
86 The  I n f o r ma t i o n  Managemen t  J o u r na l   • S ep t embe r/Oc t obe r  2002

IN
Books, Videos & Other Resources

REVIEW

Book Review: 
Making Sense of Documents 
in the Digital Age

Sheila Taylor, CRM

TITLE: Scrolling Forward: 
Making Sense of Documents 
in the Digital Age

AUTHOR: David M. Levy

ISBN: 1-55970-553-1

PUBLISHER: Arcade Publishing

PUBLICATION DATE: 2001

LENGTH: 212 pages

PRICE: $24.95 U.S.; $38.95 in
Canada; $11 U.S. for Adobe 
e-book available directly from 
the publisher

SOURCES: Arcade Publishing
(www.arcadepub.com); 
AOL Time Warner Book Group
(800.759.0190); and
Amazon.com (www.amazon.com)

RIM professionals are skilled in
managing documents. We organize
them, store them, retrieve them, and
otherwise help to manage their lifecy-
cles. But rarely do we reflect upon
them. What are they? What purposes
do they serve? What will be their fate
in the digital world?

In Scrolling Forward: Making Sense
of Documents in the Digital Age,
David Levy reflects upon the nature
of documents and illustrates both
the continuity and the differences
between earlier documents and their
newer, digital counterparts. He also
demonstrates that the effects of dig-
ital technologies on documents, as
well as on our writing and reading
habits, are analogous to the impacts
of earlier technologies (e.g., the
printing press) on the documents
used by our ancestors.

Scrolling Forward is a well-written
and thoroughly researched treatise on
the role of documents in society. The
author defines documents as “talking
things” and asserts that documents
speak for us while acting on our
behalf and in our absence. Using the
deceptively simple example of a cash
register receipt, the author describes

the many roles that a document can
play. Those roles include serving as a
historical document (a snapshot of
something that happened), a “proof
of purchase,” and as an agent in
mankind’s efforts to transcend death
and achieve immortality. The author
also examines the characteristics of
documents and illustrates how they
can be both fixed and fluid, thereby
debunking the common belief that
the inherent difference between paper
and digital documents is the fact that
paper documents are fixed while digi-
tal documents are fluid.

Chapter four is of particular inter-
est to RIM professionals because it
traces the evolution of mankind’s use
of documents for administrative
purposes to regulate institutional
and personal practices (the discipline
otherwise known as “records man-
agement,” although the author does
not use that term). In addition to cel-
ebrating this role, chapter four also
explores what the author terms the
“abusive side of documents” because
humans often feel trapped in a tangle
of paperwork and bureaucratic red
tape. The chapter concludes with
brief histories of three technologies

(the typewriter, carbon paper, and
vertical files) and illustrates how
those technologies provided the
speed, efficiency, and control desired
by businesses in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries when records
management was emerging as a spe-
cialized field.

In his attempt to make sense of
documents in the digital age, Levy
examines the basic architecture of
digital documents, discusses the fate
of the personal letter in the age of
electronic communication, and
examines the different perspectives in
the ongoing debate on the future of
the book. The author also asserts the
need to better organize digital docu-
ments that are inherently susceptible
to loss (e.g., Web pages disappear)
and explores our lack of trust in digi-
tal documents given their deteriora-
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Few enterprises involved in the dis-
tribution of goods or services via the
Internet can do so any longer with a
free-form management style and
loose control mechanisms. The ability
to rely on a lone webmaster as asset
creator, developer, auditor, and site
manager has become a luxury of the
past. With increased reliance upon
Web sites and increased specialization
in the creation and management of
Web sites, there is a need for rational,
organization-wide management of
Web assets and processes.

Russell Nakano and a small but
growing group of practitioners have
struggled to articulate a new type of
organizational management that is
applicable to increasing and evolving
Internet complexity. These pioneering
Web architects have developed a set of
concepts, “Web content manage-
ment,” which they define as the prin-
ciples and practices supporting the

development, management, mainte-
nance, and deployment of Web con-
tent in an organization. Most success-
ful enterprise-wide Web sites have not
only e-commerce segments but also
information about a plethora of other
corporate activities; all of these assets
must work without conflict, failure, or
appreciable down time.

Nakano has produced a highly read-
able, understandable, and practical
book about a very complex topic. Web
Content Management: A Collaborative
Approach systematizes the steps, stages,
and principles necessary to manage
Web assets for all sizes and complexities
of organizations with varying sophisti-
cation of Web assets. It is a well-organ-
ized explanation of and guide to
rational development and deployment
of Web assets for a growing and evolv-
ing technology in a commercial envi-
ronment. Web site managers and gen-
eral organizational managers, Web

architects, and Web-asset developers
unsure of their place in the volatile and
rapidly changing environment of
Internet management can use Web
content management to identify their
place and determine the next step in
the evolving structure of an enterprise-
wide Web site.

The book is divided into four sec-
tions. Part one explains the need for
content management and what can
befall an organization when Web 
content is not managed carefully and
systematically.

Part two introduces the concepts
and principles required by Web 
practitioners to develop a content
management approach for their
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tion over time and the ease with
which they can be altered.

In the final chapter, Levy concludes
that the increasing use of digital doc-
uments should be seen as an alterna-
tive, not as a threat, to the continued
use of documents in other formats.
Although the author does not answer
questions such as whether books will
go away, he illustrates that such ques-
tions are really “expressions of con-
cern for the character and quality of
our lives” because humans need bal-
ance in our society characterized by
the “search for ever-greater speed and
efficiency.” The author firmly believes

“It isn’t a question, it needn’t be a
question, of books or the Web, of let-
ters or e-mail, of digital libraries or
the bricks-and-mortar variety, of
paper or digital technologies. Nor
need it be a question of speed and
efficiency versus a slower pace of life.
These modes of operation are only in
conflict when we insist that one or the
other is the only way to operate.”

Some readers may find certain sec-
tions of the book overly detailed (e.g.,
an exhaustive examination of the

changes to a poem by Walt Whitman
both during his life and after his death
to support the author’s assertion that
documents are both fixed and fluid).
Other readers may find that the
author’s dry prose sometimes detracts
from the interesting information pro-
vided. Notwithstanding those con-
cerns, this book will appeal to readers
interested in placing documents in
their historical and societal contexts
while also attempting to make sense
of documents in the digital age.
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