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Over the past several years the City 
has begun developing an Electronic 
Content Management (ECM) 
framework for the data it stores. 
ECM is a means of organizing and 
storing many types of content. In this 
case content means more than just 
spreadsheets and Word documents; 
it also means images, videos, 
webpages, invoices, or almost 
anything else. 

In efforts to reduce, simplify, and 
strengthen its ECM the City has 
decided to focus its resources 
on one specific tool with which 
you are probably already familiar: 
Microsoft SharePoint.

Grand Rapids currently uses SharePoint 
(SP) and network shared drives to 
store hundreds of thousands of pieces of content. Over the coming months all 
the departments will move much of their content to the most current version 
(SP 2013). This change will involve more than just copying all the files; it will also 
need departments to review their content, label it, and analyze how it can be 
best organized and used.

The purpose of this document is to explain some of the benefits of SharePoint, 
some of the concepts involved with ECM, and how they both can help you.
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You should already realize that SharePoint is a place to store, view, and edit documents. SP creates dynamic lists 
and libraries of files which are able to sort and organize your content. These aren’t the same as a folder on your 
desktop, or a file in your departmental shared drive. SP keeps your files in a central location, and gives you the tools 
to actually use them afterwards.

When you try to edit a file stored within SP it will open the file in Microsoft Office. After you make your changes the file 
is then saved back to SP. Saving and editing directly within SP will reduce the number of versions documents have 
during development, and will also help with versioning. Versioning allows you to see who has edited a document, 
what they have changed, and to turn back the clock if you don’t like those changes.

SP 2013 and Microsoft Office also help you to work on the go. You can view and edit content on whatever device you 
are using, wherever you happen to be. Edit spreadsheets on your iPad, review PDFs on your phone, or read Word 
documents in the conference room. For more information please review the Office 365 The Right Tools document 
on the IT site.

Keeping files stored within SP will ensure that updates are  automatically saved, changes to the document are 
tracked, and the number of redundant copies is reduced.

 Store & Edit 
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SharePoint secures itself through the use of permissions. Permissions control what a person can and can not do to 
a file. Permissions might allow you to view a file, edit the content, delete a user, or even look up the phone number 
for your helpful IT liaison. The permission system is central to many of SP’s features.

Managing user permissions within SP is simplified through the use of groups. Users are assigned to groups, and 
then the group is given permission. For example, a “New Hire” group might be able to view training documents, 
but unable to edit them. A “Project manager” group might be able to edit, create, or delete documents within their 
project, but unable to delete documents in other projects. Users are also able to be assigned to several groups, so 
that they can freely perform their duties without compromising the safety of the system secure.

SP also uses the permission system to help you share or collaborate with others. Simply changing the permissions 
to allow your counterpart to view and edit your content can open up the world of collaboration. Sharing files with a 
group allows them to quickly review a document while still keeping it secure from unwanted third parties.

Let’s say that you are on a team which needs to prepare a presentation. It isn’t difficult to create the document on 
your phone, and assign it some metadata. You might then edit the content on your office computer, and share it 
with the other members of your team so they can do the same. After reviewing the document to check for mistakes 
it would only take another quick change to the permissions so that others could see it as well. You could share it 
with the people related to a specific project, every person within your department, or your friend down the hall.

SP makes it easy for you to share content and work with others, while still keeping things secure.

 Secure & Share 
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The IT department previously wrote 
that “Metadata is simply a way to 
label your data.” Metadata might 
sound scary, but don’t worry; you 
already use it on a daily basis. A 
document’s title? A files creation 
date? The number of times a file has 
been edited? Those are all types of 
metadata. It could be a number, a 
date, or a person’s name. It could be 
a phone number, a picture, or a link 
to a website. Metadata describes 
the properties associated with a 
piece of content.

Metadata can be as simple as the 
name of the creator, or as useful as 
a list of keywords which describe 
the document. SP draws much of 
its strength from the use of metadata to create dynamic and sortable lists.

Content Types are groups of reusable settings which can be applied to a piece 
of content. Not all content needs the same metadata; some might need only 
a title and a creation date, while others might require a retention schedule 
and keywords. Content types make it possible to standardize your content, 
procedures, and policies. For example, a project usually has several different 
types of content; it might need different proposals, legal contracts, SOWs, 
specifications, and adorable images of kittens. Although these documents are 
related to a single project, they still have different expectations, requirements, 
and rules associated with them. Pictures of the kittens wouldn’t need to be 
retained nearly as long as legal contracts, but they both might need to have 
a creation date listed. SOWs might need to be kept for a certain amount 
of time, but they shouldn’t be viewable by every person. Content types will 
allow a department to apply settings to their files with little hassle, and follow 
the established best practices.

Metadata is a core aspect of SP, and content types are a big part of that. Using 
both of them well can make your ECM experience much more rewarding.

Metadata

Explanation    
Metadata are the labels 
you apply to your content.

Why?     
Metadata helps with the 
searching and securing 
of your content.

Content Types   
Reusable settings which 
can be applied to a piece 
of content

Why?   
Standardize which metadata 
is required, a documents 
retention schedules, and 
a files permissions.

 Metadata 
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So you already know that SharePoint is great at storing and labeling files, but that would be meaningless if you 
couldn’t find them afterwards. You read about metadata, and how it is very important to keep your content labeled; 
searching within SP 2013 is one of the reasons why it is so important. Metadata allows you to search for more than 
a file’s name. Searching by case number? By vendor’s name? By keyword? Metadata opens the door to finding 
exactly what you need. 

Metadata isn’t the only way that SP searches; it also looks inside the Microsoft Office documents it stores as well. 
This means that you could search for specific words or phrases within a document. Do you want to find every file 
that mentions your project? What about every spreadsheet that mentions a specific dollar amount? SP searches 
through both the metadata and the file itself.

The City doesn’t store everything within SP; it can also use Shared Network Drives to store content. While you 
should try to store your content within SP, sometimes it isn’t the best place for it. Fortunately SP can search its own 
libraries and those drives at the same time. A user’s permissions will control the content they are allowed to see, 
while hiding the content which they shouldn’t.

After you’ve decided what you want to find, SP gives you some tools to choose the right result. Once on the search 
screen you can put your mouse over an item, and it will display a preview of what the content contains. For example, 
a Word document would display the first page, and a photo would display itself without you even needing to click. 
This preview also has links which help you to quickly share the content with other users, or to edit its properties.

SP can help you find what you need, but it’s important to remember that searching within SP is as powerful as you 
make it. Keeping good labels and following proper policies is important if you want to get the most out of SP.

 Searching 
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You should now understand how 
metadata labels files, and how the 
permission system controls who 
can access those files. While those 
are specific features of SP Data 
Governance is instead a concept 
related to ECM. Data Governance is 
the idea of applying rules, and keeping 
content organized; don’t worry, it’s 
less complicated than it sounds. 
Governance gives you a set of rules 
and guidelines which can help you 
keep your data organized, and secure. 
Who can see the content? Who can 
edit documents? How long will those 
documents be kept? Which library will 
they be stored within?

Possibly the most important part of SP 
is the permission system. It controls 
who can, and can’t, access your stored content. Data governance rules will 
allow you to clearly control a user’s access to different areas. Some users might 
need to view, but not edit files. Some users might need to create and edit files. 
Some users might not only need to see files associated with a specific project. 
Governance rules will give you a template to apply to the users, and control 
what they can do within your library.

Another big part of governance is retention. Not all documents are of equal value, 
and some must be kept for much longer than others. Legal considerations might 
impact your retention rules, but they can also be affected by how current the 
information is, or its importance. A contract with a vendor shouldn’t be deleted 
after 1 month, but a meeting agenda doesn’t need to be kept for 5 years. 
Retention rules help you to reduce your clutter, as well as making it easier to 
find current, and relevant, information.

As you cleanse your data in preparation for the move to SP 2013 you will need 
to examine the City’s policies. During the move you will be coached on how 
to best adapt your policies to fit within the rules, and how they can help you 
to increase your efficiency.

As the City continues to grow larger it will become important to create, and 
follow, standardized practices. Governance doesn’t have to be restrictive 
though, and by creating some simple rules your content will become more 
secure, and easier to find.

Governance

Explanation   
A set of rules and 
guidelines which can help 
keep your data organized, 
and secure.

Why?     
Clear rules will create a 
clear sturcuture for the 
content stored within 
SharePoint.

Permissions   
Control who access to 
content, as well as what 
access a user has.

Data Retention  
Can reduce clutter by 
eliminating old, outdated, 
and useless content.

Big scary governance 
Boo! Don’t be scared, 
governance is just here 
to help!

 Governance 
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Maybe you’ve read about workflows 
before on one of the many attractive 
documents which have mentioned 
them. A workflow is simply a way 
of automating tasks; primarily by 
forwarding information, guiding, 
or alerting. Workflows can guide 
employees through a process, alert 
users when an item needs approval, 
reminding employees to review items, 
or any number of other things.

Workflows reduce the time and 
energy spent on the “What’s next?” 
thought process. They eliminate 
guesswork, and make sure a proper 
process is followed throughout. 
Furthermore, workflows can 
eliminate some tedious common 
tasks, and speed up the time it takes to respond to and resolve work items. 

Documents are sometimes routed through different departments, and tracking 
down a specific file can be cumbersome. Workflows can automatically alert 
predefined groups when a work item is created, and forward it to a central 
location for them to access. They can alert users to items which have been 
forgotten about, and can be used to create a priority list of items as well.

Maybe your department requires approval of a meeting agenda before it is 
published; a workflow could be created to alert a supervisor when they need to do 
so. The data retention rules we mentioned before could be automated through 
the use of workflows. Your department, for example, could automatically archive 
items older than 3 years unless they were part of a specific metadata Content 
Type. Workflows can be used for something as simple as alert somebody when 
a document is edited, or for something more complicated like the mass-editing 
of the metadata for a specific group of files.

As your department moves into SP 2013 you will be coached on the best ways 
to use workflows effectively, and then given the control to create them 
yourselves. Workflows can dramatically simplify how you interact with both 
SP, and your content in general.

Work

Explanation   
A way of automating 
tasks, forwarding data, 
and creating alerts.

Why?     
All the big cities do it. 
Don’t you want to be 
cool?

Work queues  
Collects all the files you 
need to be aware of.

Tracking & Approval 
Allows you to forward 
content automatically 
for approval, or to 
track the content 
through a process.

Something Else?
Wo r k f l o w s  c a n  b e 
c u s t o m i z e d  t o  d o 
w h a t e v e r  y o u  n e e d . 

 Workflows 
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Let’s talk about SP Online. While it has many of the same features as SP 2013 it is not used for the same things. SP 
online is mainly used as a collaboration point between departments and external users. An external user could be 
a vendor, a citizen, or a counterpart in a different governmental organization.

Both versions of SP still allow you to store, locate, edit, and use content, but your department will be responsible 
for managing the users, sub-sites, and content within. Your department is in complete control if a user needs to 
change their permissions, a sub-site needs an extra feature, or if you simply don’t like the color scheme.

For example imagine that you were collecting bids for a project. Your department could create a sub-site for the 
project, list all your expectations for the project, and then invite the vendors to a group which they could use use 
to submit their bids. After a vendor was chosen you could use the sub-site as a central location to store content 
related to the specific project. All the documentation, schedules, payment information, or contacts could be stored 
within the site. Delays, or changes in the project direction could be directly updated, and easily accessible for all 
parties involved. If any person involved wanted to check on an aspect of the project they could check there rather 
than waiting for an email response.

SP Online creates a place to interact and share information with outside parties without sacrificing the features of 
the normal version of SP.

 SharePoint Online 
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The City will use two different types of Intranet sites to display content within SharePoint 2013. The first type is an 
internal departmental site, and the second is an all-city departmental site. The internal sites features documents 
which are still in development, or content not meant for audiences outside of the department. The all-city site is 
viewable by every user within the City, and should display only departmentally approved content.

Within this document you might have noticed how some pages have a different style than others. This was done to 
give you a general idea on how the new Intranet sites will actually appear. Pages with a red header are meant to 
closely resemble the internal departmental site, while pages with a blue header are meant to resemble the all-city 
departmental site.

Searching for content is important, and to that end both sites have a large search bar located within their headers. 
Search is a powerful way to quickly find what you need within SP, and the design of the pages ensures that the 
search bar is always close at hand.

You read above how it is possible to view and edit content on your mobile devices.  Each site has an easy-to-read 
mobile version as well, making it possible to find items from your office, the conference room, or your secret hiding 
spot in the stairway.

Having both an external and internal place for content will allow your department to freely develop in a private 
environment, while still having a public venue to share your content once it’s ready for viewing.

 Department Sites 


