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The basic thesis of enterprise document management is simple. Your documents are somewhere.
You need to find them. This should not take 40% of your workday.

There are files with information you need. They have a location in your systems—SharePoint,
Google Drive, Box, or some legacy file server. You want to access them now. So you type
keywords into a search box. Hope for the best.
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Probably when you first started, someone showed you around. They explained the folder
structure. You could mostly find what you needed. But after you've been there for a while,
everyone gets disorganized. You can just spend half your morning clicking through Microsoft
SharePoint. Trying to find that one contract from 2019.

Another thing that, uh, surprisingly many companies do is just give up? You can see the
temptation. Instead of organizing 10,000 documents properly, you create a folder called "Misc
2024." Dump everything in there. Deal with it later.

This creates an obvious problem. Eventually you have to find the documents. There is no actual
system for knowing what's where. So probably in six months you'll do this again. But more so.
Searching even more folders. With even vaguer names. To find even more critical files. It
compounds.

Probably when you first do this, it's a wrenching organizational failure. You keep quiet out of
shame and fear. Creating the "Misc" folder late at night. When no one else is logged in. Only
people who absolutely need to know get told. In person. Nervous whisper by the coffee machine.
Not in the employee handbook.

Then you do it again in six months. After you've been doing it for a while, everyone gets
comfortable. Eventually entire departments just have folders called "Important Stuff." With 47
subfolders also called "Important Stuft."

The Artificial Intelligence Approach

One amusing irony? Document management talent is artificially scarce. Perhaps there are 5,000
people in the world who are good at organizing documents logically. How many are actually
organizing your documents right now? On some plausible assumptions the answer might be zero.

Documents get organized by whoever happened to save them. According to whatever folder
structure made sense to that person. At that moment. With no consistent naming convention. Or
metadata strategy.

In a world of scarce document organization talent, search times go up. The average employee
spends 30-40% of their time searching for information. That's probably not everyone's
experience. But still. A meaningful chunk of work hours get spent just trying to find files.

If you're a knowledge worker, is this optimal? Like, "I will spend two out of every five hours
looking for documents"? When you do find them they're probably outdated. Because someone
made a new version. Saved it somewhere else. I feel like when I put it like that it sounds not
great?

The solution is mostly about artificial intelligence. How Al can actually read documents.
Understand what's in them. Big Al document management systems are in the business of
understanding content. They have a processing system that works. They're "a massive filter of
information." Analyzing billions of documents. Routing them to the right people.
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Intelligent Document Processing

Al systems read your invoices automatically. Vendors send invoices. Those invoices have fields
like "amount due" and "payment terms." You want the data extracted now. So the Al looks at the
invoice. Pulls out all the relevant information.

Structured data arrives immediately. When you need to process the invoice, the system has
already done the work. Probably when you first implement intelligent document processing
(IDP), you'll come in and test it. Look at sample outputs. Make sure everything is accurate.

After you've been using it for a while, everyone gets confident. Systems can just process 1,000
invoices automatically. Route them for approval the same day.

The basic technology is Optical Character Recognition (OCR). Enhanced by deep learning
neural networks. It extracts text from scanned documents. Handwritten notes. Even low-quality
images. With accuracy rates above 95%. Modern Al goes beyond simple text extraction. It
understands context. Recognizes document types—invoices, purchase orders, contracts, receipts.
Automatically identifies relevant data fields.

Automated Classification

At a 2024 tech conference, someone from a major document management company said
something interesting. Manual document classification had helped create a "chaos bubble." An
artificially disorganized filing system. Where employees spend hours trying to find documents.
According to a source who attended.

If you're trying to organize documents, is manual tagging optimal? The answer is no! Obviously
not! Al can read the actual content. Categorize documents based on what they say. Not just what
someone remembered to tag them as.

Machine learning models train on your organization's specific document types. Learning the
nuances of how your business operates. Improving classification accuracy over time.

Semantic Search

Does the universe create enough search queries needing semantic understanding? Counterpoint:
Yes? Obviously? Millions of search queries happen every day. People looking for documents.
But not knowing the exact keywords. Those queries aren't immediately useful to traditional
keyword search engines. Fine. Though they're increasingly common.

Much like Google Search 15 years ago, Al-powered document management has reached a
maturation point. Semantic search technology is becoming standard. When you search for
"marketing expenses Q3," the system understands what you want. Financial documents related to
marketing spending. In the third quarter. Even if those exact words don't appear.
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This contextual understanding—powered by natural language understanding (NLU) and
transformer models—extends to synonyms. Related concepts. Even implied meanings.

Traditional keyword search is like asking someone who has only memorized exact phrases. They
make reliable matches when you use the right keywords. But as soon as you paraphrase, they're
useless. Things like "find the contract with the renewal clause"? Or "show me emails about the
product launch"? These are best understood not as "the Al is so much smarter." But rather
"people want to find documents using natural language." Al is good at understanding that.

The Real Business Impact

Twenty years ago, companies cared about document organization. Much better to have good
systems than bad systems. But they also just hired people to file things. Hoped for the best.

They thought about "the value of good search." If you found documents quickly, how much was
attributable to filing skills? How much was pure luck?

Shouldn't AT help here? If document volumes have reached a critical point where traditional
approaches don't scale? Finding documents is so time-consuming that productivity suffers? The
market should create better search tools. Part of the thesis is that search can be automated. Or at
least dramatically improved.

Organizations implementing Al document management report 50-70% time savings. In
document processing. Invoice processing that used to take hours now takes minutes. Contract
searches requiring days of manual review now return results instantly. Data extraction accuracy
has improved from maybe 85% with manual entry. To above 95% with Al

Another benefit is compliance. Al systems automatically flag documents for retention. Or
deletion. Based on regulatory requirements. Track access for audit trails. Ensure sensitive
information is properly secured. Particularly useful for companies in regulated industries. Where
the cost of compliance failures can be substantial.

Looking Ahead

I'm generally skeptical of claims that Al will replace all human workers. That companies cannot
maintain document systems without sophisticated machine learning. That only enterprises with
billion-dollar IT budgets can implement intelligent document management software.

Plenty of mid-sized companies exist. Whose basic needs can be met with straightforward
automation. Most organizations don't need superintelligent document Al. They just need systems
that can read an invoice. Put it in the right folder.

Technology has gotten quite accessible. Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) solutions offer rapid
deployment without major IT overhead. Implementation that used to require months now takes
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weeks. Pricing models have evolved from enterprise-only. To options that work for smaller
organizations.

Al document management is prioritizing practical automation. Immediate productivity gains.
Over long-term fundamental research into document theory. Companies are "under growing
pressure to show results." Their investment in digital transformation needs to pay off. Reduce
costs. Tinkering with theoretical filing systems for a decade won't reduce costs today.

Perhaps a little odd that companies feel this pressure? Document management has a long history
of being boring infrastructure. That nobody thinks about until it breaks. Still, when you get big
enough, you care about efficiency. When you're paying knowledge workers hundreds of
thousands in salary? It helps if they spend less time searching.

The Bottom Line

If you gave me 10,000 documents for safekeeping? I promised to organize them properly? In the
meantime [ dumped them in a folder called "Documents"? You'd be like "why did you do that?"
That's not a document management system!

Using a traditional system with manual tagging? Good and normal. A SharePoint site with folder
hierarchies? Ehh maybe. Though there is more chaos than you'd like.

An Al-powered system that automatically reads and classifies everything? Significantly better.
Al can understand content. Extract data. High probability you'll actually find what you search

for.

Maybe it's expensive. These systems cost money to implement. Seems like a necessary
investment though. Better than spending 40% of your time searching folders.

What if I didn't use any system? Just expected employees to remember everything? Same
problem. People forget. Systems get chaotic.

But I might have an answer. "Document systems themselves aren't very stable." Complexity
constantly eats away at their value. The only way to preserve knowledge is keeping it in people's
heads.

You might reasonably reply: "That doesn't scale." When people leave they take knowledge with
them.

This objection strikes me as correct. Though some companies will disagree.

Historically most organizations park documents in random folders. Email them around. Hoping
someone keeps track.
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The question is no longer whether Al will improve document management. But how quickly
you'll implement it. The gap will widen. Organizations embracing Al today? Best positioned to
find their documents tomorrow.
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