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Examining the Information Economy: Exploring the Overlap between Professional Communication Activities and Information-Management Practices —KIRK ST.AMANT, ASSOCIATE MEMBER, IEEE, AND JAN M. ULIJN, ASSOCIATE MEMBER, IEEE Abstract—The information economy is based on the collection and the exchange of data and ideas. We all either contribute to or use materials from the information economy in most aspects of our everyday lives. Few of us, however, understand all of the nuances of the information economy or the communication factors that affect its operations. This special issue of IEEE TRANSACTIONS ON PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION seeks to “open” this economic model through articles and tutorials that examine the connections between communication technologies and the products, practices, and services that constitute the information economy.



Index Terms—Data collection, data management, information economy, online.



I



nformation has long been a central component of economic success. In most instances, organizations use information, such as marketing data, to enhance products or services in order to better meet customers’ needs. These information-based improvements can help an organization beat out competitors in existing markets or even enter new markets [1], [2]. As a result, economic success is closely connected to the information an organization has on a marketplace and its constituents. It is this connection between information and economic success that serves as the foundation for what we now call the "information economy."



Making effective use of information has become a key objective for both individual organizations and overall industries. Within this context, effective professional communication practices—and an effective understanding of communication in professional contexts—can allow organizations to manage information for economic ends successfully. This special issue explores the relationship between communication and economics. Through this examination, readers can gain a better understanding of the role professional communication practices play in today’s information economy.



EXAMINING THE INFORMATION ECONOMY The mantra of the information economy is “information is power.” Organizations that possess the correct information—and can effectively use K. St.Amant is with the Department of English, East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA (email: [email protected]). J. M. Ulijn is with the Eindhoven University of Technology, Eindhoven 13 NL-5671, The Netherlands (email: [email protected]). IEEE 10.1109/TPC.2009.2025304



that information—become economically powerful in the modern marketplace. Conversely, organizations that do not possess needed information or misuse the information they have either fail to succeed (i.e., are not powerful) or fail to exist at all. The economic importance of information has thus prompted many organizations to collect, organize, and archive a range of data.



In some cases, a clear connection exists between the information an organization has and the core business of that organization. In other cases, organizations might actually collect and archive information that seems to have little or no relationship to the organization’s primary business functions. These seemingly counterintuitive data-collection processes are, however, driven by an underlying economic idea—what is “irrelevant” information today might become essential to success in



the future [3], [4]. This range of data-gathering practices reveals how important information is to economic success in today’s fast-paced environment of global business.



Within this paradigm, effective communication is essential to success. Well-planned and well-founded communication practices can help organizations generate information that is easy for intended audiences to locate and use. As Siau and Tan explain, effective design based on approaches such as cognitive mapping can contribute to more successful database use—a factor that could attract new clients while keeping existing ones [5]. At the same time, professional communication practices can offer organizations mechanisms for evaluating the appropriateness or the credibility of different informational products [6], [7]. Understanding how audiences will access, use, and exchange information—essentially, engage in overall communication practices—can similarly 0361-1434/$26.00 ? 2009 IEEE Authorized licensed use limited to: Texas Tech University. Downloaded on November 23, 2009 at 18:40 from IEEE Xplore. Restrictions apply.
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help organizations maximize the information they have [8], [9]. Effective communication strategies can also offer important solutions for how to balance an organization’s information-collection practices with consumer expectations of privacy. Markel, for example, notes that privacy policy statements that are poorly written can be problematic—particularly in light of growing concerns about data protection [10], [11]. Effectively written policies, however, can maintain consumer confidence while also facilitating information-collecting practices. Thus, in the information economy, well-planned communication strategies often provide the information-management practices essential to organizational success. Research on the relationship between professional communication and the information economy can therefore be of economic benefit to both professional communicators and their related organizations. The challenge today, however, is determining how to use such practices to address the ever-increasing amount of information available.



EXPANDING THE INFORMATION ECONOMY The global diffusion of online media has made information-related activities increasingly complex. These media allow an ever-increasing number of individuals to share information instantly and inexpensively with a worldwide audience. Such sharing, moreover, can take a variety of forms—from formal corporate websites to an individual’s personal blog. At the same time, online media allow nearly anyone to publish almost anything online and to do so with the same degree of professional appearance associated with credible information. (See, for example, the various fake/mock websites listed at http://www.philb.com/fakesites.htm [12]). Thus, not only do organizations have to deal with an almost exponential growth in available information, but they must also dedicate more attention to determining the legitimacy of the information they collect [13], [14]. These factors have begun to stretch the limits of an organization’s ability to use information effectively for economic ends. As the sheer volume of available information grows, so do the demands that organizations find an efficient mechanism for storing and managing data [13], [14]. At the same time, the speed with which information can be generated, updated, and validated—or refuted—means organizations must also find new methods of evaluating information in a rapid yet effective manner. Within this context,



finding and screening information is only half of the challenge. Once important information is located and vetted, it must be cataloged and then archived. These later processes need to involve a method that makes it easy for individuals to find and to use that information quickly and successfully at later points in time. The rapidly changing nature of the modern global economy, however, means who will need access to information, how that information will be used, and how data is classified or organized within an archive can shift dramatically over time. A final and equally complicated aspect of this situation is how individuals create and use information in the global economy. In many cases, online consumers generate new information about their own preferences, online searching behaviors, and digital purchasing practices while they use online information or online information-based products (e.g., software programs or video games) [2]. Such individualized information, when aggregated and collated, can provide the producers of a product with data needed to revise the related product in order to increase sales [1], [2]. As a result, how such information is collected, stored, and used—as well as how individuals are informed of these practices—creates interesting communication and information-management dilemmas for organizations to address.



These different situations offer professional communicators an opportunity to take a more active role in the information collection and management practices of their employers or their clients. The effective design of content-management systems,
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