of the questions may vary (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 75). An interview guide, in which the topics were specified in 

advance (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 127), was used. In the interviews, questions’ 

wording did not strictly follow these outlines, and some questions were repeated or 

completely skipped in keeping with the situation at hand. Interviewees’ background 

knowledge and understanding of function-based records organisation varied. In any 

case, all of the themes were discussed, to greater or lesser extent. One of the clear 

benefits of the interview method in general is its flexibility, creating such possibilities 

as repeating or amplifying the questions during the interview (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2009, p. 73). Interviews are advantageous in the room they allow for exploring the 

meaning in questions as well as in the answers given (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 

125). On the other hand, biases may enter in. Interviewers’ personal traits and even 

appearance has effects on an interview and its quality (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 

126). 

In total, 22 recordkeeping professionals were interviewed. In all, 13 informants 

were interviewed in personal interviews, the others in groups of two or three, upon 

request by the interviewees. All interviews were recorded on tape. Three media were 

used in the interviews: face-to-face interviews, computer-based conferencing, and 

interviews by telephone. When computer conferencing and interviews by telephone 

were used, this was mostly for geographical reasons. The structure of the interviews 

was entirely the same from one medium to the next, and the tape recordings were 

all processed in the same manner. No difference was seen between media, no matter 

the commonplace view that telephone interviews are lacking in some quality in 

comparison to face-to-face interviews (Novick, 2008). The interviews are 

characterised by type in Table 4, below. 

Table 4.  The types of interviews  

(A = municipal organisation, B = university, C = governmental entity) 

Type of interview Face-to-face By videoconference By phone 

Single interviewee 

(one-on-one situation) 

 

3 (A) 

3 (B) 

1 (C)  

4 (C) 2 (C) 

Group of 2–3 persons 

 

2 (A) 2 (C)  
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3.3.2 Functional classification schemes 

In addition, the details of the functional classification systems used in the three case 

organisations were received as data for the study in spring 2013. The schemes 

followed the basic structure of a functional classification system in the manner 

presented in the guidelines of the National Archives of Finland (Kansallisarkisto, 

2007), with some organisation-specific variation. The hierarchies had three to four 

levels. Their classes were designated by some sort of numbering as well as via 

function label. 

The classification schemes’ content varied with the functions of the organisation. 

However, the principal structure was essentially the same: they began with common 

supportive functions such as general administration, personnel administration, and 

financial administration, followed by the statutory functions assigned by the laws and 

regulations to a certain authority. Examples of statutory functions are teaching, 

public-transport operation, and health-care services. 

The details of the functional classification schemes were used in the study as 

background information, and they were most important as a source in the facet 

analysis carried out in Study IV, as presented in sections 3.4 and 4.4, below. 

3.4 Methods of data analysis 

Soon after each interview, I conducted the ‘time-consuming and soul destroying task’ 

(Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 137) of transcribing the tape-recorded interview data. 

The total amount of content from the interviews came to approximately 18 hours of 

recorded data and 326 pages of transcribed text. 

In the first three sub-studies (studies I–III), I used the interview data, 

approaching the data from a different perspective for each, in line with the respective 

research questions and research interests. The process of analysis followed the same 

basic principles in all three, though. I analysed the data by applying qualitative 

methods. 

Generation of codes representing the categories of data can be drawn from 

previous literature and from interview themes. This kind of concept-driven coding 

differs from data-driven coding, wherein the codes are derived from the data without 

many preconceptions. Also, a study can apply both approaches. (Gibbs, 2007, pp. 

44–46.) In the study reported upon here, previous pieces of literature were utilised 

as sources of inspiration for coding of the data. 
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Characterisation of the data (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013) was a one-time 

exercise. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, though verbal tics 

and murmuring were excluded from the transcripts. I immersed myself in the data 

by reading the transcribed text and listening to the recordings several times. For each 

of the sub-studies (studies I–III), the coding of data to categorise the text, 

identification of items from the data, and conversion of the codes and categories 

into themes had distinctive nuances, presented later in this chapter. 

In the process of handling and analysis of the data, the data-analysis software 

ATLAS.ti was consistently used. ATLAS.ti is a tool that supports the organisation 

and analysis of qualitative data. Computer programs offer advantages for qualitative 

data analysis, such as easing the burden of the process of writing and rewriting; 

supporting sorting, referencing, and coding; and facilitating creation of statistical 

tables and graphics (Gorman & Clayton, 2005, p. 220). 

In Study I, firstly, the appropriate parts of the dataset were coded and categorised 

under the themes in line with the research questions stated. Next, focused sub-codes 

were identified and added to the categories. Then, a hierarchical list of codes was 

produced in parallel with the reading process. The coding system was created to aid 

in understanding the data and conceptualising the codes (Friese, 2012, pp. 122–123). 

Finally, the data behind the codes were examined one by one and in parallel with 

each other in light of the research questions. 

In Study II, procedures presented by Savin-Baden and Major (2013, pp. 420–433) 

were used to some extent. After characterisation of the data was immersion in the 

data. Next, the dataset was divided into segments, and the resulting chunks were 

denoted in ATLAS.ti. The data then were coded for categorisation to present a 

framework for analysis. Difficulties and the methods for handling them were 

identified from the data. After that, these were linked together and elucidated via 

graphical illustrations produced by ATLAS.ti (Friese, 2012, p. 216). 

In Study III, elements from the transcripts were categorised by means of codes. 

The analysis strategy was again supported by ATLAS.ti. Code-and-retrieve strategy 

(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 170) was implemented in the data’s organisation. In 

generating and using ideas and in generalising, the analysis was informed by writing 

analytic memos and creating lists. Recordkeeping professionals’ perceptions were 

exemplified by translations of excerpts from the interviews. 

In Study IV, facet analysis was applied. With this analysis method, the titles used 

in functional classification systems were organised into facets. In facet analysis, 

concepts are organised so as to represent certain types, such as actions or products 

(Suominen et al., 2009, p. 223). The lowest-level class names were selected for this 
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analysis since normally that level is used for classifying records in Finnish registration 

practice. For selecting a representative sample from each of the classifications’ class 

names, probability sampling techniques were applied (Pickard, 2007, p. 61). The full 

sample size was 315 class names, 105 from each classification. An Excel spreadsheet 

was used in listing the titles and in the analysis. 

Five suitable facets were created. They were derived a priori from previous 

research (e.g., Alberts et al., 2010; Sabourin, 2001; Shepherd & Yeo, 2003) that 

described functions and how one can create functional classifications. The following 

facets were used: 

 

1. Actor (who / which part of the organisation is acting) 

2. Action (what is happening / what is being done) 

3. Object of Action (the object / target / receiving end of the action) 

4. Subject (what subject matter / theme is dealt with in the class) 

5. Object of Documentation (the outcome/record articulated in the class name) 

 

The numbers of entities under each facet were summed in Microsoft Excel. The 

class names varied in their nature and structure. Hence, there was variation in their 

distribution across the facets. Some of the class names fitted one facet, while others 

included elements from more than one facet. For presentation of the findings, tables 

and simple bar charts were created. Also, the results were qualitatively described. 
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4 Findings 

The original publications, covering studies I–IV, constitute the core output of the 

thesis project. In this chapter, a summation of the key findings from studies I–IV is 

presented. The individual sub-studies are addressed in chronological order by the 

time when they were conducted and written up, not that of publication in journals. 

In Study I, recordkeeping professionals’ understanding of functional classification, 

their perceptions of the purposes it serves, and their justification for the approach 

were addressed. Study II focused on the difficulties that recordkeeping professionals 

have faced with functional classification systems and how they were handling those 

difficulties. In Study III, recordkeeping professionals’ perceptions of other users of 

functional classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations were 

explored. Finally, Study IV examined the class names used at the lowest function 

level of the hierarchy in these organisations’ functional classification systems. After 

the findings of the respective sub-studies are discussed, below, an integrative 

summary of the findings from all four is presented. 

4.1 Study I 

Study I was conducted for gaining an understanding of how recordkeeping 

professionals in Finland’s public sector perceive and understand functional 

classification, what purposes they perceive it to serve, and how they justify the use 

of this method. Recordkeeping professionals were interviewed for this sub-study, 

with the total number of informants being 22. 

 

Study I addressed the following research questions: 

 How is functional classification understood by recordkeeping 

professionals in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 What purposes do recordkeeping professionals perceive functional 

classification to serve in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 How do recordkeeping professionals justify the use of functional 

classification in Finnish public-sector organisations? 
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The findings indicate that functional classification was perceived as the 

predominant approach to records organisation. The function-based approach was 

shown to be integrated into Finnish recordkeeping practices and 

records-management tools. In general, the recordkeeping professionals perceived 

functional classification in concrete terms from the standpoint of their own 

professional duties. How they spoke about functional classification depended on 

their duties and the manifestations of the functional classification system that they 

used in conducting their work. Hence, they often spoke about the AMS or registry 

when referring to functional classification. 

The findings also reveal various purposes they perceived functional classification 

as serving in organisation. These were related mainly to recordkeeping requirements. 

The purposes mentioned were to organise records in a manner facilitating their 

management and use, to enable easily finding them, to represent the organisational 

environment logically and understandably by providing an overall picture of the 

organisation, and to guide records management. In creating a structure, functional 

classification was perceived as clarifying the employees’ work. However, it seemed 

that, to a large extent, they just needed some structure to follow and it did not 

necessarily have to be function-based. 

Most interviewees found functional structure logical. In an important illustration 

of the organisation’s functions, they expressed a desire for it to be used as a tool in 

introduction of the organisation to new employees. 

The findings also illustrate various justifications for a function-linked approach 

to recordkeeping. In part, the elements that were perceived as its purposes were 

described as justifying the approach. The recordkeeping professionals justified its 

use also in its ability to link records to their functional context in a logical manner. 

The results indicate in addition that the informants saw themselves as pressured to 

follow the approach, by the recordkeeping regulations and the prevalence of the 

method. 

Interestingly, alternatives to the approach were hardly ever cited. Some of the 

professionals even seemed to be confused when they were asked about some other 

methods of records organisation that could be used. The findings indicate a lack of 

methodological alternatives. On the few occasions when functional classification was 

compared with other methods for organising records, the function-based approach 

was perceived as the most suitable in light of current recordkeeping practices, 

especially in an electronic environment. 
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4.2 Study II 

Study II addressed the usability issues identified in previous studies as linked to 

functional classification systems. It uncovered various difficulties faced by 

recordkeeping professionals in maintaining and using Finnish public-sector 

organisations’ functional classification systems in various contexts of use in the 

course of their duties. This sub-study focused also on the methods for handling the 

difficulties faced. In all, 22 recordkeeping professionals were interviewed to provide 

the data for Study II. In the reporting on this work, the abbreviation ‘FC’ was used 

to denote functional classification. 

 

The following research questions were addressed: 

 What difficulties (if any) do recordkeeping professionals face when 

maintaining and using FC in its various contexts of use in Finnish 

public-sector organisations? 

 What kinds of methods do recordkeeping professionals apply to handle the 

difficulties they face when maintaining and using the FC system? 

 

The findings indeed show that recordkeeping professionals encounter difficulties 

in maintaining and using the organisations’ functional classification systems. 

Difficulties of one type or another were identified in every context that was studied: 

in maintaining the FC system, in using it at the point of registration, in using FC for 

records’ retrieval, and in filing. 

In the article on Study II, the issues faced were called ‘difficulties’. To proceed 

with their work, the recordkeeping professional needed to find a way to move on 

despite these. It is important to note that the difficulties were not perceived as 

substantial, however, and the interviewees knew how to handle the difficulties for 

the most part. 

The main difficulties in maintenance and updating of the FC system were related 

to changes in environment, which were perceived as constant, and structural issues 

with the system. The recordkeeping professionals saw it as impossible to keep the 

system perfectly up to date. Needs for updating arose mainly at lower function levels 

in the scheme. The findings show conflicting interests related to the needs of 

different user groups – some professionals needed the classification to be fully up to 

date, to facilitate the classification process, and the people responsible for 

maintenance had to balance this with stability of the scheme. 



 

47 

At the point of registration, clearly the greatest difficulty lay in choosing the 

appropriate class for the record or matter in question. The issue stemmed from the 

scheme not being up to date, abstract terminology used in the scheme, or 

encountering of a record that dealt with several issues at the same time. The findings 

show that familiarity with the functional classification system and with the records 

to be handled were important for competence in use of the system. Also, structural 

issues with the scheme and technological problems were mentioned as difficulties. 

In addition to their own judgement, interviewees used consulting with colleagues 

and organisational guidelines as tools for handling difficulties. Where available, a 

representation of the functional classification system that features concrete examples 

was valued and used. One option mentioned was to learn the scheme through active 

reading. In contrast, technological issues (e.g., waiting for updates to the functional 

classification system or the software used) were not easily resolved by the 

recordkeeping professionals themselves. 

Functional classification was rarely the only search element used for records’ 

retrieval. Most systems allowed the use of various search elements. When functions 

were used as a search element, differences in logic between the searcher and the 

person who had categorised the record were identified as a difficulty: sometimes, 

several function classes were possible for a record. Getting used to the FC and the 

relevant technological systems aided in searching for records. 

The informants seldom mentioned using the functional classification system in 

filing. The level in the FC hierarchy at which paper records were filed varied. Also, 

the recordkeeping professionals held various opinions about using FC in filing of 

paper records. Later finding of paper records was mentioned as problematic in cases 

wherein they were filed in accordance with function-based logic. 

The findings highlight several ways of handling the difficulties faced. Mainly, 

these methods were developed by the professionals themselves, and they were 

mainly practical in nature. The interviewees employed individual-level decision-

making, co-operation with colleagues to find answers, and application of 

organisational guidelines to proceed in cases of difficulty. For instance, when they 

faced difficulties that they could not handle themselves or when they could not find 

an answer on paper, they chatted with colleagues to find a way to move forward. 
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4.3 Study III 

The objective with Study III was to shed light on the various users and uses of 

functional classification systems for records in the Finnish public sector. Since the 

other users (apart from recordkeeping professionals) of functional classification 

systems in Finland were previously unidentified, this work took the recordkeeping 

professionals’ perspective as its starting point. Interviews were conducted with 22 

recordkeeping professionals to reveal their perceptions of the issue. 

 

Two research questions were examined: 

 What kinds of users do recordkeeping professionals perceive functional 

classification systems to have in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 What perception do recordkeeping professionals have of the use of 

functional classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations? 

 

The key finding from this sub-study was that there are various other users of 

functional classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations. The 

recordkeeping professionals interviewed perceived the functional classification 

system mainly as a recordkeeping tool and themselves as being the main users of 

that system. They were responsible for maintaining the system and for guiding others 

in its use. Most informants, however, did see the functional classification system in 

some of its embodiments as meant for all employees who were supposed to handle 

some records in the organisation. The other users mentioned were the employees 

participating in administration and decision-making procedures or in handling of 

matters. They created or handled records mostly in electronic document- or records-

management system. 

The level of functional classification systems’ use varied, and the recordkeeping 

professionals perceived the systems as not always used to the fullest extent possible. 

They saw poor usability of some electronic features or recordkeeping systems as 

being one of the reasons for non-use of the classification system. Also, certain 

employees’ personal attitudes were viewed as preventing some intended usage of the 

systems. 

The recordkeeping professionals had various expectations with regard to users. 

Many of them expressed hope that other employees would become more familiar 

with the functional classification system, while others stated that users who are not 

recordkeeping professionals do not need to know the classification system well and 

that they have other duties and responsibilities to take care of. There were different 
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views on how much those users should even use the systems. Some of the 

recordkeeping professionals did not trust in those other users’ abilities to handle the 

functional classification system. Most of them thought that users were able to use 

the system at the level necessary. The recordkeeping plan (the AMS, with its 

functional classification structure) was available to all employees but was not 

perceived as being of interest to most employees. 

The amount of guidance given to users varied between the organisations. In 

addition, the interviewees knew that not everyone followed the instructions to use 

the system, with some letting others do that part of their job. Negative user attitudes 

were reported. The recordkeeping professionals perceived the functional 

classification as relatively invisible to users other than themselves, and they stated 

that many might not even realise that they are using a functional classification system 

when handling some records in an electronic document- or records-management 

system. 

4.4 Study IV 

Study IV focused on the labels used in functional classification systems in Finnish 

public-sector organisations. This sub-study was motivated by the various usability 

issues that previous works have reported to be associated with functional 

classification systems. The aim was to explore the labels used in class names of 

functional classification systems in possible relationship to functional classification 

systems’ usability issues. 

 

These were the research questions: 

 What kinds of labelling are used in titles at the lowest function level in 

Finnish public-sector organisations’ functional classification systems? 

 Do the titles used at the lowest function level in functional classification 

systems in Finnish public-sector organisations represent functions? 

 

Three functional classification schemes of Finnish public-sector organisations 

were used as source data. One of these classification systems belonged to the 

municipal organisation (A), the second to the university (B), and the third one to the 

governmental organisation (C). To answer the research questions presented above, 

facet analysis was conducted. The method of facet analysis applied in Study IV is 

described in Section 3.4 and in the original publication in detail.  
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The findings show a variety of forms of terminology used in the class names. In 

the classification system used in the municipal organisation (A), the elements in class 

names used at the lowest function level of classification were most often (53%) 

categorised as describing actions. Verbal nouns were typically used. Under a fifth of 

the elements (17%) were subjects.  

The classification system of organisation B typically used terms describing the 

object of documentation (25%). Reaching nearly the same level of use, however, 

were actions (23%) and subjects (23%). In this classification, elements fitting the 

actor category were quite commonplace (16%) in comparison with the other two 

classifications. 

Finally, in the classification system used within the government entity (C), 

tortuous and lengthy expressions were often used. Also, paragraphs of law were used 

in class names. Most labels denoted an action (42%), while almost a fifth of the 

elements (19%) were subject terms. 

At aggregate level, the class names used at the lowest function level in the public-

sector organisations’ functional classification systems were various. However, most 

of the phrases still were read as actions (40%). Usually, these were individual verbal 

nouns or other indirect wordings. Therefore, it is open to interpretation whether 

they were actually actions or instead subjects broadly describing the subject of the 

action. In total, Actor was seldom present (it was found in 6% of the elements). 

Actions were seen in elements of titles. The expressions were largely ambiguous, 

abstract, and loose, though. Titles differed greatly between the organisations. Also, 

none of the organisations followed a specific logic across all title wordings. 

4.5 Summary of the findings 

Together, the findings from studies I–IV paint a good overall picture of functional 

classification systems in Finnish public-sector organisations. Use of the functional 

approach to records organisation appears to be a multidimensional phenomenon. 

From a bird’s-eye perspective, the approach was highly valued and seen as logical. 

For digital records’ organisation, contextual information provided by function 

information was perceived to be important. Also, the results support the prior 

assertion that functions represent the predominant approach to records organisation 

in Finland. 

Various concrete manifestations of functional classification systems are visible in 

Finnish public-sector organisations. In actual use of applications, difficulties were 
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identified and various complexities were evident. However, the recordkeeping 

professionals, as the main users of the systems, knew how to handle the difficulties. 

Individual-level decision-making, co-operation with colleagues, and use of 

organisational guidelines were the means for this. The findings identified variety in 

the difficulties, though the relative significance of the various issues was not studied. 

Findings from the sub-studies also outline the various users of functional 

classification systems within organisations. In addition to recordkeeping 

professionals, organisations have other users who deal with the functional 

classification system. That said, the systems were not perceived as being used in the 

fullest extent possible, and negative user attitudes were reported. There were 

contradictory perceptions of the level to which users should be able to use functional 

classification systems. It was highlighted also that today’s users may not be aware of 

the functional classification system embedded in a recordkeeping system.  

Titles used at the lowest function level in the classification systems varied. The 

fourth sub-study highlights the differences in labelling between organisations and 

also within a single organisation. None of the organisations followed a specific logic 

in its title wordings. Actions accounted for the greatest percentage (40%) of the total 

quantity of elements categorised by facet; however, the expressions used were often 

ambiguous and abstract. 
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5 Discussion 

This chapter discusses the findings from studies I–IV. The discussion in the chapter 

proceeds as follows: Section 5.1 reflects on the core contribution of the study, and 

the practical implications of the findings are addressed in Section 5.2. Then, 

suggestions for future research are provided, in Section 5.3. In Section 5.4, 

limitations of the study are identified, and, finally, in Section 5.5, the reliability and 

validity of the study are considered. 

5.1 The contribution of the study 

The main objective for the study was a better understanding of functional 

classification systems in public sector records organisation. The study was conducted 

in the context of public-sector organisations in Finland. Specifically, the research 

focused on the nature and uses of functional classification systems in Finnish public-

sector organisations, mostly from the recordkeeping professionals’ perspective. 

Recordkeeping professionals’ understandings of and justification for employing a 

functional classification system, along with their perceptions of its use and users, 

were explored in studies I–III. In addition, Study IV focused on the terminology 

used in class-name titles in functional classification systems. 

Thus, the ensemble nicely adds to our understanding of functional classification 

systems in the Finnish public sector. Notwithstanding the mainly descriptive nature 

of the study, its results assist in understanding the nature and role of functional 

classification systems in recordkeeping in general. Important contributions of the 

study are the strengthening of the literature and scientific foundations for the 

discipline of archives and records management. 

The main contribution of the study is a deeper understanding of function-based 

records organisation and functional classification systems in Finland’s public-sector 

organisations. The study offers new knowledge of recordkeeping professionals’ 

understanding of functional classification systems, the difficulties they face in using 

functional classification systems, and their perceptions of functional classifications’ 

use and users in organisations. In addition, the study adds to our knowledge about 
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the importance of acknowledging the terminology used in functional classification 

systems. 

The study shows that there are differences in functional classification systems 

across organisations in the Finnish public sector. The facet analysis conducted for 

class names in functional classification systems clearly adds to our knowledge of 

terminological issues in functional classification systems. Explicit guidelines as to 

what kind of terminology should be used at various levels of functional 

classification’s hierarchies do not exist in Finland. The instructions and references 

available that describe the content for classes are relatively vague (e.g., Alberts et al., 

2010; Hurley, 1993; Shepherd & Yeo, 2003). Prior to this study, no thorough analysis 

of the labels used in class names in organisations’ functional classification systems 

had been conducted. Analysis of the titles used in class names has even greater 

importance in Finland in light of the endeavour recently undertaken for 

harmonisation among functional classification systems across various public-sector 

organisations (e.g., Happonen, 2010). 

The study also contributes to understanding of functional classification systems’ 

role in organisations. Foscarini’s study (2009) provides extensive interpretation of 

the phenomenon by focusing on understanding of classification and functions in a 

heterogeneous organisational environment. The study for the thesis project has 

added to this by addressing the phenomenon in a specific cultural and recordkeeping 

context with detailed analysis of the difficulties faced in functional classification’s 

use and of the title wordings used in the classification schemes of organisations. 

The study provides further evidence supporting the findings of previous studies, 

suggesting that functions represent the most prevalent approach to records 

organisation. It was stated earlier that recordkeeping professionals prefer a function-

based approach to records organisation (Foscarini, 2012; Smith, 2007, p. 54). Indeed, 

the study supports this assertion and also previous findings surrounding usability 

issues attendant to functional classification systems (Calabria, 2006; 

Gunnlaugsdottir, 2012; Ifould & Joseph, 2016; Singh et al., 2008). Records need to 

be created, used, and preserved. They must be usable, and some of them need to be 

permanently preserved. They have to be usable in their active phase and just as well 

during archival custody. However, the study identified difficulties in the use of 

functional classification systems and inconsistency in the titles applied in the 

schemes. Consistency in forms of expression in labelling of the classes was lacking. 

This ties in with results of previous studies that point to functional classifications 

being non-intuitive to users (Calabria, 2006; Gunnlaugsdottir, 2012; Singh et al., 

2008). Furthermore, interviewees in this study questioned other users’ understanding 
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of the functional classification system in use, and the systems were perceived, in part, 

as underused. 

It was, in fact, somewhat surprising that the results support those of previous 

studies so strongly. Indeed, the special characteristics of Finnish recordkeeping 

practices, as presented earlier in the thesis, did not seem to have significant effects 

with regard to the results of the investigation. This result may be simply explained 

by the fact that the Finnish approach, its differences from other recordkeeping 

cultures notwithstanding, is strongly function-based. This is reflected in the finding 

that there was a certain lack of methodological alternatives to functional 

classification systems. This was visible in the results of Study I, which showed that, 

at least somewhat, recordkeeping professionals perceived use of a functional 

classification system as current best practice, to which they did not have many 

alternatives. 

The study provides evidence of a counterpoint between the positive views of a 

function-based approach to records organisation and the manifold problems evident 

in their practical use. In delineating between previous studies and what is 

recommended in the professional literature – i.e., between evidence and supposition 

– the study could spark discussion among recordkeeping professionals on 

interpretations and assertions surrounding functional classification systems. 

5.2 Practical implications 

The study extends our understanding of functional classification systems for records 

organisation in a manner that may be of benefit to society through greater efficiency 

in public-sector recordkeeping, especially for those people working with records in 

organisations. It may lead to guidelines for changing organisations’ record-handling 

practices in a manner that is to all employees’ advantage. 

The study investigated a phenomenon familiar to recordkeeping professionals 

through their daily work. The findings presented might not necessarily surprise 

professionals who work with functional classification systems; however, the study 

might give them new insights into functional classification systems’ maintenance and 

use with regard to the issues that create challenges in their duties, by providing food 

for thought. The findings definitely can be input to developing and improving the 

terminology used in titles in functional classification systems. 
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5.3 Avenues for future research 

In relation to a functional approach to records organisation, there are many options 

for fruitful research paths. Two key research needs that are stressed by the results of 

the study, related to recordkeeping challenges that should be tackled, are presented 

next. 

Usability issues encountered with functional classification systems have been 

cited in several earlier studies (e.g., Calabria, 2006; Gunnlaugsdottir, 2012). This 

study led to a similar conclusion. In future, attention should be paid to the users of 

the systems if we are to avoid hampering the systems’ efficient use by imposing 

difficulties. More studies focusing on use and usability of functional classification 

systems is needed for identifying the key issues that create difficulties in their 

effective and smooth use in organisations. Various user tests in authentic real-world 

situations are important for pinpointing the problems. 

Another important research front in this area involves establishing and 

strengthening a robust theoretical basis for the functional approach to records 

organisation. Special attention should be paid to the use and definition of concepts 

related to function and functional classification systems. Studies conducted in 

collaboration with disciplines with interests in recordkeeping practices, such as 

archival science, administrative science, information technology, and even linguistics, 

might provide the broader perspective that is necessary for anchoring the function-

oriented hype in the premises behind it. 

5.4 Limitations of the study 

The study has some shortcomings. For a deeper sense of functional classification 

systems’ use in organisations, carrying out observation and user testing in real work 

situations instead of interviews might have been a more fruitful approach. 

Participants’ understanding of some concepts used in the interview questions 

might have differed somewhat from the understanding of the researcher. For 

example, functional classification system often was equated to AMS. A specific 

definition of such interrelated concepts might have been valuable for rigorous 

analysis of the respondents’ perceptions. However, revealing the obscurity and lack 

of clarity in how the recordkeeping professionals used the concepts in their 

organisations yielded important information on an ambiguous phenomenon. 
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Another limitation is that only three Finnish case organisations participated in the 

study. By a strict interpretation, the low number of case organisations and the special 

characteristics of Finnish public-sector recordkeeping (proactive recordkeeping, 

AMS use, and registration) mean that caution must be applied in any generalisation, 

as the findings might not hold in other kinds of recordkeeping contexts. 

In addition, the choice of a descriptive approach instead of a theory-based one 

for studying the phenomenon might be considered a limitation of the study. A robust 

theoretical foundation derived from, for example, archival science might have 

conferred more value on the study. 

5.5 Reliability and validity of the study 

‘The key to ethics in research is to minimize the harm or cost and maximize the 

benefit’ (Gibbs, 2007, p. 101) serves as good guidance. The concepts of validity 

(accurately capturing what is happening), reliability (giving consistent results), and 

generalisability (being true for a wide range of circumstances) have been developed 

in the context of quantitative research, alongside approaches and techniques for 

ensuring them. In qualitative research, instead of a simple reality against which to 

check the analysis, there are multiple views as to interpretation (Gibbs, 2007, pp. 90–

91, 104). 

In qualitative research, collection of data is seen as an interactive process in 

various contexts with measures that are not repeatable by other researchers. 

Therefore, researchers conducting qualitative research accept distinctive results 

(Neuman, 2003, p. 185). The study for the thesis project was conducted in Finland, 

in a specific recordkeeping context. Hence, although the results might be more 

widely applicable, they are not generalisable as such. 

To provide reliable research, methods of data-gathering and the procedures for 

analysis of the data are described in the reporting on each of the sub-studies (studies 

I–IV) in detail. I ensured that the analysis was consistent and reliable by checking 

the transcripts and striving to avoid definitional drifts in coding, as suggested by 

Gibbs (2007, pp. 98–99). Also, I aimed to apply ‘reflexive good practice’ (Gibbs, 

2007, pp. 92–93) by means of an open research process and through discussion and 

assessment of integrity, along with addressing various possible issues with the data.  

Triangulation was employed in the study to address the validity or accuracy of the 

research. In examination of the phenomenon, analysis of functional classification 

schemes was conducted in addition to analysis of the interview data. When the 
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subject is viewed from multiple angles (e.g., via the use of several, quite different 

data sources), several investigators are involved, or various research methods are 

applied, one can obtain a more accurate view (Gibbs, 2007, p. 94). In addition to 

triangulation as applied in the thesis project, a further way of adding to the validity 

of one’s interview-based analysis is to provide evidence in the form of quotations 

from the interviews (Gibbs, 2007, p. 97). For studies I–III, quotations were used 

extensively, strengthening the results’ validity still more. 
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6 Conclusions 

Digitalisation has changed how we proceed with records. Their organisation greatly 

influences the records’ findability and use, today and in the future. This is of immense 

significance. Adding information to (digital) records that identifies their origin is vital 

in facilitating their later understanding. Today, the functions of the organisation that 

created or received the records in the course of carrying out its tasks serves as the 

basis for records’ organisation internationally. 

The way we organise records in public-sector organisations dates back to times 

when digitalisation in its current degree was a utopian vision. Using hierarchical, 

enumerative functional classification systems to arrange and manage records in 

organisations requires great effort on the part of recordkeeping professionals and 

other users of those systems. Even highly experienced recordkeeping professionals 

face difficulties with functional classification systems. Extending these classification 

systems’ use to every employee in an organisation appears to represent a huge 

challenge in Finnish recordkeeping culture. If that path is to be pursued, special 

attention should be paid to the content of the classification systems, especially their 

terminology and consistency in their logic.  

A theoretical foundation for the functional approach to records organisation 

needs to be constructed. After confirmation of a strong theoretical basis for the 

functional approach, various applications of functional classification systems might 

be methodically developed so as to find the approach that best serves both the user 

and the organisation in the use of current records and for records that are to be 

preserved for posterity. 
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APPENDIX 1: The interview guide and questions 

Background information  

- What is your name? 

- What is your title? 

- Please tell me about your work. 

- How long have you been working with your current duties? 

- What kind of education in records and archives management do you have? 

What does the term ‘functional classification system’ mean to you? 

- What do you understand a functional classification system to be? 

- Why are functional classification systems needed at all? 

- What do you think: who requires, needs, and uses them? 

- Do you use some other term instead of ‘functional classification system’? 

 

Why are functional classification systems developed and needed? Why was a 

functional classification system put in place in your organisation? 

- What do you think about why records are categorised on the basis of functions?  

- What alternatives do you see to functional classification systems? In your 

opinion, what other approach could work better? 

- If you could choose, how would you categorise records? 

- Do you think you could manage without a functional classification system? 

- Are you aware of the reasons the functional classification system was put into 

operation in your organisation? 

- In your duties, does using a functional classification system make the work 

easier? / What kinds of benefits do you see from a functional classification 

system in your work? 

- Does use of a functional classification system complicate your work? 

- What benefits do you see a functional classification system having in some 

other quarters? For whom? 

- Could using a functional classification system complicate someone else’s 

work? Whose work? 
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Please, tell me about the creation and implementation of the functional 

classification system in your organisation. 

- When was the current functional classification system implemented in the 

organisation? 

- Did you participate in creation of the functional classification system of your 

organisation? How?  

- How did its creation proceed? 

- From where was the information collected? 

- Was some other classification system used as a basis for the new one? 

- How were the functions selected? 

- What were your perceptions of the creation phase? 

- What was the easiest or most difficult part of it? 

- Have you created functional classification systems before? Where? 

- Did you participate in implementation of the current functional classification 

system? 

- In your opinion, how well did the implementation in your organisation go? 

- Was user training organised? How much? For whom? 

- Did you receive this training? Did you find the training personally useful? In 

what respect / in what way not? 

- What do you think about the training? What kind of training was organised? 

Who conducted the training? Did you? 

- Did you receive any feedback from the training and implementation phase? 

What kind of feedback? 

- How good was the timing of the training? 

 

What are your perceptions of the structure and content of the functional 

classification system in your organisation? 

- What do you think of the structure of the functional classification system in 

your organisation? Do you find the quantity and specificity of the levels in the 

hierarchy suitable? 

- Do you know why the structure is the way it is? On what is it based? 

- What do you call the various levels in the hierarchy (e.g., functions, activities, 

and transactions)? 

- Do you find the classification to be function-based? Are there any other 

framings for the system? What kinds? 

- Are the labels used in the classification system functions? If not, what are 

they? 
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- How well/poorly do the functions denoted in the functional classification 

system equate to the actual functions of your organisation? 

- In your opinion, what is the relationship between records and functions in the 

classification? Do the records’ origins lie in the functions whose name they 

bear? 

- Have you followed other ways of classifying records in your work? 

- How would you describe your organisation’s current classification system, as 

compared to any others you used previously? 

 

Please, tell me about the use of the functional classification system both in 

the organisation as a whole and in your work specifically. 

- How does the functional classification system manifest itself in your organisation? 

- What purposes does the functional classification system serve in your 

organisation? Who works with these? 

- Can you think of any other purposes for the functional classification system? 

- How would you characterise the duties in which the functional classification 

system is used in your organisations? Are they routine tasks or some other kinds 

of tasks? 

- Are there functions in your organisation in which records are created but not 

categorised? 

- How do you use the functional classification system? 

- Do you use the functional classification system to categorise the records you 

create? 

- Is it obligatory that a record’s creator categorise it in the functional 

classification system? 

- If a record’s creator does not categorise the record, who does, in your 

perception? 

- How do you retrieve records/material you need? 

- In your opinion, can the functional classification system be used for 

information retrieval? 

- What might be better means for information retrieval? 

- How often do you use the functional classification system – daily, every week, 

every month, …? 

- What is most difficult about using the functional classification system? Why? 

- What aspect of using the functional classification system is easy, and why? 

- What kinds of user groups are there for functional classification systems in 

your organisation? 
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- In your organisation, is use of functional classification in electronic records 

management restricted? That is, are employees restricted to using only those 

function classes that they need to deal with in their duties? 

- Do you use the functional classification system in its entirety? 

- What is your perception as to whether different user groups are able to use the 

functional classification system? 

- What do you perceive as being most difficult for other users to understand? 

What is the easiest? 

 

Please, tell me about the maintenance and possible needs for development of 

the functional classification system in your organisation. 

- How is the functional classification system in your organisation maintained? 

- How does the functional classification system adapt to changes in the 

organisation? 

- Is user training still organised (on-site or in some other way)? Is training called 

for? 

- In your opinion, are there any problems with your organisation’s current 

functional classification system? What kinds? How should they be solved? 

 

Is there anything else related to functional classification systems that I didn’t 

notice that I should ask, or something else you would like to say? 

 

If something comes to mind that I didn’t notice that I should ask or that you 

didn’t think to say, you can send it to me by e-mail, to be added to the data 

for the study. 
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Abstract Today functional classification is the predominant approach to records

organization. It is, however, apparent that the functional approach to records clas-

sification often involves methodological and conceptual confusion as well as

usability issues. The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of how

recordkeeping professionals perceive functional classification, what are the pur-

poses the classification serves and how they justify this method in Finnish public

sector organizations. The article presents the results of the study in which 22

recordkeeping professionals in three Finnish public sector organizations were

interviewed. The data were analyzed with qualitative methods. The results show the

integration of the functional approach in Finnish recordkeeping practices and

records management tools. The results also describe various purposes served by

functional classification in organizations. They illustrate various justifications for

this method and the recordkeeping professionals’ lack of methodological

alternatives.
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Introduction

Functional classification has recently drawn increasing attention as a method for

organizing records in electronic records management (Alberts et al. 2010; Bak

2012; Foscarini 2012; Gunnlaugsdottir 2012; Henttonen and Kettunen 2011). It is
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highly valued by records management professionals (Foscarini 2012; Orr 2005) and

sometimes even presented as the only reasonable method for classifying records

(Shepherd and Yeo 2003). Other options for records classification, i.e., subject,

record type, organizational structure (Smith 2007, pp. 54–55) or hybrid classifica-

tions (Bak 2012, pp. 297) more or less escape attention.

The functional approach to classification of records has its roots in the distant

past (Campbell 1941; Schellenberg 1956). With the increasing volume of records in

organizations and use of electronic records management systems (ERMS), the

functional approach has become more popular. At the same time, however, there has

also been a growing interest in the problems that functional classifications involve

(Alberts et al. 2010; Calabria 2006; Foscarini 2012; Orr 2005).

Although functional classification is a generally accepted method for organizing

records, its idea and terminology are open to interpretation. Problems have been

noticed in how functional classification is understood and how functional

terminology is interpreted. Usability of classifications has also been questioned,

and the advantages it has brought to organizations and to recordkeeping

professionals are unclear. In addition, recordkeeping professionals’ understanding

of what purposes this classification actually serves in their organizations has not

been studied.

Although the value of functional classification is internationally acknowledged,

its implementation and the practices behind it are not uniform. In the Finnish public

administration, functional classifications have gradually become more common

since the 1980s. The National Archives Service has the authority to guide Finnish

public sector recordkeeping and it recommends using functional classification as a

basis for managing records. Therefore, today functional classification schemes can

be seen as a fundamental method of Finnish public sector records management.

There have been no earlier studies which have focused on Finnish recordkeeping

professionals’ perceptions of this particular classification strategy. The purpose of

this study is, therefore, to shed light on their interpretations of functional

classification. The study seeks to find out how recordkeeping professionals

understand the concept of functional classification and what purposes they see it

as serving in the organizations. In addition, the study explores how recordkeeping

professionals justify its use in their organization.

Functional classification of records

Today functional classification is widely adopted (Myburgh 2009) and considered as

the primary approach to records classification (ISO 15489-1: 2001, s. 9.5.2;

Kennedy and Schauder 1998, p. 113; Smith 2007, p. 33; Tough 2006). It is also

presented sometimes as the only option for classifying current records (Shepherd

and Yeo 2003), and as an option also for archival arrangement (Williams 2006,

pp. 75–85). Others note that combining different classification principles simulta-

neously is possible (Bak 2012, p. 297; Kennedy and Schauder 1998, p. 113; Reed

2005, p. 113) and may enhance the acceptance and usability of the systems

(Connelly 2007, p. 22).
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Although the advent of functional classification in current organizations is recent,

functional approach to records classification was advocated already decades ago by

Schellenberg (1956). According to Schellenberg (1956, pp. 62–63), instead of

subject or organizational structure, records should mainly be classified according to

functions, as they constantly result from organizational functions. A three-level

hierarchy of functions, activities and transactions was presented already in

Schellenberg’s model (Schellenberg 1956, pp. 54–55). There are several benefits

here, one of them being that functional classification adds contextual information to

records. It brings out the context of their creation (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, p. 74)

and links individual records together with other records from the same activity (ISO

15489-1: 2001, s. 9.5.1). Context is an integral part of understanding the meaning of

an individual record since the meaning of a record rests on its connections and

dynamic relationship with other records (Lybeck et al. 2006, p. 15). By linking

records together, their evidential value is also enhanced (Tough 2006, p. 17). When

records are classified by functions, the business context is pretty much self-evident

(Myburgh 2009, p. 4461). Because records are byproducts of actions, records can

even be seen as naturally creating groups of actions (Schellenberg 1956, p. 53). By

providing contextual linkages and process control, functional classification serves

best the purposes of recordkeeping (Reed 2005, pp. 112–113). Previous studies and

literature (Foscarini 2012; Orr 2005; Smith 2007, p. 54) show that records

management professionals prefer functional classifications because they find it

easier to manage records in the functional structure (Todd 2003, p. 3). In Foscarini

(2012, p. 30), a belief in ‘power of function’ as such was also strong among records

practitioners. Stability of organizational functions is also stated as a benefit of the

functional approach (Smith 2007, p. 56; Tough 2006, p. 17), especially in

comparison with classification based on organizational structure that is variable in

nature. (Connelly 2007, p. 20; Todd 2003, p. 22). When the classification has a

stable foundation, there is less need to modify it. Functional classification gives an

understanding of the whole organization (Shepherd and Yeo 2003). According to

Gunnlaugsdottir (2012, p. 125), a functional classification scheme could be stated to

be ‘‘a map of the activities of an organization’’. It serves for retrieval, storage and

for other records management processes like disposal scheduling (Todd 2003). In

information retrieval, functional classification limits the range of records that are

searched (Tough 2006, p. 17). In addition, functional classification has other

advantages: it is flexible (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, p. 74), it enables appraisal of

business functions (Todd 2003) and it is easy to define ownership of information

(Connelly 2007, p. 20). Building a functional classification scheme may improve the

effectiveness of the whole organization (Smith 2007, p. 55).

Management support has a crucial role in implementing functional classification

(Gibbons and Shenton 2003, p. 154; Gunnlaugsdottir 2012, p. 125). After successful

implementation, functional classification can serve records management well. In

Gunnlaugsdottir (2012, p. 125) the functional classification scheme was considered

an important tool for managing records when it was familiarized in the organization

and there was training and support for using it..

Functional classification has also been an object of criticism (Bak 2012; Yeo

2012). The special nature of electronic records in contrast to paper records creates
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the need to change the approach to records and enables multiple representations.

Functional classification has been seen as arbitrary, and its alleged naturalness has

been denied (Bak 2012; Yeo 2012). Competing ways of seeing records might be

supported by expanding the definition of records classification and by item-level

management (Bak 2012) as well as by relational models (Yeo 2012). The functional

approach to records organization has several shortcomings. Some of the widely

stated problems are conceptual confusion and usability issues. Functional

terminology is vacillating, and different terms are used almost synonymously.

Function, as a concept, is obscure (Foscarini 2012). Foscarini (2012) found that the

meanings of functional concepts like ‘‘function’’, ‘‘activity’’ and ‘‘transactions’’

were not clear to professionals. Clear definitions of concepts like ‘‘function’’ and

‘‘functional approach’’ were missing, and interpretation and use of the concepts

varied. Nevertheless, organizations strove for the functional approach, which leads

to confusion and inconsistency in applications (Foscarini 2012, p. 22). Definitions of

functional terms vary from one author and standard to another. Concepts like

‘‘function’’, ‘‘sub-function’’, ‘‘activity’’, ‘‘sub-activity’’, ‘‘transaction’’, ‘‘task’’ and

‘‘process’’ are all used in the literature, mainly without rigorous definitions. The

number of elements in functional classification schemes, naming conventions and

terminology are all manifold (Alberts et al. 2010; Orr 2005). Recently, however,

Alberts et al. (2010) have striven for conceptual clarity.

Various types of functional classification systems have been constructed and

implemented (e.g., Gibbons and Shenton 2003; Sabourin 2001; Xie 2007).Widespread

implementation of the functional approach to records organization has, however, not led

to standardized methodologies of implementation or shared understanding of function

and functional hierarchies. Additionally, the role of functional classification varies

within organizations (Foscarini 2006; Henttonen 2012). In the literature, discussion has

focused mainly on DIRKS and BASCS, which are the two best known forms of

functional classification (Alberts et al. 2010; Foscarini 2006). Less is known about other

national or organizational variants of functional classification. Today organizations are

often different and more complex than the one described in Schellenberg’s work.

Functional classifications better suit organizations with simple and regular functions.

They are also more suitable for bureaucratic organizations that are strictly regulated.

(Smith 2007, p. 55). Functions may overlap, which is also problematic (Alberts et al.

2010; Williams 2006). Cultural factors and organizational and personal behavior may

have an influence on the functional aspects aswell (Foscarini 2012). Because of cultural

differences in archives and records management, challenges in local environments

would still remain even if there were a standard methodology for creation of functional

classifications.

It is clear that there are usability issues, since understanding functional logic is

not always easy. Connelly (2007, p. 21) sees the effectiveness of functional

classifications as anecdotal. From a records management viewpoint, functional

classifications are simple and easy to follow, but from users’ perspectives they are

not intuitive and confusing. In effect, experts are more convinced about the benefits

of functional classifications than are users. Functional classifications serve more

records professionals’ purposes than the needs of records users or creators (Bak

2012, pp. 290–291; Orr 2005). Users often face problems with functional logic and
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its applications, since, instead of functions, they usually think in terms of subjects

(Calabria 2006). Typically end-users find abstract functions difficult to comprehend

(Alberts et al. 2010, p. 368). There is also the difference between official procedures

and how people actually conduct processes at work (Foscarini 2010, p. 391). In

order to reduce user resistance to terminology used in the scheme, it may need to

better resemble the users’ needs (Tough 2006, p. 17). Individual users of ERMS

normally use only a small part of the classification. Thus, also automated

classification such as unit or user profiles could be created to facilitate access to

ERMS (Henttonen and Kettunen 2011). Seitsonen (2010) discusses opportunities

provided by semantic web 2.0 to functional classification in Finnish municipal

organizations.

Despite the criticism of functional classifications and the stated user-unfriend-

liness of functional classification, the functional approach to records organization is

still widely followed. Despite the conceptual confusion, usability problems and lack

of methodology, records management professionals see the functional approach to

classification as positive (Foscarini 2009; Orr 2005). Such a scheme that is familiar

to users, can with conscientious implementation be regarded as an ‘‘invaluable tool’’

for records management (Gunnlaugsdottir 2012, pp. 126–127). Current endeavors,

such as new methodological approaches (Alberts et al. 2010), user profiling

(Henttonen and Kettunen 2011), more culture-specific approach to functional

methodology (Foscarini 2012) or item-level thinking (Bak 2012) might all improve

functional classification as an approach to records classification as well as its

usability.

Context of the study

In this section the context of the study, the specific Finnish organizational

recordkeeping context, is outlined. There are three core elements that are closely

related to functional classification in Finnish organizations’ recordkeeping frame-

work: AMS (a Finnish records management tool for life cycle management),

registration and regulatory environment.

Regulatory environment

Various laws regulate authorities’ records in Finland, guaranteeing access to public

information and openness of administration, as in all the other Nordic countries

(Norberg 2003, p. 91). The National Archives Service of Finland plays an active

directive role in records management, stipulated by law, unlike in some other

countries. (Lybeck et al. 2006, p. 170). Public organizations are obliged to organize

their records and archives management services. This can be achieved by various

methods (Lybeck et al. 2006). Nevertheless, after the introduction of functional

classification in Finland in the 1980s, functional classification has little by little

established itself as the best method for records organization. Today it is

recommended by the National Archives Service. For records with permanent value
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that are preserved in electronic form only, functional classification is in practice

mandatory.

As stated in Sundqvist (2009, pp. 206–207), legislation, regulations and control

of the National Archives Service require an implementation of certain represen-

tational systems. Even recommendations without legal authority can be seen as

almost mandatory to follow. Hence, because of the outside factors there is a need to

implement representational systems that may otherwise never have been adopted for

the organization’s own needs.

The Finnish framework for recordkeeping and functional classification

Management and organization of records differs in several ways depending on the

cultural context and archival as well as records management principles and practices

adhered to (Henttonen 2012). In Finnish public administration, records and archives

management are closely intertwined. Archival aspects run through the whole

process. Since the Archives Act of 1981, the whole record’s life span from creation

to destruction or preservation in an archive has been proactively planned even

before the record itself came into existence (Kilkki 2004). Proactive management of

records has growing importance for records in electronic form (Hofman 2005,

p. 145; Reed 2005, p. 128). The proactive management of records also relates to

archival appraisal: the National Archives Service of Finland selects records with

continuing value to the society for permanent preservation, but in other respects, the

appraisal is mainly based on the organizations’ business functions’ significance

(Kilkki 2004).

In Finland, a records functional classification system is understood as a

classification of an organization’s functions. The Finnish National Archives Service

defines functional classification as an hierarchical list of statutory and supportive

functions of the organization (Sähke2 2008, p. 8). Hence, functions match the

operational goals of the organization. In addition to statutory functions (e.g., social

services), they include supportive functions (e.g., personnel administration) that

sustain organizational activities. All organizational functions are listed in the

scheme in a hierarchical relation in an enumerative, hierarchical scheme following

classical theory where categories are created from general to specific (Taylor 2004,

p. 302). In Finland, numerical notation is used for the functional classes.

AMS: A tool for records’ life cycle management

AMS is a Finnish records management tool for life cycle management (the term is

an abbreviation of the Finnish word ‘‘arkistonmuodostussuunnitelma’’). It is one of

the most important tools in Finnish public sector recordkeeping (Arkistolaitos 2000)

and has been obligatory in the Finnish public sector organizations since the 1981

Finnish archival legislation (Archives Act 831/1994). It covers the management of

records’ whole life span, describing and guiding records processing in organiza-

tions, including records capture, registry, access, publicity, secrecy, use, appraisal,

disposal and preservation. The AMS may have several roles in organizations.

Primarily it is supposed to serve organizational goals. However, when the AMS is
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designed, appraisal to serve future research needs should also be taken into account

(Lybeck et al. 2006, p. 80). Today the AMS is normally linked to an ERMS where it

generates default metadata values for records (Lybeck et al. 2006, p. 72). It indicates

the records created or received in the organization. It also works as a recordkeeping

guideline for filing, registering and determining retention times of records and as a

tool for implementing the principle of freedom of information in public

administration (Arkistolaitos 2000). The role of the AMS as a retention schedule

is required in the archival legislation and in practice this is often its primary use.

AMS could act as a comprehensive tool in the organization’s knowledge

organization, but unfortunately it is often implemented only to fulfill the letter of

the law and the goals are not achieved in reality (Valtonen and Henttonen 2010,

p. 222).

Minimum demands for an AMS are stipulated by law (Archives Act 831/1994).

According to the National Archives Service’s recommendation (Arkistolaitos 2000),

the structure of an AMS should be based on functions. Hence, creation of the AMS

starts by charting the organization’s functions and processes (Lybeck et al. 2006,

p. 81). After charting the laws and regulations concerning the organization,

designing of the AMS starts with analyzing functions and their sub-functions in an

hierarchal structure (Arkistolaitos 2007). After changes in the organizational

functions or practices, the AMS should be updated (Arkistolaitos 2000). Designing

the AMS involves the whole organization. At its best, the process should be linked

to other information systems or information management development processes

(Arkistolaitos 2007).

Traditionally, records in Finnish public sector organizations were organized

according to a so-called ABC classification scheme which is primarily based on the

records’ form (‘‘Minutes’’, ‘‘Correspondence’’, etc.) and only secondarily on their

content. The main series are identified with capital letters and lower levels with

capital and lowercase letters. This scheme came to Finland from Sweden and has

been used since the 1940s (Lybeck et al. 2006, p. 144). The purpose of ABC

classification scheme was at first used only to organize records in archives. It was,

however, later also used as a retention schedule and to classify all organizational

records in the agencies. In the 1980s and in the beginning of the 1990s, there was a

clear paradigmatic change in Finnish recordkeeping; the focus changed from

records to functions. Today, functional classification schemes have mainly replaced

ABC schemes in public sector organizations. A functions-based AMS gives an

overview of the organization’s functions, indicates the information the organization

holds and the various functions to which it is related. Therefore, it is useful also in

familiarizing new employees to their work (Arkistolaitos 2000).

The same grouping that is used in theAMS should be used in the registry system and

in filing, thus making the systems in registration and filing clearer. The National

Archives Service recommends that the same grouping is used in the registry as in the

AMS functional classification, at least at the main level (Arkistolaitos 2000). Hence

the functional classification scheme gives the structure for records during the active

stage of the life cycle and it also provides the structure of archival records series, in so

far as records with permanent value are generated within the functions. Although

traditionally there have been three independent classification schemes in the Finnish
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records management environment; the first in the records management plan (AMS),

the second in the registry and the third in the archive, the same functional classification

scheme serves all these purposes (Henttonen 2012, p. 2). Nevertheless, the structures

of municipalities’ AMSs differ. Seitsonen (2010, p. 25) points out that one-third of

municipalities’ AMSs are still based on the traditional ABC scheme.

The AMS may also be seen as a conceptual model for describing organizational

functions. With a view to managing records’ life span, it describes the hierarchical

relationships of functions and the official procedures of organizational processes as

well as the records typically produced in them. This conceptual model does not

describe the real processes of the organization, the records produced in those

processes nor the demands for records in conducting those processes (Kilkki 2009).

Sundqvist (2009, p. 204) argues that there are several contradictions and tensions

within archival representational systems. Representational systems simultaneously

serve various purposes which create inherent tension within the system. Archival

description should manage and control records, describe their context and work as a

search tool at the same time. What is represented and how it represented is imposed

on organizations from outside through textbooks and instructions (Sundqvist 2009,

pp. 206–207). These same tensions may exist when it comes to functional

classification schemes.

Registration

In Finland the practice of registering records has long historical roots (Lybeck et al.

2006, p. 39). Stephens (1995, p. 1) describes essential features of registry systems that

are also valid in Finland. A registry works as an index to records. It is used to control

the records from the moment of their creation or receipt, before any processing takes

place in the organization. Often one central registry office serves for the whole

organization. In an electronic environment registration, practices are even more

important. Registration ensures creation and capture of the record, and it connects the

record to its function (Arkistolaitos 2011). In Finnish public sector organizations,

registration is aimed at linking the records, actions taken in the processes and the

decisions made. For example, it ensures legal protection and facilitates following

procedures and records retrieval (Seppänen et al. 1990, pp. 35–36).

Today grouping in electronic registry systems is based on the same functional

classification scheme as in the AMS. All records relating to the same process are

registered under the same registration number, thereby linking the records to the

functional context of the process (Kilkki 2004). This enables and facilitates later

retrieval of the records. The focus in registration is on the individual records and

records’ processes in contrast to the AMS, where the focus is on groups of records

like functions and record series (JHS 176, 2012).

Methods

This chapter describes the methods that were used in the study. The objective is to

find answers to the following questions:
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• How is functional classification understood by recordkeeping professionals in

Finnish public sector organizations?

• What purposes do recordkeeping professionals perceive functional classification

to serve in Finnish public sector organizations?

• How do recordkeeping professionals justify the use of functional classification

in Finnish public sector organizations?

In the study, recordkeeping professionals were interviewed in three case

organizations that use functional classification. Three public sector organizations

were selected for the study: one municipal organization (organization A), one

university (organization B) and one governmental organization (organization C).

Only public sector organizations were selected because they are subject to laws

concerning records and archives management and the instructions of the National

Archives Service. Recordkeeping systems in these organizations followed the

typical Finnish proactive recordkeeping strategy which includes an AMS, a registry

system and archival records series that all share the same functional classification

scheme which formed the basic structure of the systems used. It was embedded in

the AMSs and the registry systems and formed the filing structure for records.

Since archivists and records managers are not separate professional groups in

Finland, employees in the organizations belonging to either of the groups in the

study are called recordkeeping professionals, yet they are a diverse professional

group, working under various titles, such as records management designers,

registrars, records management assistants, information service secretaries, archi-

vists, archival specialists and archival secretaries. Their duties vary from one

organization to another and from the title alone it is not always possible to see what

the professional duties might be. Qualitative interviews were used to explore

understandings (Miller and Glassner 2004, p. 127) and to find answers to research

questions. Only recordkeeping professionals were interviewed because the

interviewees had to have experience of a functional classification and some

knowledge of it before they could answer the questions submitted.

Data for the study were generated by interviewing 22 recordkeeping profession-

als operating at different organizational levels, as managers, designers and registrars

or secretaries working in the three records creating case organizations. Thus all

interviewees were presupposed to be more or less familiar with functional

classification, depending on their work history in the organization. There were 8

interviewees in organization A, 3 in organization B and 11 in organization C. The

interviews were conducted face to face, by videoconference and on the telephone

from February to May 2013. The interviews were conducted as either one-on-one

interviews or group interviews consisting of 2–3 interviewees at the same time. A

copy of the interview themes was sent to interviewees beforehand. Questions were

purposely left open-ended to gather the perceptions of the interviewees. To catch the

overall picture of functional classification, the interviewees were permitted to speak

freely from their own specific perspective.

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim excluding murmurs, laughter

and suchlike. The data were analyzed with qualitative data analysis software

ATLAS.ti. The data analysis started with reading through the data several times. In
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the first phase, the appropriate parts of the data were coded and categorized under

the themes based on research questions stated: the concept of functional

classification, the purposes served by functional classification and justifications

for functional classification. In the next phase, detailed and more focused sub-codes

were identified and added to every category. Finally, a three-level hierarchical list of

codes sorted by numbers and letters was produced in parallel with the reading

process. A coding system helps to understand what is in the data and to

conceptualize and develop the codes further if needed (Friese 2012, pp. 122–123,

141). After detailed coding, the data behind each code were examined one by one

and in parallel with each other in the light of the research questions. Codes were

used inter alia for clustering the data surrounding a specific research question.

Clustering ‘‘sets the stage for drawing conclusions’’ (Miles and Huberman 1994,

p. 57). A structured code list adds transparency and methodological rigor to the

research process.

Findings

In general, recordkeeping professionals did not perceive functional classification

abstractly. They looked at functional classification from the perspective of its

concrete manifestations in the AMS or the registry and the ways it was used in the

organization. The perception was tied to the tasks the professional personally took

care of in the organization (e.g., life cycle management, registration, filing), but in

almost all cases (with some exceptions) recordkeeping professionals were aware of

the other manifestations functional classification had in the organization. Functional

classification was a familiar term for recordkeeping professionals. Nevertheless,

they did not speak often about ‘‘functional classification’’ but used terms that

referred to its concrete manifestations (registry, AMS) in which the classification

was embedded. They used those terms partly in parallel and synonymously.

The recordkeeping professionals had various ideas about the purpose of

functional classification. The purposes they mentioned most often were to organize

records and matters in the registry systems in order to be able to find them when

needed, to provide an overall picture of the organization, to guide organizational

recordkeeping and to structure and to clarify the wholeness and employees’ own

work. Functional classification was regarded as an essential framework for

managing records and a situation in which there was no functional classification

was seen as chaotic. At the same time, however, it seemed in part that most of all

there was a perceived need for some structure to follow and the structure did not

necessarily need to be functional.

C7: [It is needed] to keep [track of records], otherwise there would be an

intolerable situation if we did not know where the records go and where to put

them and where to find them. The records form a file, you can find the things

in specific places. We do have to have a plan that we can follow… And so it is

the functional classification scheme that we follow.
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Functional classification was perceived to help in understanding and clarifying

the organization’s aims and objectives in its entirety. Functional classification, as a

representation of the organizations’ functions, described why the organization

existed and it also gave an overall picture of the organizations’ operational

environment. Functional classification in the AMS was also understood as a records

management guideline, as directions for managing records. When records were

classified according to functional classification, the selected functional class

directed the processing of the record and its appraisal. It told about steps that should

be taken in the process and how specific records should be handled.

C5: […] when I learned how to register, among other things, I regarded our

AMS as an Alphabet-book from which I could see how the order of things

work in our organization. It is a powerful guide for our work here [in the

registry office], at least.

Most of the recordkeeping professionals found the functional structure of

classification basically logical and comprehensible. They thought that it was

understandable especially in that they could see the real processes and their

procedures in the classification. Understanding organizational structure or archival

principles was not required as in some other classification methods. Hence, some of

them thought that understanding the functional approach was achievable also for

other employees in the organization. Functional classification was perceived as an

important illustration of the organization’s functions, and there was, therefore, a

request for the classification to be used as a tool in introducing the organization to

new employees.

There were differences in opinion concerning whom the functional classification

was thought to serve. Functional classification in its various manifestations was

perceived to serve in practice the needs of recordkeeping in the organizations and

especially the needs of recordkeeping professionals in handling records. At the same

time, however, functional classification in the AMS was considered important for

the whole organization and thus it was thought to be desirable that everyone in the

organization would be familiar with it.

The recordkeeping professionals partly used the same ideas—the recordkeeping

requirements—to justify a functional classification system as those they used when

they described the purposes of the system. The existence of the functional

classification system was also justified by other issues like regulatory pressure and

the prevalence of the method. Its flexibility and stability were also mentioned, albeit

only rarely. The interviewees who were familiar with classification based on

organizational structures thought that functions provide a stable foundation for

classificatory structure. Nevertheless, changes in the organization were perceived as

having some influence also on functional classifications, which were constantly in

need of updating.

Typically, recordkeeping professionals were accustomed to functional classifi-

cation and took it for granted. When they were asked about justifications or

alternatives for functional classification, many respondents were slightly confused.

Arch Sci (2016) 16:403–419 413

123



C6: Ehh, I haven’t thought about that, I am sorry. I thought that your questions

would be close to my work and I could answer them straightaway, but your

questions are so difficult, like ‘‘what else could there be other than a functional

classification?’’ Well, in my opinion, at least in records management, it is hard

to think of any other alternative.

It was important for recordkeeping professionals to see the functional context of

records. The context was made visible when records that were involved in the same

activity or process were put together in the same functional class and given the same

identifier in a registry or in an ERMS. These professionals felt that it was logical to

link records to other records that belonged to the same process. This would create

coherent wholes based on organizational functions and activities.

B1: […] they are for the specific function, performing a task, for example

filling a vacancy, the matter as a whole is there to look at. The whole matter is

there to look at, the old-fashioned ABC system divides the records [into

different series], they are not together.

Recordkeeping is strictly regulated in Finnish public sector organizations. This

was shown in the recordkeeping professionals’ perceptions. Although use of

functional classification was not stipulated by law and it was only a recommen-

dation from the National Archives Service, they felt that it was something they were

required to do.

C7: It [functional classification] must be of a certain kind to be accepted, for

example, for us to get permission for electronic retention. It must be of a

certain kind, the way the National Archives Service wants it to be.

Some recordkeeping professionals advocated functional classification by refer-

ring to their own organizational needs. This was, however, not a common argument

for using it.

A2: I see that it is our own requirement. It is not something that is imposed on

us from outside. I see in my work that there is a need for it.

Prevalence of functional classification as a method for records organization also

appeared as a justification for using it. By implementing functional classification,

recordkeeping professionals showed that they were willing to follow the best

professional practice. Additionally recordkeeping professionals themselves mostly

perceived functional classification as a reasonable and logical method for records

organization, for which there was no real alternative. Recordkeeping professionals

were, however, annoyed at the imperfection of their functional classification schemes

and they felt that the classifications needed updating. They also understood that

designing and implementing a functional classification scheme was hard and

laborious. Other classification methods (i.e., the traditional Finnish ABC scheme

and the classification based on organizational structure)were identified andmentioned

occasionally. When the other classification methods were compared with functional

classification, they were in almost all cases considered unsuitable for contemporary

records management practices, especially in an electronic environment.
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Functional classification was partly perceived as if it was the one and only

classification method available. It appeared to be a truism for records organization.

Rather than justifying functional classification compared with other classification

methods, it was often justified in contrast to no classification at all.

C8:When the records are assigned to a function it clearly makes the workings of

the organization clearer.Without a functional classification a processwould only

have a number [in the registry] and nothing would group the processes together.

Thus functions obviouslymake things clearer.And they are absolutely necessary

in filing. You cannot file records with the registry number only.

When a recordkeeping professional had not gained experience of any other

classification method and had no theoretical education in classification, the method

was a modus operandi. There was no need to justify or question the method per se.

Similarly, some recordkeeping professionals had adopted functional classification in

their work as a self-evident fact that was difficult to question.

A7: As I already said, my own thinking is so shaped by the functional

approach and the processes that it is hard to answer what [the classification]

would be if not based on functions.

Recordkeeping professionals seemed to accept functional classification without

opposition. It was perceived as the way things are to be done today. It was, however,

not perceived as a final method that might not be replaced by some new method or

system in the future.

B2: […] I try to make it more purely functional because that is the current best

practice. I don’t know if it will be the best practice 10 years from now, will we

still think that functional classification is good, but in the world of

recordkeeping everything changes so slowly. When something new is

developed, like: ‘‘hey, let’s not follow the ABC scheme, let’s do things in

other way’’, we’ll probably do it that way for the next 50 years. Then

something new is invented.

Discussion

The findings of the study show that recordkeeping professionals accept functional

classification as the prevalent method for records organization in Finnish public

sector organizations. They perceived functional classification as a logical and

comprehensible approach to organize records in contemporary organizations. This

accords with earlier observations (Foscarini 2012; Orr 2005; Smith 2007; Todd

2003) that showed that records management professionals prefer functional

classification. The study also indicates recordkeeping professionals’ concrete

approach to functional classification. Recordkeeping professionals found it difficult

to consider functional classification abstractly. They understood the classification

mostly through their tasks and professional roles. Partly because of this, they did not

share a common perception of functional classification or of the purposes it serves.
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In short, the various purposes recordkeeping professionals perceived functional

classification to serve were to organize records to facilitate the management and use

of records, to represent the organizational environment logically and understandably

and to guide records management. Their justifications for functional classification

were its ability to link records to their functional context, the method being

understandable and easy to follow, regulatory pressure and prevalence of the

method. Flexibility and stability of the method were also mentioned, although

rarely. Personal professional needs and the pressure from external directions as well

as professional expectations came up as other explanations for the existence and use

of functional classification, which was perceived as important for the whole

organization, and its more extensive use in the organization was expected.

Nevertheless, the needs of the organization were rarely mentioned when explaining

the existence of functional classification. Functional classification presents the

overall picture of the organization and its functions. This was perceived as a widely

valued attribute of functional classification. The same attribute was acknowledged

in Orr (2005) and Gunnlaugsdottir (2012).

In this study functional classificationwas significant for recordkeeping professionals,

since it gave an overall picture of the organization and contextual information about

records and records processes, neither of which the traditional Finnish ABC

classification scheme could provide. Recordkeeping professionals valued clarity of

guidance inmanaging and using large amounts of organizational records. However, that

there was a functional structure did not always seem essential: another kind of structure

might have served themaswell, although they generally believed that itwould be hard to

manage the organizational records without a functional classification. Their awareness

of other kinds of classifications was generally low. Also prior studies (Foscarini 2009;

Orr 2005) have noted the consensus among records professionals that functional

classification is suitable and even the best option for records organization. It cannot,

however, be established in the study that recordkeeping professionals perceived

recordkeeping tools as relevant precisely because the tools were based on functions.

Today, in Finland, functional classification scheme structure is normally integrated

with an organization’s registry system and other ERMSs; therefore, functional

classification forms an irreplaceable part of the system. Technically the user is forced

by the system to select a functional group to be able to proceed. Thismay partly explain

why recordkeeping professionals found functional classification so important; without

it, registrars are not able to conduct their work in a practical way in the registry system.

Nevertheless, the study does not show that the classification needs to be functional or

purely functional. Functional classification as a method for records organization has

been so generally accepted in Finnish organizational recordkeeping that other options

are not even seen. Linking records to functional context facilitates management of

records and recordkeeping professionals’ own understanding of organizational

workings. As Orr (2005) states, functional classifications are implemented because

they are seen as the best practice by professionals. In Foscarini (2012), a functional

approach to records classification was perceived as a must-have issue. There are

similarities with those findings in this study.

The low level of abstraction might be explained both by educational factors and

by Finnish recordkeeping literature. The same factors might also explain why
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recordkeeping professionals did not see alternatives for functional classification.

Only a few of the interviewees had reached the highest level of education in records

management or archival studies. Lybeck et al. (2006) is the only Finnish textbook in

the subject area of archives and records management published to date in the

twenty-first century. Other alternatives for functional classification than the

traditional ABC scheme are practically ignored by Lybeck.

The National Archives Service advocates the functional approach to records

classification in Finland in its regulations and recommendations, and the method

seems to be accepted by the organizations without criticism. In line with

Sundqvist’s (2009, pp. 206–207) thoughts about the implementation of represen-

tational systems, functional classification in Finnish organizations seems partly to be

based on exogenous factors and not on the conscious need of the organization itself.

The notion of a function is, however, still unclear (Foscarini 2012). This was not

shown in the study mainly because the professionals had accepted functional

approach without wider criticism and because they approached the functional

method from its concrete manifestations. The study did not include analysis of the

functional classifications of the case organizations. Therefore, the study does not

prove that there actually was a functional structure in the records systems of the case

organizations. For instance, organizational structure and business functions might

be intertwined in them as Foscarini suggests (2009, p. 30).

Terminological heterogeneity in the literature of functional classification is high

(Alberts et al. 2010; Orr 2005). In this study functional classification itself was

labeled by its various concrete manifestations and in that way the terminology was

heterogeneous. In Finnish recordkeeping practice, the professionals use parts of the

same functional classification scheme structure in designing an AMS, in registration

and in filing. Recordkeeping professionals were familiar with the term ‘‘functional

classification’’, but they also used more concrete terms. They used terminology that

was familiar to the professional group in the specific context of use. However, it is

assumed that in future end-users will increasingly actively participate in their

recordkeeping processes in electronic form. Probably they are not familiar with all

the manifestations of functional classification. Consequently, varied and partly

parallel naming conventions of functional classification may cause difficulties.

A limitation of the study is that only recordkeeping professionals in public sector

organizations were interviewed. In these organizations, regulatory impact was high and

administrative procedures were strict. As pointed out, the regulatory environment

influences Finnish recordkeeping practices. Recordkeeping professionals’ room for

choice under the guidance of theNationalArchivesService is limited, but in organizations

outside its control perhaps other types of classifications are also acknowledged.

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to gain a better understanding of how recordkeeping

professionals understand functional classification and the purposes it serves.

Additionally, professionals’ justifications for applying the functional approach to

records organization were identified.
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The results of the study contribute to the knowledge of functional classification

as the predominant approach to records organization. These findings also have

important implications for understanding the Finnish recordkeeping culture in

public sector organizations and the various manifestations of functional classifica-

tion in the organizations. They may also have wider implications in understanding

the roles a functional classification can play in an organization. Nevertheless, more

research on this topic needs to be undertaken. For instance, more research is needed

on various user groups and uses of functional classification in organizations.
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1.0 Introduction 
 
Understanding and interpretation of functions in the 
context of function-based records organization varies. 
Functions, activities, transactions, and processes can be 
characterized with several phrasings to represent the 
functional environment. It is open to interpretation what 

exactly the functions in a given organizational context are 
and what the relationships are between functions, activi-
ties, and related concepts. It is not clear what form such 
descriptions of functions should take in functional classi-
fication systems if they are to be unambiguous and clear 
expressions to the systems’ users. 
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A function-based approach predominates in records 
organization. The method is internationally recognized 
and widely used. Record-keeping professionals in particu-
lar value this functional classification (Foscarini 2012; Orr 
2005; Packalén and Henttonen 2016) and see the advan-
tages it provides for managing records in an electronic 
environment. Certainly, there are advantages in the ap-
proach (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 74; Smith 2007, 56), in-
cluding addition of context to electronic records and the 
ability to facilitate records’ appraisal. Alternatives for the 
method are not always stated (Shepherd and Yeo 2003, 
73)  or  seen  (Packalén  and  Henttonen  2015).  However,  
also various problems with the approach have gained at-
tention in recent studies (Calabria 2006; Gunnlaugsdottir 
2012; Ifould and Joseph 2016; Packalén 2015). The dis-
advantages are concentrated primarily in the areas of 
functional classification systems’ usability and the logic 
applied in functional classifications. In addition, recent ef-
forts notwithstanding (Alberts et al. 2010; Henttonen 
2015a), the theoretical foundation of the method remains 
quite weak. 

While the approach is in widespread use, instructions 
on creating and applying functional classification in an 
organization (Foscarini 2012) are confusing. Therefore, 
applications vary. In Finland, detailed instructions on 
how to name the classes do not exist. The recent empha-
sis on goals of increasing users’ participation in processes 
involving their records in the digital era and harmonizing 
functional classifications across organizations demands 
clarity and shared understanding of concepts such as 
function, activity, and transaction, their relationships with 
each other, and how they are formed and read. 

The  aim  with  this  paper  is  to  create  a  better  under-
standing of how functions manifest themselves in func-
tional classification systems by way of analysis of class 
names used in functional classifications. For this, a study 
was carried out in Finland (Packalén and Henttonen 
2016), where functional classifications are a norm for re-
cords organization in the public sector. Attention was fo-
cused  on  the  class  names  used  at  the  lowest  functional  
level in the systems. The study addressed the various 
forms of expression applied in denoting organizational 
activities. Beginning with facet analysis as a framework 
for analyzing the class names used, the work then turned 
to generalization of the findings and to description and 
visualization of the various attributes used in class names. 
 
2.0 The purpose of organization 
 
“Classification is a way of seeing,” according to Kwa nik 
(1999,  46).  Every  classification  serves  a  purpose,  and  
what a classification covers depends on its purpose. The 
environment where it is used is meaningful. Cultural war-

rants (Beghtol 2001, 103-5) create a basis for the deci-
sions made in determining which concepts are used, their 
order and relationships, and the whole semantic basis for 
the system. The purpose of systematic organization (that 
is, classification) is to serve users; hence, the classification 
system needs  to  be  logical  and  simple  (Meriläinen  1984,  
35), both semantically and in the phrasing of the syntac-
tic relationships. Meriläinen (109) issues a reminder that 
terminology used in library classification systems follows 
strict terminological rules, with respect to both content 
and the form of words. In the context of assigned index-
ing languages, the norm in choosing the form of words is 
to  use  nouns  to  the  greatest  extent  possible.  Verbal  
nouns, active or passive, are used to denote even activi-
ties, such as “cataloguing.” Various rules (Foskett 1996, 
79) exist to guide in using the singular or plural. Often, a 
term in natural language has several meanings; therefore, 
the vocabulary used in subject languages is normalized 
for information retrieval’s sake. Natural and subject lan-
guage vocabularies use lexicons in different ways. Natural 
language lexicons use words and sometimes phrases 
(Svenonius 2000, 128-9), while subject languages use only 
specific terms indicating the subject content. Uniformity 
in practices (International Organization for Standardiza-
tion 2013) is enhanced also with international standardi-
zation. 

In records and archives management, the increasing 
volume of digital items led to a change of perspective in 
classification. Not just records’ retrieval but also under-
standing the context of records and the action of which 
they serve as evidence guided this paradigm shift in re-
cords organization in the 1980s. Functional classification 
lends itself well to meeting this requirement. This man-
ner of classification differs greatly from subject-based 
classification. Its purpose is to describe the functions of 
the organization, the main functions, and the supportive 
functions as well.  A functional classification system (Na-
tional Archives of Australia 2003, 7) is based on analysis 
of the organization’s functions and activities. It is about 
the  context  of  records,  why  each  record  exists.  Criteria  
for designation of concepts in class names in records’ 
functional classifications do not exist in the quantity and 
specificity familiar from other indexing languages. Under-
standing of functions varies (Alberts et al. 2010; Foscarini 
2009; Hurley 1993), and there are no common rules that 
determine their naming. Existing guidelines for creating 
functional classifications are difficult to understand (Fo-
scarini 2009), so the systems end up varied and subjective. 
Also, an organization’s functions and units, as well as sub-
ject terms (Kennedy and Schauder 1998, 115), may coin-
cide terminologically. Previous studies (Alberts et al. 
2010; Calabria 2006; Foscarini 2009; Ifould and Joseph 
2016; Orr 2005; Packalén 2015) show various difficulties 
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in using functional classifications. The approach is not in-
tuitive to users,  and they face difficulties in relating their 
day-to-day work procedures to abstract functions that do 
not necessarily match the real work processes. Also, vari-
ous users who are not record-keeping professionals need 
to use functional classifications in organizations (Packalén 
2016), yet their needs may not be met. Initially, the differ-
ence in classifications between archives and libraries 
(Ribeiro 2014, 324-5) lay in its use as a means of physical 
organization in archives and of retrieval in libraries. A 
customer-oriented approach has been familiar at libraries 
from the very beginning, while archives have focused in-
stead on the arrangement of documents. Today, users’ 
needs,  especially  that  for  accessibility,  make  a  distinction  
between these two contexts irrelevant. Users are forcing 
archivists to focus on subjects. 
 
3.0  Structural and conceptual elements of functional 

classification 
 
In a functional classification, the organization’s functions 
are  divided  into  main  classes.  Each main  class  is  then  di-
vided into smaller sections, until a decent level of specifica-
tion has been gained. In such a hierarchical classification, 
classes are listed for the system in advance. Any further 
classes cannot simply be added by users of the system. Ac-
cordingly, certain supporting functions usually exist in 
every organization, such as administrative functions, finan-
cial management, and the personnel administration. In ad-
dition, there are organization-specific specialist functions. 

The various classification structures display diverse 
advantages and problems. One of the advantages of hi-
erarchical classification (Kwa nik 1999) is that it provides 
a wider perspective on the thematic whole. From users’ 
points of view (Meriläinen 1984, 27), the main problem 
in enumerative classification systems is the predetermined 
classes. Listing every possible class that users might wish 
to use beforehand is impossible. Therefore, the user 
needs to settle on the least erroneous one. Also, the sys-
tems are often extensive and therefore clumsy to use. 

A central issue in the problematics of functional classi-
fication  is  the  concept  of  function.  This  is  a  widely  used  
concept, yet definitions of it are few and understanding 
varies. That said, previous studies and literature (Alberts et 
al. 2010; Foscarini 2009; Hurley 1995; Sabourin 2001; 
Schellenberg 1956; Shepherd and Yeo 2003; Tough 2006) 
do provide some definitions and viewpoints. Alberts et al. 
(2010) define a function as “an action description that em-
phasizes the group carrying out the action, their responsi-
bility, and how their action supports a general goal or or-
ganizational state,” and thus functional classification (376) 
is “an action taxonomy organized on the basis of identified 
goals and sub-goals, which in turn reflect desired states of 

the organization.” The authors (372-3 emphasis original) 
go on to state that “an action has a subject, a verb, one or 
more objects and possibly adverb phrases—[subject is 
[verb]ing [object], [subject] is [verb]ing [in order to…].”  A  verb  
alone is not an action when this definition is applied. 

Some attention has been paid internationally to naming 
conventions for function-related categories in classification 
systems. Hurley (1993) categorically states that a function is 
not a subject, giving the example that the function of a leg-
islature is to legislate. The focus in functional analysis 
should, therefore, be on functions and processes, not sub-
ject terms. For instance, “conferences” is a subject term, 
but “attending conferences” and “arranging conferences” 
are different processes and must be classified separately, 
Shepherd  and  Yeo  state  (2003,  76).  They  clarify  also  that  
activities occur at process level; they have a clear beginning 
and end, in contrast to functions and sub-functions, which 
have no time limit. Although transitive verbs should be 
used to describe functions and their components, in prac-
tice these may be replaced with a noun form. At function 
level, the verb or verbal noun may even be omitted some-
times. At other levels, it should always be present, as in the 
case of “recruiting staff.” Labels such as “staff” and “in-
voices” are not acceptable, since they do not describe the 
process (79). The terms used at the highest level in a func-
tional  classification  system  (Tough  2006,  15)  should  de-
scribe the purposes of the organization in order to direct 
the record-keeping systems toward the organizational 
goals, instead of technical ones. Sabourin (2001) clearly 
addresses the issues of titles denoting subjects or objects 
instead of functions, and Xie (2007, 6) differentiates be-
tween “activity-indicating” categories (oriented more to-
ward subject-based systems), e.g., “vehicles,” and “activity-
denoting” categories, e.g., “motor vehicle management.” 
Henttonen (2015a) makes a point of addressing the rela-
tionship between records and categories in the classifica-
tion; a record should be created or used in the category in 
order to have a real functional relationship with that cate-
gory. 

Guidelines that Schellenberg (1956, 53) offered dec-
ades ago outline three elements that should be considered 
in classification of public records: the action of the re-
cord, the organizational structure of its origin, and the 
subject. Action may be discussed in terms of functions, 
activities, and transactions. Schellenberg used the term 
“function” to cover the responsibilities of an organiza-
tion in connection with achieving the broad purposes 
designated for it. He saw consistency in naming the 
classes as important and stressed that the same principle 
should be followed for each successive level—e.g. func-
tion  at  one  level  and  activities  at  another  (63).  Also,  he  
stated, titles should reflect functions, activities, or transac-
tions, and such headings as “general” or “miscellaneous” 
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should be avoided. Neither should business units and 
workgroups  (Shepherd  and  Yeo  2003,  74)  be  used  as  a  
basis for classification. The group “miscellaneous” (Ly-
beck 2006, 46) is suitable only for occasional records that 
do not have any other place in the grouping. If it is used 
a  large  amount  or  for  many  matters,  there  is  a  need  for  
more detailed grouping. 
 
4.0  The Finnish public sector as a record-keeping 

context 
 
In Finland, a function-based approach to records organi-
zation started to gain ground in public-sector record-
keeping during the 1980s. Since then, organizations in the 
public sector have followed this approach (Orrman 2007, 
66), and record-keeping professionals (Packalén and 
Henttonen 2016) today seldom even see any alternative 
but to create record-keeping plans that follow a function-
based structure. Furthermore, public-sector record-
keeping in Finland not only is subject to laws but also fol-
lows codes of conduct and recommendations from the 
National Archives Service. 

It is noteworthy that knowledge organization systems 
differ in various record-keeping cultures, as Henttonen 
(2012, 2) stresses. The Finnish functional classification 
system (Henttonen 2015b, 217) and record-keeping prac-
tices differ greatly from the systems used in some other 
countries. In Finnish public-sector record-keeping prac-
tice, the organizations create record-keeping plans that 
describe and guide the creation, maintenance, and preser-
vation of their records and archives. The entire life of re-
cords, from creation to their preservation or destruction, 
is covered in the plan, which follows an approach of 
functional classification. Registration is a key operation in 
Finnish public-sector record-keeping. Today, the same 
functional structure is followed across registration sys-
tems, with Finnish registration tradition having their ori-
gins in Swedish (Sundqvist 2009, 79) registration prac-
tices. This helps to ensure reliability and openness of ac-
tions in the public sector. Eventually, when the records 
move from active use to archival, this proactive record-
keeping strategy and the function-based record-keeping 
plans mean that the structure applied in their organiza-
tion remains the same. Before functional classifications 
became commonplace in Finland’s public sector, “ABC” 
classification systems (Henttonen 2015b, 221), based on 
record types, were followed. Registers, minutes, outgoing 
and incoming letters, etc. formed the main classes, which 
were identified with letters: “A,” “B,” “C,” etc. 

Today, functional classifications in the Finnish public 
sector typically follow a three-level, enumerative, hierarchi-
cal structure in line with the model offered by the National 
Archives Service (Kansallisarkisto 2016), though concep-

tual and hierarchical relationships in processes may vary, 
depending on the organization’s process descriptions. 
Guidance for labeling of the classes has not been pre-
sented. Organizations are free to apply their own system in 
this respect. Usually (Orrman 2007, 68), functions in the 
first three main classes stay the same: 0 for general admini-
stration, 1 for personnel administration, and 2 for financial 
administration. Use of technology (71) and demands for 
compatibility and uniformity necessitate some changes in 
the systems in the course of time. Overall, however, they 
remain the same as they were several decades ago. 
 
5.0 Methods 
 
The following research questions were addressed in the 
study: 
 
1.  What kinds of labeling are used in titles at the lowest 

functional level in Finnish public-sector organizations’ 
functional classification systems? 

2.  Do the titles used at the lowest functional level in 
functional classification systems in Finnish public-
sector organizations represent functions? 

 
The data for the study consisted of descriptions of func-
tional classification systems received in Spring 2013 from 
three, quite different Finnish public-sector organizations: 
one municipality (A), one university (B), and one na-
tional-level governmental organization (C). The systems 
followed a hierarchical, enumerative structure typical in 
Finland. They differed in contents and in accordance 
with the divergent functions of the organizations. The to-
tal  number  of  class  names  at  the  lowest  level  of  each  
functional classification systems (the level before record 
types are indicated) is presented below in Table 1. In the 
systems at organizations A and B, this was the third level, 
while  it  varied  in  organization  C,  being  either  third  or  
fourth in the hierarchy. In addition to the title, a numeric 
notation such as “02.05.05” was used in the classification 
systems to denote the class; however, the study focused 
only  on  class  names.  The  lowest-level  class  names  were   
 

Organization Number of classes in the  
lowest class in the hierarchy 

Organization A 221 

Organization B 606 

Organization C 730 

Total 1,557 

Table 1.  The  total  number  of  class  names  used  at  the  lowest  
level of classification. 
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selected since normally this is the level used for classify-
ing records in organizations’ registration practice. At that 
level, records belonging to the same action group are 
connected with each other. 

The selection of data for the study involved sampling 
(Pickard 2007, 59),  “the process of selecting a few from 
the  many  in  order  to  carry  out  empirical  research.”  The  
probability sampling techniques applied and the methods 
used in the analysis are described next, sequentially. As 
Table 1 shows, the number of classes was much lower in 
organization A than in the other two organizations’ sys-
tems. Therefore, we used cluster sampling in order to se-
lect a representative sample from each of the classifica-
tions,  with  105  class  names  selected  from  each  system.  
This makes the total  number of class names analyzed in 
the study 315. For comprehensiveness—inclusion of 
class names from every function class—systematic sam-
pling  was  used  for  each  of  the  classification  systems.  In  
line with this criterion, k = N/n. In organization A, 
221/105 = a k value of 2; in B, 606/105 = a k of 6; and 
in  C,  730/105  =  a  k of 7. The starting class name was 
randomly selected. In a further round, the class names al-
ready selected for the sample were skipped. The ran-
domly selected start points were 9 in organization A, 21 
in organization B, and 77 in organization C. 

The class names selected were listed one organization 
at a time in an Excel spreadsheet. They were then sorted 
via facet-analysis methods as described next. The labeling 
of  the  classes  usually  involved  more  than  one  term.  
Therefore, to find out the various attributes the title rep-
resented,  a  class  name  might  be  deconstructed  into  its  
constituents, and these assigned to different facets. How-
ever, terms describing other terms without having a 
meaning of their own were bundled together with the 
main term. Each facet was allowed for one entry in one 
class name. Hence, the titles consisting of several ele-
ments denoting the same facet, e.g., “medals, decorations, 
honorary titles, and rewards,” counted as one entry to the 
facet  in  question.  In  a  standard  descriptive  statistical  
analysis process, the entries under each facet were 
summed in Excel. To illustrate findings for nominal-level 
data, a frequency distribution can be calculated and pre-
sented (Pickard 2007, 252–4). For data display, tables and 
simple bar charts were derived from each classification 
individually and in conjunction with the others. Also, 
characteristics of each classification were qualitatively de-
scribed. 
 
5.1  The facet-analysis approach applied  

and the facets used in the analysis 
 
In the study, a facet-based approach formed the founda-
tion for analyzing the class names used. In facet analysis 

(Suominen et al. 2009, 223), a special dictionary is created 
to describe the content of a document. The expressions 
used are organized into facets that represent certain types 
of concepts—e.g., actions, products, or methods. Instead 
of creating a dictionary, the aim for the facet-analysis 
process in the study was to find homogeneous, mutually 
exclusive groups to syntactically describe the elements of 
verbal expressions used in the class names at issue. 

There are various interpretations of what constitutes a 
facet (Broughton 2006, 68), from simple description of 
field names to complex models that support automated 
object description and retrieval. Broughton (2002) de-
scribes facet analysis as a “rigorous process of termino-
logical analysis whereby the vocabulary of a given subject 
is organized into facets and arrays, resulting in a complex 
knowledge structure with both semantic and syntactic re-
lationships clearly delineated.” The starting point for the 
study was a simple one: seeing facets as viewpoints (Suo-
minen et al. 2009, 224), as different angles from which to 
look at the scope of the object. 

The  first  known  system  of  faceted  classification  was  
created by Ranganathan (1951), to classify library materi-
als. However, earlier references (Hjørland 2013) to facet-
based classification exist. More recently, the method came 
to be applied in various electronic contexts (Broughton 
2006), including Web environments, and faceted systems 
are quite common at present. Broughton (2002) sees facet 
analysis as providing a method appropriate for manage-
ment of terminology and concepts in diverse environ-
ments. More extensive theoretical exploration and exami-
nation of the logic used in facet analytic tradition (pre-
sented by, for example, Hjørland 2013) are beyond the 
scope of this study. 

The study applied facet-based approach to identify 
what kinds of elements characterize the class names used. 
Therefore, against the standard methodology of facet 
analysis (Vickery 1960), five suitable facets (facets 1-5 as 
described below) were a priori derived from previous re-
search and literature describing how to create a functional 
classification (Alberts et al. 2010; Hurley 1993; Sabourin 
2001; Schellenberg 1956; Shepherd and Yeo 2003), what 
kinds of elements to use, and what kinds to avoid in creat-
ing the system and labeling the classes. Also, characteris-
tics presented in previous studies and literature describing 
functions, either idealistically or in terms of the elements 
used in functional classifications in practice (Foscarini 
2009; Kennedy and Schauder 1998; Lybeck 2006; Xie 
2007), were utilized in creation of the facets. 

The categories (Suominen et al. 2009, 225) that exist in 
the grammar of natural languages are word classes (noun, 
adjective, etc.) and sentence elements (subject, object, 
etc.). The former could be described as absolute, while 
sentence elements are situational; i.e., their role may 
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change. In the study, facet categories were understood as 
sentence elements, to allow for the existence of various 
roles in terminology used in class names. Categories are 
concepts that define other concepts. They may be illus-
trated in the form of a question (225),  as with the facets 
used in the study (see Table 2.): 
 
Facet Question Example 

Facet 1: Actor 
Who / which part 
of the organization 
is acting? 

President (in the class 
name “President’s 
minutes”) 

Facet 2: Action 
What is happening 
/ What is being 
done? 

Organization (in the 
class name “Organiza-
tion of an exam”) 

Facet 3: Object 
of Action 

What is the object 
/ target / receiving 
end of the action? 

An exam (in the class 
name “Organization 
of an exam”) 

Facet 4: Subject 

What subject / 
matter / theme is 
dealt with in the 
class? 

Phone directories (the 
class name “Phone di-
rectories”) 

Facet 5: Object 
of Documenta-
tion 

What is the out-
come / record ar-
ticulated in the 
class name? 

Minutes (in the class 
name “President's 
minutes”) 

Table 2. The facets used in the study and examples of how they 
were used in the analysis. 
 
Some of the class names analyzed consisted of only one 
word, while others were longer and more complicated, 
comprising arcane grammatical expressions. Any kind of 
qualifying or specifying concept in a class name was sepa-
rated into a facet that included the associated main con-
cept; for instance, in a class name “Domestic cooperation 
in general,” the terms “domestic” and “in general” were 
assigned to facet 2 (action) because the main concept was 
“cooperation.” Hence, facets 1-5 as presented above were 
not more widely deconstructed into their constituents. It 
is important to note that one class name was not equal to 
one facet;  because of the varied nature and structure of 
the class names, their distribution across facets varied. 
Some class names fitted one facet, while others included 
elements from several facets. For this reason, while the 
sample size was the same for all the classifications, the to-
tal quantity of elements after division by facet differed 
between classification systems. 

To find out what kinds of elements the class names 
represented, we assigned the various verbal expressions 
used in class names to appropriate facet categories, as ex-
emplified next. In the class name “organization of educa-
tion and teaching,” “organization” was categorized under 
facet 2 (action) and “education and teaching” under facet 
3 (object of action). “Research data” was assigned to facet 
4 (subject), while “road plan” fell under facet 5 (object of 

documentation). “Ending of contract and pension” was 
divided such that “ending” was under facet 2 (action), 
“contract” under facet 3 (object of action), and “pension” 
under facet 4 (subject).  Language does not always simply 
bend so as to allow categorization exclusively under one 
facet,  however.  As  Svenonius  (2000,  141-4)  states,  con-
cepts such as organization are multi-referential and could 
be categorized as either processes or entities. Problems 
arise also with abstract terms. Finally, even when the terms 
are concrete, various problems with overlapping catego-
ries and confusion of purpose or redundancy may arise. 

Although the analysis focused on terms in class names 
as sentence elements, certain morphological characteristics 
typical of the Finnish language that might have an influ-
ence on meaning and understanding of words could not 
be ignored. The Finnish language (Karlsson 2001, 1) be-
longs to the Finno-Ugric language family that differs quite 
a bit from, e.g., English or French, belonging to the Indo-
European language family. Morphological derivation is the 
most important method of forming new words in the 
Finnish language. For example, nouns that often indicate 
result of an action can be formed with derivation (Karls-
son 2001, 237), e.g., the Finnish word “ostos” (denoting 
“purchase”) can be formed from the root word “osta/a” 
(denoting “buy”). Also, in Finnish language (231), a given 
word form may contain many derivative suffixes in suc-
cession. Hence, Finnish is an economic language (Lepäs-
maa et al. 1996, 14). With extensive use of derivation from 
roots, individual words include a large amount of infor-
mation. When translated to other languages they often 
cannot be translated by one word, e.g. the Finnish deriva-
tive  word  “perheellisyys”  is  equivalent  to  the  English  ex-
pression “whether a person has a family or not.” 

Unambiguousness and precision in choice of words in 
writing  (Iisa  et  al.  1999,  201)  is  important  for  reaching  
one’s goal. In technical vocabulary, noun phrases are 
common. Additionally, descriptions of an act are often 
part of technical vocabulary. In Finnish, it is possible to 
form two distinct kinds of nouns from the same action. 
Verbal expressions of these sorts are widely used, since 
they serve as a major concept, extensively describing the 
issue in question. When such expressions are used in a 
piece of text, the act of doing becomes a noun (208-9). In 
the study, the influence of such terms was seen especially 
with the concepts grouped under facet 2 (action). The act 
of doing something is not clearly and unambiguously ex-
pressed, and it could be understood as a subject just as 
well. An example of such an abstract class name in the 
sample is “early childhood education.” It is not clear what 
exactly is being done around the theme. However, since 
the class names analyzed were used in the context of 
functional classifications, such expressions were read pri-
marily as action descriptions. For practical and economic 
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reasons, the analysis focused on class names as separate 
verbal expressions, without considering their wider con-
text, the upper-level class names used in the classification. 
However, totally ignoring aspects of contextual under-
standing was impossible—language always has a meaning 
that is formed in joint effect with other words. 
 
6.0 Findings 
 
After the elements in class names were distributed across 
the five facets presented in the “methods” section, the 
findings were illustrated: figures were drawn to show the 
number of elements for each facet. Below, the findings 
are described for organizations A, B, and C, respectively, 
and the attributes then are discussed as a whole. 
 
6.1 Classification in organization A 
 
In the classification in organization A (a municipality), 
elements in class names were most often (53%) catego-
rized as describing actions. For the most part, verbal nouns 
were used, e.g. “employment.” Ultimately, however, it is 
open to interpretation whether the expression was an ac-
tion or a subject that described the action. As noted above, 
such ambiguous phrases were read as actions in the study. 
Approximately half (47%) of those action descriptions had 
an object, and objects of actions accounted for 25% of all 
the phrases used in class names. There was relatively little 
use of subject terms in class names, with only under a fifth 
(17%) of the elements being subjects. In this classification 
system, one element fitted the “actor” facet. The actor in 
question had an action but did not have an object of ac-
tion. For organization A, only a few “object of documen-

tation” elements (4%) were found. In fact, “initiatives” was 
the only one describing an “object of documentation.” In-
terestingly, multiple class names ending with the word 
“general” were used in this classification system. The dis-
tribution of the elements into facets in organization A is 
shown in Figure 1. 
 
6.2 Classification in organization B 
 
Organization B’s (a university) class names typically used 
terms describing the object of documentation (25%). In 
total, class names that include terms describing an object 
of documentation, action (23%), and subject (23%) were 
quite evenly used. In this classification system, various 
types of objects of documentation (e.g., “minutes,” 
“forms,” and “guidelines”) were often stated in class 
names. In action descriptions, an object was present in 
56% of names. Organization B had the classification sys-
tem that featured expressions describing the actor. The 
actors  identified  were  various  units  inside  the  organiza-
tion and work groups such as “steering group for occupa-
tional health care.” Sixteen per cent of the elements in 
class names were categorized as fitting “actor.” Interest-
ingly, one of the titles in the sample from this system was 
used three times. Figure 2 describes the distribution of 
elements by facet in the classification at organization B. 
 
6.3 Classification in organization C 
 
The class names used at organization C (a governmental 
organization) were often long and tortuous expressions. 
When considered in terms of our facets, most denoted 
an action (42%). As much as 75% of the actions included 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of elements by facet for the lowest-level class names in organization A. 
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an object of action. Approximately a fifth (19%) of ele-
ments  in  class  names  were  subject  terms.  In  addition,  
there were some objects of documentation mentioned in 
class names (7%). These were, e.g., “request for com-
ment” and various “clearances.” Two actors were found. 
Figure  3  shows  how  the  elements  were  distributed  by  
facet in organization C. 

Interestingly, some references to paragraphs of a law 
were used in class names at the organization. These were 

categorized on the basis of the phrase used. Also, “pro-
ceedings” was used in class names in this classification sys-
tem several times, e.g., “liquidation proceedings” or “appeal 
procedures” for various objects of action. While we inter-
preted proceedings as actions, they are fundamentally open 
to interpretation and might have been read as subjects as 
well.  Also,  some  class  names  in  organization  C  featured  
plural nouns that had a verb root. Such expressions as 
“procurements” were read as subjects since the expression 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of elements by facet for the lowest-level class names in organization B. 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of elements by facet for the lowest-level class names in organization C. 
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could hardly be understood as an action. It is possible, 
though, that they were meant to be action descriptions. 
 
6.4 Class names used in organizations A, B, and C 
 
Various class names were used at the lowest level of the 
functional classification systems in the three Finnish pub-
lic-sector organizations. Most phrases in the labeling were 
read as actions (40%). The concepts used to describe the 
action were usually individual verbal nouns or other indi-
rect  wordings,  e.g.  “advancement  of  industry  and  trade.”  
Hence, it is open to interpretation whether they are actually 
actions or more like subjects broadly describing the subject 
of the action. Morphological derivation was common in 
the phrases. More than half of the actions included an ob-
ject (59%). “Objects of actions” accounted for 23% of the 
total number of elements as categorized by facet. Figure 4 
gives an overview of the elements’ distribution. 

In  the  class  names  analyzed,  an  actor  was  present  in  
six percent. Otherwise, actors may have been hidden 
within the “action” and “object” of “action” facets. 
However,  they  were  not  visible  from  the  labeling,  given  
that, in classifications that describe the functions of an 
organization, the actor in most cases is the organization 
itself. Furthermore, organizations have functions that 
they do not literally perform but control as an authority. 
To some extent,  the action of control was seen in titles,  
e.g., “supervision of seedtrade.” Partly, however, this role 
of an authority was not displayed; instead, the object of 
such control was stated as the action itself, e.g., “founda-

tion and nurture of wetlands [that has multiple influ-
ences, and …].” Also, subject elements were used in the 
labels, with 19% of elements in class names being catego-
rized as subjects, e.g., “maps, address, and place informa-
tion”).  The  phrases  read  as  subjects  were  varied.  Some-
times  individual  words  were  used,  but  more  complex  
thematic entities were used in class names too. Object of 
documentation  was  explicitly  denoted  in  12%  of  ele-
ments in class titles. The types of objects of documenta-
tion referred to varied and extended beyond those used 
in official procedures (statistics, contracts, etc.). 

Overall, actions had a significant presence in elements 
at the lowest level. However, the expressions used for ac-
tion  were  largely  ambiguous,  diffuse,  and  abstract.  Fur-
thermore, organizations A, B, and C differed greatly from 
each other. Each of the classifications displayed its own 
typical features in class names; however, none of them 
maintained a specific logic across all title wordings. 
 
7.0 Discussion 
 
The study was designed to reveal what kinds of labels are 
used in the lowest-level class names in functional classifica-
tions in Finland’s public sector and how an organization’s 
functions manifest themselves in those class names. The 
findings show differences in many respects. In addition to 
variation between organizations, variation existed in the 
phrases used in the lowest-level class names within the in-
dividual functional classification systems. There were some 
abstract, high-level concepts, e.g., “service activity subject 

 
Figure 4. Percentage distribution of the elements across facets in total in classifications A, B, and C. 
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to a charge” and some concrete phrases, e.g., “news related 
to the university that has been published by others.” Con-
sistency in forms of expressions was lacking. In addition, 
the phrases were ambiguous. Often, whether a given ele-
ment expressed action or a subject was a matter of inter-
pretation.  It  was  clear  that  a  class  name  alone  does  not  
provide enough information for reliable understanding of 
its content; users need scope notes or other supportive in-
struments. The elements used in class names evidenced an 
attempt to use function-based expressions, yet this was not 
readily apparent, because of the miscellaneous labeling sys-
tems. None of the classification systems followed any con-
sistent logic in its lowest-level class names. 

Public-sector organizations vary in their size and struc-
ture. In this study, the classification systems analyzed were 
from three distinct kinds of organization (again, A was a 
municipality, B was a university, and C was a state entity). 
While they shared support functions such as “administra-
tion” and “personnel management,” they differed in their 
main functions. All the organizations were subject to the 
same record-keeping and archival legislation and regula-
tions pertaining to public-sector organizations in Finland. 
However, there were no detailed guidelines for labeling of 
classes. Therefore, the heterogeneity of the class names is 
in some ways not surprising. It is possible that the results 
would have differed less between the classification systems 
examined if the systems had come from organizations in 
the same field of activity. However, it is also possible that 
their structure would have differed greatly even then, be-
cause the field of activity may not determine what facets 
are “chosen” to be made visible in a class name. 

The action-description structure presented by Alberts 
et al. (2010, 372-3) was absent from the classifications ana-
lyzed in the study. Functions were shown mainly via indi-
rect, derivative nouns with a verb root. The labels used in 
the class names were ambiguous, whether through con-
scious decisions in creation of the systems to use high-
level expressions to cover a wider range of issues (Iisa et 
al. 1999, 208-9) or unconsciously shaped through a com-
mon use of derivation in the Finnish language. It is also 
possible that attempts were made to follow general rules 
for indexing languages (Foskett 1996) by using nouns as 
much as possible. The ambiguousness of Finnish words 
created through derivation might have been partially un-
avoidable. At the same time, the functional classification 
systems analyzed in the study did not seem to follow the 
principle, presented by Schellenberg (1956, 63), that the 
structural principle selected for titles at one level in the hi-
erarchy should be used throughout that level. 

Abstract terms and class names (Packalén 2015) that are 
open to various interpretations cause difficulties in classify-
ing records even for the professionals involved. The ab-
stract and ambiguous terms at the lowest functional level 

may exert a combined effect with the usability issues that 
previous studies too (Calabria 2006; Gunnlaugsdottir 2012; 
Ifould and Joseph 2016) have highlighted. According to 
one earlier study (Calabria 2006), users think about sub-
jects, not functions. 

In the Finnish public sector, there are ambitions of 
harmonization among functional classification systems. 
The differences among class names shown in the study 
casts doubt on the possibility of creating common func-
tional classifications by combining and rewriting the exist-
ing systems. Integration of such varied approaches and 
viewpoints to express the organizational functions and ac-
tivities in numerous functional classification systems might 
encounter unforeseeable challenges. 

Facet  analysis  was  useful  for  finding  the  forms  of  ex-
pression used in functional classification systems’ labeling. 
However, the analysis was difficult. The class names used 
were miscellaneous and ambiguous, and some seemed 
challenging to categorize at all.  The “actor,” “action,” and 
“object of action” facets turned out to be especially diffi-
cult, since a corresponding structure was unfamiliar in class 
names. Merging these into a single facet might have left 
things clearer; however, the authors decided to keep them 
separate, to highlight the visibility and non-visibility of ac-
tions and the associated actors and objects in class names. 
Notwithstanding, in the endeavor to harmonize functional 
classification systems, applying a facet analysis in advance 
might be one valuable option. The authors also see col-
laboration between various public sector organizations and 
with various groups of employees in the organizations, e.g. 
recordkeeping professionals, information technology per-
sonnel and other users of the systems, as important. 

The main limitation of the study was that the ambigu-
ous class names rendered various interpretations possible 
in categorization of the elements by facet. The study used 
the criteria presented in the “methods” section for inter-
preting and reading the class names. While other interpre-
tations would have been possible, the findings do point to 
some conclusions. Another limitation of the study is that 
only class names at the lowest level in the functional classi-
fications were analyzed. Upper-level class names might 
have represented different attributes. Omitting other levels 
of class names too from the analysis might have had an ef-
fect on the results. Adding context to the class names ana-
lyzed might have led to slightly different readings and re-
sults. However, the approach chosen enabled us to uncover 
class names that are prone to varying understandings. 
 
8.0 Conclusion 
 
Facet analysis serves as a practical method for exploring 
the attributes represented in functional classifications’ class 
names. The results of the study demonstrate the variety in 
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forms of expression used in class names within functional 
classification systems in the Finnish public sector. The 
study offers a starting point for various conceptual and 
terminological analyses of functional classifications. 

Conceptual structures employed in functional classifica-
tion systems vary. Therefore, that systems appear function-
based says little about their content. Ambiguous and vary-
ing labeling in the lowest-level class names used in func-
tional classifications might frustrate users, acting counter to 
smooth  use  of  the  system  and  understanding  of  a  logic  
suitable for representing the organization’s functions. Be-
cause of the variation, shared systems of function-based 
classification can hardly come about through combining 
existing functional classifications. 

Future research is warranted for rigorous analysis of the 
relevant concepts, understanding of them, and their influ-
ence on functional classifications’ use. Carrying out more 
studies focusing on users’ perceptions of the titles used 
and how those titles are understood is important. 
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