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Electronic Records Management:
What is Metadata (and Why Does it Matter)?

Purpose: Provide guidance on metadata and its importance to electronic records.
Metadata is data about data, but what exactly does that mean?

It means that metadata is information (data) that describes a record (data). That information, or
metadata, helps make records searchable and discoverable.
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Metadata answers complex questions about the origins of born-digital records. When you print an
electronic record, metadata about that record is lost.

Agencies have the responsibility to maintain electronic records in electronic format, and the records
should “remain usable, searchable, retrievable and authentic for the length of the designated retention
period.” (WAC 434-662-040).

Think of an email: Some metadata is maintained when printed. But what about attachments? Reply
chains? Was the original written in plain text or using HTML? What service was it sent with?

When electronic records are maintained in an electronic format, the metadata stays with the file. If you
change the format of the electronic record, the metadata may change as well. What's important is that
enough metadata exists to categorize, search, and retrieve the electronic record, allowing for a
complete picture.

Additional advice regarding the management of public records is available from
Washington State Archives:

www.sos.wa.gov/archives
recordsmanagement@sos.wa.gov



