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INFORMATION AS ACTION AND
COMMUNICATION
by Goran Goldkuhl
Introduction

In the field of information systems the concept of information is of outmost importance. There
have been many defintions and views on the concept of information. Borje Langefors (1966)
made early important contributions to this defintion issue. He created the notion of elementary
message (e-message) which has been infbential in research and practice.
The e-message definition has been a basis for other theories and methods in the area. Two
examples of this are the ISAC approach (Lundeberg et al, 1981) and the OPR(t) approach
(Sundgren, 1992; partly and theoretically outlined in Sundgren, 1973).
The e-message definition of information is an important one. There are of course many other
definitions. The e-message defintion contains similarities with and differences to other
informationldata concepts, as e.g. the relational view of data (Codd, 1970) and the entityrelation approach (Chen, 1976). I will not go into an analysis of these and other similar
approaches here. These different approaches all represent, what I call, a contents view of
information.
The purpose of this paper is to analyse definitions of information. I will start with the emessage definition and then expand it to a more action and communication oriented one. I will
continue the paper and investigate some consequences of this expanded view on information
systems development and especially on it as a part of business development.
The e-message as a contents-view of information

Borje Langefors has desribed the e-message definition in many books and papers. One of his
latest descritions is found in "Essays on infology" (Langefors, 1993). An e-message is said to
consist of three parts:
Object
Property
Time
Langefors makes an important distinction between information (as knowledge) and data (as
representation). The elementary message is seen as the (addition of) knowledge which a
receiving actor acquires when interpreting data in the form of an elementary sentence.
Langefors stresses the important difference between the semantic contents of a sentence and its
representational form. Every linguistic sentence is meant to be an expression of knowlege. The
sentence will mediate knowledge. The sentence is however not the knowledge itself as
Langefors points out. The knowledge is within the knower. It is however possible to discuss
the sentence as an expression of knowledge (within a social and linguistical community), i.e. to
investigate its semantic aspects (Lyons, 1981).

I have been using the e-message concept for many years (cf e.g. Goldkuhl, 1980). I have,
however, made a slightly different conceptual usage. When one talks about information (and
messages) in the context of information systems, the common interpretation seems to be
"linguistic sentences with the purpose of informing people". I find it more adequate to use
message as synonym to lingustic sentence. This usage of "message" is more in line with general
language praxis and with the linguistic sub community of IS researchers and practitioners. It is
possible to use this (slightly modified) message concept in line with the Langefors dichotomy
of infological and datalogical aspects (e.g. Langefors, 1993). Translated to a linguistic
terminology, infological means semantic and pragmatic aspects and datalogical means
representational aspects. The information of a message is the meaning of the message and the
data of the message is representation of the message; cf figure 1.
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Figure 1 The message concept
Above I have described three parts of the e-message (object, property, time). There are other
supplementing ways of describing messages. An e-message consists of a type part and a value
part. I give an example (figure 2):
Type part

Value part

Object

Customer

Brooks & CO

Property

Credit time

20 days

Time

Issue date

1994-01-20

Figure 2 Example of an e-message
There are several important aspects of the e-message concept. As Langefors claims it is
important to see data not only as words but as aggregates of words into sentences (messages).
Just one single word (e.g. customer) does not give any information. In order to transfer (and
acquire) knowledge it is necessary to structure information into meaningfbl units of several
words (i.e. messages). The elementary message is the smallest meaningful unity which
communicates knowledge. Words (data elements) are building blocks for the e-message.
The e-message is a way of structuring information. It structures information in object, property
and time. Object is "what is talked about". Property is "something pointed out (a comment)" to

the object talked about. As mentioned above, there are other (partly similar) ways of
structuring information (the entity-relation approach,the relational view).
The concept of the infological equation (e.g. Langefors, 1993) is used in connection to the emessage concept. The infological equation expresses that to acquire knowledge, a receiver
must perform an act of interpretation of data and using his pre-knowledge in this interpreation;
cf figure 3. This is equivalent to the hermeneutic concept of pre-understanding (cf e.g.
Bleicher, 1980) which also Langefors (1977) points out.
In the infological equation the information user is stressed; i.e. the receiver and interpreter of
sentences/messages. There is however no explicit reference to the producer of information; the
formulator of messages. Here I find the definition of information assymetric. There are explicit
references to the receiver, but no corresponding reference to the producer. Langefors has made
important contributions to avoid an objectivistic conception of information by stressing the
interpreter and his pre-knowledge. There is no knowledge without a knower (i.e. an interpreter
in Langefors' conception of information).
I would like to make this information definition more "symmetric"; i.e. not only to make the
interpreter visible, but also the producer of information. I find this necessary to avoid the risks
of an objectivistic conception of information, i.e. an information concept totally detached from
human subjects.
A communicative action view of information

To let the producer of information be visible implies an action focus (figure 3). To produce
information (a message) means to act; to perform a linguistic action. Is the e-message concept,
as a definition of information, appropriate and sufficient when looking at it from an action
viewpoint? I claim that it is necessary to expand the "classical" elementary message when
adopting an action and information producer view. There is a need for an explicit action
component in an expanded elementary message. The classical e-message of Langefors has a
contents view of information. This does not imply that Langefors and similar theorists dismiss
pragmatic and action aspects.

intention

motivation

Figure 3 Information in relation to action and interpretation

Langefors has had a great interest in organizational usage of information; management and
control with information (cf e.g. Langefors, 1970, 1993). Langefors distinguishes between
operative and directive information (ibid). In my conceptual model this (i.e. organizational
usage of information) lies in the action after the interpretation; cf figure 3 where this "&er
action" however is not represented in the figure. This action after interpretation can be either
another linguistic act or a "material" act. It is not necessarily an information action. My interest
here concerns what it means to produce information.
As I understand it, pragmatic aspects are disregarded in many contents oriented views of
messages/information. The pragmatic aspects are totally set apart from the message; in a
possible consequent action. My theoretical starting point is that there are pragmatic aspects in
the message itself, not only in the consequent actions. There is an action component in the
message. Here I follow the works of speech act theory, communivative action theory (e.g.
Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969; Habermas, 1979, 1984).
In my argumentation I will use an example. I will use the example from figure 2 above
(borrowed from Goldkuhl, 1993). This can be seen as a rather trivial example. There is
however a point in using such a trivial example. It is easier to show the action character in
orders and invoices and similar business messages (cf Goldkuhl, 1984, 1993). I think it is a
harder test to show the action character of this seemingly more trivial example, by many
probably considered as no more than a column in a relational table.
The actual message (type) concerned the credit time of customers. I do not see this message as
a representation of an "objective fact". The message must be related to the producer and the
receivers in a clear way. This message is created by a credit evaluator in the company. The
main receiver of this message is the actual customer. The message implies that a certain
relation between the selling company and its customer is established. The customer can buy
goods fiom the company and then get a specified credit time before paying. The credit
evaluator is establishing this specific business relation to the customer when issuing the credit
time. This established business relation means reciprocal commitments between the company
and its customer; a contract. The issue of credit time means a commitment of the company to
the customer. The company will not demand payment before the credit time has expired. The
issue of credit time regulates (parts of) the business relations between the company and its
customers. It is an action that (potentially) changes the world, i.e. a new relation is established
between the company and its customer. It is not only a commitment fi-om the company's side,
but is also initially an offer to its customer. The proposed credit time is something to agree
upon as mentioned above.
A commitment is something you must &&l; and in order to do this you must arrange for
achieving and hlfilling such a commitment. The very nature of commitments implies that you
must record them in some way, otherwise they cannot be "true" commitments. Of course, you
can make a promise and then forget it. In such a case the commitment is broken. When a
company makes a business commitment (as e.g. issuing a credit time to one of its customers)
there is need for keeping the commitments in order. Otherwise these commitment might easily
be broken.
The credit evaluator must thus not only communicate with the customer, but he must also
communicate with other functions within the company itself. In this case he must
communicate, the commitments made, to the order clerks and the invoice clerks. The order
clerks must know the issued credit time when treating an order fiom the customer. The invoice
clerks must know the issued credit time so they can follow up payments in a proper way.The

invoice clerks should not remind or demand payment from the customer before the credit time
has expired. The order and invoice clerks must follow the commitments made in the name of
the company by the credit evaluator.
The elementary messages (credit time of the customers) will exist in several instances. They
will probably exist in a customer data base within an order entry system. They will appear on
the invoice as a reminder to the customer of the reciprocal commitments. The e-messages will
also appear in an invoice system in order to check payments in a proper way.
It is important to see that the credit time is not an ascribed property of the customer that we
record in a data model and then map this into a data base. The credit time is part and result of a
communicative action performed by a person (the credit evaluator) in his professional duties
within our company. It is not put into the information systems to be a mere description of an
objective state of the world. It is put there to be a record of commitments made, and thus
govern hture business actions by the company and its employees.
Besides the three contents parts of the elementary message I would like to add two
communicative action components. There is the communicator, i.e. the person who is
responsible for creating the e-message. And it is also the action character of the e-message. I
call this "action type". This means an action expansion of the e-message concept. The
examplified e-message (credit time) is shown in its expanded fashion in figure 4; (cf figure 3).
The action type does not have any division in type and value, i.e. there are no variation
between different message instances concering action type; they all have the same action type.
Therefore I have changed the concepts type and value to more accurate ones: Permanent part
and varying part of an e-message.
Permanent (type) part

Varying (value) part

Action type

Issued and agreed
commitment

----

Communicator

Credit evaluator

Henry Olsen

Object

Customer

Brooks & CO

Property

Credit time

20 days

Time

Issue date

Figure 4 Example of an action expanded e-message
This means a rejection of the classical "objectivistic" information view in many data base
appoaches (Griethuysen, 1982; Martin, 1989). The contents (information) in the data base is
there seen as a mapping of an "objective reality". This view is critized from a communicative
action viewpoint in e.g. Lyytinen (1983) and Goldkuhl & Lyytinen (1982). The objectivistic
information conception seems to be an example of what Austin (1962) calls "the descripitive
fallacy"; i.e. the fallacy that language is only or mainly used for descriptive purposes. Austin
and other speech act theorists (as e.g Searle, 1969; Habermas, 1979, 1984) have convincingly
shown the many other uses of language. To produce sentences (information) is considered as
communicative action. In this paper I try to add some more arguments in favor of a

communicative action appoach to information systems. There are other contributions made in
this direction; e.g. Auramaki et a1 (1988), Goldkuhl & Lyytinen (1982), Goldkuhl (1984,
1993), Winograd & Flores (1986).
There are some important conclusions made concerning information (in information systems)
from a communicative action approach. I have claimed in this paper that information is to be
seen as action and communication. This means that there is an action component in every
message besides the propositional contents of that message (Searle, 1969). Langefors (1966,
1993) and other theorists have made important contributions to the contents aspect of
information. There is however a need for an action expansion of this information concept.
Saying that there is an action component inherent in information means also that there might be
different action characters of information.
Searle (1979) has made a taxonomy of different action types in communicative acts. He has
tried to reconstruct generic types of communicative action. This taxonomy is based on a
critique of Austin's (1962) first provisional taxonomy. There has been further critique and
reformulations of speech act taxonomies; cf e.g. Kreckl (1981), Lyons (1981) and Habermas
(1984). I have myself made an attempt to create a communicative action taxonomy relating to
information systems (Goldkuhl, 1984, 1993). I am fully aware that a final good taxonomy not
yet has been reached. There seems to be more work to be done by integrating empiricalpragmatic and formal-pragmatic approaches to the classification of communicative actions
(Habermas, 1984). It goes beyond this paper to present a further developed taxonomy. I will
however put forth some important aspects of communicative action classification.
There are speech acts oriented towards desired acts of the hearer (commands etc). There are
other speech acts oriented towards future acts of the speaker (promises etc). There are speech
acts that create a certain change in the world (appoinrnents etc). And there are of course
speech acts oriented towards the description of the world (statements etc).
The various attempts to communicative action classification (some of them mentioned above)
seem to try to reconstruct criteria that make it possible to classe a speech act into one single
category. It is however obvious that there are communicative actions that can be placed in
several of these proposed categories.
In the field of information systems we are interested in information/communicative action in
relation to business functions. Many business acts seem to be mixed communicative actions.
An offer is not only an attempt to influence a potential buyer (a purchase proposal). It is also
an expression of willingness to sell under certain conditions. When making an offer one makes
a mixed communicative action; in this case both an attempt to influence the future actions of
the receiver and a commitment of own future actions. An offer means that someone says both:

"I want you to buy this product"!
"I will sell this product to you under these conditions"
An order is a corresponding mixed communicative act:

"I want you to sell this product"!
"I will buy this product from you under these conditions".
Using the classification of Searle (1979) these two acts are both a commissive and a directive.
The two communicative acts performed together will lead to an agreement. This means that a

communicative act cannot be viewed as an isolated entity. It should be viewed in a
contextualized manner. Different communicative acts are related to each other. There is a
certain social and linguistic logic between different communicative acts; e.g. between an offer,
an order and a business contract. The concept of language game (Wittgenstein, 1953) is usehl
to describe such circumstances. There are different (social and linguistic) rules not only for
single communicative acts, but also for how such acts should and may be combined.
I would however like to expand this concept of language game into a broader one: An activity
game. By this I incorporate other actions than pure linguistic ones; i.e. what I call material
action: The production and transportation of goods as typical examples of material action. By
this I stress that usually communicative acts are parts of an integrated wholeness of different
actions, i.e. a practice.
Business action as communicative action
There are many different consequences of a communicative action perspective on information
and information systems. I have earlier treated methodological consequences for information
requirement analysis (Goldkuhl, 1984, 1993). In this paper I will continue treating some more
general issues; consequences on "the business level".
I have defined information system to be communicative action; this is more elaborated in
Goldkuhl (1984, 1993). This defintion means that information systems development (ISD) is
considered to be development of action and communication in the organization. In a business
enterprise this means that ISD is business development. This insight is nowadays presented in
different approaches under the labels of BPR - Business Process Reengineering (e.g.
Davenport, 1993; Hammer & Champy, 1993). This insight has however long been asserted in
the Scandinavian approaches stemming from Bijrje Langefors.
Even if many approaches claim ISD to be business development, they do not rely on the
conclusion that this also means that it is a development of communicative action. I would here
like to go even further: To view business relations and business processes in a clear
communicative action perspective.
Business process is a central concept in the BPR literature (ibid). A business process can be
defined as a series of coherent activities that creates a result which has a tangible value for an
(external or internal) customer, through solving a problem or task for that customer. The
business process is seen as a meaningful wholeness of value adding activities transforming
inputs to outputs. A business process usually cuts across organizational boundaries within an
enterprise.
Describing business processes means taking an horisontal view of the enterprise. This is in line
with the value chain concept of Michael Porter (1985). Porter has defined some generic
activity types within the value chain. There are five sequential activities forming the primary
value chain of a firm (ibid. p 37ff):
Inbound logistics
Operations
Outbound logistics
Marketing and sales
Service

Porter has also defined four generic support activities: Firm infrastructure, human resource
management, technology development and procurement (ibid).
One can say that his five primary generic activities are rather apparent. Porter does not present
any specific arguments (of theoretical or empirical character) in favor of his classification.
These different generic activities should, according to Porter be subdivided into specific value
activities when making a value chain analysis of a certain enterprise (and then using the value
chain concepts).
I find Porter's framework conceptually powerful, but in some parts requiring further
theoretical development. One example of this is the selection of generic primary activity
categories in which to put a specific category. "Order processing, for example, could be
classified as part of outbound logistics or as part of marketing" (ibid p. 45). This, seems to me,
to be an anomaly in the theory. Order processing seems to be a very basic activity within an
enterprise; i.e. a kind of generic activity. An unclear classification of such an activity seems to
depend on a conceptually obscure taxonomy of the five generic primary activities.
In my opinion Porter's value chain theory, although conceptually powerful, lacks basic
communicative concepts. I will here present a conceptual model of business relations and
business processes based on a communicative action framework.
I am of course inspired by the value chain and business process concepts. And my fi-amework
(which is in an embryonic stage) should be seen as partly supplementing these other
fi-arneworks but also partly modifling them. More is to be said on these matters in the future,
but some things are pointed out below.
My conceptual model is summarized in figure 5.
In the model different business acts are explicated. There are communicative acts such as offer,
order and invoice. There are also "material" acts as the different fulfilments. These acts do also
have a communicative character, although they are not communicative in their primary
purpose. The hlfilments are communicative since they make the receiver aware of the
fulfilment of a previously stated commitment. E.g. the delivery of the product (i.e. the
fulfilment of supplier commitment) is in many cases an (informative) basis for the fulfilment of
customer commitment; i.e. to pay for the product. The material acts are thus an inherent part
of the language game of business transaction. And this language game is of course not only
linguistic in character. It is an activity game with material acts and consequences.
The model (figure 5) describes business transaction as an ordered (communicative) action
pattern. There is a generic communicative logic within it. There must be offers and there must
be orders to make it a business transaction. And the offer and the order together form a
contract. Such a contract is a mutual commitment;i.e. a supplier commitment of delivery and a
customer commitment of payment and sometimes also commitments of other related business
conditions.

SUPPLIER
Capacity, know-how

CUSTOMER
Problems, objectives

Invoice
(request of payment)

satisfaction

satisfaction

Figure 5 A communicative action model of business relations and business processes
The supplier's offer is based on a capacity and a know-how to produce and sell offered
products. When I talk about of product I mean a material product or an immaterial product
(i.e. a service) or as in many cases a combination of these product types. The offer can be
available (standard) products or based on a potential to produce more customer tailored
products. The interest (of the possible customer) in the supplier offers is based on some needs,
which in turn can be based on problems and objectives within the customer.
In many cases there is a negotiation process between the supplier and the customer. A
question-based offer can lead to new questions and then a new offer and so forth. The
negotiation process can in more complex situations also involve an elicitation of customer
needs and also an investigation of the available and possible supplier product capacity and
know-how. This negotiation process will be brougt to an end by a definitive rejection of the
offer (not in the model) or an acceptance of an offer (an order). In the later case there will be a
contract between the supplier and customer expressing mutual commitments (as described
above). It is important to see that the commitment made by the supplier (in the order
confirmation or the contract or even in the initial offer if no specific confirmation or contract is
made) are commitments of both hture action and non-action. The supplier will deliver the

specified products and invoice them accordingly. The supplier will not demand payment
deviating from agreed amount.
It is important to state that the different acts described in the model do not need to be made
explicitly. In many cases there will be no explicit writing of a contract. An order and a order
confirmation will together form a contract many times. In some cases there might be oral
mutual commitments followed by shaking of hands (which is a culturally dependent way of
expressing commitments). In even more simpler business transactions (as e.g. buying a
newspaper at a news-stand) the contract is made implicit in the order process, which also can
be made rather implicit in the hlfilment of commitments (taking out a newspaper and putting
some money on the desk). This means that in simple cases (as e.g. the immediate purchase of
articles in a shop) some of the generic acts within the business transaction are made implicit
and taken for granted. This is also a way of decreasing the transaction costs (of the supplier
and the customer).
There is of course a difference if there is a distinct time span between the offerlorder and the
delivery. In such cases explicit and documented orders and order confimations are often made
and sometimes even written contracts.
The later parts of the business process involves fulJilment of commitments (delivery and
payment) and related communicative action like invoicing. The invoice is a request of
customer fbfilment of payment commitment. The delivered products will be used by customer
and this can lead customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction. There is also a supplier satisfaction
when receiving the payment. This is in business settings a necessity for carrying on the business
activity. The supplier satisfaction is usually not restricted to pecuniary rewards. For many
organizations and people there is a joy in using ones capabilities and creating a valuable
product for a customer. There is also often a satisfactory learning side-effect in performing
business activities. This learning will improve the know-how of the supplying organization.
The business transaction is an interchange process between supplier and customer and it
involves the creation and sustainment of business relations. There are different stages in this
interchange process. It can be divided into the four following stages:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Inquiry and negotiation stage
Contractual stage
Fulfilment stage
Satisfaction stage

In the first phase there is an investigation of product needs and possibilities and a bidding. This
first phase can lead to an order and, hence, a contract (phase 2). After these mutual
commitments are made, there should be a hlfilment of commitments - delivery and payment (phase 3). After this, the two parties can arrive at their respective sources of satisfaction. This
model of four phases in the business transaction is rather similar to the model in the Action
Workflow approach (Action Technologies, 1993) also including four phases: 1. Preparation 2.
Negotiation 3. Performance 4. Acceptance. The division of the two initial phases are different
in the two models. There is also a different definition of the fourth phase. In Action Workflow
it is defined as customer acceptance/satisfaction. I stress the mutual satisfaction. I find Action
Workflow and similar approaches as rather one-sided in their customer emphasis. I ask where
the commitments and the fulfilment of commitments by the customer and also the satisfaction
of the supplier are to be found? To me it is important to make a symmetric model with clear
definitions of the actor roles of both supplier and customer. This is not to be conceived as a

denial of the need for customer focus. I am hlly aware of the importance of having a customer
focus in design, production and marketing of products. I claim however the importance of not
disregarding important acts and aspects of the business process and the need for the mutual
satisfaction of the supplier and the customer. It is important to let the supplier be visible too!
To disregard the commitments of the customer is to cut away necessary parts of the business
transaction, and, hence, reduce it from its generic business character. The business transaction
is built from the business interchange relations and the different business acts which must be
formed in a communicative congruent pattern, outlined in figure 5 above.
An important comment to the model: The described pattern of different business acts is
ordered in a specific way (figure 5). I have described a principal (generic) pattern in the model.
It is important to remark that this order can be altered otherwise in specific business
transactions. E.g. there might be payment in advance which precede the delivery of products. I
have also emphasized earlier that often certain business acts are performed implicitly or
combined together with other acts.

This generic model for business transactions (based on a communicative action framework) has
importance for a business process oriented ISD. Such a development process is nowadays
often performed using labels as Business Process Reengineering or Redesign (BPR) or Process
Innovation (e.g. Hammer & Champy, 1993; Davenport, 1993). Business process is defined by
Hammer & Champy (1993, p.35) "as a collection of activities that takes one or more kinds of
input and creates an output that is of value to the customer". Confer with a similar definition
by Davenport (1993, p.5). I have made a definition of business process above (in the beginning
of this section) inspired by these authors and Porter (1985). After I have presented the generic
business transaction model I would like to formulate some critical remarks and supplement the
earlier definition. The generic business character is not stressed in the Hammer & Champy
definition. The customer is mentioned, but this is not sufficient. A business process is not only
an input-output transformation process. Its interchange character should be emphasized with
offers, orders, commitments and fulfdments. To see a business process as a set of activities
transforming inputs to outputs is important, but a business process should not be reduced to
only this. Different business acts (of generic communicative character) should be
acknowledged when describing and redesigning business processes.
The supplier has its business process, and this process is interlinked with the business processes
of the customers. This communicative action view has consequences for the way to delimit
business processes in the development of them and their supporting information systems. When
describing a business process one should focus the initiation of them through offers and orders
and the termination of them through fulfilment of commitments. One should also take into
account the achievements of customer and supplier satisfaction.
The argumentation shows that ISD is not only business process development. It can also be a
development of business relations.
Conclusions
A communicative action perspective gives an alternative definition of information and
information systems. This definition transcends a narrow objectivistic view of information; i.e.
just seeing information as reality descriptions. Information and information systems are parts of
action games in organizations. In a business organization these action games have a generic
business character.

What I have said is not be considered as a a rejection of the e-message concept. It is an
important principal description of the propositional contents of a communicated message. I
claim, however, that it is not exhaustive enough. There is a need for a conceptual expansion.
The conceptual expansion, proposed in this paper, means making the communicative actor of
the message visible together with an explicit action characterization of the message. I have in
this paper tried to show the importance and some consequences of viewing information as
action and communication.
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