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A system of record is best understood as a bounded assignment of update and correction authority, not
as a claim that one platform contains every true fact. The bounded object might be an employee's legal
name, an executed order, a subscription entitlement, an invoice status, a support disposition, or an
accounting entry. Authority attaches to that object for a stated purpose and time. It requires an
accountable owner, a rule for valid change, provenance, an effective-time convention, and a way to
reconcile downstream copies. Those conditions can be implemented in one database, several domain
systems, a master-data hub, or an event architecture. The designation is organizational before it is
technological (Khatri and Brown, 2010; ISO, 2016; NARA, 2025).

This conclusion separates three histories that software marketing often merges. Administrative and
archival traditions made records authoritative through custody, policy, retention, context, and
documented use. Database research made shared data less dependent on physical storage and
developed mechanisms for integrity and controlled update. Data-warehouse and enterprise-software
practice then popularized “system of record” as the place from which trusted operational data should
be sourced. The exact enterprise-data expression is visible in the inspected 1992 Inmon record, while
the similar statutory phrase “system of records” had a different legal meaning by 1974 (DOJ, 1974;
Inmon, 1992; Codd, 1970).

The practical case for explicit authority is strong but component-level. Data-quality research shows
that accuracy alone is insufficient: relevance, completeness, timeliness, representation, accessibility,
and fitness for use matter. Governance research treats data decisions as allocations of rights and
accountability. Master-data studies show that architecture combines organizational and technical
choices. Survey evidence associates information and system quality with organizational impact, but the
designs are not causal tests of an “authoritative source” intervention. Regulated banks continue to
report fragmented landscapes and incomplete aggregation years after formal principles were issued. A
label cannot repair definitions, interfaces, incentives, or learning routines (Wang and Strong, 1996; Otto,
2012; Gorla et al., 2010; Basel Committee, 2023).

The strongest single-platform claim fails for a second reason: different functions may legitimately need
different representations of the same customer or event. Sales owns opportunity state; billing owns
invoice state; the product owns entitlement and usage; finance owns recognized revenue; support
owns case disposition. A mastered customer identity can bridge these systems without making a CRM
the authority for payment, a ledger the authority for product use, or a warehouse the place where
operational corrections originate. Distributed-systems research adds a technical constraint: immediate
global consistency, high availability, and partition tolerance cannot all be assumed, and coordination has
measurable costs. Organizational research adds a social constraint: standardized classifications embed
viewpoints and become resistant to change (Gilbert and Lynch, 2002; Bailis et al., 2014; Bowker and
Star, 1999).

Confidence is moderate to high in the bounded-authority conclusion because archival guidance,
data-governance frameworks, information-quality studies, case research, and distributed-systems
results converge on it from different directions. Confidence is low that naming any application a system
of record improves revenue or profit. No inspected study isolates the designation itself, and the
available empirical work usually evaluates information quality, system quality, data management,
enterprise implementation, or technical consistency. The useful rule is therefore modest: assign
authority field by field, preserve provenance and effective time, validate interfaces, and test whether
the arrangement improves correction time, reconciliation effort, auditability, and decision quality
(DeLone and McLean, 2003; Strong and Volkoff, 2010; Khatri and Brown, 2010; GAO, 2019).
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Research questions and evidence rules
This is a source-critical historical synthesis, not a systematic review. It asks separately when the exact
expression appeared in an enterprise-data meaning; when the modern meaning became recognizable;
which older practices supplied its components; how organizations institutionalized authority; and what
outcome evidence supports or limits the practice. The search covered discoverable English-language
digital sources from 1974 through 2026, with earlier database antecedents included where necessary. It
used statutory and government records for legal meaning and failure evidence, publisher and author
copies for scholarship, standards and professional dictionaries for codification, and vendor materials
only for their own terminology.

Authority is claim-relative. The Department of Justice can establish the Privacy Act definition; it cannot
date enterprise architecture. Inmon's book record and indexed preview can document use by 1992; they
cannot establish absolute priority. Codd can establish what the relational model proposed; his paper did
not name the later governance category. Salesforce and Oracle are used here only to document how
those vendors frame CRM; this review does not use their pages as evidence of completeness or
performance. The Basel Committee can report supervisory observations from major banks, but its
administrative evidence does not isolate a causal architecture effect.

The outcome lane therefore distinguishes five objects: designation of an authoritative source; quality of
the data held there; technical consistency across replicas; organizational implementation; and
downstream business results. A study of one object is not silently converted into evidence for another.
Observational findings are described as associations. Formal impossibility results and database
benchmarks are used for their technical scope, not generalized into organizational laws. Case failures
identify mechanisms and controls, not population-average rates.

The search is incomplete in predictable ways. Large vendors, regulated organizations, U.S. and European
institutions, and published failures are overrepresented. Internal data dictionaries, integration contracts,
abandoned migrations, and quiet spreadsheet reconciliations are rarely archived. Several publisher
pages exposed abstracts rather than complete articles, so detailed numerical claims were avoided
unless the underlying full text was inspected. Current vendor pages can change without preserving old
wording. These limits require “earliest inspected” and “documented by,” not coinage language.

Working definition
A system of record is a designated operational or recordkeeping system authorized to create or
maintain the controlling representation of a defined data element, entity attribute, transaction, or event
for a stated purpose and time. Necessary attributes are bounded scope, accountable ownership, update
and correction rights, validation rules, provenance, an effective-time or currency rule, and a controlled
method by which downstream copies are reconciled or superseded. Physical centralization, relational
storage, immutable history, direct user access, and master-data matching are optional implementation
choices (Khatri and Brown, 2010; ISO, 2016; Otto, 2012).

“Controlling” does not mean metaphysically true. It means that the organization has selected a
representation to govern a specified action until corrected through a specified process. The general
ledger may control financial reporting even when a sales system contains a more recent commercial
expectation. A product service may control entitlement even when a contract repository controls the
executed terms. A support platform may control case closure while a customer-data platform holds the
best cross-channel identity match. The same field name can therefore mask different events, time
bases, and accountability.

Four questions operationalize the definition. What exact object is authoritative: entity, attribute,
transaction, status, document, or derived metric? For which purpose: execution, legal evidence,
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reporting, analysis, or communication? At what time: event time, processing time, effective time, or
latest synchronized copy? Who can change it, challenge it, and repair downstream effects? If those
answers are absent, “system of record” is usually a product label rather than a governance design.

The definition also makes correction visible. Authority without a correction path creates official error.
The record must retain enough provenance to distinguish origin from transformation and enough history
to explain what was known when a decision was made. The user-facing application and the designated
input system may be different, and an analytical store that reconciles systems does not automatically
receive permission to rewrite operational state. A mature design names both authority and movement
(Otto, 2012).

Adjacent-concept disambiguation
The Privacy Act's “system of records” is a legal term of art, not an early synonym for the enterprise
construct. The Act covers a group of federal-agency records from which information is actually
retrieved by a person's name or identifier. Its trigger is control and retrieval practice, and its
consequences include notice, access, amendment, and disclosure rules. The semantic overlap is
administrative custody, but the singular enterprise phrase asks which application or source controls a
business datum (DOJ, 1974).

An official record is not merely the unique original. NARA explains that copies can each be records when
they serve different business purposes, while convenience copies may be nonrecords. That point
directly challenges a naive “one fact, one file” model. Record status comes from use, obligation, and
context. ISO 15489 likewise covers creation, capture, metadata, responsibilities, monitoring, controls,
and management over time across technological environments. Archival authority is therefore a
managed relationship among evidence, context, and responsibility (NARA, 2025; ISO, 2016).

This review treats data capture and authorized control as distinct design attributes, although one
system may hold both roles. A golden record is a selected or merged representation of an entity,
commonly produced through matching, survivorship, and stewardship. A data warehouse is an
integrated analytical store whose transformations may make it more useful for comparison without
making it the operational origin. A single source of truth is an architectural aspiration; it can mean one
mastered representation, one semantic layer, or merely one preferred dashboard. These distinctions
prevent circular reasoning in which the system called “truth” is assumed accurate because of the name
(Khatri and Brown, 2010).

A ledger is a recording form organized around transactions and balances. It may be authoritative for
posted financial events while depending on contracts, orders, tax rules, exchange rates, and usage
records from elsewhere. A customer relationship management system organizes accounts, contacts,
opportunities, and interactions. It can be authoritative for a sales-owned opportunity but not
automatically for legal entity identity, cash receipt, product telemetry, or recognized revenue. Vendor
boundaries reveal the problem: Oracle describes useful CRM authority only after data are entered,
cleaned, and deduplicated, and acknowledges that manual entry can become stale (Oracle, 2020).

Data governance, master data management, and a system-of-record map are related but different.
Governance allocates decision rights. Master data management coordinates shared entities and
reference structures. A system-of-record map specifies where valid changes originate for each
bounded object. A firm can have governance without a centralized hub, a hub without usable
governance, or a declared system of record with poor data. Conflating the three turns implementation
questions into slogans.
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Chronology
The administrative stream predates the enterprise-data phrase. By 1974, the U.S. Privacy Act used the
plural “system of records” for a controlled group of records retrieved by personal identifier. That
definition tied information systems to notice, access, amendment, and disclosure obligations, but it did
not identify a database as the unique truth for an enterprise datum. Its relevance is conceptual:
authority was already being constituted through custody, retrieval, and accountable correction rather
than storage alone (DOJ, 1974).

The database stream made shared authority technically plausible without prescribing organizational
ownership. Codd's 1970 relational model sought data independence so applications and terminal users
would not depend on changing physical representation. Relations, normalization, keys, and a general
data language addressed redundancy and consistency within a logical model. The contribution was not
“one system for everything.” It was a disciplined separation of logical data from machine organization
and a method for controlling anomalies in shared data (Codd, 1970).

The earliest inspected enterprise-data use in this review is documented in Inmon's 1992 Building the
Data Warehouse, which indexed “system of record” as part of data-warehouse design. The inspected
edition record identifies a 272-page QED book on data warehousing, operational systems, integration,
granularity, and migration. Later data-architecture practice explicitly defined the system of record as
the best operational source feeding an integrated environment. Because only incomplete archives and
previews were available, 1992 is a terminus in this evidence set, not proof that Inmon created the
expression or that earlier corporate use did not exist (Inmon, 1992).

During the 1990s, the intellectual problem broadened from consistency inside a database to quality
across organizational use. Wang and Strong's data-consumer studies identified intrinsic, contextual,
representational, and accessibility dimensions. Strong, Lee, and Wang placed databases inside
production and use processes and emphasized that a datum can be fit for one task and poor for
another. Information-infrastructure research documented an enduring tension: standards allow
connection, but interconnected standards accumulate resistance to change (Wang and Strong, 1996;
Strong et al., 1997; Hanseth et al., 1996).

The 2000s brought more explicit governance and enterprise integration. Studies of enterprise-system
implementation showed that organizations learn through encounters between old processes, new
software, and local workarounds rather than through installation alone. Data governance was framed as
allocation of decision rights across domains such as principles, quality, metadata, access, and lifecycle.
Master-data architecture research then treated technical patterns and organizational ownership as
combinations rather than assuming a single centralized design (Robey et al., 2002; Khatri and Brown,
2010; Otto, 2012).

At the same time, distributed computing weakened the intuitive equation of authority with one
immediately consistent physical copy. Gilbert and Lynch formalized the limits among consistency,
availability, and partition tolerance. Vogels explained eventual consistency as a practical choice in large
replicated systems and made the inconsistency window an application concern. Bailis and colleagues
later showed that coordination can be avoided safely when application invariants permit it, with large
prototype performance gains in a particular transaction benchmark (Gilbert and Lynch, 2002; Vogels,
2009; Bailis et al., 2014).

Contemporary professional usage has expanded rather than narrowed the term. Salesforce training
defines a system of record as a primary repository selected across products and systems. Oracle
contrasts CRM as a record with recommendation and execution while acknowledging that missing and
stale inputs undermine usefulness. The archival profession now defines the term as the designated
home for official, authenticated, or canonical information and notes that copies may exist elsewhere.
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These are records of diffusion and semantic stabilization, not proof of efficacy (Salesforce, 2024;
Oracle, 2020; SAA, 2026).

Intellectual antecedents
The first antecedent is records management. ISO 15489 does not reduce a record to stored content. It
joins creation and capture with metadata, assigned responsibilities, monitoring, controls, and
management over time. NARA similarly makes business use, not originality, decisive for record status.
The modern system-of-record concept inherits authenticity, provenance, custody, retention, and
correction from this administrative tradition. What it changes is granularity: enterprise architects often
assign authority to a field or event rather than an entire file series (ISO, 2016; NARA, 2025).

The second antecedent is relational data management. Codd's separation of logical relations from
physical representation enabled multiple applications to use shared facts without binding meaning to
storage layout. Normalization addressed certain redundancy and update anomalies. Yet a normalized
schema cannot decide whether sales or finance owns “customer status,” whether cancellation is
effective at request or service end, or whether a household should be merged. Those are semantic and
institutional choices layered on technical integrity (Codd, 1970).

The third antecedent is information quality. Wang and Strong show why a technically valid value can still
be wrong for work: it may be stale, incomplete, inaccessible, hard to interpret, or irrelevant. Strong and
colleagues make quality contextual, while Lee and Strong's role analysis finds that data collectors'
knowledge of why a process produces data matters. These findings shift governance upstream. A
central team that cleans records after the fact cannot compensate fully for collectors who do not
understand the event, definition, or consequence (Wang and Strong, 1996; Strong et al., 1997; Lee and
Strong, 2003).

The fourth antecedent is the sociology of classification and cooperation. Star and Griesemer describe
boundary objects that remain recognizable across social worlds while allowing local interpretation.
Bowker and Star show that categories and standards embed viewpoints and distribute benefit and
harm. A shared account or opportunity record can function as a boundary object across sales,
marketing, finance, and service, but only if its common core is robust and its differences are visible.
Forcing every group into one unexamined category does not create truth; it buries negotiation inside
fields and workflows (Star and Griesemer, 1989; Bowker and Star, 1999).

The fifth antecedent is enterprise governance. Khatri and Brown make the “who” of data decisions
explicit. Otto's Bosch case shows that master-data architecture contains both technical and
organizational options, with several feasible combinations. Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola's
ethnography shows that implementation is not a simple insertion of practices into an organization. This
review infers that system-of-record authority is one governance mechanism within that larger design,
not a property that the chosen application supplies automatically (Khatri and Brown, 2010; Otto, 2012;
Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola, 2017).

The sixth antecedent is distributed-systems theory. Strong consistency can simplify reasoning, but it
requires communication and can reduce availability or performance under particular failure conditions.
Eventual consistency accepts temporary divergence and moves some responsibility to application
design. Invariant-confluence analysis goes further by asking which correctness rules actually require
coordination. The lesson for revenue architecture is not to imitate internet-scale databases blindly. It is
to specify the invariant: a posted journal entry may demand stronger coordination than an enriched
marketing attribute (Gilbert and Lynch, 2002; Vogels, 2009; Bailis et al., 2014).
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Terminology history
Three phrases must remain separate. “System of records” was a statutory plural term by 1974, defined
around federal records retrieved by individual identifier. “Recordkeeping system” is a generic
administrative expression. “System of record” in enterprise data denotes a designated authoritative
source. Literal similarity does not establish conceptual ancestry, and the Privacy Act should not be cited
as the origin of the singular architecture term (DOJ, 1974).

In the inspected set, Inmon's 1992 book is the earliest enterprise artifact whose bibliographic record and
indexed preview expose the exact singular phrase alongside operational data, integration, and
data-warehouse design. The source is a professional book, not a peer-reviewed history. It documents
use by that date and a recognizably modern information-architecture context. It does not establish a
complete phrase history, prevalence, or an inventor (Inmon, 1992).

Later professional definitions emphasize designation. The Society of American Archivists calls the
system the storehouse for authoritative data “as designated” by an individual or organization and says
copies can exist elsewhere. Salesforce uses “primary data repository” in implementation training. Oracle
uses the term for CRM only under conditions of complete, cleaned, deduplicated, and maintained input.
Across these sources, authority is conferred and conditional; none demonstrates that a platform
becomes reliable because a contract or slide labels it authoritative (SAA, 2026; Salesforce, 2024;
Oracle, 2020).

The “single source of truth” slogan compresses a different ambition: agreement at the point of
consumption. A system of record may originate an operational event while a mastered layer resolves
identity and a warehouse computes a governed metric. The organization can present one reconciled
view without pretending every component has one owner or one clock. Conversely, a single database
can contain inconsistent definitions, invalid entries, and undisclosed transformations. Phrase discipline
prevents a product category from substituting for a data contract.

Inherited and new elements
The inherited elements are official custody, accountable amendment, structured representation,
integrity controls, and documented provenance. The modern enterprise form adds low-cost replication,
APIs, event streams, configurable workflows, domain applications, identity resolution, and analytical
layers. Authority can now be separated from presentation and synchronized across many consumers.
That separation creates both flexibility and new failure modes.

Field-level authority may be distributed across several systems while remaining coherent if ownership,
semantics, effective time, and reconciliation are explicit. Otto's case identifies multiple feasible
master-data architecture combinations, and Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola show that organizational
implementation requires negotiation and practice rather than a purely technical decree. Contemporary
vendor implementation guidance from Oracle likewise distinguishes data maintained in a designated
authoritative source from downstream synchronization and multi-application aggregation. This is a
polycentric design, not an absence of governance: each bounded field has one valid correction path
even when the enterprise has many authoritative domains (Otto, 2012; Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola,
2017; Oracle, 2025).

The organizational form typically includes a data owner who decides meaning and acceptable use; a
steward who monitors quality and correction; an application owner who maintains controls; producers
who understand the business event; and consumers who surface fitness-for-use failures. It also
includes versioned schemas, validation rules, identifiers, lineage, effective dating, access controls,
retention, and escalation. Khatri and Brown's decision-right framework supports this allocation, while
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Lee and Strong warn that upstream process knowledge cannot be replaced by downstream custody
(Khatri and Brown, 2010; Lee and Strong, 2003).

What is newer is the scale and speed of copying. A CRM change can reach marketing automation,
forecasting, commissions, a warehouse, customer success, and AI features within minutes. That reach
makes a field-level mistake more consequential and makes timing observable. It also means that
“latest” is not self-explanatory: an event can be newest by processing time but invalid by effective time;
a warehouse can refresh after the operational system while still display an older business state; a
late-arriving correction can supersede several derived records.

Another newer element is specialization. Stonebraker and Cetintemel argue that one database
architecture is not optimal for every data-centric workload. Distributed systems offer different
consistency, latency, availability, and scaling properties. Organizational domains similarly differ in
control needs. A revenue architecture should therefore separate the question “which engine runs this
workload?” from “which owner may correct this business fact?” A specialized product can consume
authority without becoming authoritative (Stonebraker and Cetintemel, 2005; Gilbert and Lynch, 2002).

Outcome evidence
Direct evidence about the named construct is weak. No inspected study isolates the act of designating
a system of record and estimates its effect on reconciliation cost, audit exceptions, decision quality,
revenue, or profit. The DeLone and McLean synthesis evaluates information-system success through
multiple dimensions, data-governance and master-data studies examine frameworks and
implementations, and enterprise-system fit research examines organizational consequences. None
turns the label into a tested treatment (DeLone and McLean, 2003; Khatri and Brown, 2010; Strong and
Volkoff, 2010).

Evidence for information quality is stronger but still conditional. Wang and Strong's empirical framework
shows that consumers judge quality across intrinsic, contextual, representational, and accessibility
dimensions. Haug and colleagues argue from cases and cost logic that perfect quality is not
economically optimal; organizations should balance failure costs against prevention and maintenance
effort. GAO similarly defines reliability for an audit as accuracy, completeness, and applicability for the
purpose. The convergent lesson is fitness for use, not maximal centralization (Wang and Strong, 1996;
Haug et al., 2011; GAO, 2019).

Survey evidence associates system and information quality with organizational impact, but it does not
establish that centralizing authority causes the improvement. Gorla and colleagues test a structural
model using survey data and report positive paths from service, information, and system quality to
perceived organizational impact. Cross-sectional measures leave selection, common-method bias, and
reverse causality unresolved. Better-managed firms may improve both their data systems and their
outcomes, and the study does not identify a system-of-record map (Gorla et al., 2010).

Process evidence points upstream. Lee and Strong find that work role and “knowing why” matter, with
data collectors' process knowledge particularly important to reported quality. That result challenges a
common centralization fantasy: one steward or platform will cleanse truth into existence after
producers submit poorly understood fields. Validation, examples, feedback, and correction must be
placed near the event, while enterprise governance preserves comparability across domains (Lee and
Strong, 2003).

Master-data research supports contingency. Otto's Bosch case found combinations of technical and
organizational approaches rather than one mandatory topology. Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola
observed the difficulty of embedding master-data practices in a public organization. Robey and
colleagues' 13 enterprise-system cases make learning and organizational change central to
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implementation. Strong and Volkoff theorize enterprise-system misfits such as deficiencies and
impositions. Together these works support deliberate design and local adaptation, not universal
conversion to one platform (Otto, 2012; Vilminko-Heikkinen and Pekkola, 2017; Robey et al., 2002;
Strong and Volkoff, 2010).

Regulatory evidence shows how hard integration remains even under strong incentives. The Basel
Committee's 2023 review covered 31 global systemically important banks and reported differing stages
of alignment nearly a decade after its risk-data principles and years after the expected compliance
date. Persistent issues included legacy interdependencies, fragmented landscapes, mergers,
incomplete reconciliation, and adaptation to a single source. This is not evidence that authority mapping
is useless; it is evidence that policy, architecture, and implementation capability are distinct (Basel
Committee, 2023).

Technical evidence defines a boundary condition. A distributed service cannot assume simultaneous
strong consistency, full availability, and partition tolerance under the formal model. Eventual
consistency permits stale reads during an inconsistency window. Bailis and colleagues show that some
application invariants allow coordination-free execution and report a 25-fold prototype improvement
over a prior TPC-C New-Order result on 200 servers. The benchmark is not a revenue-operations effect,
but it demonstrates that blanket coordination can impose avoidable cost and that correctness depends
on explicit invariants (Gilbert and Lynch, 2002; Vogels, 2009; Bailis et al., 2014).

Failure evidence emphasizes interfaces. NASA's Mars Climate Orbiter investigation attributed the loss
to a ground software file supplying English-unit impulse data where the documented interface required
metric units. The root problem was not that two systems existed. It was that an interface contract was
violated and checks failed to detect the mismatch. An enterprise can have one declared source and still
fail if meaning, unit, timing, and validation are not enforced across boundaries (NASA, 1999).

The evidence therefore supports a narrow outcome claim: explicit authority, contextual quality,
upstream process knowledge, and validated interfaces are plausible and partly evidenced mechanisms
for reducing ambiguity and error. It does not support a universal effect size or a claim that moving all
fields into CRM, ERP, or a warehouse will improve firm performance. The weakest lane is package-level
causal evidence (Khatri and Brown, 2010; Strong et al., 1997; Lee and Strong, 2003; DeLone and McLean,
2003; Strong and Volkoff, 2010).

Anti-hype and management-fashion analysis
“Single source of truth” is attractive because it converts political and semantic conflict into a
procurement story. Vendors supply a clean narrative: consolidate fragmented applications, standardize
records, automate workflows, and unlock analytics or AI. Managers demand the narrative because
disagreement consumes time, audits punish undocumented reconciliation, and executives want one
number. The label can stabilize useful responsibility, but it can also hide unresolved definitions inside a
platform migration.

Vendor sources show the category's elasticity. Salesforce treats designation as an implementation
decision across systems. Oracle calls CRM useful as a record when inputs are complete and maintained,
then argues for evolution toward recommendation. The product can be described as record,
engagement, action, insight, or intelligence depending on the commercial moment. Those labels
document diffusion and positioning; they do not establish that any layer contains trustworthy data
(Salesforce, 2024; Oracle, 2020).

The centralization story also understates classification politics. A shared “customer” may mean
contracting entity to legal, account hierarchy to sales, payer to finance, tenant to product, and recipient
to support. Bowker and Star's analysis implies that a canonical classification privileges some work and
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makes other work invisible. Star and Griesemer offer a more productive alternative: preserve a robust
common identity while allowing necessary local interpretation. A system-of-record program should
surface these differences and bind them through mappings, not erase them rhetorically (Bowker and
Star, 1999; Star and Griesemer, 1989).

Technical fashion can swing in the other direction. Microservices, event streaming, and specialized
databases can be marketed as freedom from centralized systems, but distributed ownership without
explicit invariants produces ambiguity and stale state. Hanseth and colleagues warn that infrastructure
must balance standardization and flexibility; Bailis and colleagues show that coordination can be
avoided only when application rules permit it. Federation is not permission to let every application edit
every field (Hanseth et al., 1996; Bailis et al., 2014).

The anti-hype position is therefore double-sided. A system of record is neither an obsolete mainframe
idea nor a universal truth machine. It is a governance mechanism whose value depends on scope,
semantics, ownership, correction, and interfaces. Centralize when shared invariants, legal control, or
operational risk require it. Distribute when domains have distinct events, clocks, expertise, or availability
needs. In both cases, make authority explicit and measurable.

Evidence limitations and boundary conditions
Phrase history remains incomplete. The 1992 Inmon record is the earliest inspected enterprise-data
artifact, but inaccessible corporate manuals, trade publications, or earlier editions could move the date.
The public book preview exposes indexed usage without the full chapter context. The review therefore
makes no coinage or prevalence claim.

Outcome evidence is largely indirect. Information-quality surveys rely on perceptions; case studies have
limited external validity; governance frameworks are partly normative; formal distributed-systems
results operate under specified models; prototype benchmarks do not reproduce human incentives; and
regulatory reports select complex institutions. The sources converge on mechanisms and contingencies
more than on effect sizes.

The review also spans fields that use “record,” “consistency,” “quality,” and “authority” differently. Legal
record status, archival authenticity, database consistency, master-data survivorship, and managerial
trust are not interchangeable. The synthesis labels its transfer across these fields as inference and
restricts the practical recommendation to design questions the evidence can support.

Finally, digital archives favor visible vendors and regulated failures. Small organizations may use
effective spreadsheets and manual controls that leave no public trace. Failed migrations may be
protected by contracts. Non-English practices are thinly represented. Human editorial review must
verify bibliographic metadata, source interpretation, and whether the qualified synthesis gives enough
weight to these absences.

Research agenda
The most useful study would compare field-level authority designs across otherwise similar revenue
architectures. Researchers should specify the object, owner, topology, change path, synchronization
method, and correction process. Outcomes should include duplicate rate, stale-read window,
reconciliation labor, mean time to correct, downstream rework, audit exceptions, forecast revision,
customer impact, and user workarounds. A label alone is not an intervention.

Longitudinal designs should observe a system-of-record reassignment before and after migration,
retain a comparison group where possible, and separate cleanup effects from ongoing governance. A
longitudinal study should use event logs to record each change's case, activity, timestamp, and
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producing resource so that propagation and conflict-resolution sequences remain inspectable.
Interviews can reveal whether apparent compliance reflects real use or shadow systems (GAO, 2019;
van der Aalst et al., 2012).

Research should also test polycentric designs. One group could compare a centralized customer master
with domain-owned attributes linked by identity and contracts. Another could evaluate which invariants
require synchronous coordination and which tolerate eventual consistency. The unit of analysis should
be the field or event, not the enterprise platform.

Finally, investigators should study official error. How quickly can a user challenge an authoritative
value? Who bears the cost of correction? Which downstream decisions are reversible? When does a
canonical category suppress valid local knowledge? These questions connect data governance to
accountability rather than treating trust as a database feature.

Practical governance test
A revenue leader can begin with a field-authority register. For each material field, name the business
event, producing team, controlling system, validation rule, effective-time convention, correction owner,
downstream consumers, propagation target, and exception path. Distinguish raw events from derived
metrics. Do not assign authority to a dashboard merely because executives see it there.

Next, test the map with disagreements. If CRM and billing show different contract values, which event is
each representing? If product usage arrives after finance closes a period, which record may reopen or
adjust the result? If marketing merges two contacts, can sales and support preserve the identities
needed for their work? A useful authority rule explains differences before it eliminates them.

Then measure operations. Track reconciliation hours, duplicate creation, stale records, failed interface
validations, correction latency, and repeated exceptions. Review whether controls occur near the
producer and whether consumers can report fitness-for-use failures. The goal is not zero variation; it is
controlled, explainable variation with a reliable correction path.

The exact human editorial decision is whether this evidence is sufficient to release a qualified historical
synthesis whose central recommendation is field-level authority rather than one-platform truth. The
editor must verify the 1992 terminology interpretation, review the cross-field inference from archival
and distributed-systems sources, and decide whether the absence of direct package-level causal
evidence is stated prominently enough.
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