The GovStat Human-Information Ecology Model

The Human-Information Ecology Model represents the flow of information between people and information systems.  The model highlights the importance of bridging gaps between people and information systems, between people’s internal thoughts and what they can express and share with the world, and between mere data storage in an information system and useful forms of presentation to people.  At the center is a “sweet spot”, where all gaps are bridged, and information seeking and finding, sharing and learning can occur with their greatest effect.
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The human represents all creators, contributors, and users of information.  In the government statistics domain, this includes all users of the agency websites, the agency employees who gather data, calculate and analyze the statistics, author reports, and otherwise are part of the information production chain.  

The information system includes the backend databases and process that populate them, as well as the websites and other means of publication.  Functions and services such as search, and browsing are also part of the information system.

There is a continuum between the internal and external dimensions, running from top to bottom of the model.  On the human side, the internal level represents the ideas, questions, insights, assumptions, and other thoughts in peoples’ minds. The external level are the public expressions of these thoughts, such as questions and queries, analyses, explanations, decisions, and actions.  The same internal thoughts may be expressed in several ways, for example, an insight may become part of a conversation, and a question seeking confirmation from an agency expert.  A feeling of confusion may be expressed as the action of searching for an explanation on a website.

On the information system side, the internal level is the collection of databases, metadata, and other backend information and processes for gathering, storing, and disseminating the information products. The external level is the actual presentations of the information, such as web pages, tables, press releases, technical papers, explanations and other kinds of help. 

Connecting the human and the information system are all the processes that comprise creation and use of information. Data is created and stored in the internal level of the information system.  Presentation of the data involves publication on the external level; adding value in a number of ways such as sorting and formatting, combining with related information, providing explanations or analyses, adding illustrations, charts or graphs, wrapping it in a game or simulation, and so on.  The human encounter with the presentation is an opportunity for learning, internalizing the information (or the person’s understanding of it), integrating it with other ideas in the person’s mind. Human expression of their ideas can then feed data back into the information system, in the form of a query, newly-gathered statistics, information that can be incorporated into help, etc.

The model components meet in the sweet spot, which bridges the gaps between human and information system, internal and external levels.  The sweet spot provides the optimal environment for using and creating or contributing information.

· People can find the information they need in the information system, and understand and learn from the information presented by it

· People can seek information from the system in intuitive ways (e.g., well-designed search and browsing interfaces), but can also contribute new information.

· The information system contains the data, metadata, and explanatory information appropriate to its domain.

· The information system can present this information in a variety of ways that can be tailored to individuals’ needs, taking into account information need, expertise, access needs, and other characteristics of person and task.

Outside the sweet spot, the gaps are harder to bridge, for example:

· Search systems are difficult to use, and the information they return may not be relevant or helpful

· The needed information may not be in the information system.

· Information may be difficult to understand, and explanations hard to find or nonexistent.

· There are no prompts or hints that help people express what they need to find out, or what they have learned.
The overall goal should then be to make the sweet spot as large and rich in resources as possible.
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