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Creating Content Types and linking them to Document Library's in Sharepoint
One of the biggest problems that we face when trying to manage unstructured content like office documents, is the fact that almost no two documents are the same. A whole sales team can create proposals, but none of them will be the same. This raises the question, how do I attach common workflow rules or share information in a structured way between unstructured content.

The only way to fix this problem is to attached some form of structured information to the unstructured content. In Sharepoint this is done by creating meta data columns of data, grouping them together using "Content Types" and then linking those "Content Types" to MS Office Templates. Add the correct version of MS Office (obviously 2007) on the users desktop and we have a solution.

In the rest of the blog I will step you through the process of actually doing this, but before we start, lets outline the steps required:

· Create the meta data columns required to store the data in "Site Columns" 

· Create the "Content Type" to link the meta data columns together as a logical unit. 

· Create the template in MS Office to link to the "Content Type" 

· Create a "Document Library" to link the "Content Type" too. 

· Link the "Content Type to a document library to be able to use it. 

· Test the solution to see that it works. 

Both the "Site Columns" and the "Content Types" can be found under "Site Settings" from the "Site Actions" menu.




Create Meta Data Columns:
The first step is to go and create the meta data columns to stored the structured information that will be associated with the unstructured document. This is done by Navigating to the "Site Columns" gallery.




There are a number of standard columns available in Sharepoint that ship with the product by default has they are used in the standard features and web parts that come with Sharepoint. All of these columns are re-useable and can be used in building your own "Content Types", but if you wish to store some information and none of the standard columns cater for it, you can create your own column by selecting the "Create" button at the top.




When creating your own column there are a number of options to choose from that are very similar to those found in an SQL Server Database. These options range from Numbers to Dates to Lookups to Choice options. Once a selection has been made, then you will need to configure the appropriate fields associated with that selection.

Create Content Type:
Now that all the columns that we require have been added to the site columns gallery we can now logically group them together using a "Content Type". This can be done by navigating to the "Content Type" gallery under "Site Settings".




A number of content types have already been created and these are used by the standard lists and library's that ship with Sharepoint. The important thing to remember with content types is that they act like classes in .NET. They can be linked together in an inheritance structure where the one content type inherits its values from its parent. It therefore becomes critical that a lot of planning is done on the implementation and business processes involved.

New "Content Types" can be created by selecting the "Create" button at the top of the screen.




A number of things need to be configured at this point:

· Give the "Content Type" and descriptive name that will make sense to the users. 

· Determine from which base "Content Type" you will be inheriting from. Microsoft has provided a base for every different category of "Content Type". 

· Determine the category that you will use to list the "Content Type" in the gallery. It makes it easier to find later. 

· Complete other additional options and commit the settings. 

At this point we have a "Content Type" with only one column. If you are building it on the document base content type then that column will be called "Title". Now we can go and select the columns we created in the site columns gallery and add them to the "Content Type" by selecting the link called "Add columns from Site Gallery".




It then simply becomes a matter of selecting the columns on the left of the screen (coming from the site gallery) and adding them to the right of the screen (new content type) by using the "Add" button in the middle of the screen. Once all the columns have been added, commit the changes.

Columns can also be made "Required" fields by selecting them and then choosing the "Required" option button. This can then be used to force the users to complete these fields in MS Office before the document can be saved.

Create Office Template:
Now that the content type is complete, we need to create a template using MS Office so that we can link it to the "Content Type". For illustration purposes, I am going to do it in MS Word 2007 as it is more conducive to creating readable templates.




Here is the steps to follow:

· Launch MS Word. 

· Create the Layout of the templates using all the features to your disposal eg: Smart Art, Tables, Font etc. 

· Save the document as a Word Template(*.dotx). 

The next step is to link the template to the "Content Type":

· Navigate back to Sharepoint in IE (where we left off when creating the content type). 

· Select the "Advanced Settings" hyperlink. 

· Upload the new template 

· Commit Changes. 




At this point the "Content Type" is complete and we can now link it to the document library.

Create Document Library:
The steps involved in creating a document library is probably familiar to you, but I will list them in any case:

· Navigate to a Sharepoint site within the Site Collection that is storing the new "Content Type" 

· Select "Create" from the "Site Actions" menu. 

· Select "Document library from the list of items to create. 

· Give the library a Name 

· Choose "MS Word 2007" from the document template drop down list. 

· Commit Changes. 




Linking Content Type to Document Library:
Now that the document library has been created, we need to enabled it to support "Content Types". This feature is switched off by default and is most likely the reason most people do not know how to do this. Here is the sequence of steps on how to do this:

· Navigate to the document library 

· Select "Document Library Settings" from the menu. 

· Select "Advanced Options" 

· Enable "Content Types" 




This option will now enable a whole new section under the document library settings that was not available before.

· Navigate to the "Content Type" section under the "Document library settings" area. 

· Browse for existing "Content Types" 

· Link the "Content Type" we created earlier to the document library. 




The only thing left too do is test the solution.

Test the Solution:
When selecting the "New" drop down arrow on the document library menu, you will notice that the "Content Type" now appears as an option. This is how you expand the various options available in an document library and they can also be based on different applications (Excel, Power Point, etc.)




Select the "Sales Proposal" option from the menu. This will launch MS Word 2007.




There are a number of things to take note of once the "Content Type" has been opened in Word.

· The template we created earlier in "MS Word 2007" has become the basis of the look and feel of any new proposals created. 

· The "Meta Data" fields we created in the "Content Type" then appear as user controls on a toolbar at the top of the document. If these fields have been made compulsory, then the user cannot save the document without completing the fields. 

· With a bit more work, these meta data fields can be linked to bookmarks in the word template that will update the document directly as the fields are completed. 

Conclusion:
This then concludes the process of attaching structured data to unstructured content and makes it possible to do a number of things:

· Enforce compliance on users as far as creating a standard in the company when creating documentation. 

· The Meta data fields can be indexed and search when attempting to find information. 

· Complex workflow's can be created using the meta data fields for rules. 

· Events become more useful as the fields can be used for business rules. 
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