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Introduction

This paper gives a summary 

account of the methods used in 

an information design project 

undertaken by the Communication 

Research Institute of Australia 

(CRIA), which achieved significant 

improvements in productivity for 

an Australian insurance company’s 

forms (Fisher and Sless, 1989). 

It also contributes to a broader 

Institute project concerned with 

developing more effective methods 

of information management in 

large organisations. 

In many ways this is a model project: it provides 
empirical evidence of successful problem-solving 
methods in information design with clear evidence 
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from before and after the introduction of the new 
designs. It stands on its own as a case study of 
successful information design, and much of this paper 
is concerned with the detailed methods that were used 
and the resulting performance of the designs. 

But like any particular design practice it is located 
within a larger set of historical and intellectual 
concerns. This paper is as much about those broader 
concerns as it is about the development of forms for 
an insurance company. Therefore it is appropriate 
to begin with a brief discussion of those broader 
concerns.

Information management in crisis

Many large contemporary organisations find 
themselves structurally dependent on information 
technology. Much of the technology has been 
introduced over the last 20 years on the assumption 
that, among other things, it will improve productivity. 
But it has not. Substantial evidence exists to suggest 
that information technology has made information-
intensive industries, such as banking and insurance, 
less productive.

[T]he average output of an American information 

worker has not budged since the early 1960s—

despite huge growth in both the number of 

information workers and the average technology 

investment sitting on each one’s desk. …[C]

omputers have so far failed to boost productivity 

even on the most generous measure, output 

per worker. Including capital costs, as any truly 

accurate measure should, would make the picture 

look even worse. (The Economist, p13, 16 June 

1990).

Through our Institute’s broader research program we 
have been attempting to understand the actual sources 
of poor productivity in information-intensive industries 
and to develop ways for dealing with them. Across a 
range of projects, of which the one reported here is 
just one example, we have concluded that productivity 
improvements in information management can only 
be derived from rethinking the process of information 
management and shifting the emphasis away from a 
central preoccupation with technology. We find that 
the essential tools necessary for efficient information 
management are intellectual, not electronic. And the 
emphasis in information management needs to shift 
from the technology to the many points at which people 
interact with information—that is, the user interfaces 
(Sless, 1988a & b).
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What is it that is being managed?

How people talk and think about information 
powerfully influences what they do. Unfortunately, 
most people involved in information management 
have yet to become self-reflexive about their activity. 
As The Economist  observed:

One of the ironies of the ‘information revolution’ 

is that so few of those involved can give any 

definition of what information is. The starting 

point for most who would try to do that is still the 

theory of information published in 1948 by Claude 

Shannon in the Bell Systems Technical Journal. (The 

Economist p19, 16 June 1990).

This general lack of concern for definition and the 
use of the largely irrelevant mathematical theory of 
information does not lead to a clear articulation of the 
problems.

People use the term ‘information’ in many different 
and sometimes contradictory ways. Some do try to use 
the limited mathematical definition of information to 
explain human information use, but with little success. 
On occasions ‘information’ is used as a synonym for 
knowledge or communication. We have also found that 
there can be many subtle variations in usage of the 

term within even a single organisation—usages which 
derive from different philosophical premises and lead 
to totally different actions (Sless, 1988c). In general, 
the term ‘information’ has been debased by too broad 
a range of uses and this makes it very difficult to get 
people to think clearly on the subject (Roszak, 1986).

But in a practical context we cannot over-emphasise 
the importance of making sharp distinctions between 
quite subtly different usages of the term ‘information’. 
Each implies a quite different set of relationships 
between ‘information’ and users; and these different 
relations and their management seem to be one of the key 
factors in achieving productivity in information systems.

Information systems and their 
boundaries

Where the boundary is drawn round a system 
determines what will be taken into account when 
determining information management costs. 
Unfortunately, views of information systems 
boundaries differ radically (Sless 1988d). 

Many system developers see the boundary of the 
system as equivalent to the boundary of the machine. 
This artificially limits the scope of information system 
development projects to a concern with hardware and 
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software; it also allows system developers to ignore 
costs that are not directly related to the technology or 
its maintenance. 

But there is also a tendency, most obvious in policy 
debates and high technology advertising, for human 
beings to be included—but only as one more cipher 
or transducer within the system (Sless, 1988d). 
Unfortunately, when people are included in system 
development methodologies, the logic which is applied 
to the mechanical system is applied equally to the 
human users (Shulman et al, 1989). The problems 
generated by this false application of machine logic 
to humans are tragically illustrated by events such as 
the Three Mile Island disaster (Perrow, 1983). Most 
information system failures are less dramatically 
obvious. But, as our data in this paper shows, they can 
be enormously expensive and disruptive to business 
activity.

Thus we have tried to suggest a broader social 
conception of information systems as extending 
fully into the living space of their human users. An 
insurance information system’s boundaries extend 
into the homes of the insurance policy owners or 
potential clients.

An information system, from this point of view, is 
a functionally distinct set of transactions between 
people and organisations. People and organisations, 
not machines, provide the markers for defining the 
boundaries of the system. And the interfaces where 
people use, transfer, or transform information are 
at the core of any information system. The practical 
consequence of this shift from a technical to a social 
emphasis is to radically change not only system 
development methodologies but also the sequence 
of the tasks in information system development: 
interfaces are developed at a much earlier stage 
than in conventional systems development, and the 
specifications of the interfaces are used to develop the 
electronic or mechanical aspects of the system. In the 
project reported here, the forms were developed in 
advance of the computer system which was going to 
process the data.

This contrasts sharply with conventional information 
systems development methodology in which the 
forms are generally viewed as outside the system, 
or at best as a peripheral appendage that is usually 
dealt with after the important electronic systems 
have been created. In our methodology, even the 
data entry screens are added after the system has 
been constructed. From our social point of view, the 


