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A Different View of Information

Disappointing results from information systems stem from two causes: the way we see information and the way we try to manage it.

Information represents differences that matter. A string of endless 0's carries no information. Neither does an endless string of 1's. A string of 0's followed by a couple 1's may be information or it may be random noise. Information embodies meaning.

Physicists suggest that, in the beginning, the stuff in the universe had some wrinkles. In other words, rather than just being a homogeneous field of energy and matter, there were some differences. These differences brought gravity into play, and gases started to accumulate and concentrate. Stars started to pop out as gravity gave rise to mass. From information then sprang forth everything. It's a theory, of course. But it's a theory in which information plays the central organizing role.

Information, other scientists suggest, may be subject to definable laws of physics just as matter is. There may be laws, like the Second Law of Thermodynamics, that apply to information. Information may have definable characteristics just as energy does. Indeed, it may be a kind of energy.

Like many physicists, biologist Richard Dawkins argues that information is at the heart of it all. DNA, at its essence, is information like computer code but more complex. Dawkins argues that an organism, like a bird, exists only as a mechanism to get its DNA into the future. In other words, the bird exists for the DNA. The DNA doesn't exist for the bird. If DNA is information, then the bird exists to move information.

Many scientists believe information may be the catalyst that stirs up the level of complexity in the world. To assess the complexity of a thing, ask how many words it takes to describe it. The more words it takes, the more complex. More complexity results from more connections. More potential connections generate more alternative pathways for information. More alternative pathways yield the potential for more complex behaviors. A snail may go right or left. Stop or go. But it's not going to fly. A bird is a much more complex organism. Human beings are the most complex organisms on the planet. The most important thing flowing along these pathways, be they snail or human, appears to be information.

The whole history of humanity can be interpreted as information pushing its way further into every nook and cranny of the planet. Reproduction and population growth result from information exchange at a basic genetic level. Civilizations and cultures can be seen as unique aggregations of information. Wars might be properly viewed as battles between competing clusters of information.

Economists and business scholars like Harvard's Michael Porter have suggested that information is the catalyst that causes geographic clusters of unique capabilities to spring forth in places like Silicon Valley (for computing), Rochester, N.Y. (for optics) and the corridor flowing out of the Mayo Clinic north into Minneapolis and St. Paul (for biotech). There is something fundamental that arises out of the proximity that characterizes these clusters: self-reinforcing exchanges of specialized information.

Concentrations of information vary across different fields of human endeavor. A university represents a place of unique information concentration. A university with relatively higher levels of research represents a higher concentration of information than a four-year college. Likewise, a hospital represents a higher level of concentration than a bank. While banks may make proportionately greater use of information, they are not particularly complex enterprises compared with hospitals. Arguably, one of the reasons banks and other business enterprises have been more successful in organizing and using their information is that the object of their concerns--financial transactions and the various uses of capital--are relatively noncomplex undertakings easily described with very few notations in a ledger book. Hospitals and physicians, on the other hand, deal with the most concentrated and complex aggregation of information: the human body. And they deal with that aggregation within the complex context of social, cultural and political dynamics.

The importance of information might suggest that in organizations, departments of information technology (IT) should have a more central and dominant role. But just the opposite is true. Information is so fundamental, it should be recognized as essential to every organizational function. It is so essential that having a centralized function controlling information is analogous to having a Department of Pencils, Pens and Paper. After all, writing instruments are, at their core, information technologies. No one would seriously consider centralizing them and regulating their use. Yet today that's what happens with information and information systems in organizations, including hospitals.

Information departments are set up to design, administer and control IT. People in these departments are smart and hard working. The problem is they've been given an impossible job--riding herd on a force of nature. Over the past decade, solutions to the most intractable information challenges have not been designed or mandated by centralized functions of any sort (either inside or outside organizations). Such solutions have self-organized and emerged naturally. The greatest barrier to information in the last decade was incompatibility of hardware and software. Information systems that were focused on departments, specialties and functions couldn't talk to one another. This Tower of Babel problem was not fixed by IT departments or IT companies. What removed the barriers of incompatibility was the common platform of the Internet, a technology that self-organized and is run by no one. It is, some have suggested, beyond management.

Information Workers

Peter Drucker has long predicted the transition of workforces into knowledge workers, which translates into information workers. In health care, we are still at the front edge of that transition. We need information departments not to centralize and control the pencils, but to help their organizations learn to write. Thus, the role of the information function should be not to control, but to support.

Such support should focus on a number of challenges. One challenge relates to defining the true nature of information. You can't productively use a thing unless you understand its nature. Fire is a powerful tool, but if you don't use it effectively, you can burn down the house. It is the nature of fire to be hot and to consume oxygen. It is the nature of information to be expansive and self-organizing.

Another challenge when it comes to supporting information effectively in an organizational setting is fueling it with adequate resources. Effective support will include money, time and trust. How much money? The key is to set a budget level applicable to everyone in the organization. (Remember, everyone is an information worker.) Rather than pegging the budget on a departmental or functional basis, better to tie it to a percentage of an employee's compensation. For example, a $30,000-a-year employee might carry an annual information budget of $1,500 that could be accumulated over multiple years if not used. This budget could be spent at the discretion of the employee but only for information purposes. A $500,000-a-year executive might carry an annual budget of $25,000, which he or she could allocate to others. Groups of employees could aggregate their budgets for information initiatives of mutual interest. In this way, the organization would not be subject to runaway information costs, and information could self-organize around the most important work of the enterprise. Additionally, the information initiatives would be much more likely to be accomplished because they would have wide ownership borne of employee participation.

In addition to funding, organizations need to free up time--an asset that in every organization, and particularly in a hospital, is as precious as money. Without time to learn and experiment, most people tend to continue down the same, narrow path.

Organizations must also learn to trust in ways they never have before. Information technology is becoming increasingly friendly to users. They are increasingly less in need of technologists. They can be trusted to use information effectively to do the right things for the organization. Ultimately, only they can meet their own burgeoning needs for information. By setting fixed budgets for information, then letting employees have a relatively free reign in using those budgets, information systems that are robust and continuously updated can emerge.

Finally, executives will have to meet the challenge of setting strategic direction. Critical to effective information leadership will be establishing the overall organizational vision, strategies and priorities around which information should be concentrated. By clearly defining and communicating these strategic goals and ensuring adequate support, leaders will find that their organization will be able to accomplish extraordinary things at a substantially reduced cost.
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