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Abstract 

Corporate memory is a critical knowledge base of any organisation where invaluable experiences and 

documented information can provide and support informed decision making for both present day to day 

and future business. Email systems provide and facilitate business communications through personal and 

group messaging which capture and facilitate both individual and shared understanding of issues, tasks 

and work-related processes. The benefits of fostering corporate memory through records management in 

general have been outlined in selected studies, however little has been specifically ascertained with 

regards to managing emails as important business communication records for the purposes of fostering 

corporate memory. This paper presents findings from a qualitative study where interviews were 

conducted in a bid to establish the extent to which managing emails as records can effectively contribute 

to the corporate memory of the commercial banking institution. Key findings revealed that emails were 

being effectively used to support informed decision making, however the lack of a clear policy and 

procedures for capturing them as records obscured them for managing them as records in the later stages 

of their records lifecycle. Furthermore, email management skills were lacking and staff were unable to 

fully utilise email as a business communication tool for corporate memory purposes. Finally, the study 

recommended for specific records policy improvements which will integrate the management of email 

records as well as staff training which would further enhance their ICT based capacities to manage 

emails as records. 

Keywords: Email, Corporate Memory, Records Management, Zimbabwe 

 

  

mailto:shumiech19@yahoo.com
mailto:obert.wutete@nust.ac.zw
mailto:delight.sigauke@nust.ac.zw


2 
 

Corporate memory 

Corporate memory can be linked to the adjacent concept of organisational memory and the 

research field of knowledge management. Huang et al (2012:846) view corporate memory as 

organisational memory for knowledge management. Annand, Manz and Glik (1998:796) defined 

organisational memory as information and knowledge known by the organisation and the 

processes by which such information is acquired, stored and retrieved by organisation members. 

Prasad and Plaza (1996) presented corporate memory as the collective data and knowledge 

resources of a company including project experiences, problem solving expertise accessed from 

databases, electronic documents and reports. Alquier et al. (1998) expanded the definition for 

corporate memory to mean: 

 
the explicit, disembodied, persistent representation of knowledge and information in an 

organisation which preserve(s) reasoning, behaviours, knowledge even in their contradictions and 

with all their variety and its content  constitutes electronic documents, reports and online 

information.  

 

Figure 1. Corporate Memory Management Source: Dieng et al (1998:2) 

 

The above definitions and the corporate memory management presented by Dieng et al. (1998: 

2) collectively establish the significance of information in its various forms as essential to 

corporate memory. It is no surprise that Seow, Chennupati and Foo (2005:43) proclaimed that 
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many organisations now realise email repositories are a large component of an organisation’s 

knowledge assets which must be retained and managed securely. Records in all their various 

forms too, are an invaluable information resource of business document collections which can 

contribute significantly to corporate memory. Corporate records, particularly those that exist in 

electronic form such as emails can no longer be relegated to the far reaches of retrieval for use 

within the modern organisation (Dietel, 1998:59).  

 

Email systems facilitate business communication and decision making 

Keakopa (2004) depicts email as an electronic communication system which enables users to 

compose, transmit and manage electronic messages and images across computer networks. 

Modern organisations continue to increasingly deploy and establish email as an official 

communication for business (Un An and Park, 2014). Email is a useful business communication 

tool which provides an essential function to support the efficient and cost effective sharing and 

delivery of messages and attached documents or files.  In fact, email outperforms telephone, face 

to face, facsimile, and letter considering: efficiency, convenience, preference, most-used and 

importance (Lusk, 2006:331). Email systems in business support both personalised and group 

messaging which can facilitate both one to one, one to many (and vice-versa) or many to many 

communications of email messages for the undertaking of work related tasks and sharing of 

business information.  

 

Decision making in corporate environments is strategic. According to Citroen (2011:493 - 494) 

executive managers in particular, take a rational approach to their decisions and with the aid of 

information through information and communication technologies (ICTs) they can:  

1. accelerate the decision making process and enable more efficient use of assigned time 

2. diminish uncertainty by enabling the evaluation of more decision alternatives, 

3. better forecast with accuracy and shorten their decision-making time horizons, 

4. gather together both internal and external information sources for a more unanimous 

decision-making process 

5. make decision-making process an accurate and conclusive process where previously this 

decision had to be postponed because of lack of information. 

 

However, a study by Phillips and Reddie (2006:2426) suggested that email is not routinely used 

for information gathering purposes for decisions because search engines were deemed more 

useful. This can place emails at the periphery of information seeking behaviour and decision 
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making domains of some employees who would rather ‘google up’ an answer from the internet 

than search through their emails. 

 

Managing emails as records in support of corporate memory 

Although it is generally accepted that emails capture vital business communications, not all 

emails can be designated as records worth preserving in the long-term. The State Records Office 

of Western Australia (2009: 8-9) provides a classification of emails into three categories, namely 

business, ephemeral and personal. Nengomasha (2012:91) separates emails between official 

email and non-official email. Official emails are received and generated in the course of official 

business and these emails include those described by Force and Doyle (2013:4) as executive 

decision making emails and routine administrative emails. Non-official emails include personal 

messages and junk email which can be deleted at any time. Force and Doyle (2013:4) of the 

InterPARES project provide a similar classification of emails as executive decision making 

emails, routine administrative emails and ephemeral or personal emails. Philips and Reddie 

(2006:2422) have reported that younger and more educated employees are spending more time 

on personal emails with implications on productivity in the workplace. 

  

A study conducted by Sigauke (2015:144) established that business emails are important records 

and most respondents desired to retain between 51% - 75% of their emails. The International 

Standard Organisation (ISO) 15489 specifically defines a record as information created, received 

and maintained as evidence by an organisation or person, in pursuance of legal obligations or in 

the transaction of business.  This ISO 15489 definition consolidates the theoretical basis for 

which emails communicated and retained as evidence of business related activities are also 

records.  

 

In order for emails to be effectively managed as a component of corporate memory, they should 

be managed as records. Wilkins (2008), Prom (2011:7), Nengomasha (2012:93), Sigauke 

(2015:70) provide a similar set of recordkeeping strategies for managing emails as records. 

1. Printing the emails to paper 

2. Managing emails within the email client-server domain as an organised repository of 

documents 

3. Integrating email client applications with functionality to duplicate, export or migrate 

selected emails to a separate email archiving system 
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4. Establishing an automated electronic records management (ERM) or enterprise content 

management (ECM) system which regularly and automatically identifies, captures and 

manages selected emails outside the original email client-server domain.  

 

A typical records management programme for retaining business emails as records is critically 

dependant on email policy and an overall email recordkeeping strategy. The records management 

programme can include email processing manuals, application of email disposal schedules and 

implementing an overall policy which serves to address legal and statutory obligations for the 

management of emails as records. For an illustration of disposal requirements, Force and Doyle 

(2013) specifically recommended tapered retention periods of 5 years for executive decision 

making emails, 1 year for routine administrative emails and immediate disposal as and when 

required for ephemeral and personal emails.   

 

Despite the importance of managing and retaining emails as records, Seow et al (2005:43) 

declare that ‘emails remain the worst professionally managed records’. Sigauke (2015:233) 

further alluded to emails being informally managed through self-discretion because of weak 

policy implementation and business emails being retained and managed longer or shorter than 

they should outside recordkeeping best practices that recommend records schedules. Corporate 

organisations face great risks of losing significant email records that capture important decision 

making and provide evidence of business activities and communication between the commercial 

banking institution and its clients over time. It is against the background that the following 

problem statement was investigated in this study. 

 

Statement of the problem 

Emails support the communication of information and the documentation of business decisions 

within corporate organisations. Megill (1996:26) concur that corporate memory is the most 

important asset in an organisation demanding the need for recordkeeping in order to provide 

evidence of transactions and to support future reference in decision making. Despite the clear 

importance of emails to corporate memory, little was known as to the extent to which emails are 

captured and managed as records for the purpose of supporting corporate memory in a selected 

commercial banking institution in Zimbabwe. 
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES/QUESTIONS 

Research objectives Research questions 

1. To establish the importance of emails as 

records for corporate decision making. 

 

1. How important are emails as records for 

corporate decision making? 

 

2. To establish the state of recordkeeping 

for the management of emails as 

records. 

 

2. What is the state of recordkeeping for 

the management of emails as records? 

3. To identify any other information 

sources which complement emails as 

records in support of corporate memory. 

 

3. What other information sources can 

complement emails as records in 

support of corporate memory? 

4. To present recommendations for the 

improved management of emails as 

records to foster corporate memory.  

 

4. What recommendations can be made for 

the improved management of emails as 

records to foster corporate memory? 

Table 1. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This research was conducted as a case study of a commercial bank in Zimbabwe with a banking 

sector history of over 30 years. Currently, the commercial bank has five subsidiary units with 

specialised banking products and services and it has established over 45 commercial bank 

branches in ten cities and eleven towns across Zimbabwe. Owing to constraints in data collection 

travel resources, this study conducted eight (8) face to face interviews with purposefully selected 

officials from the headquarter premises of the case institution in Harare, Zimbabwe. This 

presented a limitation to the findings of this study and it is recommended that in future a cross-

sectional investigation of the research objectives be conducted to include other branches so as to 

foster the validity of the findings for the commercial banking institution as a whole.  

 

The largely qualitative data obtained from the interviews was analysed according to specific 

responses to questions which were asked. In addition, a transcription of key statements made 

during the interview discussions was made in order to establish common opinions or views from 
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the respondents regarding the contribution of emails as records to corporate memory in their 

organisation.  

 

PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF DATA 

 

Management of emails as records for corporate decision making 

Declaration of email is the process of designating a document, such as an e-mail, to be a corporate 

record (Zhu et al, 2006: 52). This enables effective implementation of recordkeeping practices 

to those email identified as records. All eight corporate officials interviewed confirmed that they 

agreed to individually managing their own emails as records. In addition, they attested to having 

sole control over their own email records, what emails are sent and received and what emails are 

retained or deleted. The same officials identified these tasks of managing emails as basic 

approaches for managing emails as records.  

 

Management of emails as records continues to be a generally neglected and overlooked activity 

in most organisations mainly because of individualised and decentralised records management 

cultures. This study established that there were no substantial recordkeeping practices carried 

out by staff at the corporate organisation. Six of the interviewed officials attested to having 

declared email as important records at some point but were yet to transfer or submit them for 

official recordkeeping. In relation to the above, staff were asked if emails should be managed in 

the same way as other records in the corporate organisation. Seven out of eight CBZHL officials 

concurred that email records like any other corporate organisational record needs to be managed 

order to ensure the availability of the information it contains for future reference and in support 

of corporate memory.  

 

Furthermore, the eight interviewees were asked if the information contained in emails 

contributed to the history of their organisation and if they had ever retrospectively referred to 

emails that supported past decisions that were made by them regarding corporate duties. The 

respondents revealed that they all viewed information captured in emails as a having a 

contribution to the corporate memory of their organisation because of the corporate duties 

mentioned afore that they used emails for. Also, all the eight respondents agreed to having 

referred to past emails and they cited the following reasons:    

1. That emails provide a point of reference with regards to decision making 

2. That emails also provide information that enables informed decision making 
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3. That they enable the solving of disputes 

4. That emails enable the filling in of missing information 

In light of the above, it is evident from these findings that staff in the corporate organisation do 

refer to emails in support of their corporate decision making. 

 

Email policy and legislation 

Interviewed respondents were requested to declare their awareness of any relevant legislation or 

internal email policy which would guide and inform their management of emails as records 

within their corporate organisation. Two out of the eight interviewees were unaware of the 

existence of an internal email policy whilst five officials expressed no knowledge of statutory 

guidelines on managing emails within corporate organisations such as their own. Keakopa 

(2008:77) and Sigauke (2015:166-167) reported similar findings where legislative psyche was 

lacking among respondents and email policies are obscure and lack any formal organisational 

communication to employees. Ramsey and Renaud (2012:590) highlight that policy compliance 

in organisations is difficult and not specific for email policies alone. The findings of this research 

at a commercial banking institution affirm the challenges of email policy communication and 

implementation among employees.  

 

Legislation according to Parer (2000:1) provides the essential framework that governs the way 

within which emails are managed both as records and non-records. The interviewed officials 

were asked if they were aware of any legislation, set standards or procedures for the management 

of email as records. Of the eight interviewed officials, five identified a specific legislation that 

possibly had sections which had a bearing on managing bank information captured in emails 

which would require their subsequent management as records. Legislation like the Access to 

Information Protection and Privacy Act (AIPPA), the Reserve Bank Act and the Depositors 

Protection Act were cited as examples. However, three (3) of the interviewed officials explained 

that they were not aware of any legislation that had a bearing on the management of emails as 

records. 

 

Email management training 

The study also sought to discover if staff had undergone any training in the management of email 

records. Data gathered indicated that only one out of eight interviewed officials from the database 

administration office had received training on how to manage emails as records. The training 
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was conducted by external vendors and covered vital email management sections like the 

classification of emails where it was advocated for organisation wide classifications systems that 

enabled the uniformity of email records kept in individual email accounts.   

 

Conversely, seven of the other interviewed officials stated that they had not undergone any 

training on the management of emails as records. When asked about their interest to undertake 

training or further training in the management of emails as records, all of the officials accented 

including the one who was already trained as they signified the importance of knowing how to 

effectively manage these records in a bid to ensure that vital information is not lost. 

  

Additional sources of information which complement emails as records 

Corporate memory is the collective data and knowledge resources of a company.  In this light, 

any medium that contains business related information to the corporate organisation and supports 

decision making is vital for its corporate memory. The interviewed officials were each asked if 

they relied on any other sources of information for the purposes of making informed corporate 

decisions, how important these other sources are and who is responsible for managing them. All 

eight officials affirmed that they did rely on other sources of information in addition to emails in 

making corporate decisions. Table 2 below lists the other sources of information specifically 

used by each of the eight interviewed officials. 

Staff position Department Source of information 

Senior Manager  E-Banking and Card Services Policy documents 

Assistant 

Manager  

Human Resources Administration-

Database office 

Personal files and statistics records 

Manager  Banking Services Bank documents, policies, banking 

manuals and fellow colleagues  

Assistant 

Manager  

Human Resources Administration-Payroll 

office 

Payroll script folders 

Manager  Group Operations Cartographic records 

Manager Information Technology- Systems Analyst Manuals and policies 

Head Finance Financial records like cash flow 

statements, audit reports, balance 

sheets and bank statements. 
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Senior Manager Legal Services Statutory instruments like the Reserve 

Bank of Zimbabwe guidelines of 2010, 

depositors Protection Act, policies and 

procedure and other legal documents 

created or received. 

Table 2. Other sources of information used to support decision making and corporate 

memory 

 

All the interviewees stated that the other sources of information identified above were 

exceptionally important for the decision making responsibilities of staff as they provided a stable, 

reliable and accurate source of information. Three out of eight of the interviewed officials stated 

that they relied on information obtained from other email accounts and internet sites to make 

informed corporate decisions.  One official stated that in addition to above stated sources of 

information; they also relied on newspapers to make informed corporate decisions. However, 

four of the officials indicated that they did not use any other email accounts, internet sites or 

newspapers when making informed corporate decisions. 

 

The interviewed officials were asked to identify other sources of information with which they 

would use complement email records as a part of their decision making. Two selected 

respondents from the Human Resources division identified personnel records, statistical records 

and payroll script folders as key sources of information. Other respondents who had managerial 

responsibilities for banking and finance services pointed out financial records such as cash flow 

statements, audit reports, balance sheets, banking manuals and even the solicited knowledge of 

their peers from time to time. This study established that employees in each corporate division 

of the commercial bank is most inclined to use those records and related information sources 

with a particular relevance to their core departmental functions and job related activities. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research study established that recordkeeping strategies for email were lacking and it was 

largely linked to a lack of email policy and a deficiency in training on how to manage their emails 

as records. This study therefore recommends that the corporate organisation should implement a 

recordkeeping system according to a framework such as one proposed by Prom (2011) which 

can enhance the preservation and storage of important email records that have a bearing on the 

corporate memory of the organisation. Strategies for email policy communication to employees 
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and implementation across the corporate organisation need to significantly improve. Policy 

governs procedures, and as such, the unavailability of specific policy regarding email records 

management makes it impossible for staff to manage email records in a way that contributes to 

corporate memory strategies. Numerous email policy development and implementation 

guidelines exist and it is prudent for the corporate organisation to analyse, review and adapt one 

which best serves their corporate email retention requirements.  

 

This research study established that training in business ICTs and email management was 

necessary. Continuous staff training and professional exercises is also recommended for staff to 

enhance their email and related ICT based competencies to effectively manage emails as records 

across different software, devices and corporate business applications.  

 

Finally this study also established that corporate employees relied on other sources of 

information to support and document their corporate decisions in addition to their email records 

Of future research interest is to discover possibilities for mapping and combining these various 

sources both formal and informal information resources as a part of the legitimate corporate 

memory of the organisation. This study also confirmed corporate memory and knowledge 

management perspectives that identify informal resources of information are an essential 

component of corporate memory. Corporate memory does not solely reside in physical or 

electronic records, but it is also in the minds of fellow colleagues as tacit knowledge. Therefore 

corporate organisations need to seriously include and adopt knowledge management strategies 

which ensure that emerging pockets of tacit knowledge are captured by ICTs and shared as 

corporate memory. Instant messaging, social media applications like WhatsApp, Share-it,  

Business Wikis, online newspapers and blogs, YouTube, LinkedIn professional networks and 

more need not to be ignored as they also complement the emails and other information resources 

critical for corporate decision making in the organisation.  
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