ICT4 - Information

Computers as an Information Source
In the past, computers were used for applications like payroll processing or scientific uses where their ability to perform rapid and accurate calculations made them popular.  Nowadays, computers are increasingly being used as an information source.  In business, information provided by a computer can be used to aid decision-making.

 

Sources of Information

As previously discussed, there are internal and external sources of information

 

Levels of Information

1. Operational Information is a record of all events and transactions within an organisation.  A record must be kept of all payments and orders.  This includes payroll records and stock management.

2. Tactical Information is information commonly used by middle management.  They need to know how fast particular products are selling, how quickly stock levels can be refreshed and at what times of the week a store is most busy.

3. Strategic Information is needed by senior management.  The leaders of an organisation need to plan for the future and they need accurate information about economic and environmental factors, social trends and so on to decide what direction the business should take.  Information can be used to build computer models to forecast the effects of certain changes.

 

Quality of Information
Brief (an "exception report" lists only items on which action is needed) 

Accurate (information might come with a probability factor e.g. weather reports) 

Up-to-date (crucial in certain areas e.g. airline booking system) 

Timely (reports need to reach the right person at the right time) 

Right Level of detail (some information is too detailed and this can lead to "information overload" but other information might not be detailed enough e.g. school league tables) 

Right Format (e.g. is certain information more understandable if presented in a chart?) 

 

Channels of Communication
A Formal Information Flow dictates the appropriate channels of communication within an organisation.  For example, in a manufacturing company, a sales order may be passed from the sales department to the production department who will order the parts from the stock department who may then need to order parts from a supplier.

DTI Survey 1997 reports that, in the best organisations, communication is a two-way process.  Ideas were sought from all levels in the organisation.  There were regular team briefings and frequent newsletters.

Some methods of communication within an organisation are:

· Team briefings 

· Newsletters 

· "Management by Walking About" 

· Customer Meetings 

· Listening to employees 

· Noticeboards 

· Performance Reviews 

  

Formal and Informal Information 
Formal information comes from the formal information flow in an organisation e.g. reports, agendas, minutes, internal publications.  Formal information flows through the organisation via "channels of communication".  How well (and how quickly) the information flows through the organisation depends on: 

· The amount of information 

· The number of levels it has to pass through 

· Whether it has to go from one department to another 

· Methods used to communicate (e.g. e-mail, fax, memo, verbal) 

· The urgency of the information 

· Staff competence (e.g. do staff know how to access the information) 

· Quality of equipment 

Informal information is communicated via the "grapevine" e.g. face-to-face contact, telephone conversations or just rumours. 

Methods of monitoring/improving information flow are:

· Track individual documents through different stages of processing. 

· Interview end-users to see if they are getting the right information at the right time. 

· Issue questionnaires 

  

Timing of Information 
· Historic - e.g. past production levels 

· Current - e.g. current production levels 

· Future - e.g. predictions of future production levels 

  

Frequency of Information 
"Real time" systems process information immediately e.g. booking a flight.  Other information can be processed at regular intervals, possibly in batches.  

  

Qualitative and Quantitative Information 
Quantitative information can be measured numerically e.g. the number of ice creams sold last week or the level of someone's salary.  Balance sheets and graphs can be used to depict qualitative information. 

Qualitative information cannot be measured in numerical terms.  It is information that may have come from value judgements. 

 

Presenting Management Information
When managers are particularly keen to get their information across, they need to think about the appropriate means of presentation.  Popular methods are:

· Computer Printouts 

· Presentation Graphics 

· DTP 

· Videoconferencing 

· Intranet 

 

Graphs and Charts

It is important to choose the right type of chart.  Pie-charts, for example, are less effective if there are too many segments.  Line graphs are a good way of showing trends in sales figures.

 

Printed Presentations

Bullet points are a good way to achieve clarity 

Avoid overuse of fonts and clipart 

Use graphs and charts to illustrate numeric information 

Avoid ALLCAPS 

 

Marketing Information
Information is a commodity that can be sold.  Companies gather information about their customers by:

· Adding details to a database whenever a customer makes a purchase or requests a catalogue 

· The warranty card can be used for marketing purposes 

· Encouraging visitors to register on a web site 

· Companies can buy mailing lists from related organisations (companies that are not direct competitors might share their lists) 

  

Information Flow
From transaction processing systems (e.g. a supermarket till) data is generated that flows throughout the organisation.  For example, data from a transaction can be used to manage stock levels.  Data can also be processed to generate strategic/tactical information for managers.  Operational managers need detailed information, middle managers need tactical information, senior managers need information that is much less detailed that enables them to make strategic decisions.

Characteristics of good information are:
· Relevant 

· Accurate 

· Complete 

· Up-to-date 

· Reliable (has it come from a reliable source?) 

· Communicated to the right person 

· Timely (communicated in time for its purpose) 

· Understandable (e.g. could be made into a graph or table) 
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