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Abstract
Organisations are connecting conversational assistants built on large language models to their internal documents, message archives and ticketing systems, and employees are beginning to ask the assistant where they once asked a colleague or searched an intranet. This article argues that the change is larger than a new interface to old stores. When the assistant becomes the ordinary route to what the organisation knows, it becomes, in effect, the organisational memory, and the decisions that shape its answers become decisions about what the organisation remembers. Those decisions include what is admitted to the corpus, what is withdrawn when it is superseded, how contradictions between sources are settled and who checks that answers are right. In most deployments they are made by default, by whoever configured the connectors. The article sets out why conversational retrieval makes curation both more necessary and less visible than it was for document repositories, considers the objections that the technology will curate itself or that curation cannot scale, and proposes that responsibility be divided among content owners, a stewardship function and the users themselves, with records management and knowledge management standards as the starting point. The argument is conceptual and draws on published research; no deployment was studied.
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1. Introduction

For three decades the standard account of organisational memory has been that of Walsh and Ungson (1991), who located it in a set of retention bins: individuals, culture, the transformations embodied in work procedures, structures, the physical ecology of the workplace and archives outside the organisation. Information systems were added to the picture soon afterwards, and the knowledge management movement of the following years invested heavily in repositories, intranets and directories of expertise. Throughout, the systems were stores. A person searched, received a list of documents, opened some of them and judged what to make of each.

The enterprise chat assistant changes the last step. An employee types a question and receives an answer composed for the occasion from whatever the system has retrieved. Early evidence suggests the arrangement can be valuable. Brynjolfsson et al. (2025), studying the introduction of a generative assistant among customer support agents, found gains in productivity concentrated among the less experienced, and interpreted them as the spread of practices that the best agents had developed. That is a description of a memory at work. The question this article raises is who is looking after it.

2. Memory as a Process, Not a Store

The retention-bin model was criticised on a point that has become newly relevant. Ackerman and Halverson (2000), after observing how a telephone helpline answered its callers, argued that organisational memory is not one thing in one place. It is a set of memories of different kinds, held in people, records and tools, that are brought together in the act of answering, and each time a piece of information moves from one holder to another it is stripped of some context and must be supplied with context again by the person who uses it. On this account remembering is work, and much of the work is the judgement by which a competent member decides that a given record is current, applies to the case and can be trusted.

Curation, in the sense used here, is the organised form of that judgement. Records managers have long practised it. The international standard on records management asks that records have authenticity, reliability, integrity and usability, and that their retention and disposal be decided and not left to chance (ISO, 2016). The standard on knowledge management systems speaks of retaining knowledge and of handling knowledge that is outdated or invalid (ISO, 2018). Markus (2001) showed how much effort is needed to make a record usable by someone other than its author. None of these concerns is new. What is new is that an assistant now performs part of the judgement itself, and performs it out of sight.

3. What Conversational Retrieval Changes

Most enterprise assistants follow the pattern that Lewis et al. (2020) named retrieval-augmented generation. The question is used to fetch passages from an index of the organisation's content, and a language model writes an answer conditioned on those passages. Figure 1 shows the layers involved. Each layer makes selections that the user does not see: which sources were admitted to the index, which passages were ranked highest, and how the model reconciled or ignored what they said.
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Three consequences follow. The first is the loss of provenance cues. A search result arrives with a title, an author, a date and a location, from which an experienced employee infers a good deal: that the page belongs to a team known to be careless, or that the policy predates a reorganisation. A composed answer blends its sources into a single voice, and even where citations are offered the path of least effort is to read the answer and stop. The second is fluency. Language models produce text that is confident and well formed whether or not it is supported, and the tendency to generate unsupported content is extensively documented (Ji et al., 2023). Bender et al. (2021) warned that readers take coherent text to be the product of understanding and extend to it a trust it has not earned.

The third consequence concerns the user's vigilance. Research on automation established long ago that people come to rely on aids that are usually right and cease to check them, a pattern Parasuraman and Riley (1997) called misuse and that later writers have termed automation bias. Sparrow et al. (2011) found that people who expect to have access to information later remember where to find it and not what it says, extending to the internet the transactive memory that Wegner (1987) had described among people. An employee who treats the assistant as the place where answers are kept will have less reason to remember the answer, the source or the colleague who knew. Dell'Acqua et al. (2023), in a field experiment with consultants, found that performance improved on tasks within the capability of the model and worsened on a task beyond it, where those given the model were less likely to reach a correct solution than those working without it. The boundary between the two kinds of task was not apparent to the people using the tool.

4. The Curation Gap

Taken together, these changes mean that the quality of what the organisation remembers now depends on a set of tasks that the deployment project rarely assigns. Table 1 lists them. In practice the corpus is defined by which systems had connectors available, exclusions are driven by access permissions and not by accuracy, superseded documents remain indexed beside their replacements, and nobody is charged with noticing that the assistant gives two teams different answers to the same question.

Table 1: Curation tasks raised by an enterprise chat assistant, why each matters and where responsibility might sit	Curation task	Why it matters	Suggested owner
	Admission to the corpus	Casual chat and drafts acquire the standing of record once indexed	Stewardship function with content owners
	Authority ranking	An approved policy should outweigh a remark in a message thread	Content owners, by designation
	Retirement	Superseded material continues to be retrieved unless withdrawn	Content owners, on a review cycle
	Resolving contradictions	The model will blend or pick between conflicting sources unpredictably	Stewardship function
	Checking answers	Fluent errors pass unnoticed without sampling and user reports	Stewards and users jointly
	Recording gaps	Questions the corpus cannot answer show what was never written down	Stewardship function
	Guarding against feedback	Generated text saved as documents re-enters the corpus as a source	Platform owner


Two of these tasks deserve comment. Admission matters because indexing erases a distinction that organisations used to maintain without effort. A remark in a project channel and a signed procedure were different kinds of thing, kept in different places and read with different expectations. Once both are passages in an index they compete on similarity to the question. The feedback problem is newer. Employees paste assistant output into reports and wiki pages, and those pages are indexed in turn. Shumailov et al. (2024) showed that models trained repeatedly on generated data degrade. An enterprise index is not a training set, and the analogy is loose, but the direction of the concern is the same: a memory that increasingly consults its own earlier answers drifts from its sources.

There is also the matter of what was never in the corpus. The retention bins of Walsh and Ungson included individuals and culture, and the knowledge held there is by definition not in the documents. An assistant can make written knowledge so convenient that the habit of asking a person weakens, and with it the occasions on which unwritten knowledge was passed on. de Holan and Phillips (2004) described how organisations forget what they fail to exercise. A memory that answers every question it can, and gives no sign of the questions it cannot, makes that kind of forgetting hard to notice.

5. Objections

It may be objected that the technology will solve the problem it creates. Retrieval can be tuned to prefer recent and authoritative sources, and models can be instructed to cite and to decline. These measures help, and they presuppose curation: a system can prefer authoritative sources only if someone has said which sources are authoritative, and it can flag a superseded policy only if supersession is recorded. The tools make curatorial decisions cheaper to apply. They do not make them. There is a further difficulty in asking a system to audit itself: the assistant has no access to the facts against which an organisational record would have to be checked, only to other records.

A second objection is that intranet search never had curators and organisations managed. The reply is that search left judgement with the reader, who saw the sources, whereas the assistant takes over part of that judgement, and that the neglected intranet was in any case a familiar failure of knowledge management, not a success. A third objection is cost. No organisation can review everything its staff write. This is true, and it is the reason for curating by class and not by item: deciding which repositories count as record, which are admitted as context and which are excluded, and concentrating human review on the small body of material that carries authority.

A last objection holds that curation centralises control over what the organisation is allowed to know. The risk is real. Orlikowski (1992), studying the introduction of groupware, showed that a collaborative technology is shaped by the reward structures and assumptions of the place that adopts it, and an assistant curated solely by a central office will reflect that office's view. The answer is to distribute the work and make it visible, and not to leave it undone.

6. Implications for Practice and Research

A workable division of responsibility has three parts. Content owners, meaning the functions that issue policies, standards and procedures, designate their authoritative documents and keep them current, as records management already requires. A stewardship function, which may be a small team drawn from knowledge management, records and information technology, decides admission by class, samples answers, follows up contradictions and reports the questions that went unanswered. The last of these duties is easily overlooked and may be the most useful, since a log of questions the assistant could not answer is a direct inventory of what the organisation knows only through its people. Users are given the means and the expectation to check sources and to flag wrong answers, which makes their vigilance part of the system. Regulation points the same way. The risk management framework of the National Institute of Standards and Technology treats governance as a function that runs through the whole life of an artificial intelligence system (NIST, 2023), and the European Union's Artificial Intelligence Act requires organisations that deploy such systems to ensure a sufficient level of literacy among the staff who use them, and requires human oversight of systems it classes as high-risk (European Union, 2024).

For researchers the assistant offers an unusual opportunity. For the first time the questions that members of an organisation ask of its memory are recorded, together with the answers they receive. With appropriate safeguards, such records could show what employees need to know and cannot find, how answers change as the corpus changes and whether reliance on the assistant alters whom people consult. Studies comparing curated and uncurated deployments would test the claim made here, which rests on argument from adjacent research and not on observation of the systems in question.

7. Conclusion

An organisation that routes its questions through a chat assistant has acquired a memory with new properties: it answers in one voice, hides its sources unless pressed, never admits that a matter was simply not written down, and is trusted in proportion to its fluency. Such a memory needs keepers. The tasks are recognisable from records and knowledge management and can be shared among content owners, stewards and users. What cannot continue is the present arrangement in many deployments, in which the memory of the organisation is shaped by the defaults of a connector and nobody has been asked to mind it.
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