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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

This thesis comprises a critical examination of Information System Strategy (ISS)
formation in a public sector context, namely the Police Service in Scotland. Despite the
apparent importance attached to ISS, and the proliferation of many methods to assist
those engaged in ISS formation, the practice of ISS formation remains comparatively ill-
understood.

The concepts of strategy and power can be viewed as being closely linked. Using theory
based accounts of power, we put forward a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of
power as an aid to organisational analysis of ISS formation. Consequently, the focus of
this work is not only a detailed investigation into ISS formation practice, but also one in
which we evaluate the way in which a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of power
affects our understanding of ISS formation practice.

This research is based upon six longitudinal case studies of ISS formation in the Police
Service. Data collection involved a number of methods: in-depth semi-structured
interviews, informal conversation, participation, collection of documentation produced
within the case study settings, and collation and analysis of documentary materials from
secondary sources.

The abstraction of several themes from a cross-case comparative analysis of issues has
led to the development of a conceptual framework which underpins our contribution to
knowledge: namely, a means of understanding ISS formation as micro-political activity,
based upon an ongoing process of construction and reconstruction of social reality. This
in turn can be considered as being based upon individual mental constructs, which in
turn are influenced by the themes identified. Our framework has been developed as an
epistemological device to aid thinking about ISS formation, rather than as a
representation of what an ISS formation process is. Implicit in the framework is the
contention that ISS formation reflects power relations; however, the practical difficulties
in researching power issues should not be underestimated. Several areas for further
research arising from this thesis are discussed.

viii



CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION

1.1. THE RESEARCH ISSUE

In this thesis we undertake a critical examination of Information System Strategy (ISS)
formation. Here we argue that ISS formation can be viewed as a phenomenon that is
socially constructed and reconstructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1967), and that focussing
upon the exercise of power can enhance our understanding of ISS formation. We argue
that ISS formation can be perceived as being determined through the interaction of
people, and from our work we have identified four themes which we have found to be
important in the way in which people, socially construct and reconstruct ISS formation.
These themes we argue can be understood in terms of the dynamic mental constructs
(Jayaratna, 1994) of those involved in the process of social construction and

reconstruction in ISS formation.

This research has been motivated by the author's experience of ISS projects in practice
and through familiarity with literature in the area. Published work on ISS formation has
tended to focus upon what to do prescriptions, and the attainment of an outcome - such
as improved competitive position, increased profitability, or upon the production of a
plan which can then be implemented (e.g. Earl, 1989; Ward & Griffiths, 1996; Robson,
1997). Such work intimates that ISS formation is a relatiirely straight-forward activity
that can be accomplished in an objective manner. Against this, the comparatively
limited amount of empirical research that has focussed upon ISS formation in practice
suggests that such activity is not straightforward, but instead is a complex, socially
located activity (Davies, 1991; Walsham, 1993; Jones, 1995). Furthermore, an
evaluation of literature concerned with strategy in organisations per se suggests that
power is central to our understanding of the concept of strategy, but we find that this is
not an area explicitly addressed in literature looking at ISS formation. We argue that
this represents a gap in the literature, and that we can contribute to existing knowledge
by exploring the role of power as a means of improving understanding of ISS formation

in practice.



The development of ISS is regarded as an important issue to those concerned with
information systems (IS) in organisational settings (Niederman et al, 1991; Badri, 1992;
Brady et al, 1992; Galliers et all, 1992; Atkins, 1994; Reponen, 1998), and a wide range
of methods have been developed to aid the process of ISS formation (Rockart, 1986;
Earl, 1993; Sullivan, 1992; Ward & Griffiths, 1996; Fidler & Rogerson, 1996). Despite
the apparent importance attached to ISS, and the proliferation of many methods to assist
those engaged in ISS formation, the practice of ISS formation remains comparatively
ill-understood (Waema & Walsham, 1990; Knights & Murray, 1994; Jones, 1995).

Concepts associated with a technical-economic rationality have tended to dominate ISS
literature (Kling, 1989; Clemmons & Row, 1991). Key aspects of such a rationality are
that people and organisations are focused upon maximising their respective utilities, be
they economic or socio-psychological, and that something akin to an ideal market exists
(Kumar et al, 1998). This view suggests that buyers and suppliers act in a market with
limited appreciation of historical context, with interchangeability of suppliers, and
relationships based largely upon price, some or all of which become the focus for ISS
(Cunningham & Tynan, 1993). Some ISS literature considers alternative perspectives
which accentuate the socio-political nature of ISS practice (Bloomfield & Coombs,

1992; Knights and Murray, 1994).

In developing such accounts, the concepts of strategy and power can be viewed as being
closely linked (Knights & Morgan, 1990; Walsham, 1993). It will be argued in this
thesis that ISS formation practice can be perceived as a socially constituted
phenomenon, and that one way in which we can improve our understanding of this
concept is through addressing the exercise of power. However, as will be seen, few
studies on ISS formation have attempted to address the concept of power directly. Using
theory based accounts of power, we have put forward a multi-dimensional
conceptualisation of power (Hardy, 1994) as an aid to organisational analysis of ISS
formation practice. Consequently, the focus of this work is not only a detailed
investigation into ISS formation in practice, but also one in which we evaluate the way
in which a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of power affects our understanding of

ISS formation practice.



1.2. THE RESEARCH CONTEXT: ISS FORMATION IN THE
POLICE SERVICE

There is a tendency within the literature associated with ISS formation, and indeed ISS
in general, to concentrate upon private sector organisations. Willcocks (1994) highlights
four reasons why more attention should be given to the public sector. Firstly, "the sheer
size and rising trend in expenditure on information technology" (ibid. p.13), with £1,749
million being spent by the Department of Social Security on their operational ISS
between 1982 and 1999 (ibid. p.13). Secondly, "the widespread, frequent perception of
lack of value for money arising from these large expenditures” (ibid. p.14). This is not
to say that the private sector are necessarily exemplars in this area, but can be seen as an
acknowledgement that the public sector is prone to scrutiny regarding the value
obtained from information technology (IT). Thirdly, acknowledging that somewhere in
the region of 20% of UK IT expenditure is apparently wasted, "the mixed performance
by government, policy makers, management and other stakeholders that [this figure]
partially reflect[s]" (ibid. p.14). This latter issue is seen as a particularly important area,
with there being particular weaknesses in relation to formation of ISS in public sector
organisations (Willcocks, 1994). Finally, the centrality of information related
technology to the management and delivery of public services, where, "the broad moves
towards various forms of New Public Management may well be heavily dependent on
the effective delivery and functioning of various forms of information-based
technologies and networks" (ibid. p.14). Thus, the public sector deserves, and indeed
requires much greater attention from IS researchers than has been the case to date.
Indeed, in addition to the work mentioned above, a number of other authors have also
highlighted the growing significance of strategy related to IS in many areas of the
public sector (e.g.: Keen, 1994 - the NHS; Collingridge & Margetts; 1994 - the DSS;
Westwood, 1994 - the Police).

Although a review of ISS literature indicated that the public sector in general was not
very well represented, it would be a misnomer to view this sector as a unified entity - it
is not. Within this notional grouping we can include: government agencies such as the
Department of Social Security, offices of state such as The Scottish Office, bodies for
the protection of national interests such as the Royal Air Force, quasi-public bodies
such as hospitals (quasi because of the blurring of their status vis-a-vis funding), and
service organisations such as the Police. While by no means a complete list, it does

3



indicate the wide range of responsibilities, reporting, and funding arrangements for

institutions that are covered by the title 'public sector'.

The Police Service utilise computer systems widely, being dependent upon effective IS
for the delivery of the service. Nonetheless, research looking at ISS specifically in the
Police Service is extremely limited. While the usage of computer systems has developed
relatively slowly in the Police Service (Ackroyd et al, 1992), from the 1980s onwards
the Police Service has been under increasing pressure to demonstrate cost effectiveness
and operational efficiency in all areas of activity (Taylor & Williams, 1992). To this
end, the Audit Commission and Her Majesty's Chief Inspector of Constabulary (HMIC)
have been at the forefront in encouraging improvements through their inspecting,
monitoring, and reporting activities. For some senior Police Officers, ISS assumes a
particular significance due to a perceived view that if the police are not judged by
government to be successful in their use of IT, then a solution may be imposed upon
them (from personal conversations with senior police officers). This is something senior
Officers are keen to avoid, and hence ISS formation has come to be regarded as an

increasingly important issue (Sillince & Mouakket, 1997).

The reasons for choosing to conduct research on ISS formation in the Police Service are
as follows. Firstly, in 1993 the author knew that at National Level work was
commencing on ISS in the Scottish Police Service, and then found out that several of
the individual Police Forces were also engaged in developing ISS. Thus, this presented
an opportunity to conduct research where several people in several organisational

settings were, according to their own views, engaged in ISS formation.

Secondly, with the author having worked in the Police Service (although not in any of
the Forces chosen for the case studies), he had in-depth pre-knowledge of the general
domain and was able to negotiate excellent co-operation for the research study which
would otherwise have been very difficult to obtain. This allowed detailed longitudinal

case study research to be conducted.

Thirdly, the concept of strategy is often perceived to be associated with notions of the
market, competitors, and profitability (Whittington, 1993), as the many techniques
developed to assist in formulating ISS make clear (e.g. Ward & Griffith, 1996; Robson,

1997), and perhaps as a consequence comparatively little published work has addressed

4



ISS in public sector contexts. However, not only is the public-sector under-researched
in relation to ISS, but for the Police Service information and information systems are
central to their role, in that they rely upon effective systems on a 24 hour/365 day a year
basis. Hence, ISS is perceived to be of importance to the Service both in terms of

fulfilling operational duties, and in terms of spending upon information technology.

Finally, the Police Service is unusual in that its very existence arises from a societal
need to be policed, and this raises particular expectations which govern not just purpose
but also operation. What Police Officers do and the way they do it is laid out in
numerous statutes. This is not to deny the discretion that officers have in carrying out
their duties at a local level (Horton, 1996), but rather to highlight that at an institutional
level, what the Police Service do and how they do it is by and large determined by
bodies other than themselves. Therefore, the use of the language of strategy in relation
to IS intimates practices associated with determining a future direction (Earl, 1999),
which in view of the relationship with the other bodies discussed above makes the usage

of such language in the Police Service an interesting area for investigation.

The Police Service therefore presented an opportunity to research ISS formation in a
context that had not been explored. In addition, the author had specialist pre-knowledge
which enabled the gaining of access and which aided the level of understanding in
subsequent field studies. The research in the Police Service, has entailed case studies
being undertaken of ISS formation within five Scottish Police Forces, and at a national

level for the Scottish Police Service.

1.3. AN OVERVIEVW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The perspective underpinning this study may be characterised as interpretive, and more
particularly as an interpretive approach based upon critical hermeneutics (Myers, 1997).
A central tenet of such a view is the belief that in the social world, of work based
organisation in this instance, it is through the interaction of individuals that social
reality for them is constructed and reconstructed as part of an ongoing dialectic (Berger
& Luckmann, 1967). Furthermore, this is characterised by the belief that it is only
through interpretation of social constructions that we can develop our understanding of

what happens in institutional settings, and that this should be undertaken through an



ongoing dialectic between theory and analysis. Views about what happens in such
settings exist in the meanings that people develop as they interact with one another and
with the physical world, with such meaning being a consequence of context and time.
While some meanings will be shared, others will vary from place to place and from
person to person (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In addition, this approach recognises that
individuals will have an awareness of their environment, and that it will have an impact
upon their actions (Aldrich, 1992). Thus within this perspective there is a concern to
understand both what has occurred as well as the context, which means that we must

enter the social arena to conduct our study.

A number of authors consider case studies to be a preferred means of investigating
strategy formation practice (Pettigrew, 1990, 1992; Walsham,1995; Myers, 1997), being
recognised as an appropriate and valid IS research method (Galliers, 1992; Cavaye,
1996; Doolin, 1996; Darke et al, 1998). We undertook longitudinal, multiple case
studies (Yin, 1993; Cavaye, 1996), with the case studies having been developed with
five Police Forces between 1994 and 1998. Data collection has involved a number of
methods, principally: in-depth semi-structured interviews, informal conversation,
participation, collection of documentation produced by the people involved, and
collation and analysis of secondary materials produced outside of the direct areas of

study.

Multiple cases in single sector studies such as this are recognised as being of
considerable value in providing a research arena in which to address differences, or
variability, in strategy formation (Pettigrew, 1985; Child & Smith, 1987). Thus, given
the apparent homogeneity of the Police Service and of the politico-economic
environment in which they operate, researching in such a domain enables us to
concentrate upon social practice of ISS formation, drawing attention to similarities or

variations therein.



1.4. THE RESEARCH QUESTION

This research was initially stimulated by a desire to make a contribution to knowledge
by addressing the following question which had become apparent as a result of the

author's own experience and through reading of literature in the area:

Why is ISS formation apparently not straightforward given that there is ample

prescriptive literature available to assist the process?

This led to the development of this particular research programme which has addressed

these related questions:

When people in an institution such as the Police Service say they are involved in

ISS formation, what happens, and why?

Does addressing the exercise of power explicitly, in this instance utilising a
multi-dimensional theoretical conceptualisation, further our understanding of

ISS formation?

From the above questions, the following sub-questions have been used to guide and

structure the research:

1. What do we understand by the term ISS formation?

2. Why is there apparent disparity between how some literature suggests ISS formation
should happen, and what other literature suggests does happen?

Why is power a valid concept through which to explore ISS?

How and why is ISS formed in the organisations studied?

What implications does this study of ISS formation have for theory?

What implications does this view of ISS formation have for practice?

N o v s W

What have we learned about the area of investigation, about the way we have
investigated it, and about ourselves in order to abstract generic notions which may

have applicability for the field of ISS?



1.5. STRUCTURE OF THESIS

Figure 1.1. illustrates an outline of the structure of this thesis, after which we discus the

content of and rationale for each chapter.

1. Outline of
Thesis

2. ISS Formation
l - relevant

literature
2/3. Evaluation

of literature &

Theoretic
framework 3. ISS Formation
& the exercise of
l Power
4. Research - relevant
Philosophy & literature
Methods

'

5. Background to
case studies

I

6-11. Cases:

- discussion

- analysis
-abstraction of
key issues

'

12. Synthesis
based upon 6-11
&2/3

l

13. Evaluation

Figure 1.1. Outline chapter structure of the thesis



In Figure 1.1. we not only outline the structure of this thesis, but also indicate the ways
in which earlier chapters contribute to later discussions. In our view, the thesis must be
viewed as a whole, consisting of a progression from initial identification of a gap

through to the contribution to knowledge.

1.5.1. CHAPTER 1

What - This chapter sets out the research focus and research questions that have guided
the work undertaken, and provides an introduction to and overview of the following
areas of the thesis: background to the research area, the reasons for doing this research,

the methodological focus, the practical research work undertaken.

Why - The content of this chapter provides the reader with a clear understanding of what
the thesis is about, what was done, why it was done, and how it was done. Finally, the
reader is given a clear understanding of the structure and content of the remainder of the

thesis.

1.5.2. CHAPTER 2

What - In this chapter we undertake a critical evaluation of theory relevant to the area of
ISS formation, highlighting the key issues that have been identified, including problems
and deficiencies in the field which pave the way for the work in this thesis. Specifically,
this chapter considers the nature of IS and the nature of Organisation, the nature of ISS,
and finally ISS formation. In particular, the work in this chapter highlights the need for

in-depth analysis of ISS formation.

Why - There is considerable literature on ISS. The role of this evaluation of research
literature is to clarify what knowledge exists, what gaps exist, and to justify the research

as being an important area for exploration.



1.5.3. CHAPTER 3

What - This chapter builds upon the work in chapter two by highlighting the exercise of
power in terms of ISS formation in an organisational context. A critical evaluation of
literature looking at the exercise of power in relation to IS in organisational contexts is
undertaken, and a case is made for the examination of ISS formation through focussing
upon the exercise of power. Finally, a conceptual investigative framework that can

assist our understanding of ISS formation is discussed.

Why - There is not much discussion on the exercise of power in ISS formation. By
critically evaluating literature, the thesis establishes that there is indeed a case for

exploration of the exercise of power in relation to ISS formation.

1.5.4. CHAPTER 4

What - This chapter discusses and justifies the philosophical position underpinning the

research methodology, the research methods employed, and the means of analysis.

Why - It is essential to make clear the philosophy and methods underpinning the thesis,
and to set out exactly what was done, how, and why in the practical research work. This

establishes the credentials of the researcher and the validity of the data.

1.5.5. CHAPTER 5

What - The main focus of this chapter is to evaluate the context of the case studies. The
role of information technology in the Police Service is examined, and an evaluation of

issues allied to the concept of ISS in the Police Service is presented.

Why - To ensure that the reader is presented with a clear discussion of the context in
which the research has been undertaken, which is pertinent to a consideration of ISS

formation in the case studies.
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1.5.6. CHAPTERS 6 TO 11

What - In these chapters the detail from the practical research work in the case studies is
discussed. In this discussion we abstract issues from our analysis of ISS formation in

each of the cases.

Why - To understand ISS formation in practice.

1.5.7. CHAPTER 12

What - In this chapter the analytic findings from our analysis of the case studies are
synthesised. From this we develop theoretic understanding of ISS formation by

developing a model based upon our analytic work.

Why - To synthesise the themes which have been extracted from the analysis of practical
research work, and to discuss them in terms of issues which emerged from our
evaluation of literature. To demonstrate the validity of our analytic propositions to

theory.

1.5.8. CHAPTER 13

What - This chapter presents an evaluation of the research undertaken and a conclusion.
Firstly, an evaluation of the findings from the research case studies is presented in
relation to ISS formation. Secondly, an evaluation of the research approach and
methods is presented. Thirdly, an evaluation of the role and development of the
researcher during the process of researcher is presented. Finally, it sets out some

directions for future work that follows on from the findings of this research.

Why - To demonstrate the learning that has occurred in conducting the research based

upon critical reflection.
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1.6. SUMMARY

This chapter has set out an overview of the research issue, research context, and
research method for this thesis. In the next chapter we evaluate literature relevant to ISS

formation, highlighting a gap in the literature to which our work contributes.
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CHAPTER TWO - INFORMATION SYSTEM STRATEGY
FORMATION

2.1. INTRODUCTION.

This chapter evaluates literature that is pertinent to our understanding of the concept of
information system strategy (ISS) formation. It highlights a disparity between a rational
perspective of ISS formation and a number of empirical studies which contradict this
dominant view. This leads to the argument that it is necessary to address this disparity

through research which investigates the micro-politics of ISS formation.

The structure of the chapter is as follows: firstly it evaluates literature concerning the
nature of IS and organisation, arguing that practice associated with IS in organisational
settings is inherently social, and can usefully be considered in terms of political activity.
Secondly, it evaluates literature on ISS, noting that this is a relatively young field of
study, and one that borrows heavily from the area of business strategy. It is argued that
while much is written about ISS, how ISS actually comes about - that is, ISS formation
- is not well understood. Thirdly, it evaluates ISS formation specifically, arguing that
there is a disparity between a majority of literature which displays ISS formation as a
rational process, and some research studies of practice which conflict with the
rationalist perspective. Finally, drawing the above together, the chapter closes with the
argument that research is required that is sensitive to the political phenomena that

pervade practice associated with ISS formation.

2.2. ORGANISATIONS: THE CONTEXT FOR ISS FORMATION

A traditional and what has been termed a functionalist perspective (Burrell & Morgan,
1979) considers the notion of an organisation as an objective entity, something that
exists in its own right. This suggests that once established, an organisation tends to

assume “an identity of its own which makes it independent of the people who have
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founded it or of those who constitute its membership” (Blau, 1974, p.54). This can be
regarded as a domain assumption that continues to dominate research in organisational
contexts (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Reed, 1985; Knights & Wilmott, 1999). Here,
organisations are seen as being ontologically distinct, that is, having an existence of
their own with clearly identifiable boundaries, and where the organisation is ascribed

the capacity for deliberation and action (Morgan, 1986).

There are other perspectives however, and of particular significance to us are those that
consider the concept of organisation in a subjective sense. The term organisation can be
considered as an embodiment of social reality, reproduced through a network of self-
constructed subjective meanings which become institutionalised over time (Silverman,
1970). Such a view of organisation acknowledges a socially constructed dimension,
which functionalist views referred to above, do not address. By socially constructed
(Berger & Luckmann, 1967) we mean the way in which people construct knowledge of
the social realities that they are engaged in, which can be considered in the form of an
ongoing dialectic between people and the world they inhabit (ibid.). Such an ongoing
dialectic can be thought of in terms of three aspects of externalisation, objectivation,
and internalisation. Here,

“society and each part of it are simultaneously characterised by these three
moments”, and where an individual “simultaneously externalises his own being
into the social world and internalises it as an objective reality. In other words, to
be in society is to participate in its dialectic” (Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p.149)

Such a view challenges the assumption that there is one external reality within which
organisations are located, and with which people interact. Typically, a functionalist
view regards organisations as predominantly market driven entities which have to adapt
to environmental pressures, where organisations are “islands in an environmental stream
of change” (Scarborough, 1998, p.21), with people assessing and responding to
collectively understood pressures. Instead, in our view the notion of organisation will be
perceived differently by various people, and similarly, so-called environmental activity
will also vary depending upon the mental constructs that people, either individually or
collectively, develop. In such a perspective, we view people as knowledgeable and
proactive beings, who shape their organisational setting though their interactions with
other people. The complex social processes through which organisational arrangements

are constituted and the reproduction of organisation structures is seen to be directly and
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inextricably tied to the social interactions taking place between participants (Giddens,

1976).

In our view, we think about the concept of organisation as social practice, where,

“organisations are viewed as administrative mechanisms containing authoritative
and allocative resources through which collective action can be coordinated and
mobilised in support of productive activity which transforms the environmental
conditions in which it is undertaken.”(Reed, 1992, p.114).

Such a view highlights a number of aspects. Firstly, the recognition of action through
mechanisms associated with the manipulation of resources highlights both social
aspects as well as more physical elements - in the form of resources - associated with
practice in organisational settings. Secondly, such a perspective acknowledges that
political activities are embodied within organisational practice, and it is argued that that
these will be geared towards desires to gain access to the authoritative mechanisms that
form the basis for organisation (ibid.). Therefore, we contend that addressing political
issues is important to our understanding of the activities in organisational settings

(Mintzberg, 1983; Clegg, 1989; Eden, 1992.).

This highlights that the concept of organisation can be understood in terms of
perceptions of people, and these perceptions may vary between individuals, across
groups, and over time. Furthermore, for those actually working in organisational
settings, what they do, how they operate, and the meanings they attach to what happens
are all part of cultural and political practice inherent in the concept of organisation,
something which they may not explicitly reflect upon but which they are nonetheless

implicitly a part of.

This view of organisation draws attention to differences in what people seek to achieve,
and to diversity in the ways in which practice occurs. This conception of organisation
indicates that we must be aware of elements such as diversity in approach that people
take, differences in perspective and meaning attribution, multiple coalitions with
potentially conflicting ambitions, and shifts in the nature and bases of power. Such
elements are at the heart of what Checkland (1981) means when considering
organisation as human activity systems, in that, organisations have no particular state or
form which can be identified. Instead, in our view the notion of organisation is ever

changing, and only has meaning through the perceptions of the people with some
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interest therein. As Jayaratna (1994) observes, it is impossible for someone to make a
complete study of the notion of an organisation, because what an organisation is, and
how said organisation is perceived, will vary from person to person, and from day to
day - the notion of organisation is a consequence of socially constructed interpretations.
When we use the term organisation it is to such a concept that we refer, and from this

we can now move on to consider the nature of IS.

2.3. INFORMATION SYSTEMS: THE FOCUS OF ISS FORMATION

Technological thinking has often dominated IS related research and practice, lacking an
appreciation of either social, or the generally unpredictable nature of IS in
organisational settings (Angell & Straub, 1993). In our view information systems are
not just technology. Long before computer technology was available, information
systems were a part of human activity, where data became information in human
consciousness (Boland, 1985) through the utilisation of technological artefacts such as
printed and written materials, or other apparatus. The adoption of computer based
technologies into information systems has represented a technological evolution of a
basic human activity (Checkland, 1988; Wilson, 1990; Land, 1992), and we can think of
information systems as entailing purposeful human activity making use of information
technology artefacts (Checkland, 1981; Boland, 1987; Jayaratna, 1994). Thus, when we
think of practice associated with computer based information systems (IS) in

organisational settings we must address both technical and social phenomena.

Further to this, computer related technologies have elements of subjectivity about them,
in that their significance within any setting can be perceived as being based upon the
meanings attributed to them (Checkland and Holwell, 1998), through “socially
constructed definitions of their value and utility” (Knights & Murray, 1994, p.250).
From our perspective the concept of IS embodies social practice, and is given meaning
through socially constructed views. Such a view means that the application of a
seemingly objective entity such as a computer will be subject to a wide variety of
socially formed interpretations. We note therefore that discussions related to such IS in
organisational settings may not be consistent in meaning amongst participants given that
the significance of any such system will be based upon variance in individual, or

collective interpretation. The increased recognition of the social dimensions of IS has
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led a number of authors to call for more empirical investigation of IS which explicitly
addresses these social dimensions (Boland, 1985; Davies, 1991; Jayaratna, 1994;

Walsham, 1995; Myers, 1997), and which our research is a response to.

2.4. INFORMATION SYSTEMS STRATEGY FORMATION

This section firstly considers general business strategy formation literature to identify
schools of thinking which are relevant to ISS, before moving on to evaluate literature on
ISS formation specifically. In discussing strategy, we find that there are numerous
definitions within the literature, although broadly most tend to reflect the same
underlying concerns; namely, that that strategy is an activity which affects all parts of
an organisation, which examines the scope of an organisation's activities, and which is
concerned with relationships between organisation settings and environmental factors
(Asch & Bowman, 1989; Whittington, 1993; Lynch, 1998). We will now move on to

consider differing views regarding the nature of strategy and how strategy comes about.

2.4.1 DIFFERING VIEWS ABOUT STRATEGY & STRATEGY FORMATION

Much of the business and management literature published about strategy, has been
criticised as being unrepresentative of practice (Mintzberg, 1978; Chaffee, 1985;
Whittington, 1993; Lynch, 1998). This is because traditionally, strategy has been treated
as something "explicit, developed consciously and purposefully, and made in advance
of the specific decision to which it applies" (Mintzberg, 1978, p.935), or as a clear
process . Such views, which we term traditional, exhibit the notion of intended strategy
which involves deliberate planning activities in advance of implementation, which in

turn leads to intended outcomes.

Mintzberg (1978) draws a distinction between two schools of thought on strategy
formation: the traditional view is termed deliberate, and the other emergent. Emergent
strategy is something that can only be determined by looking for "a pattern in a stream

of decisions" (Mintzberg, 1978, p.935). This is strategy in retrospect, that is, it is
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perceived to emerge over time, in contrast to being the result of something that has been

rationally planned before being implemented.

This distinction is important for a number of reasons: firstly, it challenges the traditional
view of rationally planned strategy by introducing the notion that strategy formation
also has an emergent quality. For example, it has been argued that in practice there is
neither purely deliberate nor purely emergent strategy, but that strategy formation
inhabits a continuum between these two extreme forms (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).
Secondly, it highlights the thought that there are multiple influences upon strategy
formation as a process that are outside of conscious thought or deliberate action, in
effect saying that the reality of strategy formation is highly complex. Finally, it is
claimed that in fact researchers know very little about the practice of strategy formation
due to the limited volume of empirical work (Mintzberg, 1978; Eden, 1992; Johnson,
1997).

Pettigrew (1977) argues that the way in which strategy comes about can be considered
as, "a flow of events, values and actions running though a context" (p.79). This suggests
- that contextual issues may be important in helping us to understand the way in which
ISS comes about, and also that political considerations may be an important means
through which the issue of strategy formation may be investigated. This highlighting of
contextual and political issues in relation to strategy formation contrasts with the more

traditional views referred to above.

Difference in perspective about how strategy comes about are not new however. While
some argue that strategy is a rational activity which could be planned via a series of
stages (Ansoff, 1965), others suggest that strategy development is in practice somewhat
haphazard and ad-hoc in nature (Lindblom; 1959), and that political and social factors

are influential in the strategy development process (Allison, 1971; Datta; 1980).

Several schools of thinking about strategy formation have been identified (Chaffee,
1985; Kay, 1993; Whittington, 1993). We can summarise these views in terms of four
schools of thinking about strategy formation (Whittington, 1993), which can be
differentiated along two axes, one which we have labeled Intention and the other we
have labeled Perception of Process. We illustrate these schools of thinking in Figure

2.1. below.
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INTENTION

Profit maximising -

CLASSICAL EVOLUTIONARY
PERCEPTION (formal rational)
OF PROCESS
Deliberate Emergent
SYSTEMIC PROCESSUAL
Pluralistic

Figure 2.1. A Classification of Four Perspectives on Strategy Formation (Adapted from

Whittington, 1993, p.3)

The vertical axis indicates the degree to which strategy efforts are focussed upon either
profit-maximising, or whether there are more pluralistic intentions which address other
foci in addition to or instead of profit maximising, for example, delivery of a public
service, provision of an enhanced work environment, or survival. The horizontal axis
addresses perceptions of process, and differentiates between planned, deliberate
processes at one end of the continuum through to more emergent, or serendipitous

approaches at the other end.

The Classical perspective in the upper left-hand quadrant is the formal rational view.
The Evolutionary and the Processual perspectives categorise strategy formation as being
based upon more emergent processes, but differ in their intentions for strategy
formation. An Evolutionary perspective is seen as being more concerned with profit
maximisation through processes of natural selection, having little faith in the ability of
managers to plan rationally. The work of Henderson (1989) and Williamson (1991)
typifies the approach of the evolutionists, arguing that for most firms strategy is a
distraction, as only those with true market power can hope to choose their direction. For

the remainder, it is a question of fighting to survive through ever greater efficiency in
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the quest for profits. For the evolutionist, it is the environment which will decide who

survives, not the managers.

A Processual perspective intimates strategy formation that is oriented to additional, or
alternative, outcomes. The work of both Mintzberg (1978) and Pettigrew (1977),
referred to above, is characteristic of the processual viewpoint, where both are interested
in the process of strategy that exists within complex situations. However, while they do
address the political nature of strategy, both Mintzberg and Pettigrew can be criticised
for accepting the classical assumption that strategy "exists to solve problems vis-a-vis
the organisation and its environment" (Knights & Morgan, 1991, p.267). Instead, we
should remain aware to the possibility that "strategy does not simply respond to pre-
existing problems", but that in the process of formation, "strategy is actively involved in
the constitution, or redefinition, of problems in advance of offering solutions for them"
(ibid., p. 267). Hence, strategy according to this view need not be seen as in someway
representing a solution to a problem that is already evident in organisational settings,
but rather that the concept of strategy can be re-thought in terms of a social practice that
involves forming, or coming to know of the problem(s), as well as addressing said

problem(s). This leads us to a more sociologically sympathetic view.

Finally, within a Systemic perspective,

"a central tenet ... is that decision makers are not simply detached calculating
individuals interacting in purely economic transactions, but people rooted in
deeply interwoven systems" (Whittington, 1993, p.28).

Here, strategy formation is perceived as encompassing a sense of deliberation to
strategy development in addition to an emergent aspect, but will also be concerned with
a variety of intentions that go beyond one solely of profit maximisation (Whittington,
1993). In particular, this dimension acknowledges socio-political dimensions to strategy

formation, and requires modes of enquiry that are sensitive to social and political

aspects (ibid.).

However, we consider that the terminology we have used to label the axes requires
further discussion in the light of our challenges to Whittington's (1993) classificatory
framework. The term Process was original_ly used to label the horizontal axis, and in our
view this intimates a concern with how people see an observable process, rather than

how people perceive of any notional process from amongst a range of possibilities. We

20



prefer the term Perception of Process, which is in our view all that we can hope to gauge
from people. The use of the term Outcomes which Whittington uses to label the vertical
axis intimates that there is a clearly understood outcome, although we can by no means
be sure that this will be the case. Instead, we prefer the term Intention, by which we

mean endeavouring to gauge what the intentions are of those thinking about strategy.

One problem with such two-by-two matrices as displayed in Figure 2.1., is the danger of
over-simplifying concepts (Collins, 1998). However, this is less problematic if we do
not imply from Figure 2.1. that this is how things are, but rather that here is one way of
thinking about strategy. With this in mind we note that Whittington (1993) is not
entirely clear about the relationship between the systemic perspective and the other
three views. From Figure 2.1. it would be relatively easy to infer that both classical and
systemic perspectives consider that strategy comes about in a deliberate mode, whilst
the other two schools are differentiated by a view of strategy as emergent. This is
simplistic, and in our view misleading. While much of the literature in the classical
view does indeed view strategy as something that is planned in a deliberate fashion
(Scarborough, 1998), this is not the claim of a systemic perspective. Rather, the basis of
the view of the systemic school of thinking is that what happens with regard to strategy
is a consequence of the particular sociological context, and that strategy is not
necessarily purely emergent, but equally, nor is it necessarily wholly planned
(Whittington, 1993). The main contention is that a sociologically sensitive approach is
required in acknowledgement of the view that, "strategy reflects the particular social
systems in which strategists participate, defining for them the interests in which they act

and the rules by which they can survive" (ibid., p.5).

One further problem is that the use of the term Systemic is not explained sufficiently by
Whittington (1993). While the reference to thinking about strategy formation in terms of
systems is made clear, it is not made clear whether the term Systemic is being used to
differentiate this view of how we think about what happens in practice from association
with the term Systematic (Checkland, 1981; Jayaratna, 1994). It appears to us that the
term systemic is being used by Whittington to infer that we should understand strategy
formation in terms of systems in an ontological sense, "as if exists in its environment"
(Thomsett, 1980, p. 8). While we agree with the sentiment expressed within the
Systemic perspective that a more sociologically sensitive view of strategy formation is

required, we need to consider the terminology usage. Whittington (1993) argues that to
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be within the Systemic perspective is to be sociologically sensitive to the political and
cultural systems of the strategy context. We argue that in addition to this, in our view
the term Systemic can be used in a different sense (Jayaratna, 1994), to imply the use of
the term in an epistemological sense rather than an ontological sense. This view infers
that rather than thinking that there is a strategy formation process waiting to be
identified, in an epistemological sense, what may be seen as constituting strategy
formation will depend upon the perspectives of those involved, and it may well be that
another person will perceive strategy formation in a different way. Thus, we can
conceive of many systems in relation to strategy formation, which will vary in relation
to the mental constructs (Jayaratna, 1994) of those involved. If we accept this
alternative view, then we are alerted to the possibility that there will be various
perceptions of strategy formation amongst the people involved in the process of ISS

formation.

Thus in evaluating the field of strategy formation, traditional rational planning
approaches to strategy formation are considered to be unrepresentative of practice
(Datta, 1980; Quinn, 1980; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; Pettigrew, 1985a; Pettigrew &
Whipp, 1991). We have acknowledged that there are a variety of perspectives that we
can take of strategy formation, and we note the view that the Systemic perspective
offers an alternative means of thinking about strategy formation that overcomes the
weaknesses that we have identified in the other views. That said, when we turn to the
literature on ISS formation, we find that the majority of this literature reflects a

Classical perspective.

2.4.2. CLASSICAL PERSPECTIVES OF ISS FORMATION

ISS literature shares much in common with the business strategy literature; not only are
there numerous definitions (Baets, 1992), but there is also diversity in perspectives

about how ISS comes about (Walsham, 1993; Jones, 1995; Scarborough, 1998).

First we must address what we mean by ISS. Lederer and Sethi (1992) argue that ISS
comprises two strands; one is concerned with identifying high-impact applications,
while the other focuses upon a process of "identifying a portfolio of computer based

applications to assist an organisation in executing its current business plans" (p. 70).
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These authors go on to claim that ISS involves an organisation selecting a methodology,
and undertaking a major study involving teams of staff. Furthermore Lederer and Sethi
(1992) identify eighteen reasons why ISS often fails, none of which explicitly mention
social or political problems. The problems they identify concern getting resources,
implementing the methodology, and getting leadership - the reasons why these factors
become problematic are not explored in any depth. This view is one that can be
categorised within a classical perspective, being one of many such views we see
reflected in ISS formation literature (e.g. Miller, 1988; Wiseman, 1988; Atkins, 1994,
Prince, 1994).

Much of the literature that addresses ISS formation exhibits characteristics of the
Classical perspective, where the authors present a view of ISS formation as a distinct,
deliberate process, with profit maximisation as the intention of those involved. A
number of authors do present ISS formation in systematic terms, with ISS practice
being presented as a process that consists of distinct steps, with formulation being
differentiated from a separate process termed implementation (e.g. Earl, 1989; Andreu
et al, 1992; Ward & Griffiths, 1996; Fidler & Rogerson, 1996; Robson, 1997). As we
have argued, we believe this is an unhelpful distinction, intimating as it does that there
is a distinct stage when ISS is formulated followed by a further distinct, and separate
stage when strategy is implemented. There is in this an inherent presumption of
sequence, and furthermore the concept of formulation carries with it connotations of a
systematic, rational approach. When we talk of ISS formation we are deliberately
distancing ourselves from the terms formulation and implementation. We use the term
formation to refer to a range of practice through which we see the development of ISS,
potentially in relation to a range of social phenomena and not just as a natural
organisational activity (Knights & Morgan, 1991; Jones, 1995), a view that is more
attuned to a systemic perspective of ISS formation. Works demonstrating a classical
perspective often focus upon producing a distinct output, for eXample: a focus upon the
production of an ISS plan (Premkumar & King, 1992; Flynn & Goleniewska, 1993); the
delivery of value to the business following integration with the business strategy
(Brown, 1994); the provision of better information with a view to enhancing business

competitiveness (Fray, 1993); the delivery of applications (Moynihan, 1990).

We note that numerous tools have been proposed to enable ISS to be formulated.

Examples of such tools and techniques include: value chain analysis (Porter & Millar,
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1985); strategic opportunities framework (Benjamin et al, 1984); strategic options
generator (Wiseman, 1988); opportunities matrix (Kettinger et al, 1995); strategic
information system planning framework (Ward & Griffiths, 1996). Some have bundled
many methods together into a toolkit approach (e.g. Hickey, 1993; Robson, 1997; Fidler
& Rogerson, 1996).

An example of this proliferation of tools for ISS formation is the work of Ward and
Griffiths (1996) who argue that, "..it should now be clear that information system
strategies must be developed within the context of the wider corporate and business
strategic planning process. In this way the investment in information systems and
technology throughout an organisation can be directed towards the achievement of
business objectives and goals." (Ward & Griffiths, 1996, p.47). The objective of ISS
formation as they see it lies in 'gaining competitive advantage' or 'repelfling]
competitive threat' (ibid., p.47). These authors present a view of ISS formation which is
outcome oriented, and which consists of a series of linear steps, which they set out in
the form of a strategic information systems planning framework (ibid.). Ward and
Griffiths (1996) claim that their framework is essential for the development of ISS, and
intimate that by following their framework an implementable ISS will be developed.
The problem we identify in such work is that the authors spend no time considering how
ISS formation actually comes about in organisations. Rather, it is assumed that formal
planning equates to ISS formation (see also for example: Andreu et al, 1992; Hickey,
1994). Furthermore, there is a clear assumption that there is a formal strategy process,
that is in an ontological sense, but do not question different conceptions that may exist
within organisational settings of either ISS or of activity associated with formation. This
represents a limited view of ISS formation, and such views do not offer people the
opportunity to think about the concept of ISS formation - instead they are presented

with a what to do recipe.

We are critical of the limited perspective of these classical views of ISS formation as a
formal, rational, planning activity (Scott-Morton, 1988; Waema & Walsham, 1990;
Galliers, 1991; Walsham, 1993; Knights & Murray, 1994). There are a range of noted
assumptions underpinning this perspective of ISS such as: that social relations are co-
operative, that resources are available as required, that objectives are known, that people
will be able to develop necessary aspects strategy in an objective manner, that there is a

clear appreciation and understanding of cause-effect relationships, and that there is
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enough information to enable the required activities to operate (Kling, 1987, Waema &
Walsham, 1990). Such assumptions inhabit a perspective based upon realism, where the
social world is seen as constituting hard, tangible and relatively immutable structures
that are perceived to' exist, with the social world viewed as being independent of any
one individual’s appreciation of it (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Pfeffer, 1981; Hirschheim
& Klein, 1989). One consequence is said to be that such a view tends to focus upon
information technology as a factor that determines organisational outcome (Coombs et
al, 1992). This is to the detriment of focussing upon the social practices surrounding the

development and application of such technology.

Galliers (1991) cautions against persisting with an overly optimistic, formal and rational
model of strategy formation, suggesting that different approaches are needed which
better reflect the ways in which ISS may come about (Galliers et al, 1994). This echoes
Kling (1987) who argues that social context and historical influences are either ignored
totally, or are expressed in a few simple formal relationships in studies inhabiting the
Classical perspective. Much of the ISS literature is solution oriented (Knights and
Murray, 1994), and takes too limited a perspective in seeking to address the
complexities surrounding ISS, in particular the need to consider power as a key
influence in relation to ISS (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Walsham, 1993; Sillince &
Mouakket, 1997). We therefore agree with the view that research into ISS is required
from perspectives that, "recognise the importance of behavioural contexts, such as the
existence of coalitions and multiple goal structures, political differences between

participants and negotiation in conflict situations" (Waema & Walsham, 1990, p.30).

Our argument is that a considerable amount of the literature on ISS formation presents a
view which is very limited. While some authors have considered ISS formation as more
emergent than planned (e.g.: Hopper, 1990; Ciborra, 1994), this has done little to break
the mould of the dominant formal-rational approach within ISS research in general. ISS
is persistently articulated as a discrete process in an objective sense, which proceeds in a
planned, linear manner. However, critiquing ISS formation literature is only the first
step. The problem with such literature stems from what they do not say, and from what
they do not include or seek to deal with in ISS formation in addition to what they do

say, which leads us to explore alternative perspectives.
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2.4.3. EXPLORING ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES OF ISS FORMATION

The perspective that a researcher has of a situation is a consequence of the researcher's
views on ontology and epistemology. By this we mean their assumptions about the
essence of the phenomena to be investigated, the nature of the world, and assumptions
about the grounds of knowledge, how we know what we know about that world. We
consider perspective to be something that is innate to the individual, and that it is only
through a process of reflection that researchers can begin to understand their own
approach to investigation. However, the point of this is that the view taken here is that
the perspective we adopt in research is a result of considered thought regarding the
nature of what is being attempted, the nature of the domain, and appropriate means of
investigation. In our view it is not a result of merely picking a perspective - a label - and

making the resulting account ‘fit’ with practice (Tsoukas, 1994).

Therefore, in thinking about reasons behind the predominance of a formal-rational view
of ISS formation, it is necessary to consider the stance of the researcher. This does not
necessarily mean that a researcher, or group of researchers will adopt a particular view
of ISS formation because it happens to suit their purpose. Rather, it implies that a
particular view of ISS formation will be articulated as a result of the beliefs and
assumptions that are held about the domain under investigation. In essence, such a view
of ISS formation will be inexorably bound up with the researcher's beliefs about the
nature of the world that they are investigating and the grounds of their knowledge of
that world. That many people articulate a Classical perspective of ISS formation is a
reflection of their understanding of the nature of ISS formation in the organisational

setting.

However, the point is not that views of ISS formation that exhibit a Classical
perspective are bad, and that we should therefore adopt another approach. Rather, we
contend that such a perspective does not adequately deal with the social complexity that
we have noted constitutes organisational settings, of which ISS formation activities are

part.
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In looking at the ISS literature, there are comparatively few authors who have reported
upon research in the area of ISS formation that develop alternative perspectives to the
Classical viewpoint. In this section we consider several empirically based contributions

that have sought to investigate perspectives other than the Classical view.

In defining ISS, we see alternative perspectives being explored by some authors,
although most agree with the ethos that ISS is concerned with a process of deciding
what to do with IS in furtherance of the aims of the organisational members as a whole
(Wilson, 1989; Baets, 1992). However, Reponen (1998) contends that ISS is "something
which is essentially a planning process in the minds of the decision makers, users and
developers of the system. It is supported by written reports and plans, but they are of
secondary importance" (p. 137). This suggests that ISS may not then be a formal,
identifiable process per se, but instead indicates a social element, and although not
discussed by Reponen, as something that is socially constructed, a view supported by
others (Knights & Murray, 1994; Scarborough, 1998). We therefore begin to see that
there are alternatives views concerning the nature of ISS, and find that these view

extend to differences in thinking about ISS formation.

Davies (1991) highlights the importance of social dimensions through which
organisation, as a collective social activity, can be explored in relation to ISS. Davies
reflects upon political activity as a key facet of the social complexity of organisation, an
area that much ISS related research has failed to acknowledge. In particular, the
concepts of power, context, and time, are noted as factors of importance in seeking to
make sense of what occurs with regard to ISS. Davies (ibid.) argues that an interpretive
approach is especially useful as a basis for enhancing understanding of ISS by giving
attention to facets of organisation that previous research have rarely acknowledged.
However, one weakness in Davies' work is that the issues of power, context, and time

are not explored in any depth.

A further weakness is that Davies (1991) does not discuss her conceptualisation of ISS.
On the one hand Davies' use of language about ISS suggests that her perspective can be
classified as a Classical view, for example when, "checking for a logical flow through
the necessary steps required to carry out the strategy" (1991, p.156), and that, "...the
army needs to allow its strategy to be implemented" (p.160). On the other hand though,

is her espousal of a view of life in organisational contexts as socially constructed, where
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she is concerned to address both the micro and the macro aspects of the socio-political
nature of organisational life. Such views would seem at face value to contradict one
another, however, it may be that Davies is acknowledging a certain amount of formality
to ISS while at the same time arguing that the strategy is embedded in the deeply

interwoven social systems to which Whittington (1993) refers.

In a similar vein, Waema and Walsham (1990) discuss the impact of social/political
power behaviour which they suggest forms part of ISS formation. The outcome of their
work, is to highlight the social complexity of IS related activities, and amongst these, of
ISS formation. They argue that power is implicit in ISS formation, noting a number of
manifestations of political behaviour, for example: IS as sources of power for the Chief
executive, power oriented behaviour of groups, changes in power distribution (pp.37-
38). In this work however, the authors do not adequately explain either their own
conception, or other theoretical views of power, something which we regard as a

weakness.

An empirically based assessment of ISS in organisations is provided by Walsham
(1993), who utilises an interpretive perspective that acknowledges the social complexity
of organisation. Mintzberg’s (1978) view of strategy formation as something that
emerges from a pattern in a stream of decisions is accepted by Walsham (1993) who
argues that ISS formation may well incorporate a sense of deliberate planning in
addition to an emergent quality. Walsham argues that,

“information systems in their organisational context have holographic
properties, in that their development and use could be taken to involve all
aspects of human life”(1993, p.7),

drawing attention to the social dimensions surrounding ISS, and hence the complexity
of the notion of ISS as an organisational activity. Walsham (1993) illustrates a move
beyond the Classical perspective on ISS, with ISS formation “viewed as a process of
continuous discourse” (Walsham, 1993, p.157), where communicants both provide, and
take meaning as part of an ongoing ISS process. We are given some indication of
Walsham's perspective from this; that is, to highlight the process of discourse is
indicative of a view that is sensitive to the socially constructed nature of peoples
activity in organisational settings. We see here the importance of language, vocabulary,
and degrees of participation, which are a means of contributing towards an enhanced

understanding of the nature of ISS formation. We also note the importance of social
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processes whereby ISS formation can be conceptualised as “involving a social process
of communication, learning, and negotiation both within and between individuals and

stakeholder groups” (Walsham, 1993, p.236).

One further point from Walsham's (1993) work is important to us here, and that is the
role of power that is referred to in his discussion of ISS. Power relations between
individuals are viewed as being closely tied to the continuous discourse which is central
to the formation of ISS (Walsham, 1993). Walsham notes that,

“the main messages are that power and its use in political activity pervade all
action and discourse in organisations, that the exercise of power is a continuous
process that has subtle local properties, and that local actions are linked in a
complex way to more general networks and institutional frameworks” (1993,
p-40).

Although the role of power is again highlighted in relation to ISS formation, Walsham

does not explore the concept in any depth.

The concept of power in relation to ISS is also discussed by Knights and Murray (1994)
in their empirical study of I.T. developments in the U.K. financial services industry.
They argue that one of the main problems with Classical views of ISS is the generally
unacknowledged political nature of such activity, with power relations being viewed as
a central ingredient of political activity. At the heart of this is their view that,

“power might be seen to infuse all organisational relationships such that rather
than being an exception or aberration from the norm, political activity is the
focal process through which organisations are sustained, reproduced or
transformed” (Knights & Murray, 1994, p.38, original emphasis).

Knights and Murray are unequivocal in their demand that more research into the social
and political dimensions of ISS in organisational life is required, and that in particular
we must address the central issue of power relations, through and within which so much
of organisational activity can be considered to be enacted (Pfeffer, 1981; Clegg, 1989).
They are equally adamant that the notion of IS in an organisational setting that is
perceived to be objective and rational is a redundant notion, given the socially
constructed nature of organisational settings, where politics is considered to be "the
motor of organisational life" (Knights & Murray, 1994, p.245). From such a standpoint
it is the socially constructed meanings attributed to IS, and to ISS that define the

significance of these concepts for those involved.

29



In a study of ISS formation, Jones (1995) utilises an in-depth case study method to
research in a District Health Authority. Jones' view of ISS is very similar to that of
Walsham as discussed above, where the concept of ISS formation can be considered to
encompass elements of both emergence and planning, but where the nature of ISS
formation can only be understood in relation to "the broader social phenomena" (Jones,
1995, p.121) within and through which organisational activities are embedded. In an
effort to understand and inform the social phenomena associated with ISS formation,
Jones argues that an analysis that addresses four concepts of learning at four levels is
appropriate: namely, "of strategic resources, of the strategy process, of the discourse of
strategy and of broader social discourse" (ibid. p.119). While Jones is keen to point out
that these levels of analysis do not form part of a "unified hierarchy of strategic action"
(p.121), they do he argues, "offer particular readings of the strategy process, based on
sometimes quite different assumptions about the nature of organisation and of social
activity. They may be seen as levels however in the sense that their focus is
progressively wider, from the internal, formal processes of an organisation to the
societal context within which it operates" (p.121). The findings of this study do however
highlight that ISS formation can be viewed as being embedded within the wider social
discourses that take place as part of organisational life (Knights & Morgan, 1991; Jones,
1995). Thus, in considering ISS formation in such terms, it is suggested that it is this
concept of discourse "that shapes the way in which organisational members see
themselves and their world and also constitutes the problems it claims to solve" (Jones,
1995, p.120). Despite this use of the notion of strategic discourse, Jones remains
wedded to an ontological view of strategy, despite the epistemological connotations that
the notion of strategic discourse implies. That is, it seems to us that the very notion of
strategic discourse intimates that people will participate and perceive strategy in
different ways as a consequence of their participation in parts of this discourse.
Therefore, Jones talks continually of the strategy process (1995) without questioning the

assumption that everyone identifies with a single process.

In addition, Jones (1995) has taken his four levels of analysis from authors with quite
markedly different perspectives of the nature of both strategy and of organisation, a
point which Jones does acknowledge but does not justify. The four approaches that
Jones adopts exhibit characteristics from all four of the views of strategy in
Whittington's (1993) classification which we discussed previously. The bringing

together of levels of analysis which embody such differences, that is, views which
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would seem to be divergent in terms of the ways of thinking about strategy formation is
not explained nor justified clearly by Jones (1995). While the levels of analysis
presented do represent developments in thinking about ISS in so far as they move
beyond a Classical view, it would have been helpful to have a more detailed discussion

of the theoretic bases of the work.

Despite this, Jones makes some interesting points, in particular that in considering ISS
formation we should not consider either the issue of resources, or process, or politics, or
the social discourse of strategy in an isolated manner, but should see them all as
interconnected. He argues that, "the way in which strategy facilitates and legitimates the
exercise of power was very much in evidence", and that, "information systems strategy
was central to [the] changes in power relationships" (p. 138). The point being made here
is that the link between ISS and way in which power is exercised is again evident, if in
this instance not explored. However, having made such observations, and highlighted
the role of power in the case a number of times, Jones does not address the concept, or
conceptualisations of power in any depth, concentrating instead upon the concept of
learning. Thus, power is raised as an issue in respect of ISS formation, but exploration

of that issue is left for others to take up.

Auer and Reponen (1997) adopt an action research approach to investigate ISS
formation in a food-agro/chemicals conglomerate. They note that ISS formation has
both predictable and unpredictable elements, but that what happens must be seen in the
light of the organisational setting. Whilst they do not address the issue of power, in
seeking to understand the context which they say is so important in shaping ISS
processes, they do highlight practices which raise barriers against learning in
organisational settings and which prevent "both the assimilation and quality utilisation
of IS" (ibid. p.42). They do not speculate as to what these practices might be, saying
that further research is necessary to address such issues. It is however surprising that
they do not consider that a more sociologically sensitive approach is needed to address

the micro-politics of ISS formation given their concern with the concept of learning.

This latter study stands in marked contrast to the previous four works (i.e. Davies,1991;
Walsham,l993; Knights & Murray, 1994; Jones, 1995) in that Auer and Reponen's
(1997) discussion of organisation and of strategy processes could be labeled as

distinctly Classical in perspective (Whittington, 1993). This is despite the authors
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apparent sensitivity to social complexity when declaring that action research is needed
to understand the contextual dependence of ISS (Auer & Reponen, 1997). While their
ability to explore issues such as power is more limited than the other authors that we
have addressed, we do see once again that political activities are regarded as present in
relation to ISS when such empirical studies begin to consider both the nature of

organisation and the concept of ISS in a more sociologically sensitive manner.

What we see therefore is that in the empirical studies referred to above, the authors
highlight that ISS formation is a complex social process, involving relationships and
interactions between a range of people. That is, ISS is perceived as a range of complex
phenomena, which goes beyond anything suggested by the apparent simplicity
embodied by literature inhabiting a more Classical perspective. Thus, it can be seen that
research conducted in a way that is more sociologically sensitive, within what
Whittington (1993) terms a Systemic view of strategy, suggests that we can unearth
layers of political activity in relation to ISS formation which traditional literature
adopting a more traditional, Classical perspective has rarely considered. The role of
political activity as an important facet of IS development is well documented
(Checkland, 1981; Mumford et al, 1985; Jayaratna, 1994) We have found that the
concept of power is raised time and again in relation to ISS by the studies evaluated, but
the authors do not pause to explore the concept of power in any depth, and with the
exception of Knights & Murray (1994) albeit that ISS formation is not their main focus,
do not evaluate their empirical material in terms of the role of power. We consider that

this is an omission which needs to be addressed.

The works that we have evaluated display perspectives which are alternatives to the
Classical viewpoint. While Davies (1991) displays some contradictions in her work,
each of the authors mentioned is sensitive to the social and political nature of
organisational settings. They indicate that far from being the result of a deliberate,
planned process, ISS in fact comes about in a far more messy way than the Classical
perspective would have us believe. Furthermore, in all cases, where intentions were
assessed, it was found that profit maximisation was not the sole goal of those involved
in considering ISS. For example, Walsham (1993) found that shifting the balance of
control to the centre was an important intention for those engaged in ISS formation;
while for Knights and Murray (1994) an intention was for IS staff to maintain their

position of apparent omniscience. In other words, we see a plurality of intended
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outcome in ISS, not necessarily because a certain number of intended outcomes are
chosen and then worked towards, but because if we accept that our understanding of
what happens is socially constructed, there are a range of perceptions and intentions

across the groups of people involved.

However, we also note another difficulty with some of the studies that we have
evaluated. Davies (1991), Walsham (1993), Auer & Reponen (1997) each continues the
assumption of the Classical perspective that strategy is a natural occurrence within
organisational settings, and that it is something that senior managers do to achieve a
desired end, this being a criticism of the Evolutionary and Processual perspectives also
(Knights & Morgan, 1991). The other two studies, Knights & Murray (1994) and Jones
(1995) are proponents of the view that ISS is a part of the broader social being of
organisational settings through which people engage and are engaged, and where
"strategy is seen as the skilled accomplishment of social actors rather than a ‘fact of
organisational life’" (Jones, 1995, p.121). This then suggests that the views associated
with a Systemic perspective (Whittington, 1993) on ISS formation are worthy of further

consideration.

There is then a gap in the literature: while Jones (1995) does address ISS formation in
some depth, using a single case study, he does so utilising a theoretical perspective
based upon learning. The other studies evaluated above, while addressing ISS
formation, tend to do so as a small part of a wider concern with ISS. It is worth noting
that a number of authors have made calls for research which focuses specifically upon
ISS formation (e.g.: Boynton & Zmud, 1987; Earl, 1993; Atkins, 1994; Lederer &
Salmela, 1996), and in particular, for in-depth research which provides a rich
understanding of both social practice and context (e.g.: Preston, 1991; Walsham, 1993;
Myers, 1997). At the same time, we require greater understanding of the practice of ISS
formation as a counter-balance to the Classical perspective of ISS formation, a
perspective which we have argued has severe limitations. Thus, there is a gap in the
literature for studies which consider alternatives perspectives when investigating in
depth the range of social practice associated with the concept of ISS formation.
Furthermore, we have noted that there is a related gap in the literature for studies which
explicitly address ISS formation in terms of power, this being a concept which is

referred to by a range of authors referred to above as being at the heart of political
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activity surrounding ISS formation practice and yet to date this remains an under-

researched area.

2.5. SUMMARY

This chapter critically evaluated literature in the area of ISS formation. A considerable
amount of the research in the area of ISS per se can be considered to exhibit a Classical
perspective, at the root of which is a functionalist view of organisational settings. We
have argued that such a view is but one perspective of the nature of organisations and of
information systems, and in our view leads to a limited account of the nature of ISS
formation. Viewing ISS formation as part of organisational activity, which in turn can
be understood in terms of social practice, brings to our attention political elements such
as power. In particular, we have argued that there is a gap in the literature for research
that examines ISS formation in detail focussing upon the concept of power. We have
noted that a number of studies in the area of ISS formation have reinforced the view that

the concept of power is one to which further attention should be given.

Chapter three evaluates the concept of power in relation to ISS formation, discussing an

investigative framework that informs our research.
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CHAPTER THREE - THE ROLE OF POWER IN
INFORMATION SYSTEM STRATEGY FORMATION

3.1. INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter evaluated literature in the area of ISS formation where we argued
that in-depth investigation was needed that moved beyond a classical perspective. In
considering alternative perspectives, we also noted from the literature that the concept
of power was raised a number of times as an influencing factor in the practice of ISS
formation. This chapter evaluates literature which has addressed issues of power in
relation to ISS. From this we discuss the investigative framework that we have used to
inform our fieldwork and analytic work. This framework incorporates a multi-
dimensional conceptualisation of power based upon the work of Hardy (1994, 1996),
which we argue provides a means for investigating ISS formation through focusing
upon the exercise of power. We conclude by arguing that it is important also to address
contextual issues, but not by viewing context as something separate and removed from
the social practice with which we are interested. Instead, we contend that using Kling’s
(1987) web metaphor we can explore situations in which contextual elements and social
practice are linked, and which are spatially and chronologically specific so as to be

distinct from other situations.

3.2. POWER IN ORGANISATIONS

Despite the importance of power to the understanding of organisational settings
(Mintzberg, 1983), power as a topic has been regarded as conspicuous by its absence
from literature on organisations (Hardy & Clegg, 1996). We can identify three reasons
for the absence of the topic in literature: firstly, because social science literature regards
the concept as problematic; secondly, because not only is it hard to say what power is,
there are competing perspectives of power, the more popular of which seem to be
attractive because they conform to traditional assumptions of rationallity in
organisations; and thirdly, because the practice of management is uncomfortable with

the implications of power as a factor in what managers do (Pfeffer, 1981).
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The attempts of rational management theory to adequately explore the concept of power
has been criticised as unrepresentative of practice in organisational settings (Mintzberg,
1983; Clegg, 1989), not least because of the assumption that rational choices are made
in settings of consensual equilibrium in organisations (Parsons, 1951). However, while
there is a danger of concentrating upon issues of definition, rather than attempting to
explore the nature, and/or role of power in practice (Levine and Rossmore, 1995), it is

nonetheless important to determine the nature of the concept being addressed.

Most definitions in organisational literature (Pfeffer, 1981) revolve around a view
highlighted in Dahl's (1957) view of power as the ability that someone has to get another
person or persons to do something that they would not otherwise have done, which
intimates a person's ability to secure their will even against resistance (Weber, 1968).
Wrong (1979) argues that, "Power is the capacity of some persons to produce intended
and foreseen effects on others" (p.2). While still locating power firmly with the agent,
Wrong is careful to distinguish his definition from social action per se. In doing this, he
suggests that it is the intent and foreseeing of effects that is important. He contends that
to include unforeseen and unintended effects of an individual's action on others as an
exercise of power would mean that this would make any social activity an exercise of
power. This would mean that, power would not be seen as just a concept but as the key
concept when looking at organisations (Wrong, 1979). We see in each of these
definitions the idea that power is a capacity of an individual, having power over another.
Thus, power can be considered episodic through the explicit act of an agent through the
exercise of power , but also it may be considered as dispositional in relation to it being a
capacity to exercise (Wrong, 1979; Clegg, 1989). This begins to lead us to question
whether an exercise of power comes from within an individual, or is shaped and

mediated by factors external to the individual (Clegg, 1989; Fincham, 1992).

This is something considered by Giddens (1976, 1984) who locates power at the centre
of the action/structure debate in his structuration theory. Here, Giddens attempts to
resolve the action/structure duality by considering the ways in which action is shaped by
structure (rules and resources) but where structure is produced and reproduced by action
(Giddens, 1976). For Giddens, (1976) “‘Power’ in [a] relational sense is a property of

interaction, and may be defined as the capability to secure outcomes where the
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realisation of these outcomes depends upon the agency of others” (p.111). Thus, here
the notion of power is extended beyond the idea of power as an individualistic facet, and
can be considered as a dimension of interpersonal relationships, a view reinforced

elsewhere (e.g. Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer, 1981).

The use a simple analogy will help explain our view. In our perspective a person
standing alone on a desert island does not have power in a social sense, and there can be
no exercise of power. In our view it is only when one or more additional people are
present on the island that issues of power become relevant, but even then we do not
believe that power is inherent to any one person; instead we believe that the exercise of
power becomes meaningful only in the context of the relations between the people. Thus

for us power is seen as a phenomena of social interaction.

We agree with the sentiments expressed in the view that power is “a force that affects
outcomes” (Hardy, 1996, p.3) and that, “power is a relation in which the actions of some
people have an effect on the actions of others” (Knights and Wilmott, 1999, p.166),
because of the acceptance of a relational element and notion of effect upon outcomes.
This suggests to us that power in organisations has a social construction element to it,
founded in relations in which the actions of some people may be perceived to have
impact on the actions of others. In this view the relational dimension of the phenomena
is made explicit, but equally it is not necessarily the case that an exercise of power will
be against someone’s interests, nor that the exercise of power will meet resistance or
involve conflict. In this view, power need not just be seen as a negative influence, or as
something which is always expressed in terms of power over someone (Hardy, 1994).
Rather, power can also be seen as a liberating, and positive phenomena (Knights &
Wilmott, 1999), where the exercise of power can be expressed in terms of the the power
to do something. This view of power also accepts that the concept of power can be
viewed as something that is both socially constructed and contested (Bloomfield &
Coombs, 1992; Brown, 1998), and which is something which can be grasped only
relationally, as a network of force relations which is ever present (Clegg, 1989;

Fincham, 1992; Hardy & Clegg, 1996; Introna, 1997).

That said, to focus excessively upon what power is deflects attention away from

questions such as, how power works and by what mechanisms (Knights & Vurdubakis,
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1994). Consequently, in addition to defining power, research in organisational settings
should seek to, “use the concept of power to reveal the complexity and multi-
dimensionality of the phenomenon” (Hardy, 1994, p.220). The point about such
definitions of phenomena in the social world of organisations is that in our view they
cannot be absolute truths, they can not be seen as either universally correct or incorrect
because of the different ways in which people can perceive and attribute meaning to
what happens; hence, we contend that in seeing power as a concept that is socially
constructed, we must accept that people will conceptualise power in different ways.
Thus, having set out our view of power, we must now direct our effort towards

explaining the mechanisms, or workings, of power in organisational settings.

Clegg (1989) argues that we can examine power by thinking of it in terms of circuits,
and identifies three such circuits: the episodic circuit refers to the intermittent agency
based exercise of power; the facilitative circuit (or, system integration) refers to
techniques of domination arising through conditions of empowerment and
disempowerment; the dispositional circuit (or, social integration) refers to the "fixing or
refixing of relations of meaning and of membership" (p.224). Central to this framework
are obligatory pasage points which represent the points at which new meanings are fixed
in the circuits of social and system integration having disturbed the circuits (Introna,
1996). The problem we find with Clegg's (1989) framework is that although obligatory
passage points are said to be central to the argument, we are not given any clear means
of indentifying them. We remain unconvinced by Introna's (1996) attempt to use the
circuits of power framework, which while claiming to have identfied obligatory passage

points (e.g. p.142), remains vague as to what they are and how they may be identified.
Mintzberg (1983) argues that we can examine the exercise of power in terms of internal

and external coalitions which give rise to six power configurations in the form of a

number of metaphors. These are:
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The Instrument - where the organisation is seen as an instrument of a dominant
external coalition, where control is predominantly exercised through
bureaucratic means. Internal coalitions tend towards bureacratic modes of
operation.

The Closed System- Internal coalition is very similar to that of The Instrument,
but faces no focussed power from an external coalition; instead, faces passive
control from a range of influencers.

The Autocracy - External coalition dispersed and passive, as with The Closed
System, but internally all power focuses upon the chief executive giving tight
control.

The Missionary - Being dominated by ideology external influence becomes
viewed as passive, and The Missionary tends to seek to influence those in its
environment. The internal coalition coalesces around ideologically driven goals,
with members given freedom to make decisions.

The Meritocracy - Power is focused on expertise, with an internal coalition
based upon professionalism. Different forms of professionalism give rise to
internal political activity, but external influence becomes seen as passive as it is
dealt with by the professional experts.

The Political Arena - Conflict characterises both the external and internal
coalitions. Political pressures come from a divided group of external influencers,
while political activity is high amongst factionalised internal groups.

These configurations may be investigated by focussing upon those influencers who seek
to control actions within organisational settings, together with the means or systems of
influence which they seek to use (Mintzberg, 1983). What we look for in terms of
activity and in terms of means or systems of influence is less clear. While we think that
the configurations are a potentially useful means of thinking about power in
organisational settings in addition to the limitations noted above, Mintzberg (1983) does
not discuss the possibility that we could conceive of a system of power relations within
which the interaction between both internal and external coalitions takes place.
Mintzberg's argues that the main basis for deriving his power configurations is "the
relationship between external and internal power" (1983, p.295). The internal coalition
is made up of internal influencers, the full-time employees of the organisation
(Mintzberg, 1983). The external coalition is made up of those external influencers such
as employee associations, associates, owners, and publics - governmental agents, special
interest groups, purveyors of pubic interest - who endeavour to influence outcomes by

bringing forces to bear on organisational activity (ibid.).
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The distinction between internal and external raises questions which Mintzberg does not
answer, for example: in differentiating internal from external, does it matter whether
people distinguish internal from external in the same way; what about where power may
be said to straddle the internal/external divide, as with trade union representation in an
organisation for example, or with consultants; does it matter where the researcher places
the boundary? In our view, Mintzberg's view of a commonly understood organisational
boundary, with internal and external power either side of it, denotes a functionalist view
of organisation (Burrell & Morgan, 1979), which we see as a limited perspective, as
argued in Chapter Two. Furthermore, Mintzberg's (1983) explanation of five bases of
power revolves around the manipulation of and abilities to access resources or expertise.
However, the meanings that people have and the possibility that people may seek to
influence such meaning, the use of symbols, and the affect of cultural factors are all
issues which may be relevant to an exercise of power (Morgan, 1986). Thus, while the
configurations of power give us a means of thinking about the exercise of power at a
macro-level of analysis, we need some means of exploring the exercise of power that
takes account of micro-political issues such as symbolism, culture, meaning, and a

system of power relations (Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994).

Given the preceding discussion, we argue that the work of Hardy (1994; 1996; Hardy &
Redivo, 1994; Hardy & Dougherty, 1997) is valuable in providing a means for exploring
the exercise of power. Hardy (1994, 1996) argues that this multi-dimensional
conceptualisation of power is central to understanding strategic action in organisational
settings. Hardy has proposed a framework for investigating strategy related issues in
organisational settings which conceptualises power along four dimensions as a means of
investigating the exercise of power. We can differentiate between the notion of a
concept (in this case of power) and a view - or conception - which can be termed a
dimension (based upon Rawls [1972]; see Lukes, 1974, p.27). Whereas people may be
in agreement regarding a concept of power, they may then vary in how they
conceptualise, or rather what set of principles they ascribe to, that notion of power.
There is not one ultimate conception, or set of principles about power, awaiting
discovery, rather, given the socially contested nature of the concept, interpretations are
bound to vary, and indeed to develop in different ways over time (Lukes, 1974).
Therefore, dimensions can be thought of as differing views, or conceptualisations, about

a central concept of power. Hardy (1994, 1996) has developed this thinking further, by
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exploring the way in which we may think about the exercise of power. We regard this as

valuable, as given our understanding of power as a social construction in organisations,

we now have a means through which we can explore various dimensions of the exercise

of power. We have used this framework as the basis for our enquiry, and our amended

framework shown below in Table 3.1.:

Power of
Resources:
1st Dimension

Power of
Processes:
2nd Dimension

Power of
Manipulation of
Perception:

3" Dimension

Power of the
System:
4th Dimension

Focus upon
view that
power can be
exercised
through:

Management of
resources: physical,
financial, human;
this includes ability
to hire and fire,
rewards,
punishments,
funding, authority,
expertise.

Management of
levels of access to
and participation
in decision-
making processes
and agendas.

Manipulation of
perception through
use of: images,
symbols, rituals,
language, norms,
values, ceremonies,
stories.

Web of power
relations in which
individual
constructions of
reality and
organisational
setting are
embedded;
differential effects
evolve over time.

This dimension
is a challenge
to:

Elitism: views of
power as
concentrated in the
hands of the few -
i.e. this view
considers that
power does not
automatically rest
with an elite but

Pluralism:
assumption of
equal access to
decision arenas &
agendas - i.e. this
view considers
that some may be
prevented from
accessing, or

Behaviourism:
assumption that
power is used only
in response to
conflict - i.e. this
view considers that
overt conflict is not
a necessary
precondition for

Sovereign power:
view that power is
in the control of
people - i.e. this
view considers
that people
operate within an
already and
always operable

visible.

less visible.

often invisible.

with those able to participating. exercise of power. web of power

control resources. relations.
Exercise of Intended, Intended, Intended, Not intended, not
power: deliberate, causal, deliberate, causal, | deliberate, causal, deliberate,

arbitrary, invisible
& persuasive; may
subordinate some
while privileging
others. This view
forms a backdrop
to other three
dimensions.

Contribution to
understanding
of exercise of
power

Multiple groups
influence decision
making; focus is
upon use of
resources.

Prevention of
access or
participation to
suppress
opposition.

Use of manipulation
of perception to
prevent opposition,
move towards
desired outcome.

Inability to
control power:
power embedded
in system;
problem of
resistance.

Table 3.1. A Framework for Understanding Power in Organisations (adapted from:
Hardy, 1994; Hardy, 1996; Phillips, 1997)

Hardy (ibid.) attempts to provide a way of seeing in organisational situations, with a
view to “peeling back the layers of power” (p.234). In focusing upon "the relationship
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between individuals, the organisational context within which individuals interact, and
the societal context of the organisation" (Phillips, 1997, p. 44), this framework provides
a means of investigating the intricate weave of power and influence in organisations.
Some means of addressing the complexity envisioned through this web of power is
central to the nature of strategy in organisations (Knights & Morgan, 1990) and has been
referred to in studies of ISS formation (Davies, 1991; Walsham, 1993; Jones, 1995).

Hardy’s (1994, 1996) approach takes account of and develops theoretical perspectives
on power that have been proposed over a number of decades, and in particular is
focused upon strategic action in organisational settings. This framework is useful
because of the way in which it provides for a multi-dimensional analysis of power that

can be applied in research studies (Phillips, 1997).

The framework addresses an area that has been subject to criticism in previous views of
power, this being the focus that has been placed upon the activity of individuals, or
human agency (Clegg, 1989). In literature that refers to power in social settings, the
concept of human agency has often been discussed in relation to notions of structure
(Lukes, 1974; Giddens, 1976, 1984) . That is, that there has been considerable debate as
to whether power results from human activity, or whether power results from social
structures within which activity is located and indeed shaped. This reference to
structures is not intended to intimate solid, physical artefacts. Instead, the notion of
structure can be considered in Giddens’ (1979) terms as social rules and procedures
which give shape to, and for Giddens, are in turn shaped by, practices - in fact, a

dualistic approach.

The question is, does Hardy address notions of agency and structure, given the above
mentioned criticism of earlier views on power which the four dimensions framework is
supposed to address? Implicitly Hardy does seek to reconcile these views by
incorporating the 4th dimension. Here, Hardy is suggesting that it is valuable to think of
a further dimension to the exercise of power, namely in terms of system power, where
the, "power of the system produces advantages or disadvantages without the active and
conscious intervention of any actor" (Phillips, 1997, p.44). Where other analyses of
power have emphasised the action or inaction of individuals, the addition of this fourth

dimension adds to such analyses by allowing consideration of the exercise of power in

42



terms of the social system within which ISS formation is enmeshed. This is in effect
proposing a consideration of the underlying social structures that lies beyond the action
of any one individual, meaning that such rules and resources to which Giddens (1976)
refers are not directly attributable to the activity of individuals. Rather, such structure
represents properties of a social system which are drawn upon by human beings, but
which at the same time are both produced and reproduced through such activity

(Walsham, 1993).

However, it does not mean that such structure exists only in an idealist form solely
through interaction of individuals. Rather, "that relations between individuals and other
forms of collective agency are constituted in relatively enduring ways which routinely
constrain and enable differential opportunities for action and inaction on the part of
those agencies" (Clegg, 1989, p.145). Hence, in thinking about the nature of a social
system in this way it can be envisaged that both social action and social structure are
entwined in the production and reproduction of the situation. Outcome is thus a
consequence of both social action and social structure, contextualised at a point in time
and space, but taking into account the view that structure has some enduring quality to it
(Clegg, 1989). It is the interdependency between these factors that has too often been
ignored in research associated with ISS, and indeed this reinforces our view that the

need to attend to context is vital in such research.

From our look at general literature looking at power in organisations, we have argued
that a perspective that looks at multiple conceptualisations of power is valuable as a
means of structuring our thinking, bearing in mind the relational perspective of the
phenomenon that we have found support for. We can now turn to consider the ways in

which power has been viewed in IS literature.

3.3. CONCEPTS OF POWER IN IS LITERATURE

3.3.1. AGENCY VIEWS OF POWER IN IS LITERATURE

Power has been raised as an issue of importance in improving our understanding of ISS

by several authors (Davies, 1991; Walsham, 1993; Knights & Muray, 1994; Jones 1995;

Introna, 1997), although literature that has specifically addressed the concept of power
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in relation to ISS formation is less numerous. Some authors have addressed the role of
power in relation to systems development and implementation efforts (Markus, 1983;
Hirschheim & Newman, 1988; Newman & Noble, 1990; Levine & Rossmoore, 1995;
Myers, 1995; Cavaye & Christiansen, 1996), and it is to such work that we can now turn
in order to clarify our understanding of the concept of power and the ways in which such

a concept may be investigated.

Within some of the literature we note some seeming contradictions that begin to hint at
difficulties surrounding a concept of power. For example, Levine and Rossmoore (1995)
claim that power is exercised by individuals, while Cavaye and Christainsen (1996)
argue that power is not exercised by individuals but is a function of relationships
between people. Another contradiction occurs with Levine and Rossmoore (1995)
claiming that power cannot be exercised by groups of people, while Markus (1983)
argues that organisational subunits (groups of people) can exercise power. A final
contradiction occurs when Markus (1983) argues that no individuals or groups own
power, whilst Cavaye and Christansen develop a relative power rating (1996, p.230) of
either high/medium/low to denote the power that various organisational sub-groupings
have. 1t is a little ironic that these latter authors also caution against the rating and
ranking of issues associated with IT implementation, before going on to provide their
own rating of power in relation to IT implementation. However, there is more to this
than apparent contradictions between papers in the IS field, because these differences in
perspective can be understood in terms of a more fundamental diversity in thinking

about power.

The effects of introducing IT into organisations have been researched by Pettigrew
(1973), who argues that access to, and the ability to control, information represents a
resource that people (in this case systems analysts and programmers) can use to gain
power. Thus in such a view, power is something which rests with individuals, and which
can be won or lost. A number of other studies of IT implementation have reinforced
such a perspective (Markus, 1983; Markus & Pfeffer, 1983; Levine & Rossmoore, 1995;
Cavaye & Christiansen, 1996). Despite the apparent commonality in focus of interest
upon IT implementation, views of power evidenced by the respective authors differ
considerably. One means of exploring some of these differences within the literature is

to consider three differing perspectives: where power is a capacity of the individual,
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where power is exercised through systems and structures; and where power is exercised

through behaviour.

The first perspective is that which considers power to be something which is a capacity
of people, a facet that resides with and is exercised by the individual (Pettigrew, 1973;
Levine & Rossmoore, 1995). Such a view suggests that people have power, which they
then exercise over others, or conversely if they do not have power then it is exercised
over them. Power is seen as a thing, with causal effects, and which is a possession
(Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992). Power is seen as a struggle for control over an object,
often for control of resources, for example in terms of finance, role, control of physical
assets, expertise. The role of IS has been noted in this area as contributing to the
resources to which people may lay claim and seek to make use of (Pettigrew, 1977;
Winfield, 1991). The focus therefore is upon a source-locus of power (Sillince &
Mouakeket, 1997) which entails conflict, and such a view has been described as a zero-
sum view of power (Fincham, 1992). This means that where. one person gains power
another loses it — hence, zero-sum. Those researchers who conceptualise power in terms
of actual behaviour in making decisions, suggest a view that sees the locus of power
residing with the victor in a decision situation that entails a conflict of interests, often
considering power in relation to the control of resources (e.g. Hickson et al, 1971;
Narayanan & Fahey, 1982). Thus, people are deemed to exercise power through the
manipulation or utilisation of resources which others depend upon to some degree or
other, and hence influence decision making. Such resources included: information,
expertise, political access, credibility, stature and prestige, access to higher echelon

members, control of money, rewards and sanctions (Pettigrew, 1973; Hardy &

Dougherty, 1997).

There are though some difficulties with a view where power is assumed to be derived
from sources who are intentional agents, and where power is assumed to be located.
Firstly, such a view assumes that if power is associated with intentional actions of
individuals, then power is only evident where we have such intentional actions being
undertaken, typically in decision making environments (Clegg, 1989). Similarly,
without an evident locus of power, for example as demonstrated by the absence of
evident conflict, then power is presumed not to be exercised (Kling, 1980). Studies that

conceptualise power solely within this perspective focus upon decisions that are made,
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and hence no account is taken of those issues that have been ignored, pushed to one
side, or sidelined, for whatever reason. Thus, this view concerns itself with concrete
instances of power being exercised in the form of a decision being made, through the
deployment of resources that are important to one or other of the parties. A problem
considering power only in terms of resource manipulation is that what may be
considered to be a basis of power in one context may not be in another; hence,
contextualisation of such discussion becomes critical in giving such a discussion any
meaning. Furthermore, in considering actual decision making, those looking at this area
can be criticised because of the assumption that any exercise of power is confined to
such situations, and that all people have equal potential to participate in decision making

situations (Hardy, 1994).

Despite the problems inherent with such a view, the idea that power is seen as
something that an individual has, a capacity to exercise power, which can be located,
and indeed mapped as changes in the balance of power alter over time, has dominated

the literature on organisations (Hardy & Clegg, 1996).

The second perspective sees power as lying in organisational processes, not in people,
where giving attention to systems and structures is central to understanding the bases of
power (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992). It has been suggested that one way in which we
can understand power is in terms of information systems and the affects that they have
upon associated organisational structures (Kling, 1980; Cavaye & Christiansen, 1996),
and through which people attain desired outcomes, particularly in consolidating the
position of those already in strong positions through providing another resource to
which they can lay claim (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992). The symbolic aspects of IT in
this view are also highlighted, in potentially indicating to other groups that decisions are
in progress, or in suggesting that certain people are more influential in view of their use
of, or close association with IT (Kling, 1980; Markus, 1983). These views are also
recognisable in contributions from the literature on organisational strategy formation
where power is discussed in terms of organisational structures and how best to distribute

power around the organisation amongst such structures (Mintzberg, 1983).

The expression of power within this view is typically concerned with structures and

systems surrounding processes of decision-making. Within these processes a range of
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political routines and procedures are enmeshed which may be utilised to influence
decision outcomes (Hardy & Dougherty, 1997). This is where outcomes can be
influenced by dominant groups or individuals through political manipulation of
procedures surrounding decision processes, and participation in or access to such
activities (Hardy, 1996). Non-decision making is often perceived as a means by which
dominant people maintain the status quo, as it can be seen as a way of maintaining
existing biases in the associated processes. Such a view, “allows for consideration of the
ways in which decisions are prevented from being taken on potential issues over which
there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as embodied in express
policy preferences and sub-political grievances” (Lukes, 1974, p20, original emphasis).
There are other reasons that may lie behind the manipulation of processes though.
Firstly, less dominant groups may be able to use the procedures to their advantage, and
secondly those with power may seek to alter the status quo by allowing others to
participate and to impact upon agendas (Hardy, 1994). This represents a broadening of
the concept of process power, illustrating how the powerful and the powerless may be
advantaged. This view possess similarities to the earlier view, in that it regards non-
decision making in much the same way as it does decision making, that is as something

concrete, overt and observable (Lukes, 1974).

A third perspective may be described as being behavioural, being associated with power
that can be understood in terms of behaviour of people, for example where IS staff
exercise power over non-IS users (Markus & Bjorn-Andersen, 1987), or where changes
in IS management's behaviour can overcome resistance to change in IS strategy
initiatives (Auer & Reponen, 1997). Thus, in this view power can be understood in
terms of the behaviours of and relationships between people, in particular the
overcoming of opposition or resistance, often where the intervention of a powerful actor
is crucial in bringing about the change in state (Pfeffer, 1981). One further aspect of this
view is that as a result of the exercise of power some people act in a way that they
would not otherwise have done (Markus & Bjorn-Anderson, 1987). As Bloomfield and
Coombs (1992) observe, such a view is not without its problems, in particular in
assessing just what someone would otherwise have done were it not for the exercise of
power. For example, Pettigrew (1972, 1985a) views power as being the ability to
achieve outcomes that are in line with individuals perceived interests. There is a

presumption within such a view that the exercise of power has acted against the real
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interests of the people concerned, but the problem is in determining exactly what those
real interests might be. This is problematic because it not only assumes that people have
real interests as distinct from those that were actually served by a particular intervention,
but also because there is an assumption that those interests can be determined. We could
make judgements about what an individuals real interests may be, but then such views
could not be validated, given that the situation in which real interests were exercised had
not arisen. A fundamental problem in such views is the belief that real interests exist
separately from the power in action (Knights & Wilmott, 1999), and that it is when
power is exercised that these interests are either made clear, obscured, or circumvented
in some way. We do not subscribe to this view; rather we perceive interest to be

interwoven with the operation of power and to flow from such interactions.

In each of the views above, power is discussed in terms of a rather mechanical, but
nonetheless person based, or agency, perspective (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Introna,
1997; Brown, 1998). This means that power is viewed as being located with the
individual, in clear cause and effect terms, that is as something people do to bring about
a specific outcome. The exercise of power by someone that has caused people to do
something they otherwise would not have done can be described as a deterministic
account of power, a view which has been criticised as being too restricted to take
account of the varied way in which power is exercised in practice (Clegg, 1989; Knights
& Morgan, 1991). Furthermore, in each of the perspectives there is a presumption that
through the exercise of power someone is advantaged while someone is disadvantaged;
that there are the powerful and the powerless. Such a view can be seen as lacking
explanatory capabilities, as we have to ask how those who we may regard as the
powerful came to be seen in such a way, and how they maintain their position relative to
what happens around them. This leads us to a relational perspective of power
(Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Brown, 1998), which challenges some of the
preconceptions underpinning an agency view of power, and is an area to which we now

turn our attention.

48



3.3.2. A RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON POWER IN IS LITERATURE

Within IS literature we see views about the exercise of power that both challenge and go
beyond the agency perspective discussed above. For example, the exercise of power can
be understood as exercised in relations between people (Bloomfield & Coombs; 1992;
Introna, 1997; Brown, 1998). This view argues that, "the key to understanding resides in
thinking of power as a phenomenon which can be grasped only relatibnally. It is not a
thing, nor is it something people have in a proprietorial sense. They possess power only
as far as they are relationally constituted as doing so" (Clegg, 1989, p.207). In this
relational view, power is not seen as being in any one place or as something that people
have, but is dispersed and enacted through the range of relational interactions between

people.

This view addresses the problem in establishing real interests noted previously by
arguing that interests are established through relations — and that interests do not
therefore pre-exist relations (Foucault, 1980). It argues against “a belief that power
determines choice and change as if the intentions of the powerful were directly
coincident and continuous with their effects” (Knights & Morgan, 1991, p.268). The
problem then is in seeing power solely in a cause-effect sense whereby someone through
their possession of power eventually brings about a change in someone else's behaviour,
to act or fail to act in a particular way. This is not in keeping with what is found in work
situations very often where a considerable amount of what occurs results from activity
that had other intentions, and hence renders deterministic accounts inadequate (Knights
& Morgan, 1991). In other words, it is difficult to single out a single cause-effect
relationship. That is not to say that such a view of power is wrong per se, but rather that
it is limited. In an effort to resolve these limitations, some authors have concentrated
upon other means of understanding relational forms of power. One view has been to
address discursive practices; the “discourses, ways of thinking and speaking, instituted
within organisational practices — which define the way in which subjects see the world
and themselves and thereby discipline those subjects (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992,
p-467). This expresses a desire to understand the dominant views and associated

meanings through what people say and the knowing that they are able to express.
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Sillince and Mouakket (1997) highlight the relational nature of power, in exploring the
operation of political processes in a systems development. Here they refer to five
different perspectives on power which they argue can be utilised as a means of
enhancing understanding of power, which they argue should be regarded as a complex
phenomenon. The five perspectives on power utilised are: a zero-sum view, where
power is a capacity which is exercised in a win-lose fashion; a processual view, where
power is exercised through processes surrounding resource exchanges; an organisational
view, where power is exercised through the structures and roles; a structurally
constrained view, where power is exercised from the wider society to constrain
behaviour in organisations; and finally a socially shaped view which they also term a
socially constructed view (Sillince and Mouakkett, 1997). They argue that it is valuable
to explore power through several dimensions as a means of explaining the richness of
the concept in action. By combining perspectives, where each enlarges upon and
encapsulates the preceding view, the multi-dimensional nature of power is addressed.
This is based upon the premise that any one of the perspectivés chosen does not of itself

allow for adequate exploration of the concept.

Despite this however, there are certain areas of their work which require clarification.
For example, Sillince and Mouakket (1997) initially define power in terms that include
viewing power as an individual capacity and as something that involves conflict. They
do not clarify this definition, although they later contradict this definition by claiming
that power can also be seen as something that is socially constructed. It would therefore
seem to us unfortunate that they do not use this opportunity to reflect upon and to clarify
their view of power. Furthermore, whilst Sillince and Mouakkett (1997) claim that the
five perspectives they identify develop from one another, they do not adequately explain
how they are related. Each is discussed in isolation, apparently unconnected to either the
preceding or to the following perspectives. They incorporate a fifth perspective, which
.they term socially shaped power. However, here they display their confusion in using
the terms social shaping and social construction, which they seem to regard as
synonymous despite their association with different theoretic views (Knights & Murray,
1994). Finally, we are not convinced that the way in which they seek to simultaneously
hold five different views about the nature of power is defensible given the problems
noted earlier. Sillince and Mouakkett (1997) not only seek to explore the exercise of

power through the five views, but also argue that each of the views is grounded in a
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theoretically different understanding about the very nature of power. To illustrate, in
their zero-sum view, power is seen as a capacity of the individual, while in their social
shaping view power is a social construction. To us it would seem preferable for them to
state how they understand the nature of power in organisational settings, and then to
explore various ways in which the exercise of power can be investigated. This highlights
the necessity of establishing our view of the phenomena in question, and then to

consider ways in which we can seek to address that phenomenon.

We have now seen a range of viewpoints on power: from views which see power as a
capacity of the individual to be exercised as and when the person sees fit, and normally
over someone else; through to views where power is seen as something that does not
reside within individuals, but rather something which can only be understood in terms of
relational interactions between people. While there are numerable viewpoints, we have
not argued that one is better than the others, but rather we have shown how each
successive view has widened understanding of both the nature of power and the exercise
of power. In this sense we do agree with Sillince and Mouakkett (1997), who argue that
the complex and multi-dimensional nature of power in operation in organisational
settings requires us to address power from a number of levels, effectively incorporating
several perspectives. Therefore, we would argue that use of the framework proposed in
Table 3.1. presents an opportunity to address some of the limitations seen in ISS

literature.

34. IMPLICATIONS OF OUR FRAMEWORK FOR
RESEARCHING ISS FORMATION

We now move on to consider different ways that we can conceptualise the exercise of

power based upon the work of Hardy (1994, 1996) in relation to ISS formation.

Hardy (1994) has developed the framework (See Table 3.1.) from a strong tradition of
work in the organisation theory domain, where in particular the work of Lukes (1974)
has been used to inform debates on power in organisational contexts (Clegg, 1989). We

now discuss each of the dimensions in the framework.
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3.4.1. THE POWER OF RESOURCES - A FIRST DIMENSION

In much of the IS and management literature which looks at issues surrounding power,
the views expressed about power reflect the ways in which people manipulate resources
and has been termed a behavioural perspective (Clegg, 1989; Bloomfield & Coombs,
1992; Fincham, 1992; Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994; Brown, 1998). We term this as the
first dimension. Those researchers who conceptualise power in terms of actual
behaviour in making decisions, presume that the locus of power resides with the victor
in a decision situation that entails a conflict of interests, often considering power in
relation to the control of resources (e.g. Hickson et al, 1971; Narayanan & Fahey, 1982).
Thus, actors are deemed to exercise power through the manipulation or utilisation of
resources which others depend upon to some degree or other, and hence influence
decision making. Such resources included: information, expertise, political access,
credibility, stature and prestige, access to higher echelon members, control of money,
rewards and sanctions (Pettigrew, 1973; Hardy & Dougherty, 1997; Sillince &
Mouakkett, 1997).

One problem with work that conceptualises power solely within this dimension is that in
studying decisions that are made, no account is taken of those issues that are ignored,
pushed to one side, or sidelined, for whatever reason. Thus, this dimension is concerned
with concrete instances of power being exercised in the form of a decision being made,
through the deployment of resources that are important to one or other of the parties. We
must look therefore for instances related to ISS formation where resources are deployed

and the associated perceived influence on decision making from any of those involved.

A problem considering power only in terms of resource manipulation is that what may
be considered to be a basis of power in one context may not be in another; hence,
contextualisation of such discussion becomes critical in giving such a discussion any
meaning. For example, introduction of IT may well be seen.to affect the balance of
power between groups in a department, but as Willcocks and Mason (1987) note when
regarding a medical IS, we cannot assume that the same IT introduced into another
department will have any affect on power relations. Furthermore, we must be wary of

any assumption that all those people in the situation have equal potential to participate
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in the decision making (Hardy, 1994). It is the inadequacies of viewing power solely in

terms of this view that lead us to consider an additional perspective.

3.4.2. THE EXERCISE OF POWER THROUGH PROCESSES - A SECOND
DIMENSION

It is possible to address the limitation of the first dimension by attempting to study non-
decision making (Bachrach & Lawler, 1980). This dimension remains essentially
behavioural in perspective, as it regards non-decision making in much the same way as
it does decision making, that is as something concrete, overt and observable (Lukes,
1974). Lukes argues that work within this dimension, “allows for consideration of the
ways in which decisions are prevented from being taken on potential issues ové'f“w?ich
there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as embodied in exp;‘ess
policy preferences and sub-political grievances” (Lukes, 1974, p.20, original emphasis).
<

Non-decision making is often perceived as a means by which dominant people maintain
the status quo, as it can be seen as a way of maintaining existing biases (Hardy, 1994),
for example, as Levine and Rossmoore (1995) note in the case of ISS implementation.
There are other reasons that may lie behind the manipulation of processes though.
Firstly, less dominant groups may be able to use the procedures to their advantage, and
secondly those with power may seek to alter the status quo by allowing others to
participate and to impact upon ISS agendas (Sillince & Mouakket, 1997). This
represents a broadening of the concept of process power, illustrating how the powerful

and the powerless may be advantaged.

Views in this area have moved beyond a concern with the manipulation of resources in
relation to decision making situations, to address the exercise of power where issues
may have been ignored or sidelined. However, we do note that such a conceptualisation
is still concerned with decisions - whether taken or not. This represents a study of the
exercise of power in relation to activity of people; such a view does not take account of
the exercise of power through the inactivity of people, or where the sheer weight of
institutions (Lukes, 1974), such as political, commercial, or educational, represents an

exercise of power in preventing issues from arising or being developed (Lukes, 1974).
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The expression of power in the second dimension is concerned with processes of
decision-making, within which a range of political routines and procedures are
enmeshed and which may be utilised to influence decision outcomes (Hardy &
Dougherty, 1997). This is where outcomes can be influenced by dominant groups or
individuals through political manipulation of procedures surrounding decision
processes, and through managing levels of participation in or access to such activities

(Hardy, 1996).

3.4.3. THE EXERCISE OF POWER THROUGH THE MANIPULATION OF
PERCEPTION - A THIRD DIMENSION

Exercises of power in this dimension have been termed by some authors as the
management of meaning (Morgan, 1986; Hardy, 1994), which can be thought of as the
legitimation and de-legitimation of actions in ISS formation through the establishment
‘of meaning based upon stories, symbols, norms, and values (Brown, 1998). However,
we consider that the concept of the management of meaning is flawed, as in our view
meaning is socially constructed by individuals and hence we cannot manage the
meanings that others attribute to what happens in organisational settings. In our view, all
we can hope to do is to influence the way in which people perceive events, and we can
therefore more appropriately conceptualise this exercise of power in terms of the
manipulation of perception. By seeking to influence understandings, people "create a
milieu where others make a preferred decision or take a preferred course of action
without any direct application of decision making power" (Phillips, 1997, p.45). Here,
the way in which the people view a situation may be influenced so that they may accept
things as they are, perhaps for example because they see no alternative to what happens,
or because they are content with the situation as it is, or perhaps because they do not

think that anything can be done about it (Lukes, 1974; Hardy 1996).

The main contribution of the third dimension is to move concepts about the exercise of
power beyond a link with conflict, given that the first two dimensions are concerned
with issues where there are at least two parties seeking conflicting outcomes. The way in
which we can conceptualise the exercise of power in this dimension acknowledges the
ways in which issues can be prevented from arising at all. Hence, we are concerned in

this dimension to appreciate why issues in ISS formation are not presented, why
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opposition or conflict does not arise in ISS practice, because the basis for these things

not happening may be due to the exercise of power (Hardy, 1994; Lukes, 1974).

However, we must be aware that establishing such exercises of power related to ISS
may not be simple and that there may be practical difficulties in validating such a view
of power, that is, one which explores why something did not happen (Introna, 1996).
We can however distinguish between instrumental power and symbolic power. The
former, instrumental power, is concerned with the first two dimensions above, where
there is a desire to secure an outcome against opposition (Pfeffer, 1981; Hardy 1994).
In the latter, symbolic power, an unobtrusive use of power occurs in order to secure an
outcome by preventing conflict (Hardy, 1994). Symbolic power is "derived from sources
which are brought into play to legitimise outcomes through the management of
meaning" (ibid., p.229). In this way, symbolic power can be perceived as being used to
influence attitudes through for example, the use of images, symbols, stories, language,
rituals, and ceremonies. Power may be exercised through symbolic power in conjunction
with instrumental power - for example, with the one producing a substantive outcome,
the other seeking to influence the development (post-hoc) of favourable feelings towards
the outcome. Symbolic power can also be exercised instead of instrumental power to
avoid conflict (ibid.). In this case, the legitimation and justification of desired outcomes,
through endeavouring to manipulate perception with a view to producing favourable
attitudes to ISS, reduces the threat of opposition (Brown, 1998); "steps are taken to
persuade other groups to accept certain outcomes although they may be unaware of this”

(Hardy, 1994, p. 229).

In conceptualising the exercise of power in terms of three dimensions, we are
acknowledging the idea that the exercise of power is concerned with some person or
persons determining what others should do. This is an agency view of power, one which
has caused concern due to the perceived assumption that power is possessed, or that
power is exercised in a simple cause-effect relationship (Clegg, 1989; Knights &
Morgan, 1991; Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994; Phillips,
1997). Viewing the exercise of power solely in terms of the three dimensions discussed
can be considered problematic in given that each of the dimensions exhibits, “a belief
that power determines choice and change as if the intentions of the powerful were

directly coincident and continuous with their effects” (Knights & Morgan, 1991, p.268).
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This would not account for ISS practice where a considerable amount of what occurs
results from activity that has other intentions, and hence renders such a deterministic
account inadequate (Knights & Morgan, 1991). This is not to say that such a view of
power is wrong per se, but rather that it is limited. In an effort to resolve this problem,
and to move beyond such a limitation, we introduce a fourth dimension - the power of

the system.

3.4.4. THE POWER OF THE SYSTEM - A FOURTH DIMENSION

In seeking to respond to the above concerns, Hardy (1994, 1996) argues for a further
dimension which incorporates a view of power that acknowledges the power of the
system. Power in this sense, "is often beyond the reach of tampering by organisational
members. It lies in the unconscious acceptance of the values, traditions, cultures and
structures of a given institution and it captures all organisational members in its web.
Since it advantages or disadvantages individuals without being consciously mobilised,
even those who profit from it find it difficult to change. This power is the backdrop

against which all organisational actions and decisions take place" (Hardy, 1996, p.8).

This view of power develops the work of Foucault (1980) in understanding the power of
the system which moves beyond conceptions of power along sovereign lines (Clegg,
1989), where power is seen purely in terms of a capacity or capability of any individual
to attain an outcome. Instead, power can additionally be perceived in terms of relations,
as, “historically constituted configurations of practices” (Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994,
p.172). Power can thus be viewed as a pervasive phenomenon that is concerned with
relationships between parties (Hardy, 1994; Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994), whereby,
“power is neither given, nor exchanged, nor recovered, but rather exercised, and that it
only exists in action”(Foucault, 1980, p.89). In this dimension, power can be
conceptualised as, “the name one attributes to a complex strategical relationship in a
particular society” (Foucault, 1981, p.93, quoted by Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994,
p.172), as opposed to something that an individual possesses and exercises. These
complex relationships have been referred to as net-like, or a web of power relations
(Smart, 1994). Here certain people are advantaged while others are disadvantaged

without any clear notion of power being actively engaged. This view of power of the
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system lies, “in the unconscious acceptance of the values, traditions, cultures and
structures of a given institution or society” (ibid. p.232). To put it in context, "this
power [of the system] is the backdrop against which all organisational actions and
decisions take place” (Hardy, 1996, p.8). We also note that power need not be seen as
something wholly negative (Foucault, 1980). The exercise of power can be considered
as something positive, where power relations are something within which people
operate, and are a part of the means through which individuals construct their

understanding.

Having discussed the four dimensions, we must ask how the framework is to be used -

do we look at one, some or all of the dimension?

3.4.5. UTILISING MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS

In setting out the framework in Table 3.1. we are not arguing that we should choose any
one of the dimensions as the most appropriate view; instead we argue that it is by taking
all four dimensions collectively that we can address the multi-dimensional nature of the

exercise of power, and through which we can investigate the nature of ISS formation.

We contend that the first three dimensions, that is, the exercise of power through the
management of resources, through the management of processes, and through the
manipulation of perception, should be seen as operating against the backdrop of the
power of the system. It may well be that we are able to explain a situation in terms of all
four dimensions of power, or equally it may be that one particular dimension is adequate
in accounting for a particular outcome or outcomes. The point is that this multi-
dimensional approach is necessary if enquiries into the exercise of power are to improve
our understanding of ISS formation. Exploring the exercise of power solely in terms of
the management of resources of resources view, the first dimension, has been the
downfall of much ISS literature to date (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Knights and
Murray, 1994; Jones, 1995; Sillince & Mouakket, 1997).
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3.5. INVESTIGATING ISS FORMATION: THE PLACE OF
CONTEXT

The importance of addressing contextual issues when seeking to research either ISS
related activity at an organisational level, and indeed other areas of activity associated
with IS has been noted elsewhere (e.g. Pettigrew, 1977; Mintzberg, 1978; Kling, 1987,
Davies, 1991; Hanseth, 1991; Levine & Rossmore, 1995). We argue that some way is
needed of making sense of the circumstances within which and through which social
practice may be considered to occur. These two aspects are not remote from one
another, so that any analysis that seeks to evaluate one independently from the other,
that is, context separately from social practice, would in our view be incomplete.
Context is a generic term; a dictionary definition refers to context as the conditions and
circumstances that are relevant to an event, fact, etc. (Collins Dictionary of the English
Language, 1986). We have already outlined a framework based upon a multi-
dimensional view of power that will be utilised to help make sense of social activity, but

we must be sure to adequately address this notion of context.

Pettigrew (1985) argues that in much of the general literature on strategy where context
is considered, it is taken to refer to the competitive environment that exists beyond the
notional organisational boundary. This view of context is reflected in some of the ISS
formation literature, where context is out there, is separate from the organisation, and is
something that can be appraised in order that the organisation can take the appropriate
action in response (e.g. Earl, 1989; Ward & Griffiths, 1996; Robson, 1997). This view

reflects a functionalist view of organisation, as we have discussed previously.

One means of addressing context is through combining levels of analysis, one aspect of
which may be thought of as vertical in considering levels of analysis, and a processual
analysis which may be viewed as horizontal, representing a based view. Such an
holistic, contextualist perspective (Pettigrew, 1985) seeks to address the way structural
and contextual variables and categories (vertical analysis) are linked to process(es)
(horizontal analysis) being investigated. There are two dimensions to this: one considers
how context is involved in the production of action, while the second considers how
aspects of context are mobilised or activated by actors or groups. However, Pettigrew's

view seems to us to be solely concerned with an agency view of social action, while
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context is discussed in terms of an inner context and an outer context - something to be
examined as scenery almost on a film set within which action occurs. This idea that
there is a certain degree of separability between what occurs and context, with a view to
explaining the interaction between the two does not to us seem adequate. It is because of
this that we find Kling’s (1987) approach to addressing contextual issues more

persuasive.

vKling (1987) explores context in relation to a particular situation of interest, noting that
while context is often explained in terms of relationships, resources, and procedural
constraints, these often differ between given situations. Therefore, we adopt a web
model (ibid.) perspective where we focus upon infrastructural, spatial, historic, and
social relations. That is, we need to examine infrastructural, geographic, and historic
issues through which we can understand both the situation in which events are enacted,
and the defining situation (ibid.) which can be considered as a means of bounding our
analysis. Thus, for any two situations, the term context represents a relationship between
those situations. For any given situation, population, equipment, spatial, and temporal
elements help us to bound that situation when considered in relation to another situation
(Kling, 1987). It is the discussion of these factors in relation to one another that form
our view of a context of interest, and it is these which have shaped our analysis. We are
however sensitive to the problems of determining where boundaries may be placed
(Jayaratna & D’Arcy, 1991) given the differing perspectives that people have of a
defining situation. In particular, we recognise that while we can make use of the web
model approach to define a boundary, we must remain sensitive to the possibility that
other people with whom we have contact may define boundaries in different ways. This
highlights the need for the analyst to be clear in explaining the level and scope of

analysis.

Kling’s (1987) use of the metaphor of a web to illustrate the complexity of activity
surrounding development, application and usage of computerisation in organisations
explicitly includes social relations in the model, to provide "a model of the social terrain
on which people act" (p.321). Viewing the notion of context in terms of a web metaphor
helps us to define a social context for our case studies of ISS formation by taking into

account the following aspects (based upon: Kling, 1987, p.309).:
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o the social relations between a set of participants who can influence ISS formation,
which we term Social Practice;

o the infrastructure available in support of these relations;

o the history of commitments made which influence the aspect of ISS formation of

interest

Kling (1987) argues that the social practice element should be considered in terms of
political or cultural models, a point with which we are in agreement. However, we find
Kling a little imprecise in making clear just how he seeks to make sense of social
relations. A feature of Kling’s lack of explanation may be related to a certain laxity in
the use of terminology, where for example Kling appears to use the terms social
relations, social elements, social processes, social terrain & social relationships as
synonyms (e.g. 1987, pp.318-321). Without delving in to the definitions of each term,
we would suggest that such imprecision in terminology does little to help understanding
of his argument. We have argued for an analysis of social practice that addresses the
exercise of power, and it is this interpretation of web models that we utilise for our
analysis of the case studies, in tandem with infrastructural and historic dimensions as a

means of defining and exploring the situation of interest.

What is also interesting in Kling's discussion of web models is that he puts forward a
view of social context which is a combination of social action and situation specific
elements combined. So far as we may use the notion of context he says, then this refers
to one situation (and associated elements) in relation to another. In such a view, context
and social practice are not readily separable. Kling argues that having addressed
infrastructural, spatial and historic issues, we need some way of understanding social
elements. We have already argued that we can address social practice associated with

ISS formation through focussing upon the exercise of power.

Therefore, while it is necessary to look at a range of elements, including populations,
equipment, space, and time, these should only be thought of as making sense in relation
to the social practice under consideration. We argue that it is the inclusion of the web of
elements which help explain a situation of interest, and which enable us to differentiate
between that situation and any other. In our view a situation is neither explainable solely

in terms of social practice, nor solely in terms of any of the elements referred to above.
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In our view ISS formation as a social practice can addressed in a thorough analysis in
terms of web models (Kling & Scacchi, 1982; Kiling, 1987), exploring situations within

and through which social practice is constituted.

The use of a web model perspective represents an area of weakness in Walsham's (1993)
work, in that his explanation is limited. Walsham incorporates Kling's view of web
models in a model that attempts to explain organisational activity utilising structuration
theofy (Giddens, 1984) . Walsham distinguishes between Social Process and Social
Context as representing “an action/structure duality” (Walsham, 1993, pp.58-70), and
seeks to link them using structuration theory as a meta-theory. The problem with this it
seems is that in the way in which Kling articulates web models this does not seem
possible, because web models according to Kling already incorporate social relations
(e.g. 1987, p.347), which we would argue cannot be seen as somehow being distinct
from notions of social process. Thus, Walsham (1993) argues that he is able to link an
understanding of social process through the duality of structuration theory with an
understanding of social context, both being distinct areas for analytic focus. However,
by using web models to understand social context Walsham is in effect arguing that
investigating social relations between people is somehow entirely different from
investigating social processes, which are described as encapsulating elements of
interaction between subcultures, meanings ascribed by groups, and issues of autonomy
and control (ibid., p.69). How this differs from social relations is not explored, as we
would argue that the elements Walsham describes as social processes cannot be
differentiated from social relations between participants (Kling, 1987), which
encapsulates division of labour, relative status, power, and the way in which people
define their situations (ibid. pp.311/316). To us it would seem that this area requires
clarification by Walsham, and highlights our need to explain the perspective taken in

analysis, which has been the focus of this chapter.

3.6. SUMMARY

This chapter has discussed our investigative framework for considering the exercise of
power, and which has been utilised as an initial guiding device in exploring ISS

formation in terms of power. We argue that we can consider the exercise of power as an
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important factor in understanding ISS formation, utilising a range of literature to
reinforce our view. From this we go on to argue that a multi-dimensional
conceptutalisation of power presented provides us with a useful, and valid means
through which we can investigate ISS formation in terms of the exercise of power. The
framework that we adopt is theoretically grounded in the literature, providing a means
of understanding organisational activity by "peeling back the layers of power" (Hardy,
1994, p.234), but framed within a web-model analysis (Kling, 1987). It is through the
latter that we address contextual issues within we believe ISS formation practice is
embedded. We do not to see the notion of context as separate and distinct from the
social practice of interest, but rather to understand that both aspects are enmeshed in

specific situations, functions of time and space.

The next chapter discusses the research philosophy, methodology and methods used in

this research.
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CHAPTER FOUR - RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY AND
METHOD

4.1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the philosophy, methodology and methods which underpin our
research. We provide an overview of these aspects in Figure 4.1. below prior to

discussing each of the areas in turn.

Research philosophy:

Ontology:- Social reality as a social construction;
Epistemology:- Interpretivist perspective — critical
hermeneutics

i Informs choice of

Research Method:
Longitudinal Case study research

Figure 4.1. An overview of research philosophy and method

4.2. RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY

4.2.1. ONTOLOGY & EPISTEMOLOGY - AN INTERPRETIVIST PERSPECTIVE

Ontology is concerned with the taken-as-given nature of reality. In the natural world this
may be thought of as being about the physical properties of our world, those elements
that are built, or which grow in some physical sense. In addressing ISS in organisational
settings we are referring to the nature of the social world, as opposed to the natural
world, and we are therefore concerned with the nature of that social world, and how we
view that world. In our view organisational settings for ISS formation can be thought of
as being socially constructed through human activity, relationships, and interactions

(Berger & Luckman, 1967; Chaffee, 1985; Scarborough, 1998). People socially
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construct what is meaningful and what is significant in their environments, within and

through their interactions with others.

Hence, in research with people in work based situations - where we address what they
do, why they do what they do, and what they think they have or are doing - we are
investigating a social world. We must therefore be explicit about the perspective that we

hold and the methods that we adopt to investigate this world (Galliers, 1992).

Indeed, in our view researchers are as much a part of this social world as are the subjects
of the research. This observation goes to the heart of a long standing debate in research
inquiry (Gummesson, 1991), namely as to whether researchers can be impartial
observers of what is occurring, or whether researchers should be regarded as fellow
actors in an evolving occurrence. Our view is in accordance with the latter view, in that
social occurrences do not happen independently of any of the people involved, or have
meaning independent of them. Our area of inquiry only has meaning through the parties
involved; they ascribe meaning to what occurs - they socially construct occurrences
within that domain. The idea that we can be impartial observer of what appears to us to
be an objective reality is in our perspective misleading. Instead, the researcher is
engaged in the mutual construction of the social world through their involvement with
and thinking about that world. This may be categorised as internal realism, where,
"reality-for-us is an inter-subjective construction of the shared human cognitive
apparatus" (Walsham, 1995, p.76). This means that in our view people are jointly
involved in constructing realities, and that some of the aspects of social reality are the
subject of shared understanding. This is as distinct from external realism where a
definitive reality would be perceived to exist independently of us, or subjective idealism
where any sense of reality is constructed and is unique to any individual. The action of
individuals cannot be understood purely in terms of the individual, that is, being
reducible to the human being with the social world equating to the sum of that
individually held consciousness (Doyal & Harris, 1986). Instead, we can view the
actions that occur within the social world as being a product both of individual action
and also as being a consequence of situated interaction, in this case in organisational

settings.
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Epistemology is concerned with our theory of knowledge, and how we gain knowledge
about the area of interest (Hirschheim, 1992). This study has not sought to identify,
observe, or to comment upon what may be regarded as an independent reality as we do
not consider that there can be such an independent reality to be found. The notion that
there are observable facts or a single explanatory theory awaiting discovery can be
considered as implausible if we accept the view that perception can be ambiguous, and

varies from person to person (Doyal & Harris, 1986).

In our view ISS formation becomes meaningful when we address the perspectives of
those involved, and that to understand this world we need to gain access to those
perspectives through social constructions such as language, consciousness, shared
meanings and instruments (Myers, 1997). We also recognise that that a researcher is one
more actor in the social construction of this reality, so that we need to be aware of, and
reflect upon, the effect we have upon the articulation and interpretation of events. We
describe our own perspective as being interpretivist, whereby "interpretivism is an
epistemological position, concerned with approaches to the understanding of reality and
asserting that all such knowledge is necessarily a social construction and thus
subjective" (Walsham, 1995, p5.). As seen, in our view the concept of power in relation
to ISS formation is just such a subjective, socially constructed phenomena, and hence an
interpretive approach is indeed appropriate. Furthermore, interpretive research has been
identified as highly appropriate for the examination of social phenomena in the IS field

(Lee, 1991; Orlikowski, 1991; Walsham, 1995).

~The science of interpretation can be labeled as hermeneutics, and although classically
this refers to the interpretation of texts, in an organisational sense it can be applied to the
construction of organisational settings as texts for interpretation. Such an approach is
aligned with a social constructionist perspective, highlighting subjective meanings of
people and social structures within which and through which meanings are constructed.
This "enables one to portray the real complexity of organisations as social, cultural and
political systems" (Myers, 1997, p.250). Furthermore, we can distinguish between pure
hermeneutics and critical hermeneutics. While the former is concerned with
interpretations which are accepted at face value, the latter incorporates a reflective
critique of the interpretations within organisational settings. Our perspective is in line

with a critical hermeneutic perspective, which:
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e recognises that pre-knowledge and prejudice can affect our interpretations and
must be acknowledged;

e maintains a dialectic between analysis and theoretic critique in developing our
interpretation;

e addresses and reflectively integrates the historical context in which research

takes place (Myers, 1997).

While such an approach may seem similar to critical theory, we would argue that a key
difference is that in critical hermeneutics researchers do not carry from the start an
assumption as to where the main issues or conflicts are to be found (Poster, 1990). The
main epistemological assumptions of our interpretivist perspective are set out in Table

4.1. below:

Main Assumptions of our Interpretive Perspective in relation
to ISS formation

1 Reality can be seen as subjective, socially constructed &
interpreted based upon beliefs & value systems

2 Attempts to understand phenomena through addressing meanings
that people assign to what happens.

3 There is a focus upon social, cultural and historic context.

4 Research is not seen as being value free; and this implicates
researchers as active influences upon any findings as much as it
does those researched.

5 Facts are not seen as being independent of any meaning that people
may attach to them; for example, what is done, what is said, what
is read, what is seen in the course of ISS formation - all are
interwoven with perception, & meaning.

6 Evaluation will include:

logical consistency - where the principles of logic are evident in
the explanation given of an event;

subjectivity - where the meaning and understanding that has come
from the people involved is clearly reflected in the research;
adequacy - where it is evident that the author has sought to
uncover and explain the rationale behind what takes place so far as
they are able.

Table 4.1. Assumptions of Interpretive Perspective (Based upon: Walsham, 1995;
Cavaye, 1996; Myers, 1997; Darke et al, 1998)
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The assumptions set out in Table 4.1. above, lead us to consider the benefits of an
interpretive perspective. In our view, the benefits of such an approach are that the focus
remains upon understanding the subjective nature of the research situation, whilst at the
same time maintaining an awareness of potential problems. There is a danger with an
interpretive vieW which is that researchers may presume that they have some form of
empathy or indwelling with the subject (Miles & Huberman, 1994). It is in our view
debatable whether an individual can truly empathise with another in a research situation,
as researchers are either trying to empathise on the basis of what is expressed through
language, or through what is seen by them, or a combination of both. The problem with
the former is that we see language as contextual in use and development, and it would
not be certain that researchers and those researched shafe a common understanding of
the language used. The problem with the latter is that what we see may be conditioned
by attitude, belief, experience, and that what researchers perceive to be happening may
be very different from what the people being researched perceive. The point is that it
may be naive for researchers to assume that they can truly empathise with those they
endeavour to research. For example, in many instances there will be an awareness that
one party is an insider and one is an outsider, albeit it possibly with some pre-
understanding of the situation. It is better therefore to confront the differences that exist,
as a major difficulty with many studies in organisation concerns the lack of openness
about the role of researchers in relation to the person or persons being observed
(Wilmott, 1987). In this research, although an outsider to the Police Forces being
researched, the researcher came with a level of pre-understanding having previously
worked in the Police Service for several years. On the one hand this gave the researcher
a certain understanding of some of the cultural aspects of the Police Service. On the
other hand though, the researcher had to remain alive to the possibility that he might
make assumptions, or presumptions about the research settings, which in fact required

further exploration.

Finally, we also take note of the practical view of interpretivist approaches whereby
researchers are as inseparable from the domain that they seek to examine as are the
alleged informants. Thus, researchers will have, "their own understandings, their own
convictions, their own conceptual orientations; they too are members of a particular

culture at a specific historical moment. Also they will be undeniably affected by what
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they hear and observe in the filed, often in unnoticed ways. Where we as researchers
interact with the people who are the subjects of the research then we must remain aware
that such an interaction will be a co-elaborated act on the part of both parties, and not a
gathering of information by one party (Miles & Hubermann, 1994). This observation
means that we have to give careful attention to the appropriateness of research method,

and it is to a discussion of method that we now turn.

4.3. RESEARCH METHODS

4.3.1. CONSIDERATION OF ALTERNATIVE METHODS

Tesch (1990) highlights twenty one distinct methods associated with qualitative research
alone, although this is by no means to suggest that research in an interpretivist tradition
equates to qualitative research and vice versa - a problem of some researchers in the IS
area (Myers, 1997). While there are many research methods that could have been chosen
for this research effort, the choice of method must take account of both the researchers
own philosophy, the research context, and any constraints that may be pertinent. For
example, given our philosophical beliefs discussed above, it was apparent to us that
methods such as laboratory experiments, surveys, forecasting, and simulation were not
appropriate as they would not allow us to adequately explore what we saw as
fundamentally social phenomena in ISS formation. An approach involving a
questionnaire based survey for example would not enable us to get close enough to the
social, cultural and historic context of the phenomena (Silvermann, 1993; Easterby-
Smith et al, 1991). The essence of such methods, which have been labeled as scientific
(Galliers, 1991a), is that they are characterised by repeatability, reductionism, and
refutability (Checkland, 1981). By contrast, an interpretive approach suggests that many
interpretations are possible of any particular event, that researchers will have an impact
on the situation of interest, and that human activity contains a mixture of both intended

and unintended events (Checkland, 1981).

As several authors have argued (e.g. Walsham, 1995; Cavaye, 1996; Darke et al, 1998)
interest in organisational and social issues associated with computer based information
systems leads us towards methods which focus upon understanding social phenomena in

their natural settings and cultural context. With these points in mind, we narrowed our
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choice of research method to the following: action research; ethnography; case study
research. Each of these methods has been identified as an appropriate IS research
technique where there is a desire to get close to subjective and social phenomena
surrounding IS in organisational settings (Orlikowski, 1991; Galliers, 1992; Myers,

1997).

Action research is a widely used method in IS research (Checkland, 1991; Baskerville &
Wood-Harper, 1998). This method was of interest to us because of the possibility to be
actively engaged in the problem situation, while at the same time reflecting upon, and
integrating the evaluative outcome of our own and others interventions in that situation.
The reflective element in action research is important as a means of learning and
adapting the action that one takes (Checkland, 1991; Jayaratna, 1994), although it has
been argued that action research is merely a combination of observation and
participation (Cavaye, 1996). If we accept that researchers are actively taking part in
attempting to solve the problem (Mansell, 1991) then this suggests that Cavaye's (1996)
view is limited, and that reflective engagement in the problem situation is an essential

component of action research (Schon, 1983).

Action research seemed to us an appropriate means by which to conduct research in to
ISS formation, and would also satisfy the criteria of our philosophical position. This
method also sef:med to be valuable for research that was endeavouring to explore the
exercise of power. However, we decided that we would not adopt action research as a
method for the following reasons: we were not going to be able to become engaged for
any significant periods of time in the situation given that we were undertaking the
research on a part-time basis while working full-time as an academic; in addition, we
were not engaged in an action role initially, and were not going to be able to engage in

directly addressing any specific problem situation.

Ethnography is an acknowledged IS research method (Myers, 1997). This was
considered by us as a method because we felt that it would have enabled us to get close
to the activity surrounding ISS formation, and also to become engaged on a day to day
basis with the social and cultural aspects that needed to be considered in relation to the
exercise of power. In an ethnographic study we are concerned to grasp the view of the

native, by drawing out the way in which people constitute and interpret organisations on
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a daily interactional basis (Schartzman, 1993). This requires ongoing immersion in an
organisational setting if researchers are to be able to legitimately claim to be engaged in
ethnography. We decided that an ethnographic method would not be feasible for this
study given our inability to spend the time required in an organisational setting, even
were access to have been granted for such a study. Similarly, such a method would have
meant that we would have had to choose to limit our study to one, or at best two,

organisational settings because of the time involved in undertaking ethnographic work.

4.3.2. INTERPRETIVE CASE-STUDIES

We have adopted interpretive in-depth case studies as our research method, this being a
recognised method of conducting IS research (Galliers, 1991a; Walsham, 1993, 1995;
Cavaye, 1996; Myers, 1997; Darke et al, 1998). Case study research has been defined as,
"an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life
context, when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly
evident, and in which multiple sources of evidence are used. It is particularly valuable in

answering who, why and how questions in management research" (Yin, 1989).

Although the use of case studies has been widely acknowledged as a valuable research
method in IS, there are several ways of perceiving the use of a case study method and no
one universally accepted right way (Galliers, 1992). Where choices of case study
method are discussed we tend to see a distinction drawn between positivist and
interpretive case study approaches (Cavaye, 1996; Darke et al, 1998). However while
we note that such terminology can create a false impression of an either/or choice where
one is bad and one is good - with positivism increasingly cast in the role of bad in
organisation based research (Silvermann, 1993) - we take the view that the selection of a
method should flow from our philosophical position, and not merely be adopted because

it is seen as being good.

Nonetheless, we do recognise that there are different approaches to case study research
(Cavaye, 1996). For example, case studies in what has been termed a positivist tradition
(e.g. Yin, 1989) tend to see controlled observations, replicability of study, and

generalisation of findings as key factors in such methods (Cavaye, 1996). However, in
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our view social situations are akin to a dureé (Giddens, 1984), and never the same twice,
so that it is simply not possible to replicate a study precisely. A critical hermeneutic
perspective by contrast addresses the social, cultural, and political aspects of
organisational settings in an historic context, recognising that this will be constantly
changing over time. Generalisation in a positivist sense is problematic if it is seen in the
context of causal relationships from a sample to a population, as this would seem to
indicate that one is searching for universally applicable truths. However, in our view we
acknowledge,

"a second mode of generalisation that is 'the extension from the micro-context to
the totality that shaped it' [Buraway, 1985]. In the latter view every particular
social relation is the product of generative Forces of mechanisms operating at a
more global level, and hence the interpretive analysis is an induction (guided and
couched within a theoretical framework) from the concrete situation to the social
totality beyond the individual case" (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1989; quoted in:
Walsham, 1993, p.15).

Hence, in this sense, based upon interpretation of the research situation a form of
generalisation is possible to an existing body of knowledge. In terms of the contribution
to knowledge from such an approach, it has been argued (Myers, 1997) that one way in
which the interpretive case-study method provides a contribution is through the
development of a rich description of a situation, a view that we find problematic. While
the provision of a description may well inform the reader about a situation, we argue
that to make a contribution to knowledge it is necessary to at least demonstrate how the
findings contribute to existing theoretic understanding. We have identified themes based
upon the abstraction of issues from our case studies, which has led to the development
of an analytic proposition to theory through the construction of an explanatory

framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

There are a number of aspects of an interpretive case study method that we consider
valuable, these being:
e Investigation of contemporary phenomena in organisational contexts. With a
focus upon in-depth understanding of phenomena and context;
e Appropriate for answering how? and why? questions;
e Understanding of phenomena by addressing meanings attributed to them by

people in cultural & historic context;
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e Allows theoretic or analytical generalisation, development of concepts, and
abstracting of specific implications;
e Enables dialectic between theory and development of understanding throughout

research process.

In determining our choice of research method it seemed impossible to disregard
researchers situations in terms of time, resource availability, and geographic location,
and indeed it would be dishonest to suggest that they play no part in method
determination - this is part of the reality of research (Jones, 1985). In addition to the
other factors mentioned above, this led us to conclude that an interpretive case study
method, from the perspective of critical hermeneutics, was the most appropriate method
for the investigation of ISS formation. This method enabled us to maintain a dialectic
between analysis and a theoretic framework that addressed ISS formation in terms of the

exercise of power.

4.4. THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Having chosen the interpretive case-study method, we conducted six longitudinal in-
depth case studies from 1994 to 1998, which provided a rich set of data for a cross-case
comparative analysis. The longitudinal approach enabled a detailed series of
interpretations to be developed over the four years. Such longitudinal comparative case
studies enable the investigation of processes in context, highlighting the various
connected levels of analysis, which provides for a richer understanding than would be
possible than by taking a snapshot of a brief moment in time (Franz & Robey, 1987,
Pettigrew, 1990; Van de Ven, 1992). This in turn provides, "scope to reveal the multiple
sources and loops of causation and connectivity so crucial in identifying and explaining

patterns in the process" (Pettigrew, 1990, p.271).

Here, the cases studies comprised five Police Forces in Scotland, with a small number
of case studies being chosen to enable sufficient depth of analysis while at the same time
allowing for a greater possibility of analytic generalisability than would a single case
(Benbasat et al, 1987; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1989; Easterby-Smith et al, 1991). A

single case study allows for a rich, in-depth analysis of a specific organisational
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situation (Walsham, 1995; Myers, 1997). Yin (1989) argues that for a single case study
site to be acceptable it must represent either the critical case in testing a well formulated
theory, or must be an extreme or unique case, or especially revelatory. However, a
weakness of a single case study is that the study may turn out not to be critical, extreme,
unique, or even particularly revealing. Multiple case studies are preferable when the
intent of the research is description, theory building, or theory testing as such a study

allows for cross-case analysis and theory building (Benbasat et al, 1987).

Having decided to study several organisations, we established that each organisation
was willing to cooperate with the investigation, and that each was engaged in ISS
formation. In each of the case studies our focus was upon ISS formation, which
followed discussions with representatives from each Force in which they claimed that
they were engaged in developing ISS. In each of the cases, we focussed upon practice
associated with ISS surrounding one specific strategic decision area for IS (Waema &
Walsham, 1990). In all of the cases, the interviews were all prearranged, with visits
made to institutional sites to speak with the individuals. In addition, in one of the cases,
we spent a period of three months working with the case organisation, during which
time numerous interviews were undertaken where we could be considered to be in the
role of participant (Walsham, 1995). Throughout the research process we were
conscious of the need to assess our own prejudices and assumptions, indeed to reflect
upon our own mental construct (Jayaratna, 1994), and to be aware of the influence that

we may have.

We deliberately avoid use of the term participant observer because we do not accept
that an individual can be a participant without observing in the research situation. The
very act of participation in our view means that the researcher is observing in some

sense; hence the term participant observation is redundant from our perspective.

4.4.1. VALIDITY OF THE RESEARCH

A number of authors (e.g. Yin, 1989; Easterby-Smith et al, 1991) have sought to
develop criteria by which researchers may judge the wvalidity, reliability and
generalisability of qualitative research. These terms reflect an attempt to adapt criteria

used in quantitative research for those doing qualitative research. While we would argue
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that the aspirations of qualitative research are fundamentally different from quantitative
research (Miles & Huberman, 1994) it is nonetheless just as important to address issues
of validity so that others may appraise the worth of the research (Kvale, 1989). These

criteria are summarised in Table 4.2. below.

Criteria Issues For Consideration

Validity Has the researcher gained as much access as is reasonably
possible to the knowledge and meanings of informants?
Construct validity - use multiple sources of evidence

- establishing chains of evidence
- have key informants review draft cases

Internal validity - do pattern matching
- do explanation building
External validity - use replication logic in multiple cases
Reliability Will similar observations be made by different researchers on

different occasions?
- use case study protocol
- develop case study database

Generalisability | How likely is it that ideas and theories generated in one setting
will also apply in other settings?

- rely on analytical rather than statistical generalisation - that is,
develop propositions to theory

- use multiple case studies in order to strengthen the analytic
generalisations

Table 4.2. Issues of validity, reliability and generalisability in qualitative research
(developed from Yin, 1989; Easterby-Smith, 1991).

The use of multiple case studies was one of the ways in which we addressed validity.
Although we did multiple case studies, we used our initial series of interviews and data
collection efforts in one of the case studies as a pilot study, which was in 1994. This
enabled us to reflect upon our research methods, including the interview process, the
analytic methods, and to reflect upon the initial stage of the dialectic between theory and
analysis. It was from this initial reflection upon our interpretations of the data in this
case study that we began to notice the emergence of a concept that we had not
previously focussed upon in the literature, this being the role of power. Following this
pilot exercise, we returned to the literature to address the nature of power in relation to
ISS formation, and as a result subsequently incorporated a perspective on the exercise of

power into our research efforts. This demonstrated the utility of using one of the cases
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as a pilot study, although the process of reflection and evaluation was one that we
continued throughout the research process. This also enabled us to address issues of
reliability as we were able to develop our case study protocol and to set up a form of
case study database using NUD*IST' (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing

Searching and Theorising) software following this pilot study.

Also in terms of validity, data was collected through a number of methods, with
multiple sources of evidence:

e through formal in-depth interviews, and informal discussions;

e through a three month period of participation working with people in one of the
case-Forces, when many formal and informal discussions were undertaken, as
well as a series of observations made while working full-time with people;

o through a diary kept during the period of participation by the researcher;

o through the collection of documentary material from the case-Forces as well as

from other institutions and groups;

through the collection of secondary material published about the case-Forces.

The range of data sources noted above provided a degree of triangulation (Fielding &
Fielding, 1986) which enhanced the validity and reliability of the study overall. In
discussing triangulation we are not referring to the collecting of different kinds of data
per se, but rather as a means of relating the various data, "in such a way as to counteract
various possible threats to the validity of our analysis" (Hammerseley & Atkinson,
1983, p. 199). Triangulation does not in our view prove validity or reliability of either
the data or the research, but instead to interpret the data in a more critical manner,
testing, probing, looking for weaknesses across the range of data, with a view to
improving confidence in the data of the researcher and of the audience (Fielding &

Fielding, 1986).

We used replication logic across the case studies by asking similar questions during our
semi-structured interview sessions. Using the range of data gathered, each case study
was written up, with copies being returned for factual checking and comment to people

in each of the case studies. This provided valuable additional comment, and stimulated

' NUD*IST is produced by QSR (Qualitative Solutions & Research Ltd.), and distributed by Sage
Publications @ www.sagepub.co.uk.
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further discussion regarding each of the cases, further addressing the validity of the

study.

We addressed generalisability by focussing our efforts upon analytic generalisability,
using a cross-case comparative analysis to generate our propositions to theory (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). We set out the way in which we undertook this analysis in due

course, before which we discuss our primary research method - interviewing.

4.4.1. INTERVIEWING

As part of the data collection, in-depth interviews were conducted with a range of
personnel in each organisation. Initially a decision had to be made as to who within the
case-studies should be spoken with as part in the research. It is here in particular that
some of the reality facing the researcher becomes apparent. For no matter who the
researcher may think it appropriate to speak with, the decision for access remains in the
hands of the key staff acting as gate-keepers in to the institution. That said, the
likelihood of successful access also rests to some degree with the researcher, in terms of
being well prepared for contact with such people by finding out as much about the
organisation as possible. Holdaway(1989) makes the point that researching in the Police
can be problematic given that research is not usually possible without their co-operation,
and in addition he notes that there can be problems in the framing of proposals if the
Police do not see some direct relevance to policy issues. In terms of the research
reported upon here, gaining co-operation did not prove problematic, perhaps because of
the currency of the issue to the Police themselves, and because of a certain degree of
novelty in that information technology was something that they were beginning to
discuss amongst themselves - to varying degrees. With the Police it was important to
follow appropriate protocols for gaining access to the organisation, which meant

addressing all requests for access via the chief constable.

It was decided that those involved in the interviews would be those holding the most
senior positions, and/or who were concerned with ISS practice. In each case, members
of the senior executive, operational senior management, and those involved in the

management IS/IT within the Forces formed the interviewees. In all cases, the
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researcher adopted a semi-structured approach to interviewing, allowing the interviewee
latitude to discuss areas of concern to them as seemed appropriate at the time. The
researcher did have a series of topics and questions with him at each interview which he
wished to address, and in nearly all cases the interviewees knew in advance what the
broad area of discussion was to be. This approach meant that the researcher had a
preparatory guide with which to negotiate the interview (McKracken, 1988). Latitude
was required in interviews, especially in the early stages of an interview as interviewees
quite often seemed to turn the conversation to what seemed to be a pet interest of their's.
Where this occurred, this was felt by the researcher to be a useful, and important, means
of developing relationships with the interviewees that would facilitate discussions

(Stebbins, 1972).

Overall, 182 people were interviewed during the course of the study, some a number of
times during the period of research. The interviewees were informed that their views
would remain anonymous, as had been agreed with the representative of each case study
who served as the initial point of contact. Many formal and informal meetings and
discussions occurred during visits to the case organisations, and notes were made
following such meetings. Formal interviews varied in length from one hour to 3 hours,
and some individuals were interviewed a number of times across the 1994 -1998 period.
Sixty two interviews were tape recorded, with the agreement of the interviewee. Where
interviews were tape recorded, tapes were transcribed with a copy of the transcription
returned to the interviewee for comment. All transcripts were produced by the
researcher, which was felt to be important given the importance of the process of
transcription as well as the outcome in enhancing an understanding of the data
(Silvermann, 1993). For example, where interviewees were laughing, the reasons for
such laughter was highlighted, or where interviews were alluding to an object in the

room this was incorporated.

Transcribing the tapes personally, was an extremely labour intensive activity although it
meant that the researcher stayed close to the data and ensured a consistency in method
and notation. Notes were also made where possible during and following each formal
interview to record the researcher's thoughts about the interaction that had occurred.
Where informal discussions occurred, notes were made as appropriate soon after the

event.
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One of the problems in such longitudinal studies is that some people change roles, retire
and so on. In this study, the situation was exasperated to a certain extent because as
Police Officers gain seniority they often move job frequently, sometimes every twelve
or eighteen months. This sometimes made repeat contact difficult, although fortunately,
in all of the Police Forces the participants in the IT area remained in place throughout
the period of the research. People moving job, retiring, losing interest in contributing to
the research as they move on, are all factors of such longitudinal research and are a part
of the richness of the data, although ensuring sufficiency of data always has to be a

priority.

4.4.2. GUIDING ISSUES IN INTERVIEWING

Our approach to interviewing in the case studies has been shaped by four particular
issues which have been at the heart of use of this qualitative method. Firstly interviews
are considered as conversations, where despite using a topic guide to aid the interviewer
in a semi-structured interview format, the researcher must pay attention to both what
they say, what they hear, and what they see in the course of the conversation. From this
researchers can prepare their responses accordingly. The interview is a complex
undertaking because, "interviews are invented anew each time, they can be wonderfully
unpredictable. The person being interviewed may take control of the interview and
change the subject, guide the tempo, or indicate the interviewer was asking the wrong
questions. Sometimes interviewees become hostile; sometimes they become overly
friendly, threatening, or flirtatious... Part of the skill of the qualitative researcher is in
being able to adapt quickly to a situation that did not go as expected" (Rubin & Rubin,
1995, p.7). Whilst in this case the researcher did not experience this range of issues, the
degree of involvement and concentration required is easily underestimated. Not least is
the role of the researcher as methodology user (Jayaratna, 1994) who must constantly
endeavour to reflect upon their own role and use of methods, in keeping with the focus
of a critical hermeneutic perspective where we reflect upon our prejudices and pre-
understanding. For all these reasons, the view of an interview constituting a simple

question-answer-question-answer exchange is a gross over-simplification.
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Secondly, interviews involve exploring shared meanings that people develop as they
interact, with the researcher perhaps being required to address a new vocabulary and
taken for granted assumptions and understandings of the community being investigated.
Hence, to help our understanding we have paid attention to the way in which people
describe their world, in particular to stories, symbols and metaphors which people use to
describe their experiences (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Furthermore, we were conscious not
to give higher recognition to any one version; because people may perceive the same
event differently, we have had to be careful not to dismiss conflicting versions of an
event as either true or false. We accepted that they may all have been valid
interpretations of events, and yet different. Our role as the interpretive researcher is to
make sense of any such contradictions (Myers, 1997). We were also attentive to the
status accorded to the data gathered - where we sought to avoid regarding explanations
as an absolute truth of what happened, instead acknowledging the socially embedded

and situated nature of their accounts (Silvermann, 1993).

Thirdly, we recognised that in interviews participants are partners who share a
conversation. While the notion of such a partnership did not always seem to be realised
in practice, as for example, when some interviewees seem monosyllabic in their
responses no matter how open a question appears, this idea reinforced the need to
consider the mutual participation in any such conversation. We were also aware that we
should not conduct interviews in directions that interested us at the expense of issues
that the interviewees wished to discuss, as in doing this we may have substituted our ill-

informed view for their experience based views and insights (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).

Finally, maintaining an awareness of differing agendas on the part of those spoken with
was important given that, "depth interviewing can never involve a simplistic 'face value'
treatment of data. We had to think beforehand, during and after the interviews about
what was, likely to, and had affected the data obtained in the interview and the
relationship we were involved in" (Jones, 1985, p.53). Maintaining such an awareness
required continual reflection by the researcher throughout the research process, and a
certain degree of suspicion about what we were hearing. This emphasised the
requirement to look for substantiation across a range of data collected in respect of any
one case study, and not merely to accept something as a fact because someone had said

that was the case. For example, in one of the case studies a Police officer who had been

79



involved in the development of IT, time and time again during several hours of
discussion on separate occasions stressed their role as the one person responsible for
driving a project. Interviews with other people not only failed to confirm this, but
revealed an alternative view which was substantiated by several sources of data. The
issue was to consider why it was that this individual had articulated a view no-one else
agreed with - were they right, were they deluding themselves, trying to mislead the
researcher, or perhaps enjoying the opportunity to talk about an area they worked in so
much they sought to embellish some of the detail? This highlights two points: firstly, the
importance of we as researchers exercising our own judgement; and secondly, the
importance of watching what is said as well as listening to what is said in order to

interpret the data.

Recognition of these characteristics formed the basis of the conversations with people in
our research. The research interviews have been topical (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) in that
they have been focussed on the area of ISS formation, looking at what happened, when
and why. Thus, the interview as a research method can be a complex method, in which
the researcher requires a high degree of awareness, in thoughts and in practice. This
latter point reinforces the need for reflection throughout the fieldwork as the researcher
must look for weaknesses, omissions, and good practice that could be addressed later in

the study.

4.4.3. PARTICIPATION AS PART OF A CASE-BASED APPROACH

A period of participation was undertaken over a period of three months with one of the
case organisations. This followed a request from the organisation for us to work with
them following interviews. The period involved working within the Police Force
undertaking a review of their existing ISS, and helping them to develop a new approach
to IS in the Force. This enabled an immersion within the area of study which has not
been possible by simply turning up to interview people, or even engaging in less formal

conversations at other times.

At the commencement of the period of working with the Police Force, a swipe card pass

and a key were provided which gave access to the headquarters building and the
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computer suite - an area restricted to IS staff. At one level this seemed to signify a
certain degree of trust and acceptance, but at another level we were quite clearly labeled
as an outsider by the visitor badge which we was required to wear when in the
headquarters building. In addition to such tangible elements of belonging, the researcher
always made it quite clear that he was an outsider who was only with the organisation to

complete a specific task.

For the researcher ever to have considered himself as anything other than an outsider
would in one sense be naive. In another sense though, it is important to recognise that
the researcher can not be a totally unconnected reporter of a reality (Silvermann, 1993).
Rather, we recognise that the researcher plays a role in constructing the perceptions of
the process being investigated; for example simply by requesting to speak to people, or
by asking questions of a person one is engaging in the co-construction of a social
process which brings issues to the fore which may otherwise have not been addressed. It
is the reflection upon our mental construct in such situations that enables these issues to

our conscious level of thinking (Jayaratna, 1994).

As a part of this reflective process a diary was kept during the period, with notes taken
at or shortly after most interviews. Following day-to-day contact with individuals,
observations were recorded as appropriate. This period of working with the organisation
required the delivery of a report which formed part of their ISS. The author was closely
involved with organisational members as the production of this report required meeting
with a wide range of people within the organisation and direct involvement in the ISS
formation activity. It was important therefore to develop a sense of distance from the
process to enable reflection upon observations and events, while remaining committed

to delivering an end product.

4.4.4. MEANS OF ANALYSIS

The analysis of data occurred hand in hand with the fieldwork, in keeping with an
interpretive perspective and as advised by other researchers (e.g. McCracken, 1988;
Gummesson, 1991; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This enabled us to maintain an ongoing

dialectic between the analysis and theoretical work.
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In analysing data, a number of works were utilised in considering how to undertake the
analysis of data (e.g. McCracken,1988; Silvermann, 1993; Miles & Huberman, 1994,
Rubin & Rubin, 1995). The explicit acknowledgement of these contributions, and the
setting out of the analytic method is seen as a necessary step in meeting the conduct of

qualitative enquiry (Kvale, 1989).

The purpose of the analysis has been to abstract issues from the case material through
which we can explain ISS formation across the case studies. The means of doing this
was through the induction of themes and concepts in moving towards an overall
explanation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Walsham, 1993, 1995), using the exercise of
power framework discussed previously as the investigative basis. Thus, while the
framework provided a guide, it was only a guide; we remained alive to the inductive

emergence of other explanatory issues from the data.
The analysis was based around three areas in coding of the data, these being:

recognising concepts, hearing stories, and hearing themes. An overview of each of these

is set out below in Table 4.3..
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AREA ISSUES ARISING
1. Recognising Ideas or concepts through which ISS formation is
Concepts understood

There is a danger here of researchers imposing their own
perspective in an unreflective manner- especially in the
assigning of labels, for example in imposing pre-
determined analytic categories rather than seeing what is
actually emerging from the data. Reflection upon such
concepts can be applied to researchers as well as to those
researched.

2. Hearing Stories

In looking for underlying meanings and themes, it can be
useful to pick out and analyse stories; i.e. "refined
versions of events that may have been condensed or
altered to make a point indirectly"(Rubin & Rubin, 1995,
p. 231).

The implications of this are that we must consider why
such versions may have been refined or condensed.: is it
embarrassing, is it forbidden or dangerous for them?
Therefore, we must attend to both the story itself and to
the reason behind the telling of the story.

3. Hearing Themes

These include: Descriptions of how people do or should
behave; provide explanations for how and why things
happen in the practice of ISS formation.

We must be wary of developing themes from limited
instances within the data, or suggestions from literature.
We can address this by remaining sensitive to this
happening, and also by looking for themes outside of the
investigative framewortk.

OUTCOME

It is the discovery of concepts and ultimately themes that
we abstract in developing an explanatory theory. Our
determination of what seems to be important is part of the
process of interpretation and is judgmental, the
researcher's own mental construct is an important factor
in this development and hence our attention to making
this explicit.

Table 4.3. Coding Guide (based upon Rubin & Rubin, 1995; p.229-229)

We used the coding guide shown in Figure 4.4.. to help us focus our analysis efforts,
and to help us move in a structured manner from data to themes that emerged from our
analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In undertaking our analysis
it was necessary to think about the difference between what happened and what people
say happened in any given situation. Many actions may not have had any deliberation
beforehand, although a person may retrospectively ascribe such deliberation to the
action, in line with aims and beliefs that seem appropriate. Indeed, when the notion of

conscious and unconsciousness, aim and beliefs, are taken into account then the
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complexity of understanding action from accounts may be understood. We consider that
it is advisable to look at the causes of action as a complex package of factors, with
reasons - as events rather than justifications - being only one part (Doyal & Harris,
1986). With this in mind we note that, "since such causation is totally dependent on both
the agents ability and willingness to infer and to act upon inferences based upon such a
package, perhaps it is best simply to think of her/him as the cause of what they do rather
than overemphasising the causal importance of one of the packages logical contents"

(ibid., p. 69).

Thus, in the accounts of action given, we looked at the reasons, aims and beliefs in the
context of the culture within which people operate, consciously or otherwise, and the
institutional effects that may impinge upon said action. As Silvermann (1993) notes,
what we get in such accounts is not necessarily an explanation of what happened; we
need to acknowledge and be aware of the embedded, situated nature of such accounts,
for example where people may seek to morally justify their own position, or where
action may be located within a particular institutional power structure. That is, we need
to move beyond letting peoples account, or explanation, stand as the final version of
what happened , but to ensure that our rigorous analysis moves behind such accounts.
Our process of enquiry into ISS formation through engaging with a framework based
around the exercise of power provided one means of doing this, and was particularly
useful as we began to code data by encouraging us to move beyond the explanation at

face value to examine the rationale behind them.

The coding of data proceeded in a manner which can be described as partly an inductive
and partly a deductive approach, although we would argue that it was largely an
inductive process. That is, we engaged in a dialectic between literature and analysis,
developing our thinking with regard to views of ISS formation, and following the pilot
study utilising an investigative framework through which we could consider ISS
formation in terms of the exercise of power. We used this framework to help us in
interviewing and in the analytic coding. However, we were conscious to remain
sensitive to other explanatory issues emerging from the data, and from this dual track
approach, we inductively abstracted a series of themes which led to the development of

our theoretic explanation.
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The coding of data was undertaken using a commercially available computer software
package, NUD*IST, initially version 3.0.4, but later adopting version 4. NUD*IST
provides a means of managing data, both from interview transcripts as well as from
notes of meetings and other data collected during the case study investigation. The
software also allowed a rigorous analysis and coding of data, followed by investigation
of coding categories, as themes and concepts were refined and developed. The software
allowed us to investigate the data in many ways, by using searches based upon within
and between category criteria. For example, once we had coded interview data, as an in-
category search we could look for all the coded sections where the word power had been
used. As an example of a between category search, we could look for instances of
people who were working as IT professionals, who were non-police staff, and who had
used the word strategy. During coding of the data, coding categories were set up in
advance based upon the informing theoretical framework in terms of ISS formation and
in terms of power. In addition, a number of themes and concepts emerged during the
analysis which formed additional coding categories. In this way the researcher sought to
ensure that the investigative framework did not form a straitjacket to coding, remaining
alert to the potential of new themes and concepts emerging. Similarly, the researcher
remained alert to the use of stories, metaphors and analogies during the coding of data.
Preliminary analysis of all of the case organisations occurred as the fieldwork continued,
and when data collection in terms of the fieldwork was deemed to have finished, the
coding categories were again revised before formal analysis of the data commenced
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). A copy of the initial and the final coding categories used

are shown in Appendix 1.

Agar (1991) and Coffey et al (1996b) have expressed concerns about the use of such
packages in qualitative research studies because of the perception that some researchers
were increasingly relying upon the software to do the analysis work. This arose because
of two main concerns, the first being the ability of the software to search and undertake
autocoding of documents and the danger that researchers would therefore not probe the
data in any depth. The second concern was because of the possibility of researchers
associating the use of software with methodological rigour; that is, that if they used a
piece of software then their methods of analysis must therefore be rigorous. This latter
view could lead to a failure to give adequate attention to methods, and hence invalidate

results. It is stressed here that in our view the use of such a package is solely as an aid to
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the process of coding - a tool, nothing more. As Kelle (1997) notes, "we should address
these programs (NUD*IST and similar) as software for data administration and
archiving rather than as tools for data analysis" (p.14, sec. 6.3). Thus, such programs are
useful as aids in coding and retrieval, but there are dangers in seeing them as theory
builders - that is, doing the analysis for us; such tools assist the researcher's cognitive

processes, but can never be seen as a substitute for them.

The data analysis using NUD*IST led us through a series of iterations of the coding
categories, from which we abstracted concepts and themes until we arrived at a level of
understanding which explained the research domain. This led to the development of a
conceptual framework through which we are able to explain our understanding of ISS

formation through focussing upon the exercise of power.

4.5. SUMMARY

In this chapter we discussed the research philosophy, research methodology and
methods adopted. The approach adopted allowed for the development of a rich
discussion of the case studies, and the subsequent analysis of ISS formation through
focussing upon the exercise of power saw the abstraction of a number of key themes. In
the next Chapter we discuss the Scottish Police Service, which is where our case studies

have been based, and evaluate the evolution of Information Technology in the Police.
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CHAPTER FIVE - THE POLICE SERVICE IN CONTEXT

5.1. INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter outlined the philosophical approach that underpinned the
empirical investigation discussed in this thesis. In this chapter we will move on to
provide the context to the case study organisations. It is necessary to provide this
contextual discussion as a way of adding to the richness of the description, analysis and
understanding of the cases (Pettigrew, 1985, 1990). The investigation focused upon five
Police Forces in Scotland, and consequently context in this instance refers not just to the
legal framework in which and through which Police Forces operate, but also to
acknowledge the social, political, economic, and historic issues deemed appropriate in
this instance. The chapter is structured as follows: firstly an evaluation of the Police
Service in terms of history and organisation structure issues, which leads us to consider
structural forms of bureaucracy in the Police; secondly, an evaluation of information

technology (IT) in the Police Service.

5.2. THE POLICE SERVICE - HISTORY AND STRUCTURE

This discussion provides an understanding of structure, of social and historic context,

and of issues of relevance to the ensuing analysis of the case study Police Forces.

The Police Service as we currently understand it, as institutions comprising a uniformed,
disciplined body of people, has been constituted for less than 200 years, although the
concept of policing would seem to be an innate condition of any ordered society. The
Police, "refers to a particular kind of social institution, while policing implies a set of
processes with specific social functions" (Reiner, 1994, p. 716). Hence, here we are
concerned with particular institutions that have been labeled as Police Forces, as
opposed to the notion of policing as a constituent factor in the maintenance of social

order.

In the UK there are 43 Forces in England and Wales, 8 Forces in Scotland, and 1 Force

in Northern Ireland. In addition, there are small Forces responsible for geographic areas
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such as the Isle of Man, for particular sectors such as the railways, and for industries
deemed in need of specific attention such as the atomic energy authority installations.
Among what we may consider to be the main Police Forces, i.e. those covering distinct
geographic regions, there is a commonality of purpose, although with differences in
criminal justice systems between forces in England and Wales, and those in Scotland.
Even within national groupings cultural differences between forces have been noted, for
example between urban and rural forces (Shapland & Hobbs, 1989), where the style of
policing in large urban areas differs from that in the policing of isolated rural
communities. The range of duties undertaken by the Police is considerable, from crime-
fighting, traffic, public order duties, to dealing with witchcraft and opening tins of pet
food for pensioners (Dale, 1994). Given that our empirical investigation is based upon

Scottish forces, it is necessary to address the Scottish Police Service specifically.

5.3. THE POLICE SERVICE IN SCOTLAND.

The cases presented and discussed in this thesis represent five of the eight Police Forces
in Scotland. The eight Police Forces in Scotland have a combined strength of 14,800
Police officers (as at 31/3/97- Scottish Office, 1997), covering over one third of the land
mass of the UK, with a resident population of less than 6 million people. This compares
to over 127,000 Police officers for a population of 53 million people in England and
Wales.

The Police (Scotland) Act 1967 has provided the basic framework of modern Police

powers and responsibilities, subject to subsequent amendment, and reflects the content

of the Report of the 1962 Royal Commission from which the duties of the Police in

Scotland can be summarised as follows:

e to maintain law and order and protect persons; to prevent crime.

e to detect criminals and, in the course of interrogating suspected persons, play a part
in the early stages of the judicial process, acting under judicial restraint.

e to control road traffic and advise local authorities on traffic questions.

e to carry out certain duties on behalf of Government departments - for example, to

conduct enquiries on applicants for British nationality.
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e by long tradition, to befriend anyone who needs their help, and to cope with any
minor or major emergency which may arise.

e in carrying out their work, Police constables work as members of a disciplined force
under the direction of the chief constable, although each is expected to act on his or
her own initiative and is alone accountable at law for the exercise of his authority.
They do much of their work alone and without supervision and they must make
decisions based on sound knowledge of the law. Constables are therefore unique in
the nature and degree of responsibility they are required to exercise. (Royal

Commission on the Police, 1962)

The main differences between Police Forces in Scotland and those elsewhere in the UK
are centred upon a distinctive legal system in Scotland, with laws specific to Scotland,
and structure based upon the Sheriff's Office, the Procurator Fiscal, and the Crown

Office, who form the basis of the prosecution system.

5.4. INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES IN THE POLICE SERVICE

The Police Act 1964 and The Police (Scotland) Act 1967 provide the basis for the
current structure and running of policing, with the setting up of a tripartite structure. In
this, responsibility is shared between the Secretary of State for Scotland, the local Police
authority, and the Chief Constables. The operational running of the Force lies with the
Chief Constable, although control can be exercised over this individual by the Secretary
of State and the local Police authority. Chief Constables are appointed on fixed term
contracts, normally of 5 or 7 years duration, and can be said to represent the professional

managers and leaders of the Police Service (Horton, 1996).

The Police are a disciplined, hierarchical body with much similarity to a militaristic
model. The rank structure in the majority of forces (The Metropolitan Police and the
City of London Police being the main exceptions) is as follows: Chief Constable,
Assistant Chief Constable, Superintendent, Chief Inspector, Inspector, Sergeant,
Constable (in decreasing order of seniority). There are further distinctions to be made in
the hierarchy, which reflect responsibility and representation. The two most senior ranks
are commonly referred to as ACPO ranks, that is belonging to the Association of Chief

Police Officers (Scotland has the Association of Chief Police Officers [Scotland], hence
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ACPOS) which represents the interests of all officers at that level. Superintendents,
which effectively combines two ranks with ordinary and senior Superintendent gradings,
have their own representation and meeting groups, centred around the Superintendents
Association (with a separate association in Scotland). All other ranks are represented by
the Police Federation (again, with a separate association in Scotland). Thus, not only is
there separation in terms of ranks, but also in terms of collective identity and

representation.

Within all Forces there is a civilian workforce. Historically, civilian personnel have
been employed in the Police to undertake clerical tasks, although increasingly civilian
staff have come to occupy more senior roles, particularly in specialist areas such as
finance and IT. In some Forces, civilian personnel have come to occupy posts formerly
taken by ACPO rank officers, for example at Lothian and Borders, where the civilian
Director of Administrative Services post was formerly the preserve of an Assistant
Chief Constable. Pressure to civilianise Police posts has resulted from the increased cost
of employing Police officers (Horton, 1996), and in the form of advice for Chief
Constables to civilianise posts from central government sources through Home Office
Circulars (e.g. Home Office Circulars 114/83 & 105/88). By way of illustration, in the
Scottish Police Service at 31 March 1998 there were 14,988 Police officers and 4,670
civilian staff (excluding domestic/cleaning staff) (HMIC, 1998, sec.6.1).

Funding in Scotland is provided from a combination of local and central government,
with a 49/51% split respectively. Traditionally, budgets have been held and managed by
regional authorities, but in 1996 responsibility for financial management was transferred
to Chief Constables. Following changes in the allocation of budgets in 1996, to single-
line budgets, each Chief Constable is given a specific allocation of funds with which
they have to manage for the year. This has been a significant change in budgeting
procedures for the Forces, because prior to this finance would be managed by the local
authority, with the Chief Constable applying for resources as needed. This has meant

that the Chief Constable now has some latitude in managing resource levels.

The introduction of initiatives to introduce a professional management ethos into the
Police (Leishman & Savage, 1993) may be hampered by the discretionary nature of

Police activity, the reactive nature of Policing, and traditional Police culture (Horton,
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1996) Thus, the Police Service have faced a number of challenges over recent years,
primarily driven from central government, which have had some impact upon the way

they operate, and which have implications for our understanding of ISS formation.

5.4.1. BUREAUCRATIC TRADITIONS AND NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT

Police Forces have been experiencing profound change, little of which has been of their
own making (Johnston, 1992). This has been due to a combination of political ideology,
economic circumstances, and establishment fears about governability of the state (ibid.).
In particular, the structure of Police institutions and influences from a variety of
initiatives associated with the area labeled new public management are important in

providing contextual detail to our considerations of ISS formation.

Police institutions are firmly rooted in the public sector; the vast bulk of their funding
comes from public sources, and they perform a public duty in the maintenance of law
and order and the protection of life and property. The authoritarian top-down structure
of Police Forces has been categorised as highly bureaucratic (Loveday, 1993). Most of
the decision making occurs at the bottom of the institutional hierarchy, which reflects
the discretionary nature of street-level policing. (Horton, 1996), although leadership and
operational policy is firmly the preserve of the senior ranks. The hierarchical nature of
the Police Service, with a number of supervisory levels, reflects increasing attempts
over the years to more closely monitor the activities of the constable - the command and

control of Police activities (Loveday, 1993).

Police Forces have been referred to as bureaucratic (Bradley et al, 1986; Oliver, 1989;
Terrill, 1992). For Weber (1947), the notion of ideal bureaucracy incorporated:
hierarchy of offices; a career system denoting specific areas of competence and
specialisation; remuneration tied to clear contracts, discipline, and control in office;
formal rules sets and decisions controlling the administration of organisation. The
Police Service can be seen to exhibit such characteristics, although the point of this is
not whether or not the Police are perceived to be bureaucratic, but rather to what does
this concept sensitise us in our analysis. Just as Weber (1947) was interested in the

social consequences of this form of organisation, particularly as a form of social
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domination (Morgan, 1986), we too are interested in the consequences for ISS

formation of the way in which Police institutions are organised.

Research into the Police has suggested that Police institutions constitute a mock
bureaucracy (Gouldner, 1954). This means that the perceived formality of hierarchy and
discipline masks aspects of informal organisation which undermined any assumptions of
control. Others argue that the Police world is typically, "casual, lackadaisical, offhand,
ad-hoc and lowly motivated, with a deeply entrenched informal culture of occupational
deviance" (Punch 1983: xii, cited by Johnston, 1988, p.52). Hence, while the Police may
appear to be a disciplined, ordered, highly structured body operating in accordance with
a clear set of rules, there is a degree of discretion in operation which renders such

notions meaningless - hence a mock bureaucracy.

In terms of the Police therefore we can acknowledge the view that they can be perceived
as displaying characteristics of bureaucracy, but must then ask what this means for our
analysis. For this we can turn to the work of Mintzberg (1979), who argues that Police
Forces can be considered as control bureaucracies, a derivative of what he calls machine
bureaucracy (p. 331). By this he seems to mean that the very fact that the Police are
engaged in a form of control means that they are invariably driven towards a
configuration that is bureaucratic. We can utilise Mintzberg's (1979) work to consider
the nature of Police institutions, highlighting where there is congruence, and where there
is conflict with his analysis. In Table 5.1. below we evaluate the apparent structural
properties of policing institutions based upon empirical work with the structural

elements of the Police Service within Mintzberg's (1979) analysis.
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Factors typically associated
with Control Bureaucracy

Synthesised views regarding structuring of
Police Forces

Simple and stable environments —
predictability means that tasks can be
routinised and standardised.

Despite the range of Police activities, the context in which
they operated was up until recent decades relatively
predictable. The Police have a well defined set of operating
regulations which govern what should be done given particular
situations. As noted above, research work has indicated that
Police officers not only have discretion regarding action to be
taken (or inaction), but they also exercise discretion as to
whether to follow the regulations set down or not.

Mature organisation - has developed
standards for operation

The Police are a mature organisation, and do have clearly laid
down standards for operation. Despite the adage often
expressed by Police officers (from author's conversations with
Police officers) that they 'never know what's waiting for them
round the corner...' or '...when the phone next rings', in fact,
while the circumstances may vary, the nature of the incident
will almost always be something the Police have dealt with
before, and have clear procedures for dealing with.

Relatively unsophisticated technical
systems enable routinisation &
standardisation. Hence, no need for
specialists to whom power may be
delegated, and thus central control
remains intact.

For most of its existence the Police have had relatively
unsophisticated technical systems, not requiring specialist
assistance. Increasingly, specialists are now required to run
more sophisticated systems, for example in IT and in finance,
with delegation being required away from centre.

External control - which refers not
just to control by government for
example, but also the exercise of

control through public accountability.

As noted, the Police have had a degree of autonomy in terms
of operational activity within the tripartite structure. However,
as noted already, external control has increased since the
1980s through the activity of the Home Office, the Audit
Commission, and HMIC for example. The issue of
accountability to the public is a subject of considerable debate
(e.g. see Reiner, 1994, pp.742-752) and beyond the scope of
this work, except to say that in theory the Police Service are
accountable to their communities.

It is the control orientation (internally and externally) and need
for public accountability that Mintzberg says draws Police
institutions towards the machine bureaucracy structure, as
opposed to a professional bureaucracy where work is
dependent upon the skills and knowledge of professionals, i.e.
horizontal specialisation with vertical space to operate.

Provision of non-routine and critical
services

In addition to patrolling, and what they term proactive policing
duties, the Police do stand ready to respond to events, and
hence have detailed procedures for dealing with contingencies.

Table 5.1. A Comparative Evaluation of Structural Issues in the Police Service
(Structural factors based upon Mintzberg, 1979, pp.314-347.)

The analysis in Table 5.1. above leads us to the view that Police institutions illustrate

many of the characteristics of a control bureaucracy in line with Mintzberg's (1979)

assessment. From this we can reflect upon further issues which are important in

developing our contextual sensitivity to the domain. Firstly, technological systems in the

Police Service have become much more sophisticated over recent years, but the

corollary of this is that the Police have been employing more and more civilian staff to
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manage these systems. In particular, systems for financial management, and systems
utilising information technology have seen an influx of professional, skilled civilian
staff into areas up until recently dominated by Police personnel. Whilst the reasons for
these changes are numerous, ranging from government pressure to civilianise, to a need
to bring in appropriate computer related skills, such changes do raise a number of issues
that we can address. In particular, shifts in: authority, responsibility, knowledge, and

control, are areas that will be addressed in our subsequent analysis.

Secondly, the reduction of central control over certain key areas of Police institution
noted above can also be linked to a general trend towards decentralisation of authority
as Forces make greater use of the local command unit structure. This involves
responsibility and authority for Police operations in a local command unit being
devolved from headquarters to the local commander. Thus, there may well be changes in
decision making processes within the Forces which we may have ramifications for ISS

formation.

Finally, we note some of the influences that the Police have been subject to, for
example: HIMC (Her Majesty's Inspector of Constabulary), the Audit Commission, the
Scottish Office. However, the Police have not been alone in receiving the attention of
such groups, with the Police Service being seen as one of the last public sector areas to

feel the touch of public sector reform (Taylor & Williams, 1992; Loveday, 1993).

The Police, as with other public services from the 1980s onwards, have seen a shift in
the desires of the Government, as they have been required to become more accountable
to those who pay for public services - notionally the public at large, but more
specifically the Government - this representing a new public service focus (Stewart and
Clarke, 1987; Jones & Smith, 1993). The Police Service has been subject to numerous
Government initiatives with a view to improving the three E's of economy, efficiency,
and effectiveness (Taylor & Williams, 1992). This has been particularly evident
through the government's rigorous pursual of the financial management initiative, and
drive for value for money, issues which have been at the heart of new public
management (Jones & Smith, 1993; Barberis, 1998). These initiatives have been driven
by gox}emment through the Scottish Office, the Home Office, aided by the interventions

of the Audit Commission and HMIC who periodically inspect practice in Police Forces.
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Such interventions are illustrated through the comments of the HMIC, who noted in a
recent annual report that, "Within their own communities, Police Forces are monopoly
providers of many of the services they deliver. This makes it vitally important that the
Police demonstrate value for money (VFM) in the way that services are provided, and,
over the last 2 decades, forces have shown a very positive commitment to this principle.
During inspections I see many good VFM initiatives and it is therefore doubly
frustrating that not enough effort is made to record them and the savings made and
realise them to the same degree throughout every force."(HMIC, 1998, Introductory
Remarks). Such comments can be seen as illustrative of the intervention of groups such
as the HIMIC and the Audit Commission in policing activity, and such influences have

increased the similarity of many aspects of Police management (Horton, 1996).

Some researchers remain sceptical of the success of new initiatives, whatever their
source, due to a less obvious facet of Police institutional structure, namely the cop
culture, which exhibits an anti-intellectualism with which any new initiatives must
contend (Horton, 1996). Furthermore, the militaristic style and culture of the Police is
not perceived to be receptive to ideas such as flexibility, service to consumers, or other
issues associated with new managerialist initiatives, with the bulk of policing remaining
wedded to a task and action orientation (Horton, 1996). Thus, in addition to structural
characteristics which are pertinent to our study, we must also remain sensitive to the
social relations between groups as well as within institutional settings. The Police
Service are governed by statute in what they do, and are subject to scrutiny from a
number of government bodies who seek to ensure that all Forces operate in accordance
with best practice and to similar national standards. It is therefore of particular interest
that in our study several Forces are seeking to develop their own ISS which may appear

to be at odds with the quest for national standards.

Within this research, we recognise the concept of bureaucracy as a valuable label,
remaining sensitive to the issues which are raised within discussions of bureaucracy, but
acknowledging that the social practice of organisation demands that we engage in a
more rounded discussion of the area of investigation. Thus, discussions of bureaucracy
and of new public managemenfprovide a valuable contextual backdrop, and do indeed

highlight a range of areas which will inform our analysis of the case investigations, but
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they can only be a part of the picture. We now consider another area of contextual

significance, that being information technology in the Police Service.

5.5. INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY IN THE POLICE SERVICE.

The potential for the use of IT in a strategic sense has been recognised within the Police
Service (Home Office, 1983; Home Office 1993; Hough, 1980), as the former Chief
Constable of Derbyshire highlighted:

"The Police Service is undergoing a period of radical change. .. The key issues in
the future will be value for money, operational effectiveness and quality. The
strategic importance of IT developments to all three is without parallel”
(Newing, 1993, p.267)

We can regard the Police Service as an information intensive organisation in that they
are dependent upon effective information systems for the delivery of their service.
Given that information is central to the undertaking of Police activities, it is somewhat
surprising perhaps to find that the Police Service has only come to address widespread
use of IT from the late 1980s onwards. Indeed, concern has been expressed that use of
IT in the Police Service is fragmented and unlikely to enhance efficiency and
effectiveness (HMIC, 1998, Appendix - comments of the Lay Inspector.) Nonetheless,
we note that in Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, Police spend on IT is the second
largest source of expenditure after manpower (HMIC, 1998). The Police Service

average spend on IT is compared with other sectors in Figure 5.1. below:

IT Spend as % of turnover
0 2 4 6
Computer Services TIT7

Finance |
Education
Utilities |-
Local Govt. 7] .
Retail }

Police

Public Admin. 7|

Housing Mgt. 7}

Manuficturing S

Figure 5.1. Police IT spend average in comparison to other sectors (Kable,
1995, p.25)
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In Figure 5.1. above we see that Police average spend on IT at 1.6% is comparable with
areas of the public sector, if not unexpectedly someway below sectors such as finance
and computer services. Gross expenditure in the Scottish Police Forces for the year
ending 31 March 1998 was £709 million (ibid.). It has been estimated that UK forces
have an average IT spend of 0.85% of gross expenditure (Kable, 1995), which suggests
an annual IT spend in Scotland in the region of £6 million. This figure will vary as
additional capital is made available periodically by the Scottish Office for spending on
IT, as has happened in the past. Despite the spend on IT within Scottish Police Forces,
there is concern about the current situation. The HMIC has noted that recent financial
allocations for IT will not aid the enhanced development of effective IT in Scottish
forces (HIMC, 1998), and this is part of a general dissatisfaction concerning the level of

funding for IT in Police Forces in Scotland compared to those in England and Wales.

In Table 5.2. we analyse the development of IT usage in Police Forces from the 1960s
through to the 1990s. Here we highlight the socio-politico context to IT development,
highlighting also some of the governmental and managerial impetus for IT

developments.

97



Years | Political/ Public Impetus for Computer Impact
economic Management Computing Solutions
environment Innovation
1960s Full Bureaucratic and | Financial Local Cost savings;
employment; administrative Accounting; authority Management
Social emphases; Payroll mainframe and | improvements
class/party Expanding management. batch in central
alignment; Mass | resource base. processing; services —
production & very limited personnel &
mass remote access. | finance
consumption
1970s Rising Bureaucratic and | Police Separate Improvements
unemployment; | administrative independence; developments | in human
Social emphases; New efficiency | of Police resource
class/party de- Professionalising; | demands. computing management.
alignment; Tensions with installations;
Economic Police authorities. New wide area
decline; Trade networks
union supporting
challenges. command &
control
systems and
other resource
deployment
systems.
1980s/ | Peaks in Bureaucratic and | Demands for Office Development
1990s | unemployment.; | administrative improved automation of information
Industrial emphases; New efficiency and systems; and
change; New organisational effectiveness in | management organisational
patterns of groupings policy; value for | information; strategies;
social unrest; emerging; money wider range of | Releasing
De-unionisation; | Concern with initiative; applications human
Flexible ‘customer single-line e.g. resources from
production & accountability'; budgets. HOLMES; administrative
consumption New public Some forces tasks.
patterns management. reintegrate
emerging; their
enterprise computing
culture; with local
information authorities to
economy and effect cost
information savings.
society.

Table 5.2. IT development in Police relative to socio-political context: (based upon
Taylor & Williams, 1992, p. 49.)

The main issues that arise from Table 5.2. are that as the Police are increasingly being
asked to make much greater use of IT, so they are also being asked to justify the use in
terms of increased efficiency, effectiveness and economy. There are two further issues
to be addressed here. One is that at the same time however they have found themselves
having to take full responsibility for both the running and development of IT with the

withdrawal of local authorities from such provision. The other is that this increased
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focus and increased responsibility has come at a time when budgetary responsibility has
been shifted from local Police Authorities to Chief Constables. All of these issues make
the place of ISS all the more important. The historical overview of IT issues in Figure
5.3. help situate our understanding of the context surrounding IT in the Police Service

and from which we can now move on to an analysis of the case studies.

5.6. SUMMARY

In this chapter we have discussed some of the social, political, and technical issues that
form part of the context to ISS formation in the case studies. We have sought to
highlight some of the key issues which will inform our subsequent analysis, in
particular: the way in which the Police Service is embodied and enacted through a
legislative and regulatory framework, and within which researchers have observed
increasing similarity between Police Forces. It is against this backdrop, that people
within individual Police Forces are engaged in ISS formation, that is, thinking about
strategy for their own Force. The perceived bureaucratic structure of Police Forces can
be set against the concept of mock bureaucracy at work. Finally, we noted that the
Police Service can be thought of as information intensive, and yet against that the
relatively recent desire to make more widespread use of IT. It is against this backdrop of
regulation, perceived bureaucratic structure, and relative immaturity in the widespread
use of IT, that we investigate the concept of ISS formation, and in the next chapter we

discuss the case studies of five Police Forces.
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CHAPTER SIX - ISS FORMATION: CASE STUDY A

6.1. CASE A POLICE FORCE

Before discussing case study A, it should be noted that Chapters Six to Eleven inclusive
discuss specific case study findings of ISS formation in five Police Forces, and of
practice surrounding the formation of a National ISS for the Scottish Police Service,
which forms a sixth case study. In addition to our discussion of each case, we will
abstract issues from each case study. At the end of each chapter we will highlight some
key themes drawn from across the case studies. An analysis of these themes from our
cross-case analysis and generic findings from the research will be examined in Chapter

Twelve.

It is worth noting that in all of our case studies, the hierarchical role structure of the
Police is as follows: |
o Chief Constable
e Deputy Chief Constable (abolished in 1994 as a distinct rank, after which the
Chief Constable appoints an assistant Chief Constable who may act as a deputy
[Sheehy, 1994])
e Assistant Chief Constable
e Chief Superintendent
e Superintendent
e  Chief Inspector
e Inspector
e Sergeant

e Constable

When we refer to these ranks throughout the case study Chapters, we will be implicitly

reflecting their position in this hierarchical structure.
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Each of the case studies are structured as follows: Firstly, we discuss the background to
the Police Force, and secondly we discuss ISS formation in the case study. Following
this we will present our analysis of the case study which we have undertaken with
reference to the theoretical issues discussed in Chapters Two and Three. Finally we will
summarise the case study by abstracting key themes for discussion in Chapter Twelve.
The identity of each Force has been made anonymous as far as is possible, this having
been agreed with the individual Forces as a condition of access for fieldwork. We have
also preserved the anonymity of individual contributors throughout as agreed with the

participants in the research.

The fieldwork for this case study was initially focused upon the setting up and operation
of an IS/IT Strategy Board, which was formed in 1993, and which was disbanded in
1998. During the fieldwork we incorporated discussion of historic events associated
with IS in the Force as it became apparent that these were important to our
understanding of ISS formation. The Board was responsible for developing and
overseeing IS/IT strategy in the Force, and provided a meaningful focus for our period
of engagement, this being a prerequisite for validity in Case study research (Pettigrew,
1985a; Yin, 1989). In the course of our research 16 different members of staff were
interviewed, many on several occasions. This was in addition to informal discussions

with these and other people during the period of fieldwork.

6.2. BACKGROUND TO THE CASE STUDY

Case A Police Force is one of the smaller forces in the U.K., responsible for policing an
area of 1016 square miles in Scotland. The population of the area covered by the force
is relatively sparse, totalling approximately 275,000, which with around 1,000 people

per hectare making it some way below the average for Britain of 2,500 per hectare.

The Chief Constable, is responsible to both the Secretary of State for Scotland and to a
local Joint Police Board for the running of the Force. It is the Joint Police Board and the
Secretary of State who oversee the provision of budget which was £31 million in 1997.
The annual budget for IT amounts to approximately 0.6% of the overall Force budget
(Kable, 1995), although in 1997/98 a projected budget of £175,000 was reduced to zero

because of financial pressures within the Force. The allocated IT budget has been
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supplemented on several occasions with extra money which has been made available by

either the Joint Police Board or the Scottish Office for IT.

Policy for the Force is published each year by the Chief Constable in the form of an
annual report, which details key aspects of policing over the preceding twelve months,
and also sets out a public statement of purpose for the forthcoming year. This statement
of purpose comprises a mission statement and six objectives, which remained
unchanged from 1991 to 1998. The mission statement and objectives for Case A Police
Force can be seen in Appendix 2. These remained in place throughout the period of the

research.

6.3. INFORMATION SYSTEM STRATEGY FORMATION

It was in 1974 that the Force were said to have first begun to utilise computer
technology when a link to the Police National Computer (PNC) was established. Also in
the mid 1970s, an experiment took place with a vehicle availability computer system,
which cost the force in the region of £30,000 and was generally regarded to have been a
disaster. According to several senior officers, there had not been any attempt to consider
strategy for IT at that time; the perception of Officers spoken with who had knowledge
of the events suggested that a decision was taken to buy a computer system because
many other Police Forces were experimenting with IT and the Chief Constable at the
time did not wish his Force to be seen to be lagging behind. However, even during the
1990s, the symbolism of this failed system still resonated strongly among senior
Officers. It was not so much that the system had failed to live up to expectations that
was the problem being expressed here, but rather the perception that being associated

with the development of IT could have a negative impact upon an Officer’s career.

Some of the lessons of this early failure with IT were said to have been learned when in
1978 a link was established between the Force and the local authority mainframe
system, also in Stirling, to handle crime offence recording. This was said to be the first
implicit consideration of ISS, although this terminology was not recognised as being
used at that time. The approach to IT development during the 1980s was described as

ad-hoc, and piecemeal, and while it was said that there was no explicit discussion of
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strategy at this time, equally, there was not seen to be a policy in place to guide the

development of IS in the Force.

6.3.1. A NEW CHIEF CONSTABLE & ABC

In 1990 a new Chief Constable was appointed, and it was with the arrival of this person
that an increased emphasis was given to the potential usage of IT in the Force. The new
Chief Constable was perceived as someone who had a strong interest in IT, and this was
commented upon by all those interviewed. Senior Officers in the Force were aware that
the new Chief Constable had been responsible for introducing IT into the previous Force
with which he had worked, and presumed that the same would happen in this Force. The
arrival of the Chief Constable had an immediate impact in relation to IT, as one of the
senior officers noted:

"... and I have to say that many of us were quite shocked by some of his radical
views on matters particularly in association with technology, and the fact that he
conversed as someone with knowledge, which we'd never been used to, because
we'd only been used to talking to people outside.".

The new Chief Constable had previously worked in another Scottish Police Force,
where as a Superintendent he had been given responsibility for a project to implement a
new control room for the Force. It was from this project that his own interest in
computer based IS had developed, and indeed in the application of technology more
broadly in policing. During this time, he was said to have established a relationship with
a software firm, having run a pilot scheme with their software in his previous Force.
This company had developed a database system which built around a free text search
engine, and it was the ability to link and search free text that was thought by both the
company and the Chief Constable to be particularly appropriate to a Police application.

At the time of the new Chief Constable’s arrival, the IT situation was described by
several people as being totally uncoordinated in terms of development, purchasing,
maintenance, and funding. Shortly after his arrival in the Force in 1990, as there was no
policy in place for IS/IT the Chief Constable ordered a review of IS in the Force, with a
view to developing an ISS for the Force. This review was undertaken by one the Police
Officers responsible for IT, and when delivered one month later made a series of points,

which were:
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e That the existing IT infrastructure had developed in a random fashion, and while
they had standardised on IBM PC’s, no standard existed for software, with many
custom built applications having been developed using a range software products.

e There were no data standards in the Force, with variance in the form in which data
was held, and also considerable duplication of data.

o The various systems were not linked. Consequently there was no ability to share or
search data across applications (irrespective of the lack of data standards).

e Most people in the Force were unaware of either IT applications that existed or data
that was held outside their own functional specialism (for example, in CID, Traffic
Department, Scenes of Crime, etc.).

o There was no policy for either IT or IS.

e The conclusion was that the Force should start again with IT.

The review was submitted to the Chief Constable, who agreed with the observations,

and with the conclusion. In February 1991 the Chief Constable asked the Officer who

had undertaken the review to develop a strategy for a new IT infrastructure for the

Force. The strategy was drawn up by this Officer during the next month in an approach

that was described as "high level strategy, very conceptual. This was regarded by senior

Officers as an ISS for the Force, and as being the first time this had been considered

within the Force. The document was submitted to the Chief Constable in the form of a

two page briefing report, and the main issues raised were as follows:

e The rationale for a new system was to make all data collected by the Force available
to and searchable by operational Officers on a 24 hour basis.

e To develop a corporate database model based upon core applications that will enable
the capturing and searching of data associated with every event and person dealt
with in the Force.

e To putin place a Force-wide IT network using established, robust technology.

e To establish Force-wide data standards.

e To train all staff in the use of the new system..

The Chief Constable agreed with this synopsis, and authorised the IT Officer to draw up
a more detailed proposal, working in conjunction with both the Chief Constable and one
other senior Officer, who was responsible for non-operational aspects of the Force,

which included IT. During the next two months, discussion of the new system was
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confined to these three people, although two presentations to other senior and middle
managers took place to communicate aspects of the proposed system. The meetings held
in developing the new system were not minuted, and took the form of informal
discussion between the three people, normally on a weekly basis. These were not
described as strategy meetings, although retrospectively those involved considered
themselves to have been involved in developing ISS during these meetings. In addition,
the IT Officer met with the Chief Constable at irregular intervals to discuss aspects of
the system as and when issues arose which required discussion. This represented a level
of access to the Chief Constable beyond that apparent for other Officers. This can be
better appreciated when we consider this in relation to the particular organisational role

structure in place at this time, seen in Figure 6.1. below:

Chief Constable

Deputy Chief Constable

[

Chief Superintendent
Management Services

Superintendent
Technical Services

|

I
Inspector - IT Officer

Figure 6.1. Formal IS/IT Reporting Structure - 1991

As a result of these discussions, it was proposed by the Chief Constable and the IT
Officer that a relationship be established with the company with whom the Chief
Constable had liaised when at his previous Force. The purpose of working with staff
from the software company was to investigate the feasibility of using their free-text
search engine technology as the basis for a corporate database system. As a part of this
process, a group of senior Police Officers were taken to offices of the software company

in East Kilbride, Scotland where their technology was demonstrated.
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Following discussions between the Chief Constable, the IT Officer and staff from the
software company, in May 1991 a 4-man project team was established by the Chief
Constable to work with the supplier company in developing a specification of a new
system, a team which included the IT Officer. The IT Officer, in conjunction with a
Chief Superintendent and the Chief Constable then worked for the next four months
drawing up an outline proposal for a corporate database system. This group met
regularly, often each week, with the meetings being informal and undocumented. In
August 1991 a business case for the proposed system was completed, for the dual
purpose of presenting this to senior Officers and to the local authority Police
Committee. In addition an operational requirement was developed, in partnership with
the software company, for a corporate database system networked throughout the Force.
Together, the business case and the operational requirement constituted what was
regarded as the ISS. However, the requirement was not documented within the Force,

but rather it was left to the supplier to maintain records of the requirements.

In December 1991 an invitation to tender based upon the operational requirement
developed was published in the Official Journal of the European Union, and a contract
was awarded to the software company to supply hardware, software and a network for
the Force in May 1992. There was never any doubt amongst those involved about who
was to be the supplier of the system, given the relationship that the Chief Constable had
previously established with one particular company. The Chief Constable described the
process to adopt the chosen technology as follows:

"Well I came in with a view that we needed a database that everybody had access
to 24 hours a day, and I was aware of the technology through my previous force
where I'd been deputy, and I'd run a pilot scheme with [the supplier], .. and I was
aware of it's capabilities. However, I didn't come in and say we've decided to go
to [the supplier], I took the senior management people to East Kilbride and let
them see it and they came back saying 'we've got to have that, we've got to have
that'. So, we just developed on from there, and we did a competitive
requirement, and we got a contract laid with [the supplier]."

The decision to install a new system Force-wide required additional funding to be
obtained, as there was no provision made in the budget for such a development. The
Chief Constable made a request to the Police Committee at one of the regular monthly
meetings for funding from the local authority to cover the cost of the system. After a
few weeks of deliberation, this request was granted, with the proviso that the new

system had to be in place before the end of the financial year on 1 April 1993. This put
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in place a deadline for implementation of the system. As a result of the deadline, it was
decided by the Chief Constable, the IT Officer in conjunction with the supplier, to
implement the system across all of the main divisional and sub-divisional stations in the

Force in one go.

The system went live across all the major stations in the Force at 11pm on 31st March
1993. Other stations were added to the system over the next six months, so that by the
end of 1993 all operational Police Officers in the Force had access to a system terminal.
The new system was named ABC (N.B.: not the actual acronym for the system; changed
for anonymity purposes), with a free-text searching software engine acting as a front end
to the existing databases. The system was installed, and by mid-1993, the system
consisted of an X25 network, a central Sun Sparcserver 670, and 4 Sparc stations. This
supported 350 terminals, most of them dumb-terminals, across the force. By the next
year, there were 450 terminals across the Force area, from any one of which a user could

access the ABC system.

Initially, the ABC system encompassed 18 distinct applications, although this had risen
to almost 40 applications by the end of 1995. The range of applications were said to
have been derived by the project team from existing policing processes, including: the
recording of crime, the production of crime reports (and later, the electronic
transmission of reports to the Procurator Fiscal's office), traffic accident recording,
information passed to the Police regarding crime or other activities, recording of
custodies, recording of lost property, with criminal intelligence being added in August

1993, and other applications following this.

The initial ABC system cost approximately £900,000, of which about £550,000 was for
hardware including networking. While the bulk of this was funded by the local
authority, in 1994 the Scottish Office made a further £500,000 available at the end of
the financial year to assist the Force in their IT developments, which enabled the Force
to move from text based terminals to PC's across the Force through which to run ABC.
Between 1995 and 1997, the existing system was developed and maintained from within
the Force IT budget, although in 1998 this budget was withheld to allow for spending on

other commitments in the Force.
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According to several of those Officers involved in the development of the ABC system,
the intention behind the system was to ensure, "that everyone could have access to, that
was running 24 hours a day”, where, “everything we did would be in the corporate
database". It was not possible to verify this with documentation, as it was claimed that
none existed; either that discussed such intentions or which set out intendec} strategy for
the system. Nonetheless, the ability to capture data about all incidents theht the Police
dealt with and to make that data available in a readily searchable fomzat to Police
Officers provided a facility unmatched by other Police Forces in the UK at the time.
This ensured that the Force, and the Chief Constable in particular were tI:1e subject of
several articles in newspapers and IT trade press (e.g. Gooding, 1993; FT 26/8/93;
Computing 9/12/93), as well as receiving visits from many other Forces in t'he UK who

wished to see the new system.

Up until the ABC system was introduced, the thinking about ISS was said to have been
focussed upon the development and implementation of the system, with no iSS
documentation having been produced within the Force beyond the business case and the
operational requirement. In developing the corporate plan for the Force as a whole, all
members of senior management, that is, those holding the ranks of superintendent and
above, were consulted. This involved each member of senior management preparing a
plan for their department, together with objectives, and submitting that to the centre.
The corporate plan for the Force was drawn up following discussion of those plans with
the senior managers. The involvement of senior management in the Force in relation to
ISS was limited to having proposals presented to them at a meeting early in 1991. This
approach was justified by one of the Officers developing the proposal for ABC as
follows:

“The general thought process in this Force when we started was that ... well, the
general opening statement to the business case to senior management was that
we’re going to present this thing to you, we’ll outline the concepts and the
general business case of how we see it working out. We will take on board your
observations, but unless those observations are reflected in the vast majority of
the workforce, your observations will be discarded, because in five years time
none of you, or very few of you will be here working with the system, .... it will
be middle management, junior management that will be occupying your position
in five years time, and what we don’t want to happen is that in five years time
somebody says, ‘who the fuck put this in?’.. ‘oh well it was so and so’... ‘where
is he?’.. ‘oh he’s retired’.... No!”
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Several of the senior Officers in the Force said that they perceived the proposal
presented to them as a fait accompli. Equally they said that as it was seen as being
driven by the Chief Constable, who was not only ‘knowledgeable about IT” but who
also was in command of the Force, then it would happen almost irrespective of their
views. At the same time, this was not viewed negatively by those senior officers, who
were quite aware of the role of the Chief Constable in deciding upon the new system:

“It’s his influence, no question about it, I mean he’s right into technology and
he’s been the driving force ... but that’s easy because if you are the Chief you can
do that. ] mean it’s not difficult, there’s not a lot of consultation involved in it.
It’s one of the good things we have over industry.”

6.3.2. THE IS/IT BOARD

Following the implementation of the ABC system, in May 1993 a visit was made by the
HMIC who was said to have commented that he was concerned at the lack of apparent
use of any project management methods in the development of ABC. Following this, a
meeting was said to have been held between the Chief Constable, the IT Officer and a
Chief Superintendent to decide how to respond to the criticism of the HMIC. They
decided to form a project board along the lines of the PRINCE method, which they had
been advised to use by the HMIC. Three weeks after this meeting, in July 1993 an IS/IT
Board was set up in line with the notion of a Project Board from the PRINCE project
management method (CCTA, 1994), ostensibly to oversee the ABC project. However,
there was also a desire amongst many senior Officers that IT developments in the Force
needed to be monitored more closely by people separate from the ABC project. This
resulted from two principal concerns that a number of senior officers shared: firstly, that
there had been too little consultation by the relatively small project team with other staff
in the development and implementation of ABC; and secondly, that the advent of ABC
had brought about a period of change which had been unforeseen by most people,
leaving many Officers of the view that they had tried to do too much too quickly. Whilst
the project team regarded the ABC system as an unqualified success, most other
Officers regarded the system as containing many flaws when implemented, which they

spent the next two years trying to have addressed through the IS/IT Board.

The IS/IT Board comprised a small group of Police officers who were chosen by the

Chief Constable, and was chaired by a Chief Superintendent from the senior
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management team. The membership of the IS/IT Board was kept separate from the
membership of the ABC project team as the Chief Constable wanted the IS/IT Board to
be seen as being independent from the development of ABC. The mandate of the IS/IT
Board was, "To assume responsibility for monitoring and authorising all computer
related developments in the Force for the approval of the Chief Constable" (IS/IT Board
Minutes, July, 1993). The relative position of the reporting structure in terms of IS/IT in

the Force can be seen in Figure 6.2. below:

Chief Constable

Deputy Chief Constable T
I Responsible to

Chief Superintendent IS/IT Board:
Management Services Chaired by Detective
Chief Superintendent

Chief Inspector
Technical Services

[

Inspector
IT Manager

ABC Development
Team

Figure 6.2. Position of IS/IT Board relative to IS/IT Reporting Structure - 1993/1998

All requests, suggestions, and intended developments of IT in the Force were now to go
to the IS/IT Board, which met at three monthly intervals. In addition, at the first meeting
of the IS/IT Board in July 1993 it was agreed that one of the responsibilities of the IS/IT
Board would be ISS. This was not necessarily to be the drafting of an ISS, but rather to
have responsibility for ISS in the Force. According to those present, this responsibility
for ISS was regarded as incorporating evaluation, prioritisation and authorisation of

developments to the ABC system. This included acting as a conduit for requests,
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overseeing acquisition, development, and delivery, and being responsible for the
maintenance of standards. Furthermore, part of the role of the Board was to assess new
ideas as they became apparent, and to consider the appropriateness of such
developments for the Force, taking into account operational need and budgetary
implication. The group were referred to in the Force as the 'is it' board, and views of
their effectiveness varied. On the one hand there were those who felt that the Board
lacked independence as they were being fed by those with more hands-on responsibility
for IS, namely the ABC project team and the Chief Constable. On the other hand, other
views were expressed saying that the Board were very much responsible for developing

ISS in the Force through a process of consultation across all Departments.

The IS/IT Board were viewed by all those spoken with as a central component in the |
development of ISS in the Force, although none had ever seen an ISS document
published within the Force. Nonetheless, several senior Officers surmised that the
existence of the IS/IT Board was in itself sufficient as it symbolised a commitment to IS
to all staff in the Force. A number of senior operational Officers said that they regarded
the IS/IT Board as merely a rubber-stamp for what the Chief Constable wanted to
happen. The IS/IT Board continued to meet throughout 1994 and 1995, during which
time they considered many suggestions for amendments and developments to ABC.
Indeed, issues associated with the ABC system formed the entirety of the agenda for the
IS/IT Board during 1994/1995. This according to those attending the meetings was

developing and managing ISS.

During 1994, the notion of ISS was recognised by most people spoken with as
something that the Force now had, which compared markedly with the situation before
the new Chief Constable arrived when there was no apparent interest in IT, let alone an
attempt to consider strategy. However, most people were unable to say what the notion
of ISS comprised beyond being the monitoring and development of the ABC system. It
became apparent that when people discussed ISS, what they were talking about was the
ABC system, it's development, implementation, and operation. This view prevailed
throughout the course of the research. Similarly, those few people who were particularly
involved with IS discussed ISS in terms of prioritisation of applications for, and
development of, ABC. The lack of a written ISS within the processes encompassed by

the IS/IT Board was regarded as beneficial because of the flexibility that this allowed,
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"I mean the strategy itself, we know has to be not so much part of an iterative
strategy but a completely flexible strategy. Part of the problem of strategies is it
takes so long to get the bloody things in place that to try and adhere to it two
years down the line you're cutting your arm off because you say 'l cannae use
that 'cause it's not in the strategy and we've agreed that the strategy cannot be
altered'. Not quite."

The common view of those spoken with was that the concept of strategy only came to be
considered by Police Forces in the early 1990s following the publication of a series of
Home Office circulars (e.g. Home Office, 1983, 1993) and Audit Commission papers
(e.g. Audit Commission, 1990, 1993) , together with the increased attention being given
to issues of strategy during inspection visits by the HMIC. In particular, there was
increasing referral during visits by the HMIC to strategy for IS as representing best
practice, and this concept came to appear with regularity in HMIC reports (HMIC, 1992,
1996, 1997, 1997a, 1998, 1999). The combination of these factors was referred to by
many senior staff as a key factor in stimulating awareness of and debate about the
concept termed strategy, not least in the area of IS given the growing recognition of the

importance of IS, and the cost .

In 1995 several senior Officers were unhappy about the lack of a documented ISS,
however they felt unable to do anything about it. They were particularly concerned by
the prospect of the Chief Constable leaving to take up another post, which in their view
would mean that the strategy would be in jeopardy should the next Chief Constable not
approve of it. While they were pleased to have a system in place that worked, they were
of the view that the IS/IT Board should be more proactive in developing a documented
strategy, although they saw little sign of that happening. By this they meant that there
was nothing written down that expressed what it was that was supposed to be being
achieved with IS, where IS was going, or what the timetable was. Those closely
involved in the IS developments in the force, that is on the ABC project team and on the
IS/IT Board acknowledged that the pace of IS developments had meant that they had not
produced an ISS plan as such, but that they preferred to maintain a verbal agreement,
and consequently a shared understanding (as they saw it) of ISS. In August 1995 the
ABC team became known as the IT department, and the IT Officer was officially

designated as the computer manager.
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During 1996, the IS/IT Board continued to meet bi-monthly, although some meetings
were postponed due to operational commitments of those involved. The meetings that
took place were focussed upon suggested developments to the ABC system, and
discussion of the impact of other developments, in particular the Scottish Police ISS
(SPISS), and the Integrated Scottish Criminal Justice Information System (ISCJIS). The
former referred to the development of a National ISS for the Police Forces in Scotland,
while the letter referred to a Scottish Office project to encourage IS compatibility and
communication between all elements of the criminal justice system. Development of
both of these systems was ongoing at this time. However, as the ABC system was
established in the Force, it was decided to wait and see what emerged at the end of the
respective processes rather than to start attempting to alter ABC to fit in with whatever

may be thought to be likely to emerge.

The IS/IT Board operated in the knowledge that the IT budget for the Force had been
reduced from an expected £110,000 to £60,000. The change to a new budgeting
procedure in all Scottish Police Forces, in 1995 meant that Chief Constables received
their budget at the start of the year which had to cover all eventualities. In 1997, the
intended IT budget of £150,000 was first reduced by 50%, and then cut to zero by the
Chief Constable in consultation with the Finance Manager, as a result of financial

pressures elsewhere in the Force, in particular the need to purchase new vehicles.

The result of these financial adjustments meant that in 1997, the IS/IT Board met less
frequently, once a quarter, but had become largely redundant in the eyes of those
participating, as they knew that there was no money to develop IT. ISS in the Force
remained undocumented. In March 1997 Her Majesty's Inspector of Constabulary
(HMIC) undertook an inspection of the Force. In the report which followed this
inspection, the HMIC was highly critical of several facets of the IS operation, namely:
the lack of a documented ISS, the failure to have a clear framework for project
management, and the remaining presence of a Police Officer as computer manager
(HMIC, 1997). In addition, the HMIC was surprised that there was no business plan for
the Force. These criticisms were received by the members of the IS/IT Board and the
ABC team with some scepticism. As far as the IS/IT Board and the ABC team were
concerned, there was an ISS, it just was not written down. Equally, they were of the

view that given the success that they felt they had had with the ABC system, their
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project management although not following any method must have been fairly good.
Similarly, the criticism of the non-civilianisation of the IT manager's position was
regarded as pointless given what they regarded as their successful implementation of the

ABC system.

However, the IS/IT Board and the Chief Constable decided that they must be seen to be
addressing the criticisms made by the HMIC. In 1997 October the Chief Constable
authorised two senior officers to draw up a business plan for the Force, and the IS/IT
Board and the IT department was asked to submit its intentions into this process.
However, the view of this within the IT Department was that the IS could not be
submitted until it was known what the other parts of the business intended to do. In
April 1998, the IS/IT Board, in consultation with the IT department and the Chief
Constable decided that no development should be undertaken of the ABC system, other
than that required for maintenance. The reason for this was that with the ongoing
development of SPISS, it was decided that those responsible for IT should wait to see
what emerged from SPISS with a view to aligning future systems with it as and when
they felt it was appropriate to do so. By July 1998 the ISS had not been documented,
and it was at this point that the IS/IT Board was disbanded following the retirement of
the Chief Superintendent who chaired the Board.

6.4. DISCUSSION

In seeking to understand ISS formation at Case A Police Force from the evidence that
we have obtained in undertaking the case study we argue that we are dealing with ISS
formation processes which are embedded in a broad stream of organisational practice
(Mintzberg, 1978; Johnson, 1997). Whilst we have seen explicit discussion of ISS, it is
also apparent that in addressing why, what, and how of ISS (Earl, 1989) there are a
range of other issues which lie outside formal processes such as those of the IS/IT
Board. We must therefore also turn our attention to these associated issues if we are to
grasp the intricate socio-political nature of ISS formation (Waema & Walsham, 1990).
In order to draw out themes which we have found to be important for our understanding,
we undertake our analysis of the case in terms of our investigative framework discussed
in Chapters Two and Three, using web model analysis (Kling, 1987) to structure the

section.

114



6.4.1. INFRASTRUCTURAL AND HISTORIC ISSUES

In this section of the analysis we focus upon technological issues; structural issues; and
historic commitments which are embedded throughout the case. However, we are not
just concerned with what technology is present, or what the goals are for such
technology usage, but rather we are concerned with issues such as who the key actors
are, what kind of things they do, what influences their actions, and what issues,
organisational or otherwise, constrain their activities relative to ISS formation (Kling,
1987). We can characterise the systems prior to 1990 as being: unconnected, from
multiple vendors, lacking in standards, process specific, small in scale and scope (e.g.
PC-based database; departmental), and relatively unsophisticated in terms of nature and
potential for development. The lack of an integrated system together with a perceived
under-investment in IT within the Force led several people to see these as the factors
which were the most significant in triggering the decision by the new Chief Constable to
review IS in the Force. This in itself is evidence of the impact that the arrival of a senior
figure can have upon ISS, a feature which has been noted elsewhere (Walsham, 1993;

Sillince & Mouakket, 1997).

Although frustration was voiced that those who introduced ABC had not been aware of
the scale of organisational change, it was generally perceived that the investment in IT
would ultimately be to the benefit of policing. Furthermore, Officers took pride from
their perception that the Force was viewed as a leader in IS within the Police Service in
Scotland, if not in Britain, which illustrates the symbolic nature of the system, and the

way in which people socially construct meaning.

The symbolism attached to what was described as a disaster in purchasing a system in
the 1970s, can be seen as a situation where IT can be seen as a subjective phenomena,
and which also illustrates the symbolic role that IT can have in organisational situations
(Scarborough & Corbett, 1992), whereby people socially construct meanings based upon
their perception of events (Berger & Luckman, 1967). Such symbolism suggests that the
impact of IT in social settings, essentially the arrival of technical artefacts, can have
profound effects upon the meanings that people subsequently construct. This association
of meanings with IT, or in this case the application of IT in an IS, brings to our attention

the view that IT artefacts become active social actants (Latour, 1995) from which people
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derive meanings, meanings which in this case 'outlived' the IT. By this we mean that the
IT becomes a part of the collective social setting, and is perceived to have a history and
social consequence which becomes part and parcel of the objectified social meanings
(Berger & Luckman, 1967) of the organisational setting. This is illustrated by the views
of many of the staff who commented on the system, for example:

“it was an absolute disaster and did not work, so people got their fingers burned
... and the then Inspector was getting most of the blame. Whether it was the
system that was intrinsically wrong, whether he should have spotted it, whether
it was a lack of ability of foresight I’ve no idea .... I’'m just glad it wasn’t me”.

The meanings that some Police Officers socially constructed from this application of IT
encapsulated issues surrounding negative career impact, project risk at individual and
organisational levels, poor planning, and a lack of Police expertise in relation to IT.
Certainly in this instance, we see IT being regarded as more than just technological
artefacts (Latour, 1995). The development of such views form a part of the mental
construct (Jayaratna, 1994) of those individuals, and which then becomes a part of how

they see the world, whether at a conscious level or not (Morgan, 1986).

A further point is raised by the schema developed by Ackroyd et al. (1992) for
classifying computer based IS in the Police service. They developed three categories, to
which we have added a fourth as a result of the evidence of this case study, and which is

shown below in Table 6.1.
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operation - bound to a specific
and tightly specified task

Classification Features Example
1. Basic record and support | Technical systems which | Payroll, accounts, document
services : support basic, back-office, | processing;
processes.
2. Work facilitation | To support specific and | PNC (stolen vehicles checks
systems specialised aspects of | etc), SCRO (wanted, missing

persons etc) |

3. IS to manage and direct
police activity

Hybrid systems combining
administration and operational
functions; often present an
over-simplified model of
policing

Command & ‘control; crime
reporting, resource
Allocation

4. IS to support analysis
and investigation

Systems which either operate
independently or which utilise
data across systems; support
unspecified and unstructured

Criminal intelligence (in this
case based upon free text
searching); GIS (linked to
crime recording, & to

analysis, #not bound to a | corporate database)

specific task

Table 6.1. Revised Classification of IS in Policing (Developed from Ackroyd et al.,
1992, p.147-8)

Table 6.1. demonstrates the perception that IT is increasingly being utilised to support
analysis and investigation, which represents a new development from the work of
Ackroyd et al. (1992). The ABC system was viewed as being an example of this new
usage of IT.

While money was made available within the Force for the ABC system, with further
unplanned funding becoming available, as when £500,000 became available at short
notice from the Scottish Office in March 1994, the changes in budgeting arrangements
in April 1995 led to budget cuts which had an impact upon the context within which ISS
formation occurred. The control of finance, and withholding of budget can be
understood as an exercise of power (Markus & Bjorn-Anderson, 1987) in terms of the
management of resources by the Chief Constable who held the budget, although people
perceived it to be the act of the civilian Finance Officer, which caused resentment

amongst the IT staff.

At all times through the period of study, the IT area was managed by Police Officers. At
the same time, the position was regarded by the HMIC as being occupied by a Police
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Officer, and hence one to be civilianised irrespective of the experience of the incumbent
(HMIC, 1997). This was reportedly a point of contention between the Chief Constable
and the HMIC, and could be seen as a point of interaction in the mutual exercise of

power through the management of resources.

Finally, we can note that despite having a mission statement and some objectives
throughout the period of research, there was no documented business strategy for the
Force during the same period. The failure to explicitly consider ISS in relation to
business strategy was criticised by HMIC (HMIC, 1999). Not only was there said by
those in the Force to be no documented business plan for those thinking about ISS to
address, they also said that in their view there was no evidence of an awareness of a
need to think through the rationale behind the application of IT; that is, consideration
was given to what was wanted without much attention to why beyond a desire to help
operational policing. A link between ISS and business strategy is seen as being
important (Brady et al, 1992; Earl, 1993; Atkins, 1994; Galliers et al, 1994). However,
we must reflect upon the relative immaturity of ISS practice in this case study, for
example, according to most of those spoken with, the terms strategy and ISS were not
widely used in the Force prior to the 1990s. Managers within the Police Service have
been under increasing pressure to turn their attentions to matters of efficiency,
effectiveness, and economy (Taylor & Williams, 1992), of which the language of
strategy is seen as an integral part (Lynch, 1998). This brings to our attention the
relations with agents such as the Home Office whose actions are discussed in Section

6.4.2.4., which forms part of our discussion of social relations.

6.4.2. SOCIAL RELATIONS

In considering the impact of social relations upon the practice of ISS formation, we
identify a shifting power configuration relative to ISS formation from Autocracy to

Instrument (Mintzberg, 1983). We set out the facets of Instrument in Table 6.2. below.
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Characteristics: Perceived as shift: Evidence:
Autocracy to Instrument:

External Coalition | Dominating (having been A group of influencers operating
(EC) passive) through governmental remit, if not
explicitly in concert; Increase in
activity of HMIC, audit
commission, SPISS; funding linked
to initiatives (e.g. best value from
ISS); external coalition seems to
have become dominating after
being passive in relation to ISS.

Internal Coalition | Bureaucratic, but having had | Discipline based hierarchy;

1o personalised element. ultimate authority of Chief
Constable. IS/IT Board set up to
satisfy perceived bureaucratic
expectation of external influencers.

Apparent Power EC ==>IC (IC increasingly IC initially dominated ISS (subject

Relationship controlled) to funding approval), but
eventually impact of SPISS, HMIC
led to ISS reflecting EC.

Implications Replacement of one dominant | ISS for ABC initially controlled

influencer by another from IC led by Chief Constable,

but eventual lack of finance led to
suspension of ISS, & over time
perceived impact of HIMC, SPISS,
CCIIS, led to halting ISS efforts.

Table 6.2. Power Configuration Analysis (based upon Mintzberg, 1983)

One of the primary findings of the analysis in Table 6.2. is the apparent shift over time
which we noted in the power configuration from Autocracy to Instrument (Mintzberg's,
1983). The internal coalition, led and personalised by the Chief Constable, was initially
dominant, and as they led the development of ABC the external coalition could be
described as passive. Nonetheless, funding for ABC was gained at the behest of the
external coalition. However, after the initial system was successfully installed, ISS
formation was perceived to have stopped in the light of limits in funding. Furthermore,
perceptions of the role of the HMIC in commenting upon ISS, and of the increased
support for SPISS by the Scottish Office was eventually said to have led to decision for
ISS formation on an independent basis for the Force to stop. The implication is that

once ISS formation becomes dominated by the external coalition, it becomes extremely
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difficult for internal coalitions to shift to another power configuration (ibid.) - even if

they want to.

We now move on to discuss themes that have arisen from the case with regard to social

relations, and which have developed as a result of our analysis of ISS formation

6.4.2.1. Importance of Roles in ISS Formation

The role of the Chief Constable and the authority that this position is perceived to carry
has been a significant factor in ISS formation, and the use of this authority is an example
of the exercise of power (Markus & Pfeffer, 1983) through the management of
resources. The authority of such a role can be thought of as an example of the
objectivation of knowledge whereby "the externalised products of human activity attain
the character of objectivity" (Berger & Luckman, 1967; p.78). This provides evidence of
the dialectical nature of social reality, in that the products of human subjectivity can be
accorded the status of objectivity, especially in organisational settings. However, we
must remain aware that such objectivity does not attain a state of ontological reality, but
instead remains an essentially social construction which will be perceived differently by
various people. We can consider this an exercise of power through the manipulation of
resources in relation to a position of authority, and to perceived expertise. The authority
that the rank of Chief Constable carried with it meant that this person was able to
manage resources in several ways to influence outcomes: in deciding budgetary
allocations for the IS area; in obtaining funding from the Police Authority for the initial
development of ABC; in appointing particular staff to the ABC project team, and to the
IS/IT Board; in deciding the company that would be the lead supplier for the ABC
system, albeit that other senior Officers were invited to go and see a demonstration of

the software before agreeing with the decision.

In this case though, it was evident that it was not just the role, as denoted by authority
associated with a rank, that was significant in influencing what happened, but also
perceived levels of interest and knowledge that were factors. The authority inherent in

the role of Chief Constable may have been why there was evidence of a reluctance on
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the part of other Police Officers to question the developments being proposed, for
example as one senior Officer observed:

"I think the Chief Constable was pushing it that much that there was a general
fear of anyone daring to criticise wonderful ABC .. the all being all speaking
machines. I think there was a reluctance initially, but of course you hope that
these Officers, who are Police Officers who are developing the system, would
have got it right in the first place. But unfortunately they didn't".

Such comments highlight not just the effect of role of the Chief Constable in influencing
the project, but also the reluctance of other senior Officers to speak out. Perceived
authority is only one aspect of what we have found in terms of role, as the interest of the
person and the perceived level of expertise also appear as factors. The perceived level of
expertise in IT of the Chief Constable, and the apparent interest that he had in IT acted
in two ways. It was not so much any actual level of expertise, but rather perceptions of
expertise that appeared to be important. For example, ".. the Chief eats, drinks, and
sleeps IT.." and, "... I have to say that many of us were quite shocked by some of his
radical views on matters particularly in association with technology, and the fact that he
conversed as someone with knowledge ..". Thus, while the level of authority associated
with the role was unquestioned, the ability of the Chief Constable to influence what
happened should also be considered in terms of the perceived level of expertise and
level of interest. This combination of characteristics enables individuals to exercise
voice (Hirschman, 1970) - those people who actively seek to effect outcomes, which
according to Mintzberg (1983) marks out those able to act as influencers in
organisational settings. While the holder of such a role may be able to influence
changes, the role of Chief Constable is at the same time one that reinforces institutional
norms within the Police Service (Hunt & Magenau, 1993). It was noticeable though that
the Chief Constable was seen as a pivotal figure in relation to the success of the project,
which led many to fear his departure, for example:

"If the Chief Constable disappears tomorrow there'll be a void because
increasingly [IT] has become his baby and he is evolving that in a very much
hands on direction .. that doesn't normally happen in the Police Service may I tell

you."

The difference between the role of Chief Constable and that of the IT manager, also a
Police Officer but in this case with the rank of Inspector, was noteworthy. The latter was
also perceived as someone with expertise in IT, and for this reason was able to exercise

power through this expertise, for example in providing expert opinion to the IS/IT Board
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on many occasions. However, the level of this person was that of middle management,
and this person was not able to exercise authority directly over other managers within
the Force. However, he was able to exercise authority vicariously through being closely
associated with the Chief Constable, particularly in situations of upwards influence
(Ansari & Kapoor, 1987). Such association can be seen in this way as a means of
affecting perceptions of an individual's potentiality (French & Raven, 1959) - that is, the
potential to influence. For example, in presenting the intention to develop ABC, the IT
Manager was able to effectively ignore the more senior ranks of Officers who comprised
the audience and to articulate the proposal which was received as an effective fait

accompli.

6.4.2.2. Structures and Processes in Relation to Decision Making

A further aspect brought to our attention relating to the exercise of power through the
management of resources concerns the IS/IT Board. This Board constituted a
membership which varied between six and eight people of varying ranks, but mostly
from middle and senior management, and which was chaired by a Chief Superintendent.
The IS/IT Board was vested with authority to decide what happened with IS, and where
money was to be spent on IT - they were given the task of managing ISS. At the same
time, whilst they did this, many other Officers perceived that the IS/IT Board was fed by
the Chief Constable and the IT Manager. If we consider the exercise of power through
the management of processes, this would seem to be evidence of such an exercise, with
the process surrounding ISS being managed through the setting up of the Board. Whilst
the members of the IS/IT Board were adamant that they were independent in the
execution of their tasks, the perception of many of those spoken with was contrary to
this. We see here the management of access to and participation in decision making
processes (Hardy, 1994). In addition, the IS/IT board could be seen as exercising power
through the authority given to them by the Chief Constable, by allocating funds, and

through taking decisions about IS developments.

In considering the exercise of power through the management of processes the role of
senior management in the Force is worthy of further consideration. The arrival of a new

Chief Constable represented a change in one figure in the senior management team.
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Other members of this team expressed the view that whilst the drive for IT came
exclusively from the Chief Constable, there was concern that while there was some
opportunity for debate, few of the senior Officers were prepared to engage in debate.
Other views expressed were that the senior management were effectively presented with
a fait accompli, that they had little choice but to accept the proposals put forward. The
reasoning behind this was that there was a desire that the IS should reflect the views of
those staff who would be working with the system, and not those likely to be retired
before, or shortly after, the system is in place. One reading of this situation would seem
to be that such people were likely to hamper IS developments, or at best have little to
offer in terms of informing development as they may have left the Service before the
system is fully implemented. On the other hand, the effective by-passing of many of the
senior Officers may have marked a desire to not allow their opinions to be taken account
of in the decision process. Either way, in 1992 and 1993 the management of decision
making processes surrounding the ABC project could be seen to be continued in the
lifetime of the IS/IT Board whereby decision making was managed within the confines
of the IS/IT Board. We also have to bear in mind the possibility that the most visible
decision makers are not necessarily the most powerful (Hardy, 1996), and in this case
we were told that the members of the IS/IT Board were appointed by the Chief
Constable.

6.4.2.3. Perception and Meaning

At all times we are concerned with perception, as it is this that is central to the views
that we have of what we take to be social reality. However, we can also think about the
manipulation of perception as a means of bringing to our attention further aspects salient
to ISS formation (Clegg, 1975; Chaffee, 1985). For example, in 1997 the Chief
Constable argued in a public document that there was a positive relationship between
the improvement in crime figures, detection rates, and the increased spend on IT from
the early 1990s (Case A Annual Report, 1997). This can be seen as a means of
legitimating the spending on IS within the Force, both for an audience external to the
Force as well as internally. The way in which groups can seek to legitimise their
demands through the manipulation of perception has been noted by Pettigrew (1979).
This use of a symbol can also be thought of as a means by which the Force executive

could endeavour to legitimise their request for increased funding from the Scottish
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Office following an unfavourable budget allocation in the preceding year. It is
interesting to note that the detection rate in fact rose from 45% in 1990/91 to 55% in

1991/92 which was actually before the major investment in IT.

We have already mentioned the symbolism surrounding the IT disaster of the 1970s,
although we should note that in this instance symbolic meaning developed over time
without the active participation of anyone in seeking to render symbolic meaning to that
event. In the case of another example of symbolism related to ISS formation however,
we see that the appointment of the Chief Superintendent to lead the IS/IT Board was
done deliberately to show that symbolically not only was ISS being taken seriously
within the Force, but that also that the process was not being driven solely by the Chief
Constable. This was decided by the Chief Constable in concert with two other senior
Officers and the IT manager in an effort to signify the importance being attached to IS in
the Force, but was also an attempt to illustrate that senior Officers were closely involved
in the ISS focus. Equally, this act was also an attempt to demonstrate to the HMIC that
ISS was being addressed within the Force. Similarly, we found that people perceived the
Force to be a leader in IT, which could be seen as rendering a subjective, symbolic
aspect to IT. We can consider the exercise of power in terms of the manipulation of
perception where such symbolism is made use of in the actions of people, for example
where the Chief Constable uses the symbolism of a Force that is advanced in the use of

IT with reduction in crime figures.

This brings us to another aspect of manipulation of perception, which concerns the use
of language. None of the interviewees thought that the word strategy was even a part of
the vocabulary used within the Force prior to 1992. Language can be viewed as an
important aspect of the manipulation of perception (Morgan, 1986; Choo, 1998), and
has also been recognised in relation to ISS (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992; Jones, 1995).
The introduction of language that used the term strategy in relation to IS was seen as
being an attempt to demonstrate the seriousness with which IS was now being
addressed. In this case, the role of senior officers was considered to be influential in
shaping a degree of interest within the organisation in developing IS, and in particular in
affecting the perceptions of other people where senior management were seen to

actively engage with IS (Levine & Rossmoore, 1995).
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6.4.2.4. Relations with other Agents

A number of people recounted that the notion of strategy in the organisation at large was
a relatively new concept in the early 1990s, and while it represented a new terminology,
it was in their view merely new terms for what they had always been doing, namely,
forward planning. The perception was that they were now expected to use the
terminology of strategy as a result of pressures from other sources. This leads us to
reflect upon this use of language in another way, as an exercise of power through
manipulating perceptions of agents external to the Force. Such agents are in turn
brought to our attention when we consider the exercise of power through the power of
the system. For example, the HMIC, the Audit Commission, the Home Office and the
Scottish Office were consistently mentioned as driving a desire to talk about strategy in
the Force. It was not so much that they felt that they were being told to talk about
strategy, but rather that there were pressures to be more business-like in the operations
and management practices. The concept of strategy was seen as being part and parcel of
being more business-like. The following view expressed in 1995 was echoed by several
senior Officers,

"Its no different to things that have happened in the past... And like every other
good business, what we're being forced to do now which we weren't before is
measure our effectiveness at the end. I rather suspected that there were strategies
formed before but nobody ever revisited them to say well that was successful
wasn't it, or by Christ that one went right down the tubes, but why? It might
have been mentally thought through when you're lying in your bed, you know
just those few fleeting moments when you went to sleep but you never actually
committed it to paper later on... others can learn from that."

In 1997/98, the development of strategy was still being raised by the HMIC during
inspections as something that senior management should be addressing, in relation to IS
as well as to the business at large. Hence, throughout the period of IS development in
relation to the ABC system, there was an increasing awareness of ISS in a conceptual
sense amongst the people involved, rather than in terms of detailed plans. This was not
so much reflected in documentation, but rather it was reflected in discussion and action
as the project was developed, ISS formation as a pattern in a stream of decisions and

actions (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985).

The combined presence of what were seen as governmental groups, such as the Home

Office, the Scottish Office, and the Audit Commission, was instrumental in shaping the
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views of senior Officers regarding the concept of strategy. Continual reference was
made to these bodies in discussions about strategy, and ISS in particular. The role of the
HMIC in conducting and reporting upon inspections was another key factor. The role of
these bodies can be considered in terms of the exercise of power through the
manipulation of perception (see Table 3.1). We can see the visits from the HMIC as a
ritual, through which norms of best practice are encouraged, as demonstrated for
example in the declarations of written ISS, and the use of project management methods
as being best practice (HMIC, 1999). The establishment of such cultural norms should
not be seen as a one off event (Pettigrew, 1985a), but rather a part of an ongoing process
of construction and reconstruction of social practice in organisational settings (Berger &
Luckman, 1967; Giddens, 1984; Reed, 1992). This applies also, if less frequently, to the
Home Office, Scottish Office, and Audit Commission. The release of Papers and
Circulars can also be seen as a part of the ritual of the shaping of practice, the exercise

of power through the manipulation of perception.

In addition, we can also understand the actions of these groups through the exercise of
power in terms of the manipulation of perception, through the use of language, in this
case the use of the language of strategy in relation to ISS (Audit Commission, 1993;
Home Office, 1993, 1994; HMIC, 1993, 1998, 1999). Many of those people spoken
with referred to the change in the use of language that had occurred following the

release of papers and circulars from the above agents.

In considering what happened in terms of the exercise of power through the power of
the system, a number of aspects relevant to our understanding of ISS formation in this
Case are evident. The organisational actions and decisions with which we have been
concerned took place against a backdrop of culturally accepted norms and political
power relations which were being exercised irrespective of the actions of those in the
Force. For example, the series of inspections by the HMIC, the reports of the Audit
Commission, the issuing of Home Office Circulars (referred to above) were all part of
the cultural traditions and structures within which the people in the Force operated, and
which appeared to be accepted by all those spoken with. Nonetheless, such structures
influenced the progress and nature of ISS formation. For example, the IS/IT Board was

set up with a view to being able to illustrate to the HMIC that ISS was being addressed.
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Equally, the statement regarding crime figures and IT were to reinforce a case being

made to the Scottish Office for extra funding.

Finally, we noted earlier the acceptance of structures of authority in the Police Force.
Such culturally specific norms and values can be seen as a part of the system of power
relations (Foucault, 1980; Clegg, 1989) against which ISS formation took place. For
example, it can be seen as the acceptance of such norms that indicated that when the
Chief Constable is said to have suggested that something should happen in a certain
way, it did, as with the choice of the supplier. Similarly, the development of ABC
continued apparently unquestioned because there were said to be only Police Officers
involved who had been appointed by the Chief Constable, as was noted,

".. and it was taken for granted that because these people were police officers,
put there by the chief, and because they were computer aware, that they would
resolve the situation, and the danger was ...it was the emperor's new clothes".

Such views were evident of the acceptance of certain cultural norms, in this case that
fellow Police Officers would sort ABC out, and that if the Chief put them in place they
would do a good job. The acceptance of such views represented a further aspect of
power that influenced ISS formation, but in this case the exercise of such power cannot
be traced to a relational situation, except the relationships that people are embedded in

by participating in the social world (Hardy, 1994).

6.5. SUMMARY

In this case study, ISS formation was perceived to be closely related to the ABC system,
which was successfully developed and installed. While applications arising from ISS
formation were regarded to have slowed after 1995, we have highlighted the increased
domination by the external coalition, and we have categorised ISS formation in terms of
a shifting power configuration from Autocracy to Instrument (Mintzberg, 1983). The
implications of this are a diminishing role for internal influencers on ISS and an
increasing external influence. That said, we have also discussed four themes which we
have identified as being important in our undrstanding of the generative forces affecting
ISS formation, and in particular the analysis has discussed the exercise of power in
relation to all four conceptualisations outlined in Table 3.1.. We now move on to

discuss case study B.
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CHAPTER SEVEN - ISS FORMATION: CASE B

7.1. CASE B POLICE FORCE

The fieldwork for this case study was initially focused upon the practice surrounding the
strategic decision to develop a Force-wide system from scratch, a system subsequently
known as the JKL system (N.B.: not the actual acronym for the system; changed for
anonymity purposes). The practice surrounding the decision to implement the system
was notionally completed in 1995, although the project itself was not completed until
1998. As with all of the case studies, we have investigated historic events associated
with IS in the Force as it became apparent that these were important to our
understanding of ISS formation. The development of the JKL project provided the focus
for our period of engagement, this being a prerequisite for validity in Case study
research (Pettigrew, 1985a; Yin, 1989). In the course of our research 15 different
members of staff were interviewed, many on several occasions between 1994 and 1998.
This was in addition to informal discussions with these and other people during the

period of fieldwork.

7.2. BACKGROUND TO CASE STUDY

Case B Police Force is situated in Scotland, centred upon a major city which is where
the headquarters is located. To undertake Policing duties, the Force has a budget of £62
million (for 1997/98, compared to £50 million in 1992/93). During 1997/98 there was
an authorised staff establishment of 2,065 people, 1,222 of these being Police officers,

for a population in the area of just over 514,000.

The annual budget allocated to IT grew from £300,000 (just over 0.5% of the total
budget) in 1991/92, to £1.2 million in 1993/94 (over 2% of budget) - the bulk of which
was provision for capital expenditure, before falling again to just over £400,000 in

1997/98.
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Policy for the Force is published each year by the Chief Constable in the form of an
annual report, which details key aspects of policing over the preceding twelve months,
and also sets out a public statement of priorities for the forthcoming year. There was no
published mission statement or series of objectives, but the published priorities to which
efforts were to be targeted remained the same between 1994 and 1997, and these were:
Domestic Housebreakings; Drug Abuse; Road Traffic Accidents (Case B Police Force,
1994, 1995, 1996, 1997).

7.3. INFORMATION SYSTEM STRATEGY FORMATION

Up until the early 1980s, the only computerisation in the Force was the use of the PNC
and a crime recording facility linked to the regional authority mainframe. In 1983 an
investment was made in what was termed a command and control system (known as
CAPS - Computer Assisted Policing System) - essentially a system for incident and
resource management. This was a mainframe based system which also provided a
message switching facility for the Force. While perceived as a successful use of IT for
the Force, it was generally felt that the acquisition of the CAPS system represented a
desire for the Force to be seen to be using IT, although there was no policy as such for
either acquiring or using IT. This system remained in use for incident logging and the

management and deployment of policing resources up until 1996.

The CAPS system was said to have been acquired and implemented by a team of six
Police Officers led by a Superintendent, although the general perception was that the
system had been the choice of the Superintendent alone, someone who had been seen as
a dominating personality and a keen exponent of the use of IT. One of the comments
made by many staff in relation to that system was that the system had been implemented
without sufficient attention being given to what was required, and that as a consequence
the system had never provided what was really required. A common metaphor used was
that the tail was wagging the dog in that the system was shaping operations rather than
being driven by, and fitting with, operations. One of the reasons for this was said to be
that too little, if any, attention had been given to considering the business case for the
system. Instead, there had been a desire by the Superintendent leading the team to 'go

out and get a command & control system' and implement it, which is what happened.
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At the same time as the CAPS system was introduced, the Force employed the first
civilian member of staff to work in the IT area, as the senior systems analyst,
responsible for designing a network and maintaining the CAPS system. In 1987, this
individual became designated as the IT manager, and was joined by two other civilian IT

staff.

Aside from the use of IT to link to the Scottish criminal records office in the mid-1980s,
computing was not developed much further. By 1991, the IT staff had implemented 20
stand-alone personal computers which were located in various stations around the Force.
These PC's had been distributed in response to requests by Officers around the Force -

there was no policy guiding these developments.

In March 1991 a Police Officer was appointed to a position in the Management
Development Unit, but with a partial responsibility for IS in the Force. This person
expressed the opinion that at this time, following the adoption of the command and
control system in 1983 there had been a level of stagnation in the use of IS which
needed to be addressed. He submitted a brief report to the Chief Officers setting out two

main proposals for IS in the Force, which were:

e To develop an integrated Force-wide computer network
e To study the feasibility of developing Force-wide computer applications to assist

operational Policing

Following discussion by the senior management group, the Chief Constable, Deputy and
Assistant Chief Constable, authorisation was given to develop a network over a three
year period, although it was specified that no computer applications were to be
developed during this time. The reasons for the decision not to develop applications
were not made clear, although one particular interpretation was evident amongst the
people spoken with which was that the senior Officers in place at the time were not
interested in IT Whatever the case, the point being made was that at that time in the
early 1990s, there was a perception expressed that no-one at senior levels was
particularly interested in IS, and hence little happened. There is some evidence to the
contrary though, in that resources in the form of Police personnel were appointed to the

IS area, and authorisation was given for a network development.
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Just prior to this, in November 1990, evidence of a lack of co-ordination in the IS area
was made apparent when one Chief Superintendent, not connected with the IS area,
commenced a project using thirty hand-held computers. The Officer said that he made
the decision because he was frustrated that the Force seemed to be getting left behind in
the use of IT. This can be said to reflect a concern for improving Policing in the Force
through the use of IT, and also a desire to affect the perception of the use of IT in the
Force relative to other Police Forces. After three years of little use, the hand-held
devices was abandoned following consultation with the deputy Chief Constable who

favoured investigating the use of mobile data terminals in vehicles.

In January 1991, the same senior officer who originated the idea for hand-held
computers then started a pilot scheme to allow some officers to telephone in the details
of road accidents to a central point for input onto the mainframe system which was
being used for the CAPS system. While this saved Officers completing a paper report,
the system represented the idea of one individual who was in a position of authority as
opposed to a developed policy of any kind. A bespoke application was written that
allowed for the recording and analysis of road accident data, and this remained in use

until 1996.

By the start of 1993, a specification for the new network had been drawn up with the
assistance of consultants. In April 1993, while the network project was ongoing, a new
appointment was made to the Force senior management group, at the level of Deputy
Chief Constable. This individual came to the Force with a reputation as someone with a
keen interest in IT having been associated with an IT Department in his previous Force.
Following announcement of the appointment, but prior to his commencement of duty, at
his request an overview of IS was sent to him. This overview was carried out by a Chief
Inspector who oversaw the IT Department. Upon arrival in the Force, the Deputy Chief
Constable's changed the timescale for the installation of the network, reducing it from
three years to one year. In addition, at the end of May 1993 the Deputy Chief Constable
ordered the IT Department to prepare a specification to acquire a range of IT
applications with a view to transforming the IS capability of the Force. The aim was to

acquire off the shelf applications as far as was possible in order to reduce delay in
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implementation, and cost, as far as was possible. At this time the organisational role

structure pertaining to the reporting structure for IS/IT is as shown in Figure 7.1. below:

Chief Constable

Deputy Chief Constable Assistant Chief Constable
[ J

Chief Superintendent
Headquarters

[

Superintendent
Admin/Comms

I

Chief Inspector
Communications

Inspector
Computer Services

Computer Manager

Figure 7.1. IS/IT Reporting Structure - 1993/1997

As we can see from Figure 7.1, in effect the IT department, which although having a
civilian computer manager was in fact managed by a Police Chief Inspector, was

separated from the senior executive level of management by three Police ranks.

At the meeting in May 1993, the Deputy Chief Constable was said to have referred to
the need to have a strategy for IS in the Force. The development of an operational
requirement for a new system was seen by those involved as just that, the development
of a strategy. An operational requirement was drawn up by a group consisting of the
Chief Inspector Communications, the Inspector Computer Services, and the Computer
Manager. This group were in continual contact with the deputy Chief Constable, both

through formal fortnightly meetings, but also through informal discussion on a
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sometimes daily basis. This informal communication took place more frequently
between the Deputy Chief Constable, the Inspector and the computer manager, and it
was these three people who were perceived to be the main people responsible for
developing the specification, which was termed within the Force as an operational
requirement. This operational requirement was nonetheless couched in broad terms, and
did not give detailed requirements beyond the application title. The rationale behind this

was expressed as follows:

"give the expert the problem and let him come up with the solution, don't give
the expert the solution because you will get what you asked for."

The operational requirement was a three page document, and contained the following
information (Case B Police Force Computer Applications Operational Requirement,

1994);

e A Summary of the limited extent of existing computer systems; this included a
statement that installation of the new system would be expected to commence by
mid-March 1994

e The Applications Required; namely: crime recording, custody handling, crime
intelligence, crime pattern analysis, personnel, duty rostering, productions, stores
admin., mobile data, "various small database applications", firearms admin.,
traffic accident recording, command & control, property, MIS, GIS, forms
handling, PNC interface

e Priorities for the new system, which included the installation of the first four
applications in the above list, the personnel system and the command and control
system.

e A review of the existing system and network

e A statement of Strategic Requirements, as follows:

e Presentation - a GUI interface with common look & feel across applications

e Performance - response time to critical transactions of under 2 seconds

e Availability - Maximum availability for year round service; minimum
housekeeping with no impact upon performance; resilience against failure

e Platform - UNIX; must be possible to enhance systems, share data, access
multiple applications on one terminal.

e Network - TCP/IP
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e Standards - incorporate de facto & de jure industry standards, and data standards
of Scottish Criminal Justice System

e Commodity products - off the shelf rather than bespoke.

o Finance - lease basis over 5 years, with first milestone being 15/3/94 to allow the

first payment in the financial year

In August, the operational requirement was finalised and published in the form of an
Request for Expressions of Interest in the European Journal. This formed the basis for

what was to be termed the JKL project.

7.3.1. THE JKL PROJECT

After notifications of interest from 14 companies, a shortlist of two companies was
developed by the four people who had worked on the operational requirement.
Following a final series of discussions and presentations during November and
December 1993, a partnership agreement was reached with a supplier, who in February
1994 were appointed as the lead supplier for the JKL project. The nature of the contract
requires some explaining, because this was seen as being a contributing factor to these
delays. When in 1993 the decision was taken to acquire a comprehensive IS, the
operational requirement set out the current situation in the Force together with what was
required in broad terms. As one person involved in this process commented,

"we deliberately left it open so that when we are in the phase of the project
where we are ready to look at what personnel system, we can then say 'right,
what is the best that is round just now', and not say 'well four years ago we
signed up to get that and really it has been overtaken .. so we tried to keep our
options as flexible as we possibly can .. not without heartache because the
industry has found it difficult, they want to speak about deliverables and signing
off parts of the contract".

In their final presentation the chosen supplier stated that they would provide Best of
Breed systems in each of the application areas specified on the operational requirement.
While the documentation from the unsuccessful bidder clearly specified the systems that
would be supplied in detail, that from the other bidder did not. So while the
documentation from one bidder was preferred by the Police team to that of the other, on

an overall assessment of the marking criteria used, the latter narrowly won the contract.
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The criteria used had been developed by the Police team, and included:
e Cost and mode of financing
e Range of applications able to supply (from existing off the shelf, from other
parties, from new development)
e Nature of applications
e Documentation
e Timescales
e Expertise

e Experience & track record

The outcome of this decision was to prove interesting however; because in using the
term best of breed, and not specifying in detail the systems to be supplied, the supplier
provided the Police team with an area for debate - which is what they did. Thus, rather
than specifying what was required in precise termé, the agreement specified broad
classes of application which were to be decided upon as and when the time to choose
came along, with system flexibility being seen as the guiding principle by the Police
staff. Hence, during 1995 and 1996, as applications came to be considered, the Police
team demanded best of breed systems at that point in time, and not what was best of
breed when the contract was signed in February 1994. This was regarded as beneficial
and as problematic in equal measure by the Police team: on the one hand they would
have liked to have a detailed specification of what they were going to get, but on the
other hand they were able to negotiate for improvements based upon the supplier’s use

of the term best of breed.

At the same time however, the IT budget represented a relatively fixed percentage of the
overall Force budget and left little scope for any increase. This led to a pressing need on
the part of the Police Officers working on the project to obtain a best value solution
within the originally specified contract price, and this added a further dimension to the
discussions with the supplier through the life of the project. This pressure was
accentuated after April 1995 when the Chief Constable became responsible for a set
budget which meant that there was no possibility of gaining extra funding for the IT
budget. Those negotiating with the supplier were primarily the Deputy Chief Constable
and the Inspector together with the Computer Manager. The disputes continued in the

meetings between the Police Officers and with the representatives from the supplier
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throughout 1994, 1995, and 1996. The disagreements about the applications resulted in
changes being made to some of the specified applications, such as criminal intelligence -
where a Windows version became available just before implementation was due, and
the STORM application which had to be redeveloped to run on Windows NT after the
police staff decided to standardise the Force control room on NT. The reason for this
decision was not clear, although it was argued that a judgement was made that NT "was
the right way to go" to future-proof the system. This decision was taken by the Police
stéff, and communicated to the IT Department through an informal meeting between the
Inspector and the Computer Manager. Similarly, when the Personnel system came to be
discussed, the Police Officers demanded, and eventually got a system that had only just

been developed for another Force, rather than the one originally discussed.

The term JKL had been developed by the Inspector and the Computer manager, and
approved by the Deputy Chief Constable. The acronym was perceived by those outside
of this team to symbolise a major project, and was taken to illustrate that the Force was
engaged in a large scale investment in IT. While the people who devised the term had
just wanted to come up with "something snappy", the acronym was perceived to have
become firmly established in the language of those in the Force quite quickly - JKL was
seen as "the Deputy's IT project" . The JKL project amounted to a considerable
investment in IT for the Force. Initially, the cost of installing the network amounted to
approximately £800,000, while by mid-1995 the force had spent £1.5million on
applications. The main application for funding was presented to the Police Board with a
report on progress to date, in November 1993. Initially it was felt that this deadline
would be missed due to the volume of work, and that they should wait for the next
meting of the Police Board. However, the Chief Inspector and the Inspector producing
the documentation for the funding bid were concerned that the Deputy Chief Constable
may leave before the next meeting as it was known that he was applying for a vacancy
that had arisen. They therefore ensured that the documentation was presented in time for
the meeting in November, although in the event the Deputy Chief Constable did not

leave the Force at this time.

The JKL project formed the basis for IS development in the Force over the next four
years. While most of those most closely involved were of the view that JKL was the

ISS, views amongst other senior Officers varied. Several people observed that there was
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