
5 Signs You've Outgrown Your Document System 

 

5 Signs You've 
Outgrown Your 

Document System 
A Quick Self-Assessment 

By Raymond Brooks 
Co-Founder, MaxRecall Technologies 

 

Page 1  |  maxrecall.com 



5 Signs You've Outgrown Your Document System 

When Good Enough Stops Being Good Enough 
Most document systems start out working just fine. 

Then the company grows. More people, more documents, more complexity. What worked for 
a team of 10 starts to show strain at 50. What worked with one location gets complicated 
with three. 

The tricky part is that these growing pains often go unnoticed. People adapt. They find 
workarounds. They make it work - because that's what good employees do. 

After 26 years of helping companies improve their document management, I've learned to 
recognize the subtle signs that a system is being outgrown. These aren't failures - they're 
signals. And catching them early can save a lot of time and frustration. 

Here are five signs worth paying attention to. 
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Sign #1 

People Are Keeping Their Own Copies 
What it looks like: 

Desktop folders with document backups, email attachments saved locally, physical copies 
tucked into desk drawers, and people forwarding files to themselves "just to be safe." 

Why it happens: 

This is natural behavior when people have had trouble finding things in the past. Maybe 
search didn't work the way they expected. Maybe they found an outdated version once and 
learned to be cautious. It's not a reflection on them - it's a sign the system isn't giving them 
confidence. 

Why it matters: 

•​ Multiple versions make it hard to know which is current 
•​ Important documents end up in unmanaged locations 
•​ When people leave, their personal archives leave with them 

A question to consider: 

"If you asked your team to rely only on the shared system - no personal backups - would 
they feel comfortable?" 
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Sign #2 

New Team Members Take a While to Get Up to Speed 
What it looks like: 

A new employee joins. Weeks or months later, they're still asking where to find things. They 
rely heavily on colleagues who "know the system." It takes longer than it should for them to 
work independently. 

Why it happens: 

Document organization often evolves organically over time. Naming conventions shift. Folder 
structures grow in unexpected ways. Long-tenured employees know the history and can 
navigate it - but newcomers are starting from scratch. 

Why it matters: 

•​ New hires take longer to become productive 
•​ Experienced employees spend time answering "where is...?" questions 
•​ Growth becomes harder as the learning curve stays steep 

A question to consider: 

"Could a new employee find last quarter's vendor contracts without asking anyone for help?" 
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Sign #3 

The Same Documents Get Requested More Than Once 
What it looks like: 

Someone asks for a copy of a vendor agreement. You send it. A few weeks later, someone 
else asks for the same document. Or the first person asks again - they saved it somewhere, 
but can't remember where. 

Why it happens: 

When finding documents takes effort, people take shortcuts. They ask someone who 
"probably has it" rather than searching. Or they search, can't find it quickly, and ask instead. 
It's efficient in the moment - but adds up over time. 

Why it matters: 

•​ The same document gets hunted multiple times 
•​ People wait for answers instead of finding them directly 
•​ Inboxes become informal document storage 

A question to consider: 

"How often does someone ask for a document that already exists somewhere in the 
company?" 
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Sign #4 

Audit Prep Takes More Effort Than It Should 
What it looks like: 

When an audit approaches, the pace picks up. People set aside their regular work to track 
down documents. There's a scramble to locate records, verify completeness, and assemble 
what the auditors need. 

Why it happens: 

Audits require pulling specific documents for specific transactions across specific time 
periods - on demand. They expose gaps that day-to-day operations can work around. It's not 
that anyone did anything wrong; it's that the system wasn't built with retrieval in mind. 

Why it matters: 

•​ Significant time spent on preparation 
•​ Key people pulled away from their regular responsibilities 
•​ Longer audit timelines when retrieval is slow 

A question to consider: 

"If auditors asked for complete documentation on 20 random transactions from the last year, 
how long would it take to pull together?" 
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Sign #5 

Key Knowledge Lives in People's Heads 
What it looks like: 

There are a few people who just "know where everything is." When someone needs to find 
something tricky, they go to these experts. When those experts are out of the office, things 
slow down. 

Why it happens: 

Long-tenured employees accumulate institutional knowledge over the years. They remember 
why things are organized a certain way, where exceptions are filed, and which folder actually 
has the current versions. This knowledge is valuable - but it's not captured anywhere. 

Why it matters: 

•​ Operations depend on specific individuals 
•​ Vacations and absences create slowdowns 
•​ Retirements and departures mean starting over 

A question to consider: 

"If your most experienced employee retired tomorrow, what knowledge would be hard to 
replace?" 
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What These Signs Mean 
If you recognized your organization in some of these descriptions, you're not alone. These 
patterns are incredibly common - especially in growing companies. 

They're also not emergencies. People are resourceful, and most organizations find ways to 
work around these challenges. The question is whether those workarounds are sustainable - 
and whether they're costing more than they need to. 

Quick Self-Assessment 
How many of these signs are present in your organization? 

☐ People keep personal copies of important documents 
☐ New team members take a while to find things independently 
☐ The same documents get requested more than once 
☐ Audit prep takes more effort than it should 
☐ Key knowledge lives in people's heads 

0-1 signs: Your current system is serving you well. Keep doing what you're doing. 

2-3 signs: You're seeing some friction. It might be worth exploring whether small 
improvements could help. 

4-5 signs: Your team is working harder than they need to. There's likely an opportunity to 
make things easier. 
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What You Can Do 
If some of these signs resonated, here are a few places to start: 

If people are keeping personal copies: 

Ask why. Is search unreliable? Is it hard to know which version is current? Understanding the 
root cause points to the solution. 

If new team members struggle to find things: 

Consider whether your organization has clear, consistent naming conventions and folder 
structures. Sometimes a bit of cleanup goes a long way. 

If the same documents get requested repeatedly: 

Look at your search functionality. Can people find what they need in seconds? If not, that's 
the bottleneck. 

If audit prep is a heavy lift: 

Map out what you typically need to produce, where those documents currently live, and how 
long retrieval takes. That clarity helps you prioritize improvements. 

If knowledge is concentrated in a few people: 

Start documenting. Not just the documents themselves - the knowledge about them. Where 
things are, why they're organized that way, and what matters most. 

The Bottom Line 
Growing pains are normal. Every successful company eventually outgrows its early systems. 

The goal isn't perfection - it's making sure your document management supports your team 
instead of slowing them down. 

If you'd like to talk through what you're seeing in your organization, we're always happy to 
have that conversation. 

- 

MaxRecall Technologies 
Business Process Automation Experts 

maxrecall.com  |  770-998-1400 
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