
FINDING THE BALANCE 
BETWEEN PHYSICAL 
AND DIGITAL

BY TOM CANNON

DATA FORMATS HAVE ALWAYS EVOLVED. IN RECENT TIMES, WE’VE SEEN 
ORGANISATIONS WITH DOCUMENT RETENTION POLICIES THAT INCLUDE PAPER, 
TAPE AND NOW DIGITAL STORES OF INFORMATION. WE KNOW THAT MOST 
BUSINESSES HAVE SOME SORT OF A DIGITAL AGENDA, AIMING TO IMPROVE 
EFFICIENCY AND REDUCE COSTS IN THEIR DOCUMENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/tom-cannon-bb2b42/


WHY DIGITISE?

Traditionally, these businesses have focused on three parts of the 
information management lifecycle: create, use, store and destroy. As such, 
tangible budgetary constraints have come to the forefront when discussing 
the digitisation of physical records. 

There is a fourth element, however, which is becoming increasingly 
important. That is how to use the ‘created’ information - not just 
operationally on a day-to-day basis, but also in being able to monetise it 
and fit it for the artificial intelligence developments fast approaching our 
industry. Perhaps this will enable the overcoming of some of the budgetary 
barriers in the near future.

The answer to why digitise is that it’s not simply about digitising your 
information—it’s about being able to create value from it. 

WHEN AND WHAT TO DIGITISE

To achieve that value, there are key questions that organisations need to ask 
themselves. 

 >  How far along the path from physical document storage to digital 
do you actually need to travel to meet your particular needs?

 >  How do you manage that digital transformation?

 >  How do you bring the business and the people within it on that journey? 

Some companies have been born into a digital world, while others are 
seeking greater competitiveness by moving as quickly as feasible in the 
digital direction. 

Speed of transformation is massively affected by the history and culture of 
the business.

Geography and politics have some influence too. In its Digital Transformation 
Scoreboard for 2018, the EU reports that the movement to an environment 
enabling digital transformation has been led by Scandinavian and Western 
European countries. Eastern and southern member states were considered to 
be lagging behind1. 

Every organisation is facing its own challenges in digital transformation. 
These include continuing to comply with regulations and local laws, as well as 
the management of a massive change. 

1  ‘EU business go digital; Opportunities, outcomes and uptake’ Digital Transformation 
Scoreboard 2018 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/dem/monitor/scoreboard

https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/digital-transformation/insight
https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/resources/multimedia/p/physical-meets-digital/mapping-the-path-through-emerging-technologieshttp://


LISTING THE CHALLENGES

With extensive experience in records management, 
currently at GE Global Operations, EUR & RCOS, Csilla 
Gyenes is a recognised thought leader in the field. 

Csilla’s experience gives her insight into the long list 
of challenges there are in digitisation. The first one, 
she says, is the exact identification of legal, regulatory, 
operational and country requirements. “We need to 
define precisely what we are storing, for what period 
of time, and in what format.”

While she admits that her strict approach comes 
partly from her financial background, Csilla points 
out that many other industries, such as health and 
manufacturing, have similar regulations in place.

Csilla also puts forward the highly pragmatic issue of 
cost as one of the inhibitors to digitalisation. “In our 
company we wanted to digitise our historic heritage 
of documents. But when you look at the costs in the 
long and the short run, it can be very expensive to 
digitise historical records.” It may be that some of 
those records remain in their current format and 
never do become part of the digital system.

How do you decide whether a digitisation project 
will provide value to your business? In your cost 
benefit/analysis, it is valuable to look beyond hard 
cost savings. Digitisation can make or break your 
position in your market. Faster innovation, increased 
agility, improved marketing insights and transformed 
customer service can all work to increase your 
competitiveness in a landscape where slow movers get 
left behind. On the other hand, if archive scanning 
and digitisation of a set of documents offers few of 
those benefits, it may not be worth the cost. 

It is vital but challenging to keep software up to date, 
adds Csilla. Without that you cannot manage and 
maintain information, keep it secure or ensure its 
availability and accessibility.

A further important challenge is that of culture, says 
Csilla. Within her business there were many initiatives 

to move from hard copy to digital, but the cultural 
challenge was a serious inhibitor. The people who 
have been working with paper for decades are asking 
why they should go digital, she says. “Convincing the 
stakeholders and making progress on initiatives is 
problematic.”

CHANGING MINDSETS

One of the most high-profile examples of this 
reluctance to let go of the past is the National Health 
Service in England and Wales, which continues to 
cling to the use of faxes, pagers and reams of paper, 
especially within its hospital systems.

Liam Kennedy is currently the Deputy COO at 
Sandwell and West Birmingham Hospital Trust, where 
he has successfully deployed document imaging and 
offsite records management. He has experienced this 
cultural challenge first hand. Liam rates the NHS in 
terms of being an ideal information management 
world as just 3 or 4 out of 10. 

Attitudes are changing though, he says. “There 
are a few areas that have moved forward and are 
using digital in storage for documents and for 
communications with patients. It just takes a while for 
the clinicians and end users to understand that digital 
really does enhance patient care.”

Also working to meet the challenges in the NHS is 
Mark Kidd, Senior VP and General Manager for Data 
Centres at Iron Mountain. He points to a gulf between 
the consultants who have been in position for a long 
time and are happy with their way of working and 
the new registrars who want to share the benefits of 
smartphones and apps. In-between, he says there are 
many clinicians who are willing to adapt, and over 
time, he believes this divide will close, as the new 
technology-friendly clinicians rise and spread through 
the organisation.

ORGANISATIONAL LEGACY

The chasm in attitude and approach is not just about 
the people in organisations. It is also about the way 
the organisations themselves have been born and 
grown. 

https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/resources/multimedia/p/physical-meets-digital/week-2-discussion-panel
https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/resources/multimedia/p/physical-meets-digital/week-2-keynote
https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/resources/multimedia/p/physical-meets-digital/week-2-keynote
https://www.ironmountain.co.uk/resources/multimedia/p/physical-meets-digital/week-2-extract-value-from-your-people-and-space-through-hybrid-storage


While the NHS has its roots firmly in the past, for 
example, there are many fledgling and now established 
organisations where digital has always been at the 
forefront. 

Jesse Robbers, Chief Commercial Officer at AMS-IX, an 
Iron Mountain partner providing peering services, points 
out that his company was a complete start-up 20 years 
ago, and the whole business has always been focused on 
a digital way of working.

He does, though, see the challenges of companies 
that would like to become fully digital but just do not 
know what is possible or how to achieve it. “Many do 
not understand how they could share data and how 
to connect to platforms, for example. So it is lack of 
knowledge and education that is holding them back.”

The enthusiasm is there, though. As Jesse says: ‘We are 
seeing companies coming from enterprise markets such 
as fast-moving consumer goods and energy that want to 
be part of the overall ecosystems that can interconnect 
platforms and data streams.’ 

CAN DIGITAL BE TRUSTED?

Csilla points to a key issue for the older generation in 
her business who are being asked to go digital. “It is 
not just habit that holds them back, but also a matter 
of trust. Paper is touchable. People will print out digital 
documents and work on those.” 

Trust and security do need to be addressed in the 
journey to digital record management. Iron Mountain’s 
Head of Technical Sales, John Woolley, suggests that 
for some there is actually benefit to processing paper. 
“Tampering is very easy to spot on a page of A4, so 
there is a security angle to the argument.”

At the same time, as Mark Kidd points out, one of the 
benefits that his Iron Mountain team has found is that 
digital information management provides an auditable 
trail in areas such as patient records. “Where before you 
might not know when a paper document was created or 
sent to a certain person, you had to trust the people and 
system. Now a digital auditable trail shows what is done 
when, and is especially useful in dealing with complaints 
or compliance issues.” 

The bigger picture of security is an issue to be 
considered as you move into cloud management. 
Cybersecurity and data protection are exercising the 
minds of executives in organisations, with the threat 
of major penalties and business implications if data is 
breached. 

This is a very real possibility, with almost half of the 
respondents in a study of 4,200 European and U.S. 
companies reporting a data breach in the last year, and 
the average cost of such a breach estimated at $3.86M2. 
In the U.K. alone, the Information Commissioner’s Office 
received 4,056 data security incident reports in just one 
quarter in 2018/19.

Yet, says Mark, the approach needs to be nuanced. “It 
is not a one-size-fits-all approach because the costs will 
be prohibitive. We need to think about where the risk is. 
Different data sets need different types of thinking and 
behaviours.”

Moreover, says Mark, it is not possible to make 
everything 100% secure. “You need to decide what you 
want to focus on.”

STRIKING A BALANCE

Listening to the voices of the experts, it seems clear that 
organisations need to find their own balance between 
physical and digital document retention policies and 
approach digitalisation in an intelligent way. 

Simon McNair, Business Development Director at Iron 
Mountain, explains it this way: “We need to ensure it 
makes sense for the business, that it is being done 
according to public policy in the case of the NHS, for 
example, and that there is regulatory compliance and 
security.”

This intelligent approach is supported by Mark. “The 
fundamental challenge is knowing what to convert for 
a use case in the digital world. Many of the business 
problems we face today – optimising workflows, 
analytics, looking at our future cloud structure – may 
not need all the physical data and formats that we have 

2  Hiscox/Risk based security: 2017 Data Breach QuickView 
Report,  IBM/Ponemon Institute: 2018 Cost of a Data Breach
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WE PROTECT WHAT YOU VALUE MOST

today. The question becomes one of how do we maximise and most efficiently use those 
legacy formats to help our future state?” As he summarises: “It is really about what the 
upstream business problem is that we are trying to solve.”

Simon agrees. “This is not about an ultimatum of paper or paperless. The key is 
understanding what the outcome is that you are looking to achieve.”

“Most organisations are going paper light,” concludes Liam Kennedy. “They will eventually 
be in a position where they only have a few documents, and those that remain are there for 
regulatory or similar reasons.”

WILL WE EVER GET PAST THE CHALLENGE?

Despite the attractions of digitalisation, many traditional businesses will never leave paper 
behind completely. As Simon McNair points out, “We have decades, if not centuries, of paper-
based processes. Government and the healthcare sector in particular have obligations to 
continue to manage and maintain those paper records.”

That view is echoed in a survey in which we asked organisations about their primary form of 
data storage. About 25% said they continue to store data as paper in boxes. More than 65% 
reported hybrid storage, mixing multiple formats. That left fewer than 10% who claimed to 
have all their storage in the data centre. 

Cultural resistance is likely to disappear over time. As millennials, who have grown up in 
a digital world, begin to outnumber the old-school workforce, doubts about the value and 
reliability of digital are likely to fade.  

That said, even the most IT-savvy employees need to keep up with the rapid changes in 
technology, says John Woolley. “Today we are in the app economy. Why use a computer when 
you can actually get your job done by clicking on a couple of buttons on a phone or a tablet?”

But even that will change, he says. “In, say,  six to ten years we will be the dinosaurs, with a 
new generation coming through. So it’s all about constant change. And the challenge that 
companies have is to innovate to stay in front of the competition – without having to drag the 
past behind them all the time.”
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