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ABSTRACT

Ounr use of old words to describe new things can often hide the emerging future from our eyes.
Chatles Handy, 1997, p. 28

Information systems practice in this thesis is seen to involve the everyday use of technology
for information purposes. It involves individuals or user groups and specialists in applying
and adapting information technology resources. The inclusion of groups other than the
Information Systems specialist as playing a role in the practice of information systems, is in
part the recognition that information technology is increasingly accessible. It is possible to
apply Information Technology in a variety of ways by non-Information Systems specialists.
This represents a shift in emphasis from the dominant assumption in much of the
Information Systems literature that the practice is the sole domain of the Information
Systems specialist. Further the thesis makes a critical appraisal of the effects that such an
~ assumption has on the discipline. The perspective argued, is that the discipline has not yet
effectively embraced the issues of learning and behaviour, in the context of power
relationships in the everyday utilisation of the Information Technologies by non-Information
Systems specialists. It tends to be entrenched in Information Technology design and
development. The methodological debates associated with the underpinning of the discipline
has still not embraced organisation based studies which focus on motivations and behaviours
of the non-Information Systems specialists who have increasingly powerful technology at

their disposal.

The thesis develops an analysis of behaviours and motivations of non-Information Systems
specialists. These motivations are termed ‘orientations’. By using this construction, the thesis
demonstrates that the application of Information Technology can be seen as ‘constrained’ by
social structures and ‘political’ forces, and as such the applications are limited to haphazard
innovations with the technology. One such ‘constraint’ is the general lack of empathy which
is heightened by some of the assumptions and approaches made by the Information Systems
discipline. This tends towards the functional aspect of application development, and thereby
undervaluing the requirement for learning and critical reflection by those involved in the

practice of Information Systems. Findings suggest that despite the availability of powerful
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technology, commonly its use as an effective information tool is constrained and limited. The
application of technology is often rationalised against many different criteria’s, often using
language of ‘efficiency™ yet it is demonstrated that applications, which are applied as an
‘intervention’ or an ‘innovation’ in a perceived problem situation are behavioural reactions to
a threatening social environment, rather than done as result of reflective learning and
knowledge development, or one which reflectively evaluates the information value of the
application. Indeed the empirical observations were surprising, in that they revealed such a
high level of ‘defensive’ behaviour. Trust, learning and critical thinking were distinctly

lacking, in the utilisation of information.

Further, the ‘reactions’ to the social context were commonly justified as a perceived lack of
effective information provision of the existing information systems. This is partly seen as a
result of a poor relationship with the Information Systems specialist and/or with the formal
information systems provided. This is a direct result of some of the dominant assumptions
of the Information Systems specialist. These are discussed in the thesis, and are analysed at a
high philosophical level, in terms of dominant ontological and epistemological assumptions.
These are seen to be related to the ‘expertise’ of the Information Systems specialist as
concerned with the formal rationalisation of data resources. The ‘formal’ and ‘rationalisation’
of data commonly argued in the traditional Information Systems literature serve only to
impose assumptions about method and task in working practice, and can in some contexts be
seen as the dominance of one social grouping over another. The “formal’ and ‘rationalisation’
assumptions are seen to serve to dominate, and are not appropriate where the goal of new
technology is to innovate with information for the generation of learning, questioning and new

knowledge in everyday practice.

The thesis advocates an alternative ‘paradigm’ in the raising of ‘critical awareness’ of those
involved in the practice of Information Systems. This is true of both specialists and non-
specialists. This ‘critical awareness’ is seen as a learning agenda in which those involved in the
practice of Information Systems are given the opportunity and knowledge to question their
own motivations, question the dominant norms and beliefs which influence those
motivations, patticipate in debates on objectives and how to achieve them, participate in
debates about the consequences of particular innovations, or policies, and thereby take more
informed action. Comment is made on the ‘epistemological’ mode of thinking within
Systems Theory, where knowledge (or boundary construction) is not seen ‘as given’. Whilst

this is commented upon and seen as useful, the thesis focuses also on the ability for self
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reflective pedagogy derived from Social Theory, which focuses on learning as a questioning

of social assumptions and constraints on action.

This presents a very different role for the Information Systems specialist. It presents a
heightened role in the education and learning function in the discipline of Information
Systems: from a focus on data rationalisation with associated expertise and formally ‘given’
knowledge on how to apply technology, to facilitator of learning. The alternative role
advocated in the thesis, advocates the need to develop ‘critical awareness’, which questions
meanings and interpretations which is highly self-reflective of personal goals, motivations
and assumptions, with a focus on questioning why the technology should be applied in a
particular manner. It calls for empathy, trust and a sense of social value, between social
groupings and the Information Systems specialists: something that was lacking in the

empirical case studies.

The thesis builds and justifies such a perspective, grounded in empirical observation, and in

theoretical discourse. |
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INITIAL MOTIVATION FOR THE WORK

This wotk is the result of a certain uneasiness about Information Systems practice. It has
been dominated by approaches for building better information technology applications and
justifying ‘design’ strategies and associated change. The discipline of Information Systems
(which should inform the practice) has been dominated by the assumption that good
application design principles necessarily means better information; it assumes information
can be ‘designed’ by the application of these principles, and has strong linkage to human

tasks, procedures and roles.

Yet the real growth in the use of computers has been in technologies which allow users an
expression with information, and where the intervention of the Information Systems
specialist is less than sometimes assumed. In the 1980’s, PC’s were not considered ‘real’
computing - a bit of an inconvenience to the ‘real’ work of the Information Systems or
Information Technology designer. Yet it became embedded into the mainstream as a result
of general popularity. In the 1990’s the use of the internet and intranets have been the subject
of explosive growth. The internet has a semi-designed technical architecture, but at the
information level, it has not been ‘designed’ by the Information Systems specialist with close
reference to control, specific tasks or roles within any one context. Both technologies have
problems of security, control, risk and integrity, and they are at the mercy of how they are

utilised by the non-Information Systems specialist.

At the same time, the empbhasis in the practice of Information Systems has been on getting
the designs correct, and making the technology ‘fit’ the goals of the organisation. Thus
predominance of application development methods and Information Systems strategy, both
of which in different ways are used to conceptualise or justify designed information,
delivered by technology. Yet there remain unanswered questions: high expenditure with low
added value in many circumstances. This is well documented in the Information Systems
literature. Failures are well known (see Hochstrasser & Griffiths1991; Hochstrasser 1994;
Willcocks 1994; Bickerton & Siddiqi 1992; Jayaratna 1990; Lyytinen & Hirschheim 1987), and
is the basis for justification more research into better systems analysis and design approaches

and better ‘strategic alignment’ models and better ‘planning’ (IBM 1981, Ward 1990). Yet
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relatively little into the everyday usage of information and the potential for innovative uses of

information and knowledge development.

It was this uneasiness that generated the current work: that much of the practice of
information systems has been focused on ‘idealised’ views of a ‘correct’ design at a data level.
Yet there seems little focus on the everyday, and informal aspects on information utilisation
within the context of these ‘correct’ designs. Also there has been very little analysis on the
‘user’ driven technologies, which are increasingly available. Within the discipline of
Information Systems, there has been relatively little behavioural analysis which focused on
ptimary motivations of the non-Information Systems specialists in their application of the
information technologies; the discipline has not sought to analyse their reasoning processes
in attaching value to information in everyday practice and contexts: an important area of
investigation because of the heightened opportunities for information exploitation and

innovation with information, enabled by the changes in technology.

The uneasiness about the practice (and to some extent the discipline) of Information
Systems, was heightened during the course of study, by the realisation of some dominant
assumptions: the traditional focus has been on ‘engineering’ technology and extending such
principles to organisations. Techniques used in software development have been applied at
the otganisation level, and brought with it its own ontological baggage. Thus the practice of
Information Systems tends to focus on the information ‘design’ to the detriment of
understanding the subtelties of everyday information utilisation and behaviour. The
traditional approach uses methods and techniques derived from natural science, and is
commonly assumed to apply in social or human activities. In doing so, it tends to
underestimate issues of power,. conflict and (sometimes) complexity in which information
and technology utilisation plays a fundamental role in modern organisations. Finally, many
assumptions in the practice (and sometimes in theory) assume profit maximisation or cost
reduction as a central goal, with little awareness or analysis of the socially value laden

assumptions, or of the diversity of interests in any one context.

Whilst articulating the initial motivations for the work is easily done with hindsight, it has not
always been so clear. It has been a messy and muddy exetcise in developing clarity. The initial
motivation for the current work, at outset and during its development, was a better
understanding of a ‘muddy’ uneasiness, which has now been substituted by a feeling of a

clarity. In that sense the objectives of this study have been achieved, even though in the
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course of study, far more other questions have arisen or developed than have been answered.
Indeed, the completion of the work has coincided with interest in terms such as ‘Knowledge
Management’, which is in part an expression of the current need for learning and human

development in the everyday utilisation of technology.
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JUSTIFICATION FOR THE RESEARCH

The research contained in this work has been prompted by changes in technology. Increasing
accessibility of technology for the purposes of information work has heightened the
opportunity for information workers to exploit technology for an increasing variety of tasks.
The selection of the technology, selection, adaptation and disttibution of information,
enabled by technology, has resulted in increasing the opportunities for ‘end-users’ to apply
their own discretion regarding the technology and information that they use. In this sense,
some of the functions of the discipline of Information Systems are changing. The emphasis
on the roles of the Information Systems specialist are also changing and indeed, some
functions of the discipline may be better not to be considered the sole domain of the
Information Systems specialist: provision of information and of associated technologies is
increasingly at the hands of the non-Information Systems specialist. The relationship
between the discipline of Information Systems and its key functions are explored in Jayaratna
(1994), who argues that the discipline can be conceptualised in terms of five key functional
areas (information strategy, information processing and usability, information management
and control, information systems development and education and learning). This is depicted

in figure 1.

11



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

Corporate
strategy
Information systems discipline boundary +
AR e e s NP RS R

P Information

nformation
nagement <
control

development

usability

New
techniques/
technologi

FIGURE 1: THE FIVE FUNCTIONS OF THE DISCIPLINE OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS (ADAPTED
FROM JAYARATNA 1994, PP. 9)
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HISTORY OF THE DISCIPLINE OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS

The discipline of Information Systems is relatively immature and primarily (still) a
technologically driven field of study, legitimised in many areas by the need to produce and
design ‘better’ information technology ‘solutions’ within the human activity ‘systems’ in
which they appear. Traditionally, the Information Systems discipline, has concentrated its
efforts on models of organisations, and methods and tools for developing ‘effective’
applications. The relative immaturity of the discipline of Information Systems has stimulated
discussions of research strategies and the theoretical foundations of the discipline as a whole
(see Mumford et al., (1985), Cooper 1988; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1989; Jenkins 1985, Ciborra
1997, Otlikowski 1990). These debates question the meaning of the discipline, which is
seeking an emergent identity. Swanson (1985) argues that the discipline of Information
Systems has grown from three associated disciplines: Computer Science, Management
Science and Otganisation Theory. Although these three disciplines play and important and
relevant role in contributing to the discipline of Information Systems today, the origins of the
discipline has a unique source. Even disciplines such as Accounting, Information and
Librarianship or Statistics which have had a long history of processing information, did not
give rise to the formation of the Information Systems discipline as it is known today. Rather,
the birth of the discipline of Information Systems owes its origin to the failure of Computer
Science to use computers for solving particular application problems both at an individual
and an organisational level. In doing this, wider organisation analyses of the information and
applications developed. Whilst Computer Science was concerned with the exploration of
computer technology, it was the interest in the use of computers for solving user problems that
gave rise to Information Systems as a discipline. However, today the discipline of
Information Systems has recognised the importance of the reference disciplines discussed by
Swanson (1985). Yet the technology is changing towards greater direct manipulation by the
users, without the involvement of the Information Systems specialist, and this raises some

key questions (reflected in the objectives of the current work) such as:

the motivations of information technology users in everyday ‘interventions’ in perceived

information problem solving;
the question of how evaluation of ‘end-user’ application of technology is undertaken: this is

both important at a methodological level, which will impact by informing some aspects of

Information Systems practice;

13
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the changing role of the Information Systems specialist in enabling ‘effective’ technology and
information utilisation in circumstances where non-Information Systems specialists directly

apply technology for information purposes.

In seeking answers to these questions, the thesis contributes to the discipline of Information
Systems, by developing a behavioural and motivational analysis. It contributes to practice by
presenting a view that sophistication with technology does not imply means better
information; rather, it implies that there are greater opportunities to make mistakes. Such
mistakes ate linked to or detived from social pressures, threatening environments and poor
relationships or understandings between social grouping. This in turn implies the
requirement to investigate the opportunities for an enhanced role for education and learning

in the discipline of Information Systems.

EDUCATION AND LEARNING

The function of education and learning in the discipline of Information Systems has received
rather scant attention. Learning about the technology is seen in this thesis as only a component
of the practice of education and learning in the discipline of Information Systems. In this
thesis, it is argued that learning entails the relationship between information, action, decision
making and the reflective questioning of motivations; it thus demands the analysis of the
leatning process at an epistemological level. The issue of learning is seen as particularly
important in contexts which demand flexibility, intuition and critical reasoning. It is argued in
the thesis that this sits uncornfbrtably with the dominant ‘paradigm’ of thinking within the
practice of Information Systems as being oﬁented towards the design and development of
‘tasks’, ‘processes’, ‘roles’, ‘organisation structures’ (for instance Cutts 1991, Ould 1995),

rather than the development of people.

There has been a certain interest in learning, as part of the process of participation in systems
development. See for instance Newman 1989; Land 1987; Mumford 1981, 1983; Mumford &
Weir 1979; Land and Hirschheim 1983. Such perspectives have focused on pegple and see the
role of the Information Systems specialist as an arbitrator, translating participation of the
design activity, into the design. In the current work, that arbitration role takes a slightly

different role in facilitating greater reflective practice on the manipulation of information (see

14
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Pava 1983). It is suggested that the changes in emphasis brought about by the new
technologies have heightened the importance of this aspect within discipline of Information
Systems. The function of education and learning is something which is becoming increasingly
important, and yet remains a ‘poor relation’ within the discipline. The discipline has not
delved deeply into issues of learning, possibly as a result its focus on application development

and associated dominant paradigms of thinking.

THE DOMINANT PARADIGM

There has been a dominant paradigm of thinking reflected in both the practice and the
discipline Information Systems, which is derived from application development methods;
that following technological design there follows a period of ‘user’ training. This paradigm
remains dominant, and education and learning within the practice of Information Systems
and has focused on ‘package’ training, with the central objective being on technology (rather
than information) exploitation. There has been the general assumption that training in
packages, necessarily brings with it ‘better’ information. Generally, it has been oriented
towatds training which is limited in scope as its motivations are around ‘user acceptance’ with
the goal of enhancing technology exploitation. This is evidenced in the wide variety of
training programmes which emphasise technology exploitation which asswme effective

information exploitation.

Yet thete has been little focus on Information Management. As ‘users’ become increasingly aware
of the capabilities of the technology at their disposal, and that the variety and form of that
technology is increasingly accessible, it follows that ‘users’ are also able to articulate the value
of the technology that they use as an information tool in meeting a variety of personal and
organisational objectives. Yet the users themselves are subject to a series of social constraints
on their thinking and action, with regard to their assumptions of what makes effective
information. Given the technological trend, it is important to investigate such constraints.
The investigation of such constraints, and associated epistemological issues, form the bulk of
this work.

15



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH

The justification of the need for research and the clarity of understanding as described, has
focused on some key objectives. The objectives, in broad terms, are to focus on the
undetlying principles and bebavionral characteristics of non-Information Systems practitioners
in their everyday application of technology. As discussed, the thesis specifically focuses on the

following:

the motivations of information technology users in everyday ‘interventions’ in perceived

information problem solving;

the question of how esaluation of ‘end-user’ application of technology is undertaken: this is
both important at a methodological level, which will impact by informing some aspects of

Information Systems practice;

the changing role of the Information Systems specialist in enabling ‘effective’ technology and
information utilisation in circumstances where non-Information Systems specialists directly

apply technology for information purposes.

16
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HOW THE OBJECTIVES WERE ACHIEVED

The field work contained in this work consists of four major component studies, each
contributing in different ways towards the development of the argument and theoretical
position. Each component of the study is based around a different theme, which was
investigated, and contributed to the writers own learning. Each of these justify the

epistemological perspectives taken in the work. These are introduced below.

FORMAL VS INFORMAL INFORMATION

The field work in this section demonstrates that formal application of technology has certain
constraints as an information tool. This is precisely where most of the effort in the discipline
and practice of Information Systems has been placed. The field work in this section is based
on a number of interviews of users of CSCW technology and a questionnaire which focused
on the informational sources preferred by decision makers. The combination of field work
and theory on the utilisation of information, confirmed the notion that formal mechanisms
orient themselves to formal hierarchy and assumed power structures in organisational form,
and to the control of certain key and (often) well understood objectives. However, this does
not necessatily meet with other personal or organisational objectives, or even meet the ‘users’
own preferred methods or approaches to work. Thus it does not reflect actual (rather than

assumed) power structures, nor the everyday activities that make up work.

This suggested that when dealing with anything other than the formal and (telatively) simple
control tacks, dealing with the subjective constructions of those involved is fundamentally
important: it is important to get into the phenomenological wotld of the ‘user’ in order to
investigate the informal uses of information. The field work also pointed to a certain
limitation in the orientation of some of the functional activities of the Information Systems
Specialist which tended to focus on the formal information requirements, and (largely)
ignoring the informal. It is argued in the thesis that the ‘informal’ (or ‘tacit’) has a particular
role to play in the overall provision of information in most organisations; it can provide

flexibility, can be directly controlled informally by individuals within the organisation, can be

17
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changed and adapted directly by the ‘information consumers’, and can be as important (if not
more so) as the formal data. The dominant ‘paradigm’ within the Information Systems is that
of formal data rationalisation. This is a key and important issue, but tends to dominate the
discipline of Information Systems and therefore the everyday practice of Information
Systems. It is thus not conducive to developing innovation with information. These concepts

are articulated in Kawalek 1994, Kawalek 1996, Kawalek, e o/ 1997¢c, Kawalek e 2/ 1998a.

TASK AND ‘PROCESS’

The ideas articulated (above) started the crystalisation of the theme of a dominant ‘paradigm’
of thinking within the discipline of Information Systems. Thus it became important to focus
on a wide variety of tasks and the applications developed by the everyday work activities of
the information workers. This was achieved by a second questionnaire and two focus groups.
The result of this section of the study argues that the dominant ‘paradigm’ of focusing
analysis on structured tasks using a set of techniques has /ess than expected relevance for
analysing the wide and varied user applications, which are informal, ‘ad-hoc’ and reactive to
everyday events. Techniques to focus on tasks, roles and activities, within ‘process’ units of
work, gives little analytical advantage in explaining where technology should be applied by the
‘end user’ for many information purposes. The focus on task and process has been dominant
in both the practice and the discipline of Information Systems, and again is detived from
notions of ‘control’ and ‘rationalisation’. This has been a dominant area of analysis in
structured systems analysis. Such tools and techniques for analysing task, process and control
are not invalid however, but (as argued in this work), should be used as learning devices,
rather than only for ‘specification’ of alternative (and formalised) work activities. In this way
the analysis of end user applications must move beyond traditional systems analysis
‘paradigms’ of thinking, towards learning. Thus the dominant paradigm of ‘specification’
gives way to the techniques depicting information and workflow analysis as only a
component of learning, both on the part of the Information Systems Specialist, and on the
~ part of the user. This is articulated in Kawalek 1996, Kawalek ez 2/1997d.

18
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INFORMATION AND FORMAL TECHNOLOGY APPLICATION

The analysis was developed to incorporate the relationship between formal application of
technology for control and the weaknesses such technology application has as a flexible
information tool. It is often asserted that technology application can be effective for both
control and for information innovation. The final case that is developed in chapter 3 is
interesting to the current work in that it demonstrates a certain conflict between the
Information Systems specialist who focuses on the formal, and the usets of the technology,
whose focus is on the informal. This is seen as partly a result of the dominant paradigm of
thinking in the practice of Information Systems as primarily involved in construction of
applications - which are seen as ‘right’ by the process of construction, and are justified by the
expertise involved in that construction. On-going consultation and learning on the part of
the Information Systems specialist is seen to compromise their legitimacy as an ‘expert’;
learning by the ‘end-user’, and reflection on their own information requirements, is seen as
rather ‘woolly’ and un-productive. The heuristically powerful tools of hard systems analysis

are seen as seductive: ‘soft’ learning, reflection and questioning is seen as less productive.

In the case study, user application of technology occurs precisely because of the limitations
of other “formal’ technology to provide the flexibility and control over data which there is a
perceived requitement. It does not mean however, that the ‘perceived requirement’ is a
‘correct’ requirement. This provides a second strand of a learning agenda - the ability for the
Information Systems Specialist to facilitate the ‘user’ in evaluating his/her own information
need, given the constraints of the current technology implemented within the context. Yet
barriers to learning are seen largely as questions a dominant assumption that systems work
involves ‘specification’ rather than learning, which is in some way linked to a set of
ontological assumptions. The conflict is in defining ‘correct’ system applications rather than
on learning and questioning of meaning. The case study and conclusions are articulated in
Kawalek 1996. '

POWER, CONFLICT AND ‘USER’ INNOVATION

The final case study is seen as bringing many of the themes previously described together.

This is a more substantive piece of empirical work, developed over a two year petiod. It uses

19
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the a2 modified form of ‘analytical induction’ to guide its development. It is an interesting case
study because there was substantive ‘strategic’ change of the formal information and systems
infrastructure that was occurring: this was a corporate strategic change, which had the
objectives of re-organising formal information provision to gain some sort of benefit from
global economies of scale. In the process of the change, the roles, actions and the (informal)
user motivations were analysed. The link between the informal applications of technology
and motivations were analysed in some detail, over a long period. The conflicts between the
Information Systems practice within the organisation, and the perceived needs and problems
of the ‘end-user’, and how the end-user reacted against the formal and ‘rationalised’ change
that was occuring resulted in classificaion of motivations within the context. The
classification (called ‘orientations’) generated suggested that the information application was
limited by narrow motivations, which calls for a need for better information learning and
facilitation. The facilitation had to be an approach which did not try to impose alternative
rationalised approaches, but one in which the user could be reflective of the limitations. This
was seen as a particular form of a pedagogic process which seeks to develop trust and
understanding, rather than impose a correct solution. The themes are articulated in Kawalek
1997, Kawalek & Johnson 1998, Kawalek & Hackney 1998d.

The ‘orientations’ presented in section three, is not meant to be an all-encompassing
framework. Rather, a small contribution to a complex discipline. It is also seen as a
theoretical framework, which is pragmatic in the everyday terms in Information Systems

practice.

20
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OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The initial research focused on the reasons for the trend towards end-user computing. The
assumption was that it can enhance flexibility. This is perhaps an obvious point, but is an
increasingly important one given the current trend in managerial thinking which emphasises
the need for flexibility. That is not to say that the demands for flexibility are appropsiate in all
contexts, nor are they socially value free. However information systems which are directly
manipulated by the ‘users’, without the intervention or design which involves the
Information Systems specialist can, and sometimes does increase flexibility, new thinking and

innovation with information technology.

However, as demonstrated in the empirical work, this is gffen not achieved.

I. GOALS ARE OFTEN NOT ACHIEVED

Initial research findings suggested that in trying to achieve such flexibility or innovation, the
objectives of the application are most commonly not met or are significantly limited.
Findings suggested that exploitation of technology at the ‘end-uset’ level ez be used to
increase throughput in a given area of work, or to enable increased (personal or wider)
control, or to enhance product or setvice. However, many applications could only be seen
‘efficiency’ gains only, and are primarily motivated by personal or natrowly defined sectional
gain, often couched in language of wider ‘organisational effectiveness’. Yet they remain very
limited views on ‘effectiveness’ and often have multiple or fuzzy objectives in the application
of the technology used. Certain objectives are justified by limited visions around which the

rationalised ‘justification’ occurs.

By focusing on the motivations and the limitations of user views, it is not surprising that the
ascribed goals are often not achieved. By delving deep into the application contexts, and the
motivations behind them the research revealed a certain level of personal self interest, even

to the point of organisational subtefuge.
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II. TECHNOLOGY SKILL IS LIMITED, BUT ALSO INFORMATION
SKILL IS LIMITED

To explain the above, the research focused on some of the more fundamental assumptions
and motivations of technology users. Whilst skill with technology is a problem and barrier to
effective utilisation, perceptions of information need at any one moment in time also
presents a key difficulty. These perceptions have been found to be constrained by changes in
the context, and changes to perceived roles, tasks and structures within the context. By using
an inductive approach in developing the empirical work, the exploration of the assumptions
and motivations of the users gives a higher level analysis which indicate a set of ‘basic beliefs

and motivations’. These are as follows, and ate termed ‘otientations’.

Realist - refers to one who assert procedures, tasks and activities are ‘correct’ and that their
application(s) which support tasks and activities are justified on a set of rationalised criteria,
based on ‘correct’ assumptions. The term ‘realist’ is used because by assuming the
‘correctness’, the application of technology is seen as unquestioning of associated tasks and
activities. The assumption that they are ‘correct’ reinforces a certain ‘feality’ construction, and
thereby reinforcing organisation power and structures. Why it is ‘correct’ is that it reflects
those dominant social norms of the context. However, it does not necessarily mean that
there are alternatives, but that they are not investigated, nor are a range of associated

assumptions questioned.

Frustrated realist. This category indicates the way end users often have a set of perceived
information needs, but are not catered for by existing information soutces (delivered by
technology or otherwise). The primary motivation is a ‘frustration’ with existing data sources.
This does not imply that their own applications are ‘correct’ or ‘effective’, or that their
frustrations are ustified’ in the first place. However the application of technology directly, is
seen as a ‘reaction’ to existing information provision within the context, and ‘correct
solutions’ are seen as practical reactions to perceived ‘poverty’ of existing information
resources. However the ‘solution’ is also not seen as ‘right™ rather they are seen as ‘right in

the circumstance’, and are derived and justified by this ‘frustration’.

Doubter - describes one who questions the motivations of associated procedures, tasks and
activities; the application of technology is seen as necessaty because of the dominant beliefs

of others in the context; it has to be done, though it is not necessatrily betfer because there are
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other, more setious issues which ate not being addressed. In the empirical work, the
characteristics of such an orentation suggested that even the application of their own

technology is seen as unlikely (in the circumstance) to be particularly effective.

Defender describes an orientation as one who sees the technology application or resulting
information processing as a social defence; the primary motivation is (commonly) to develop
technical or information skills which are indisposable, or applications which are equally
indisposable. Thereby heightening self-importance and therefore the social defences against

perceived threats.

These are conceptual categories which can be used heuristically. The research shows that
individuals frequently move from one category to another, which is dependent on their
political allegiances and personal motivations at any one moment in time. The research
applies these conceptual categories in a vatiety of situations, and to a variety of technologies

in order to gauge the general applicability and heuristic value.

In this way, the thesis demonstrates that the objectives which dictate the exploitation of
technology at the ‘user’ level are based on narrow and varying ‘user’ cognitions, which are
contextually constrained. By exploring these constraints, they can then be used by the
information systems specialist as a way to help liberate’ or question the .cognitions of
individual users. Thus the practice of Information Systems at the Education and Learning
functional level, it is argued, needs to be much more than focused at the hardware and software
level: rather it needs to include the development of self-awareness of the limited cognitions
of individual users to impact on information, and be fundamentally aware of the need to
question assumptions being made, and of the ‘liberation’ process inherent in the learning
activity. This moves the role of the Information Systems specialist in the education and
learning function away from ‘training on technology’, but to one of challenger, facilitator and
liberator of thinking on the part of the uset, in order o enhance knowledge. This role is an
impottant research question in the discipline of Information Systems because of the trend
which gives technology to the usér, by-passing the intervention of the Information Systems
specialist as a designer (or ‘rationaliser’) of data, which assumes a particular set of tasks and
 roles. Assuming this is a trend which is set to continue, the role of education and learning is
also one which is likely to develop in importance. The categories or ‘orientations’ described
can be used as a basic heuristic to enable the “facilitator’ role with the function of education

and learning within the discipline of Information Systems. More importantly perhaps, the

23



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

construction and justification of the ‘orientations’ are used in this work to demonstrate the
limited nature of Information Management learning and critical reasoning in the practice of

Information Systems.

However the role of learning is not meant to be ‘the answet’ in a simplistic way. By focusing
on the ‘social Eonstraints’ in the context, it follows that such factors are fundamentally
important in the reality construction (and thus motivation) behind an application of
technology. There are many issues which will change on/y if the social context also changes.
For instance, by utilising Structuration Theory, the research demonstrates that some of the
‘defensive’ actions ate behavioural responses certain aspects of social structure which can be
seen to protect certain insecurities. In this way, only by changing these social contexts (for
example by developing a greater level of trust), will changes in behaviour be achievable.
However, learning is seen as the key to developing that level of awareness in those involved
in the practice of Information Systems. Furthermore, by focusing in on learning, the
imposition of over simplistic prescriptions of perceived solutions can be avoided. The
solutions can then come from the phenomenological reality constructions of those directly

involved, which are challenged by the critical learning process itself.

III. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES AND THE ROUTE TO ACHIEVING
THEM

Yet there are further findings and issues raised in the research. There has been found to be
limited awareness of organisation direction or how goals might be achieved. This is reflected
into the application of technology. Without critical thinking about direction and policy
implementations, innovations with technology cannot be anything more than ‘ad-hoc’
reactions to citcumstances. This issue is not seen as being helped by the preponderance the
Education and Learning function in the discipline of Information Systems as being
associated with ‘teaching the technology™ it is not seen as sharing a particular vision or a
questioning on how to achieve an objective, with implications and links to information

utilisation.
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IV. MOMENTS OF KNOWLEDGE ABOUT INFORMATION

The function of Education and Learning in the discipline of Information Systems, is again of
limited by its own ‘dominant paradigm’ of learning and pedagogy. However, it is suggested
that an alternative for information be utilised. The thesis focuses on the two ‘moments’ of
knowledge derived from Freire & Shor (1987): that knowledge that is imparted by the teacher
as ‘facts’ or known knowledge. This is the traditional view of the Information Systems
Specialist involved in the functional area of Education and Leatning. The second moment is
that of ‘discovery’ where there is there exists “...action, critical reflection, curiosity, demanding
inquiry, uneasiness, unceriainty - all of theses are indispensible to the cognitive subject, to the person who
learnsP’ (Freite & Shor (1987, p.8)). It is in the sharing and critical reasoning about visions and
motivations which can enhance the process of discovery on the patt of the user (or ‘subject’)
which is part of the shift in the role of the Information Systems specialist involved in the
education and learning function. The role shift is from imparting ‘factual’ or known
knowledge (usually about technology) to facilitating critical self reflective reasoning on the
impact, motivations for and opportunities of information utilisation, along with the social

constraints which help determine the goals.

IV. ARGUMENTS FOR A CHANGE IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS
SPECIALISTS’ CONCEPTUAL REASONING

In developing the argument for a shift in ‘moments’ of learning, the argument is developed
that there needs to be a change in the Education and Learning function of the Information
Systems Specialist. This is argued on the basis that, as the trend towards powerful and
accessible technologies continues, there is a continued requirement to expand information
support. This moves the conceptual reasoning of the Information Systems specialist away

from technology, towards:

business strategic objectives aﬁd the social processes contained therein;

structural, political and social constraints that the ‘user’ of technology faces in everyday
utilisation of technology when expressing information or technology ‘need’; and

towards greater abilities of utilisation of Systems thinking in epistemological mode, which
enables critical and reflective questioning of boundaries with the ultimate objective of

questioning inherent functions within the boundaries;

25



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

iv. Focus on the process inherent in pedagogy from the first moment, to a recognition of the

second moment.

It is not to say that the Education and Learning function is to coax the user into a unitary
vision of organisation, of information utilisation or on technology utilisation. It is to educate
and liberate’ thinking on the part of the user, to encourage greater self awareness of
undetlying motivations. This takes particular types of skill on the part of the Information
Systems Specialist, not least because of the recognition of pluralism in organisation: this is
something of a shift because of the dominant ‘unitarist’ paradigm of thinking within the
practice of Information Systems, which focuses on the rationalisation of data across
organisation sub units. The points (above) are further expanded in philosophical terms
below.

POINTS OF PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNING

There is evidence in the thesis to show that the vision of the technology user is limited in a
variety of ways. Generally, the vision is developed around a discrete boundary or culture of
the department or section within any one organisation. But this tends to be seen (in practice
rather than at a theoretical level) to be a process of communication (usually described as top
to bottom (organisationally)). Furthermore, the diécipli.ne of Information Systems tends to be
dominated by such hierarchical notions, and is rather ‘classical’. For instance information
strategy tends to be the domain of thé Information Specialist; it is formulated and created,
and then implemented (top to bottom). Or that information is gathered at the bottom
(operational information) and is summarised for use at the top. This linear model is
appropriate for the formal aspects of data rationalisation, and associated analysis of tasks,
roles, and enterprise wide ‘processes’, or for strategy or policy implementation. This
‘paradigm’ of thinking assumes a degree of rationalism, but does not necessarily reflect
exactly what really happens in the everyday utilisation of information, which is used as a
source of powet, innovation or learning. In that sense, the hierarchical model represents a
common assumption on the part of the Information Systems specialist, and in a behavioural
analysis, is not necessarily applicable or important. It results in a limitation to the attention
being paid to the need to promote innovation, learning and reflection because it assumes an

overly rational use of information.
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If responsibility is given to individuals (sometimes termed ‘empowerment’) with powerful
technologies then, as already explored, there is a question regarding the ‘constraints’ of social
structure on action. In the current work, it is seen as fundamental to the analysis of the
everyday exploitation of technology: that exploitation is not ‘right’ or ‘rational’ in an absolute
sense, but is rationalisable when exploring the application in conjunction with contextual
aspects of social and organisation structures in which they are placed. Such structures are
seen as conceptual structures, with no physical attributes, but can constrain the thinking (on
the part of the ‘user’) regarding key objectives. As such, whilst ‘structure’ and ‘boundaries’ do
not have physical characteristics, they can cause physical change in human behaviour and
activities. At an epistemological level, it is argued that structure and boundaries can only be
investigated in terms of human construction of these: it is not to say that structure and
boundaries do not exist, but that human conception and use of structures are wide and
variable. Thus suitable method is required, both at the level of research, and for the practice of
the education and learning function within the discipline of Information Systems. This is a
key epistemological point to aid the education and learning function, and the associated

support of the Information Systems specialist.

Social structure is not the same as ‘boundaries’ in Systems Theory. Using Systems Theory as
an underpinning discipline for the study of Information Systems has (arguably) been a
dominant approach. Yet many studies within the area, use Systems Theory in ontological
mode - ie where systems boundaries are not questioned. Yet there is commonly a limited
vision of alternative or new ways of organising human activity ‘systems’; this results in a
limited vision of the opportunities afforded by the increasing accessibility of new technology.
This is particularly so with regard to communications technology which supports
information transfer across traditional or ‘given’ ‘boundaries’. However, without analysing
the systems boundaries, this results in technology exploitation which changes very little of
the work context and results in ‘automating’ aspects of activity which does not question
fundamentally the ‘systems’ (boundaries and structures) around which human activity
revolves. Change is a conceptual issue and one of epistemology which may have important
implication for the way work is achieved, and is a conceptual issue for the discipline of

Information Systems, particulatly in the function of Education and Learning.

The thesis explotes the relationship between social ‘structure’ and ‘systems boundaries’ as

limitations on conceptual reasoning. It argues that the function of education and learning
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within the discipline of Information Systems, be questioning of the social structure and
boundaries which has a determining effect on the perceived information needs of its usets.
Further, that education and learning can also use Systems Theory in ‘epistemological mode’,
to question given boundaries. Thus the function of Education and Learning within the
discipline of Information Systems, becomes one of facilitation and liberation’ from the
conceptual limitations on perceived information need, (and associated technical application),

that social structure and systems boundaties can impose.
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STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

SECTION 1: THE DOMAIN OF STUDY AND RESEARCH APPROACH

The thesis is organised into three sections. The first outlines the current debates in the
discipline of information systems, and embarks on the epistemological debate around the
discipline. Chapter 1 defines the terminologies used in the thesis, and reviews some of the
key literature which are seen as central to the current work. The nature of the area of
investigation is in fact quite broad, and this results in an approach which can bring together a
number of key themes which continue to emerge in the (rather eclectic) Information Systems
discipline. The on-going debate regarding qualitative research method (see Denzin 1994) is
seen as central importance to the current work as well as study within the discipline of
Information Systems more generally. In the current work, the approach has been to take
Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Strauss & Corbin 1990, 1994). However, this
approach has not been taken without developing certain critical comments on the validity of
the approach, and as such a particular adapted inductive approach is taken (Bloor 1976,

1978). The reasons for taking such an approach is articulated in chapter 2.

SECTION 2: DIMENSION DEVELOPMENT

Section 2 represents a reflection on the building of categories and dimensions for the area of
study. This is part of the adapted inductive method as articulated in chapter 2. It does this by
on-going reflection of the usefulness of different frameworks and epistemological
assumptions which are well known in the field of information Systems, and relating these to
the questions of end-user technology application as desctibed above. There are three key
pieces of empirical work that wete used to verify and conceptualise such issues. Each of
these are described, and represents the early' ‘dimension-building’, and justifying the
perspectives taken in the work, largely at the epistemological level, for organisationally based
research into the end-user application of technology. The objectives of section 2 are to seek

out the ‘categories’ and ‘dimensions™ it is not necessarily to prove a particular perspective,

29



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

but to reflect on the epistemological and theoretical constructions inherent in other studies

and work.

The final chapter in section 2 represents a theoretical deconstruction of the dominant
“paradigm’ of thought which pervades the Information Systems literature. It argues that the
discipline of Information Systems has focused on the rationalisation of data at a strategic and
operational levels, and has developed a dominant epistemological paradigm of thinking. The
dangers of this are explored at a general philosophical level for the discipline as whole and

with particular reference to the education and learning function within the discipline.

SECTION 3: CASE STUDY

Section 3 takes the themes developed in the previous chapters and, as part of the inductive
approach taken, articulates the key findings in the substantive case study. The case study
provided, represents the central data upon which the theoretical frameworks presented in the
thesis, are further developed and verified. The case demonstrates the limited vision of end
users of technology reacting and interacting with the data rationalisation process which was
being undertaken in the case study. It demonstrates the utility of a subjective ontological and
epistemological position at the research level. More fundamentally perhaps, it demonstrated
in practical terms the need recognising the conflict of interest, and in the reactionary and
defensive thinking on the part of users. Yet, this presents what is termed a ‘normative’ view
in that accommodation of disparate views can be overcome (or made ‘normal’). The case
study utilises Structuration Theory (Giddens 1984). The section argues that previous work
that has used such an approach (for example Walsham 1993a2) does not consider the
fundamental roots of Structuration, and demonstrates that such a (normative) view is limited
because of the nature and insecurities of employment practice, which is both a societal and
an organisational issue. Thus at the practical level, normative approaches at an organisation
level inevitably have certain limitations because conflict resolution is inherently rooted in
wider social insecurities. This is aﬂicmﬂated in chapter 6. Findings are verified as described in
the research method used by using data from a further short case, which is seen as much

more deductive in reasoning process.
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THEORY CONSTRUCTION

The generalisability of the perspective presented, is inherent in the theory, which is derived
from, but yet sits above, the everyday practice. In this manner, discussion on the relative
merits and the generalisabiliy of the theory developed, is done in the final chapter. The theory
presented articulates the need for a greater level of empathy, trust and learning, which
explores the inherent motivations of users in their application of technology. It recognises
social and otganisational conflicts of interest in explaining user application of technology,
which is ‘rationalised’ against limited criteria, but justified as an ‘organisational’ need. Yet the
mote fundamental behaviours can only be explained in a generalisable way by reference to
limited visions of need in which contextual and structural lines of authortity and power play a
important role. These are both formal and informal power and structural issues; only by the
process of learning and development of trust at the individual level, can greater vision and

innovation be accomplished.

REFLECTIVE OVERVIEW

The thesis is not seen as a prescriptive set of notions to be adhered to in every organisation
context. Rather, it is mote an offering stemming from experience, empirical observation and
theory which has culminated in a focused study of which the thesis is only one output.
Studies which attempt to align the interpret the information environment of information
wotkers, which recognises the everyday complexity of the context, and the technologies
which (supposedly) support that information environment are (so far) limited and rare. Most
are oriented towards building ‘better” applications in a ‘top down’ fashion - starting with
strategy formulation followed by application development. It is in this area in which it is
asserted that this thesis makes a unique contribution to knowledge. As is often the case, its
relative merits will be judged by time rather than by any one reading, and in the learning
(primarily on the part of the author) which is its principal output. The gauge of a qualitative
study such as this can only be in its grounding in reality by its empirical excursions and
appropriate scientific method, and it is these validate or otherwise the perspectives presented.
The development of the work has been an iterative process of considering theoretical
perspectives and ideas, and at the same time referring to primary and secondary

interpretations of events and issues embedded by empitical observation. Indeed the
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maturation of what now seems a simplistic set of ideas at the outset, detived from ten years
working in the field prior to embarking on the work, has enabled a far more in-depth account
of key issues. This process has not been singularly inductive nor deductive: rather an iterative
questioning of assumptions and ideas, and thus in itself contributing something to the
methodological debates in research. The key focus has been on information provision within
context with an iterative evaluation of dominant assumptions made in the practice and in the
discipline of Information Systems. Research method for data capture and analysis has been
an on-going concern, as well as underpinning (ontological) assumptions. Questionnaire
analysis, sets of small case studies and focus groups have been the principal instruments for
the ‘dimension building’ phase, and a more in-depth case study for the main analysis, with the
application of Structuration Theory. The data has enabled insight into the information
environment, technology application and use. The role of each of the research instruments
has been complimentary in many ways, each of which builds perspective and depth in its
analysis. The questionnaires provided insights which were general in nature, and there were
some surprises that the data revealed. The case studies enabled qualitative and in-depth
analysis. These enabled a focused insight into the complexity of information context and the
changing need of end-users. Such variables are now seen as key factors in determining the
applicability or non-applicability of traditional information technology provision. However,
the linearity of the research process is easily described with hindsight. It seems easy to write
an account which seems rather planned and straight forward in the development of themes
and key conclusions. In fact, the research undertaken for this thesis has been far from linear.
The domain of investigation has been one of synthesis of many disciplines, and an
exhausting meaning/understanding pilgrimage. It has been quite a grounded piece of
research, and the on-going empirical studies have been used to verify the sometimes quite
inductive construction of ideas and themes. Yet it is recognised that the work is quite
eclectic. This is seen as both strength and weakness. A reflective account of the strengths and

weaknesses are developed in chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 1

INFORMATION, SYSTEMS AND APPLICATION
DEVELOPMENT DOMAINS: DEFINITIONS,
TERMINOLOGIES AND REFLECTIVE ASSUMPTIONS

Practitioners of everyday life are not "organisation dopes”, mere extensions of organisation thinking. They
exerise interpretive discretion, mediated by complex layers of interpretive influence. They also carry with them
the biographical basis for resistance, personal and interpersonal histories that compete with organisational

categories as means for interpreting experience.

James Holstein & Jaber Gubrium, 1994, pp. 268

INTRODUCTION

In September 1992 the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) in the UK embatked on a
call for research in what became known as ‘User Enhanceable Systems’. It was initiated by
the increasing recognition that end-users of technology were increasingly being able to
‘enhance’ their own technologies and software tools, (and by implication their own
information environments). See IOPener 1992. It was seen as an initiative to enable better
explanation of the trend, its dangers, contexts and to establish theoretical underpinning and
understanding. It also reflected the increasing recognition that information technology
applications were increasingly required to be more flexible to meet everyday organisational
and human need. The eatly vision of what this type of research entailed was limited to a set
of quite simplistic assertions. Why the trend of ‘end uset’ computing gathering pace? Is there
any benefit from it? Are there certain organisation contexts where it is best encouraged?
What is the relationship between it and traditional application development? Is it a result of
centralised Information Technology provision failure? Are uncoordinated actions by ‘end
users’ producing disparate, inappropriate applications which are flawed or otherwise? What

are the skills necessary to help better utilisation of such technology? Can the discipline of
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Information Systems rationalise the trend against some sort of strategic vision of where a

particular organisation is, or wants to be, in terms of its Information Technology usage?

This thesis aims at answering some of these questions by developing an analysis and
theoretical underpinning for the study of this trend; in doing this, this thesis brings insight
into the failings of some of the traditional assumptions in the practice of Information
Systems. Whilst at the start, the study was expected to focus on an evaluation of technology
as implicated in the original DTT call, it was quickly realised that it could only be done by
focusing attention on the information that was being processed, the contexts and human
motivations to which technology was being applied. The work thus evolved and matured
into an Information Systems or Information Management study, rather than being focused
on Information Technology. This is based on the premise that technology is impotent unless
it can deliver information. Of course the word ‘information’ is a multi-faceted and emotive
term, often associated aspects of organisation contexts such as control, co-ordination,
decision making, power etc. Even the most simple application of Information Technology is
useless unless it has some form of information purpose. The thesis seeks explanation by
focusing on the structure of work and activity of human beings in the work place, and the
relationship of that zictivity and the role information (and thus the application of technology)
within the context. One of the key findings was that end-user applications could be seen as a
‘reaction’ to some of the formal applications of technology, which was perceived as in some
way lacking as an information tool, and thus the work also makes critical evaluation of the

practice and techniques of Information Systems specialists.

Thus the raison d¥étre of the current work is to focus on a number of key issues stemming
from the DTI initiative. It is contribution towards an understanding of the reasons for the
explosive growth of technologies oriented towards direct user application and manipulation
of data. Different trends in the information technologies (for example PC applications, inter
and intra-net usage) perform information tasks which are usually outside the ‘design’
function petformed by the Information Systems specialist. Many user initiatives also sit
outside the strategic function because, by its nature, it is at the mercy of the discretion and
motivations of the user. Whilst Information Systems strategy may dictate policy and vision
because of its ‘high level’ view, it cannot be precise about how the technology is to be applied
in everyday affairs. The everyday management of the information and processing function,

must therefore use alternate approaches for ensuring information quality, standards and
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behaviour in practice: research may reflect this by employing scientific approaches borrowed

from disciplines such as Sociology in order to ground and validate its assertions.

Thus the work presents a perspective which (hopefully) contributes in some small way to the
gathering momentum and recognition of the need for, better understanding of the
management issues surrounding the information technologies. By investigating the meaning
and importance of these trends is has been required to venture into a wide variety of
disciplines. It has been a process of study of some breadth, synthesising and interpreting
many areas. Of course, this breadth has implications for scientific method and has taken a
sort of wide synthesis of theory and qualitative data (described as ‘category 1° research by
Ramenyi & Williams 1995). Verification of the on-going development of ideas and
theoretical constructs have necessitated interpreting human attitudes and events, using a
grounded type approach (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Strauss & Corbin 1990). However,
comment is also made on the limitations of such an approach for the current area of
investigation. The eclectic nature of this work is seen as its key strength, and has allowed a
creative questioning of some of the traditional assumptions of Information Systems
practitioners (specialists and non-specialists) and some of the common assumptions held of

the discipline.

The work las been a highly enriching experience, which has been characterised by numerous
iterations both in terms of empirical observation, and relating those observations within
social science, managerial, organisational, and systems literature. Because the work reflects
the changing technology, away from. traditional data processing' and central data base
provision, controlled and programmed by the Information Systems specialist, the scientific
approach to research has also needed to shift. Objects provide new ‘tools’ for application at
the end-user level; common interfaces has made suites of software, previously relatively
inaccessible much more available to be manipulated directly at the hands ‘non-specialist’; the
growth in the awareness of the technology has resulted in increased accessibility; groupware
products has enabled the non specialist to determine and evaluate their own needs at a
technical and information level; information itself is more accessible and global. Yet despite
these trends, the practice of Information Systems has been found to be making traditional
assumptions about its role in ‘rationalising’ data, and providing hardware and software
education and training. The traditional approaches in Information Systems practice have
focused attention on the user interaction with a specifically designed (fit for purpose) data

soutce at its heart: these assumptions can be detrimental to supporting the development of
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people who are applying technology, which is enhanced and adapted directly by staff who see
themselves as specialists in fields other than Information Systems. Thus the thesis is critical
of the dominance of some of these assumptions, evidenced in both scientific approach and
in functional aspects of the practice of Information Systems, and this has some important

implications for the discipline.

The test of the current chapter is to help clarify terms and concepts which are subsequently

used in the thesis.

COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY, INFORMATION SYSTEMS

. Firstly the terms 'information technology' and 'information systems' and ‘systems’ are terms
that require clarification. Sometimes these are thought of synonymously. In this work, the
term 'information technology' is seen as the devices, hardware and software which make up
one of a number of media’s for data storage, transfer and processing. It is seen as one of
many media’s which can enable data manipulation and access for human meaning attachment
(Checkland & Scholes 1990, ch 2), and is seen as a component of the ‘information
environment’ in which humans operate their lives. The word ‘systems’ is seen as originating
to describe a ‘holistic’ view of phenomena, around which boundaries can be drawn with the
properties of hierarchy, control, emergence and communication (Checkland 1981, p.” 317). The
legitimacy of these boundaries are key to systems thinking, and is an approach to scientific

investigation.

The term ‘information’ is a commodity which can be used in a variety of ways, often enab].ing
better or more informed decision making and as a material for knowledge creation. It also
plays a key role in the job tasks, activities, politics and culture of everyday organisﬁtional
activity. It contrasts with the context free natﬁte of ‘data’ which is seen as the raw material
for information. As a consequence of this type of definition of these terms a computing or
information system involves data manipulation and interpreting meaning from data, and the
‘information design’ function of the Information Systems discipline requires understanding
of intended uses of information. This is neatly articulated in Checkland & Scholes 1990, p.
55.

“... if we wish to create an ‘information systems’ in the exact sense of the word, we must first understand how

the people in the situation conceptualise their world.
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However ‘computer design’ may not involve ‘information design’. Furthermore an
“information system is not a computer, but a computer system may be one component of an
information system. Commonly computers have been seen as a ‘formal’ component of an
information system (Land 1986, 1992; Earl & Hopwood, 1987). However, computers are

increasingly used for informal information systems also.

Information systems have an impact on the decision making activities of humans. However
to see information as on/y an aid to decision making, underestimates its everyday importance
played by information in such areas as formal and informal power, and in defining and re-
defining structure within organisations. See also Ehn 1988. To see information as an aid to
decision making (as in some of the Decision Support literature) is in fact to take a very
narrow view (see Adam 1997). This is a very “rational’ view of the uses of information, which
under emphasises its role in a complex social milieu, in which information is used to _justify
decisions and actions; furthermore, decisions are not necessarily based on a rational analysis
of information. They are made in a highly ad-bor manner, which is reactive to everyday
complexity (see Slack and Cooke 1991). Furthermore, as argued in this thesis, information
and the associated decisions and actions are not socially value free. They reflect dominant

social beliefs, norms and values, and can have wide ranging effect.

TRANSACTION BASED APPLICATIONS

Whilst discussing these key terms and ideas, it seems important that a theoretical distinction
is also drawn between the application of technology for transaction handling, and that
applied to information. It might be suggested that technology application in the early days
was oriented to the transaction handling of vatious but fundamentally simple business
functions. As an example, a typical application might have been payroll. The transaction
handling activities associated with the printing of pay cheques was the primary goal of the
application of technology, with data variables such as number of hours worked, rate of pay,
details of overtime and bonuses being variable data elements to the more static data such as
employee name, tax code etc. The algorithms developed as a result were highly
computational and routine. The focus of such an application was not on management
information, though when taken together, transactions could be further computed and

analysed to service some sort of perceived need for information. The primary informational
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output was on the pay cheque. Yet the motivation was in speedier handling of transactions,
rather than changing the way the information components were used. The primary goal of
‘transaction’ handling applications of computing technologies, was not to provide
information to support operational decision making. The application of technology was
primarily used for the handling of simple transactions which potentially could be used for
information. It was otiented to some sort of efficiency gain, making impact by increasing the
speed at which cheques were produced, and thereby reducing labour inputs. There are two
points that need to be raised here. Firstly, that even such simple applications cannot be seen
as socially ‘objective™ they remain socially value laden. They were designed to meet some sort
of social objective, such as ‘profit maximisation’, ‘efficiency’ with implicit assumptions about
‘reducing workforce’ etc. No matter how small the application, the application of technology,
being the product of social endeavour, must have social values associated with it. Secondly,
that ‘transaction’ applications were extended to having increasing managerial information as a
result of their implementation: they became integrated into wider accounting and operational
activities. These simple applications became fundamentally more integrated on working
method and, implicitly, a wider variety of information consumers. New techniques and

approaches for this additional complexity have emerged.

AUTOMATE - INFORMATE

The traditional view of information being somewhat a by-product of the transaction
application requires clarification of other related concepts. Firstly the word ‘automate’ is
often associated with transaction oriented systems. However, in this thesis, the concepts not
inter-changeable. ‘Automate’ is seen as meaning the application of technology to areas of

current human activity.

Contrasting the role of technology as a transaction handling system, or as part of an
automating exercise, information technology may also be used as a device to informate.
Zuboff (1988, 1994) makes the distinction between ‘automate’ and ‘informate’. The
informating role is seen as a by-product of the application of technology. to the automation
process and/or the transaction based application. However the informating procedure
necessitates an additional human activity: that which attributes meaning to data, and that has
an intimate relationship with knowledge” knowledge can determine that meaning, as well as
being the result of the amalgamation of the data plus meaning. However, it is not good

enough to assume that an application which is intended to automate, or to hold certain
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transactions, will necessarily provide useful data by which the recipient may be better
informed. Winter et al, 1995, uses these principles to link information to wider human
activities. It is also used by other writers, for example Galliers (1993), to thereby justify the
assertion that the study of information technology is both a technical and also a
organisational, business and social area of study. If we are to accept that technology has a
part to play in information provision (as opposed to only handling transactions), then we
must accept that the study of information technology is component of a wide and rather

eclectic amalgamation of divergent disciplines (Swanson 1985).

‘EVERYDAY’ ANALYSIS OF INFORMATION UTILISATION

It seems that information technology is one component of the discipline of information
systems. Studies have shown that associated management and organisational issues are
considered of primary importance for UK management (Watson & Brancheau, 1991; Clark,
1992; Niederman ef 4/, 1991; Galliers 1993, Burn & Szeto 1997). Such studies have been
based on survey wotk and do not try to discuss why respondents attach importance to such
issues, or indeed why they responded to the survey as they did (meaning). It is generally
based on the assumption that information technology has failed in some way to deliver
“business value', and can be seen as part of a 1990’s recognition that the technology often does
not deliver value, or that it fails to reach is full potential. There has therefore been much
interest in concepts such as Strategic Information Systems Planning (SISP) which uses varied
frameworks to justify expehditure (or otherwise) on technology investments. Many
frameworks are derived from other studies (see Ansoff 1991; Porter 1979, 1980, 1985; Porter
& Millar 1985; McFarlan 1984; Nolan 1979) which have themselves been derived from
classical notions of corporate strategy and economics rather than on the socially oriented
analysis of everyday use of information. Whilst the scientific basis of these is not questioned,
these accounts lack a certain reflective account of the value laden assumptions made in some
of these frameworks: for example, some assume the goal of ‘profit maximisation’ and that
they are dangerously close to assuming that the process of strategy is a senior managerial
exercise which can be ‘imposed’ without the complimentaty and on-going involvement of
other stakeholder groups or individuals. If this is the case then, there is also an additional
assumption that management have a great deal of power to enact such visions, and that such
models are ‘rational’, and therefore in some way socially ustified’. It is no doubt true to
assert that such approaches could be in danger of under-estimating the everyday complexity

of everyday affairs in organisations, as well as the value laden assumptions that strategy

39



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

makes. “The day-to-day actions of an individual today are globally consequential’ (Giddens 1994, p. 57).
Yet it would be naive to suggest that such models were assumed to be used in isolation, and
that the practice of strategy implementation was something that did not consider the social
dynamics. Thus there have been attempts at developing wider and socially oriented analysis
of some of the strategic issues, and a movement towards more ‘interpretive’ approaches (see

for example Dhillon 1995).

There are a number of further points to be made here.

Some of these ‘classical’ assumptions have been challenged in the Management literature but
remain somewhat under represented in the Information Systems literature (see for example
Minzberg 1978, 1987, 1990, 1994a 1994b; Whittington 1993; Stacey 1993). '

The value laden assumptions of the Information Systems strategy models have not been
given as much attention as the models have themselves. Thus for example, within Business
Process Re-engineering implicates that the strategic manager (or ‘re-engineer’) can take quasi-
objective criteria, apply such principles, and come out with ‘better’ organisation design.
Thete is no concept of power, negotiation or even complexity (Kawalek 1994); there is no
analysis of resistance or conflict, and where such analysis does exist, it is often legitimated on
the grounds of the management need to suppress such resistance (see Sockalingon &

Doswell 1997).

Thete is a danger that focusing on the application (or imposition) of certain frameworks
(‘strategic’ or otherwise), can result in a lack of focus on the everyday usage patterns of
technology and of information. This is an epistemological issue which has practical
implication. Findings in this thesis suggest a very real difference between what 7 and what
should be. Thus analyses centred around industry sector analyses, opportunity frameworks,
formal data flows across units of work and across value chain activities do not reflect on the
intimacy of human - data interaction, the creation of meaning and subsequent action, nor
does it reflect on power, orgaﬁ.isation (or social) structure into which information is
intimately associated. Such ideas can easily be brushed aside whilst tied up in ‘objectifying’

information, technology, and the socially value laden goals of their application.
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THE ‘END-USER’

Thete is a need for the clarification and explication of the meaning of the term ‘end-user’ for
the cutrent work. The term itself is sometimes used in a rather demeaning manner and is one
shrouded in a multiplicity of meanings. For instance, and as Martin (1990, pp. 266) suggests,
the term ‘end-user’ conjures up a view of end-users as being part of some sort of
(sometimes a little unpleasant) ‘outside’ wotld. It commonly conjures up connotations
associated with some sort of ‘inconvenience’ to the real work of the Information Systems
specialist. It might also be perceived as a rather a trivial or rather unimportant activity. ‘End

user Computing’ is often seen as not ‘real computing’.

There are a number of both implicit and explicit definitions, summatised neatly by 2 number

of writers. Sipor & Sanders (1989), for instance:

¢ an end-user is a non-DP professional;

e an end-user is a PC user;

¢ an end-user is a non-developer;

e an end-user is an infrequent user of a computer;

e an end-user is an inexperienced user of a computer;

e an end-user works in specific functional areas such as accounting or marketing;

e an end-user is a manager.

Yaverbaum (1988) defines an end user as a user of computer technology who is not a
programmer or analyst. Rockart and Flannery (1983) use the term ‘end-user computing’ to
mean applications which are end-user developed and operated. Alavi (1985) uses the term to
identify the user of results who also creates the software specifications necessary to effect the
computing itself. Codasyl (1979) categorised users into three groups - direct, intermediate
and indirect. The direct category was expanded by Martin(1982) to include the following

activity:

e non-programming end users, who utilise the software of others to manipulate data;
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programming end users, who write software for their own use;

programming professionals who write software for others.
Rockart & Flannery (1983) develop these categoties, by adding the following:

command-level end-users who manipulate software (but do not write programs) to control
their outputs;

functional support personnel, non professional programmers who develop their skills to
become de facto experts in their own functional area;

end-user support personnel, whose role it is to apply software with some programming for

other end-users.

Probably the most common notion which distinguishes an end-user from others, is the
distinction between Information Systems specialists and the non Information Systems
specialists, both groups being computer users. The term is often used to refer to those
people who sit outside the Information Systems ‘department’, who are in some way affected
by and utilise the information provided (Martin 1990). By using this rather broad definition,
it could be said that everybody is an end user of sorts. It might be argued that although
everybody does not wotk from a desk with a computer on it, it is probably true that all of us
are users of computer generated information: most have interacted with ‘computerised
banking or retail systems. This is seen as a passive use. In that way, it might be said that by
taking a perspective which views information as the primary output of a computer system,
then society in general has an intimate relationship with the technologies that support its

information, which (to an extent) is able to influence action or create wotld views.

The proximity dimension is a theme which has been developed to help categorise and clarify
the term. See for instance Martin 1990, pp 267, who uses three proximity categories, ‘direct’,
‘indirect’ and ‘temote’. For the purposes of the current wotk, a slightly simpler dichotomy
between operator of the media and the information consumer is used. The operator of the
technology (media) is not necessarily the consumer, though the rapid increase in personal
_ computets and inter networking has brought the two together. The gperator ability to discriminate
between the sources, Yo transform and to disseminate based on personal discretion using information technology

directly in its varied forms.
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The trend of ‘end user computing’ has been recognised as an area key importance (see
Greenbaum & Kyng 1991). Benjamin (1982) for instance predicted that by 1990 End User
Computing would consume 75% of the corporate computing resoutce (see also Cheney e# 4/,
1994). Whether or not this transpired to be the case would depend on the method of
measurement, and on the ‘categories’ and definitions. Yet more recent studies have
confirmed continued growth in this area (Wastell & Sewards 1995, p. 186 for example). The
information consumer continues to be less willing to be ‘chauffeured’ (Culnan 1983) by the
formal information systems, and the trend still remains towards increasing the ‘opportunity’
for the information consumers to play a very direct role in applying the information

technologies.

By way of avoiding the emotive ‘us and them’ characterisation of the notion of ‘end user’ as
described by Martin 1990, the terms ‘information worker’ and ‘information consumer’ are
used and ‘end-user consumer’ is one who uses information technology directly for their role as

‘information worker’ for their own ‘information consumption’.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT THE GROWTH OF IMPORTANCE OF THE
‘END-USER CONSUMER’

The trend which brings the ‘end user’ of information technology and information
consumption together is seen as one which remains of growing importance. See early work
by Briefs ez a/ 1983, and more recently Chou, 1996. The trend has been referenced in the
stage growth theories (Nolan 1979, Galliers 1991, Galliers & Sutherland 1991). The original
model, (Gibson & Nolan 1974) was expanded from four to six stages in Nolan 1979:
initiation, contagion, control, infegrau'on, data administration and maturity. The model has by
no means been accepted without question, despite its general appeal. For instance Benbasat
et al (1984) argue that there is little empirical evidence for may of assertions implied in the
basic model. However despite such criticisms, the model has been used and referenced
widely, and has been seem to have some general analytical and heuristic value (Wastell &
Sewards 1995) and it continues to evoke speculation and academic wotk (see for example
Huff ¢t a/ 1988; Jayasuriya 1993; Friedman 1994; Li & Rogers (1991); Wastell & Sewards
(1995), Wilson (1997)).

The proximity of the ‘end-user, and intricate knowledge of information domains (see the

‘tacit’ knowledge in Nonaka 1991), the increasing awareness of the potential (and limitations)
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of the information-in-context make these an important and powerful band for further study.
This is alluded to as far back as Nolan 1979. The final three stages, integration, data
administration and maturity particularly require that ‘.. zhe end user and data processing are jointly
accountable for data quality for effective design of value added applications.”” However, this tends to be
couched in old terminology which in themselves make associations with older forms
Information Technology. The later ‘stages of growth’ models (Galliers 1991; Galliers &
Sutherland 1991) perhaps reflect better the movement away from the conceptualisation of
technology as broadly database technology. Here also is a key role for the information and
technology users, primarily in the later three stages of the model. The interaction between the
increasingly business oriented Information Systems function and the information skilled end-
users becomes critical. Table 1.1 is taken from Galliers 1991, highlighting the direction

towards an integrated information approach.

_ ] ]l v Vv Vi
Nn ‘ Often Data Information SBU Centrally co-
subordinate  Processing Centres Coalitions.  ordinated
toaccounts  Department Many but SBU
and finance separate coalitions
End-users Information

running free  Services

Operational Centralised,  Uncontrolled De- Decentralis  Inter-
! many gaps end-user centralised, ed but with  organisation
computing with some central systems
controls control
‘Added-
value’
systems
(market
oriented)
Programmers/  Systems IS planners Business Corporate IS director,
contractors analysts Analysts business IS member of
planners board

TABLE 1.1: TOWARDS INTEGRATION OF RESOURCES (DERIVED AFTER GALLIERS 1991)
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This model is certainly seductive in its simplicity, and seems to resonate a sort of historic
truth. Moving beyond stage III assumes that technology users are integrating their
applications into (rather ‘unitarist’) organisation objectives with a common understanding of
how to achieve such visions. It is this assertion that is being questioned (in part) in the
current work. Yet this is not to suggest that this model is accepted without some
reservations. But also it is not the intention of this thesis to argue patticularly ‘for’ or ‘against’
such frameworks. However, the notion that ‘end user consumers’ share the unitarist vision,
and translate it into co-ordinated action to achieve the unitarist vision is to make a significant

assertion about the nature of organisation.

The drivers for simple analysis for developing direction and policy with regard to
Information Systems are derived from the analysis of wastage and expenditure (Willcox &
Margetts 1994, Willcox 1994; Hochstrasser 1994, Hochstrasser & Griffiths 1991). Matching
perceived user need, user ‘fit’ and the role of the user in the development process are quoted
as major factors to reducing such risk (Tornatzky & Klein 1982, Earl & Runge 1987, Kwon
& Zmud 1987, Cooper & Zmud 1990, Marcus & Robey 1983). Most of such models seek
alignment of the consumer of information with application design, and developing this

alignment will reduce risk of failure.

The stages of growth model has been used to establish a link between the perspectives of the
information consumer ‘users’ and the Information Systems strategy function and planning
process. It is also an issue for the information processing and usability function. The
dominant assumption is one where a centralised suite of applications which are integrated,
are complimented by a number of distributed smaller (end-user) applications; Sullivan (1985)
proposed such a model which included elements of Critical Success Factor (CSF)
methodologies (Bullen & Rockart, 1981) for de-centralised systems design and Business
Systems Planning (IBM, 1981) approaches for more centralised systems both of which
emerge from a stages of growth model. Information Systems practice seek to enhance their
information resources from both of these fronts which sometimes results in problems of
choice (Gunton, 1988). The assertion is therefore one of balancing these commonly
‘opposing’ forces and to move to a position of ‘maturity’ for systems design and

management.

Yet all such debates assume a certain ‘rationality’ in the end user consumer visions of

organisation goals and how to get there. The analyses contained in the above cited works are
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not based on an analysis of the everyday situations, the applications of the technology and the

motivations of the individuals concerned.

There are some further points that might be made with regard to the assertions of the
growth stage models. Firstly, the model is linear and as such inevitably suggests an certain
inevitability of a set of events. Like any such model, it can be used in a variety of ways to
justify a particular perspective. It does not reflect on the social values or historical epoch in
which it was created. Linear views of events in history providing the basis for predicting the
future without being reflection on social meaning and the values laden in those events, are
dangerous in their simplicity and are often empirical excursions (see Elton 1984, Fogel &
Elton 1983, Jenkins 1995). Secondly, that without such meaning attachment, they assume a
certain ‘objectivity’ and as such might be used in a functional manner, to justify a particular
perspective. The perspective often implicit in the use of such models is to heighten the
importance of Information Technology or to justify (further) expenditure for instance.
Thirdly, it might be used to be applied in 4/ organisations without analysis of other criteria
for adding value. It is not derived from a contingent view of organisations. Fourthly the
growth stage model is showing its age, and nobody could have predicted the proliferation of
technologies which move away the database technology that Nolan envisaged: technologies
which are increasingly at the hands of the information user. Many of these technologies are
often not ‘planned’ at an information level, and are usually attributed to ‘technology
advancement’. Useful reflection on this trend may broaden this assertion, and see it as a
result of numerous social forces: the power of the Information Technology industry; the
thirst for better information and power implications; the economic need to develop new
markets - hence ‘globalisation’ and post modem theories of information (Webster 1995); the
need for innovation on the one hand, control and accountability on the other. In other
words, the trend has many facets which can be in danger of over-simplification. Fifthly, it
presents a broad analysis of Znformation. It does not consider information as a value laden
concept which might be used as a political, social of social weapon, for innovation, for
control ot even its fundamental role in dictating organisation structure. It is not detived from
an everyday analysis of information usage patterns and the meaning attachments of the key
protagonists in the social context in which information is used. Sixthly, it generally assumes
‘design’ of application or of associated sets of human activities, and thereby enhances the
role of the ‘designer’. It does not recognise the fact that often information is not formally
‘designed’ for a specific purpose: it is used in an ad boc manner, serendipitous in many cases

and the notion that this can provide certain advantages (Ciborra 1991, 1997).

46



USER INNOV.ATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

In all, the scientific grounding of such literature tends to be functional, without being

subjected to epistemic assumptions.

INFORMATION, THE END-USER AND ONTOLOGY

A further perspective on the formal in informal component in Information Systems might
be taken by reverting to some of the classic information literature. For instance Land (1986),
Minzberg (1977), Eatl & Hopwood (1987) Liebenau & Backhouse (1990) have articulated the
‘social’ aspects of information and its utilisation (See also Boland 1987). The relationship
between the user, the world and the formal and informal components of the information

user’s is encapsulated in figure 1.2.

The ‘real’ world
Objects, rules, people, norms

/ \

e~Non designed <
¢ informal informati

The ‘designed’
inform ation ‘systemy’

an

Inform ation worker

7N\ 1

Memory and knowledge

" FIGURE 1.2: THE TRADITIONAL DICHOTOMOUS VIEW OF THE FORMAL-INFORMAL
INFORMATION DIVIDE. AFTER LAND (1986).
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The ‘designed’ Information Technology applications are often equated with the right hand
section of the model, though is not necessarily the implication of Land(1986). To view
Information Technology applications in this manner results in a perspective under-estimates
the rather fundamental integration of information technology into everyday activity - see also
the ‘dry’ and the ‘wet’ in Goguen 1992, 1994. Indeed this perception is predicated on a vision
of the role of what is now (in the mid to late 1990’s) seen as older computer technology. In
other words, in 1986 information technology was seen as databases of tabularised data:
records of customers, orders, employees and the like. This type of technology remains of
importance, but the technology has expanded and developed. For example information
services such as the World Wide Web can hardly be seen as a pre-programmed or as a
‘formal’ information component which determines prescriptive notions of associated
managetial decisions, tasks and roles. Technology is both formal and informal, and should not
necessarily be associated with the formal. Other technologies have emerged: Computer
Supported Co-operative Work, process workflow products, internet services and integrated
office tools for instance? For a complimentary discussion, see Edwards ez 2/ 1991, pp. 9. The
notion of the growing recognition of the importance of informal information is explored in

chapter 3.

Further, and more fundamentally perhaps, is a further implication in the original Land (1986)
diagram. The idea that some form of cognitive filter is inﬂoperaﬁon, which functions much
like a tea strainer, on what is seen as a ‘real’ wotld set of situations. This assumes a particular
ontological view. The model assumes that decision making is based on the quality of both
formal and informal data which reflects the ‘real’ world. This type of does not acknowledge
the philosophical notion that it is indeed the individual who creates (in part perhaps) his/her
own reality, which interacts with the information environment in a highly dynamic manner.
The complexity and chaos of everyday situations often necessitates a rather ad-hoc reality
construction by the information user which makes basic assumptions about organisation
culture, politics and other key issues. In other words, the original Land(1986) model assumes
that the individual has a relatively minor role in reality construction: that the dynamics of
human perceptions of ‘reality’ indicate a highly intricate and dynamic relationship, with
information playing a key role. The alternative is a ‘subjective’ ontological view where there is
a far more dynamic relationship with information than depicted in the original diagram:
information is gathered and utilised by humans, and it thus contributes to the creation (or
justification) of a reality. That constructed reality also determines information. This dynamic

catch 22 can easily be over simplified and can act to under-emphasise the role that the
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individual has in creating his/her information world. Figure 1.2 might drawn in all sorts of
different ways, which reflect both changing technology and alternative philosophical
positions. Figure 1.3 attempts to depict an ontological position, where the perceived real
world attaches importance to information components and in some way itself determines
petceptions of the real world. It also depicts the informal and formal as potentially being

mediated by information technology.

Informal, non-IT
mediated

Informal IT
mediated

User ‘reality
construction

‘Designed’
information

FIGURE 1.3: AN ALTERNATIVE INFORMAL-FORMAL INFORMATION DIVIDE

Taking this alternate ‘non-realist’ position, there are some other assertions that can be further
analysed. It is commonly expressed that data is the raw material for information and that the
consumer of the data in some way attaches meaning to the data and knowledge is the result.
In this type of analysis, data is separated from information until the meaning of the
consumer is applied. Yet this hides 2 more dynamic relationship, where &nowledge determines
the selection and utilisation of information (and therefore data). See Altheide 1976, Barley
1986, Bjorn-Anderson & Eason 1980, Kent 1978.

For certain newer technologies however (internet, World Wide Web, co-operative products

services for instance), the sources of data do not necessarily involve professional

Information Systems specialist. The Information Technology specialists provides the
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technology but not the data. Other ‘users’ are more often than not the sources of data. The,
the sources do not prescriptively assume who and how the data is to be used - even though
certain assumptions might still be made. The user of the data applies and analyses his/her
perceptions of need, and knowledge. The role of the Information Systems specialist is often
seen as concerned primarily with the technology, rather than with data, and thereby
becoming an Information Technology specialist. It follows that the information management
is increasingly the domain of the end user consumer, and not of the Information Systems

specialist.

EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS

Efficiency has traditionally been a key goal behind the implementation of information
. technology. Techniques have been used to help conceptualise such gains. For instance, can
‘redundant activities” be identified and cut out (see the logicalisation activity in SSADM),
formalise and co-ordinate human activities (Role Activity Diagrams), specify who has access
to what data and when (depicted on data flow diagrams). Useful that these and other
application development techniques are, they are often used to depict (often small scale)
efficiency gains within current working practice. In other words, they are oriented to
‘automation’ of arrent working practices with little questioning of other ‘effectiveness’ criteria
or contributions. The following definitions are used in distinguishing efficiency and

effectiveness.

Efficiency = Units of ontput relative fo the units of input within a given

an area of work.

Effectiveness = Measures of how well the objectives have been achieved

in the area of work.

Old bureaucratic organisations that are so often the object of derision, such as local
government or the civil service are often seen as ‘efficient’, but are often seen as lacking in
effectiveness (see Ward 1995). The difference between the two is based on systems theory
(see Otley & Berry 1980). Ratio analyses such as rates of return on an investment, labour
utilisation ratios and the like focus on the need to control efficiencies in the ‘system’, and are

measured in terms of the ratio of inputs over outputs.
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The significance of this differentiation can be quite important as it seems that traditionally
the automation of different areas of work, can produce efficiency but impacts poorly on
effectiveness, and that it is possible that the investment in technology for automating,
reduces our ability (or desite) to re-question our original efficiency-dominated assumptions,
in effect strengthening efficient, but ineffective sub-units of work. In order that systems can
be enable efficiency and effectiveness, it follows that any intervention must ‘add value’ to a
set of objectives. This is seen as a challenging and yet rather key area. How, for instance, can
we assess the added value that an R&D section contributes to an organisation? Most would
agree that R&D is necessary for many organisations, but if we were to measure units of
output relative to the units of input, we would immediately see inefficiencies. Indeed the
efficiency of the organisation as a whole could be improved by cutting the R&D section!
This move however would not be seen as ‘adding value’ or one which (in the long term) adds
to effectiveness. Yet it remains key to the organisations’ long term success, and thus arguably
adding values and effective. Further, that even given clear objectives, how those objectives
are achieved is open to differing interpretations. Simplistic ‘benchmarks’ will not work
because of such differing interpretations. Therefore, evaluation of the level of ‘effectiveness’

requires critical thinking and reflection within context.

The common assertion is that efficiencies are simple measures of ‘ratio’s’ of inputs over
outputs in a given area of work, and can (telatively) easily be measured and therefore impose
control. However, where ‘measures’ cannot be so easily applied, control must be exercised in
alternate ways. This has been developed by Ouchi(1979) who describes ‘clan’ or behavioural
controls. End-user technology application may be measured in terms of ‘efficiencies’ in some
circumstances. However, it is not always the case, because of the fundamental contribution
that information plays in directing action. It is thus not possible to apply simple benchmarks
at a general level. This requires critical evaluation within the context, but given the distinction

between ‘efficiency’ and ‘effectiveness’, simplistic benchmarks cannot easily be applied.

‘STRATEGIC’ INFORMATION SYSTEMS

The notion of ‘strategic’ information systems present notions about how value-added is
gained through the use of information systems. A common model used in the literature is
that of competitive advantage theory (Porter & Millar 1985, Porter 1980, 1985). Gaining
competitive advantage is seen as a ‘holy grail’ (Galliers 1993) and is based on a number of

important case studies such as American Airlines, Otis Elevators, Mrs Fields Cookies (see
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Cash ¢z a/1994). However it generally recognised that such examples are much more difficult
to replicate than originally thought, and such advantages are in fact only temporary and not
sustainable. This is a point developed by Ciborra 1991 who argued that on-going adaptation
or ‘tinkering’ via ‘oxymoron’ is a practical to enable sustainability of competitive advantages
gained from Information Technology. The cases where information technology has
developed significant competitive advantage were not the result of gained by conscious
planned action, and as such cannot be easily emulated. Further, the notion of ‘competitive
advantage’ is based on the ‘advantage’ over sector rivals or potential rivals. Yet of course,
many organisations work outside traditional competitive environments. Therefore, such

notions fail to appeal as a generic set of ‘benchmarks’.

Thus it seems that gaining ‘added-value’ will be dependent on particular citcumstances at any
one point in time, and it may come from planned - or rather ad hoc, unplanned action.
Recognising opportunities requires a certain innovative thinking, and the ability (in terms of

time, space and support) to opportunise that innovation.

As the accessibility of technology to information workers increases, it stands to reason that
an ‘evolutionary’ and developmental approach is taken. The on-going recognition of added
value, opportunity as well as the ability to reflect on the socially laden values and
assumptions is rather different from the traditional ‘planned’ notions of Information Systems
implementations (Grant 1991). It is pethaps a complimentary view of the strategic processes.

The model developed by Whittington(1993) categorises corporate strategy into four different

approaches.
Outcomes
Profit
maximisation
Classical Evolutionary
Processes
Deliberate Emergent
Systemic Processual
Pluralistic

FIGURE 1.4: THE MODEL OF STRATEGY (AFTER WHITTINGTON 1993)
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The classical approach is seen as the oldest and still most influential. It assumes a rational
planning approach which is dominant in the text books; typical of this category are authors
such as Porter (1980, 1985), Porter and Millar (1985), Ansoff (1965, 1991). It is atgued that

simplistic notions or depictions of Business Process Re-engineering would also fit into this

category.

The evolutionary approach is characterised by a sort of ‘fatalistic’ characterisation of the
market place: a dominant metaphor in this category is that of the Darwinian evolutionary

paradigm; Hannan & Freeman (1988), Williamson (1991).

The processual approach emphasises the ‘sticky’ and rather ‘imperfect’ nature of all human
life, and pragmatically accommodating the strategy to the imperfections of the market; Cyert
& March (1963), Minzberg (1978, 1987), Pettigrew (1973, 1985).

The systemic approach is relativist, regarding the ends and means of strategy lined strongly to

the culture and powers of the local social systems in which it is placed.

Strategy in the discipline of Information Systems is not only to support the planning of large
computer investments; conceptually it is also about the ability innovate with the new
technology, and therefore with information, which is a ‘pluralistic’ and ‘emergent’ exercise, a
theme already articulated in the discipline of Information Systems (Peppard ez a/ 1996).
Indeed strategy in Information Systems may be also seen as a social process (Eden 1992,
Kawalek & Hackney 1998d). If the practice of Information Systems is seen as involving
groups other than the Information Systems specialist, then it must be subjected to analysis of
the social processes involved (see Kling 1980, 1987). Whilst this thesis concentrates on the
social constraints on innovation and learning at the end user level, there is the obvious
linkage to the ‘emergent’ characteristic of information systems: it sees such strategy as not
entirely planned and implemented by rational action. This is explored in chapter 6 where the
use of Structuration Theory is applied, and compliments other literature (see Poole &
Desanctis 1989).
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INFORMATION AND APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT

Recent discussion on information technology application and design and associated planning
of change and strategy, has remained to be directed towards the achievement of over
simplistic notions of desired information end-states. These end-states assume a certain
information and associated technological application prior to application design. The
dominance of hard analysis and design techniques (with a history of being applied to
transaction based systems developments) remains a key ‘paradigm’ for information based
systems application development. Thus investigative techniques for the establishment of
user-information need at a single moment in time, are oriented towards the deployment of
technology to service those needs. These are oriented towards ‘control’ of some aspect of
organisation activity, integrating disparate information sources. The traditional approach in
application development has been oriented towards the employment of technology to meet
those needs and as such are regarded as an ‘end-state’. Adaptive procedures are generally
undertaken when it is felt that these end-states have not achieved according to pre- or newly
specified conceptualisations of need, and/or when intervention is necessaty. This thesis
argues that in the domain of information provision in organisations, this type of end-state
oriented approach has in part created a paradigm of thinking in the bractice of Information
Systems which often fails to acknowledge the diversity and comPlcm'ty of the information
and the patterns of information usage of everyday work situations. This has direct implications
for the discipline of Information Systems. Over-simplistic notions of information end-states
will only be effective in all but the simplest of application contexts for information
technology. Integration of simplistic notions of efficiency within equally simplistic
frameworks of information need derived from current working practice, can lead to the
deployment of technology which has at best, limited Znformation value for the changing

information worker perceived needs.

Thus it is asserted that the goal oriented approach for seeking efficiency gain has been a
‘dominant paradigm’ governing much of the thinking the methodological debate
underpinning the application development process within the discipline of Information
Systems. As such, notions arising out of traditional development methods, may still be
appropriate for ‘control’ in core operations which have discrete application and associated
information utilisation, but are increasingly questionable when applied to often complex
information intensive activities of many other areas of organisation. The dual focus on
information provision end states, along with the notion that deployment of technology

primarily aims for short term efficiency gain in current working practice, results in
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technology which fails to account for user-led dnnovation, information utilisation,
enhancement and the informal information activities which are key drivers for change over
time. A number of points might be made on this type of analysis. Firstly, the diversity might
be seen as the generator of change rather than some kind of inconvenience for managers and
implementers of technology. Secondly, the diversity of the process in many areas of
otganisation activity follows a highly complex multi-dimensional path which do not conform
to linear or technical assumptions which are based in traditional approaches in management
science, as well as the deployment of technology. Thirdly that simplistic notions of change
hinder the ability of supporting technology systems to adapt to environmental uncertainty,
often reflected both in technical designs and in associated procedures. Fourthly, that the
‘paradigm’ has resulted in poor information support for end-users, applying their own
technologies for perceived information needs. Fifthly, end-users themselves have a
~ ‘constrained’ view on their own information need, which is fused into their own personal

goals and ambitions.

Tacit use of such terms as ‘end user computing’ and ‘end user development’ has been used
widely, but one which has had little attention in terms of key definitions and theoretical
underpinning, grounded in the experiences of such a group in organisations. Seeking
generalisable thinking around such a ‘grouping’ is in many cases used in an over simplistic
manner, and sometimes makes wild assumptions about ‘productivity’ benefits or lack of
them. Tacit use of such terms also brings with it over simplistic assertions of the limitations
and technical credibility of applications that are ‘developed’ or are ‘enhanced’ by the ‘end
user’. Criterias for evaluating such applications tend to be based on the technical ‘sleakness’
or on how they ‘contribute’ to ‘unitarist’ views of organisational objectives or how to achieve
them, often assuming the fundamental goal of profit maximisation. For example, the
integration into wider business data/information flows or some other ‘rational’
efficiency/effectiveness criteria. Accounts of the trend towards end user computing fail to
focus on such factors such as the need for learning and innovation, the failure of
Information Systems to implement effective information technologies to support the variety

of personal or function specific goals, and/or within areas of work which are changeable.

Whilst appreciating the need for information which displays regularity and order, which is
often seen as the ‘heritage’ of the organisation, there are obviously information contexts
which are highly ephemeral and ad-boc in nature: this represents an oppottunity to explore the

idea of a sociology of innovation (Jones 1997) with information and technology &oth seen as
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key enablers. Information Systems research has been dominated by the ‘design’ school
(Lyytinen 1992) which has subverted some of the wider debates as part of the mainstream
study of Information Systems. The thesis advocates a that there are contexts where there is a
need for deviation away from traditional application development and the ‘models of
strategic alignment’. These have subverted some of the more fundamental questions around
everyday information utilisation: about the ‘emergent’ and innovative characteristics in
information provision. This is no doubt an argument which is a product of its time:
technology remains increasingly available to non Information Specialists in a variety of
forms, and there is current emphasis on decentralisation and flexible working. The
perspective presented results in an agenda and proposal for an information management
strategy which informs the technology strategy, within which is alighed an on-going needs -
strategy approach. In this way it moves away from the ‘end-state’ notion which is apparent in
the information systems development literature. Technology is seen as a key enabler for the
effective use of information, rather than primarily a tool for efficiency determined by
simplistic application to transaction handling, with information seen as some sort of by-

product.

An information system offer needs to be highly dynamic. However, it is not to say all
computer applications are seen as needing to share such dynamics. It is suggested in this
thesis that the dynamics of a particular application is directly affected by the dynamics of the
wider environment and the envisionment of how it is to be used. Traditional roles of
computer application developers in the past have perhaps reflected the lack of dynamism in
the environment and/or the perceived lack of dynamism of the application: as already
discussed a simple transaction processing system which consists of a relatively static
algorithm to produce (for example) payslips, with little conceptualisation of the informating
potential of groupings of such transactions, might be considered an unchanging, undynamic
application or perhaps a relatively undynamic information system. More accurately, these
types of applications might be best seen as undynamic data handling applications. The
method used to develop such a system will reflect the simplicity: one of the key findings in
this work is the need for an evaluation and definition of this notion, and what its effect is on
method, application design, as well as issues such as human roles and activities within the on
going information (and thus application) enhancement. The thesis also argues that method
and techniques are bound to be affected by the dynamism of the information environment.
It is proposed that this is an important area that the traditional emphasis in the discipline of

Information Systems tends to lack in emphasis and focus.
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The thesis thus draws upon the complexity of the social process and environment to suggest
that pre-programming the information requirements of ‘end-users’ or ‘information workers’
might be seen as a traditional and (in some circumstances) old fashioned idea commensurate
with the simple transaction systems development of the 1970’s and 1980’s. In practical terms,
it is of course still needed but research should be moving beyond this. Recognising the
changing environments characterising the organisation of the 1990’s and beyond, requires
some sort of alignment between organisation theory and the technological designs and
implementations which is supposed to support that environment (see Lambert & Peppard
1993). The thesis puts a perspective upon which further work might draw: the user as
protagonist; the technology specialist as facilitator; Information Management as driver of
technological application and evaluation; the central role of flexibility and enhanceability in
technology applications and designs; the rapid application development and prototypes
managed, driven by effectively trained information workers; information integration and
enhanceability across inter and intra organisation work units. These are presented as ideals
rather than as a reality as shown in some of the empirical work undertaken. Users cannot in
themselves take such responsibility without the development of critical questioning, but this
is not aided by supporting Information Systems specialists who are themselves rather
uncritical. Even though not applied formally in many instances, application development
work has been dominated by broadly a ‘waterfall’ type approach, and it is argued that this is a

limiting notion for better everyday analysis of information utilisation in organisations.

THE INFORMATION WORKER AND HIS/HER INFORMATION
WORLD '

It is thus atgued that issues around ‘end user’ computing (EUC) should be considered of
mainstream IS concern, rather than an inconvenience to traditional computing sciences.
However, contrary to mainstream thinking perhaps, it is a perspective which puts the
information worker at the sharp end of the complexity within organisations; it is he or she
who represents the power, culture and politics; it is he or she who is embroiled and seduced
into the organisation, both simultaneously playing a role in determining action and decision
making which, at the same time, might be seen as determined itself by the organisation
politics, culture and power. The role of information in this complexity is easily simplified not
least by those who claim to be specialists in the field. The argument in this thesis is that it is
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the users of information who are the real protagonists or information specialists, and this has

implications for the discipline of Information System:s.

However to use the term ‘end-user computing’ is seen as doing the focus of the thesis
potentially a slight disservice. The term is used with an ambivalent sentience. It is a term
which is seen as having a sort of 1980’s and eatly 1990’s connotation associated with some
sort of ‘inconvenience’ to the rea/ work of the IS/IT specialist in practice, or the ‘grander’
objectives of the discipline. It might also be perceived as a rather a trivial or rather
unimportant activity. Its meaning in this work attempts to encapsulate the sharp end of
information systems - the customers perhaps, who shape, mould and ultimately evaluate the
product (the information delivered by technology). The system that supports the information
provision is not seen as some sort of fait accompli signed off and paid for. Rather, it is argued,
it should be considered dynamic, accountable and enhanceable to and (in many iterations) by
the user, reflecting the organisation change, culture and power rather than attempting to
purposefully shape such key characteristics based on over simple sets of criteria which are

justified by appealing to and justified by ‘scientific’ prescriptions.

The focus of study thus has been on middle managers in a number of organisations; these
are key information workers and are also users of computerised information technology.
Their traditional role has been as consumers of information and, until recently, had little
direct involvement with computer technology. Yet increasingly their role has been

increasingly adapting technology to enhance information provision.

PERSPECTIVES ON LEARNING

The implications of the above results in a key learning agenda. The agenda presented is
certainly not seen as some sort of end-user ‘free-for-all’, which is often the 1980’s image
presented by other IS studies on ‘end-users’. Rather, the current work presents an argument
for taking individual responsibility for information and the recognition of the motivations
and sectional self interests that influence those motivations. This theme is developed in the
thesis whilst, at the same time, recognising some significant practicable constraints. Often
these are technological, power based, cultural; the central notion of Agency derived from
Structuration Theory is proposed as a way of identifying discursively such everyday
constraints. By the application of the concept of Agency the discursive and reflective learning

is developed: the learning agenda for ‘end-users’ has been focused on skills in handling
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packages. Rather, this thesis advocates a conceptualisation and evaluation of opportunity, as
well as techniques for information transformation and enhancement; for users to be enabled
to evaluate theit own information work, within the contexts of structural influences or
‘constraints”, to be the skills of identification and evaluation of need and value-in-context
which requires reflective analysis. Information is not seen as a bureaucratic set of procedures.
Users need to be better equiped to evaluate the raison d'etre of the ‘constraints’, on associated
procedures and motivations, and be questioning of the information that they assume to be
required. The premise is based on the (perhaps naive) assertion that if in general, individuals

can see new opportunity/advantage, then the barriers will break up or at least erode.

Evidence presented in this thesis shows the term ‘end user development’ is often a highly
emotive one, which often depicts a situation of power and conflict between the specialist
developers and user communities.  Further, that where end-users are ‘developing’
information technology based applications, it is done in reaction to different types of
frustrations and/or contextual social pressures: for instance the petrceived incompetence or
even non-existence or non-availability of suitable information and technology; utilisation of
technology as social defence by developing ‘ownership’ of a particular function and
enhancement of skills. The thirst to develop competence (consciously and/or
subconsciously) in the IT area has also been a driving force for ‘end users’ developing their
own applications. Of course, IT is seen as a highly marketable skill in an insecure
employment market. Again, the empirical evidence seems to suggest that these are
substantive factors, and yet it remains a less than convincing argument that there are
substantial benefits in information utilisation, even though the promises are high. The
promises ate high because of the subjective and ephemeral nature of information itself -
which cannot be ‘in-built’ into an MIS in any other than the most predictable and routine
areas of work. For middle management ‘users’ (information consumers) this is often seen as
inappropriate, and thus it makes initial sense to increase their own control (personal or
sectional) in a particular information environment by applying the technology in creative and
new ways, often legitimised around notions of ‘expertise’ in particular areas of work. Yet in
general it is done with little planning, being based around rather fleeting whims. This might
be seen as simultaneously both strength and weakness depending on the assumptions
inherent in any one evaluation approach: on the one hand might be seen to enhance
flexibility and control around skill and expertise; on the other, is an agenda for poor integrity,
duplication and non integration of information across functional areas of work. Without

such analyses of these two strands, there is inherent conflict between them. On the one

59



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

hand, for standardisation, over-simplification of the uses of information, poor information
innovation and ultimately with information poor technology application; on the other hand,
thete is the contrary view which sees the dangers of applications which are highly
uncoordinated and pootly managed which may cause greater information difficulties than
they solve. Whilst recognising the relative merits of investigating the technology possibilities,
there remains a need to recognise a reflective information management learning agenda on
two broad levels. Firstly, on the level of the pragmatics in the everyday practice of
Information Systems: it seems both Information Systems specialists and technology ‘users’
have few simple heuristics to conceptualise such problems. Secondly, more fundamentally
and at a broader theoretical level, the discipline of Information Systems needs to embrace 2
critical evaluation of its own assumptions between tasks and structures, that of information

and human cognitions of its value in context.

The role therefore of Information Systems staff (Information Centre) becomes one of
facilitator - not only focused on software and hardware support, but on Information
Management, and facilitator of reflective learning and development. The ‘why’ is as important
a question as the ‘how’. It advocates therefore an ‘empathetic’ and reflective approach at in
the practice of supporting and assisting the development user perceptions of information
need. At a theoretical level, this is seen as subjective in both epistemology and ontology: an
issue which is not entirely clear in the Information Systems literature. In this way it
represents 2 justification for better reflective learning, but does not detail issues, for example,
such as learning style, which is dealt with elsewhere (see Kolb & Fry 1975, Mumford, 1982,
1987). Rather, the need for learning at an end-user level, towards Information Management,
is a conclusion, and opens up possibilities for future research into operationalising and

evaluating the impact of learning issues and approaches for the technology user.
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CHAPTER 2

CONSIDERING RESEARCH STRATEGIES

The safegnarding of the subjective point of view is the onky but sufficient guarantee that the world of social reality will not
be replaced by a fictional non-existing world constructed by the scientific observer

Alfred Schutz 1964, pp. 8

INTRODUCTION

Analysing the history of scientific method it seeﬁs that defining what makes up a valid
'scientific approach' is bound by its history and current development (Butterfield 1949;
Kuhn 1970; Hesse 1980). At times the study of scientific method appears an arduously
complex and highly ephemeral activity. This is the case because the world views,
perspectives and contexts of principal proponents associated with key scientific
developments need ﬁecessarily to be investigated, in order to establish insight into their
reasoned conclusions. Their conclusions are constructions which are derived from the
historical milieu from which they were created. The ‘natural sciences’ have dominated
scientific discovery, and there are some well known principles that govern this scientific
thinking: the reductionism to define and redefine the complex into simpler parts; the
repeatability of experimentation (or purposeful obsetvation) and thus the generalisability of
theory to differing circumstance; the refutation of hypotheses which causes changes and
enables development of understanding. The equation E = MC? repeatable. It can be tested
in .England, US and then Australia. The results will be the same, given the same conditions.
Changing quantities can change the result. This implies of course that all variables can be
accounted for and that they can be accurately be measured. It might be argued that the most
powerful scientific facts are those which can be expressed in some form of quantitative
experiment, with the logical consequences of the information embodied in the experiment
results (Richie, 1945). Such credence is embedded in traditional western philosophy, and
scientific ‘fact’ can indeed be a powerful sora/ force (Livingstone 1986). The credence is itself
a value judgement which can be a source of power in its specific utilisation (Darwins theory

of evolution to justify racism for example). The traditional significance attached to
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experiment and testing suggest that there is a value attachment to the scientific experiment.
It seems that the value of scientific expetiment is measured not just in terms of how
repeatable the experiment actually is, but how valuable it in terms of perceived knowledge
development (Reason & Rowan 1981). The value is also expréssed in terms of how such

approaches are used to justify a perspective and, sometimes, wider social ambition.

In parallel with notions of experimental science, awareness of the logic being used has also
developed. This is normally categorised into either inductive or deductive logic. Inductive
methods, it is sometimes suggested, cannot prove anything. It enables a theoretical construct
to be built from observation or 'fact' whereas the deductive method provides an effective
reasoning pattern or syllogism, in order that proof according to current scientific consensus
can be provided. Induction provides a theoretical basis by which an observer can construct a
reality. Deduction is the attempt to prove it, and much of scientific history is made up of

iterative inductive/deductive modes of inquiry.

PROBLEMS WITH ‘NATURAL’ SCIENCE APPROACHES

Yet the variables are not always testable, repeatable or even easily definable (Lincoln and
Guba 1985). In assessing the ‘contribution’ and behavioural traits of technology users, the
key variables are difficult to define, and impossible to ‘measure’ (Cirourel 1964, Nagel 1961,
Pantin 1968). Thus certain ‘qualitative’ areas of study must have alternative scientific
approach which is (ideally) no less rigorous in order that sense can be made from them
Schutz 1962. The hierarchy of the sciences as described by Boulding (1956) suggest a natural
development of science towards that of the human being him/herself. This heuristic is
interesting and useful. However it would not be cotrect to argue that the higher levels of
‘scientism’ (away from the human) is necessarily bezfer science. Pethaps the variables are more
measurable, but is does not mean that it is not a fallible human construction. There is some
similarity in the various attempts the categonisation’ of research approach according to a set
of basic beliefs regarding the definability and measurability of key variables. Figure 2.1 is
taken as an example from Guba and Lincoln (1994).
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FIGURE 2.1 : BASIC BELIEFS (METAPHYSICS) OF ALTERNATIVE PARADIGMS, AFTER GUBA &

LINCOLN, 1994, P. 109

Like the Boulding (1956) model, this can be to jusﬁfy. a particular approach in scientism.

Whilst each remain interesting and are, of course useful heuristic models, each piece of

research must justify its ‘basic beliefs’ and approaches to research. The above is derived

63



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

from the well known Burrell & Morgan (1979) paradigm model which attempts at
categotising into ‘paradigms’ certain key philosophical assumptions: this is applied to the
nature of phenomena and basic beliefs of the researcher (ontological position), the nature of
knowledge of those phenomena (epistemology), and the nature of ways of studying those
phenomena (methodology) and has been used in a wide variety of disciplines (see Gower &
Legge 1988). ’Ihesé three dictate the approaches taken by the scientific researcher. Most
research methodology texts will include a similar form of taxonomy (see the positivism-
phenomenology dichotomy developed in Easterby-Smith e a/ 1991, or the six classical
philosophical positions and four reasoning strategies of Blaikie 1993 for instance). There are
obviously ‘rationalisable’ reasons for these, and there are major problems in assuming that,
because traditional science is dominated by quantitative data, it is valid to apply it to less than
quantifiable areas of research (see Sechrest 1992). Given that much of human activity in
otganisational contexts are in fact rather difficult to define, measure and evaluate, then these
alternative scientific positions have emerged. Each such construction can guide the
philosopher and researcher but, being a human construction, cannot be seen as ‘objective’ or
‘right’. They themselves are a product of their day and subject to the fallibility of human
construction. It is not the intention here to recount (as is often the case) the varied
approaches encapsulated in the Burrell & Morgan (1979) paradigm model. However, it is
important to critique the paradigm model, as this enables the development of subsequent
debate; it also enables the critique of certain studies and approaches which base themselves
in a single ‘paradigm’. Thus the current chapter will debate the applicability of various
strategies of inquiry, as well as questioning the applicability of the Burrell & Morgan (1979)
model, which groups together ontological, epistemological and methods as depicted in figure
2.1.

ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL ‘POSITIONS’

Thus it is of some philosophical interest to scientific research whether or not such paradigm
models remain appropriate theoretical constructions which underpin the study of
organisations. Indeed there has already been substantive philosophical debates regarding the
‘incommensurability’ of the Burrell & Mbrgan 1979 model (see Reed 1985, Jackson & Carter
- 1991, 1993, Willmott 1990, 1993a, 1993b). This question has been raised in the discipline of
Systems (see for example Burrell 1983, Mingers & Brocklesby 1996, Bernstein 1983, 1988),
and this may have importance for the discipline of Information Systems, assuming there is a

linkage.
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The perspective presented in this thesis is one that generally rejects the notion of ‘exclusivity’
of the paradigms, though would argue that they, at the present time, remain crucial heuristic
devices, and thus theoretical work in the organisational sciences depend on their application.
Thus, it is important to accept the historical constraints in which this work is written:
organisational sciences are only at the beginning of such an excursion away from the relative
secutities of analysing organisations in terms of the swhjective-objective and the order-conflict
divide as depicted in the Burrell & Morgan (1979) model. Though there are some
observations detived from this type of analysis which should be included and are developed
and explained in the following sections, which deal with the epistemological and ontological
assumptions of differing approaches to research, starting with an analysis of the basic
assumptions of the paradigm model itself. This debate is seen as crucial, in order to secure

the epistemological foundations for the current work.
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PROBLEMS WITH THE BURRELL & MORGAN (1979) MODEL

The Burrell & Morgan (1979) paradigm model, being a product of its time, and has been
used to help justify alternate perspectives in scientific thinking, other than the dominant
form which was based on expetiment. The 1990’s debate in information systems (see Allen
and Ellis 1997, Kawalek & Johnson 1998) is seen as an increasing awareness in some of the
basic constraining assumptions inherent in it, reflected also in other disciplines (see Arndt
1985). Indeed this thesis argues that substantive theoretical constructions should guide data
collection, yet these do not always sit comfortably in any oze segment of the paradigm model.
However it is precisely the assumption that one ontological ‘basic belief approach dictates
epistemology or vice versa. The two are not the same thing and are not necessarily best
grouped together as assumed in the Burrell & Morgan model. Separating them can provide a
useful debate on the relative positions of differing philosophical accounts. Figure 2.2
provides a way of conceptualising this difference with a suggestion of where differing
philosophical accounts might be located. Each position has differing strengths and
weaknesses, and it is the objective of the current chapter to lay the foundation for
consideration of the most appropriate approach for the current research, and this, as will be
seen in the concluding chapter, has implications for the practice of learning and education

within the discipline of Information Systems.

Ontology
Objective Subjective
1 4
Objective Positivism
Epistemology
Subjective 2 3
Pragmatism - Postmodernism

FIGURE 2.2: SEPARATING EPISTEMOLOGY FROM ONTOLOGY.
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Because certain questions in science require the investigation of subjective constructions, in
terms of basic beliefs about the ‘%knowability’ of the world (ontology), and the
approaches/assumptions taken in constructing knowledge about that world (epistemology),
then it seems appropriate to separate the these two dimensions. The separation is in terms of
the construction of the world as dependent on the subjects of study, or on the observers
construction, justified with ‘objective’ scientism such as experimentation and mathematical
justification. Indeed this has been a dominant theme, and Burrell and Morgan (1979) reflect
Windelband’s (1901) separation of the natural (dominated by nomothetic methodology), and
cultural sciences (dominated by ideographic methodology).
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- Minimum structure in-approach

FIGURE 2.3: NATURAL VS CULTURAL APPROACHES IN SCIENTIFIC METHOD

Moving around the diagram in figure 2.2 in an anti-clockwise direction, the differing
segments are numbered and are briefly described as follows. The fourth quadrant is seen as

theoretically possible, but one which is not explored in this work.

1. OBJECTIVE ONTOLOGY AND OBJECTIVE EPISTEMOLOGY

This is perhaps the dominant western that dominates its culture and its scientism. It assumes
that constructs are separate from the human scientific observer; the variables are ‘discovered’
and relationships between variables can be ‘tested’ using a variety of means including

experimentation. It is commonly argued that the dominant scientism is derived from the
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works of Comte. In System of Positive Polity published as four separate volumes (Comte 1851,
1852,1853,1854) Comte formulated a concept called religion of humanity and law of the three
stages. According to this latter law’, human explanations of natural and social processes pass
through three stages: the theological, the metaphysical, and the positive. In the first stage
explanation is sought as the work of supernatural powers. In the second, explaination is
sought by means of such abstract ideas as ‘causes’ and ‘forces’. In the third stage,
explanation is sought by the accumulation of factual data and relationships among the
observed facts. Comte believed that astronomy, physics, chemistry, and biology had evolved
through these stages. He sought to otganise the social sciences along such ‘positive’ lines.
This ‘stage’ structure has been the subject of much debate (see Boulding 1956), and the
application of the ‘positive’ has also been highly influential in the development of modern
science, and the subject of debate on its applicability in differing areas of scientific thought.
This ‘positive’ approach makes a basic assumption of the subject being studied is in fact
‘knowable’, independent of researcher or subject constructions. It is in that sense, ‘objective’
in ontology, and this influences the epistemological assumptions on construction of

knowledge.

2. OBJECTIVE ONTOLOGY, SUBJECTIVE EPISTEMOLOGY

Yet the general applicability of the above to areas of social science is seen as problematic.
This is well documented in the literature, and a Tist’ of such objections is not going to be
recounted here (see Guba & Lincoln 1994). Yet it does not neé:essal:ily follow that an
‘objective’ basic belief in ontological terms necessitates an epistemological approach which is
also ‘objective’. This is one of the criticisms of writers which advocate ‘incommensurability’
of the Burrell & Morgan (1979) paradigm model. Thus an essentially subjective approach in
epistemology to enable an essentially ‘knowable’ aspect of the world (ontology) is
appropriate. This is an objection raised with regard to Soft Systems Methodology by Burrell
1983. This position involves a construction of a ‘reality’ from the study of the subjective
constructions of subjects - a process of ‘objecitifying’ in construction, (see also the debates
by Bateman 1971, Bannister & Francella 1971). This position involves a ‘construction’ of a
reality. The Pragmatism of Rorty (1979) for instance argues knowledge about the world or
some element of it is justified (and thus ‘objectified’) if it is supported by the consensus of
people in a specific community (Rorty 1979, p. 173). Pragmatism’, is a relativist position

where knowledge is justified because of the consensus that a community attaches to it in any
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one context: it is a position which other communities cannot judge because invariably they
judge it by separate standards. This position assumes a subjective method in research
approach and knowledge construction (subjective), and is ‘knowable’ in an ontological sense
because of the consensus of those involved (objective). The problem with this position is
that it tends to make impossible criticism of established traditions, understandings and
practices; it could be criticised that it tends to encourage the acceptance of the power and
authority status quo. This is a criticism also levelled at Soft Systems Methodology (see
Jackson 1982).

3. SUBJECTIVITY IN BOTH ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGY

This quadrant assumes that aspects of the world being studied are not knowable’ (ontology)
in an absolute sense, and the guiding approaches to knowledge construction (epistemology)
is also subject to interpretation; meaning construction and critical reasoning processes make
valid the science - not verifiable experimentation. This position is increasingly common in
Management theoty, as it questions the basic assumptions of ‘rationality’ in its own methods.
This is reflected in postmodernism, where issues and approaches of dealing with complexity
are only expressions of the historical epoch in which they are created or applied. Thus
‘rationality’ is seen as a social construction in order to §ustify’ particular social stances or
goals. This is seen as a highly reflective philosophical position applied in a variety of research
areas (Clegg 1990), which relates the construction of scientific knbwledge to the epoch of
post-modernity in which those constructions of reality were placed. By this reflective
approach, the link between social power, and the ‘legitimate’ constructions of knowledge are
explored, with a view to gaining further insights. One influential writer which has influenced
the development of much of postmodern thought is that of Habermas (1972, 1974), who
argues that &nowledge itself is a product of the everyday imperatives of human life, and cannot
be seen in any way as ‘objective’. Even with a critical eye, the ‘solutions’ are socially laden,
and can be accused of a sort of ‘imperialism’ via critical reasoning. “... &y making a dogma of
the sciences’ belief in themselves, positivism assures the probibitive function of protecting scientific inquiry from
epistemological self-reflection. Positivism is only philosophical in so far as it is necessary for the immunisation

of the sciences against philosophy.” (Habermas 1972, pp 67)
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In this way the epistemological position Habermas’s Critical Theory recognises that its
account is bound to be subjective. Yet this position has its own problems as described

below.

THE SUBJECTIVE PROBLEM

If it is accepted that all knowledge is socially constructed, then it seems difficult to heighten
one perspective over another. Thus a single perspective cannot justify itself. This makes
picking through a key issue lapse into incoherence as it is bound by its socio-histotic
construction and remains a purely subjective and relativist perspective, which is in a sense
destructive of its own perspective. Furthermore, if such a position was considered the
‘correct’ epistemological position, then it tends ironically perhaps, to deny the basis for

disagreement.

Burrell & Morgan’s (1979) paradigm model assumes in one quadrant both ‘realist’ ontologial
position associated with a ‘positivst’ epistemology. This quadrant relies on certain a ‘theory
neutral’ observational language. In other words, the subject and observer is seen as being
able to describe phenomena which is in séme way independent of the contextual constraints
of the construction, or of the theories, frameworks and language of the construction. The
incommensurable alternative is ‘subjectivsm’, which is based on an anti-positivist
epistemological approach and a nominalist ontology. There has been much made of of this
subjective-objective dualism in the Information Systems literatures (see Walsham 1993a, ch
1; Hirschheim & Klein 1989), which are (in part) derived from critiques of positivism. In

such literature, subjectivism is seen as more appealing as a basis of epistemology.

Fot these reasons any ‘subjective’ account, needs to ‘rescue’ itself from the problems of
subjective epistemology because of the reasons already outlined. Thus Habermas thus has
the concept of ‘ideal speech’ which produces ‘consensus’ without coercion, distortion or
duplicity. Checkland (1981, 1990) talks of ‘accommodation’ of subjective accounts through
conceptual modelling. Giddens(1984) recognises dualities of significaion and
communication (in a pseudo-postmodern manner (see Mestorvic 1997)) whilst recognising
 the related dualities of domination and powet, and legitimation and sanction. However, any
of these positions can be problematic in a ‘purist’ sense not least because of the difficulties
of subtelty and insiduous nature of power relau'bnships: the constructs themselves atre

subjective and any analytical position can imply some sort of ‘neutral’ adjudicating role of
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knowledge by ‘rational’ investigators. The role of these theoretical structures in defining a
reality is perhaps not seen as such in much of the Information Systems literature. Those that
claim in-depth ‘knowledge’ should not also claim ‘objectivity’; perhaps only ‘cultural
overseers’ (Rorty 1979, p. 317). This is in fact a ‘pragmatic’ position, accepting subjectivism
in an ontological sense and ‘rescues’ itself because of the consensus of those involved. This
‘pragmatism’ leads to the notion that knowledge should be justified if it is supported by the
consensus of people in a specific community (Rorty 1979, p. 173).

It seems that the subjective-objective duality of the Burrell & Morgan (1979) model remains
problematic: either writers need to embrace the objective by development of ‘obsetvation
neutral’ theories, or adopting a subjective position which results in uncritical relativism. Thus
philosophically, the subjective-objective has significant problems if any theoretical position
does not open itself up to critical self-reflection. This is explored in Checkland 1985, where
learning is the outcome of critical reflection on method and problem situation. In doing so,
it avoids the ‘objective’ in a purist sense, as conclusions are subjected to critical reasoning

processes.

Yet these are problems which are opened.up by dogmatic adherence to any one ‘paradigm’.
Chua (1986) argues that the Burrell & Morgan (1979) model tends to lead researchers to
seeing their ‘truths’ as relating to the researchers own paradigm where there is little
opportunity for alternate evaluative criteria, creating incommensurable ‘camps’. This results
in two reactions in researcher approaches. On the one hand the suppression of philosophical
issues, in which the researcher undertakes a rather fanciful empirical approach (ie with little
or no discourse on epistemological assumptions), which is rather unreflective; or on the
other, a lack of confidence with- empirical work, driving the researcher into a theoretical and

philosophical discourse without empirical work (see Sayer 1984, pp. 48).

It is therefore the maintenance of a pluralism in method, (for example ‘triangulation’
(Denzin 1970)), which maintains and recognises the limitations of the claim to ‘grand’
theoretical ‘correctness’ in an absolute sense, and also one which emphasises the need for

critical reasoning developed in the observer and the observed.
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SEARCHING FOR A GUIDING RESEARCH PROCESS FOR THE
CURRENT WORK

The separation of ontology from epistemology is the centre of some debate. For instance,
Burrell 1983 criticises Soft Systems Methodology precisely for having a basic ‘subjective’
epistemology with a ‘%knowable’ (objective) problem situation (ontology); similatly other
writers on this philosophical point argue for the incommensurability of the Burrell &
Motgan (1979) paradigm model, which sees the traditions of investigation as fitting into one
_of the four paradigms, assuming each paradigm have differing epistemological and
ontological positions as depicted in figure 2.1 by Guba and Linclon (1994). Each paradigm
has its own epistemological and ontological baggage and cannot move between paradigms
(see Jackson & Carter 1991, 1993).

Ontology
Objective Subjective
1 4
Objective Positivism
Epistemology
Subjecti 2 >
ubjective Syss;:ft:ls?—_ _, Postmodernism

FIGURE 2.4: SOFT SYSTEMS AND ‘OBJECTIVE’ ONTOLOGY?

The separation of epistemology from ontology is done here in order to justify and clarify a
perspective on differing philosophical approaches. For instance, Soft Systems Methodology
might be seen to have a basic objective ontological position. It is a point of debate whether
or not SSM indeed assumes such a position, and in the practice of SSM, alternative

assumptions may be apparent by those undertaking an SSM study. Furthermore SSM is
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perhaps better seen as an approach which itself has undergone on-going development. As
tfmntioned Checkland 1985 sees the undertaking of an SSM study as a learning experience
on the part of those involved in the problem subject (including researcher); learning is
involved in solving problems, and about the validity of the frameworks used in analysis on
the part of the researcher and on the part of the subject. This is a recognition that the world
is not knowable’ in an absolute sense, and is encapsulated by the notion of an SSM study as
an intervention (mode 1) or as an interraction (mode 2) (Checkland & Scholes 1990). Users
of SSM who often assume ‘objective’ ontological position as objective with an epistemology
as ‘subjective’ as depicted in figure 2.4. (Vidgen 1995). This is not necessatily surprising as
SSM has derived from the need in the natural sciences to view phenomena in a rather holistic
manner as well as its component parts. See for example Checkland 1981, Weiss, 1969,
Bertalanffy, 1968. Systems thinking has derived from the need to view the characteristics of
and between such holons, and SSM recognises the need for a qualitative approach to analyse
and the construction of such ‘holons’. This necessitates the investigation of the individual
weltanshannng of the stakeholders: each construct the ‘holons’ in potentially a differing
manner, and by investigating such constructions learning about the ‘problem situation’ can
follow (Checkland 1985). It is in the history of the development of SSM, which gives it an

ontological ‘objective’ feel.
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FIGURE 2.5: SSM IN SUMMARY (AFTER CHECKLAND 1981, PP 163)

The very distinction between the ‘real world’ and the conceptual modelling suggests that in
the earlier version of SSM, a very distinct ontological realism. This is not necessarily a
problem, depending on the research question, and has great strength. Yet it is important that
the researcher assumptions are explored. Indeed, it is this ontological assumption which
necessitates the development of the above discussions on the relationship between ontology
and epistemology, and the impact on research method. The relative strengths of differing

research methods and strategies are articulated in the following section.

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) has gained a reputation for being effective for use in
action based research, learning and problem solving. The work in this field has been
innovative in many ways, not least because its evolution has bridged the gap between the

research oriented towards the natural sciences and now is seen to embed itself into the
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‘interpretive’ sociological paradigm (see Walsham 1993a, p.10). Yet its relationship between
other research methods has not been sufficiently developed for scientists to articulate easily
its relative merits, and its relationship with other approaches to data collection and analysis.
It is of some importance to question the relative strengths and weaknesses of SSM, and
contextualise its applicability for a variety of research questions. In particular, its strengths

and weaknesses on the questions posited by the current work:

the motivations of information technology users in evetyday ‘interventions’ in perceived

information problem solving;

the question of how evalnation of ‘end-user’ application of technology is undertaken: this is
both important at a methodological level, which will impact by informing some aspects of

Information Systems practice;

the changing role of the Information Systems specialist in enabling ‘effective’ technology and
information utilisation in citcumstances where non-Information Systems specialists directly

apply technology for information purposes.

Indeed discursive debate on the scientific application of SSM to human problem solving has
provided a vigorous and appropro debate (see for instance Burrell 1983, Jackson 1982,
Checkland 1982, Brown 1992, Kreher, 1993, Avison e al 1993, Romm 1995). The relative
merits of SSM has been discussed widely, though as yet little pragmatic guidance for the
novice researcher has emerged, which can articulate and embed SSM within the social
sciences. The raison d’étre of the current section therefore is to debate this perceived gap and
to give reasons for the use of Grounded Theory. Indeed if we are to attach any level of
validity to socially oriented research, then the approach to research is paramount and thus

the methodological debate is of key importance.

Thus a theoretical decomposition of SSM is given. It starts with a comparative analysis of
SSM with Grounded Theory. It then focuses on the research process inherent in SSM,
analysing its method of data capture, its reasoning strategy, and as a soniological construct
which is capable of analysing the dynamics of ‘human activity systems’. Juxtaposed are two
sociological themes from Garfinkel (1967a, 1967b) and Giddens (1984) and comment is
made on the limited nature and assumptions of azy tightly defined method in research. The

conclusion is that SSM has major and obvious strengths. Further, it is of obvious
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importance to Information Systems because of the close relationship between information
and human activities (Checkland 1992). It argues that SSM can be seen as one element in 2
number of approaches which can be user defined and applied; its structure to either enhance
reasoning strategy or process of research is neither a good nor bad thing and is contingent
on both research question and on the researcher, though reflection on strengths, weaknesses
and key assumptions is a key to good qualitative work. Developing on this, SSM makes some
implicit assumptions which need to be questioned: it lacks focus on on-going interactional
sequences which can give insight into behavioural patterns that to some extent determine
and/or explain human action. Whilst it can be seen as ethnographic, it is not the same as
dominant social theory (Garfinkel 1967a). In this way it inevitably should be seen as not a
ethnographic approach, but one which gy be complimented by ethnographic type study.
However, this point alone is contentious, as the study of ‘holons’ and conceptual modelling
can itself compliment analysis of the ethnographic type studies (see Checkland & Scholes
1990, p. 282). Furthermore, its strength is in action research and problem solving rather than

at the level of generalisable theoretical construction.

SSM ¢ GROUNDED THEORY

In order to interpret the key characteristics and fundamental tenets of SSM, Grounded
Theory is used in this section by way of comparator. The use of grounded theory has not
been plucked out of the air without consideration, nor on the assumption that it is in some
way better than other approaches to scientific inquiry. It has been chosen because it has
been a dominant paradigm for social research, and as such is used here to help shed some
light on the validity of the science embedded within SSM. Further, the reason is that it is
seen in some ways as quite different from SSM in history and philosophy, and this can have

important implications. For example:

Is it for instance a approach suited to ‘action based’ or ‘pure’ research?
Is it oriented towards solving managerial problems or to help explain social phenomena?
Is its epistemology dominated by a sort of negotiation of meaning attachment between

stakeholders, observable everyday occurrences, language or semiotic approaches?
What are the relative levels of skill needed by the researcher?
What are the predominant theoretical constructions which the observer uses to shed light on

the data (empirical - theory relationship).
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o TIs the key objective to develop theory or validate action to ‘improve the situation’.
o Is it a useful method to analyse everyday action?

e Isits goal some sort of generalisable theory?

i. Method and methodology

Yet in order to proceed with an analysis of SSM and Grounded Theory, it is necessary to
clarify a number of points. It is of obvious importance to question whether or not the two
are comparable at all. Of course the terms ‘method’ and ‘methodology’ are commonly used
synonymously, but strictly speaking they are very different (see Stamper 1988). Jayaratna
(1994, p.37) argues that ‘methodology’ must have ‘...z structure to demonstrate its coberence and
thus it should have a problem solving intention. Jayaratna (1994) goes on to argue that as
such a methodology should have a number of differing phases: i. Problem formulation; ii.
Solution design; and iii. implementation phase. If this definition is accepted then Grounded
Theoty is not ‘methodology’ because it generally is considered an approach for analysing
empirical data (as in ii and iii). However, analysing empitical data is important in ‘problem
formulation’ as it is in ‘investigation’ in research approach. Whilst Grounded Theory does
not attempt to ‘problem solve’ in an explicit sense, analysing empirical data can lead to
‘better’ understanding and is encapsulated in the theoretical positions that are subsequently.
developed, with the result that there is greater opportunity for effective ‘intervention’. Thus

‘methodology’ is a critical issue for a number of reasons:

It has focus on ‘structuring’ thinking and actions. Both SSM and Grounded Theory have
(differing) approaches for doing this.

Methodology also reflects particular epistemological assumptions. SSM is much more
explicit regarding its ‘epistemological’ application (See Jayaratna 1994, p. 41). However,
Grounded Theory itself reflects. the difficulties in interpreting qualitative data, with the
perspective of the interpreter or researcher, and that of the subject, which are seen as
difficult to separate. There are two important issues need to be considered. Firstly that
epistemology is not as explicit in Grounded Theoty: it is possible that a rather ‘positivistic’
or ‘objective’ epistemological stance could be taken in ‘grounding’ qualitative data. By the
process of open and axial coding, and category development, there is a danger that the

research is ‘objectified” without critical or discoursive reflection. Thus, there is an implicit
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assumption that using Grounded Theory can provide an approach to data interpretation
which produces increasingly ‘better’ data - or more ‘objective’ data. This is synonymous with
an ‘objective’ ontological position, in which it is assumed there to be a ‘theory neutral’

observational language in collection and thus data analysis.

Thus the researcher needs to be sensitive to the limitations of any one interpretation: that is to
say that the skill of the researcher is in the ability to reflect on assumptions as much as it is

about seeking ‘new facts’ - which is the traditional scientific approach.

ii. History and roots of the two approaches

The most obvious area of difference is in the history of approach. The thinking of SSM has
derived from the need in the ‘natural’ sciences to view phenomena in a rather holistic
manner as well as its component parts. See for example Checkland 1981, Weiss, 1969,
Bertalanffy, 1968. Systems thinking has derived from the need to view the characteristics of
and between such holons, and SSM recognises the need for a qualitative approach to analyse
and construct such holons. Grounded Theory has developed from the complexity, diversity
and sheer volume of empirical data derived from studying social phenomena and everyday
affairs: its history is in an attempt at interpreting meaning and generalisable theory from such
data. In other words, it is possible to induce theory from observable social phenomena, and
the research procedures specified in the grounded approach will enable its verification
(Glaser & Strauss 1967). The humanist origins of Grounded Theory is very different from

the analysis of ‘systems’.

Since SSM and Grounded Theory have such fundamental differences in general approach,
they are obviously not directly comparable and for analytical purposes, the two are
characterised below. Such characterisations can impose a structure to help disentangle some
of the complexities in the two. Whilst attempting to genuinely reflect the fundamental
approaches in a clear fashion, it is recognised that this is an impossible task with any level of
‘objectivity’. Thus is argued that it is only one interpretation and yet is necessary for the

enhancement of subsequent debate.
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iii. Towards the ‘essence’ of SSM to guide research approach

The version of SSM used here reflects Checkland 1990, though primary reference has also
been made to Checkland 1981, 1982, 1985, 1992, Lewis, 1992, 1994, Winter ¢f a/, 1995,
Davies & Ledington 1991.

Philosophically, ‘systems’ are said to be a model of an entity which stems from the need for
holistic analysis of phenomena; this is a2 movement away from reductionist approaches in
scientific method (Checkland 1981). In SSM the starting point is the concept of ‘problen’.
The problem is a problem when it is identified by more than one ‘actor’ close to the
perceived problem domain. Subsequently relevant ‘systems’ to the problem are identified for
investigation. When applying the systems concept to human activity, then such systems can
be characterised in terms of hierarchy, emergence, communication and control. Problems to
be investigated are selected by the observer by interviewing and discussion with key
individuals and/or groups close to the perceived problem. The use of metaphor has been
used to aid this process. Further analysing information such as written accounts of structures
and processes may be included with the ultimate objective of defining and agreeing ‘primary
task’ and ‘issue based’ human activities. Indeed, the principle objective in SSM is oriented
towards human activity systems which do some sort of transforming process, and as such
have some perceived purpose, and hence the use of the term ‘systems’ to help conceptualise

these.

Naming the relevant ‘systems’ is sometimes referred to as providing root definitions of some
of the purposeful activity systems.i The root definition should express the transformation
process of the human activity system. What is ‘transformed’ is dependent on the human
activity. In doing this, the customers, actors, fransformation process, weltanschuung, owners
and environmental constraints (CATWOE) is an SSM construct that is normally applied.
Modelling the transformation process is done by breaking down into 5-9 activities the
transformation process. A ‘rich’ diagram which captures key metaphors to depicts the before
and after context (Lewis 1992). Further analytical breakdown is suggested by conceptualising
the transformation process using the terms ‘efficacy’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘effectiveness’. The
models need to be compared with ‘actors” perceived realities and this may utilise one or
more tools (the most common being formal questioning). The models are refined and

accommodation is made between key interests in the situation.
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Cultural inquiry is important to modern interpretations of SSM. This type of analysis is to
take the root definitions and contextualise key cultural issues. Rich pictures are used to
convey the ‘...fee/ of the situation ...’. Checkland (1990, p. 45), or some pattern of culture. Three
sets of analysis (one, two and three) are seen to follow. An analysis of intervention (analysis
one) is designed to clarify the roles of clent, would be problem solver and that of the problem
owner. The social infrastructure (analysis two) is analysed in terms of roles, norms and values.
This is derived from a softer interpretation of unfolding events: it is not what people say, (as
official myths and assumptions are given), but an analysis of key roles, norms and values.
The political infrastructure (analysis three) is seen as the process by which different interests
are accommodated. This is the process by which order is maintained. The focus of this type
of study is on aspects which are affected ‘commodities’ (Checkland & Scholes, 1990, pp. 50-
51; Stowell 1989): formal authority, intellectual authority, personal charisma, external
reputation, commanding access or lack of access to important information, membership of

various committees.

Making systemically desirable and culturally feasible changes are seen as meaningful, and are
often interpreted to be the key objectives of an SSM study. Yet this is sometimes misguided:

this is perhaps to misrepresent its emphasis on learning, rather than on perfecting answers.

iv. Characterising Grounded Theory as guiding research approach

The key text for the following synopsis is Glaser & Strauss 1967, though reference has also
been made to Turner 1983, Martin & Turner 1986, Strauss 1987, Glaser 1978, Strauss &
Corbin 1990, 1994, Dunn & Swieczek 1977, Bloor 1976, Bloor 1978. '

The aim of grounded theory is to develop a theoretical construction which is applicable and
generalisable. The word ‘grounded’ is to emphasise that “...zhe formal theory we are talking about
must be contrasted with “grand” theory 'fbat is generated from logical assumptions and speculations about the
“oughts of life” (Glaser & Strauss 1967, pp. 34-35). It is in effect a way of approaching
research in order to investigate everyday occurrences, to interpret key occurrences, and using
such findings for comparative analysis on existing theory. The Glaser & Strauss (1967)
approach lays heavy emphasis on the difference between formal (based around a conceptual

area of sociological inquiry) and substantive (based on substantial empirical work).

81



USER INNOVATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS PRACTICE

Ethnographic study, and the direct gathering of data is of prime importance, to the
‘substantive’ theoretical constructions. The elements of the theory are conceptual elements
(and properties), and hypotheses or generalised relations among the categories and their
properties. Thus grounded theoty “.is an inductive, theory discovery methodology that allows the
researcher to develop a theoretical account of the general features of a topic whilst simultaneously grounding the

account in empirical observations or data” (Martin & Turner 1986, pp. 141).

With this as the goal, particulatly at the eatly stages, selecting data for a category that has
been established can tend to hinder the generation of new categories: in these cases the data
is selected rather than generated. It is less creative and has less dependence on the constructs
developed by the observer. There is also the danger that observations or data, may not fit

previously defined categories. As Glaser & Strauss 1967, pp. 37 putit:

“An effective strategy is, at first, literally to ignore the literature of the theory and fact on the area understudy,
in order to assure that the emergence of categories will not be contaminated by concepts more suited to different
areas. Similarities and convergencies with the literature can be established after the analytical core of the

categories have emenged’.

Generalised relations between categories are seen as hypotheses, and the research is
increasingly able to discern important data elements, categories and relationships. The
hypotheses ate seen as evidence to make such a relationship, rather than building huge levels
of data to prove it. Indeed this can be seen as a hindrance to the development of integration

of key linkages which in turn forms a sort of integrated theoretical construct.

Of course, whilst the goal of Grounded Theoty is to generate theory based on empirical
evidence, it is seen as naive to suggest that advocating a Grounded approach is necessarily to
start with a #@bula rasa. This is seen as the researchers ‘theoretical sensitivity’, which stems
from his/her own expetience, approach and culture. The questioning of assumptions based
around these are seen as increasing the theoretical sensitivity of the observer, (see Strauss &
Corbin 1990) sensitivity to literature has 2 key role to play. ‘Theoretical sampling’ is to aid
differentiation between categories, extend and enable confidence in the relationships
between categoties. It is a continuous effort ‘.70 relate excisting concepts, methods, and practices such
that “experience” in its widest sense becomes available...’, (Dunn & Swieczek, 1977). As will be seen,
this thesis takes issue with some of the dangers of the empirical approach for the novice

researcher.
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v. Discourse on the ‘system’ in guiding the research

At the heart of systems thinking, there is the idea of the ‘system’ itself. This is seen as
modelling of ‘holons’, and when applied to human activities, which display the characteristics
of hierarchy, emergence, control and communication (Checkland 1981, pp. 74-92, Checkland
& Scholes 1990, pp. 18-19). The arguments for such-a construction is articulated in the
development of western science (Checkland 1981), and has been found important by its
utility. The theoretical basis upon which it is constructed gives a certain legitimacy for
‘holistic’ thinking which moves beyond the more general reductionist principles that has
played a key role in some scientific disciplines (see Checkland 1981, pp. 105). Categories
derived within the coding elements of grounded theory are also identifiable ‘holons’ in a
loose sense. However, this is not to say that they are in any way interchangeable concepts.
‘Categoties’ are akin to ‘groupings’ of observed phenomena and do not relate strongly to the
notion of human activity ‘holons’. Further, categories are not explicitly modelled, unlike
‘holons’. Categoties may or may not have dimensional charactetistics, such as emergence,
hierarchy, communication and control, but this is not explicit. Thus Grounded Theory is
rather ‘ooser’ than SSM in method. In order to discuss this issue further, characterisations
of SSM and Grounded Theoty are further developed and compared with other aspects of

socially oriented approaches.

Situation

FIGURE 2.6: A CENTRAL ELEMENT OF THE PROCESS OF SSM (AFTER CHECKLAND
1990, P. 29)

In figure 2.6, the ‘relevant systems’ are representations used for investigating human activity

systems to be investigated and which are significant to a problem domain (identified by more
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than one person). Further, on initial examination, there is a clear demarcation assumed
between the data of the real world (depicted in the conceptual relevant systems), ‘captured’
by the models of those systems. In both grounded theory and SSM models are used as
frameworks of analysis (akin to ‘retroductive’ logic in social science (Bhaskar 1979, p. 15)).
However in social approaches, models do not have such a clear role in ‘comparing’ with
reality: rather they have a little more dynamic relationship to data, in that they can be used to
create a reality. There is a subtle, but significant difference in emphasis, which indicates a
difference in ontological stance. In SSM studies, it is commonly assumed that the model is
used give perspective on the data, and at the same time validates (or otherwise) the model: it
is easy to see how a lack of reflectiveness can follow, on the meaning and the social

imposition of a created reality if this particular ontological stance is taken.

Figure 2.7, represents a conceptualisation of the interactive nature of data-theory
relationship. In this way the conceptual model (via instrument used) determines the data being
used and selected. Further, the framework may be modified as a result, and the whole

process is a contribution to theory development.

Feedback

&
<

.0
N~ \

Observer

Framework
of analysis
(model)

FIGURE 2.7: THE INFORMING ROLE OF THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
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Drawing comparisons between systems models in SSM and conceptual frameworks for
analysis in social theory is rather crude. However, each are fundamental to the way the
observer encapsulates reality, and thus has high impact on what is observed and analysed.
Further, whilst not wanting to appear over-simplistic or over deterministic in the way SSM is
utilised, it might be argued that comparing the two reveals some interesting differences.
Firstly, and as already developed, Sociology does not tend to conceptualise ‘systems’, which
is fundamental to SSM; the process of SSM would go on to conceptualise changes which are
‘systemically desirable’ (Checkland and Scholes, 1990, pp. 29). The ‘system’ is a device to
transfer l..systemicity from the world to the process of inquiry into the world’ (Checkland 1983, pp.
672), and therefore is a structure which guides the researcher. For instance, users of SSM are
‘guided’ through some of the constraining forces to intervention - the social system, the
political syszems; we look at the real wotld problem situation through relevant ‘systemss’ and
changes that are systemically desirable. At each stage, the human activity systems can be
analysed using the four dimensions of systems - hierarchy, emergence, control and
communication. Secondly, the orientation of SSM is on problem solving, and therefore SSM
is much more explicit about the intervention/interaction process. Contrasting this, the key
goal of grounded theory is generating theory from data - or #nderstanding of observed social
phenomenon. Its goal is not necessarily problem solving, but generating theory; problems
can be conceptualised and subsequently ‘solved’, and in some interpretations of grounded
theory, this takes a higher precedence in key outputs (see Strauss & Corbin 1990, pp. 146).
In its strictest interpretation, SSM may be seen as an approach for problem management, rather
than analysing social phenomena (see also the discussion by Burrell 1983 pp.125). Thirdly,
the validity of findings within SSM are based on the comparison between the models and the
‘situation’. Yet here is a fundamental difference: what is the ‘situation’® Should we use a
Critical, post-modetn or other perspective in defining that ‘situation’, or to add to the
dimensions of the problem situation. The fourth difference is that of validity: in SSM, if the
models reflect an interpretation of the situation as perceived by the multiple stakeholders
(Pragmatic’ position), then of course the model is in some way validated. In grounded
theory, the validity is the ‘..theory as process.’ (Glaser & Strauss 1967, pp. 32); the
interpretation is the documentation, rigour of the process and the reflective depth of
observation is that which ultimately contributes to the validity of theory construction. This
itself gives it a look and feel of ‘objectivity’ in ontological terms, though is dependent on the

approach of the researcher.
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The above represents some significant differences; and yet both SSM and Grounded Theory
recognise that the results Znferprer some element of the social wotld. Indeed, in SSM the
statement that the ‘real world’ is compared with the model, is arguably a little paradoxical
(pethaps a bit of a hangover from SSM’s natural scientific roots). This is 2 quote from Lewis
1994, pp. 40, who describes a highly nominalist epistemological position for SSM, and thus
in order to understand the actions of human beings, it is ..necessary fo investigate those meanings

and the values which give rise to them, and in any study of human organisations the meanings created by those

involved and the perceptions which arise from them cannot be excluded from the analysis.’

Grounded theory does not suggest nor discount the relative merits of using such a
conceptual construction such as ‘systems’. If we take grounded theory as a way of
developing theory from data, the utilisation of a construction such as ‘system’ only might be
perceived as useful in the course of theory development. Perhaps this is best seen as both
strength and weakness: strength in that it is less confining for the researcher to create and
develop his/her thinking without reference to specific constructions. This is seen as
particularly important for the novice qualitative researcher, whose excursions into a
particular subject domain needs to be a rich and creative exercise where appropriate
perspectives and opinions can be developed with minimal ‘baggage” it allows for a creative
excursion. However, it is also dangerous, in that it may result in research being undertaken
without awareness of the processes and influences on the copstructions developed. Indeed,
such ‘creative excursions’ are not always applicable. Time constraints may mean such an
approach is unworkable; ready made conceptual constructions may enable speedy and
effective analysis dependent on research question. Indeed, the most commonly cited
criticism of grounded theory is that it lacks structure which can impose a framework for

analysis. Unlike SSM.

Yet it is best not to have an ovetly entrenched position on this, but to recognise issues in the
process of research. Grounded theoty indeed imposes little structure and this is the most
commonly cited criticism. It is indeed unworkable to suggest that a researcher starts with a
kind of tabula rasa. However, it might also be best seen as a tabula rasa at a conscions level. For
instance at the outset of a particular study, the observer may not necessatily be conscious of
some of the conceptual ideas and structures being utilised (see Glaser 1978, p. 56-72; Glaser
& Strauss 1967, p. 106-107; Strauss 1987, p.58-64). The early stages of a grounded approach
is probably best seen as a creative excursion into ‘data with greater or lesser levels of

theoretical insight (see Glaser & Strauss 1967, pp. 252-253). The process of gaining
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dimension into key issues and findings extols the ultimate need to be able to articulate the
perspective and theoretical frameworks and assumptions which enables the analysis of key
sets of data: an inductive reasoning strategy can be effective in solidifying research question
and associated obsetver (sub-conscious) assumptions. The qualitative researcher can use
inductive reasoning strategies to allude and expound (for instance) the ‘systems’ theoretical
construct, apply and assess its semantic qualities and use it as a qualitative device for
attachment of meaning in the process of qualitative study. SSM may be seen as a shortcut
which is appropriate depending on research question (as depicted in the three categories of
research in Ramenyi & Williams 1995), and/or researcher experience. The conclusion must
be then for plurality in method, the ability to mix and match depending both on research
question and based on the experience of the researcher, whilst recognising the strengths and
weaknesses within any one approach. Most of all perhaps, within any one approach, the

observer should be reflective enough in his/her appreciation of assumptions taken.

vi. On the qualitative research ‘process’

Developing on some of the key differences as developed in the above section, attention is
now turned to the respective procedural frameworks. Both SSM and Grounded Theory have
a process which the observer follows, in order to make some set of conclusions. Both
consist of a loose or more defined set of procedures, and some suggested capture and/or
analytical instruments. The procedural framework tends to be a well defined focus in SSM
because it is explicitly a problem solving approach: in its original version, SSM was perceived
as having seven quite linear stages (Checkland 1981, pp. 163). This is reflected in Checkland
1990 (see page 62). However, the linearity is certainly emphasised less in the later version,
which reflects the later emphasis on interraction rather than intervention (subjectivity in an

ontological sense).

There are quite parallel versions and structures in the grounded theory literature. When
compared to the eatlier (1967) version, Strauss & Corbin 1990 tend to focus on far stronger
procedural framework: open, axial and selective coding for instance ate seen as presented in
a rather linear manner. Glaser & Strauss 1967 on the other hand emphasise the constant
~ comparative method where hypothesis analysis derived from qualitative data is achieved
both after and during the collection (see Glaser & Strauss 1967 p. 102). The presentation of
a linear procedural framework is not a central or immediate characteristic of the earlier

version of grounded theory. Indeed, this comparative method might be best seen as an
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iterative irregular process of constantly developing and refining key variables and ideas

around the research question.

In neither case (SSM or grounded theory) is the framework or research ‘process’ seen as a
prescription by the authors. Yet it is still seen as having potential impact on epistemology.
For instance, when is the qualitative data analysed? Is it codified and analysed after the event
(an approach sometimes depicted by over formalising the qualitative research process (see
Easterby-Smith ¢f @/ 1991 on content analysis, pp. 106)) or during the process of capture or
both (as suggested in the original Glaser & Struass 1967). When data is analysed is important
as it has impact on the qualitative research process itself. For instance, are the key variables,
issues, characteristics being observed constantly changing as perceived by the observer.
Particulatly during the eatly stages of an investigation, the frameworks of analysis may not be
as easily applied and developed as at the later stages, and thus an inductive reasoning strategy
seems mote approptiate. The corollary position would assert that deductive approaches
assume a more stable investigative domain, which might result from the experience of the
researcher and/or the research question itself. There are a number of issues that are raised
by this. Firstly, that SSM is unspecific about some elements (particularly timings) of qualitative
data capture and analysis, whereas Grouﬁded Theory is more specific (discussed below).
Secondly, based on the assumption that where methodological processes are used by the
observer (as presented in the method), then the analysis will follow broadly a particular
reasoning pattern. Where it is not, then the approach will be more akin to the hypothesis
generation (inductive) approach more akin to Grounded Theory. Thus where structures are
presented, the research question is more easily bounded and stable. To lend insight into this
perspective on method, further exposition of the SSM specific CATWOE construct, rich
pictures, systems models and comparator matrices is made. Comment is also made of the

more generic interviewing and observation techniques.

The characterisations given above in the above sections has developed some key differences
between grounded theory and SSM. The first point to note is the data capture instruments
and analytical devices used. SSM tends to be quite specific: the CATWOE construct for
eliciting the root definitions of the transformation process are ensuﬁng that the root
definitions are complete. This construct is a sort of guiding principle for developing key
attributes of a system. Yet it is 2 construct which may be seen as an imposition which might

be deemed helpful or otherwise, dependent on context, and as such acts as an influence on
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the observer. This in turn plays a part in his/her conceptualisation of the problem domain.

Yet it is a construct which can be utilised as an imposed construct for effective elicitation.

The use of rich pictures can also be seen as primarily a conceptualisation device for the
obsetver, though it also may be used for elicitation. This has been the subject of detailed
debate in Lewis 1992. If it is the former, then the observer has freedom to express key issues
in pictures, prose using mental constructs (highly inductive in creation of categories, linkages
and characteristics). If it is the latter, then the lack of structure, the flexibility of its use can
be seen as both strength and weakness, depending on the experience of the observer
him/herself as communicator and sharer of ideas. Is it used to guide a relatively
unsophisticated obsetver following a procedural framework (as in traditional information
systems development method), or as an epistemological or heuristic device? SSM users argue
that its central merit is in the contextualisation of the power, conflict and cultural issues.
This has been the subject of sizeable chunks of sociology, and this is the subject of further
analysis in the following section in this chapter. Alignment of these is of key importance in

IS research.

Similar observations can be applied to the use of systems models as well as the suggested
matrix for comparing conceptual models and the ‘real world’. However, these are specific
constructs which depend in part on the concept of ‘human activity system’. As argued this is
a petvasive construct in SSM and as such will act as a thought structuring device for the
obsetver. Again, this might be seen as both strength and weakness depending on context,
and it of course would not negate the idea that the basic construct might be used as a
epistemological or heuristic tool. However, one further observation which is developed in
the following section. How far can SSM be used for intervention in everyday action and the
process of change? The question might be turned on its head: what are the relative merits of
the matrix or comparison, to fulfil the depiction of the changing observer perspectives
and/or the changing real wotld. Of course the question is rhetorical, but demonstrates

perhaps the ontological assumptions in SSM (particulatly in mode 1).

Observation and interviewing are key devices which might be seen to an extent as
continuous. In SSM their use is explicit when identifying the systems relating to the
perceived problem domains. The use of metaphor and systems models may also be used as
devices to extract data, and analyse it. It is an interesting question whether metaphor and

models are used to represent the world of the observed or to influence (or enhance) their
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perceptions (see Morgan 1993). Further, there is little in SSM which would suggest the level
of deduction/induction in the process of data collection and analysis. Yet grounded theory
advocates an overtly inductive approach via a number of differing types of coding: Open
coding, Axial coding, Selective coding (Strauss & Corbin 1990). These are central to the
analysis of findings in a qualitative investigation. Types of coding can be mixed and matched,
but categorising them depicted by Strauss & Corbin 1990 may enhance discussion and
understanding: the observer-observed relationship is seen as dynamic rather than being a
capture device of a perceived real world at one moment in time. It is pertinent to question
the level that the method being applied results in an oversimplistic ‘snapshot’. Again, this
will to some extent depend on the researcher, though it seems that procedures cannot be
applied mechanically: an algorithmic approach to the complexities in investigative work in

otganisations cannot be any guarantee of developing effective understanding.

In this way grounded theory has been found useful as it enables the observer to focus on the
everyday situations which surround human action and activity. In other words, a focused
study on a patticular social phenomenon in context, allows empirical work and observation
with minimal imposition of theoretical constructs which surrounds the subject field, and/or
research methodology. Of course this in itself can be accused of a rather naive approach:
minimal theoretical structure imposition on empirical data could be seen as synonymous
with weak focus and a tendency to gather itrelevant data. Further, as its focus is on a
particular context it has been naturally used in single case studies (see also Vitalari 1985). It
thus can be accused of a focus on over particularistic characteristics: on variables which are
applicable only to the local context. However, certain writers have suggested that more
general explanation can be produced from these types of studies (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Leonard-Barton, 1990; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991). Yin (1989) for example, refers to this
process as “analytic generalisation” (which contrasts with the statistical generalisation in
more quantitative studies). However the debate here centres on the argument that building
generalisable theory from a limited number of cases is susceptible to researchers’
preconceptions or peculiarities of the case. Of course, this could be a valid criticism, but in
individual cases may be refuted in the actual method adopted by the researcher: it may be
argued that indeed the opposite is true. An iterative comparison between empirical
observations, identification and explanation of issues that emerge, visiting different
theoretical constructs and frameworks to elucidate observation is said to unfreeze thinking,
and so the process has greater potential for generation of theory than a straight forward
deductive driven theory (see Eisenhardt 1989, pp. 546). The conclusion that must be drawn
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is that it must be contingent on research question, though it should be part of the reflective

process necessaty in the interpretation of qualitative data.

This sort of search for a certain creativity in research is not explicit in SSM (in mode 1).
Whilst both grounded theory and SSM are oriented towards in-depth analysis of one (SSM)
or small numbers (grounded theory) of cases, unlike grounded theory, SSM is not seeking
theoretical generalisability. Rather it is seeking an accommodation of disparate perspectives
and learning over an identifiable problem domain. The reasoning strategy of SSM centres
around modelling. Unstructured modelling (rich pictures) which serves to abstract features
of the problem domain is followed by formal textual modelling (root definitions) and activity
modelling. Models are used as devices for reassessing and improving the problem solvers’
interpretations of any given problem situation. This is a well-expounded ‘research process’;
howevet, since the methodology is targeted at action based research and problem solving,
and not ‘pure’ academic research, there is no explicit logic of theory construction. The
outcome of the SSM research process is learning (see also Checkland 1985). The forms of
theory generation and testing which have been found acceptable have tended to be testing
and developments of the methodology itself - CATWOE being a notable example. This is
consistent with being a highly self-reflective action research approach. SSM ‘holons’ are
conceptual products on the route to learning, and are a valid representational or heuristic
account. Perhaps seen in this manner, SSM’s reasoning strategy may be aligned with
retroduction in Blaikie’s (1993, pp. 162-176) taxonomic scheme (cf also Bhaskar 1979, pp.
15; Hanson 1965, pp. 85), which is best seen as a cognitive device similar to analogy or
metaphor used in a dynamic manner to challenge researcher and his/her subjects. Thus
compared with grounded theory, SSM offers a more limited claim: the models are not
exiplanations. Rather they are systems-based constructs to be held up against the perceived
wotld for the purposes of heuristics and ultimately for compatison. Such models are built to
explain ‘... some observed regularity’ (Blaikie 1993, pp.172) and ‘.. wse approximations, omit
complicating factors, and introduce idealised relationships.’ (Blaikie 1993, pp. 171). Theoretical
construction in grounded theory are based around empirical observations where models

may be seen of some assistance.
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