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ABSTRACT

This thesis represents a qualitative study of the Information Systems Development (ISD)
process and puts forward the argument that IS development leads to Organisation
Development (OD). The thesis argues that an OD perspective should be incorporated
into the main ISD paradigm and provide the basis for transformation in the field which
is plagued by failure.

The thesis reviews both the IS development and Organisation Development literature
and makes connections between the two fields, as in practice they are both comparable
activities. With the qualitative framework, Grounded Theory Methodology was used to
guide research and analytical activities. We conducted research in 6 large and large-
medium sized consultancy firms and in 5 large organisations that utilised non-traditional
approaches to ISD.

Fieldwork and analysis resulted in the emergence of an ISD process theory that explains
how information systems are developed within the organisational context. The theory
provided the basis from which we could more rigorously understand the true nature of
IS development and determine the nature of a suitable OD contribution.

In this thesis, the superiority of an OD-informed solution is argued in detail and
contrasted to other proposals from the ISD field. The OD contribution is distinguished
in: a) formulating an OD-informed ISD approach, we have termed the Total Systems
Development Approach (TSD), b) defining a diagnostic model of ISD practice, ¢) and
providing an extensive collection of OD improvement programmes and techniques that
have direct application to ISD. '

The contribution the thesis makes is also multi-level. At one level we have contributed
in rectifying the lack of research in the area of “process” in IS development. In doing so
we have provided the basis from which the aspects of the ISD process can be explored
in detail. The emergent ISD process theory itself confirms arguments that ISD is a
complex socio-technical and organisational process. It highlights aspects of
development that have been traditionally outside the ISD paradigm. Our theory helps
readdress and challenge a number of elements in the ISD process. The notion of
Approach emerges as much more suitable for solving ISD problems than methodology.
The role of the ISD consultant also emerges as requiring a range of appropriate
consultation modes to deal with intervention complexity. Our results also show that the
role of the client is much more involving and demanding than previously assumed.

Another area of contribution is the formulation of the TSD approach which focuses on
the development of the total system: the organisation, through IS or system development
activities. It is holistic, iterative, it allows flexible problem-solving, collaboration and
focuses on change, intervention and reflection.

A final area of contribution is in establishing a link between OD content and IS
development. With the advent of new types of development, OD “interventions” have
an increasing applicability to ISD situations. The diagnostic model of ISD practice also
utilizes an OD-perspective to facilitate diagnosis of organisational failure that leads to
IS failure.
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INTRODUCTION

The efficacy of Information Systems Development (ISD) has been seriously challenged
following a series of Information Systems (IS) failures, which have concerned many in
the field. Most notable in the UK have been the London Ambulance Service (LAS) and
the London Stock Exchange’s TAURUS systems failures have revealed the field’s

difficulties in dealing with issues in the organisation arena. This thesis is a result of our

interest to explore this phenomenon. The main aims of our thesis are:

1. To argue for the need of incorporating an Organisational Development
perspective into the current Information Systems paradigm of theory and

practice,

2. To use an OD-informed perspective for developing a sophisticated model
of the IS development process, by understanding how Information

Systems are actually developed within organisations.

As it is has been argued in the literature, the mainstream IS paradigm focuses strongly
on providing methodological and technological solutions to problems which although
have enjoyed success in the past aré proving increasingly limited, (Bostrom & Heinen,
1977a; Kumar & Welke, 1984; Kling 1977; Couger et al, 1979; Hedberg & Mumford,
1975). An Organisation Development (OD) perspective focuses on the organisation as a
system to be developed in its own right. Within this viewpoint, IS development can be
examined in terms of its contribution to organisational improvement. Like Dos Santos &
Hawk, (1988) we do not argue that the current IS paradigm should be completely
abandoned ——clearly methodologies and technical expertise are still very useful. The
solution however cannot, in our opinion, follow the usual critique in the field, which is
still raised very much from within the ISD paradigm. Instead, an external OD-informed
paradigm shift can transform ISD practice. Such transformation has not been achieved,
despite the fact organisational issues are gaining recognition in ISD theory and research,
(Lederer & Nath, 1991; Land et al, 1992; Willcocks et al, 1994; Maglitta, 1995; Cannon,
1994), and a number of alternative paradigms have been raised, (Hirschheim & Klein,
1989). Through OD, the way these issues are treated today within the ISD paradigm can

be also transformed. Although these issues reveal the complexity of developing systems



in organisations their discussion is permeated from the traditional IS perspective, which
to an extent views all problems as engineering problems. As a result organisational
issues are identified in a fragmented fashion and their discussion is largely outside the
notion of methodology, which renders them as marginal to mainstream ISD. In practice
any discussion that does not concern itself with the construction of systems runs the
danger of.being regarded as cosmetic and of limited usefulness. OD can help change the
way organisational issues, but also any issues that deal with ISD complexity, are viewed
by linking them together into a holistic framework. Such a framework would provide
both the necessary frames of reference for understanding these issues and “hooks” for
connecting these frames to methodological and technical practice. Additionally, because
OD itself'is close to organisations and practitioners; it stands a better chance to be

accepted in ISD practice, than alternative radical approaches, (SSM, Ethics).

We were first sensitized to the problems facing ISD while studying for a Systems
Development course. Being familiar with OD, allowed us to recognize that a
number of issues and assumptions found in ISD failure are characteristic of

Organisational failure.

In contrast to ISD assumptions, OD is a generic change meta-methodology which uses
behavioural science knowledge for diagnosing problems, increasing readiness to change,
managing culture and planning interventions that improve organisational effectiveness
and human well-being. Every intervention is seen to affect the total system —change in
any sub-system causes change to other sub-systems resulting to system-wide change.
Organisational activities are seen to be of an on-going nature. OD provides guidance in
using a range of techniques, tools and theories for understanding and bringing about
change in variety of organisational situations, contexts and issues. Organisational failure

assumptions can not easily hold under an OD perspective.

The Subject of Study
Given the above thoughts we decided to research how information systems are actually
developed within organisations and with the involvement of external ISD professionals.

This meant focusing on the nature of the IS development process in a rather holistic



way. This we felt, would allow us to understand the true nature of the ISD process and

contrast our observations to OD, which is a holistic process itself.

Such a study was needed as there is a lack of literature that treats the ISD process from
such a viewpoint. Work covering smaller aspects of the wider picture exists but is
fragmented. We also found little work outside ISD’s paradigm of assumptions and
practices. Furthermore, while the role of OD has been noted before, (Desanctis &
Courtney, 1983; Willcocks & Mason, 1987), its full potential for transforming ISD has

not been examined.

Methodology

Our viewpoint required a holistic evaluation of a process within the organisational
context, and given that there were a few previous accounts to guide us, the most suitable
methodological approach was a qualitative one. Within the qualitative framework we
further identified Glaser & Strauss’s (1967), Grounded Theory Methodology as a

rigorous, iterative, flexible, comparative method that is strongly suited to the study of

process and context.

Thesis Outline

In Chapter 1 observations are made about the nature of the field’s difficulties. We
examine evidence of IS failure and models offering explanations. At another level, we
look at the role of dominant and alternative ISD paradigms in guiding effective and
ineffective action. We also examine literature on the role of organisational issues in
ISD. The chapter concludes with a presentation of key observations about the nature of

ISD and OD’s plausibility as arising from the literature.

In Chapter 2 we look closer at the Organisation Development literature to highlight the
field’s unique approach and present areas of relevance to IS development. We examine
a number of elements such as values, philosophy, models and consultation modes. The
chapter concludes with the identification of the areas of OD’s potential suitability to

ISD.



Chapter 3 presents the research methodology that guided our research activities. The
chapter begins with a focused problem definition that raises a number of research
questions. The methodological choices and research design are explicated in detail. The
chapter concludes with an account of the research’s history and complexity.

Following research, Chapter 4 presents the outcome of research and analytical activities
that led td the emergence of key categories and their links. These make up a grounded
theory of the ISD process. We explore how the emerged process theory addresses our

problem definition and initial expectations expressed in our conceptual model.

In Chapter 5 we formulate a number of critical observations about the ISD process. We
explore a number of key links to relevant theory, and we examine how our process

theory reveals limitations of ISD. We further analyse the emerged theory from our OD-
informed perspective. The chapter concludes with a discussion of research findings and

formulates a number of implications our research presents to ISD.

Chapter 6 first explores the OD contribution as argued in the relevant literature. Then
we examine in detail the OD contribution to ISD by bringing together the work done in
the previous chapters. We use insight from the literature, our fieldwork and analyses to
formulate an OD-informed ISD approach we have termed Total Systems Development.
In the final discussion we show how such an approach may be used and we contrast it to
alternative approaches, arguing for its superiority as a viable and desirable solution. In
this chapter other forms of OD contribution are examined such as an OD-informed

diagnostic model and the application of the OD toolkit of interventions to ISD practice.

The main contribution of this thesis is structured along three dimensions. In a first area
we argue for the plausibility of the OD perspective in ISD as supported by the relevant
literature from the two fields. In a second area, research and analytical activities help us
produce a novel theory of the IS development process which has profound implications
to ISD. This process theory expands the view of the traditional ISD process to reveal
more of its true nature and complexity. The theory can become the stepping stone for
other studies focusing on individual elements of the process or for arguing for
transformation in the field. In the third area of contribution, we put forward an OD-

informed ISD approach that builds on the insight gained from the developed process
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theory and the OD perspective. The suggested approach aims to contribute to the
discussion about the needed transformation in the ISD field, as does the thesis on the

whole.






1 - INFORMATION SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT

1.1 Introduction

In this chapter we aim to develop a sophisticated problem definition capable of guiding
research activities. To understand IS Development’s difficulties we examine the relevant
literature at a number of levels. At the level of practice, IS failure cases and models of
understanding reveal the extent of the field’s problems and reveal the nature of ISD
itself. At a theoretical level, the functional and pragmatic paradigms dominate ISD
practice and are criticized for their assumptions. Various alternative paradigms have
emerged to challenge them, but without acknowledging the reasons behind the strength
of their legacy. At the level of ISD research, a growing argument has raised awareness
of organisational issues and emphasized the point that ISD is a social as much as a
technical process. The picture that emerges indicates that IS development is a form of
organisational development. This realization supports the plausibility of an OD
perspective in ISD and helps argue that effective paradigmatic change can proceed from

such perspective.

1.2 IS Development Practice

Despite cases of very succéssﬁﬂ IS development projects, it is widely accepted in the
field that an unacceptable number of projects experience failure. While some estimates
show that half of all systems fail, (Lyyttinen & Hirschheim, 1987; Galloway & Whyte,
1989), others argue that more systems fail than succeed, (DeMarco, 1982; Gladden,
1982; Hunt, 1992; Whyte & Bytheway, 1996). The phenomenon is also experienced at
an international scale, (Oz, 1994a; Bowman, 1992; Bozman, 1994; Raheb, 1992). In the
UK the failures of the London Ambulance Service’s dispatch system and the London’s
Stock Exchange’s TAURUS, (Flowers, 1996), were highly publicized as they involved
mission-safety critical systems and huge investments. A number of internal failures,
however, go largely unnoticed since there is often no public legal action involved, OZ
(1994b). While not all projects are a priori destined to fail, ISD finds increasingly
difficult to ensure the success of its projects using its traditional paradigm of thinking

and means of developing information systems.



As Abdel-Hamid & Madnick (1990) point out, learning from failures has been limited,
partly due to a tendency to walk away from embarrassing errors and partly due to
unwillingness to undertake the cost of revealing the deeper lessons from the project
experience. In all cases the tendency is not to publicize failure. From an OD viewpoint,
in organisations experiencing failure or disaster, individual, group and organisational
defenses are raised to protect members from the painful experiences and anxiety that is
caused by failure. Although these defenses may be difficult to overcome, adopting an
OD viewpoint could be useful in identifying a deeper class of issues that can facilitate
learning. For example, the following two failure cases are rich in issues that are not of a

methodological or technical nature.

London Ambulance Service (LAS)

A large number of contributing factors surrounded the LAS failure, (Page et al, 1993;
Bray, 1993), revealing the multi-faceted nature of failure, (Beyon-Davis, 1995). These
factors, consistently with failure reports in general, were not presented in relation to
their deeper causes, (Abdel-Hamid & Madnick, 1990). From an OD viewpoint, these
factors are characteristic of organisational decline, (Cameron et al, 1988). As such we
can see why LAS regarded ISD as the only chance for an organisational turnaround,
overestimating its capacity to develop systems. LAS’s adaptation to its environment was
deteriorating as increasing pressure was put on the service to achieve the national
response targets and to improve its cost effectiveness. Prior to the ISD effort a number
of hasty decisions and a history of organisational pathologies plagued the service,
(Mullin, 1993). The decision to appoint an autocratic leader seemed to cause friction
and deterioration in the organisational climate and trust. The reported pathologies
included a demoralized workforce, a climate of mistrust and a polarization between
management and staff, (Page et al, 1993). Leadership is accused of shaping a culture of
‘fear of failure’ and of pressure for success (Flowers, 1996). 20% of LAS managers
were made redundant resulting in a reduction of managerial resources within the
organisation.

Decline seemed to be evident before any ISD project beéan and increased dissatisfaction
created a strong desire to improve things as quickly as possible. The intensity of this
desire meant tight time-scales, selection of the lowest bidder and abandonment of many

good practices: testing, quality assurance, project management, user and stakeholder
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involvement, (Bray, 1993). Ironically when system development was introduced it
caused additional problems well before the system was delivered. Management
appeared to overlook them in a mixture of defensive behaviour and hoped that once the

system was installed these would go away as well, (Page et al, 1993).

It can be argued that LAS was an organisational failure that was ultimately responsible
for IS failure. LAS seems to have found itself in a vicious circle of self-fulfilling
prophecy: everything management did was not trusted, and everything staff did was seen
as an attempt to sabotage development. However, we feel that the organisation as a
whole was responsible, not simply its management or the users. While management,
(Flowers, 1996), and the developer, (Bray, 1993), have been blamed, responsibility
should also be attributed to the authority managing the service that decided autocratic
leadership was needed in the first place. One cannot blame the developers completely
either, as they were selected although it was obvious their size and inexperience was an

issue, (Page et al, 1993).

Interestingly, methodologies and technology could not ensure the success of the project,
but also clearly did not contribute to its failure. We believe that an OD perspective
adopted by either management or the developers could have helped avoid failure by

considering organisational issues rather than development issues.

London Stock Exchange (SE)

In the failure of SE’s Taurus system the role of the organisation in IS development
overshadowed the role of ISD professionals. It showed that the nature of the
organisation influenced directly how systems are developed —even when external
professionals are involved. The very same principles used in running the organisation
seemed to be applied to running the project creating a legacy of “development by
committee”, (Flowers, 1996). The project runAwith little feedback on its progress. The
context in which the SE was operating became too the context of Taurus as IS
development had to deal with conflicting interests, numerous external stakeholders and
a politically sensitive environment exactly as the SE as an organisation had to do,
(Duffy, 1993; Anonymous, 1993c¢). The organisational context seemed to be never

peripheral and ‘out there’, but constantly centre-stage. The ISD effort demanded
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addressing the very same issues the SE had to address and which were reported
ultimately at the root of the Taurus failure, (Bose, 1993; Currie, 1994). While the SE
was not in decline, Taurus forced threatening changes and the examination of issues the
SE was clearly not prepared to examine. Many argued publicly for the danger of the SE
loosing its international status, putting in jeopardy the role of the City as a financial
centre, (Bose, 1993; Anonymous, 1993a). An OD perspective, adopted by either
management or the developers, could perhaps have enabled a more sophisticated
diagnostic study considering not only feasibility, but the nature of the particular
organisation, its environment and it own approach to managing projects and complex

activities.

Given the extent of IS failure, a number of explanations and models for understanding
IS failure have emerged. These sophisticated models reflect the complexity of IS
development and reveal its social nature. One of the first studies, examines failure in
terms of ignoring a number of organisational behaviour factors arguing for the first time
for the importance of organisational variables in ISD, (Lucas, 1979). Lyytinen &
Hirschheim (1987), compréhensive study has mapped the main types of IS failure found
in the empirical literature. In their framework failure occurs when the IS fails to meet its
design objectives, (correspondence failure), when the users maintain low or non
interaction the IS, (Interaction failure), when the IS overruns its budget or time
constraints, (Process failure), and when the IS does not meet stakeholders’ expectations,
(Expectation failure). To these types Sauer (1993) adds Termination failure, when
developmental or operational activities stop, leading to stakeholders dissatisfaction due
to the limited provision of service by the IS. We also like to add the case of
Organisational failure, when the organisation’s ineffectiveness causes the failure of
systems development and the IS. This type of failure was, as we saw, evident in the LAS

and SE cases.

Apart from the last three failure concepts, the aforementioned types adopt a highly
rational view of IS failure which is limited in capturing the complexity of the
phenomenon. For the Expectation, Termination and Organisational types, failure is seen
emerging out of a problematic situation within which a number of stakeholders exist,

(Lyytinen & Hirschheim, 1987). Sauer, (1993) for example identifies a number of
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problem areas and the systemic nature of failure which views the IS, the project
organisation, and its supporters as forming a cycle. All three models recognize
organizational stakeholders as important in determining what constitutes success or
failure. Stakeholders are organisational members or groups that have an interest in the
outcome of development. As a consequence, these models implicitly view IS

development as socio-technical in nature.

The socio-technical viewpoint recognizes that problematic situations exist within the
organisational context. This renders failure as multi-dimensional because problematic
situations‘ have many different aspects by which stakeholders formulate expectations
about systems development, (Lyytinen & Hirschheim, 1987). In their framework,
Poulymenakou & Holmes (1996), identify a number of contingent variables at a macro
(organisational context) and a micro level (project processes) that represent different
areas of problems. However, as these problems can be even more varied, the study of
failure, and ultimately of systems development, requires a systems approach which
adopts a holistic perspective taking into account the emergent properties and partiality

of understanding the problematic situation.

The “failures method”, formulated by Spear (1976) and revised by Bignel & Fortune,
(1984) and Fortune & Peters (1993; 1995), is such a meta-method for the study of
systemic failure. Failure itself is a system that is compared to a purposeful formal
systems model and with other failure paradigms operating without failure. The method
works in a creative, interpretative and iterative fashion as the analyst uses systems

concepts and techniques to analyse the wealth of information around failure.

Implicit support for the notion of a failure system can be found in Turner (1994) who
argues that pre-failure signals accumulate until a crisis turns them into a failure. The
factors responsible for failure are significantly social, administrative and managerial,
rather than technical. Preconditions for failure, also termed ‘pathogens’ involve a
multiplicity of minor causes, misinterpretations and miscommunications that are not

resolved until they emerge as failure.
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Davis et al (1992) also recognize the systemic nature of failure and have suggested a
diagnostic framework that views the technical system as an intervention into an already
existing social system. As such the characteristics of the technical system are the results
of social processes in which key actors make and implement system development

decisions.

The above models of IS failure are important for our problem definition and the study of
IS development itself. All of the above models view IS failure, and therefore ISD, as a
complex, systemic, emergent, socio-technical and organisational phenomenon.
Unfortunately, the same is not the case with ISD methodologies. While IS failure
emerges as complex and difficult to get to grips with, IS development is expressed in
well defined terms, procedures, and processes. So much so that this “textbook
approach” is said to reflect a romantic and simplistic idealism, (Beyon-Davis, 1995).
Such a view is inconsistent with the way organisations, groups and individuals operate

and how problematic situations are dealt with.

The theoretical solutions for resolving and avoiding failure, argued by the models
themselves, argue for a comprehensive, flexible and holistic systemic approach that
differs considerably from mainstream IS development methodologies. OD, like the
failures method, is such an approach that can be applied towards both the study of

organisational failure and IS development.

1.3 The nature of ISD Thinking

Failures indicate that there is a great divide between how information systems are
develdped and the true nature of the organisational context and situation. To understand
why ISD thinking cannot meet the requirements revealed by IS failure we heed to access
the core understanding of fundamental assumptions which guide practical action. The
content of such understanding varies and is organised in different ISD paradigms.

According to Burrell & Morgan (1978), paradigms organise assumptions about:

e ontology, the nature of information systems,
e epistemology, what constitutes warranted knowledge,

e methodology, the process or activities of development, and
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e the role of humans in information systems and their development.

Through these assumptions ISD paradigms represent different ways of answering the
question: what is an information system and how to develop one. Paradigms guide
practical action whenever the above question is posed and therefore ineffective IS
development is also linked to certain paradigms and their weaknesses. The discussion
that follows explores ISD paradigms and identifies the ineffective assumptions of ISD

thinking and practice.

The distinguishing feature of paradigms is an unequivocal belief concerning the nature
of information systems. Towards such a distinction the traditional social sciences debate
between objectivism versus subjectivism permeates ISD paradigms. Wood-Harper &
Fitzgerald (1982), identify the Science and Systems paradigms, similar to, Chekland’s
(1981), distinction between “hard” and “soft” systems. This dichotomy is important in
IS development as the Science paradigm is the field’s main tradition and largely
responsible for ISD’s character. The Systems paradigm has emerged to challenge such

legacy.

In the Science paradigm, information systems are seen to be structurally complex
entities with a large number of interacting parts. While these parts may be structurally
complex themselves, they are ultimately made up of simple elements and interact
through simple identifiable relationships. Information systems can be observed
independently by the analyst, without disturbing them or changing irreversibly the
nature of their elements or their relationships. Successful information systems in the
Science paradigm, are those systems that perform required tasks in the most efficient
and economic fashion. These systems optimize their performance and operation under
various constraints imposed on them. They are also characterized by structural
soundness and reliability.

Checkland metaphorically terms these systems as “hard”, because they are based on the
belief that real-world problems can be expressed in terms of a “gap” between a present
state and a ideal state, with an availability of alternative ways of reducing it. As such the
Science paradigm is an expression of functionalism under which systems development

is seen as instrumental reasoning, (Hirschheim & Klein, 1989). This paradigm adheres
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to the economic principle and exhibits a preoccupation with means, as opposed to ends,
in the development of systems. Systems design is a technical process where systems are
developed to achieve organisational goals in a rational, formal, measurable and
predictable way. The analyst as a technological expert needs to understand the various
parts and elements, their structure, their exchanges and how they best fit together to
build systems.

Underlying hard systems thinking is a view of reality being systemic in nature requiring
systematic methodological approaches, (Checkland, 1992), based on a set of rules and
procedures that are constantly refined until they come to express the proven best process
of development. Examples of such methodologies are structured methods like SSADM,
Information Engineering, SSA. Information systems themselves are envisaged in terms

of the “machine” metaphor and IS Development in terms of “engineering”.

In the Systems paradigm, information systems are interactionally complex entities
having a large number of complex and indistinguishable interactions with their
environments. The complexity and extent of interactions determine the system’s
behaviour. This behaviour has emergent properties due to the synergy created from
complex interactions. Systems need to be understood holistically and systemically: the
analyst is himself participating in the complex interactions and forms perceptions rather
than observations about them. It is also impossible for anyone to decompose a system in
order to observe its basic elements: the very process of decomposition changes the
nature of what is observed. The successful development of such systems requires
understanding of interactions and interpretations amongst the various actors, (Murray &
Willmott, 1992). The best systems are those that interrelate in an effective and
meaningful fashion with other systems and stakeholders in their environment. Such
systems may be termed “Soft” because they represent human-activity where desirable
ideal states cannot be taken for granted or are simply not known, (Checkland, 1981).
The Systems paradigm views ISD as a facilitation process, (Hirschheim & Klein, 1989),
arguing that there isn’t a single reality, but different perceptions of it. The analyst is a
facilitator that interacts with organisational actors in their efforts to find out which
system makes sense. The authors point out the fact that there isn’t a good or bad system
as belief to a particular solution is more important. ISD is ultimately seen as a process of

socially constructed meaning, bringing this paradigm in antithesis with functionalism.
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In the Systems paradigm, the analyst and other entities exist in constant interaction,
where one entity influences and is influenced by others. The analyst has to systemically
assess whether he and the various entities involved interact effectively with each other.
This is determined by examining assumptions, outcomes of actions and behaviours. The
analyst identifies various principles and processes of effective interaction. These may
take the form of a methodology such as: Soft Systems Methods and true Evolutionary
Development Methods. Systems paradigm approaches regard information systems as
being many things at the same time and IS development as a “hermeneutic” process, i.c.

[

a process of interpretation and explication of meaning.

As we noted, the Systems paradigm has emerged as a critique of the Science paradigm.
Viewing information systems as machines ignores important human factors. As Murray

& Willmott (1992) argue:

“Analysing systems development as if it were equivalent to a mechanical, or
even an organic, process is seen to exclude an appreciation of key,
constitutive elements; namely meaning and power.”, (87).

In traditional ISD, meaning and power are considered management’s responsibility. In
contrast, methods in the Systems paradigm these issues can be dealt with by involving
human actors directly in the development process.

A second observation is that the Science paradigm is the tradition in IS development and
the most dominating of the two. The assumptions of the Science paradigm are deeply

rooted in ISD thinking and practice:

“One seemingly common assumption ,..., is that ISD can be thought of as a
largely rational and mostly technical process, undertaken with the help of
certain well-tried and proven tools and techniques, which is founded on the
tenets of classical science.” (Hirschheim & Klein, 1992:235).

Its legacy has its origins in the beginnings of the field when ISD was an elaborate
technical task that only highly skillful technicians could handle, (Crinnion, 1991).
Technological improvements, experience, education and standardization have reduced
the complexity of IT increasing both its applicability and its use by non-technical
people. One only has to think of the progression from early mainframes to personal
computers. The first required a number of technical personnel for their operation and
maintenance. The latter can be operated and maintained by an informed or even

interested end-user. Despite however the technological progress, the legacy of
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engineering and building information systems has remained. Behind the Science
paradigm’s dominance lies preference by organisations. For example, organisations first
perceive information systems to be complex machines requiring Science approaches to

be adopted for their development.

Both paradigms are capable of guiding successful action if used within the appropriate

" context. For example, a Science approach is most appropriate to a situation requiring the
solution of mechanistic-functional problems. There are however paradigms that go some
way to recognize a range of different contexts and which may organise several
paradigms together. One such example, identified by Hirscheim & Klein (1989), views
ISD as a process of social therapy aiming at achieving the ideal of Rational Discourse
which sees ISD inflicting changes on organisational life, while social influences
constrain the rationality of such changes. Two social arenas are identified: wortk,
providing sources of livelihood and language use, that provides the establishment of
mutual understanding and engagement in “emancipatory discourse”. ISD is a process
that discovers knowledge in these areas. In the work arena, there is a technical
knowledge interest which can be pursued in a functionalist fashion. In the language use
arena, the analyst can use interpretative techniques such as Hermeneutics to acquire
knowledge about mutual understanding. In the process of emancipation the analyst
facilitates the development of systems that allow a wide debate on issues and problems,
and support the sharing of objectives and the policies for achieving them. In effect the
analyst acts as a social therapist and emancipator intervening in a social system, aiming
at bringing together different stakeholder groups. The development process removes
barriers and distorting influences that prevent rational discourse.

The acknowledgment of the context of IS development is reflected in the identification
of the social arenas of work and language use. The interplay between concerns in these
two arenas is characteristic of the context in which IS development concerns emerge.
This paradigm argues that successful IS development must come from successful
intervention in the social system. This intervention is not necessarily of an ISD nature,
but can also be of a social nature (e.g. emancipation). This paradigm acknowledges that
what happens in the context determines what happens in the foreground of development
and uses this to make choices between alternative courses of action. In doing ‘so it is

really a meta-paradigm.
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Meta-paradigms highlight the distinction between isolationist and pluralist thinking.
Science and Systems paradigms are isolationist or essentialist because they argue that
their single perspective of thinking should prevail, (Jackson & Keys, 1984; Alvesson &
Willmott, 1992). Other thinking may be considered, but in a less favourable manner. For
example hard systems are seen as a special case of soft systems. On the other hand,
pluralism regards all points of view as making a contribution to understanding reality
because no single theory or viewpoint is seen capable of fully understanding complex
reality, (Flood & Jackson, 1991a). Pluralistic paradigms, like Rational Discourse, utilize
a number of different perspectives in egalitarian terms. Depending on how paradigms
utilize these perspectives we can distinguish between Complementarism and

Pragmatism.

In Complementarism, theoretical and philosophical assumptions must be well
understood before deciding the appropriateness of various paradigms and their effective
combination, (Flood & Jackson, 1991a; Deetz, 1996). In doing so, one paradigm can
complement another, since strengths and weaknesses are recognised and understood.
For example, Hirschheim & Klein (1989), argue that while all paradigms have their
weaknesses they only way to overcome them is to understand their alternatives and
study their philosophical underpinnings. The analyst may mix methods, techniques and
tools but he does so in a theoretically consistent manner. The mix is carefully put
together to build on the emergent strengths of the combined elements as no single
approach is always appropriate, (Watson & Wood-Harper, 1995). This theoretical
orientation enables and forms the basis of validation, reflection and learning.
Methodologies in this area provide a theoretically consistent framework for building on
the strengths of a number of individual methods. Examples are: Sociotechnical Design,
Multiview, and Total System Intervention.

Complementarism views information systems too as being many things at the same
time, but with the possibility of being partly a complex machine and partly a web of
social interactions. Developing such a system, IS development must include elements
that deal with both metaphors by becoming a flexible problem-solving process. It is

interesting to note that OD can be placed within this paradigm.
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In Pragmatism, theoretical and philosophical assumptions are overlooked as techniques
and methods are validated in terms of what is needed and what works in practice. In fact
theory is considered just another kind of practice, and theories are used as practical tools
themselves, (Coyne, 1995). If a technique or method fails to produce desired results it is
abandoned, irrespective of its sound philosophical underpinnings. Paradigms, methods,
tools and techniques are mixed in ways that may appear to be theoretically paradoxical.
Use of theory to support mixing is, if any, minimal and usually takes place afterwards
for justification only. Pragmatism’s multiperspectivialism has been accused for
producing shallow readings of different situations and unsophisticated use of alternative
options because it ignores fundamental theoretical assumptions that have hidden
qualities, (Deetz, 1996). Information systems are seen as tools themselves and IS
development is a process of fixing and building. IS Development activities are largely

seen as a response to crisis.

The pragmatic analyst has to identify and deal with the practical concerns in which
systems design is immersed, (Coyne, 1995). Technical problems are not as important as
overcoming the practical concerns of the human context. The analyst utilizes a toolbox
for solving a variety of practical and technical problems. As such toolboxes grow they
may be included in a methodology which would also contain recipes, tips and practical
lessons from previous experience. Such examples are most of the methodologies
marketed by ISD consultancy firms. This paradigm also includes IS Development where

no formal methodology is used.

Pragmatic development is also dominating IS development. In fact most organisations
developing ISs have utilised this paradigm in their early days of growth as they strove to
move towards the Science and Functionalist position. The pragmatist way of wbrking is
very appealing to those who use it. The lack of a theoretical basis makes it suitable for
rapid development and experimentation. It emphasizes a “get on with the job” attitude
which allows skillful people to concentrate directly on the problems at hand and produce
impressive results. Pragmatism is also capable of producing systems that directly reflect
the unique character and culture of a particular firm —a property which is highly

desirable in strategic information systems, (Ciborra, 1992). It can be however a risky
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strategy offering short term gain for general IS development. Without consistent
theoretical underpinnings, interpretation, communication, analysis and learning can
become problematic. The organisation and ISD professionals do not learn from mistakes
and there is nothing to prevent errors from happening again. Pragmatism is successful in
delivering the quick fix but misses the wider picture. As organisations grow and mature
they introduce formality in order to build on what has been learned in the past and in
order to plan for the future. Science approaches in IS development are introduced which
are compatible with the functionalist-economic approaches to organisational functioning
and development. This defines a cycle between the Science-Functionalist paradigm and
Pragmatism. Alternative paradigms have been caught up in this cycle and aim to
challenge it. However, they fail to recognize that the strength of both paradigms’
domination comes from their compatibility and appeal on organisations and their
management. Simply resolving the objective-subjective dilemma is not enough, but may
have also been somewhat misleading, (Deetz, 1996). Challengers may have to accept the
possibility that all current and new paradigms are useful and have their place within
ISD. The ISD field has long ignored the role of organisations in influencing its destiny.
Today it is changes in the business environment and organisations themselves that
determine priorities in both the areas of technology and ISD —rather than technologists.
Characteristically, many businesses have discovered that technology alone cannot ensure
the success of information systems, (Allen, 1982), and many valid ISD approaches are
met with reluctance by organisations, (e.g. SSM, Ethics, Full Evolutionary Methods). By
contrast, apparently less theoretically convincing approaches enjoy a phenomenal
success (e.g. Business Process Redesign, Downsizing/Client-Server). The organisation
should be the focus in understanding the complexity of the fundamental ISD problems,
as it creates most of it. Information systems cause the total organisation to develop

through the organisation as medium of development.

An OD viewpoint in ISD would enable the field to deal with such complexity. In a
complementary fashion and in alignment with organisational reality, this would allow
the identification of both what is structurally complex in the organisation, (e.g. structure,
production process), and what is interactionally complex, (e.g. group performance,

culture), and facilitate choice of the most appropriate approach.
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The implications for developing our OD-informed perspective are that any paradigm-
shift must take into account the ISD tradition and preferences of organisations as Weli as
the difficulties of organisational reality that affect development activities. OD, located in
the complementarist paradigm, is not an critique of any particular paradigm, but can be
used to help determine appropriate choice of paradigm. It is difficult to facilitate a
paradigm-shift from an isolationist position and a pluralist position must understand
what happens to organisations. OD’s position can deal with the criticisms of the

dominant ISD paradigms without loosing its appeal with organisations.

Concluding this section, we need to note that the identification of discrete paradigms is
an arbitrary conceptual division of thinking, despite claims made by their proponents.
As Jayaratna (1994), argues “the world is neither soft or hard, it is we that have chosen
to view it as such”, (208). The combination of functionalism and pragmatism in ISD is
deeply embedded in ISD values and therefore difficult to change. The discussion of
paradigms is important for the understanding what requirements are posed on a

plausible OD solution.

1.4 Organisation & IS Development

Understahding organisational issues is important for both OD and IS development.
From our OD perspective, these issues indicate that IS development and organisation
development are comparable activities. Organisational issues are important both in ISD
and OD. While OD deals with them more effectively, ISD practice largely ignores their

importance.

A number of researchers have studied aspects of organisational reality that influence
ISD activities and processes, (Lederer & Nath, 1991; Land et al, 1992a; Willcocks &
Margetts, 1994; Maglitta, 1994; Cannon, 1994). The outcome of this effort is the
appreciation that ISD is not solely a technical process, but quite significantly a social
one, (Hirschheim & Klein, 1992; Myers, 1994; Kling 1980,1982), or social-
organisational one, (Land et al 1992a ), which takes place in an organisational setting,

(Newman & Robey, 1992). Information systems are themselves seen as social systems
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relying on IT for their function, (Land & Hirschheim, 1983). This is important as the
organisation too is a socio-technical system. As such information systems need to be
contingent to very nature of the organisation, (Hedberg & Jonsson, 1978; Markus &
Robey, 1983). The study of organisational issues is a result of the problems evident in
failures and of the types of problems arising during implementations of systems in
organisations, (Wood-Harper & Corder, 1988). The following research areas explore
aspects of the socio-technical nature of IS development and together show how IS

development relates to organisational development:

e Power & Politics

e Conflict

e Culture

e Organisational Structure & Design
¢ Organisational Change

¢ Business Environment

e Technological Changes

¢ Consultant-Client relationship

e Socio-Technical Systems

1.4.1 Power & Politics

The social system provides a number of mediums and resources of development through
which IS development takes place. One such medium is power, (Murray & Willmott,
1992). The recognition of power has drawn attention to the political nature of IS
development, (Davenport et al, 1992; Keen, 1981; Markus, 1983; Markus & Bjorn-
Andersen, 1987; Newman & Rosenberg, 1985; Markus & Pfeffer, 1983; Turner, 1982).
IS development takes place within the context of a political arena where various parties
have vested interests and are willing to influence the outcome of development according
to those interests and the power they maintain. In the organisational context, individuals
and groups may compete for sparse resources or for maintenance of their status, (Bjorn-
Andersen & Hedberg, 1977). In the IS development process, users may resist
development that is seen to threaten their jobs, the status quo or familiar methods of
working, (Hirschheim & Newman, 1988). ISD professionals may exercise power over

users during development, (Markus & Bjorn-Andersen, 1987). Information itself also
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has and helps sustain power. Davenport et al (1992), argue that information is an
organisational “currency” which can be exchanged in order to maximize the welfare of
individuals or groups. Understanding power and politics is essential to successful
development. Many failures of ISs can be seen in terms of political failure, for example
when adequate top management support is not secured, (Newman & Rosenberg, 1985).
While power and politics may influence an IS development effort, IS development itself
may introduce changes to the management power structure, (Bjorn-Andersen &
Pedersen, 1980). This shows the systemic nature of IS development and the recursive
relationship between the social and technical system. It is interesting to note that power
and politics are not unique to ISD, but originate in the organisational theory literature.
Any activity that develops the organisation has the potential of disrupting the political

environment. Power and politics show that IS development is such an activity.

1.4.2 Conflict

Related to the above issues is the phenomenon of conflict which is endemic of most
social activities. IS development is open to conflict arising as diverse individuals have to
work together to solve complex design problems and take important decisions under
time and resource constraints, (Robey & Farrow, 1989; Newman & Noble, 1990).
Conflict, however, should not be always resolved. At the appropriate levels constructive
conflict may stimulate creativity and problem solving. On the other hand, destructive
conflict prevents individuals and groups from accomplishing any work by reducing co-
operation and team-work, (Robey & Farrow, 1982). Conflict also shows that IS
development may introduce constructive or destructive conflict that may have wider
implications for the organisation’s effectiveness which, as we saw, has further

implications for IS failure.

1.4.3 Culture

The Culture of an organisation is also another important medium of development. A
computerized information system may challenge cultural norms by being perceived as
de-skilling expert users and in some cases threatening professional cultures within the
organisation, (De Salabert & Newman, 1995). This shows that ISD and information

systems are not free from symbolic value and have to be culturally compatible with the

21



organisation. However, the ISD paradigm ignores the medium of culture. Cultural
diagnostic information needs to be acquired through traditional information
requirements determination activities, (Leifer et al, 1994). Leifer terms this as “deep
structure” information, which includes values, norms, beliefs, value-judgments and
theories-in-use. Traditional methodologies are not designed to elicit the class of
information revealed by exploring deep structure. This important in ISD as users may
reject a system that does not take into account the unobtrusive aspects of the
organisation by focusing only on the expressed and formal rules and procedures.
Culture is also important when facilitating organisational reengineering through IT
implementations, Cooper (1994). Change can be inhibited by organisational inertia
rooted in cultural conflict. IT implementations need to take into account cultural issues
to adapt IT implementations and avoid failure.

Cultural issues bring forward the realization that there is another deeper level of issues
of importance. These issues require a more facilitative, group based, and loosely
structured approach which would allow flexibility and discovery. Leifer (1994) proposes
a technique called focus group which has its origins in group therapy methods. This

technique stems also from organisational theory and is within OD’s expertise.

1.4.4 Organisational Structure & Design

The impact technology has on the organisation has been first acknowledged in ISD
research and theory mostly through Leavitt’s (1965) diamond model. Through this
systems model technology interrelates with tasks, people and structure. Organisational

structure may be changed in response to IT-related change and vice versa.
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Figure 1.1: Leavitt’s Interacting Variables Model

Task
People Technology
Structure
e People management and workforce

e Technology i tools and techniques used in pursuit of the task
e Structure pattern of authority, responsibility, communications and workflow
o Task the reason for the organisation’s existence

¢ One variable can be changed deliberately in order to bring
about desired changes in the other variables.

¢ Changes to one variable may lead to unanticipated and
undesirable changes in the other variables.

This model highlights the link between IT/ISD and the organisation. It puts forward the
argument that IT-related change cannot happen in isolation and can introduce change to
the rest of the organisational elements, the people, the organisational structure and the
nature of the tasks undertaken. Organisations take advantage of the ability to restructure
through the power of electronic integration that is possible by IT, (Benjamin & Scott
Morton, 1988). IT-related change can have implications for the very form the
organisation takes. IT has enabled completely new organisational designs, (Lucas &
Baroudi, 1994). Advanced IT is also expected to change or set new criteria for
determining the effectiveness of organisational information systems, (Huber, 1982), and
put pressure on IT executives to learn change management skills, (Benjamin & Blunt,
1992). Despite its impact, we need to note that IT and IS do not universally cause
structural change in every organisation, (Robey, 1981)-. When they do their impact is
usually consistent with a wider organisational effort. For example, the main vehicle to
facilitate changes to organisations recently has been Business Process Reengineering

which values innovation and transformation of ineffective organisational, (rather than
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IT), processes, (Hammer, 1990; Davenport & Stoddard, 1994; Davenport & Short,
1990; Davenport, 1993). It is also possible for effective information systems to achieve
a fit with the organisational context, (Markus, & Robey, 1983). However, such is a fit is
also necessary in some cases to achieve increased competitive advantage that transforms
they way a firm operates in its market, (McFarlan, 1984).

So far we see a number of organisational aspects affected by IS development and we see
the disruptive potential it has on the organisation at a number of levels: power, the
political afena, conflict, culture, structure and organisational design. These areas are
essential in all forms of organisational development and consulting. In all of them ISD

exhibits weaknesses that an OD viewpoint could eliminate.

1.4.5 Organisational Change

For a number of theorists and researchers IT and ISD-related change is considered a
special case of organisational change, (Eason, 1988; Alter & Ginzberg, 1978;
Hirschheim & Newman, 1988; Keen, 1981; Lederer & Nath, 1991). Social change is
seen introduced to an organisation as a result of technical change, (Robey & Farrow,
1982). This is quite important as the particular social system on the whole may not be
prepared for the system-wide ramifications of IS change. In some cases information
systems have delayed necessary organisational changes, (Hedberg & Jonsson, 1978). As
Keen (1981) argues, many technically successful information systems are actually
organisational failures. For the author, organisations are not as rational as they appear to
be or considered by ISD professionals and their methodologies. Organisations are
political arenas where negotiations, rules of thumb and “muddling through” are
exhibited. Managerial decision making processes are multifaceted, emotive,
conservative and only partially cognitive. Human information processing is simple,
experiential and non-analytic. Furthermore, information and data are for many
organisations a central political resource around which conflict of interests occur.
Dramatic change will be avoided in favour of incremental, facilitative and remedial
decision making processes. ISD assumptions about change may come into direct
contrast with organisational values about change. The above picture renders ISD an

intensely political process which needs to be examined in terms of organisational
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change. Social inertia, resistance and counter-implementation can be expected and must

be managed by the ISD process.

Current ISD approaches have an indeterminate position towards managing
organisational change. Even evolutionary methods pay no special attention to
organisational change. Resistance to IS development may be heightened because they
value high user involvement while largely ignoring organisational change issues.
Without the appropriate consideration of organisational change issues, user involvement
is not always beneficial or even appropriate, (Newman, 1989). From OD’s perspective,
it is fundamentally important to assess the readiness of change of the particular
organisation or social system before engaging into disruptive development activities.
Resistance to cHange, from a system that is not ready, is seen in ISD as irrational
behaviour, (Hirschheim & Klein, 1992), but is important diagnostic information which

OD always pursues, (Cummings & Huse, 1989).

Overall ofganisational change is an important area in ISD because it provides a link
between all the organisational issues discussed so far. Change may initiated for a
number of reasons: power structure, cultural norms or the organisation’s design. Change
is a systemic concept as the organisation is a system itself. As such organisational
change is systems change. In OD this is a fundamental principle which separates it from
other forms of organisational consulting. Organisational change is at the heart of OD
and future expectations for ISD call IT management to understand more of it, (Benjamin
& Blunt, 1992). Through OD, IS development can understand organisational change and

thus effectively explore organisational issues.

1.4.6 Business Environment

The business environment within which organisations operate is in continuous flux and
transformation. New forms of organisation and new collaborative agreements emerge
putting pressures on ISD. The current competitive environment demands organisations
to respond immediately and on a global scale. ISD will be required to deliver in a much
shorter scale, much more effective systems that will make the difference for an

organisation. Long development periods are becoming less and less acceptable as the
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business environment changes faster than before. RAD methods have emerged to deal

with this situation. IT will become a strategic competitive advantage:

“The new challenge is to harness IT to tap the core competencies of the
corporation, creating new information and knowledge... If firms can build
similar platforms and access the same data, the competitive advantage
related to IT can only come from cognitive and organisational capabilities
for converting such data into practical knowledge for action.”, Ciborra
(1992:289).

This quote shows that IT and ISD will not simply be technical installations of systems.
For an IT-based competitive advantage, the development of systems will have to be
closer to the organisation’s core capabilities. The complexity of the business |
environment shows the importance of the organisation as the focus for understanding
requirements posed on ISD. New ways of developing systems will be needed in the

future as traditional methodologies are unable to get close to the organisation.

One such attempt is BPR which has provided a specific context of IT development
within the organisation. BRP provides organisations with a business road-map to IT. It
has managed to place IT in a suitable business-organisational “wrapping” that makes it
very popular to organisations. However, due to its panacea status and its rather
simplistic theoretical framework, it has recently run into some difficulty, (Mumford,
1994; Davenport & Stoddard, 1994; Cafasso, 1993; Moad, 1994). As with any solution,
we feel the key issue is that IT/ISD within BPR must be:

“..used for the right reasons: to increase flexibility, to improve

communication, and to integrate different functions and organisations. It is

deployed to provide specific capabilities, not just because it exists. But skills

like process analysis and teamwork seemed more critical for the design and

implementation of radically different business processes than the power of
. information technology itself.”, (Dixon et al, 1994:105)

We note the importance of approaches providing a business-organisation context to IS
development. OD can be utilised to provide such context as it is already responding to
changes by offering to organisations development processes that suit challenges from

the business environment.

1.4.7 Technological Changes
Improvements in technology have resulted in hiding the structural complexity of

information systems. As technical expertise is encapsulated in technological solutions,
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the interactional complexity of human activity systems is exposed. When technological
solutions were structurally complex, end-users had limited ways of interacting with the
systems themselves or with other users. Improved technology causes an “interactions
explosion” by offering new mediums of interaction for systems and people. We need
only to think of e-mail, the Internet / Intranet, Groupware, Virtual Reality Systems and
Expert Systems. While the user is still unable to intervene into the structure of the
system, he can change the behaviour of the system by interacting with it. Technological
improvements bring the end-user closer to the information system.

For these kinds of new systems the use of incremental socio-technical, participatory and
collaborative methods are most appropriate, (Grudin, 1994), rather than traditional
methodologies. Already tools like desktop RDBMSs, data warehouses, visual query tools,
4GLs, and Internet Browsers allow users to interact with system design using tools
which encapsulate complex services and functionality. Along with changes in the
business environment, technological improvements bring IT and ISD even closer to the
core of the organisation and its development. Technical expertise will become a
background activity and facilitation and collaboration will become key activities. OD is

such a collaborative approach that can provide facilitation in group situations.

1.4.8 Consultant-Client Relationship

A growing argument calls for consultants to improve their relationship to their clients by
addressing issues of power and control, (De Bradander & Thiers, 1984; Markus &
Bjorn-Andersen, 1987; Williamson, 1993), organisational change (Lederer & Nath,
1991), improving communication (Murray & Willmott, 1991; Shand, 1994), by sharing
knowledge and expertise, and by being jointly involved in the development process
(Boland 1978; Murray & Willmott, 1991). From the client side, involvement of
management in the relationship is important. Management problems involve lack of IT-
knowledge, (Boynton et al, 1994), misunderstanding IT and its strategic significance,
(Geisler, 1994), failure to involve the organisation, (Adriaans, 1993), and failure to link
IT plans With business plans, (Wood & Houle, 1991; Lederer et al, 1991).

The existence of the client-consultant relationship requires effective management and

interpersonal skills. Through this relationship the consultant can minimise his disruption
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into the client system and deal with organisational issues. OD’s strength lies in

recognising process issues and managing the dynamics of working relationships.

1.4.9 Socio-Technical Systems

Socio-technical design methodologies recognize explicitly the nature of organisational
systems as socio-technical systems, (Mumford, 1981;1983; Mumford & Hensal, 1983).
They have originated in research showing that when a technical system is created at the
expense of the social system results will be sub-optimal, (Mumford, 1994). This means
that the optimization of technology is dependent on the optimization of the social
system. Improved quality of work life and enhanced job satisfaction must be a major
objective of the systems design, along with consideration for technical excellence.

Mumford (1983) defines a socio-technical approach as:

“one which recognises the interaction of technology and people and
produces work systems which are both technically efficient and have social
characteristics which lead to high job satisfaction.”, (10).

The main delivery vehicle for socio-technical approaches is participation. IS
development is seen as a change process and as such conflicts of interest will arise
between the involved actors. Success is ensured through a process of negotiation
between affected and interested parties. Participation allows issues to be brought in the
open and facilitates the process of negotiation. Interestingly socio-technical systems and
participation are found in OD where they are applied in work design with a particular
focus on self-regulating work groups, (Cummings, 1975; 1978; Pearce & Ravlin, 1987,
Zobrist & Enggist, 1984).

1.5 Conclusions

We have examined the situation that confronts IS development at a number of levels and
we have formulated a number of observations about the nature of ISD, the roots of its
ineffectiveness. Adopting an OD perspective has allowed us to define organisational
failure leading to IS failure and the plausibility of OD as an approach that can contribute

towards effective IS development.

ISD is a complex, socio-technical processes in which the organisation plays an

important role. Organisational issues show that IS development is a form of
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organisational development as it directly impacts organisational functioning. ISD
paradigms help us explore the requirements for change that a new solution may have to

take into account.

Traditionally ISD has been carried out in isolation of the client environment. However,
the complexity of ISD as an organisational activity proves that ISD is not confronted
with isolated technical problems, but with a problematic situation. This includes a
number of problems: organisational, social, technical, interactional, at different levels:
task, process, personal, group, a variety of stakeholders: groups, management, users, a
variety of influencing factors: other systems, procedures, cultures and a variety of
contexts: organisational, business, change, ISD process, intervention. Current ISD does
not generate enough meaningful data about the problematic situation at the different

levels, threatening even technical solutions.

In conclusion the following points can be made towards a problem definition:

e Organisational Efficacy is taken for granted

IS development is not seen as an organisational activity and as a result it is assumed that
the organisation is a-priori in a position to assist in the development of the IS it has
commissioned. The organisation’s capacity to develop systems is not examined, which
involves not only necessary resources, skills and competencies, but an assessment of the
organisation’s competence in developing systems in general —not just information
systems. In cases of Organisational failure, like LAS, any systems development would

have experienced problems and ultimately failure.

e Lack of Organisational Systems Focus

ISD professionals and ISD methodologies focus on the role of an outsider invited to
deliver a system. This “delivery metaphor” moves attention away from the development
of systems which organisations develop to achieve their goals. The consultant is
expected to deliver a ‘product’, an isolated ‘system’, not transformational and

developmental capacity.
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e Problematic Situation Ignored

We see that IS development occurs in a issue-rich situation where various interrelated
problems exist at different levels. The analyst is confronted not with a single ISD
problem, but with a multitude of problems: an organisational change problem, an
attitude change problem, a motivational problem, a communication problem, a planning
problem, a consultant-client relationship problem, which may require prior or

concurrent solution.

e No Intervention Assumption

Organisations do not develop ISs as part of their normal everyday business. The
systemic nature of the problematic situation and organisation indicates that ISD can
have a disruptive effect that neither management or developers recognize. The

assumption is that IS development is not an intervention that can cause organisational

change —positive or negative.

e Dominant Paradigms

The Functionalist and Pragmatist paradigms form a cycle and both dominate the practice
of IS development. This cycle lies at the basis of the field’s ineffectiveness, Their
strength of domination is due to the fact they guide and organise ways of working that

are favourable to organisations. Any paradigm-shift must be able to address such

dominance.
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2 - ORGANISATION DEVELOPMENT

2.1 Introduction

From the preceding review, IS development and organisation development emerge as
comparable exercises. In this chapter, we examine how OD deals with systems
development in order to advance our argument for the plausibility of an OD-informed

ISD perspective.

OD itself is undergoing significant change in almost every aspect, (Katz, & Marshak,
1995). The field’s literature reflects this dynamism fhrough a diversity of views
surrounding the field’s past, present and future. We explore the nature and character of

the field and assess its potential as a paradigm of thinking in IS development.

2.2 Definition of OD

In essence OD aims to create productive work places characterized by dignity and
meaning, (Sorensen, 1993; Weisboard, 1987). Our working definition shows how this is

achieved:

“In the behavioural science, and perhaps ideal, sense of the term,
organisation development is a top-management-supported, long range effort
to improve an organisation’s problem solving and renewal processes,
particularly through a more effective and collaborative diagnosis and
management of organisational culture —with special emphasis on formal
work team, temporary team, and intergroup culture— with the assistance of
a consultant-facilitator and the use of the theory and technology of applied
behavioural science, including action research”, (French & Bell, 1990:17).

Departing from this view of OD there are a number of points that make the field unique
and relevant to IS development. OD is a generic change methodology which uses
behavioural science knowledge for diagnosing problems, increasing readiness to change,
managing culture and planning remedial interventions to change norms and reeducate
the client-system, (Beckhard, 1969; Eubanks et al, 1990; Fagenson & Burke, 1990a;
French & Bell, 1990). IS development has been seen as a special case of organisational
change, (Keen, 1981; Lederer & Nath, 1991). Additionally, IT-related change and
change in the business environment extensively influence IS development. Therefore

OD can facilitate a sophisticated approach towards change issues in ISD. For example in
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OD, every change effort is seen as affecting the whole organisation or the total system
—change in any sub-system results to system-wide change. ISD too has the same
potential, but it’s focus is on the immediate information system under development.
What ISD lacks is understanding the organisation in terms of a system which is
developed through the development of systems: information or not, computerized or

manual.

Systems thinking is considered as one of the foundations of OD, (French & Bell, 1990)
and is extensively used in OD programmes, (Raia & Marguilies, 1985). Often an OD
program may start from one point in the organisation and end up in bringing about
change in another. As such OD is a systemic approach. The consultant enters the client-
system, establishes relationships with organisational members and becomes part of the
problematic situation. Due to this fact, OD is a collaborative methodology. Client and
consultant establish a relationship which supports joint problem solving and joint action
taking activities, (French & Bell, 1990). Participation and empowerement on a broad
and deep basis throughout the organisation are fundamental OD strategies. In ISD
however, apart from methodologies stemming from the non-dominant paradigms, (SSM,
Ethics), ISD practice in general is not systemic or collaborative. It is quite common for
the ISD consultants to develop information systems in isolation of the client.
Participation and empowerement are not considered at all. However, as in OD systemic
change is at the basis of its approach, these strategies are important in ensuring lasting
change. In ISD a common type of failure is interaction failure where users do not want
to use the system developed. Often development faces resistance by organisational

members and users. OD could help eliminate this type of failure.

Related to change, OD is a dynamic process for changing dynamic systems. The
organisation cannot be frozen at any point in time for an adequate and thorough
evaluation of its state. It is a dynamic system which is constantly undergoing change and
transformation. Change needs to be managed and positive behaviour and improvement
reinforced while people and systems carry out their everyday tasks, (French & Bell,
1990). This focus is certainly lacking from ISD which operates largely under the fixed
point theorem —a point in time where agreement is reached by everyone involved in
ISD, (Gardner et al 1995). Alternative approaches, like Soft Systems, Ethics and
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Evolutionary development, as well as the recognition of power and politics have
challenged this assumption. Dominant paradigms assume that IS requirements can be
frozen and can provide the basis for systems development. Even when structured or
pragmatic development are appropriate, an OD perspective can introduce an
appreciation of the on-going nature of organisational activities. For the ISD consultant
this is important for the management of the intervention process. Any form of
development intervenes into an ongoing system of relationships, comes between pedple
and groups for the purpose of helping them, (Argyris, 1970). In OD the process of
intervention is as important as the content of intervention. Process has the potential of

interfering in the delivery of content.

As a meta-methodology OD is open and pluralistic, providing access and guidance for
using a range of theories, techniques and tools for understanding and bringing about
change, (Edmonstone & Havergal, 1995). This has allowed the field to continuously
remain relevant and follow changes in organisations. IS development on the contrary
struggles to expand its conceptual boundaries and as we have seen many valid
alternative paradigms are not taken up in practice. OD could help ISD open up to other

disciplines and approaches.

OD is also an action oriented, data-based approach where action forms a continuous
cycle with data collection. Action may also generate data about the client-system itself
and the areas of concern. IS development may appear too as action oriented and based
on data, however its focus is on the informétion system. From an OD perspective a
number of related areas could become the focus for data collection and action —like

culture, (Leifer et al, 1994).

An important discipline in OD is Applied Behavioural Science which provided the basis
from which OD emerged as a scientific and practical field, (Eubanks, et al, 1990;
Fagenson & Burke, 1990a). Behavioural Science is also important in ISD as it can
provide sensitivity to “people” issues and the appropriate tools for understanding the

complexity of human actors and their interactions.

OD values reflection on process. Assumptions, values, metaphors, theories,
interventions, actions are rigorously examined, (Alderfer, 1977). The aim is to elicit the
double loop learning that leads to meaningful improvement of beliefs, skills and

practices. The field itself is also scrutinized by its own members who ask continuously
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questions such as where is the field going, what can be done better, what do clients want
from OD, and how can OD be improved. In ISD such a discussion is lacking and it is
only ISD theorists and researchers that have raised an argument for change in the field.
Irrespective of the overall argument for OD’s suitability, reflection on process is

desperately needed if ISD is to be transformed.

OD’s strehgth lies in its evolutionary-collaborative and change focused problem solving
intervention which utilizes a vast array of theories, models, techniques and tools. This
array continuously feeds from practice and theoretical developments, and includes
contributions from a number of disciplines: organisational theory, behavioural sciences,

- psychology, psychoanalysis, systems theory, physics (chaos theory) and philosophy —in
short all disciplines that can contribute to the study of complex human arrangements and

activities.

2.3 The OD Approach

2.3.1 OD Values

OD values evolve around two sets: Humanistic and Organisational Effectiveness values.
While these values appear to be contradictory or exclusive in OD they exist in balance
with each other. To understand how, we explore how these values sets have emerged in

the field.

In the early days, the founders of the field instilled into OD humanistic values involving
democracy, human well being and openness. These can be seen in terms of
emancipation as they aim to free organisational members from the autocratic-Tayloristic
work environments which lacked dignity and meaning. This gave OD an idealistic
overtone and narrow focus, (Mastenbroek, 1993), that was enhanced by post-war
growth and stability in the business environment. Early OD can be also thought as
essentialist for not viewing other alternatives, (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992), as its main
technology focused on small group development, (Sorensen, 1993), and process
interventions, (Nielsen et al, 1992). In those early days the field was able to impress
clients with its novel approach as OD enjoyed the status of a panacea convincing
management it could be used to “cure most organisational ills”, (Gill & Whittle, 1993).

This is consistent with Critical Theory’s grandiose aims for transforming not only
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organisations but society as well, (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992). In fact this interest is
still expressed through “Big OD” which involves system-wide change with second
order transformations of organisational strategy, structure, with no beginning and no
end, (Woodman, 1993). Michaels (1993) too identifies the “groupists” camp who prefer
dealing with culture change, large systems change, quality initiatives and complex
systems. In these viewpoints change is always large-scale, all-encompassing and never
ending —overcoming emancipation’s danger of replacing one dogma with another one,

(Alvesson & Willmott, 1992).

With the changes in the business environment occurring in the 1980°s such idealism
was seriously challenged, (Sanzgiri & Gotlieb, 1992; Fagenson & Burke, 1990a).
Organisations would only use OD to improve their productivity and profitability. As
Nielsen et al (1992) argue, while OD implied top-down and organisation-wide change,
very few organisations implemented efforts that in fact achieved such “lofty goals”.
Practice showed that few organisations have actually fully completed or were engaged
in system wide OD programmes like Grid OD, Likert System 4 and Socio-technical
approaches. This situation introduced organisational effectiveness values in the field
which emphasised productivity, efficiency and bottom-line results, (Van Eynde et al
1992). These were pursued at the expense of humanistic values, but not however in an

exclusive manner.

The change in values shows that OD was forced to depart from Critical Theory’s ideal
all encompassing form towards Alvesson & Willmott’s (1992) “compromised” version,
which nevertheless takes into account criticism of the theory and the particularities of
human and organisational complexity. Through the attack led by organisational
effectiveness concerns on OD’s humanistic values, OD’s expression of critical theory
has followed this position towards micro-emancipation. OD is no longer a panacea, it is
open and pluralistic examining a range of alternative interventions and theories. OD’s
understanding of change in organisations has shifted to include smaller scale projects,
as many organisations experience the flow of change which requires incremental and
focused interventions, rather than top-down, system-wide transformations, (Kobrak,
1993; Katz & Marshak, 1995; Kyle, 1993). In Alvesson & Willmott’s (1992) terms, this

shift represents micro-emancipation:
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“...in which attention is focused on concrete activities, forms, and
techniques that offer themselves not only as means of control, but also as
objects and facilitators of resistance and, thus, as vehicles of liberation. In
this formulation, processes of emancipation are understood to be uncertain,
contradictory, ambiguous, and precarious. Where power techniques are in
operation “loop-holes” can be found”, (ibid:446).

Micro-emancipation operates within such loop-holes in managerial and organisational
control emphasizing emancipatory action which is “less visible and less grandiose”. OD
operates in this mode and there are arguments that it always has, as most interventions
did not start from the top nor did they cascade downwards to change behaviour on the
part of the leadership structure, but were confined to risk-taking managers’ limited areas
of control, (Nielsen et al, 1992). This mode is also reflected in OD’s political pacifism.
OD aims to understand power and politics in order to maximize the effectiveness of
intervention, (Kumar & Thibodeaux, 1990), rather than use any means to achieve

intervention goals suggested by political activism.

The current and future business environment requires the integration of both value sets
which appear contradictory. As Alvesson & Willmott (1992) note there are certain costs
in “loss of gross productive capacities” by achieving emancipation. For example, a
Japanese worker freed from the “work-to-death” ethic (Karoshi), may work less, take
more holiday and even sabotage production. As the authors note, a critical questioning
of beliefs and values may lead to loss of identity and alienation from a person’s tradition
forming his subjectivity. While a work-to-death ethic is an extreme position so is full
and never-ending emancipation. In OD the two, apparently contradictory, value sets help
resolve the contradiction and ensure appropriate balance between the two extreme
positions and of appropriate choice of action. In Golembiewski’s (1993) terms, this
interplay between the two value sets serves the purpose of “curbing exuberance” and
guiding choice making. In Alvesson & Willmott’s (1992) terms, emancipation cannot be
considered without the wider context of social relations and alternative ends. There is a
danger in leaving the “social totality unexamined, taken for granted, or undisturbed”.
This has been noted in OD practice, which Woodman (1993) calls “small OD” focusing
on piece-meal intervention carried out in isolation and with no congruent link to strategy
and goals. These micro-interventions become ends in themselves and can be purchased
from a “supermarket of metaphors”, Reed (1990). Additionally, in Habermas’ (1972)

terms the dialectic between the two value sets can be contrasted with the dialectic
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between work and interaction. As in OD, the latter is characterized by awareness of the
wider context which is used to make choices between alternative courses of action —

either work-oriented or interaction-oriented.

From OD’s perspective, organisations require help with market survival,
transformational interventions and multicultural integration, issues which require both
value sets, (Marguilies & Raia, 1990). The integration is already taking place, (Clement,
1992; Kobrak, 1993; Woodman, 1993), maintaining the core values, (Sorensen, 1993),
while dealing increasingly with task issues and organisational effectiveness, (Van
Eynde et al 1990; 1992). Some inconsistency noted in the field has been attributed to a
discrepancy between particular practitioners’ espoused and actual values, (Raia &
Marguiles, 1985; Brown-Hinckley, 1989). In the future OD values will require an
explicit statement, (Sanzgiri & Gotlieb, 1992), and will need to satisfy many diverse

values at different levels, (Van Eynde et al 1992).

In IS development there has been an argument for realizing emancipatory principles in
ISD, (Avison et al, 1993; Lyytinen & Klein, 1985), and in ISD methodologies,
(Hirschheim & Klein, 1994). However, these emancipatory claims do not escape from
intellectualism and essentialist tendencies, (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992). As such these
arguments may have difficulties being accepted in organisations pursuing effectiveness
interests as well. Similarly to OD, Total Systems Intervention has recognised the need
for complementarism, (Flood & Jackson, 1991a). ISD could benefit from a more modest
emancipatory framework that would allow the development of richer complementarist

meta-methodologies.

2.3.2 OD philosophy

For Schein OD “is a philosophy of how you do things, not a technology of what you
do”, (Luthans, 1989). He along with others, (French & Bell, 1990; Armstrong, 1993a;
Woodman, 1993), warn of the danger of emphasizing techniques and interventions at
the expense of process. Unavoidably some in the field are using OD to provide a front
cover for their own consultancy practices. Others too have used process interventions as

ends rather than means, (Woodman, 1993). In any case, OD should not be judged by the
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content of the intervention, i.e. the specific technology used, but it should be verified in
terms of the existence of a key process reflecting the OD philosophy. For some, this
philosophy may be elusive as: “OD is dead in that it has dissipated into society so much
that it no longer has meaning as OD”, (Michaels, 1993). This indicates that OD may
have been successful enough to be accepted in society yet may have failed to stay
“alive” by identifying new ways to change and working towards making them
“mainstream discussions”, (Michaels, 1993). However, Sorensen argues that OD has
become more acceptable and popular to management evolving through “macro

orientations”:

Sorensen (1993) Hanson & Lubin (1995)
e Organisational Culture e Organisational Behaviour (OB)
e Organisational Transformation e Organisational Effectiveness
e Employee Involvement e  Quality Circles (QC)
e Sociotechnical Systems (STS) e Total Quality Improvement (TQI) |
e Total Quality Management (TQM)
Organisational Learning (OL)

While this list seems surprising Woodman (1993) argues:

“Bizarre as it seems to some of us, one can actually find people who believe
that these improvement strategies have nothing to do with OD.” and “OD
ought to own these terms, since they embody what the field has always been
about.”, (73).

Michaels (1993) makes the case for Chaos theory and toasts to the “death” of OD. In the
light of Schein’s statement we realize that OD will be dead for all those deciding to
pursue a single favourite technological panacea. As Anderson et al, (1995) put it: “OD is
only dead for those who can’t or won’t move with it”. Thus OD may be barely alive for
Mastenbroek (1993) who has put forward his own intervention theory. Surprisingly, he
still finds it useful to keep OD’s process orientation and OD’s arsenal of interventions.
What he proposes keeping seems as largely OD itself: a process orientation or #ow you
do things, and an arsenal of OD interventions which result from the pluralistic and
complementary nature of the OD paradigm. If anything is indeed “dead” in OD is the
field’s “infancy”. As Head (1993) argues, OD has grown into a more mature paradigm:
it is no longer a technology or even an art, it is a science. Despite its maturity, OD’s
philosophical basis remains unaffected. OD as a philosophy can encompass new

technologies providing the context of their appropriate use. As Hanson & Lubin (1995)
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argue, OD becomes “similar” to other approaches if the situation requires it or as Larsen
(1993) characteristically puts it, OD takes “colour from situational factors”. What this
shows is that OD may utilize a certain technology which is appropriate to a particular
situation, but does not fade away when the content changes, and so it can still be

identified as OD. As the authors further illustrate in the case of Strategic Planning (SP):

“If an OD consultant suggests SP to the client, then SP is an OD
intervention. If there is no OD consultant or program involved, then SP is
not an OD intervention...The setting up, design, and work through (of SP) is
an important learning process itself, and how these activities are done is as
important as the content of the activities themselves.”, (Hanson & Lubin,
1995:62).

In this case OD philosophy guides the content activity rendering the SP program an OD
program. Through this property OD evolves as a field even when new technologies are
discovered. This also allows the proliferation of new techniques, interventions and
concepts that still flood the field. OD philosophical stance still views every problematic
situation as unique where no pre-determined solutions should be introduced. As Levin

& Gottlieb (1993) note:

“The OD field has recognised that not all approaches for improvement are
equally effective with all client systems at all points in time. This core belief
has been a distinguishing feature of OD work”, (302).

OD practitioners, match interventions to diagnosed problems and utilize a combination
of approaches to resolve problems, (Case et al, 1990). This exhibits the dynamic and
open-minded nature of the OD approach which deals with change, (Armstrong, 1993a).
OD will continue to inspire new developments as “The work that OD consultants are
asked to become involved with today is so varied that few practitioners have designs of
the shelf to cover them.”, (Van Eynde & Bledsoe, 1990), without ever producing a

singular-universal OD approach:

“...the holy Grail of OD will never be found, and for the very best reason.
Simply, it does not exist. The dominant view of OD praxis should feature a
growing aggregation, not a newly-revealed singleton —an expanding
network of theory and experience, a building-upon that retains the proven
foundations but only to build above and beyond them.”, (Golembiewski,
1993:20).

The above properties of OD have important implications for IS development. In the ISD
field the effort is to discover the “holy grail”, the single technology or methodology that
encompasses everything needed to develop information systems. This has proven to be a

futile exercise as the requirements for technology and methodology continuously
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change. OD shows that a more effective strategy is to focus on ensuring an appropriate
process-philosophy that would allow new appropriate technologies to be utilised as they
emerge. In certain cases existing prescriptions are inappropriate, in which case the
philosophy guides the practitioner. Another implication is that the OD perspective can
be incorporated in the ISD paradigm without conflict as ISD can be used under the OD

frame as another macro orientation. In this case ISD could “take colour” from OD.

The model that is the best expression of the OD approach is Action Research, (Figure
2.1, pg.40), proposed initially by Lewin (1952) and refined by others (Frohman et al,
1976; Susman & Evered, 1978).

Figure 2.1: Action Research
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Action research is an jterative, collaborative, data based approach that aims at achieving
increased understanding of a situation and improving the client problem-solving skills,

(Hult & Lennung, 1980).

“Action Research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people
in an immediate problematic situation and to the goals of social science by
joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework”,
(Rapoport, 1970:499).

Action research is considered the “cornerstone of OD practice”, (Bushe, 1995), “at the
heart of the open and pluralistic OD world-view”, (Edmonstone & Havergal, 1995), and
“the primary methodology for the practice of OD”, (Van Eynde & Bledsoe, 1990). OD
itself has been described as the fruit of action research: “...a philosophy of how to be
helpful to client systems by working with them to understand what is going on and how
to help change happen.”, (Coghlan, 1994). Lewin’s intention was for an approach that
would guide solutions to social problems while simultaneously providing knowledge

and understanding of social phenomena, or more elaborately, that would be:

“...simultaneously concerned with producing empirically disconfirmable
propositions that could be organised in a theory for use in everyday life”,
(Argyris, 1983:115).

However, change models founded on the tenets of Action Research have focused more
on planned change, (Cummings & Huse, 1989). French & Bell (1990) and earlier
Shepard (1960), supported the idea that action research is at the same time: a process, a
practitioner’s tool and an approach to planned change. Bryant (1979) notes action
research’s commitment to finding and implementing solutions to problems. Sherwood
(1976) emphasizes the action-oriented or rather action-forcing nature of action research
that contributes to the capacity of an organisation to learn and develbp.

Action research may be Participant, when activities are carried out collaboratively
between client and consultant, and Experimental, where client and consultant
collaborate to discover the best action technique, (French & Bell, 1990). The
experimental model, although harder to implement, is at the very heart of OD practice
since interventions that are found to be successful are added to the repertoire of the
practitioner and unsuccessful ones are dropped.

The elements found in action research are also found in most OD models of change:
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Model Frohman ; Clark : Sushman : Tranfield ;| Lippit Lewin
Elements & Evered i & Smith
Scouting X X
Entry X X X X Unfreezing
Data Collection X X
Data Feedback X X
Diagnosis X X X X X
Action Planning X X X X X Moving
Action Taking X X X X X
Reinforcement X X Refreezing
Evaluation X X X X X
Withdrawal X
.

Lewin’s (1952), model is a higher level view of the classical OD models of change.
Unfreezing for example can be seen as covering gaining entry, data collection and
diagnosis. Underlying this model, and by extension the OD models above, are several

assumptions, (Schein, 1980):

(a) Any change process involves unlearning something as well as learning new
things and behaviours,

(b) No change occurs without motivation to change and that can be difficult to
introduce,

(¢) - Organisational change is mediated through individual changes in key
members,

(d) Change may involve changing attitudes, values and self-images which can
be initially inherently painful and threatening,

(e) Change is a multi-stage cycle and all stages need to be negotiated before

stable change can take place.

Underlying action research and the models of change is an analytical process based on
the sub-processes of diagnosis, choice and application, which form an iterative cycle.
Lippit et al (1976), term this process an “analytic framework” and a “descriptive-
analytic theory” that the OD practitioner adopts to arrange and interpret information
about the organisation and choose interventions into the client system. Frohman et al
(1976), argue that it is important for the practitioner to understand such framework and

communicate its elements, values and assumptions to the client. The process relies on
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various conceptual constructs which are examined in terms of metaphors, (Morgan,

1986).

e Diagnosis

Diagnosis is the process by which metaphors, conceptual frameworks and diagnostic
models are used to read a problematic situation. They guide the analyst by indicating
where to look, what to look for and Aow to look for diagnostic data. OD relies on
diagnostic information about the client system itself, its processes, its culture and its

functioning, (French & Bell, 1990; Cummings & Huse, 1989).

o Choice

The choice of an appropriate construct from a range of alternative options is a diagnostic
process itself. The consultant conceptually positions the various options available within
his personal conceptual classification schema. Such schema is maintained through
experimental action research. Useful metaphors are kept and metaphors that failed
repeatedly to produce improvements are dropped. This even applies to technical

methods, techniques and tools.

e Action

Injunction is metaphor’s ability to command action as a natural consequence of its use,
(Morgan, 1986). This action can take two forms: gaining understanding and guiding
praxis. The analytical cycle continues with further diagnosis aimed to evaluate the

effectiveness of action.

Analysis moves from the conceptual level to gradually provide access to the practical
level were specific actions are taken to improve a situation of concern. The arbitrary
nature of dividing the three processes is evident. Indeed, diagnosis can be carried out to
discover the strengths and limitations of metaphors, but also a metaphor can be used in

diagnosis. Application of a metaphor can influence subsequent metaphorical choices.

Action research has been noted in the ISD literature, (Warmington, 1980), it has been

used by some theorists in their effort to develop and refine methodologies, (Checkland,
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1981; Wood-Harper et al, 1985; Avison & Fitzgerald, 1988), and has been suggested as
a useful research approach, (Wood-Harper, 1984), for the study of the application of IT,
(Keen, 1987). However, action research as a model of change in complex group
situations is largely ignored in mainstream ISD practice and research. If we accept the
growing evidence, presented earlier, that ISD is a form of organisational change moving
into group-based development through RAD, then action research emerges an extremely
useful approach. However, outside the OD perspective action research looses its
analytical character which is relies on the processes of diagnosis and choice. Direct use

in ISD runs the danger of using the approach as another prescription.

2.3.3 OD Interventions

Interventions are sets of activities intended to improve the organisation’s effectiveness
in both quality of work life and performance terms, (French & Bell, 1990; Cummings &
Huse, 1989). They can vary from standardized to uniquely tailored programmes.
Interventions represent the “technology” of OD and should not be confused with the
process of intervention which refers to the process of entering into an existing client-
system and establishing appropriate relationships with organisational members.

The “OD toolkit” or “arsenal” is highly populated with a variety of interventions dealing
with different organisational issues, at different organisational levels and depths of
intervention. Various classification schemata, typologies and criteria are used for
facilitating their choice and customization to the particular situation, (Appendix 3).

The notion of an intervention-programme does not exist in ISD. The ISD toolkit
includes a proliferation of methodologies, techniques and tools but there is no effort to
organise them in terms of programmes of action. Additionally, very few frameworks and
classification schemata exist and are usually oriented towards methodologies, (Olle et al,
1988; Jayaratna, 1994; Kumar & Welke, 1992) and ISD paradigms, (Hirschheim &
Klein, 1989). ‘

2.3.4 Consultation Modes

Understanding and coping with the complexity and ambiguity of a problematic situation
renders the process or #ow the consultant does things as equally important with the

content or what he does. In some cases, when the context of change is problematic,
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managing the process agenda becomes the top priority for both consultant and
organisation, (Buchanan & Boddy, 1992). Schein (1988) differentiates between the
Content Expert and Process Facilitator modes of consultation where the consultant’s
role ranges from telling others what to do, to facilitating a better problem-solving

process so others can solve the problem for themselves, Margulies & Raia, (1978).

The Content Expert mode can be take two forms, (Schein, 1988):
e Purchase of Expertise or Information, where the consultant offers his specialized
expertise. The client has made correct diagnosis of his own problem and has correctly

identified the consultant’s capabilities in solving the specific problem.

o Doctor-Patient, where the consultant visits the organisation, diagnoses the problem
and prescribes a solution. The client has correctly interpreted the symptoms and
identified the “sick™ area accepting and implementing whatever prescription he is

given.

The Process Consultation mode can also take the following forms:
o Catalyst, where the consultant does not know the solution but has skills in helping

the client to figure out his or her own solution.

e Facilitator, where the consultant might be aware of a possible solution but decides
that a better solution can be achieved if the client system is assisted in solving their

own problem.

Both versions of process consultation assume that the nature of the problem is such that
the client needs help in making an initial diagnosis, and would benefit from participating
in making that diagnosis. The client must have a constructive intent, (not being
destructive or dependent on the consultant), and some problem-solving ability. He is
ultimately the one who knows what form of solution will work or be accepted in his
situation. Finally, his problem-solving skills for future problems will increase if the
client selects and implements his own solution. It is important to note that each
consultation mode is suitable for a certain organisational situation and certain

underlying assumptions need to be fulfilled for each model to be effective.
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Different forms of consultation are useful in ISD were there is little understanding of the
range of possible modes. Overall, the primary mode of operation is largely Content
Expertise. Some ISD researchers have noted on the subject. In Boland’s (1978)
traditional rationality protocol of interaction the analyst is the main problem solver and
the user is the information provider, while in the alternative rationality protocol users
and analysts are both problem solvers and information providers. As different
problematic situations require different protocols of rationality to structure the analyst-
client relationship a contingency approach is suggested. We believe that OD can inform
such an approach.

Other ISD work has also brought attention to the need of adopting consultation modes
other than content expertise. Lyytinen (1988) argues for the development of theories and
methods that can assist consultants understand and anticipate social aspects of systems
development and use. Markus & Benzamin (1996), call for IS specialists to become
change agents which would require them to switch roles and increase their behaviour
complexity. Similarly, Dos Santos & Hawk (1988) have argued that different consultant
attitudes are suitable for different projects. This means that a single model, (either
technical or facilitative) is inappropriate for every consulting situation.

Another area of complexity is noted in the power asymmetry in favour of analysts, (De
Bradander & Thiers, 1984), and in the exercise of consultants’ power over the users,
(Markus & Bjorn-Andersen, 1987). The content expertise modé is limited in dealing
with such issues. Similarly, another issue is communication between the two parties.
Murray & Willmott (1991) argue that analysts need to abolish their own preoccupation
with control of the development process and “relax their bonding to a given identity” in
order to communicate effectively.

Alternative paradigms too require more complex consultation modes such as
facilitation, emancipation and political intervention. Furthermore, the adoption of
organisational learning models is suggested for improving user-analyst interaction and
communication, (Salaway, 1987). While OD can help inform understanding about more
sophisticated consultation models, it can also inform management of relationships with

the client and with other stakeholders in the organisation.
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2.3.5 The OD consultant
For the consultant OD is a helping profession. He helps the organisation define and
clarify its own issues, values, problems and make the most of its resources. While he
may be an expert in certain areas, overall he is an expert on process issues, as OD
consultation is not prescriptive, (Hanson & Lubin, 1995). Unlike other forms of
consultancy, the OD consultant maintains no preconceptions as to the possible courses
of action in a particular situation. It is his collaboration with the client that determines

the choice of solution.

A number of other professionals may be also practicing OD or aspects of it. They are
usually termed OD practitioners and may include people specializing in fields related to
OD, (e.g. reward systems), but managers may also apply OD in their work, (Cummings

& Huse, 1989). OD practitioners may be internal or external to the client-organisation.

OD consultants has developed from being non-directive and primarily process oriented,
(Van Eynde et all 1992), to being authoritative specialists, (Burke, 1995), in the areas of
strategy, structure, corporate culture, technology, and human resource development,
(Fagenson & Burke, 1990a). OD consultants today have an extensive range of skills,

(Appendix 4).

2.3.6 Limitations

OD has enjoyed a period of popularity with management and organisations that have
given the field a ‘panacea’ status. The early idealistic definitions of the field reflected an
optimism that OD could be used to deal with most organisational problems, (Gill &
Whittle, 1993). While OD is a powerful approach to change and improvement of
organisations it is not a panacea anymore and the realization is that there are situations
where alternative approaches should be employed. For example, OD requires readiness
from the client organisation towards change and a willingness to participate in the
change pfocess. If these conditions are not present change may not be possible creating
little use for OD. A more traditional management consultancy or training programme
may be more suitable instead. OD is considered to be inappropriate in societies with

“highly autocratic cultures and in which social position is governed by caste or class”,
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(Hanson & Lubin, 1995). In the organisational context OD may be able to facilitate
cultural change even in autocratic situations, but it may require significant process
consultation, some key-stakeholder support, and the potential of increasing motivation

to change.

As a philosophical approach OD assumes that practitioners share both similar values
and have an adequate understand of the approach itself. Under the OD umbrella there is
a danger of using the macro orientations we mentioned earlier, outside the OD frame.

As a result orientations like TQM, and BPR for that matter, have been described as
amorphous constructs that “become social objects whose meanings get defined by the
context of their use”, (De Cock & Hipkin, 1997). Similarly, Process Consultation, “a
philosophy of a helping relationship” has been reduced in some literature to the status of
simply another group OD intervention, (Coghlan, 1988). OD provides the needed
context for use of its technology, but because it is not prescriptive it cannot enforce its

philosophy in practice.

According to Sorensen (1993), OD has ignored technology which is one of the most
powerful agents of change, both in terms of process and information. This is also
characteristic of the way organisational sciences have treated technology in general.
With the advent of IT this stance is no longer adequate as this type of technology is
transforming directly organisational forms and the role of change agent, (Barry, 1989).
IT implementations require flexible organisational change models that will be
customized to fit the social network of the specific organisation, (Thach & Woodman,

1994).

Planned change models like Lewin’s have been accused of being simplistic,
equilibrium-seeking, (Michaels, 1993), assumes the organisation can be ‘frozen’,
(Myers, 1994), being rather general, assuming rationality from organisational members,
and missing the political nature of the implementation process, (Hirschheim, 1985b).
Alternative approaches for understanding complex systems change have been proposed
such as Chaos Theory, (Michaels, 1993; Goldstein, 1990). To an extent, this valid
criticism, but again seems to ignore the notion of OD as a philosophical framework. For

example, unfreezing seems an overtly simplified step which involves significant
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complexity in practice. As indeed chaos theory argues, simple systems are capable of

complex behaviour, (Gleick, 1987).

Action Research has also been criticized as focusing narrowly on detecting errors and
correcting them, (Cummings & Huse, 1989). Action research has also been used under
logical-positivist assumptions in most projects, (Sussman & Evered, 1978). Extended
models of action research have been proposed like Appreciative Inquiry, (Cooperrider &
Srivastva, 1987), which argues for an action research model that starts with appreciating
what is best in a situation, understanding what creates the best, and amplifying people

and processes that exemplify it, (Bushe, 1995).

OD approaches and techniques have also been accused as for limited ability to deal with
power relations in the organisational change process, (Willcocks & Mason, 1987), as
have OD values, (McLean, 1981). Edmonstone & Havergal (1995) attributes this to the
OD expectation that personal development would lead to organisational effectiveness
rather than direct structured, technological and political change approaches. The authors
point out that consultants have not been always “up-front” or clear about their
humanistic values possibly becoming servants of powerful individuals and groups.
Elsewhere it is argued that OD consultants are unlikely to play the role of the political
activist or manipulator, but would rather rely on positive politics, recognizing the
political realities in an organization and helping managers deal with them, (Clement,
1992). This view is consistent with attributing a certain conservatism and caution to OD
consultants in dealing with political realities, (Kumar & Thibodeaux, 1990). However,

we need to keep in mind that:

“Because OD is sanctioned by those in power it rarely involves an invitation
to change the essential nature of the system or the distribution of power
within the system”, (Pasmore & Fagans, 1992:375).

In other words, a more radical political or power managing approach would be out of
place in the types of situations OD is used. Despite previous criticism OD has indeed
come to grips with the issues of power and the political nature of change and

organisations, (Clement, 1992). The willingness to deal with the issues of power and

influence in organisations was noted as early as the 80°s (Raia & Marguilies 1985).
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As a technology OD orientations, change models, methods and tools are not always
appropriate, but as a philosophical framework, expressing OD values, the field remains
relevant to organisations and to IS development as well. ISD can become another macro
orientation that OD can provide the context to. The critique of OD also serves the

purpose to bring realism in our assessment of OD’s appropriateness.

2.4 OD and alternative ISD Approaches
In this section we examine some pioneering work in the area of alternative ISD
approaches. We contrast them with OD in order to show the desirability of an OD-

informed approach in ISD.

2.4.1 Soft Systems Methodology (SSM)

SSM is located within the interpretive paradigm that views reality as a complex
phenomenon where problems occur because actors maintain diverse perceptions about
the situations they find themselves in. SSM employs systems concepts in facilitating
interpretation of diverse perceptions within the situation. The reliance on such paradigm
cannot be criticized per se when considering SSM as a specific methodology for
tackling ‘soft’ problems. SSM has challenged the dominant paradigms in ISD and has
re-addressed the nature of systems thinking in the field. However, SSM seems limited as
an approach which would be widely adopted by organisations and would transform IS
development.

As Jayaratna (1994) argues “the world is neither ‘soft’ or ‘hard’, it is we who have
chosen to treat it as such”. Although SSM creators have identified a fundamental
dichotomy between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ systems others have identified even more divisions
where ‘soft’ is only one paradigm, (Burell & Morgan, 1978; Hirschheim & Klein,

1989). Others may even find that ‘soft’ is simply not an appropriate metaphor or
construct. Problematic situations may fequire a mixture of appropriate soft and hard
methodologies to provide the needed variety and richness. It is clear that SSM’s strength
lies in dealing with soft problems and it is unclear how hard or otherwise conceptualized
problems can be examined within its frame. SSM is not treating different approaches
from an orthogonal point of view. Such a point of view can only be realized from a

pluralistic-complementarist position and a genuine understanding of the diversity of
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methodologies. SSM has been accused as imperialist, treating hard approaches as a
special case of soft, (Flood & Jackson, 1991a).

SSM seems aware of the importance of the organisation and organisational change,
however is vague about their role in ensuring the success of a project. This is also
critical since SSM views problems and solutions being in a flux where problems do not
stay ‘solved’.

SSM is oriented towards the content of intervention through its effort to achieve mutual
understanding between actors. However, in a situation where the greatest of care needs
to be taken in order to avoid setting into action a wrongly structured informal system,
the analyst may need to conceal his problem solving (content) approach until working
relationships have been successfully established and necessary diagnostic data collected.
In other words the analyst may carefully adopt a process intervention that is compatible
with the current functioning of the organisation, until he is in a position to facilitate the
appropriate content approach —something we saw in our research effort in the process
of matching client needs and wants. Unquestioned application of SSM risks introducing
unexpected and undesirable changes by intensifying the issues with its highly visible
and highly involving nature. If for any reasons involvement of all actors is not
immediately appropriate or politically permissible, use of SSM becomes problematic.
Client environments and actors that value hard approaches may find SSM inappropriate
and oppose to it, irrespective of the analyst’s belief in SSM’s superiority for the
particular problems that need solving. Furthermore, SSM may be redundant in situations
where the organisational members are already in agreement as to what the problems are,
but are not aware of the best solution, and in coercive environments where consensus is
influenced by power struggles. Concerning the latter SSM has been accused for enabling
powerful organisational members retain their power status and ideological hegemony,
(Flood & Jackson, 1991a). SSM may be also inappropriate in situations where clients
genuinely require expert consultation by the analyst, as a costly and time consuming
way of delivering such expertise. |

SSM relies on the analyst’s skills to focus his analysis from very abstract use of systems
concepfs to very pragmatic problem solving activities. It is not clear also how ‘hard’
approaches are incorporated in such modeling. A great deal is invested in the analyst’s

skills in making choices of appropriate constructs, models, techniques and methods.
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Assistance with such choices is expected to be guided by a learning system, a meta-level

praxiology which

“..decides what action to take, action which may be or may not be
‘efficient’; with respect to various criteria.”, (Checkland, 1981:214).

However, how such a learning system forms and how criteria are formed and used is not
explained by SSM. At a meta-methodological level this is another very important
exclusion from the approach’s focus. It should also be possible to apply the
methodology to making sense of such praxiology and aspects of the organisational
context. Inclusion and explicit attention to activities in a methodology expresses
underlying values of what is considered important. For example, if organisational
change was valued in SSM there would be explicit reference within its frame. In
contrast, in the revised version of SSM there is explicit reference to the importance of
the analysis of intervention, culture and politics. Perhaps organisational change will
follow as these changes reveal a clear move towards organisational issues. Despite such
move, SSM is still lacking a clarified understanding of organisational issues and
intervention. For example, changes of systemically desirable systems are evaluated for
their feasibility by cultural criteria. However, culture is only one metaphor for
understanding organisational issues, other equally insightful ones exist that can help
provide assessment of the feasibility of the system. Furthermore, in some organisational
situations identifying culture may be very difficult.

From a practical viewpoint, SSM does not cover all the aspects of the ISD process.
Although the methodology can be applied to any aspect of a problematic situation,
physical design and implementation are not explicitly covered in SSM. This has lead
some to suggest SSM should be used as a prelude to practical action guided by more
structured methodologies, (Avison & Fitzgerald, 1988). This may explain why SSM
hasn’t been taken up in a big way by ISD professionals and organisations. Finally, it is
argued that CATWOE is not sufficient by it self for considering organisational aspects
in developing root definitions since it does not focus on the interactions and
connectivity between its elements, (Jayaratna, 1994).

SSM may have challenged a number of assumptions that plague traditional systems
thinking, but has not challenged the strength of the dominance of traditional approaches
in practice. SSM lacks an organisational and practical framework that would allow

business people and professionals to utilize effective new systems thinking in the actual
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development of systems. As there is no emphasis on practical results, once a system

proposition is accepted, SSM requires another ISD methodology to deliver the system.

2.4.2 Total Systems Intervention (TSI)

As a meta-methodology TSI is placed within the paradigm of Critical Systems Theory,
(Flood & Jackson, 1991b). TSI is based on an iterative process and thus consistent with
the requirements of a flexible problem solving approach which confronts complex
problematic situations where a single solution is not obvious from the outset. TSI
acknowledges the complex and diverse nature of organisational situations recognising
that an equally rich and diverse range of problem solving approaches need to be
employed for their resolution. Such variety is provided in TSI through the use of
systems metaphors which can be related to systems methodologies. The use of
metaphors in guiding choice of methodologies is a crucial process in TSI, but may also
present a contradiction with TSI’s principles. The system of systems methodologies is
only one way of informing and guiding choice; other continua or dimension or sets of
criteria also exist. As a framework for informing choice the System of Systems
Metaphors (SoSMs) is a valid construct. The authors emphasize that the SoSMs is one
useful way of classifying, what they regard, as the “most important” methodologies.
However, they do not offer any alternative classification schemata, neither do they
explain how TSI could relate to them. In terms therefore of frameworks and components
repository, TSI offers a single path for accessing only one type of component: systems
methodologies. There is no indication how TSI would encourage highly creative
thinking with classification schemata not based on SoSMs. In the ISD field there is a
vast number of developed methodologies and techniques, and a number of alternative
classifications for the analyst to use. TSI offers no explanation as to what happens when
the SoSMs is contrasted with a situation too rich or too ill structured to define the values
of the problem complexity and problem context dimensions adequately. This may
happen during the initial stages of an intervention when the analyst is trying to make
sense of the situation and his position. Without adequate diagnostic data choice of
systems methodology may be impossible.

The Creativity phase relies heavily on using metaphors to encourage creative thinking

about the organisation. This could prove a limitation at the meta-methodological level
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since in the ISD field, methodologies can be evaluated through constructs other than the
set of systems metaphors proposed in TSI, (e.g. the NIMSAD framework). Constructs
such as frameworks, models, ideas, observations, or “simple” reflection and expression
of feelings can facilitate creativity as well. Additionally, inspiration for the creative
individual can come even from the use of apparently unlikely metaphors, as Newton’s
inspiration came from the falling apple and Archimedes’ from his overflowing water
tab. Outcomes in systemic analysis may be derived at in a variety of ways. What the
analyst and organisational actors might lack is a way of validating, expressing and
communicating their creative thoughts. TSI adequately provides such a “language” only
if the preferred SoSMs is adopted. TSI as a potential solution for ISD should not a priori
exclude metaphors or other constructs and should cater for the diversity of alternative
frameworks, (similar to the system of systems methodologies), for informing choice.
TSI lacks explicit consideration of process issues, understanding of change, and the
importance of interpersonal relationships, although like SSM it could be argued that its
flexibility allows potentially for all of these notions. Although TSI promotes the
involvement of clients, facilitators and actors, there is no guidance as how to manage
such involvement or how such involvement becomes the source for diagnostic
information. The emancipatory interest of critical systems theory seems not to be
realized in a methodological interest for change and the impact of change. TSI relies on
the specific methodologies to cater for the expression of such methodological interest.
As the authors note, TSI regards the selection of hard systems approaches consistent
with the critical systems notion of “work” and soft systems with the notion of
“interaction”. The “implicit” belief is that organisational assistance and readiness can be
taken-for-granted. However, choice of the appropriate process of intervention is as
fundamental as the selection of the appropriate systems methodology.

As depicted in the presented West Newton CVS case study, (Flood & Jackson, 1991a),
the nature of the problem context gave the analysts some indication as to the suitability
of the SSM methodology for expressing the dominant metaphor, since various coalitions
existed and there was a need for generating a “culture for change”. There is no
indication however, as to how SSM would be and was deployed in understanding the
existing culture in order to facilitate the introduction of new cultural elements or for
assessing the resistance to change the various groups and coalitions possessed. It seems

TSI relied on the all inclusive-consensus seeking characteristics of SSM and the skills of
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the analysts to manage issues at the process level. In the ISD arena however, even fewer
methodologies handle naturally process issues let alone not take organisational
assistance for granted. It is apparent in the case study that much process activity did take
place, but the authors-analysts present it as methodology led and not as their genuine
personal “backstage” process activity. Indication of a process level intervention were the
analysts' adoption of a “hidden” cybernetic agenda for defining minimum specifications
for the success of agreed changes and their need for “side-stepping and managing
political problems”. The choice of the cybernetic metaphor per se is not criticized here
and it is adequately explained in TSI in terms of a dependent metaphor and
methodology. What is not clear from the case study, is why such agenda had to be
hidden, given that cybernetic thinking was introduced with success earlier in the
organisation. Furthermore, what reasons, events, observations made the analysts think it
should remain hidden and what insights such realizations provided into the functioning
of the organisation and its processes, again are not clarified. Clearly what emerges is the
skill of the analyst than the role of TSL

We must note that TSI was never intended as an ISD approach, although its advocates
make claims of its meta-methodological nature. TSI may have more success with
organisations and professionals as it offers a simple and powerful approach to creative
problem solving. It needs to be understood, however, that people in organisations have
also developed personal tool-kits which include techniques, tools, models and theories
not organized in complete methodologies as TSI requires. This may require a reframing
process from the point of view of organisational users of TSI which they might not be
willing to undertake.

Another obstacle to the adoption of TSI into businesses is that it is a problem solving
methodology and not a systems development approach. TSI is in many ways similar to

IT itself —both requiring their appropriate business context to be determined first.

2.4.3 The NIMSAD framework

NIMSAD offers independent support for the process of choice of methodologies.
Currently, the sheer number of methodologies available pose a significant choice
problem. Furthermore, creators of methodologies do not always express the

methodological suitability, strengths and weaknesses, and applicability of their products.
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NIMSAD provides an understanding of the overall information systems development
process by including in the discussion not simply the methodology, but its
comprehensive context. Such context involves the concepts of the analyst, the
organisation, the nature of the problematic situation and the interactions among these

concepts.

NIMSAD expresses a genuine understanding of organisations, their realities and the
importance of the analyst-client relationship. Within the framework this is exhibited by
Jayaratna’s (1994) statement that organisations serve as the context of information

systems which is important as:

. the effectiveness of an ISD effort can only be measured in

organisational and user terms,

e  to obtain necessary information for the project effort the analyst needs

to interact successfully with organisational members,

. the intended problem solvers are introduced to the situation from within
the organisation and this introduction process is important for

subsequent problem solving activities, and

e  important interpersonal relationships are formed between the analyst
and organisational members that influence the outcome of the

development effort..
As Jayaratna (1994) notes:

“... one of the major weaknesses of most current information systems
methodologies is that they are not concerned with what really happens in
organisations.”, (58-59).

NIMSAD thus confirms ISD’s lack of genuine organisational understanding. NIMSAD
understands the complexity and variety of problems that are interdependent and
interrelated in the ‘situation of concern’ and the importance the analyst’s characteristics
and mental constructs have on diagnosing such problems. NIMSAD calls for
assumptions, values and problem formulations to be traced back to the analyst’s
characteristics and mental construct and be challenged for their diachronical validity.
This is also important for “Systemic Analysis”, the process consisting of problem

formulation activities. As Jayaratna (1990) argues, models and structures used in
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gaining understanding are of limited variety since they are ‘human-information
processor’ bound and not ‘real world’ bound. Thus capturing the true richness of the
situation is not easy unless the analyst is able to operate at a meta-level of awareness and
be able to examine the effects of his own values, models, assumptions and preferences.
Only if the analyst operates at this kind of level will he be in a position to receive a
greater range of information messages from the organisational context of development.
As Jayaratna (1994) indicates, in most ISD methodologies, problem formulations are
largely taken for granted and as determined by clients.

The NIMSAD framework aims to provide the necessary language for ;:ommunicating
and expressing choice by translating methodological issues and their aspects into their
‘real world’ bound expressions-interpretations. It is a model for diagnosing
methodological applicability for specific ‘real-world’ situations. It is useful for
highlighting inadequacies of methodologies, especially when is comes to the context of

development.

The framework has been successful in indicating the paradigm shift needed in ISD
methodologies concerning their technical rationality and orientation. It recognizes the
distinction between the implicit and unconscious selection based on feelings,
assumptions and hunches, and explicit selection based on models, concepts and
methodologies. NIMSAD has been designed as a framework and as its creator
emphasizes, it is not a methodology since it answers the “what to” and not the “how to”

question.

NIMSAD does not make an explicit distinction between process and content of
intervention. Perhaps this is due to the static nature of the framework construct.
However, this means that methodologies are not evaluated according to their

intervention process management merits.

Organisational change and disruption to development are not considered in NIMSAD.
The possibility therefore exists for NIMSAD to indicate an ‘appropriate’ methodology
that will fail because the organisation is not ready for the changes involved. Although
the organisational context is considered in the NIMSAD framework, change may require

a dynamic process of diagnosis. To diagnose issues of change the analyst needs to
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intervene, make observations and collect data in an ongoing organisational situation.
Additionally, some aspects of the organisation cannot be statically examined or without
introducing change in them. Organisational reality is mostly obscured leaving real issues
well hidden from sight. To make things worse, organisational members are usually too
close to the situation in hand to recognize the subtlety of their erroneous beliefs,
assumptions and actions or to determine adequately their response to change. This led
Lewin to argue that in order to really understand a system you should try changing it. In
other words organisational reality is problematic requiring a systemic approach to make
sense of it, (Checkland, 1992). NIMSAD is a systematic approach to evaluating
methodologies rather than a dynamic systemic process that guides action and
understanding from within the very problematic reality of organisations. This is evident
in the way NIMSAD comprehensively defines in length the various elements of
evaluation and their interrelationships. As a solution for ISD, NIMSAD could
successfully compliment a systems development approach which would provide a
dynamic context of use. NIMSAD could also be the basis for the development of an
approach for ISD as it reflects the necessary values and places great importance on

processes like diagnosis and choice.

2.4.4 Multiview

Multiview is a contingency approach that combines five powerful methodological views
of IS development into one hybrid methodology. The methodological choice depends on
the particular circumstances within the situation that the analyst and methodology are to
interact with. Mutliview makes no presumptions on the nature of the situation, the skills
of the analyst and the suitability of the methodology. These three elements form a
relationship which expresses the fundamental view of the ISD process. Choice is
constrained within the approach as techniques and tools within the Multiview
framework are chosen and adjusted according to the particular situation, rather than
tools and techniques outside the five methodologies. Multiview views data as the
‘building blocks’ of information which is a “major constituent of the information system
which supports the activities in an organisation”. The methodology’s viewpoint caters
for a wide definition of information systems, not necessarily computerized. The

methodology is designed to support ISD professionals who wish to adopt a flexible
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approach which copes with changes in the market. Another assumption at the basis of

Multiview is that;

“different ranges of ‘solutions’ will be appropriate to different companies,
different departments within the same company, different users, operators,
and so on. A more flexible approach is likely to be appropriate under these
circumstances.”, (Avison & Fitzgerald, 1988:6).

Despite the above belief the five methodological options have been already made by the
creators, although variation is allowed between them. Multiview by design does not
cover the whole ISD life cycle and sets out to cover the analysis and conceptual design
of information systems. As such implementation issues are excluded.

The five stages of Multiview can be emphasised, reduced in scale, or even omitted

according to the particular circumstances. This is consistent with the realization that:

“...information systems development theories should be contingent rather
than prescriptive because the skills of different analysts and the situations in
which they are constrained to work has always to be taken into account in
any project.”, (ibid).

Multiview is a contingent approach which aims at achieving the right balance between
the five elements of the methodology. Multiview exhibits an understanding of the
complexity of problems during ISD but not a clear understanding of organisations and
how they change. This is evident in the way Stage 3, Analysis and Design of the Socio-
Technical system is a distinguished activity and not a concurrently pursued process from
the start of the project. This is perhaps because the main emphasis is to match technical
designs with social designs in order to ensure acceptance and minimise the impact of
technology, rather than improving the way the organisation develops through ISD. It is
about fitting the system in the users working lives, not about changing their working
lives.

A simple matching of a social setup to a technical solution, as required in Stage 3, can
only be done at a superficial level, possibly missing critical deep rooted issues. It is
assumed that within the boundaries of this stage the analysts will be in a position to
diagnose the social impacts of the IS on the working lives of the users, and that users
will be readily in a position to adequately assist in such a process. Furthermore, this
stage is expected to be completed without any consideration to interpersonal working
relationships between the analyst and the organisational members, without attention to
process issues and without a proper assessment of the readiness and the ability of the

organisation to develop the IS and its related social system.
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Although the five main views covered may seem to cover most aspects of ISD there can
be other important views that the analyst and client may want to consider, (e.g. RAD).
Additionally there is a wealth of methodologies that can express practically these views
when chosen appropriately in contingent situations. The particular five views may be
problematical where they are not accepted by the client or where they are culturally
incompatible. This may be likely in the cases of SSM and Ethics. In such cases
Multiview is not able to resolve the conflicts that indeed arise from the problematic

situation.

Another area of concern is the area of intervention. Although Multiview recognizes that
the analyst interacts with a complex situation the process of intervention is not given
any consideration. Overall the approach is oriented towards the complexity of the
content of developing an information system rather than both content and the
complexity of the process of development. Surely if the situation and the organisation
create complexity for the nature of the information system and social system, it should
create complexity in the process of IS development. Multiview goes some way to
broaden the scope of an ISD methodology, but if we are to accept complexity of the
situation and organisation we have to accept no limits in our approach. A typical
example is the fact that an organisation may not be in a position to undergo desired
change. Although Multiview recognizes that the initial interaction between the
consultant and the client may determine the direction of the project, it does not provide
support for the initial pre-ISD phases or for the interim organisational development
before ISD starts.

Finally, within the individual five areas Multiview does not escape from the criticisms
of the particular approaches (SSM, Ethics, Functional), although as an approach it
provides a different context for their use. As an ISD approach Multiview is a step in the

right direction requiring a further broadening of its conceptual boundaries.

2.4.5 ETHICS
The metaphor central to Ethics is the socio-technical system and the main model of

intervention is user participation. The basic Ethics framework aims to facilitate the
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matching of social with technical alternatives. The methodology helps examine a range
of socio-technical alternatives for the best solution, (Mumford, 1981;1983).

Ethics is not open to other metaphors or views or processes which may be equally useful
or even necessary in certain situations. Every system is considered a socio-technical
system and has to be developed through participation. However, participation may not
be an option, for example in autocratic environments or in organisations undergoing
crises. Additionally, other views of systems may be important, for example a critical
view of systems. Ethics has no frameworks for evaluating alternative viewpoints. Even,
if it did alternative methods would have to be categorized either as social or technical.
The social metaphor expresses a narrow emphasis on job satisfaction and quality of
work life. Indeed socio-technical systems design is a methodology used in OD for this
purpose. However, the complexity of the organisation means that the social aspect
includes a larger variety of organisational issues such as politics, culture, management
style, decision making and problem solving processes, and structure, which should be
included in the 'analysis.

Ethics provides no guidance in the area of organisational change although again the
flexibility of the approach and its social element could potentially be stretched to
address such issues. Ethics, like any other approach, intervenes into an organisation in -
order to bring about change. The organisation, its groups or members may not be
prepared for such changes (either social or technical). In other cases, they might be
willing to undergo change but may not have the capacity to sustain change. Ethics
provides no guidance that will help move the client-system towards a position where
change can be facilitated. This indicates that Ethics does not see organisational reality as
systemic and the overall approach taken is rather static. The dynamic change issues are
left to be considered by the design groups. What also contributes to the static approach
to change is that Ethics is surprisingly not an iterative problem solving approach. It
assumes that the optimization of the socio-technical system can be delivered in one go
and that the introduction of the new socio-technical solution will not create new
unforeseen problems that would extend the intervention. One serious problem with
structured-traditional methodologies is that the business and the organisation genuinely
change during development. Ethics has no way of monitoring change other than through

the understanding participants might have.
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In many problematic situations change in the social system is required before technical
change can be introduced. As such Ethics still gives an undeclared primacy and
maintains the dominance of the technical solution. The technical solution is seen as
disruptive and as such its impact needs to be minimized. However, organisational
effectiveness comes from the effectiveness, (not only well being), of the social system.
In order to address the effectiveness of the social system power relations, culture, group
performance, communication, and relationships are a small collection of what needs to
be examined. As a result Ethics may not be appealing to organisations because while the
technical aspect differs little from traditional structured approaches, the social aspect
emphasizes issues of employee well being and quality of work life. Organisations need
to examine the harder aspects of the social system as well: the performance and
effectiveness of the social system. The soft and hard aspects of the social system may
require contradictory goals and an approach needs to be able to reconcile potential
conflict. As we have seen in the discussion about OD values, these contradictions are
not necessarily unethical or undesirable. Ethics avoids being drawn in this potential
conflicting and contradictory situation by focusing on the soft aspects of the social
system. For this it has been noted that power relations and conflict are not examined and
resolved in Ethics. An ineffective social system will participate ineffectively in the

design of ISs. Ethics has no way of dealing with this.

The outcome of Ethics, as well as many ISD methods, is to produce information
systems. However, it may be necessary to intervene in the client system, improve,
develop or transform the social systems and then place systems development in context.
Simply examining social considerations when developing systems is not ensuring

organisational success.

Ethics also requires participation in order to work. Participation is a highly involving-
disrupting process that needs to be managed in its own right. As participation is highly
involving it brings to the foreground latent structures such repressed conflict, problems
in communication, power differences, distortions in perceptions and misconceptions.
Apart from the facilitator no one else participating in the development process has the
ability to deal with these issues and the methodology itself provides no framework and

tools for utilizing other methods in this.
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One could use alternative social and technical methods when examining the social and
technical systems objectives separately in Ethics. Off course this has not been the
intention of the method and there are no ways of facilitating this apart from relying on
the analyst’s intuition and knowledge. For the key joint optimization of the social and
technical systems again there is no way of linking alternative methods, models and
techniques. Ethics is also seen as weak in implementation and as lacking techniques and
tools to translate objectives into design, (Jayaratna, 1994). This means that the technical
side of the methodology may appear unclear to the design teams which try to deal with
the structural complexities of development and they may require the use of a more

traditional technical methodology after all.

Ethics can not facilitate a paradigm-shift in IS development. It has strong alliance with a
particular socio-technical framework which is not open to contingent choice of
appropriaie methods. As such existing approaches would need to be replaced. Ethics
also requires participation which not all organisations regard as appropriate or may view
as costly. It is also not clear on guiding organisational change in relation to IS
development. Organisational complexity may require a more extensive view of both the
social and technical aspects of the methodology. As an ISD methodology Ethics remains

a powerful way to develop socio-technical systems whenever this is appropriate.

2.4.6 Methodology Engineering (ME)

Methodology engineering aims to provide a formal, efficient methodology for

developing ISD methodologies which satisfy requirements for being situation-specific,

complete, and relying on the accumulated past experience, (Kumar & Welke, 1992). ME
“has a much wider scope than most of the approaches we reviewed so far. It does not

focus on a small number of methodologies, neither it employs a narrow framework for

facilitating methodological choice, like Multiview or TSI. The methodology’s

framework is open to all methodologies and their components.

With ME the end-result is the design and production of a customized ISD methodology,

but never the less an ISD methodology. As we have seen in our research, methodologies
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are not necessarily the answer and are not in a position to ensure success in a project.
The components in ME’s repository are derived solely from ISD methodologies and so
the scope of the content of ME remains defined by their boundaries. This means that
ME can not facilitate a discipline—wide paradigm shift, but it does have implications for
transforming the nature of ISD methodological practice. Organisational issues, the
process of intervention, the process of change are not part of ISD methodologies and so
they would be missing from any custom built methodology, thus confirming the need for

an approach to handle those additional areas and levels.

ME also links the choice process with the single stakeholder-values dimension and does
not address the role of the analyst’s own values and the values reflected in
methodologies. This assumes that stakeholders know better than analysts which may
allow the pursuit of client-desires rather than actual needs. Again the capacity of the
organisation is not considered in this issue. Methodology engineering is contrasted by
the authors, and others (Olle et al, 1983), to the design of application systems. This view
however overlooks the fact that an ineffective organisation will design an ineffective
methodology as it would design an ineffective information system. The role of the
analyst is not simply to collude with the desires or values of the stakeholders —some of
which may be powerful individuals pushing their own agenda— but to introduce change
that is really needed in the organisatioﬁ. In may cases the use of an external professional
is instrumental in helping local actors, groups and interests to challenge their own
perceptions, assumptions and even values. Of course, not all development situations
may at all utilize an external professional or use him is such capacity. In those cases
internal ISD staff should manage their role effectively to achieve a balance between
being local to the particular organisation and maintaining an independent point of view.
Luckily ISD staff have traditionally enjoyed a strong and distinct culture that helps them
maintain their distance from the organisational problems —although this distance has
been so great that in some cases they render themselves not useful at all. While the role
of ISD professionals needs to be re-addressed in the near future in relation to new
approaches in ISD, internal analysts can also be in a position to introduce desired

change to the organisation in preparation of ISD.
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ME also aims to populate its components repository with pre-tested methodological
components, derived from methodologies. As we have seen in our research a greater
variety of components is required for successful development, not only methodological

in nature.

ME includes some powerful notions that can be a great contribution to approach
development in ISD. Especially as a methodology is considered a system of information
systems development. This relates to our notion of the action system, which we however
apply to a wider range of systems improvement. ME also introduces a strong model for
automated component repositories and for appropriate organisational support for

methodology construction.

We conclude the discussion of alternative approaches with the observation that overall
they too seem to ignore the role of organisations and their influence on IS development.
In contrast with OD they appear to lack the sophistication and comprehensive viewpoint

that OD applies to the study of organisations and their change.

2.5 Conclusions

In the preceding analysis we have explored OD’s fundamental elements and how it
uniquely approaches systems development. OD, as a practical field, follows what
happens to organisations and their business environments. The field’s continuous
theoretical and practical expansion into new areas, and a strong self-reflection process
are instrumental in producing the uniqueness of the OD approach to other apparently
similar consultancy fields. As a consultancy field, ISD is comparable to OD making the
latter a plausible option for improvement. Due to OD’s nature, existing ISD
methodologies do not need to be replaced, as OD can provide the missing meta-
metho-dological layer that can help determine the appropriate use of ISD methodologies
and tools for organisational situations. ISD can benefit from OD’s popularity and
compatibility with organisations in challenging dominant paradigms. OD can help
provide the business interface between organisations and technical systems

development.
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The need for change in ISD is not of a theoretical nature. Changes expected to confront

OD confront ISD as they are driven by what will happen to organisations:

FROM TO
Developmental & Transitional Change Transformational Change
Linear change Cyclical change
Create Disequilibrium to Initiate change Create balance & harmony
Plan & Implement Change Align with on-going or emerging changes
Start & stop change _ Manage the flow of change |

Source: Katz & Mar. 64

Already IT is part of transformational change efforts, (e.g. BPR). The recent growth of
RAD and evolutionary development indicate the emergence of cyclical change. Many
organisations now pursue future visions rather than reactively discovering and dealing
with problems, and IT is helping realize these visions. While there is a similarity in
principle, the two fields are completely different in the way the perceive organisational

reality, the various actors and problematic situations.

ISD becomes meaningful once the analyst starts developing the IS and not when he is
invited to interface and enter the client organisation. This means that important activities
such gaining entry, establishing a relationship and interaction with the client over the

problem are managed at a superficial level.

The thrust of mainstream ISD approaches solve technical and usually computer related
problems and ignore people problems. OD deals with multiple (technical, organisational
and people) dimensions of problems and therefore can help ISD become a philosophy

rather than a technology, in Schein’s terms.

Systems and Contingency theory has influenced OD in the belief that there isn’t an-
priori “best” solution and that the organisation’s readiness to change needs to be
diagnosed before any solution is discussed. The analyst has to work at achieving the best
solution: a good methodology or technology does not per se guarantee him success. This
same realization is becoming increasingly important in ISD due to increased rates of

failure.

Although IS Development is in principle based on Systems theory, the nature of systems

change is poorly understood and managed. ISD is not considered as a case of

66



organisational change. OD can start with solving one problem, but ending up solving
others not previously considered, but equally or more important. The context of ISD is
not recognised to the degree it should. Jelinek & Litterer (1988) argue change will
become more important as increased computerisation means that change in one part is
multiplied and reproduced much more quickly within the organisation. An OD

perspective could help ISD focus more on what happens to organisations.

Problem definitions are taken for granted in ISD: the client might be “saying” very
different things —the need for system development may be merely an excuse from the
client’s point of view to be seen as doing something about the problem. In such cases
OD’s technologies, such as behavioural science, can be useful in enhancing the ISD

analyst’s diagnostic abilities.

As Willcocks & Mason (1987) argue, attention to the process of change has been
lacking from ISD and behavioural change is not seen as starting from the beginning of
the project. This is important as behaviour change is required to occur long before the

implementation of the system.

ISD lacks a wide discussion on classification schemata of alternative ISD metaphors and
ISD values. The ISD analyst in the future will need to understand the strengths and
limitations and suitability of such constructs in practical situations and be able to make

choices.

In the ISD paradigm the analyst will always develop a computerized system as a
solution, even if everything has showed him that organisational change is needed before
hand. In the OD paradigm the consultant deals with the client-system first and then
helps them decide what further change is required.

The OD approach and values are favourable ways of solving problems in organisational
settings. By design OD deals with change, intervention, process, organisational issues,
people issues and organisational effectiveness. It does so using flexible, collaborative,

. action-oriented, evolutionary approach which matches the way most organisations
themselves deal with problems. OD intervention ensures that client-system concerns are
not overlooked but taken into account as diagnostic information. OD guides intervention
in a way appropriate to the client-system by means of collaboration. Client-organisations

find OD an empowering way of solving problems.
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The field has matured into an academic as well as practical discipline with its own
theory and research. The field is no longer a ‘panacea’ or an ‘art’, but is considered a
science. This indicates that OD is no longer claiming universality of application and is

realistic about its strengths and weaknesses. Such a viewpoint is also needed in ISD.

Despite OD’s plausibility, we need to be aware of the difficulties in realizing the OD
contribution. The main issue is the degree of readiness for a paradigm-shift in ISD
practice. ISD consultants face pragmatic pressures which means that commerciality is an
issue when adopting a new approach. It will be easier for ISD practice to change if
client-organisations change first and push for certain changes in the way systems are
developed. The expectation is that OD-type approaches will become more needed in the

future.

Another difficulty lies in the new skills that may need to be developed by ISD
consultants in order to properly utilize the OD contribution. This implies skills

development, re-education and in some cases extensive training.

The OD way of thinking requires also a redefinition of traditional ISD values. This is
difficult in its own right as values may be difficult to change. One positive point is that
there is growing dissatisfaction in the ISD field about its overall efficacy. ISD
practitioners that experience this dissatisfaction may be in a position to readdress their
actual values. A possible OD contribution implies an approach that is of a higher level,
more abstract and less prescribed which may create problems of adoption by ISD

professionals who currently prefer highly prescribed approaches. |

Finally, evaluation of the OD contribution may be difficult. Improved evaluation and
assessment of efforts has only relatively recently been rigorously utilised to deal with
criticism in the field, (Walters, 1990). There is some complexity in evaluating an OD-
led approach that builds on both fields, as there is an issue of separating the effects of
the OD and the ISD approach. For many purposes it may be impossible to prove that a

project succeeded because of the OD contribution alone or the overall approach.
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3 - RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

To an open minded analyst any research effort poses a number of dilemmas concerning
the best way of researching the problem at hand. Choice is not made easier with the
existence of many alternative approaches. Approaches range from quantitative vs.
qualitative and structured vs. unstructured. Such continua are very powerful in guiding
research efforts, but are also artificial as in practice nothing is so clear cut. It is also
clearly possible to arrive at the same purpose or end goal from many initial starting
points and under differing initial situations and means. This means that a particular
approach is not a priori better than any other.

We believe that a research approach should be chosen by examining the appropriateness
and effecfiveness of a research path against others leading to the same end goal. Since
starting points, characteristics and means do not determine the achievement of an end
goal, it becomes clear that what is fundamental is the process of getting to that goal. We
like to view the research method as a dynamic system in its own right rather than a static
structure. We very often see presentations of the classic systems models depicting inputs
flowing into processes which transform them into outputs within an environment which
provides feedback back to the system. What is often overlooked are the dynamic aspects
of the system. The inputs or outputs themselves tell us little about the system. What tells
us are not only the processes of transformation and control, but also the synergy which
is produced by such processes. Only then can we put inputs, outputs, environment and
feedback into context. Similarly in our methodological system we may not be entirely
clear of the means, the initial conditions and assumptions or even the end goals.
However, we can be sure of a process that will bring us closer to establishing what the
end goal should be, what are the means needed, what are the appropriate assumptions
and conditions, and which are the right questions to ask. Maintaining a process
viewpoint demands a constant evaluation of the current research situation and the end
goal, (known or unknown, initial or final). Feedback to such constant evaluation will
result from the consequences of research events and actions. We like to be clear of our
values and our overall viewpoint in doing research. We value the adoption of a flexible,
systemic and process viewpoint irrespective of the methodological choices made. As we

do not have firm beliefs on the universality of any particular approach our main criterion
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for choosing the methodology is appropriateness to the research problem, the analyst

and the research subjects. Our overall objectives for this study are:

e To gain an insight and understanding into the total IS development process.
e To assess the potential contribution of Organisation Development (OD) in defining a

solution to ISD problems.

The first objective expresses our wish to approach our subject holistically and
systemically, rather than in a piecemeal and fragmented way. The second objective is
our ultimate aim to determine whether OD can be useful in determining a solution to
ISD’s problems. The criteria that would help us do so are linked with determining the
role of organisational issues within the total system development process. By
organisational issues meaning the entirety of issues relating to the processes of bringing
about change and intervention within a client-system. OD differs from ISD along this
dimension, but I believe the need is common in both fields.

In the discussion that follows we will examine the methodological approach chosen and

the rational behind the various choices made. The table summarizes our approach:

Table 3.1: Summary of the Methodological Framework

Problem Definition : Supported by the Conceptual Model
Research Method : Grounded Theory
Reasons i Studying a Process
Generation of data and lack of theory

Complexities of Organisational Situation and
Context

Site Selection ; Large Consultancy firms

Client-Organisations

Reasons : Experts in ISD process

Overview and depth of the ISD process

Complexity of the organisational context

Data Sources : Qualitative interviews

Documentation & Internet

Observation & Critical Reflection

Data Collection i Phase 1 - Consultants

Phase 2 - Organisations & Follow-up

Data Analysis ;| Development of categories, links, and theory
Evaluation i Research achievements & constraints

Analyst Reflection : Reflection on process and bias l
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3.2 Conceptual Model & Problem Definition

Stemming from our initial motivation to research IS development a problem definition
was more explicitly formulated. The definition supported the development of a
conceptual model which was used throughout our research effort to express the research

focus and boundaries.

Figure 3.1: Conceptual Model

Approach

Is Part of

Methodology

Influences

Problematic | . ISD
Influences . . Determines
Situation Solves Outcome
l Influences Inﬂuences/ s
Is Part of
Organisation Is Part of
9 Problem

il

Is Part of . Considers ‘

Client

3.2.1 Model Elements

o Consultant

The consultant is the professional who uses his skilfs and knowledge to facilitate the
development of ISs by utilizing organisational resources available and by developing the

ISD capability of clients.

e Approach
An approach is a holistic way of doing things with an improvement intent and comprises
of a wide set of activities, (Earl, 1992). It reflects a philosophy and a set of guidelines

for decision making, problem solving and focuses on total systems development.
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e ISD Methodology

An ISD methodology is a way of resolving the ISD problem. It expresses a
philosophical stance towards ISD and a series of phases, steps and activities consistent
with that philosophy. Accumulating experience in using this way of developing systems

is incorporated in the methodology itself, through its revisions.

e ISD Problem
The motivation for every ISD effort is the identification and resolution of the ISD

problem. Such a problem is concerned with what information system to build and how.

o Client

The client initiates the ISD process and provides the contact point between the
organisation and (external or internal) assistance in the form of consultants. Clarity is
needed in defining who is really the client and what is his role and responsibilities,

amongst the various stakeholders that can be confused to be clients.

e Organisation

ISD is an organisational activity to which the organisation provides the wider context
and media of development. It provides resources and the use of established rules and
procedures, management structures, and culture. Also in the organisation exist a number
of interrelated stakeholders such as management, users, and internal ISD staff. The
organisation may have other influencing systems (not necessarily computerized) that
interface with the IS under development. ISs are expected to (directly or indirectly)

solve the organisation’s inability to achieve certain desired goals or levels of efficiency

and effectiveness.

e Problematic Situation

Due to the systemic nature of organisations every problem does not exist in isolation,
but it is perceived within its wider context. The ISD problem is only one in a multitude
of interrelated problems. This context is important as it may either be the locus of root

causes and where some of the effects of the problem are experienced.
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e ISD Outcome

ISD success is achieved when an IS has been developed using an appropriate process
which ménages change and when the resultant information system is appropriate to the
organisation’s needs and goals in a comprehensive and acceptable fashion. A successful
system may be delivered using a disruptive process and a successful process may deliver

an inappropriate system.

3.2.2 Model Relationships

The consultant during an ISD project is confronted with a problematic situation in an
organisational setting. This means the consultant has to deal with a number of problems,
define who the client is, identify the organisation’s readiness for systems development
and decide his intervention strategy. The adoption of an ISD methodology is clearly not
enough to deal with the above requirements. The adoption of a more holistic approach is
necessary. Such an approach would be capable to diagnose problems and help decide the
most appropriate way of action. A single ISD methodology is only one possible way of
action and can only be appropriately used when certain conditions are met.

The organisation may be part of the problematic situation or significantly influence it.
The organisation is an on-going system that is disrupted by the consultant’s intervention
and the ISD process. The organisation has to maintain its level of efficiency and at the
same time commit scarce resources efficiently to development efforts. The client sees
only the ISD Problem which is the motivation for initiating the project and usually fails
to visualize and communicate an overview of the problematic situation. The problematic
situation influences ISD outcome. The consultant, the organisation, the client, the ISD
methodology must all come together in tackling what is important in the problematic

situation.

3.2.3 Problem Definition

- The main problem we have identified is that IS development is a process that is not
considered an organisational activity. ISD’s ineffectiveness appears to stem from its

inability to deal with the complexity of the whole process which unfolds within the
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organisation context. IS development can not deal with inherent complexity along a

number of dimensions:

Table 3.2: Unresolved Complexities in ISD

¢ Organisational context

e Problematic situation encapsulating ISD problems
+ Consultant Intervention into the Client-System

e IT-related organisational change

3.2.4 Research Questions

The starting question for us was: What is the nature of the process of developing an
information system and how this process unfolds within an organisational situation and
context? What is the sequence of events, activities and decisions that lead towards
successful IS development? How sub-processes and elements interact to make up the

overall process of developing an IS? What conditions influence this process?

By nature of the process we want to examine how the process structured: is it a long
sequence of identifiable events or is it a series of parallel sub-events? Additionally, what
is the nature of these events or activities? Are they elaborate prescriptions or key ISD
processes? The ISD process can not be separated from its context and can not be
understood in isolation of the situations it encounters. Therefore both organisational
situation and context create conditions that influence events and their sequence within
organisational reality. We aim to understand this influence and see how ISD
professionals and other actors cope under such conditions. From the start we have
regarded all actors (consultants, clients, users, management) as part of the total systems

development process and we will be looking at their particular role.
Given our problem definition, the particular viewpoint in this study and our main

research question, it is clear that further questions are raised. These are summarized

below with the aim of mapping conceptually the problem and research area:

o The Role of ISD Methodology. Wynekoop & Russo, (1997), argue the area of ISD

methodology utility organizes research issues and questions that are essential for

74



understanding ISD and the role of methodologies within the development process.

The main questions are:

What is the extend of methodology use in practice?

How are methodologies actually applied in practice?

If a methodology is not used, what is, how and why?

Are methodologies used as intended by their creators?

If they are not how are they modified and what makes them work?

Are methodologies used in isolation or do they complement each other?

What methodological elements are used outside the context of a
methodology?

‘| How a methodology is selected amongst numerous alternatives?
What makes methodologies more favourable than others?

How methodologies contribute to ISD success?

Are methodologies inappropriate in certain contexts?

o Consultant Decision Making and Problem Solving Processes. Examining the role of
methodology unavoidably points back to consultants making methodological
decisions. Consultants are confronted with many alternative methodologies,
techniques and tools. They also confront the client and establish a working

—

relationship in order to deal with his concerns.

How consultants make methodological decisions and choices?
How consultants solve technical, ISD and non-ISD problems?
How do consultants deal and manage their clients?

How do consultants manage their own intervention?

o The Consultant’s Approach. Assuming that consultants employ additional processes
for problem solving and decision making, that are not necessarily determined by a

methodology, how consultants approach development is important.

Does the consultant’s effectiveness depends solely on methodologies and
skills?

When no methodologies are used, is an overall approach used?

How an approach tackles a problematic situation?

Is the consultant’s every action influencing the ISD outcome?

Does the consultant’s approach determine use of methodologies and his
conduct?

How consultants modify their approach and to suit what they perceive is
required in problematic situations?
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e The Role of the Client. The client is an important part of the ISD process and the

consultant relies on his assistance or collaboration.

What is the role of the client in assisting or hindering, consciously or
unconsciously, the work of the consultant, of the users, of project or system
development teams and the development process?

What do consultants require from clients and vice versa?
Do clients approach IS development differently than consultants and how?

o The Organisational Context. This set of questions examine the role of organisational

issues interfering and influencing the ISD process and its actors.

Is ISD an organisational activity? If so what are the implications for the
consultant’s intervention?

How does the organisation assist or hinder or influence ISD?
Does the organisation create or sustain the problematic situation or concerns
that must be resolved?

What sources and types of problems in ISD can be attributed to the
organisation’s functioning and capacity to change?

o The potential of OD. This set of questions are needed to make sure data are collected

that will allow us to assess the potential role of OD in IS Development

Are current ISD approaches, models and methodologies providing effective
solutions to client-organisations?

Do current ISD approaches, models and methodologies solve most of the
problems that arise in the course of an ISD project?

Are current ISD values and beliefs appropriate for the purpose of the field?
Are the following necessary for a successful ISD outcome:

e Diagnosing and resolving organisational issues

o Managing organisational change

¢ Intervening into processes

e Collaboration

e Improving organisational effectiveness

e Conceptual Model. These questions stem from the elements of our conceptual model

and their relationships.

Does success in dealing with the Problematic Situation lead to a successful
ISD outcome (process and content)?

How do the conceptual model’s elements interact to produce the synergy of
the ISD process?

What is the role of each element and what are their relationships in practice?
Which elements are most important and why?
Can we identify any new elements or relationships?
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3.3 Research Methodology

At the centre of our study lies the understanding of how the IS development process
unfolds within the organisational context. The inherent complexity of this research
subject is apparent in the number of question areas presented above. These questions are
certainlyhnot exhaustive, but are given as indicative of the areas that are important in our
research. It has not been our aim to gain an isolated understanding of each element of
the ISD process. A qualitative approach matches the complexity and holistic nature of

the subject while meeting our preferences for a flexible research viewpoint:

“Qualitative research,..., is carried out in ways that are sensitive to the
nature of human and cultural social contexts, and is commonly guided by the
ethic to remain loyal or true to the phenomena under study, rather than to
any particular set of methodological techniques or principles.”, (Altheide &
Johnson, 1994:488).

As Cassell & Simon (1994) argue, qualitative methods allow flexibility in the research
process which means the researcher can be responsive not only to the changing
complexity of the situation, but also to his own changing understanding of that situation.
This enables the researcher to drop, change or adopt new hypotheses while doing his

research:

“Many qualitative methods, because they are less rigidly defined allow the
researcher to change the nature of his or her intervention as the research
develops in response to the changing nature of the context. With respect to
organisational research —where we always have to be responsive to the
organisational circumstances— this is crucial: not just in terms of what we
are allowed to do but also because the fact that we are working in complex
situations means we cannot define exactly what we are interested in or how
to explore the issue at the outset.”, (Cassell & Simon, 1994:4).

Qualitative methods are more suited to research situations where the analyst, like
myself, has no long experience or expert knowledge of the setting under study.
Quantitative methods require significant input and analysis at the beginning in order to
develop theories that can be confirmed. In our case this would not be easy as we had no
previous practical experience in ISD and because there is very little existing literature
that covers the whole ISD process. These two factors would make using quantitative
methods problematic, even if quantitative methods where the most appropriate for our
research. On the other hand qualitative approaches require less at the beginning allowing
the analyst to build gradually his understanding of the setting and situation. Of course
both approaches have trade-offs. The qualitative analyst will have to spend significantly

more time in analysis and interpretation of his data. The quantitative analyst, having
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worked intensely up-front enjoys a less demanding process of statistical analysis, which
in most cases nowadays is supported by computers. This contrast is reflected in the

characteristics between the two approaches:

“... qualitative research can be said to have a number of defining
characteristics which include: a focus on interpretation rather than
quantification; an emphasis on subjectivity rather than objectivity;
flexibility in the process of conducting research; an orientation towards
process rather than outcome; a concern with context —regarding behaviour
and situation as inextricably linked in forming experience; and finally, an
explicit recognition of the impact of the research process on the research
situation.”, (ibid,7).

Qualitative research is becoming increasingly accepted and used in ISD research. The
main reason is a shift in IS research towards managerial and organisational issues that

have fueled interest in qualitative methods in the field, (Myers, 1997).

Within the qualitative framework we adopted grounded theory as our main

methodology, (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Martin and Turner, 1986; Turner, 1983).

“The grounded theory perspective reflects a naturalistic approach to
ethnography and interpretation, stressing naturalistic observations, open-
ended interviewing, the sensitising use of concepts, and a grounded
(inductive) approach to theorising, which can be both formal and
substantive”, (Altheide & Johnson, 1994:508).

Grounded theory was found appropriate for a number of reasons discussed below. While
these can be thought to be relevant to any qualitative methodology, they are considered

grounded theory’s specialty.

e Studying a Process

The prime focus of the study is a process —the process of developing an Information

System. The study of process is best suited to grounded theory:

“If the question concerns experience and the phenomenon is a process, the
method of choice for addressing the question is grounded theory.”, (Morse,
1994, 223).

Through the notion of process, grounded theory facilitates the study of organisational
change, the sequence of events and social interaction, (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Characteristic of the study of process is the use of the gerund to define the research
subject, (ibid). In our case this is expressed by the phrase: “developing an information

system”.
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e Generation of Explanatory Theory

There is relative poverty of research in the subject area. There are very few if any similar
studies explaining or predicting how the ISD process unfolds. This means that we can
not rely on existing theories for understanding the ISD process. The models of the ISD
process expressed or reflected by ISD methodologies come close, but are significantly
limited in explaining the overall complexity. Due to this situation, our main aim was to
formulate an explanatory theory of the ISD process and its operation, which could
provide support and direction to our arguments for improving IS development. Given
this aim, grounded theory was seen as the most suitable research methodology that was
consistent with a qualitative framework, but rigorous enough for theory development. It
is suggested that grounded theory is most appropriate “when little is known about the
topic and there can be little reliance on previous literature or empirical evidence”, (Gill
& Johnson, 1991:119). Its case study structure is suitable for generating theories in a
poor research area, (Eisenhardt, 1989).

o Complexities of Organisational Situation and Context

Our methodological approach had also to be capable of dealing with the richness of the
organisation context within which ISD takes place. It was our firm belief that the
examination of the ISD process in isolation of its context would be inappropriate and
misleading for our purposes. This posed further the need for a qualitative framework
and the choice of Grounded Theory which is sensitive to the organisational context.
Indeed where Grounded Theory is used data is collected from the research site
irrespective of whether it is foreground or contextual. Qualitative data are collected and
patterns emerge from the analysis. Only after data collection can we distinguish between
context and foreground. This strength of grounded theory was seen as particularly
advantageous as we did not want to impose any preconceptions on what constitutes the
context and what not. We wanted to enter the research situation, collect rich data and
then allow the data to ground our analysis. This would also allow our theory of the ISD

process to be densely linked with its context.

To an extent any methodology is capable of addressing the three issues above, but it has

been established that grounded theory is the most suitable research vehicle. For
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example, grounded theory has been used in IS research because it is useful in
developing context-based, process-oriented descriptions and explanations of the
phenomenon under study, (Myers, 1997; Orlikowski, 1993). Application of grounded
theory is also increasing in the IS literature, (Bowker et al, 1995; Elsbach and Sutton,
1992; PriesHeje, 1992; Ancona, 1990; Isabella, 1990; Kahn, 1990; Pettigrew,
1990,1985; Sutton, 1987).

3.4 Research Design

The primary design implication of grounded theory is a case by case study of the
research subject as multiple instances of the studied process are displayed in many
different cases, (Janesick, 1994). Grounded theory is a constant comparative approach
that picks up fragments from one case to the next. This way, the interplay between data
and analysis is facilitated and emergent theory becomes densely grounded in data from

different cases.

3.4.1 Site Selection

We identified large and large-medium sized consultancy firms as our research sites with
an aim to maximize the effectiveness of theoretical sampling and create conditions that
would enhance our theoretical sensitivity, (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Due to their size
these consultancy firms could provide us with access to experts in the ISD process,
possessing many years of experience. Our sites also included a key number of large
client-organisations that have developed systems on their own. The reason for such
selection was to place ourselves in a position to research the complexity of the

organisational context within which ISD takes place.

Given the identification of our research sites we recognised the potential issue of
gaining access. It is a common realization that studies of consultants and their firms is
somewhat lacking, not only in ISD, but in management consultancy as well, which is the
main business for many of these firms, (Berry & Oakley, 1993;1994). The studies that
exist are usually produced by employees and usually refer to in-house methodologies,
(e.g. Wallmuller, 1991). Our strategy to overcome any issues of access was to address
high-powered people in the organisations that would invite us in to do research, rather

than approaching consultants directly.
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3.4.2 Data Sources

Qualitative data result from naturally occurring ordinary events in natural settings. They
help us see what “real life” is like and see the forces and processes at work. The analyst
comes to direct contact with the research subjects and utilizes face-to-face
communication. He is also open to observations within the research situation that allow
him a genuine account of feelings and impressions of “being there” —even if such
accounts can never match local experience. They require interpretation of the visible and
politically acceptable aspects of such processes and forces. Challenging of assumptions

is therefore enabled and required.

The main sources for qualitative data in our study were: the qualitative interview,

observation, and documentation review.

o Qualitative Semi-Structured Interview

The qualitative interview is the central technique used under the framework of
Grounded Theory Methodology, (Morse, 1994), and is chosen because there was a need
in our study for:

e the prospective study of perceptions of processes,

e collection of historical accounts of the development of a particular
phenomenon,

e focus on the meaning of particular phenomena.
The characteristics of the qualitative interview are:

e Low degree of structure imposed by the interviewer;
e Preponderance of open questions;

e Focus on ‘specific situations and action sequences in the world of the
interviewee’ rather than abstractions and general opinions,

e The analyst-subject relationship is part of the research process not a distraction
from it that needs to be ignored or removed. There is no ‘relationship free’
interview, (Cassell & Simon, 1994).

The latter is very important to us but also in any qualitative study as the analyst has to be
able to: “...see the research topic from the perspective of the interviewee, and to
understand how and why he or she comes to have this particular perspective”, (ibid). In

our study this has been a central aim given our lack of experience in the domain area.
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e Observation & Reflection

Within the area of observation our strategy was to observe the contextual and cultural
aspects such as the organisational settings and artifacts, symbols, jargon, rituals, and
probe for company documentation were applicable. Observation, in the hermeneutic
sense, is not only directed to the research setting, but to the researcher as well. The
analyst himself can become another source of data through the reflection on his personal

feelings and sensitivity to impressions:

“If, as a consultant, I find I am becoming anxious, embarrassed, hurt, or
pleased, I can ask myself why I am feeling what I am feeling and attempt to
sort out what comes from within myself and what from the consultant-client
relationship. So far as I am sure that some of the feeling arises in the
situation and not as a result of idiosyncrasies of my own personality, I can
use myself as a measuring instrument—however rough and ready—to give
me information about the underlying difficulties and their strength.”, (Rice,
1963:6).

Adopting these different sources was not specifically done for purposes of triangulation
as suggested in other studies, (Orlikowski, 1993). Our aim was to maximize data
collection due to the potential issue of gaining high levels of access. Throughout our
research effort, we treated all data the same irrespective of their source. In the constant
comparative process of grounded theory an implicit triangulation is unavoidable, as a
fragment from a document is compared with something said in an interview or
contrasted to a ritual observed while interviewing. In such a fashion triangulation is
built-in grounded theory when different data sources are adopted. At the methodological
level we did not adopt another methodology for the purposes of triangulation as we did
not see the need to do so. Grounded theory provided us with a suitably rigorous

inductive process.

e Data Management

One characteristic of qualitative research and a potential problem, is the large amounts
of generated data. A related criticism concerns the lack of rigour associated with doing
qualitative research. While grounded theory provides a rigorousﬁ methodology for theory
generation we felt it was necessary to adopt a data management framework that would

ensure the following:
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a)  high-quality, accessible data,

b)  documentation of analyses,

c) retention of data and associated analyses after the completion of the study,
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

As qualitative analysis is an iterative process, data management is crucial in ensuring
time is not wasted tracing analyses back to the data and retrieving data stored in
different locations and under different filing schemes. During our research effort we
organized our data and analytical material into the two types of files according to Turner
(1981):

o One file for conventional storage and easy retrievable of material, and

° A second file for hosting the emerging analysis.

In practice, we also used a third conventional “file”: a bound notebook dedicated to
memos, notes, quotes and rough diagrams. The material within the conventional files
were further organised according to Miles & Huberman (1994) data management

guidelines, (Appendix 1).

3.5 Methodology of Analysis

Our analytical efforts were influenced by Turner (1981) and Strauss & Corbin (1990)
who offer in-depth guidelines for a grounded theory project. Turner (1981) identified a
series of key phases that proceed gradually from the data to produce the theory,
(Appendix 1). Strauss & Corbin (1990) focus on the key processes behind these phases

and identify a series of different types of analytical activities:

Activity Process
Open Coding Breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and
categorizing data.
Axial Coding Putting data back together in new ways after open coding, by
making connections between categories.
Selective Coding Selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other

categories, validating those relationships, and filling in
categories that need further refinement and development.

Process Linking action / interactional sequences.

The conditional Considering the wide range of conditions and implications
matrix related to the phenomenon under study,

In practice the stages and processes of analysis did not proceed sequentially, but

iteratively and, in many instances, in parallel to each other. The first stage of analysis

83



was the development of categories or open coding which took more than one iterations
to produce the maximum of categories possible from the data. In the beginning this was
a daunting task as there were two many categories with too many possible links to begin
to see a clearer pattern emerging. However, after revisiting Strauss & Corbin (1990) and
continuing fieldwork a clearer pattern begun to emerge. One analytical process that was

extremely useful was to identify not only the categories, but their properties, dimensions

and their values:
Type Example
Category Tailoring of Methodology
Property Choice of Methodology
Dimension Locus of the choice decision
Value Range FROM: Client choice — TO: Consultant Choice

Using this analytical scheme what are identified initially as categories are reorganized
according to their different types and so categories become denser, more saturated and
more robust. The next phase was to carry out axial coding where links between
categories are considered. A link represents a form of causality between an initiating

- category and a resultant category or phenomenon. This entails looking at the context of
the specific link and examining the conditions under which the link holds.

The following table presents an example:

Type Example

Link i Method Tailoring may involve Method Streamlining
Category Tailoring of Methodology

Property Choice of Methodology

Dimension . i Locus of the choice decision

Value Range FROM: Client choice — TO' Consultant Choice
Causal Condition : C

Category Methodology Streamllnlng

Property Removing unnecessary phases from the Methodology
Dimension Degree of method rigour

Value Range
;?Context of
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Strauss & Corbin (1990) extend axial coding by examining additional analytical
characteristics and help to eventually map a sequence of links through the linking of
multiple paradigms into mini-frameworks. In our example, another paradigm would
extend the link if additional streamlining is needed. Then analysis would examine

differences between initial and additional types of streamlining.

This type of analysis was significantly more time consuming but helped the emergence
of a grounded process that was very tight conceptually and very well “networked”. This
type of analysis was also useful in identifying gaps not only at the level of category but
in links and the rest of the sub-concepts. This led naturally to selective coding with an
aim to fill in these gaps. However, before reverting to the field, a reevaluation of the rest
of the data and analysis under the emerging paradigms and mini-frameworks was
extremely useful. As categories are developed hypotheses are formed about earlier data
and analytical observations. For example, while streamlining emerged from one case we
went back to all other cases to see whether we could identify streamlining in another
form or under different conditions. Quite often open coding had missed a small
expression of a category that emerged much latter. This led to the fuller saturation of
categories and links. Additional analytical techniques were also used, as suggested by
Strauss & Corbin (1990). For example, we would also examine what happens if instead
of removing unnecessary phases there is a need to add necessary phases. Again we
would examine conditions, properties, links and contexts by going back to the data or
the field.

With the selective coding the analysis reaches a point where the core category has been
identified and the level of analysis becomes more abstract in order to integrate
categories into a theory that explains the phenomenon under study. Based on all the
preceding analyses, the clarification of a story line is an essential step. As Strauss &
Corbin (1990) argue, if there is difficulty in committing to a story line it means that the
core category and its essential behaviour may have not been adequately explicated.
There is also the case that the sheer complexity of the phenomenon under study does not
permit the analyst to identify with certainty what is important and what is not. The latter
was not the case with our study where we were able to draw the story line either in the

form of a paragraph or the form of a chapter where the story line is explicated with
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detail. The story line for us was inextricably linked with the notion of process. Process
for Strauss & Corbin (1990) captures the changing action relating to the phenomenon
which achieves a desired goal under changing conditions and over a period of time.
Process addresses the issue of change in a dynamic setting and results in developing a
process rather than a variance theory of change that explains the phenomenon, (Markus
& Robey,. 1988). In our case, the process that emerged was how an information system
is developed from the point in time were it relates to a client-concern to the point of its
integration into the client-organisation. Our emerging theory explains the detailed
unfolding of the ISD process within the changing conditions of the organisational and
situational context. In our effort, we also did not impose any process related constructs
from the outset in determining our resultant model, as in other studies of process,

(Newman & Robey, 1992), but remained faithful in grounding our categories in the data.

However, to make our theory useful we needed to explore the wider implications and
relationships of our theory to the general field of IS development and the world of
science in general. Strauss & Corbin (1990) propose the use of the conditional matrix a
model for exploring gradually wider contexts to the study. We did not use the matrix as
rigorously, but opted for Turner’s (1981) scheme of exploring links to existing theory
and examining the implications of our theory to the discipline of IS development. We
did so because our study was focused on the action and interaction levels, in terms of the
matrix, rather than on wider societal levels of phenomena. Figure 2 below provides an
overview of the research process depicting the interplay between data raised from the
comparison of different cases and the analysis that itself is raised gradually to more

abstract levels:
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Figure 3.2: Overview of the Research Process.
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While the above picture may come across as a “clean” procedure of analysis it has
certainly not been the case in practice. As research is itself a process we could study in a
grounded theory fashion, we found that many intervening conditions render the above
process quite messy and even frustrating at times. Analysis is a creative actiQity which
cannot be fully planned, predicted or forced by the analyst. On the other hand other
activities are meticulously planned and are forced upon the analyst. This means that the
analyst may not have the luxury of imposing to the world his process of research. For
example, the analyst can not carry out an interview just after a major analytical
breakthrough for the purposes of selective coding. In our case, it was difficult at times to
complete open coding before moving to the next case and when we wanted to do
additional interviews they were arranged only after wasting a lot of time. Additionally,
respecting a research agreement to a collaborating organisation meant producing quick
case studies before even starting on the grounded theory analysis. Despite this kind of
“administrative” side to research and analysis, the “creative” side was indeed
significantly more rewarding —given the element of discovery. It has been my personal
experience that the analyst needs to be himself “saturated” and familiar with the data
before analytical observation can begin to form naturally even accidentally. When that

happens the grounded theory analyst is rewarded for his troubles. Quite often inability to
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“squeeze” an analytical observation is down to unfamiliarity with the data the analyst
already has collected, but in the effort to attend the administrative side of researching
the data may become “alien” and difficult to work with. If data accumulate without

analysis, analysis itself ends up being a tedious rather than a creative-enjoyable task.

Another area of intervening conditions to our research process has been conceptual. We
believe that no research methodology is free from weaknesses and limitations. The main
weakness of any qualitative study is analyst bias. We were concerned initially with our
OD background and familiarity that could cloud our judgment on the genuine role OD
can play in ISD. As it turned out this did not became an issue as we strove to explore
literature on OD weaknesses and OD failure. We also modified our viewpoint from
examining directly what OD can do for ISD to what ISD really needs. This way OD is
examined as one of the possible options for ISD improvement. Finally, we did not set
out to confirm elements of our conceptual model and our understanding, although we
could. We allowed our analysis to emerge as “purely” as possible in the style of
grounded theory. For this reason our current discussion lacks the presentation of
hypotheses and a detailed conceptual schema. Of course, there is no theory-free or
theory-neutral discovery, (Turner, 1981; Bryman, 1988; Gill & Johnson, 1991), and to
an extent our theory of the ISD process is a result of our particular OD-informed
viewpoint. However, this viewpoint was used in a diagnostic rather than prescriptive
way. As Kolb et al (1979) has argued, we need to be aware of the experiential learning
cycle that shows that theory is not developed not out of nothing, but proceeds from

some previous pre-understanding:
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Figure 3.3: Kolb’s Experiential Cycle
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Even when grounded theory is adopted as a research methodology this cycle still exists
and shows that while theory may emerge from concrete experiences and reflection,
further data can be collected after testing the theory in new situations. As research can
be thought of a form of learning about the phenomenon under study, it too has to evolve
out of continuous cycles between the above four phases. With grounded theory we
choose to start the learning process from the examination and analytical reflection of
concrete experiences from one case with an aim to form abstract concepts and
generalizations that are tested in subsequent new cases. The testing process allows us to
produce additional data that perhaps we would not have produced otherwise. While we
choose to start the research process this way that does not mean that we are not applying
some theory to the test. In our case the conceptual model is such a theory expressing a
conceptual structure of key elements and relationships that is meant to guide our
research effort —however not to be confirmed itself. This interplay between data and
analysis that tries to enable both the development and testing of theory is the hallmark of
grounded theory. This cycle has been also termed as analytical induction, (Gill &
Johnson, 1991). Bias is managed through the analyst’s awareness and self-reflection on
his values and assumptions. Testing of theory proceeds by searching for contrasts,
surprises, (Shein, 1987), and negative cases, (Gill & Johnson, 1991). Theory that
survives testing must primarily exhibit sophisticated empirical grounding, (Strauss &

Corbin, 1990).
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A related criticism of grounded theory has been that while the theory generated is
empirically valid, novel and testable, it may lack the thrust of grand theory remaining
modest and idiosyncratic, (Eisenhardt, 1989). If this is the case with our process theory,
we feel this is acceptable as our theory can become the starting point of other studies.
While we noted the lack of relevant literature and personal experience in the domain of
study, future studies may not experience the same difficulty. However, we believe that
our study bhas produced important implications for the whole IS development discipline
that give it qualities of a grand theory. Our instinct indicated from the beginning that a

paradigm shift is required in ISD and our theory contributes towards such a shift.

While it was not intended, our theory has avoided an idiosyncratic character due to the
fact that the professionals we contacted were all very experienced and very senior in
their fields of expertise. This meant that within the data a number of concepts and
categories were already formulated by them. Once their accounts were accepted as
genuine, after cross-examination within a case and with other cases, it was obvious they
too had performed a form of open and axial coding. This raised our level of analysis
from observing and noting words, phrases and actions of actors to considering already

formulated, albeit rough, “theoretical” fragments.

Another criticism of grounded theory is that it is unable to “analyse situations in which
the phenomena do not occur”, (Gill & Johnson, 1991). If a phenomenon does not take
place there are little if any data to support analytical observations. However, as we said
earlier no analysis is theory-free. In our case, we noted a lack of data in the area of
methodologies. We noted this because we expected to gather data in that area. We did
not “miss” this because of our pre-understanding. Although the data were lacking the
lack of data itself was quite revealing in its own right. In other areas with lack of
phenomena we directed our analysis to what appeared to be missing using our

conceptual model as a guide.
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3.6 Research History
The following table highlights the main research activities and phases in our research

effort:

Table 3.3: Outline of Research Activities

Data Collection Activities Analytical Evaluation &
Phase 1 Phase 2 Activities Reflection
e Consultancy e Organisation e Analysis of Interviews / i e Evaluation of
Interviews Interviews Observations Research
e Secondary e DSDM Interviews i o Analysis of Secondary e Reflection on
Data e Questionnaire Data Research and
Validation / Pilot { ¢ Analysis of Personal Process
Questionnaires

A sample of 45 very large, large and large medium consultancy firms was compiled. A
two page request letter was mailed to them. A first round of in-depth semi-structured
interviews was arranged with an aim to carry out the first phase of data collection as
those responding were domain experts in their own right, and for gaining entry into a
research relationship. For every firm a file was created to hold the interview notes,
memos on observations, additional materials given by the people interviewed, and first
cut analyses of the data. Various indexes were created as all material were coded.

Finally, paragraphs were numbered in transcriptions and notes for reference purposes.

In a second phase, we carried out interviews with 5 large client-organisations. Two of
these organisations adopted their own approach in ISD without the use of an external
consultant. The remaining three organisations adopted the DSDM RAD framework,
again without the use of external consultants. In both sub-samples internal ISD
professionals were involved. The experience of these organisations in developing
systems internally was the focal point of our engagement. The table below gives a

summary of the fieldwork.
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Table 3.4: Fieldwork Summary

Sample & Size Personal No of : Telephone Positions
Firms Interviews | People :Interviews
Consultancies
WS Atkins Very Large 1 1 IT dept. Manager
E&Y Very Large 3 2 1 IT dept. Manager, Executive Consultant
Olsy Very Large 1 1 Manager, Methods and Tools
Link ‘ Medium 1 1 IT dept. manager
ACL Large 1 1 Director
JHorwood Medium 1 2 1 Director, Practicing Manager
Organisations
LA Very Large 1 2 IT manager, Senior Developer
AC Large 1 1 Programme Manager
Lubrizol Large 1 1 Communications Manager
IC Large 1 2 Business Manager
VM Large 1 1 IT Development Manager
Total 12 14 5

A significant level of secondary data in the form of documentation was also collected.
An interesting source was the internet as these firms present themselves and their ISD

philosophy in a way that appeals to clients.

Organisation Documentation

WS Atkins Internet

E&Y Brochure, Internet, Literature
Olsy Brochures, Internet, Literature
Link Literature

ACL Internet

JHorwood Brochure, Internet

AC Project Report

Lubrizol Project Reports

VM 2 Project Reports

One of our initial aims for a third phase was to identify OD consultancy firms that are
involved in ISD projects. We included a request for help in our research in the UK
branch of the OD-network’s newsletter. However, no interest was generated and we
were not able to identify any consultancies. We did contact a couple of freelance OD
consultants that were involved in some ISD development and utilised their experience as

domain experts rather than research cases.

In our efforts we found it very time consuming to gain access into consultancy firms and

consultants. This is indicative of the business pressures that organisations are facing in
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general, but perhaps also of an unwillingness on their part to reveal their approach /
methodology in any detail to an outsider. Future research efforts may overcome this

with the adoption of a covert-ethnographic approach.

It took well over a year to carry out interviews and collect the data. This was due to the
high level of seniority of the people contacted / interviewed. These senior people spend
most of their time out of their offices, in meetings and almost never come directly to the
phone. Meetings are arranged months in advanced only to be postponed or canceled a
few days before. Worst even was the fact that after a period of relative inactivity a
number of interviews happened all at once. As we discussed earlier this put pressure on
trying to maintain a neat grounded theory cycle were one moves from one case to the
next in a neat fashion. Part of the frustration was that some of these senior people agreed

to additional fieldwork only to change their mind when the time came to deliver.

One technique that was employed to complement selective coding was use of a
questionnaire, not so for the collection of data as such, but to create an opportunity for
additional interviewing. Specifically, we asked a number of firms to act as domain
experts that would assist in formulating and testing a questionnaire. The questionnaire,
(Appendix 2, pg. A-II), was structured along key questions, but also included a number
of open questions. This was done with the purpose to stimulate discussion with our
experts. In this way we collected both data in the form of questionnaire replies from
domain experts and additional interview data. This effort was not inconsistent with
grounded theory, (Strauss & Corbin,1990) or with our overall qualitative framework,
which naturally allows for such creativity, (Remenyi & Williams, 1996). The following

firms were contacted for additional data in this way:

Organisation Questionnaires
WS Atkins 1
ACL 1
JHorwood" 4

One question at this point is whether the analyst lacked the needed interpersonal skills to
gain further access. This was not the case as further access was promised in all cases,
but due to events which are characteristic of the consultancy business environment, they
were not fulfilled. Almost all participants were key stakeholders in their organisations

and were in a position to sponsor further research.
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Despite these difficulties, however, the data collected were more than enough in
supporting the case based structure we wanted in our research. Firstly this was possible
due to the high level of seniority of people interviewed. As we have seen this ensured an
automatically high level of saturation of emerging categories. All of the people
interviewed in our consultancy sample have worked as consultants themselves for more
than 15 years, have monitored numerous projects and consultants, and are responsible
for determining the direction of their firms on issues concerning methodologies,
approach and consultation frameworks. Achieving similar quality of data would have
required a significantly higher number of (junior) consultants to be interviewed over a

longer period of time.
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Chapter 4




4 - ANALYSIS & RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter we outlined the research methodology adopted for collecting
data about the problem definition and research questions we identified from the body of
ISD practice and literature seen from an OD-informed perspective. In this chapter we
discuss the results of applying our research methodology to the field. The following

figure shows how this discussion relates to the previous one:

Grounded ISD
Process Theory

Research
& Analysis

Conceptual
Model

Guided ! Produced

Comparison

Our problem definition and hypotheses were expressed in the researchable form of a
conceptuél model, (pg.71), which we used as a guide to research and analytical
activities. Due to our grounded theory methodological approach, these activities
produced a substantive IS development Process Theory grounded in our research data.
In this chapter we contrast the emerging process theory with our initial problem
definition and hypotheses, as well as the theory’.s novel elements. The ISD process
theory replaces our original limited understanding of the research problem.

As we saw in chapter 3, we created case studies from two samples involving
respectively: consultancies, (Appendix 5, A-VII), and organisations developing systems
in-house, (Appendix 6, A-XVI). From data collected using interviews, observation,
secondary sources and critical reflection various categories begun to emerge. As data
collection and comparative analysis proceeded these categories were strengthened and
their links to other categories were developed and explored. From categories, properties,
and links that “endured” the analytical rigour of grounded theory methodology, a
substantive process theory emerged. This theory is extensive, explanatory and provides
us with a basis from which to explore the desirability and suitability of an OD
perspective in IS development. In the discussion that follows we present the key

elements of the theory that address our problem definition.
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4.2 Fieldwork & Data Analysis

Our main concern initially was to establish a research relationship with our research
subjects that would ensure data collection and further research opportunities. This
involved significant contact management, which continued right to the very end. Having
arranged a first series of interviews we proceeded with data collection. Given the
qualitative nature of our research methodology we did not prepare a list of questions,
despite the fact we had identified a number of research questions, (pg.74), or sensitizing
concepts, (Blumer, 1967). Instead we relied on our conceptual model which identified
elements and relationships that outlined the core and the boundaries of our research. All
the interviews we carried out were semi-structured qualitative interviews. As such we
did not impose a tight structure of questions, but allow a discussion to unfold that would
progressively explore our conceptual model’s themes. This was achieved by asking open
questions at the start about the company’s history, the person’s position, the company’s
specialization areas and the overall structure of the particular organisation. This is an
effective strategy for identifying areas for exploring cultural assumptions, (Schein,
1987). By getting people to give a historical account of their company and their career,
they unavoidably referred to key decisions made, past successes and problem solving.
Research subjects also gave us an account of their values-albeit espoused initially.
While this was our opening strategy, we also made sure we “gave little back” to our
interviewees concerning our interests and values towards IS development. We avoided
mentioning any of the elements of our conceptual model explicitly and our preference
for Organisation Development as a potential IS solution. The aim was to present and
conduct myself as a student requiring assistance in his research project. This strategy
appealed to subjects’ altruism, but more significantly enabled them to give us genuine
accounts of what they actually do in practice rather than what they would say they do.
This was an important issue as we felt consultants could easily identify with their
professional and corporate culture and provide us with no more than “sales talk”. In
dealing with this particular issue, the level of seniority also helped, both in terms of
increased willingness to help a starting student, but also because their high power status
enabled them to express themselves freely and openly, without any fear of reproach by

others.
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In most cases we had to do little in generating conversation, which showed that our
“student” strategy was working well. Our role then was to direct the discussion towards
the areas that we felt useful data could be collected. Throughout a discussion we would
be sensitive as to when the interviewee “threaded” on areas relating to our underlying
conceptual model. The sensitizing effect of the conceptual model was vefy important in
determining when to explore something said further. Strategies we also employed were
to note the subject’s espoused values, in all cases expressed very early on in the
interview, and contrast them with the various subsequent accounts of practices. Any
ambiguities, contradictions or inconsistencies gave additional “warnings” for exploring

further and revealing values-in-use.

Observation and reflection were also used in data collection. Observation was mostly
directed to cultural elements and reflection was focused on changes in personal feelings.
In doing the latter, the effort was to distinguish feelings generated from the analyst-
subject relationship, the particular site and from me personally. A significant amount of
additional data were collected this way, as long as one was prepared to observe both
others and himself. In almost all cases I entered an organisation, observed its working
environment and talked briefly with various people before doing an interview. In a few
cases, the office layout was such that I was able to observe the rest of the employees
working and in some cases I could both see them and listen to their conversations.
While all this was happening in the background, in relation to the interview, it did

provide with valuable data in terms of “getting a feeling for a place”.

A useful strategy for assessing differences between cultures was to consider myself both
a potential client and a potential employee and assess whether I could employ or work
for each organisation respectively. All firms came across differently and projected quite
diverse cultural images to me, as an outsider, irrespective of their particular IS
development practices and values. Additionally, being presented as a student, there was
little reason for them to put up any elaborate pretenses or create artificial cultural
elements, specially in the cases where I was allowed direct access in their offices rather
than an isolated meeting room. If I was indeed a client or a researcher they could have

felt obliged to present their ‘best’ possible image.
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