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by Tony Laszlo / taming the avalanche 

How to choose the software to manage
your company’s information explosion.

A lmost nothing we say, write, hear or see
during working hours is personal. It is all
stored somewhere in company space,“ says a

financial analyst at the Tokyo branch of a large
securities firm. This includes the content of
teleconferencing exchanges, instant messaging and
telephone interviews, and masses of e-mail.
“Everyone in my office gets a hundred or more 
e-mail messages per day because people ’cc’
endlessly to others in the department, even when it
isn’t necessary.“ 

While individuals at the securities firm make
liberal use of the “delete“ key to plow through

mountains of e-mail, the company itself retains
records of all e-mail content, plus who sent and
received what. It also tracks telephone calls, faxes
and postal correspondence for each individual. The
firm’s custom-designed digital bulletin-board
system generates even more data on a daily basis.
Each employee is expected to type short memos – 
a useful tidbit from a phone conversation with a
client, a significant statistic from a news story, a
worthwhile idea – into the system several times a
day. While these nuggets of information are then
displayed in real time on terminals throughout the
company, the technical staff also see to it that they
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are stored for future use. Even firms that are not so
aggressively monitoring employee activities and
harvesting data are seeing increasing accumulations
of this type of content in the workplace. Data
overload can be deadly. Employees can drown in it.
Technical staff charged with storing data so that it
is useful are often run ragged. Increasingly,
companies need an efficient way to move the
content of text, audio, video and image files to a
central, easily manageable space. The data must
also be manipulated and delivered in various 
forms. The tool for this task, carefully selected 
and configured to meet the specific needs of the
company, is called a Content Management 
System (CMS).  

Wikipedia, an on-line encyclopedia project, gives
a broad definition. A CMS is a “system used to
organize and facilitate collaborative content
creation,“ which allows end-users to act as authors
and “provide new content in the form of
articles...typically entered as plain text, perhaps
with markup to indicate where other resources
such as [images] should be placed.“

Encyclopedic test
Wikipedia, an on-line encyclopedia containing
more than 140,000 detailed pages in more than 20
languages, is an ideal CMS test-bed. The content
was authored and revised over a two-and-a-half-
year period by thousands of volunteers spread
across the globe. The project’s explosive growth is
very much related to its use of the open-source
Wiki, a very simple but popular CMS. A Wiki,
whether running on an Internet Web site or on a
corporate intranet, typically allows anyone viewing
the site to use their browser to revise pages or
enter new pages. This ease of use is an attractive
feature, especially for smaller Japanese firms. The
system handles conflicts caused by two or more
persons editing simultaneously. It allows users to
easily see when a particular revision was made and
– provided a registration system is implemented –
by whom. It also allows the administrator to
overwrite revisions with older versions of the same
document – handy in case of  accidental deletions
or undesirable additions. 

The Wiki helps staff members make the transition
from maintaining their work on individual,
personally “owned“ files, to working more with
others in a collaborative space. While such a
transition is essential for most modern companies,
the process is not without pitfalls. Experts say that
companies should engage in comprehensive inter-
departmental assessments and discussions before
taking the plunge. The first question is whether or
not the company really needs a CMS. According to
J.T. Smith, director of technology for Plain Black
Software, LLC, this is like deciding whether or not
to use a fax machine. 

“You can operate without one,“ he says, “but
once you’ve used it, you’ll never want to go back.“
Plain Black provides commercial support services for
WebGUI, an open-source CMS that the company says
is being used by such organizations as the University
of California system, Reuters Group PLC and Adobe
Systems Inc. According to Plain Black, if a company
runs a Web site, intranet or extranet; has staff
capable of managing content should an on-line
interface be available; and would prefer to have
those people take over the responsibility of
managing content, a CMS is probably the way to go. 

Distributing content creation
J. Scott Johnson, senior consultant for The
FuzzyGroup, Inc., says that a company looking to
expand its Web presence has a lot to gain from
using a CMS. Johnson, one of the people involved
in the development of Drupal, a pioneer product in
the field, says a CMS benefits companies by making
their overall Web presence – both internal and
external – easier and cheaper to maintain and
extend.  It also makes it easier for staff to
contribute directly. “It allows content creation to
be distributed out to the individuals involved, not
just to a handful of webmasters,“ says Johnson.

Redistributing responsibility in this way reduces
the costs of content creation and management, and
may also improve accuracy. Christian P. M. End,
managing director of the German company Four
For Business AG, notes that it is expensive and
requires a lot of coordination to have an
administrator or multimedia agency in charge. 
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“By empowering the employees to manage their
content, [coordination] costs can be reduced and
fewer errors will occur,“ he says. 

End says companies that relaunch Web sites can
often benefit from the use of a CMS. As a rule, a
CMS stores the Web-site content in databases or
otherwise separately from the data that defines the
layout of the site. This clear dichotomy makes Web-
site renewal much less painful: one can simply set
aside the content, overhaul the site’s design, and
then slide the content back in. Storing the content
separately is very important in other ways,
according to Marcelo F. Ochoa, co-author of
Professional XML Databases (Wrox, 2000).
Companies that keep their Web-site content in a
database can take advantage of enhanced search
capabilities. “Unlike the Google search engine,
these kinds of search engine are always updated,“
Ochoa explains. This feature is especially important
to Web sites where content changes many times a
day. The separation of content and layout also
translates into consistency. “A consistent layout
makes it easier for users to navigate the content,“
Ochoa says. Plain Black’s Smith agrees. 

Mobile functionality 
“Employees know exactly where they need to go to
get commonly used forms, managers can quickly
and easily see reports on how different aspects of
the business are doing, and teams can collaborate
more easily even if they aren’t in the same
location,“ he says. Smith adds that if the CMS is set
up to be accessed over the Internet, then
employees gain all the functionality even when
away from their desks. 

Productivity improves significantly. One of the
most important considerations, Smith says, is
“independence of target output.“ For example,
data within the CMS can be reshaped, given a
polished layout and then delivered as an Internet
press release, a downloadable pdf file or a direct-
mail notice. 

Don’t forget mobile phones. “For the Japanese
market, cell-phone support must be included to be
successful. People expect it,“ says Yasuo Ohgaki,
CEO of Electronic Service Initiative, Ltd.

Educator Francoise Sasaki, a resident of Sapporo,
began using a CMS about six months ago in her
work in the nonprofit sector. She received very little
training, and finds the new tools powerful but
daunting. “I can appreciate the limitless
opportunities,“ she says, “but I am still too
frightened to use it all very much. “ 

Four For Business’ End says each organization
should proceed at the pace of its individual
members. “The introduction will be successful only
if the CMS is easy to handle and the employees
feel comfortable to work with the software,“ 
he explains. 

Auke van Slooten, a manager at Muze VOF and
chief software architect of the Ariadne CMS, says
companies should take into account the informal
networks that already exist within the company.
The introduction of a CMS should be gradual,
gentle and natural. “Introducing a CMS without the
full support of the employees will kill it before it is
even started...a CMS as a single monolithic system
that all employees are required to learn and use
will only spread resentment.“ 

Safer in small doses
Van Slooten says the CMS should be introduced in
small steps, each one intended not to change the
way employees work, but only to support existing
methods. Later, when users are familiar with the
system, it is easy enough to perfect the model. For
complex organizations, this approach is the only
way to go. “It is impossible to implement a CMS
perfectly [in one shot],“ warns van Slooten.

Smith of Plain Black says the only negative aspect
of CMS is the risk of getting a bad one. He warns
that there are many CMS products on the market
that require extensive programming, only work on
very expensive hardware or are too difficult for the
average business user. “Spend a lot of time
choosing a CMS,“ he advises. “That way you won’t
have to spend a lot of time implementing and
supporting it.“ 

Johnson of FuzzyGroup says one should be wary
of large-scale CMS products known as “CEO ware“
that are geared toward top management. “They
are simply overkill for the bulk of applications,“ 

Even with p roper training, the transition to a CMS is 
not necessarily easy for individuals.

A company looking to expand its Web pre s e n c e has 
a lot to gain f rom using a CMS.

he says. “A CMS doesn’t have to cost hundreds of
thousands of dollars to be useful.“ 

A crucial mistake is to neglect the budget for
technical staff. John-Paul Syriatowicz, developer of
the MySource CMS, warns companies not to expect
ordinary employees to run the system. “Hire staff to
work on and maintain the system after it is
completed,“ he says. “It will need someone to own
and drive the project.“

Experts agree that private-sector adoption of
CMS will grow. “The worldwide economic decline
has not eroded organizations’ needs to manage
all of their content,“ says David Wheeler,
president of Kineticode, Inc., a U.S.-based content-
management consulting services company. What is
difficult to justify is the cost of maintaining that
content manually. CMS, therefore, becomes a 
cost-efficient way of maintaining quality. “In such
a market, open-source CMS products will have the
upper hand,“ Wheeler insists.

The architecture of the open-source CMS
software is a worldwide standard. CMS
developers are generally able to work together
regardless of geography and language. The
special needs of the Japanese market have
complicated inter-regional cooperation,
however. The Open Source Content
Management (OSCOM), a newly formed
Switzerland-based organization for promotion 
of the industry, had picked Japan for its third
conference, in May, but organizers switched to
Cambridge, Massachusetts, as the host city. CMS
developer and OSCOM board member Gregor
Rothfuss says that lack of organizers in Japan
was one reason for the change, but also that
language-related issues of the East Asian region
were “very challenging “ for European
developers. He refers to the Asian market as 
“a bit of a mystery. “ Xoops is one CMS product
that has been skillfully adjusted to meet the
special needs of the Japanese environment.
Despite being based on software built in Europe,
the localized product works very smoothly and
has been gaining in popularity here over the
past two years. Under the careful eye of lead
developer Kazumi Ono, Xoops modified the

software so as to guard against m o j i b a k e
(garbled data) caused by clashes between one or
more of the four encodings with which Japanese
data is stored in digital systems.  

Ohgaki of Electronics Service sees an expanding
market for open-source CMS in Japan. “Developing
full-blown Web applications from scratch does not
make sense for many businesses and applications,“
he says.
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