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Information Design for Strategic 
Thinking: Health of the System 
Reports1

Julian Jenkins

Thinking Strategically in the Modern Organization
One of the issues frequently raised by CEOs of large organizations is 
how to lift the level of strategic thinking among their senior manag-
ers. For all the mass of literature that has been produced about 
corporate strategy, many management teams still expend most of 
their energies on short-term, narrowly-focused operational issues 
rather than thinking more holistically about the overall health and 
long-term direction of their business. Too often, strategic thinking is 
seen as a luxury, indulged in infrequently at offsite retreats, rather 
than being an integral part of a senior manager�’s role.

This lack of capacity for strategic thinking is not simply a 
result of a lack of capability for strategic thinking among senior 
managers. What inhibits them actually is a set of circumstances 
endemic to the modern organization which together create a major 
barrier to any meaningful sort of strategic insight. Senior manag-
ers can�’t think strategically because they can�’t see the organization 
clearly enough to make good judgments and take good actions.

One reason for this is that taking on a senior management 
role requires a significant shift in one�’s field of vision. Most senior 
managers either started as technical experts in their relevant indus-
try (e.g., banking, engineering, law) or as specialists in a specific 
management function (e.g., accounting, HR, IT). For much of their 
careers, they have operated within a single silo relevant to their core 
expertise, and their management focus is very much focused down-
ward�—that is, they immerse themselves deeply in the details of their 
functional area, and work to ensure that the teams and processes that 
sit beneath them function as efficiently and effectively as possible. 
When they are elevated to a senior management role, however, 
their field of vision needs a substantial reorientation across the 
entire organization. They now share responsibility for the organiza-
tion as a whole, and not just a single area. In Elliot Jaques�’s terms, 
the manager has moved to a higher level of work.2 This requires an 
entirely different mode of thinking�—a multi-dimensional systems 
approach, rather than a more linear product or process approach.

 

1 I would like to thank Richard Buchanan 
for his valuable support in producing this 
article.

2 Elliot Jaques has developed his influ-
ential “levels of work” theory over 
the course of the last fifty years. For a 
general account of Jaques’s management 
theories, including “levels of work,” 
see his book Requisite Organization: A 
Total System for Effective Managerial 
Organization and Managerial Leadership 
for the Twenty-First Century (Arlington, 
VA: Cason Hall, Second Revised Edition, 
1998).
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A second major impediment to strategic thinking arises from 
the increased scale and diversity of the modern organization. The 
relative complexity and multiple lines of business of most large 
organizations make it very hard for senior managers to conceptual-
ize the whole organization and the precise nature of their role within 
it. The organization takes on an intangible and amorphous quality, 
with multiple factors and interactions both within and outside of the 
organization shaping its direction and success in ways that are hard 
to reduce to simple processes of cause and effect. Without a clear 
and comprehensive picture of the system they are supposed to be 
managing, it is difficult for executives to make properly considered 
strategic decisions, or to recognize accountabilities for parts of the 
system which are outside their immediate line of vision.

If the task of senior managers requires them to operate at a 
different order of scope and scale, it also requires a different set of 
processes and tools. The third factor which substantially restricts 
the capacity for strategic thinking by senior managers is the type 
of reporting processes and documents provided to support them in 
their decision-making. Ironically, for all the effort and creativity that 
has gone into strategic planning activities in organizations, very little 
thought has been given to its vital partner, strategic reporting. 

A review of most organizations�’ management reports reveals 
a mass of detailed data, dominated by numbers and tables, and with 
text limited for the most part to descriptive or explanatory notes. 
Over the years, a process of non-Darwinian evolution occurs, 
whereby the data reproduces and proliferates into new forms, but 
with no process of natural selection to filter out the weak or super-
seded elements. Every new performance measure or specific request 
for information results in another table or graph being added to the 
reporting pack, with nothing ever being weeded out. Over time, 
it becomes impossible to see the forest for the trees. Worse still, if 
there are ten different business units reporting, there are likely to be 
almost as many reporting formats, substantially multiplying the time 
required by senior managers to process the information.

Two scenarios typically result. Either the individual execu-
tives try to engage with the mass of data, but use up all their thinking 
capacity just trying to navigate their way through the information, 
work out what it means, and find elusive pieces of data that might 
be significant; or the reports sit largely untouched through the course 
of the management meetings, too unwieldy to be of any use. Either 
scenario involves a huge waste of time and effort. Furthermore, the 
information is not meaningful to the people who have written the 
reports, since they are typically just collating data for some mysti-
cal, unknown purpose. Without understanding what the report is 
used for, they have no choice but to include as much as possible and 
hope that the usable information is in there somewhere. Nor is the 
information meaningful for the senior managers expected to read 
the reports since, at best, the data can give only a kind of abstract, 
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piecemeal, and unprocessed picture of the system they are trying to 
manage, which may or may not answer many of the key questions 
they feel accountable for. If a management report is intended to give 
senior managers a clear window into the health and vitality of the 
system they are accountable for, in most organizations, the view is 
clouded and opaque.

Using Design to Lift the Level of Strategic Thinking
Clearly, many of the problems we have identified exist at what 
Richard Buchanan has called the third and fourth orders of design.3 
That is, the problems are systemic and cultural, and involve issues 
of interaction. When confronted with the problem of how to develop 
the capacity of senior managers to think more strategically, it would 
be tempting to turn to traditional methods to try to impact the 
organizational culture. These may include team-building, profes-
sional development (either through internal training or an external 
program such as an MBA), or even that classic blunt instrument for 
change: a restructure. But these methods can be very time-consum-
ing, require significant additional activity and effort over and above 
the management team�’s already very heavy workload, and may not 
directly impact the quality of thinking that occurs.

An alternative approach would be to recognize that third- and 
fourth- order behaviors often are driven by second-order, designed 
artifacts�—in this case, the management reports�—and that redesign-
ing these reports with a view to pushing both the authors and the 
readers of the reports to a more strategic level of thinking could be 
the most effective way of creating third- and fourth-order change. In 
effect, this means elevating communication from a first and second 
order of design thinking to the level of purposeful interaction that is 
characteristic of third- and fourth-order communication.

This was the approach taken when executive leaders from 
the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) asked the strategy and design 
consultancy 2nd Road for help in fulfilling their responsibilities for 
administering the Australian tax system. The initial request came 
from a single business unit, GST, which had been established only 
a couple of years earlier to administer Australia�’s new �“Goods and 
Services Tax,�” a broadly-based consumption tax. Having spent most 
of that time operationally focused on getting the system established, 
they now wanted to think more strategically and holistically about 
the quality of the system they had created. However, the reports the 
senior managers had available to them were transactionally oriented 
to dollars collected and audits completed, with very little in the way 
of strategic insight or systemic analysis. Their request was simple: 
design a new type of management report that would give a much 
clearer strategic view of the GST system.

Fortunately, 2nd Road already had employed a user-based 
design methodology they called �“Top-down Reporting�”�™ that could 
be adapted to solve this kind of problem.4 However, work had not 

3 See Richard Buchanan, “Wicked 
Problems in Design Thinking,” Design 
Issues 7:2 (Spring 1992).

4 Top-down Reporting™ is a versatile 
approach for creating efficient and effec-
tive reports, originally developed for 
technical reporting in the mining industry. 
It combines two key elements—a top-
down hierarchy of questions as the foun-
dation of a rigorous thinking process, and 
a layered structure for presenting infor-
mation. The latter element was inspired 
in part by the work of Barbara Minto, The 
Pyramid Principle: Logic in Writing and 
Thinking (London: Pitman, 1991). 
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gone very far through the design process, when an early draft of the 
new reports was taken to the Executive Committee for Compliance, 
the part of the Tax Office responsible for ensuring taxpayers meet 
their obligations across all the major tax products including GST, 
Income Tax, Customs, and Excise. The �“quick and dirty�” prototype 
that was available at the time generated a buzz of excitement, and 
soon the pilot project for GST was expanded to include reporting for 
the whole range of Compliance areas. This added another layer of 
complexity to the project, since it dealt not only with multiple lines of 
business, but with several different views of the tax system (product 
views and market segment views, as well as topic-based categories 
such as international tax issues). The design challenge was substan-
tial. Could there be a common framework for management reporting 
across all areas of Compliance that would enable the executive team 
to get a clear view of the health of the tax system in an efficient and 
effective way while, at the same time, raising the quality of strategic 
thinking and insights that were being generated by the next tier of 
management below them?

Answering Key Questions
The design goal was to create a new type of management report for 
the ATO that was not only useful and usable, but also would help to 
lift the strategic intelligence of the organization. The first step was to 
draw on a key insight about the nature of much management report-
ing: most reports consist of �“a hundred answers in search of a few 
good questions.�”5 The ATO�’s existing management reports were not 
effective because no one had taken the time to define what questions 
were really of strategic importance to the executive team. Middle 
managers can hardly be blamed for unhelpful reports if their supe-
riors have not given them any guidance as to what the key questions 
are that they would like answered. For this reason, the designers 
knew that they had to start with the executive leaders, and get them 
to define what questions were of strategic importance to them. While 
this may seem like an obvious thing to do, it is surprising how few 
management teams have taken the time to undertake this task.

Therefore, the designers gathered the senior management 
team together for a workshop, and posed a fundamental question: 
�“What are the characteristics of a good Compliance system?�” This 
question immediately pushed the conversation into a qualitative, 
rather than a quantitative, space. After some robust discussion and 
some careful synthesizing of the various questions asked, the design-
ers were able to identify eleven key topic areas which needed to be 
addressed to create a sense of confidence in the managers minds 
about the health of the tax system. This created a high-level frame-
work or architecture for the new management reports while, at the 
same time, constituting a gestalt or picture of the key areas of respon-
sibility for which the Compliance Executive were accountable.

5 John Carver, On Board Leadership (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002).
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Creating a Layered Structure
From the reader�’s point of view, the most important information can 
be found in the first two levels of the report: Level 1, which provides 
a high-level overview of where the issues lie across the system in 
question; and Level 2, which consists of a further page for each major 
question, unpacking the key themes and insights which emerge from 
the underlying data. It is this information that will be of most use 
to readers in formulating a strategic picture of the system, and then 
being able to make judgments on which parts of the system need 
attention or an investment of resources. Yet, ironically, the writers 
of management reports spend almost all of their time focusing on 
Level 3 information�—collating and compiling the detailed data, 
which is combined into a confusing cacophony of numbers, tables, 
and explanatory footnotes.

Good Compliance 
System

Right players in 
the system?
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understand 
obligations?

Taxpayers 
meeting 

obligations?

Risks being 
identified and 

managed?

ATO
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Figure 1
The eleven topic areas which were identified 
as the basis for the ATO health of the system 
reports.

Figure 2
Effectively organizing information requires 
recognition of three main levels of depth. 

Level 1
A one-page summary of the 
major insights for each of the 
key questions being asked.

Level 2
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providing further explanations 
and insights on each of the 
key questions being asked.
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data analysis and supporting 
information.
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Driving to Simplicity
In designing the new ATO Health of the System Assessment 
(HOTSA) reports, the designers decided on a simple but radical 
strategy�—to do away with the detailed �“Level 3�” data. The new 
reports would be strictly limited to twelve pages�—a one page Level 
1 summary, and one further Level 2 page for each of the major topic 
areas shown on the framework. Not only did this reduce the volume 
of data significantly but, at the same time, it lifted the quality of the 
content to a much higher level of synthesis.6

6 Imposing the discipline of one page is a 
deliberate strategy 2nd Road has used 
with profound results in many informa-
tion design projects. In the case of the 
HOTSA reports, it forced the authors to 
eliminate generalities, reduce unneces-
sary verbiage, cut out unnecessary data, 
and express key messages clearly and 
concisely.
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Figure 3a and 3b
Level 1 and Level 2 pages were designed to 
support effective reading by making it easy 
for the reader to scan the information and to 
find quickly any specific elements they were 
interested in.
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On the Level 1 page, the designers allowed room for just two 
to three headline points for each of the eleven key strategic ques-
tions, plus some traffic light ratings to provide a quick indication 
of the health of each key element of the tax system. For each of the 
Level 2 pages, they developed a further set of three sub-questions, 
allowing each topic to be broken into a more-focused group of 
questions. For example, the topic: �“Do our clients understand their 
obligations?�” led to the further sub-question: �“Are our educational 
processes and communications products effective?�” Organizing the 
myriad questions that could be asked of a complex system into a 
logical �“top-down�” hierarchy, in which the questions at each level 
were of a similar level of granularity, was one of the major design 
tasks and achievements of the project. With this framework of thirty-
three questions in place, it was then possible to move on to creating 
a prototype of the new report.
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Using Conversation to Drive Strategic Reporting
Creating the right questions for the new report was one thing, but 
the success of the new reports would depend on the quality of 
the answers supplied by the management committees for each of 
the product lines, market sectors, and specialist units within the 
Compliance area of the ATO. In order to lift the strategic intelligence 
of the organization, the type of information supplied in the reports 
would need to be substantially and qualitatively different from what 
these managers were used to providing. No longer could they rely 
on collating masses of data into a report, and leaving it to the senior 
managers to try to find the key issues hiding among the numbers. 
Moving to a new type of strategic report required a different type 
of engagement, because the essence of the strategic knowledge that 
was needed was no longer data, but insight and judgment. A limited 
amount of data could be used to illustrate a point, but the most 
important material would be the analysis and commentary of the 
business unit management committees on what was happening in 
their areas. In effect, the emerging design was compelling the middle 
tier of management to lift their level of work above the transactional 
and operational world, and into a more strategic environment. 

Clearly, the old writing process, which typically involved 
delegating the collation of the data to a small group of technical 
experts prior to sign-off by the business unit head, was not going 
to work. The new reports needed to be a synthesis of the collective 
insights, experience, and judgments of the business unit manage-
ment teams. The process of compiling the reports therefore needed 
to be based on conversation.7 

The management teams became the de facto authors of the 
Health of the System Assessment reports, and needed to be much 
more involved in the process of generating the content. A further 
design challenge was to get these management teams together in the 
one room for at least one, and sometimes two, one-day workshops to 
identify the most significant themes (illustrated wherever possible 
with relevant measures and indicators), and align their judgments 
around the most appropriate responses to the strategic questions 
they were being asked.

While this might seem like an extra imposition on already 
busy middle managers, the reality was that the new process was 
driving the right sort of behaviors and the right level of strategic 
thinking for their position in the organization. Rather than focus-
ing narrowly on the most immediate operational issues within their 
particular area, they were being forced to ask longer-term questions 
about the system as a whole. And rather than dividing over compet-
ing interests, they were being forced to unite in consensus around 
their shared realm of responsibility. Rather than hiding behind 
impenetrable numbers, they were being encouraged to declare their 
honest views and insights. Finally, rather than leaving it to those 

7 This emphasis on conversation as a 
primary mode of engagement for strate-
gic thinking is a foundational principle 
underpinning the work of 2nd Road. It 
is derived from an understanding of the 
ancient art of rhetoric as a tool for solv-
ing problems in the ambiguous world of 
human interactions. See Tony Golsby-
Smith, “Pursuing the Art of Strategic 
Conversations: An Investigation of the 
Role of the Liberal Arts of Rhetoric and 
Poetry in the Business World” (Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of Western 
Sydney, 2001).



Design Issues:  Volume 24, Number 1  Winter 200876

above them to try to make sense of the complexity, they were exert-
ing their own intellectual capacity to synthesize the data and create 
a high-level view of the most significant issues in their respective 
parts of the tax system. This freed up the Compliance Executive from 
the onerous task of trying to navigate and interpret lengthy reports, 
and for the first time enabled them to have the right level of clarity 
about the system as a whole. Individual Executive members reported 
that they were delighted that, instead of being confronted with an 
overwhelming and confusing set of reports, they could get a clear 
picture of the strategic issues in each business area by reading a one 
page summary, and then drilling down into the Level 2 report as 
necessary to explore a particular topic in more depth. 

One thing that the Compliance Executive particularly valued 
was the opportunity the new reports gave to make much more 
clear-sighted comparisons and assessments of the different issues 
and opportunities across the whole of the tax system. Because each 
business area committee was responding to the same set of strategic 
questions, and using a consistent report format, it was much easier 
to line them up and compare them against each other. Indeed, the 
designers recognized during the design process the remarkable 
flexibility of the modularized format they were using. As well as 
having a view across eleven different key elements of each business 
unit, managers also had the capacity�—literally, by restapling the 
reports�—to create comparative views across all the business units 
for each of the eleven strategic topic areas.

Figure 4 
The consistent, modular format created the 
opportunity not only to assess and compare 
the overall performance of individual business 
areas, but also to focus in on one hypothesis 
or theme across the organization.
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The Outcomes of the Design Project
A key measure of the success of the design project was the response 
of the Compliance Executive to the newly-created strategic knowl-
edge. After receiving the first Health of the System Assessment report 
from the Income Tax Steering Committee�—by far the most complex 
part of the taxation system�—the Second Commissioner responsible 
for Compliance described the Income Tax HOTSA as a watershed.8 
As reported by the leadership, for the first time, the Compliance 
Executive had access to a manageable report that gave a clear picture 
of the major strategic issues and themes across a large and highly 
complex part of their business. The level of strategic analysis and 
insight generated was of a different order of significance than what 
was previously available.

Not only was the content more strategic, but the consistent 
format and limited number of pages significantly reduced the 
amount of time required to process the information. The Health 
of the System Assessment (HOTSA) reports empowered the 
Compliance Executive to make comparative judgments about stra-
tegic priorities across the whole Compliance system, and to decide 
upon strategic shifts that set the direction for the next round of their 
organization planning process. At the same time, the business area 
management teams also benefited from the new reporting process, 
since it brought them together to discuss the strategic issues within 
their own sub-systems, prompted greater collective understanding 
and shared insight, and reinforced their accountability for taking 
action on the longer-term strategic front�—not just the immediate 
operations.

Above all, the development of the HOTSA reports in the 
ATO demonstrated a way that significant third- and fourth-order 
cultural change may be achieved within an organization by redesign-
ing the very tangible second-order products that drive and support 
behaviors and ways of thinking in organizations. The capability for 
strategic thinking had always been there, it just needed the right 
tools in place to support it.

8 This comment was made by Jennie 
Granger, Second Commissioner 
Responsible for Compliance within the 
Australian Taxation Office, in her oral 
response to the presentation of the 
first Income Tax Health of the System 
Assessment, December 2003. 


