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ASSURING THE QUALITY OF INFORMATION is both important and difficult. But achiev-
ing high-quality information is a battle that is never really won, in part because what
constitutes victory is not clear, as different parties have differing views as to the defi-
nition of success. Yet all concerned agree that striving to achieve or acquire high-
quality information needs to be a high priority, as the consequences of not having it
can be devastating. The very existence of the organization can be threatened by poor
information quality (IQ).

The issue of IQ is not new, as, throughout history, people have benefited by, and
suffered from, the quality of information made available to them. An obvious ex-
ample is information made available to military commanders during battles. What is
new in the past several decades is the explosion in the quantity of information and the
increasing reliance of most segments of society on that information. An information
economy is clearly dependent upon the quality of one of its primary building blocks.

Of necessity, industry has, from the beginning of the computer age, had to address
the issue of the quality of data. When systems were primarily accounting- and finan-
cial-driven, the emphasis tended to be on the assurance of the data’s accuracy. In the
past dozen or so years, the increasing use of information as a strategic resource has
highlighted the multifaceted nature of IQ and has increased the complexity in at-
tempting to assure IQ. The very concept of IQ is somewhat nebulous, but an effec-
tive, widely used definition for IQ is “fitness for use.” “Perfect” IQ, whatever that
means, is difficult, if not impossible, to achieve, but neither is it necessary. If users of
the data feel that its quality, which can be described by such attributes as accuracy,
completeness, timeliness, and consistency, is sufficient for their needs, then, from
their perspective, at least, the quality of the information available to them is fine.
Most research, whether conceptual or field-oriented, has used as its starting point this
concept that the focus of assuring IQ should be to achieve a level of quality that is
sufficient from the perspective of its users.

IQ research, in the information systems world at least, by its very nature is an applied
discipline. Because IQ is such an important issue to practitioners, research regarding it
should be grounded in the need, broadly defined, of organizations to assure IQ and in
the difficulties encountered in attempting to do so. This does not mean that IQ re-
searchers do not engage in work of a more fundamental, conceptual nature. One IQ
research stream has been the study of exactly what IQ is. Work in this area has been
both conceptual and field-oriented, with one reinforcing the other, and, as a result,
there is now general agreement in both academia and industry as to the context for
discussing IQ. As in most research areas, both conceptual and field studies are critical.
Conceptual works provide insights that guide field studies, whereas the latter provide
ideas for research topics and constitute validation for conceptual frameworks.

This special section contains four papers that illustrate some of the issues of con-
cern to IQ researchers as well as various approaches and methodologies for address-
ing them. All have conceptual components that are tested and explored in actual
organizational settings. Leading off this issue is a paper by Yang W. Lee and Diane
M. Strong entitled “Knowing-Why About Data Processes and Data Quality.” This
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paper analyzes the role of various parties in the data production process and offers
insights into how different modes of knowledge affect data quality. For example, the
authors find that data collectors with why-knowledge about the data production pro-
cess contribute to a greater degree than might be anticipated to the production of
better quality data. Such insights are gleaned from an extensive field study, which in
turn was motivated and guided by a synthesis of various research streams.

The second paper, “The Design and Implementation of a Corporate Householding
Knowledge Processor to Improve Data Quality,” coauthored by Stuart Madnick, Rich-
ard Wang, and Xiang Xian, addresses an important category of data quality problems
caused by data misinterpretation. For example, even a simple question, such as “How
much did MIT buy from IBM this year?” has multiple answers that might be right or
wrong—depending on the context. This paper outlines a technical approach to a cor-
porate householding knowledge processor (CHKP) to solve a particularly important
type of corporate householding problem, entity aggregation, and illustrates the opera-
tion of the CHKP by using a motivational example in account consolidation. The CHKP
design and implementation uses and expands on the context interchange technology,
developed at MIT, to manage and process corporate householding knowledge.

The next paper, “Time-Related Factors of Data Quality in Multichannel Informa-
tion Systems,” by Cinzia Cappiello, Chiara Francalanci, and Barbara Pernici is an
excellent example of the use of modeling in the area of IQ. The authors develop
expressions for the currency and completeness of data in the context of multiple chan-
nels, each supporting multiple functions within an organization. Their model allows
for varying levels of integration of the organization’s databases, and it can be used to
study the impact of various refresh periods for online data. A validation is performed
via a simulation in the context of empirical data regarding various categories of fi-
nancial institutions.

The fourth paper, by Yang W. Lee, “Crafting Rules: Context-Reflective Data Qual-
ity Problem Solving,” offers refreshing insights into an emerging practice, data qual-
ity problem solving and provides a novel way of understanding how practitioners
reflect-in-action. It analyzes how data problems are framed, analyzed, and resolved
throughout the entire information discourse. It also explains how rules on data qual-
ity practice revise the actionable dominant logic embedded in organizational work
routines. For example, the author finds that the discourse on contexts of data con-
nects otherwise separately managed data processes, that is, collection, storage, and
use. These insights are gleaned from an extensive five-year longitudinal study of data
quality practice in five organizations.




