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Automating the enrichment and management of SharePoint (and other
Microsoft applications) content with Syntex, along with a slew of new
features, represents a significant upgrade.

The Company

The Technology

Microsoft is one of the world’s largest software

The Syntex release focuses on modernizing

companies. Founded in 1975, the company

and improving the Microsoft SharePoint

is headquartered in Redmond, Washington,

platform and, more specifically, users’

with revenues of $125.8 billion in 2019 and

experiences on that platform. To achieve that

156,000 employees. Microsoft Office, one of

aim, Microsoft has added intelligent content

the firm’s core product offerings, was launched

services (machine teaching) to SharePoint

in 1990 and has gone through many evolutions,

to enhance knowledge discovery, provide

including the 2011 release of its cloud version,

workplace insights, and power content

Office 365 (later renamed Microsoft 365).

processing along with expertise location. Or

SharePoint (released in 2001) is another critical

to put it another way, to connect people with

offering from Microsoft and provides enterprise

knowledge, experts, and insights.

content management (ECM) functionality. In
2019, Microsoft announced Project Cortex, an
artificial intelligence (AI) initiative to enhance
Microsoft 365. In late September 2020, the first
releases from Project Cortex were announced,
including SharePoint Syntex, the focus of this
report.

From a technical standpoint, Syntex is
underpinned by the Microsoft Graph, a platform
for data and AI. The Graph provides standard
interfaces for accessing data in the Microsoft
365 cloud. It also maps relationships between
data points and people, be those data points
in documents, meetings, communications,
etc. These data points and relationships are
then managed in a unified workspace called
the content center, where we see that Syntex
is more of a “machine teaching” system than
a “machine learning” system. In simple terms,
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this means that Syntex is human-centric;
it relies on your (human) experience, your
insights, and your knowledge to allow you to

Figure 1

Syntex Content Center

design the right solutions for your specific
needs. That is an important distinction. Syntex
relies on your expertise regarding that data set
(a set of invoices or contracts, for example);
you tell the system what to look for and what to
extract and process.
Importantly, in practice this means that you
can select a minimal and highly optimized
training set of data rather than loading massive
volumes of data and relying on machine
learning/AI to find its own patterns. This
distinction seems to have been somewhat
lost in the blaze of publicity accompanying
the launch of Syntex. In our opinion, machine
teaching is highly preferable to assuming
that AI can figure everything out for you, as
in reality, it cannot. Syntex gives the business
the ability to leverage AI and machine learning
proactively and ensure it is not only meeting
their specific needs but also adaptable to
future change.

be trained on a minimal training set of fewer
than 10 positive examples and one negative
example to reach an acceptable accuracy level.
It can do this as it relies on the user’s expertise
to select the right training set and guide the
machine learning process. In some regards,
these intelligent content processing services

Of particular interest in Syntex is cognitive

that provide the ability to ingest and label

capture, as it provides new AI tools to scan

data are at Syntex’s heart. As captured and

and identify objects, extract text, and read

accurately categorized, content can then have

handwriting using Microsoft’s Azure Cognitive

layers of activities attached to it to augment,

Services. There are also some advanced forms

automate, and improve current business

processing capabilities in this release, allowing

activities such as search, whether simply

you to pull out key elements in a form with an

through the removal of the current manual

understanding of how a human would read a

activity or through more complex process

document/form. This latter element leverages

automation situations leveraging, for example,

two types of document-understanding AI

a tool such as Power Automate.

models: one for unstructured content and the
other for semi-structured content (i.e., forms).
Microsoft rightly claims that these models can
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Once data is captured and labeled correctly,

governance significantly, and, just as

the embedded content processing services

importantly, unlock the value of latent data and

provide a foundation for further analysis of

content.

the data/content to understand it in context.
Syntex offers several out-of-the-box, no-code
AI models to classify content, extract elements
of it, and apply and add metadata to do this
work. To be clear, Syntex will not magically
work straight out of the box; every business
is different. Therefore, Syntex should be
seen as a low-code/no-code addition to the
SharePoint platform that is configured to meet
your specific needs. Most of the work will be
undertaken in the content center workspace
(see Figure 1). It’s here that you train the
system and configure Syntex to meet your
specific capture and processing requirements.
The content center is the central admin
location for managing almost everything, from
AI models to content and processes.

In essence, Syntex layers on human-centric
AI to capture, extract, process, manage, and
connect data across Microsoft 365 applications
(and for some third-party applications like
ServiceNow and Salesforce, data can also
be pulled into the Microsoft Graph). Though
the focus of this report is on how Syntex
improves SharePoint’s management, value,
and experience, it should be made clear that
Syntex is not limited to SharePoint. As noted,
through connectors, file servers, or third-party
systems like Box, data can also be accessed
and processed. Similarly, we should note that
Syntex is not limited to file analysis; via Graph,
it can read and process multiple forms of data
and recognize relationships between disparate
data forms and locations.

Last but not least, Syntex provides some
improved information governance and
compliance tools. Governance was something
that was considered a bit of an Achilles heel
in SharePoint deployments. Now with Syntex,
you can automatically or manually apply
retention or sensitivity labels, apply policies
across all of M365, etc. On the surface, that is
pretty straightforward functionality. Still, the
secret sauce here is that due to the connectors
in Graph and (in the next release slated for
2021) the ability to manage multiple libraries
as a “virtual” single library, you can centralize
joint governance, compliance, and security
management in one place. Appropriately
used, Syntex should improve your information
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Our Opinion

Advice to Buyers

Syntex is one of Microsoft’s most important

If you are a Microsoft customer using

enterprise announcements in a long time, if

SharePoint and other Microsoft 365

for no other reason than it adds much-needed

capabilities at scale, you should certainly

intelligence to SharePoint. SharePoint users

look into using Syntex. But bear in mind that

have been frustrated by how manual and

like any other AI/ML-based system, it will

cumbersome the system can be to manage,

only work well if you invest time optimizing

often becoming little more than another form

it for your specific needs. You will also want

of file server. Automating the enrichment

to talk with your Microsoft representative to

and management of SharePoint (and other

learn about what is coming next from Project

Microsoft applications) content with Syntex,

Cortex, as Syntex is phase one of an ongoing

along with a slew of new features, represents a

rollout of new functionality. In most larger

significant upgrade. It also represents a moat

organizations, much data and content may

of sorts, to defend the Microsoft SharePoint

not be stored in Microsoft 365 applications.

business from third-party alternatives.

It may reside in third-party ECM repositories,

Though Syntex is more than just a SharePoint

business applications, EFSS systems, or good

upgrade, in the short term it is the SharePoint

old file servers. Though Syntex (via Microsoft

community that will be most interested

Graph) comes with many connectors that can

in Syntex, and rightly so, as it represents

be added on (around 130 at launch), you will

a significant upgrade to the SharePoint

need to check and test that your organization’s

experience.

content sources are supported or explore
ways in which to build/acquire connectors or
consider migration/consolidation to Microsoft
365 where applicable.

SOAR Analysis
Strengths

Aspirations

Extends and modernizes the SharePoint platform

Re-energize and grow further the SharePoint

Human-centric use of AI

business
Displace and replace third-party content and
knowledge management systems

Opportunities

Results

The existing large SharePoint customer base

Phase 1 (Syntex) launched and tested

Cross-selling content services to M365 customers

Now running in multiple large organizations
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About Deep Analysis
Deep Analysis is an advisory firm that helps organizations
understand and address the challenges of innovative and
disruptive technologies in the enterprise software marketplace.
Its work is built on decades of experience in advising and
consulting to global technology firms large and small, from IBM,
Oracle, and HP to countless start-ups.
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understanding and provide actionable guidance on current and
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future market opportunities.

at industry analyst firm Ovum. He is

Yet, unlike traditional analyst firms, Deep Analysis takes a buyer-

including the Wall Street Journal and

centric approach to its research and understands real-world

The Guardian, and has appeared

buyer and market needs versus the “echo chamber” of the
technology industry.
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expert guest.

Contact us:
info@deep-analysis.net
+1 978 877 7915
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