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INTRODUCTION AND 
METHODS

PERSONAL LIFE

There are increasing claims that institutional memory is 
getting worse. First noted by professional archivists in the 
1990s ‘dot com’ period (Kirschenbaum, 2013), these claims 
have since been explored by journalists (e.g. Cowley and 
Silver-Greenberg, 2017) and science fiction stories such as 
Blade Runner 2049 (2017). They are now being supported by 
research studies, which have examined the changing texture 
and quality of institutional data since the turn of the century 
(e.g. Barata, 2004; Carroll et al, 2011; Gorsky, 2015; Weather-
burn, 2017: appendix 3).

Two claims are usually made: i) that increased organisational change is damaging institutional memory (e.g. Cameron, 2016) and 
ii) that digital disruption has been degrading records management systems and the data on which they rely (Brainard, 2020; Hall, 
2017; Pollitt, 2000; Wernick, 2018). Most UK research into this phenomenon has focused on the public sector (e.g. Corbett et al, 2018; 
Pollitt, 2009; Stark, 2019), with specific studies exploring factors such as employment fluidity (Sasse and Norris, 2019), outsourcing 
(Sasse et al, 2020), and changes in record-keeping (National Audit Office, 2018). Similar claims are made about the private sector 
(e.g. Business Archives Council, 2015; Delong, 2004; Mena et al, 2016).

The purpose of this project was to acquire evidence, assess these claims, and to better understand how institutional memory 
works. Emergent research has examined how organisations successfully form collective memory (e.g. Bucheli and Wadhwani, 2014; 
Godfrey et al, 2016; Mai, 2015). We wanted to understand the opposite: how respondents have lost information, records and data 
in both their personal and working lives. In other words, if and how institutional memory can get worse. We also wanted to learn 
the subsequent impact, if any, of this loss, such as sentimental value, retrieval costs, or organisational malfunction. The pilot online 
survey was conducted via Google Forms in February 2020. Participation was voluntary and 35 participants responded. All data was 
gathered anonymously. 

Our study discovered that a substantial majority (89%) of respondents had lost information, records and data in their personal 
lives. Of those who had lost information, records, or data, 73% of this loss was in digital format, and 27% in physical format.
 

“There are increasing 
claims that institutional 

memory is getting
worse
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The majority causes of loss were: misplaced/lost (26%), hardware problem (17%), and accidental deletion (9%). Of respondents who 
had lost data in either digital or analogue format, 63% reported having never recovered at least some of it. Participants generally 
responded that they would pay £100-£300 to recover that lost data. 
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WORK
80% of respondents reported that they had lost information, records or data in the workplace. 89% of this loss was in digital format 
and 11% in physical format.

Respondents were asked to supply quotes about their most striking
examples of having lost information, records and data. The responses
produced some poignant recollections:

I lost a video of a conversation with my mother right before she died and it was a lovely vid.

A video of my daughter dancing when she was 5.

I lost 3 years’ worth of photos of family and friends when my harddrive where I stored those broke. I realised that I rely a lot on 
photos to remember events in my life, and this left a gap in my memory in a way.

Respondents were also asked to supply quotes about their most striking examples of having lost information, records and data. The 
following word cloud indicates the frequency of particular words in those responses:
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The following graph depicts the type of data loss:

The three main causes of workplace information, records and data loss were software problem (20%), misplaced/lost (20%) and 
organisational redesign/management restructure (14%). 

Of those respondents who had successfully recovered information, records or data, the most frequent methods of doing so were IT 
support/colleagues (44%), software/hardware solution (22%) and a formal backup (22%). 

Of respondents who had lost workplace information, records or data, 68% reported some of its loss permanent. Some respondents 
reported a substantial ‘near miss’. For example, one respondent aged 25-40 working on a $100 million project for an international 
charity reported the following:

We were unable to do a survey of our projects because we didn’t know where a lot of the activities had taken place. No 
organized system for recording that information. Could have had serious reputational risk.

[These issues will] increase [in the future]. Very little pressure on international organizations to manage data better. 
Head of knowledge management admitted it’s not an organizational priority.
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GENERATIONS & THE FUTURE
Participants were asked about whether they believed information, records and data loss would increase in the future. Public and 
private sector employees responded very similarly, with 63% of public sector respondents indicating that these issues would in-
crease, compared to 60% of private sector respondents. 

The most striking finding of this section of this research was how different generations anticipated the future: a majority (c.60%) of 
18-25 year olds predicted that workplace loss of information, records and data would decrease in the future. All other age catego-
ries predicted that information, records and data loss would increase in the future.

The difference appears to have been whether the respondent viewed digital technology as the solution or the problem. Two partici-
pants aged 18-25 contributed the following quotes:

[Information, records and data loss will] decrease with a more technologically educated and younger work force soon 
entering the work place. They will have better safeguards in place as technology was not initially foreign to them (they 
never had to learn it from scratch, it’s common in daily life)

[Information, records and data loss will] decrease because as digital practices continue to be introduced and grow in 
the work place, I believe we will be better able to prevent the loss of important information and records.

In other words, this pilot study indicates a generational split between young people who believe that increased digitisation will 
reduce the loss of information, records and data, and older people who believe that increasing digitisation will cause the loss of 
information, records and data. 
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KEY FINDINGS & 
IMPLICATIONS

Key Findings

Conclusions and Implications

•	 A substantial majority of respondents have lost infor-
mation, records and data in their personal (89%) and 
professional lives (80%). 

•	 In respondents’ personal lives, of those who had lost 
information, records and data, the material lost was 
pictures (93%), video (69%), email (59%) and letters (48%). 
The workplace equivalent was dataset (54%), email (46%), 
accounts/admin (14%), and letters (11%).

•	 The three main reasons for personal loss of information, 
records or data  were: misplaced/lost (26%), hardware 
problem (17%), and accidental deletion (9%).

•	 The three main causes of workplace information, records and data loss were: software problem (20%), misplaced/lost (20%) and 
organisational redesign/management restructure (14%).

•	 When information, records or data had been lost at work, respondents reported that immediate colleagues and professional 
support services were important in the retrieval process.

•	 In both home and work contexts, around two-thirds (personal: 63%; work: 68%) of respondents reported that some information, 
records or data has been permanently lost. 

•	 The average amount respondents would pay to recover their personal data lost was £100-£300 ($128-$384)

Institutional memory has problems. The primary finding of this study is that information, records and data, and by extension, 
institutional memory, do get lost. Indeed, this is the normal experience for most people at home and at work. However, it is beyond 
the findings of this research to conclude that institutional memory is declining, or, building on observations by Edgerton (1997), 
changing at a historically unusual rate. Examination of this phenomenon would require further research. 
 
Institutional memory decay is primarily digital loss. Data loss was substantial, in both home and work, and largely in digital format. 
At home, it was pictures, video and email, and at work it was dataset, email and accounts/admin.
 
Memory decay occurs differently in personal and professional lives. As can be expected institutional memory loss differed depend-
ing on whether respondents were being asked about their personal or professional lives. The material lost also differed, with more 
images and video from personal lives, and more databases and administrative records in the workplace. 
 
Different generations see the issue differently.  Respondents under the age of 25 saw digital technology as the solution to the loss 
of information, records and data.  In contrast, older respondents primarily saw digital technology as the problem, and indeed the 
anticipated cause of future loss of information, records and data.

“I realised that I rely 
a lot on photos to 

remember events in my
life, and [losing my 

photos] left a gap in my 
memory.
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