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INTRODUCTION

Sooner or later everyone with a Computer who uses it for anything other than games or internet access has to face two big problems – getting organised for Back Ups and (less frequently) transferring everything useful to  a new machine.  Both are helped enormously by choosing and maintaining an organised approach to storing data.

Other benefits include everyday ease of use, shorter search times (whether it is you or the machine doing the searching), easier updates and easier recovery procedures when (not if) things go wrong.


WHY NOT ACCEPT DEFAULTS?

When installed, most Applications suggest ‘default’ locations for data.  Why not just accept these? 

Most people do, unfortunately, but each default location has been created or chosen by someone with a different agenda to yours.  Most software companies want to make the biggest possible impression on you, your desktop and your hard disc.  Again, how can dozens of programmers from all over the world have any idea about how you want to organise your machine?  Most want to make their own lives easier, and predefined default data structures certainly help them.

The end result however is that data ends up all over the place.  When it is only the associated programme that needs to find it, no problem.  When you or your repair engineer want to find it, where do you look?


WHY DOES ANYONE NEED TO FIND DATA?

The reasons include:

· To take a Back Up 

· To make a copy for someone

· To import data into another programme

· To install upgraded programmes

· To transfer files to a new machine

· To find data files using utilities such as Windows Explorer


WHY NOT BACK UP THE WHOLE DISC?

Data occupies an increasingly small part of modern hard drives.  Programmes and operating systems, plus temporary internet files take up far more space – and this stuff never changes or, if temporary, is not important.  Why spend more money and time on Back Ups than is necessary?  Almost all reasonably priced Back Up strategies are concerned with data only, and rightly so.  Programmes can be reinstalled if required – data is sometimes priceless and is almost always unique.

Running Back Ups is a chore – do not make it worse than it needs to be!

HOW SHOULD I ORGANISE DATA?

The key word is logically.  

The best tool which is widely available for looking at the logical structure of Data and Programmes on a disc (assuming the computer is running Microsoft Windows) is the Windows Explorer programme.  This both shows the existing structure and allows it to be extended and modified by the creation of new Folders and the reorganisation of existing ones.  Look at your hard disc using Windows Explorer and you will see how the disc is organised – in particular, see how all (or most) of the programmes (Applications) have been stored in “Program Files”.  This is a “system folder” which has been predefined by Microsoft for the job of storing user installed programmes.

Microsoft also predefine a “system folder” named My Documents, and this is the best place to start designing your own data structure.

WHY “MY DOCUMENTS” AND NOT SOMETHING ELSE?

The short answer is that Microsoft have given the My Documents system folder some special properties included amongst which are that it is always there, and that it normally contains a few useful sub folders such as My Pictures and My Music.  As Microsoft have effectively given us a starting point and integrated it into a lot of their own programming, it is convenient (but not mandatory) to use it.

WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY “STRUCTURE”?

Analogies probably work best.  Think of organising millions of pages of documents and books.  You would probably end up with a library with different rooms for different major classifications.  Within each room there might be different shelf areas or different filing cabinets for minor branches.  Once the layout and system was defined, finding anything is a question of starting off in the correct room, and then looking at the right shelf. 

A data structure on a hard disc works the same way.  There is a main data folder (the library) called My Documents.  Within this there are sub folders (the rooms).  Within each of these, there may be sub folders again (the shelves), and so on.  

This is a structure because it is built according to rules, and these rules help to define where files are stored and when new folders or sub folders should be defined.  A useful concept to bear in mind is that of a “hierarchy” – folders branch out from the main My Documents folder and then more folders branch out from each of these and so on.  The overall structure is a pyramid or tree with a clear hierarchy.

HOW ARE THE RULES CHOSEN?

Although there are probably many ways which would work, if your work does not dictate or suggest a ‘best way’, you should probably stick to one of the two most common methods.  These are Filing by Software Type, and Filing by Project.  We prefer the former, (or actually a blend of the two) but lots of people choose Filing by Project.

WHAT IS FILING BY PROJECT?

This is where Files are kept in Folders which are “Project Related” without regard to the Application which runs them.  An example might be a folder named “Employee Expenses”, which might contain Excel spreadsheet files, an Access database, memos written in Word, and perhaps some Accounting files also.  The folder Employee Expenses might be a sub folder of a folder named Staff which in turn could be a sub folder of another folder, CompanyA.  

In summary:

My Documents


CompanyA



Staff



    EmployeeExpenses

An attraction of this method is that (if rigorously applied), everything on the computer in question which has anything to do with Employee Expenses is in one place, and is therefore easy to find.  A disadvantage is that this is not readily apparent when opening files within an application which tends to default to its own file type.  Also, it can lead to large numbers of files in one folder – a ‘flat’ structure – which increases manual search times.

HOW ABOUT FILING BY SOFTWARE TYPE?

In this system, the primary sub division is by the software application which runs the files.  If it is run by a different application, a file is kept in a distinct part of the overall structure dedicated to that application.  It is only as a sub division of these Application type folders that Project classification is introduced.

As we prefer this method, here are some more details.  

The main data folder is My Documents, as always.  Beneath this in the hierarchy are folders entitled WordData, ExcelData, AccessData, and so on (or any other names which are short and sufficiently descriptive, for example, WordD, ExcelD).  Every Application which runs on the computer has its main data folder sitting under My Documents, including for example Accounting, Routes, Contact Managers, Scanners, etc. etc.  The Microsoft predefined folders My Pictures and My Music sit naturally alongside these folders. 

To take one path through the structure as an example:

My Documents


WordData



CompanyA




Staff

     EmplExp


The folder EmplExp would contain only Word documents dealing with the Employee Expenses of CompanyA.  To look at any Excel files which would also apply, you would have to “drill down” through the corresponding Excel data structure  -- and so on.

HOW DO I CHOOSE WHICH FOLDERS TO HAVE?

At the top level, they choose themselves – one (or more) for each Application.

Then, just choose Folders on a ‘work area’ or ‘project’ basis, but with a few guideline thoughts in mind.

For manual searching, it is best to keep Folders down to a maximum of about 15 per tier in the hierarchy.  This is because File Open dialogue boxes can show about 15 folders or files without scrolling.  For the same reason, 15 or so files within a folder is optimum, although logic often dictates much larger sets.  Once you have lots of files or folders, natural sub divisions will occur.

Avoid ‘flat’ schemes in favour of hierarchies.  For example, it might be tempting to have one folder for each Customer – fine if you only have 5, but a bit pointless if you have 1000.  A breakdown by country or sales volume might be more manageable.

HOW SHOULD I CHOOSE FOLDER NAMES?

Three golden rules – keep them Short, Meaningful and Avoid spaces and punctuation.

Short means that they are easier to read on a screen and you can see more at any one time.

Meaningful – this should be obvious, but you might be surprised when you try to find stuff years after filing it away.  An example – you correspond with Smith & Co about a possible new XYZ machine, and all this gets into a folder named “Smith”.  Two years later, you return to thinking about a new XYZ – but can you remember who you dealt with before?  If the folder was named XYZ you wouldn’t have to!  Plus letters to all other potential suppliers would be sitting there in the same folder.

Avoiding spaces and punctuation – this is a result of the earlier days of computing.  Many programmes and especially utility programmes have not been updated to deal properly with long file names written in ‘normal English’.  In particular, some Back Up programmes still have problems in this area.  Since you never really know whether a Back Up has worked until you actually need it, better avoid the chance that it may not!

The problem comes from the fact that some Programmes have to ‘read’ file and folder names.  To do so, they scan the name character by character (this is called ‘parsing’) until some internal rule tells them to stop.  Many times, the rule is 

“scan until you find a space”, or

“scan until you find a non alphanumeric character”.

Another common rule used to be

“take the first 3 characters after a stop (decimal point) as the file type”

From this, you can see that the following would be bad file or folder names – better ones are shown alongside:

Word Data



WordData

Letter to Smith 12/3/02


SmithLet020312

DS Expenses V1.2a


DsExpenses1V2a

ScanHelp.rtf.doc

And so on.  Incidentally, the yymmdd format is very useful for putting dates in file names.  If a series of letters to Smith are named yymmddSmith.doc  they will all be listed together and in a meaningful time sequence as opposed to what would happen if they were all given random names or if they were named in the format ddmmyySmith. 

BACK UPS

Almost all Back Up programmes ask the User to define what he wants to have backed up – the days of backing up an entire disc have passed.  If you have all of your data stored in My Documents and its sub folders, you simply have to say My Documents and tick the Box marked  “And all Sub Folders?”  That is it – compare this with having to remember or find out where all the data scattered around on your disc is actually filed.  For example, could you find and specify to a Back Up programme where all those files conveniently dropped on your Desktop are kept?

EXCEPTIONS

There are always exceptions.  Remember these:  

1. Outlook Express.  Many people use OE as their E Mail programme.  Because e mails are normally short messages, the message store for them is organised internally by OE (basically as one big internal file) rather than being treated to the full workings of the way the operating system keeps files.  This is because the latter process has a large ‘overhead’ in terms of record and set up space per file, and to use this for each 20 word e mail would be wasteful.

By default this internal file is tucked away by Windows, in different places depending upon the version you are running.  However, current versions of Outlook Express contain  a little known and little used facility to change this default location to somewhere more convenient, for example
My Documents/OEdata.  Choose Options from the Tools Menu in OE and click on the Maintenance tab – you will see a button marked “Store Folder”…


2. Windows Address Book.  No such luck with this one.  You will just have to find it in your version of Windows and add it manually to any Back Up specifications.  Here is some help.
In Windows XP if you are User, go to Documents and Settings and expand User in Windows Explorer, and open up the following path:

Address Book:  (User\Windows\Applications Data\Microsoft\Address Book - .wab files) 

For other versions of Windows, find Application data within the main Windows folder.

3. Templates.  Templates can also contain  a great deal of work which should be protected by Back Ups.  The relevant files can be found in different places for different versions of Microsoft Office and Windows.  For example

For WXP and Office 2000, 

Documents and Settings\Username\Application Data\Microsoft\Templates 


4. Awkward Applications.  Finally, there are ‘awkward applications’ where you are not given the opportunity to alter the default data file locations.  Sage is a well known example.  Some digital cameras are supplied with software which has the same limitation.

In each case, find out where the data is being held, and add the relevant specification to your Back Up configuration.
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