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Abstract This article reports on the work of Communication Research 

Institute (CRI), an international research center specializing in communi-

cation and information design. With the support of government, regula-

tors, industry bodies, and business—and with the participation of people 

and their advocates—CRI has worked on over 200 public document design 

projects since it began as a small unit in 1985. CRI investigates practical 

methods and achievable standards for designing digital and paper public 

documents, including forms; workplace procedural notices; bills, letters, 

and emails sent by organizations; labels and instructions that accompany 

products and services; and legal and financial documents and contracts.  

CRI has written model grammars for the document types it designs, 

and the cumulative data from CRI projects has led to a set of systematic 

methods for designing public-use documents to a high standard. Through 

research, design, publishing, and advocacy, CRI works to measurably 

improve the ordinary documents we all have to use.
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Introduction
This article arrives at a timely moment in CRI’s history (Figure 1). I have been the 
Director of the Communication Research Institute (CRI) throughout its thirty-three 
years. My stewardship is now coming to a close, and I look forward to seeing a new 
generation of information designers take us forward in new directions.  

This article illustrates some highlights from the institute’s work, including 
major findings from our research, hallmarks of our thinking, and instances of our 
practice helping organizations improve their communications.

CRI investigates practical methods and achievable standards for designing 
digital and paper public documents, including forms; workplace procedural 
notices; bills, letters, and emails sent by organizations; labels and instructions that 
accompany products and services; and legal and financial documents and contracts. 
With the support of government, regulators, industry bodies, and business—and 
the participation of individual people and human advocacy groups—CRI has 
worked on upwards of two hundred public document design projects. Each new 
project is an opportunity to improve design methods and standards and also radi-
cally transform the ways that humans design and use information. CRI shares its 
knowledge of good document design methods, standards, and radical transforma-
tion for the common good. Where CRI sees poor public document design, it advo-
cates for change.

Through research, design, publishing, and advocacy, CRI works to measurably 
improve the ordinary. Its work is at its best when it is invisible and widely copied, 
as you will see in the examples below. 

How Did We Get Here?
1983–1985: A Jobbing Printer?

Between 1970 and 1985 I enjoyed a wonderfully fruitful period of research, 
discovery, invention, and writing1 during which I articulated some of the new ways 
of thinking and research in visual communication design and communication 
more generally. I began to explore the many ways in which these discoveries and 
inventions could be put to good, practical, social use. My exploration coincided 
with an invitation from the Australian Government to help improve the quality of 
official forms destined for public use.

1 David Sless, “Definition of 
Design: Originating Useful 
Systems,” Design Methods and 
Theories 12, no. 2 (1978): 123–30; 
David Sless, Visual Thinking 
(Adelaide: Adelaide University, 
1978); David Sless, “Image 
Design and Modification: An 
Experimental Project in Trans-
forming,” Information Design 
Journal 1, no. 2 (1979): 74–80, 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1075/
idj.1.2.01sle; Peter Cairney and 
David Sless, “Symbol Design and 
Testing Methodology Project: A 
Proposed Testing Methodology 
for Public Information Symbols” 
(CASSR Technical Paper No. 
3, Centre for Applied Social 
and Survey Research, School 
of Social Sciences, Flinders 
University of South Australia, 
1979); David Sless, Learning and 
Visual Communication (New 
York: Croom Helm, 1981); David 
Sless, “Informing Information 
Designers,” Icographic 2, no. 6 
(1985): 2–3; David Sless, In Search 
of Semiotics (Totowa: Barnes & 
Noble, 1986).

Figure 1 A brief chronology of 
CRI. Copyright © 2018 by David 
Sless.

1983

1984 (early) 

1984 (mid)

1984 (late)

1985

1987

2006

Feasibility study funded by Flinders University South Australia

Expressions of support from Australian Commonwealth Government, Australian Ad-

vertising Industry, Australia Council (Australian equivalent of Design Council in UK)

Flinders University declines to support establishment locally

Discussions commence with interested colleagues

Established at Canberra University as Communication Advisory and Research Enter-

prise (CARE). Establishment grant provided by Australia Council.

Moved to Australian National University campus. Renamed Communication Research 

Institute of Australia (CRIA) Incorporated as a not-for-profit membership association 

in the Australian Capital Territory.

Reincorporated as a not-for-profit membership company limited by guarantee 

through the Australian Securities and Investment Commission. Renamed Communi-

cation Research Institute Limited (CRI).
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