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Planning Content Types in SharePoint

Summary

One of the most common problems in any organisation today relates to the management of
large amounts of information and documentation. Information workers find it difficult and time
consuming to find what they are looking for, content owners struggle to keep content up to
date, version control is a nightmare and processes are inefficient.

Microsoft aims to address some, if not all, of these issues through the introduction and

continuous improvement of SharePoint.

This paper introduces the concept of content types in SharePoint and explains why an
organisation may choose content types to assist with information and process management.
The paper outlines key factors to consider when planning for content types, the aim being to
provide the reader with a logical approach to planning content types in the SharePoint
environment. Finally, the paper addresses three of the most commonly used content type
settings I metadata, templates and workflow 7 and details how each of these settings can

assist an organisation with the management of information and information-related processes.

Audience

This paper is targeted at both business and technical stakeholders involved in the deployment

of Microsoft Office SharePoint Server.

This white paper is for information purposes only. Myriad Technologies does not provide any

guarantees for the information contained within this document.
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1. CONTENT TYPES DEFINED

1.1

1.2.

What Are Content Types?

A content type is a centralised, reusable package of settings that can be applied to content
throughout your SharePoint site collection. Each package of settings (i.e. each content type)

may include:

)l

1
1
1
1
1

Metadata

Information Management Policies
Workflow

Templates

Custom display, edit and new forms

A custom document information panel (DIP)

Content types allow an organisation to:

)l

= =4 4 A -2

Give content a Obusiness contextd that
end users.

Store the same type of content in multiple locations.

Store different types of content in the same location.

Categorise content, giving richer search results for end users.

Define behaviour (i.e. approval, feedback, expiration) for different types of content.

Reduce administrative overhead by centralising settings.

Why Use Content Types?

To understand why your organisation would want to use content types, try jotting down some

of the different types of content your organisation plans to store in SharePoint.

Your list might include:

1

= =4 A4 -4 -4 A -

Letter

Fax

Contract

Invoice

Proposal
Meeting Minutes
Policy

Procedure

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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This is not an exhaustive list, as most organisations can come up with at least 50 types of

content during the initial brainstorm.

You may never have considered it, but for every piece of business content, there are
associated actions and events that occur .
organisation deal with policies?
1 Isthere a formal approval process for new policies or changes to policies?
1 Do you have a standard template and format for your policies?
1 Do you or would you like to capture the division or department that owns and is
responsible for each policy?
1 Is there or should there be a formal review process in place to keep policies up to
date?

Now look at the other types of content you listed and think about the different actions and
processes associated with each.

The types of content you have defined and the associated actions that occur around these
types of content are specific to your business. If you went down the road, knocked on your
nei ghbourodés door and asked them these s atualg
different set of answers. Indeed, every business has different types of content and different

requirements for managing that content.
Ultimately, content types allow you to define the different types of content and the different

requirements for your business, resulting in your content having a business context that

means something to both the organisation and your end users.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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2. PLANNING YOUR CONTENT TYPES

2.1.

Think about the process for building a house. First of all we must have a plan. We also need
to involve various stakeholders such as the home owner, tradesmen, the council, even the
next-door neighbours. A builder would never agree to start building a house without these
things in place. Similarly, you should never begin creating content types before you have

mapped out a plan and gathered all the required information from affected stakeholders.

The steps taken to create a new content type will always be the same (and are quite simple)
but the level of planning required will vary depending on many different factors. Below are
some things that you should consider before creating your content types.

Brainstorm Types Of Content

The easiest way to start planning your content types is to make a list of all the different types
of content you plan to store in SharePoint. Gather stakeholders from the various teams in your
organisation and ask for their input. You may also like to go through existing document stores

to gain a better understanding of what content currently exists.

At this point you should also define the teams in your organisation who plan to use each
content type. Some content types may be used by every department throughout the whole

organisation, while others may be specific to just one or two departments.

Having an understanding of the affected stakeholders will help you call upon the right people
at the right time as you move forward with the project.

Tip: Map out a list of all your content types in a spreadsheet to help with planning and
ongoing management.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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Agree on Terminology

Clarification and standardisation of terminology is hard to do in any organisation, especially

| arge organi sations. Letdbs take the term 6depa

theworddepart ment and, potehers 6t ieksendefadauva bsui soi nnbe sasn du

This is just one example of the many terms that need clarification.

Often confusion occurs simply because different groups within an organisation use different
terms for the same things. When planning your content types, this type of confusion can cause
your project to fail | ater down the track. | f
two things may occur:
T Users donét wuse t he contlaowmwhat they arsforloe c aus e
1 Users embrace the content types but use the wrong content types for the wrong
purpose.
Both of these reduce the effectiveness of content types in any organisation.

This confusion can easily be prevented by agreeing on terminology up front. While this seems
like common sense, too many times organisations gloss over or rush this step, thinking
everyone knows the corporate lingo. If you spend the time getting this right, the pay-off is huge
(not only for content types but also for corporate governance). If youdon 6t s pendndt he

get it wrong, your project may fail.

For terminology relating to content types, you should consider and agree on:
1 The content type name.
1 The content type description. The description for each content type appears on the
new menu in a library. The description should be brief but at the same time provide the
user with enough information to make an educated decision about which content type

to use.

Mew | v | Upload ~  Actions v Settings

@ Document
Create a new document.

Policy

A formal, brief, and high-level
@ statement or plan that embraces My
Company's general beliefs, goals and

ohijectives

@ Procedure
A series of steps taken to accomplish
an end goal

Tip: Develop an organisation glossary of terms to help with maintaining the agreed
standards of terminology.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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Planning Content Types in SharePoint

Define Actions and Processes

The next step is to start thinking about the type of actions and processes associated with each

type of content in your organisation. Back in Section 1 of this paper, | asked you these

guestions in relation to a policy:

1
1
1

Is there a formal approval process for new policies or changes to policies?

Do you have a standard template and format for your policies?

Do you or would you like to capture the division or department that owns and is
responsible for each policy?

Is there or should there be a formal review process in place to keep policies up to
date?

By answering these questions you realised there are various actions that occur or should be

occurring for every new and existing policy in your organisation.

Understanding the actions associated with each type of content will help you identify the types

of settings (i.e. metadata, templates, workflow, information management policies) to apply to

each content type.

So what settings might be needed for the policy content type?

)l

1
1
1

Metadata: Record the name of the department that owns the policy.
Document Template: A standard policy template with company header and footer etc.
Workflow: Approval workflow for new policies or changes to existing policies.

Information Management Policy: Expiration policy to annually review the policy content.

Be aware that not all content types need to use all settings - some may only use one or two.

Tip: Create a planning worksheet for each content type to record the content type name,
description, stakeholders and any applicable settings.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009




2.4.
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Understand Relationships Between Content Types

Every SharePoint site collection has 6out of t
the SharePoint installation. Wh et her youdr e awach eieced 6f contént iro r no
SharePoint (documents, pages, forms, list items) is defined by acontent t y pe. 60ut
site content types are grouped in the top level site content type gallery under one of the
following headings:

Business Intelligence

Document Content Types

Folder Content Types

List Content Types

Page Layout Content Types

Publishing Content Types

= =4 -4 A4 -8 -8 A

Special Content Types

Tip: Avoid making changes to out of the box content types as this may have unforeseen
effects on the behaviour of content in your SharePoint site collection.

All contenttypeshaveahi er archical relationstohpldefetnédot
which the settings from one content type (the parent) are inherited by another content type
(the child).

Figure 1 illustrates the hierarchical relationship of the out of the box site content types. You
can see that wultimately al | ncddnttehnetr 6t yc@estsmeonrti gt i
The item content type and those inheriting from it (excluding document) are available for use
in lists throughout SharePoint. The document content type and those inheriting from it are

available for use in libraries throughout SharePoint.

System
List Content Types .
Item
Library Content Types
Contact Link Task Issue Document
Report Page Form
Figure 1

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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The hierarchical relationship allows you to reuse the settings defined in one content type in
other content types if you so choose, therefore centralising settings and making maintenance
simpler. A child content type will inherit all settings from the parent content type. Separate
settings can also be applied to the child content type if required. Any changes made to the
parent content type wild/l be O6pushedd down to c

the child content type can neverb e &6 p u sch wpdodhe pagent.

Information
Management Policy | Workflow
Parent Content Type

Template Metadata
- _n (;m_a i:n_ - r - ;ft;m-ati:n_ _I arkflow
:_ I\_ﬁlarll_a;_emfr:t_Pojq_: Workflow L I\_llaEagEm_ent_Pnjq_| Workt

Child Content Child Content

------ T
______ Type | Template | ype Metadata

: Template : Metadata | P

Figure 2

When defining your content types you should try to identify those that share similar settings
(i.e. metadata, workflow, templates) and group them together using a parent content type. In
doing so, the settings only need to be established and applied once (to the parent content
type) but can then be used multiple times in child content types. Knowing how to group your

content types correctly can be difficult and requires a lot of forward thought and planning.

Figure 3 shows the child content types @olicy6 and @rocedured inheriting the information
management policy, metadata and workflow from the par ent conCamporate t ype
Gover nance .BPovevermtalsda shows the templates for the @olicydand dorocedured
content types are not inherited (most likely because there would be a different template for a

policy and a different template for a procedure).
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Information
Management Policy . Workflow
Corporate
Governance
Document
Metadata
————— - == [ information |
| Manmggmentroiicy | Warkdow || Managementpoly | okt
Policy Procedure
Template Metadata Template Metadata
Figure 3
By structuring the content types in this way, settings are centralised
Governanceb content type. Later, i f chaonmges a

against the 6Corporate Governanced content typ

into both the O6policyéd and the o6procedured cont

Determine Physical Storage Location for each Type of Content

Another requirement to gather during the planning phase is the physical storage location for
each type of content. Some types of content (i.e. letters, faxes etc) may be spread throughout
your site collection in several different locations. Other types of content (i.e. contracts) may be

stored in one particular list.

For the policy content type you have a couple of options. Firstly, you could store all the
policies (regardless of department) in one central location. Or you might choose to store the
relevant policies in the site of the department that owns that particular policy. Your decision

will be based on the requirements outlined by your organisation.

By understanding the physical storage location for each type of content you will be able to
determine:
1 The scope of your content type; and

1 Which lists and libraries require which content types.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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Scope of a Content Type
The scope of a content type (i.e. where the content type can be used) is determined by the

site level at which the content type is created.

Figure 4 and Figure 5 below demonstrate the hierarchical relationship of sites within
SharePoint.

Figure 4 illustrates that when creating a content type at the top level site, the content type

becomes available for use in all sites within the site collection.

/  Content
“_ Type
Top Level Site

Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site

l VAN

Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site
Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site
Figure 4

Figure 5 illustrates that when creating a content type at a sub-site level the content type will
only be available for use in that sub-site and sub-sites below the given site. It will not be
available in sibling sites, children of sibling sites or any higher level sites (including parent

sites).

/ Content Top Level Site
. Type / m

Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site

l AN

Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site
Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site Sub-Site
Figure 5
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You should now have an understanding of who will use this content type and therefore at what
level in the site collection it should be created. If you are still unsure you might like to consider:
1 Who uses this type of content and where do they wish to store the content?
1 Is there a possibility in the future that others will be creating the same or similar types

of content?

If you are uncertain, the safest option is to create the content type in the top level site.

Content Types at the List and Library Level

Content types can be categorised into two different levels:
1 Site Content Types
9 List Content Types

Site and |ist content -dlyipled radlIsat isohnasrhei pad . 6 Bar

initially defined at the site level. They are then applied to various lists and libraries throughout
SharePoint for use by end users. When applying the site content type to a list or library, a copy
of that content type is created locally at the list / library level Tt hi s | oc al copy

content typeb.

Site Content
s o RS
g Site TS
B
—— - \
- - -~ - - N
e-=" L” M|
List List List
Content Content Content

Type . Type Type
List / Library List / Library List / Library

Figure 6

A list content type inherits all of the settings from the site content type. Separate settings can

also be applied to the list content type if required. Any changes made to the site content type

can be Opushedd down to | i st ade tothe istconteyt pyges .

canneverbe O6pushedé back up to the site content

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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2.8.

Planning Content Types in SharePoint

Ownership of Content Types
After reading the previous pages, you can understand that the creation of a new content type
should not come lightly; a level of planning and consideration is always required. If anyone

and everyone were allowed to create content types a variety of different issues would arise.

These issues include:
9 Different content types being used for the same purpose.
Ambiguous metadata.
Standardisation of terminology lost.

1
1
1 Relationships between content types not formed correctly.
1 Scope of content types not defined correctly.

1

Redundant and duplicated content types and site columns

Ultimately these issues all have a negative impact on the integrity of the content stored in
SharePoint. The ol d saying Ot oo ma nindeed toue forsthis sqermafiol -

too many content type creators definitely spoil the content.
So who should be responsible for content types?

It is a mistake to immediately think that the IT department should be responsible for the
creation of content types. To understand this more clearly think about a HR system. While an
IT department will often provide support for the HR system, it is most likely that the HR
department owns and manages this system. This is because the HR department has certain
business knowledge that helps them to understand the types of information and processes

required in order for the organisation to get the most value out of the system.

Similarly, your IT department (or certain members of the department) will be involved in the
planning of some, or all, content types. However, this does not necessarily mean that the IT
department should be responsible for creating and managing those content types. Sure, your
IT department understands SharePoint, but does the IT department have enough business
knowledge and vision to assist with making educated decisions about the various content

types and associated settings required?

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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In reality, every organisation is different and therefore the best person (or people) elected to
manage content types will vary. Some organisations have specialised teams that work with
knowledge management or information architecture. Some organisations delegate the content
type management and design to key individuals in each department. You need to pick the
method that bests works for your organisation and in doing so, try to find someone who has
broad and strong business knowledge, and a strong understanding of the process required to

create a content type.

Tip: Uncontrolled creation of content types = less effective content types

After all this planning you should now have:
1 Afull list of all the types of content in your organisation.
i Standard terminology for each content type name and description.

9 Details of the different actions and processes for each type of content.

And you should be clear on:

The types of settings each content type will use.

1

1 The relationship between your content types.

1 The physical storage location for each different type of content.
1

Who owns and manages content types.

Youdbve come a | ong way but the planning 1is
the settings for each of your content types. The following sections outline three common
settings used with content types and why you might choose to use these settings in your

organisation.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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3. CONTENT TYPES AND METADATA

Metadata is just another fancy word for document properties. You may have already recorded
metadata against some or all of your documents without even realising. All office documents
come with some default document property fields. These include:

Title

Author

Subject

Keywords

Category

Status

= =4 -4 A4 -4 -8 A

Comments

Regardless of whether you are using SharePoint or not, these property fields are always
available to be filled in. When you fill in these fields, you are recording metadata about that

particular document.

With the introduction of SharePoint, you now have the ability to use content types and site
columns to customise and create your own document property fields. In doing so you can

capture meaningful business-specific metadata against all content saved into SharePoint.

But why would you want to do this?

Firstly, search results are enhanced. Metadata supplements the already existing information
found in the bulk of a document. By adding additional information to a document the chances

of that document being returned in applicable search results will be higher.

Take a policy for example. The HR manager writes an Anti-Discrimination Policy and saves
the policy into SharePoint. Without content types and metadata in place anyone performing a
sear ch, for OHuman Resources Pol i cyodtheomamesob met h
the document and the content within the document being enough to bring back the relevant

search result.

On the flip side, if the HR manager tagged the Anti-Di scr i mi nati on Pol i cy
content type and then also specified as metada
owns the policy, there would be a much greater chance that this policy would be returned in
the search results.

© Myriad Technologies Pty Ltd, Alana Helbig 2009
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Secondly, metadata can assist with restricting search results. One of the common concerns in
most organisations today is the time it is taking for information workers to find what they are
looking for. The advanced search tool in SharePoint and other third party search tools can
easily be tailored to incorporate content types and metadata.

Add property restrictions...

Where the Property... | {Pick Property) ﬂ |C0ntains ﬂ | |.-'-\.nd ﬂ Add Property...
{Pick Property)
Content Type
Department
Authar
Description

Mame

Size

URL

Created Date

Last Modified Date
Created By

Last Modified By

This gives your users the ability to limit and control the type of content returned in search
results, making it much easier for them to find what they are looking for. Because content is
now easy to find, users become inspired to save content into SharePoint. The overall benefit is
that corporate knowledge is secured in the SharePoint environment instead of being stored on

hard drives and network drives.

Another good reason for using metadata in your organisation relates to viewing content. When

saving content into SharePoint, the metadata is exposed through columns in a list or library.

By exposing the metadata out into columns, your users have the ability to sort, filter and group

the content in any way they choose.
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