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Abstract;

The major contribution of the thesls is to highlight the importance of
philosophical awareness in progressing research, It argues agalnst the use of
a prioritheory In research and proposes that an understanding of the
phillosophical underpinnings of particular research approaches can provide the
opportunity to e gries own guide and to work out critically one’s own
conception of the worid. 1t suggests that the adoptien of critical realism as
the underlying philosophical base can support rasearch In & useful and
practical manner. The thesls introduces the philosophy of critical realism and
uses its underlabouring rale to provide new insights into the information
systems arena in general and the case example In particular. The thesis
specifically concentrates on @ compaison between interpretivism and critical
realism, highlighting the differing approaches both have to research,

The thesis provides an illustrative case example examining the
development of an organisation's first Information Business Flan and the
subsequent outsourcing of the IS Department. The study was ariginally
targeted at describing the implementation of the organisation’s first
Information business plan but this changer! as the information business plan
implementation was overtaken by events. It is argued that political directives
from above were the major reason behind the arganizational move to
outsource all non-core activitles, Including IS. The thesis documents a
dissatisfaction with the orlginal interpretivist approach on which the case
investigation was based and uses the case example to highlight the thesis
arguments.

Critlcal realism provides a promising analytical and explanatory
framework for examining the interpiay between structure and agency within
arganizatlons. It involves both interpretive and explanatory understanding



unified In “the analysis of structural relations, and the ways in which these
affect, and are affected by, the subjective meanings of human beings” (Keat
and Urry, 1982, p, 174). This thesis will reflect these understandings and

emphases.
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Introduction

This section aims to Introduce the thesls and explaln the reasoning
behind the adoption of critical realism as an underlying philosophy. It then
pravides a roadmap for the thesis developiment

The Writing Style

One foundational argument within this thesis Is that realist enquiry can
learn from post-modernism and its assoclated techniques. Kilduff and Mehra
(1597) argue that there are two styles of postmodernism: the sceptical and
the affirmative. "From the sceplical perspective all interpretations of
phenomena are equally valid, and the world is so complicated that concepts
such as prediction and causality are irrelevant. Everything is related to
averything else so the search for causes or origing must be discontinued.” (p.
455)

_In contrast, the affirmative postmodernist “retains the possibility of
making discriminations among competing interpretations.” The affirmative
postmodernist “would underscore novelty and reflexivity as it looks at the
richness of difference and concentrates on the unusual, the singular and the
original” (Rosenau 1992, p. 169). Pluralist approaches can be seen to be in
line with the “post-modern condition”, which is described by Jackson (1591)
as thriving on “instabllity, disruption, disorder, contingency, paradox, and
indeterminacy”, and requiring racognition of multiple interpreations of the
world. The neglect of phllosophy &3 such can be seen to be a particular
feature of the post-modernist approach:

«postmadern  practitioners, in  pursuit of revolutionary
challenges to ¢conventional wisdom, can mix and match various
perspectives or research styles for aesthefic effect or in order to
contrast with tradition. This freedom {0 comblne styles of
discourse follows from the belief that ne method grants
privileged atcess to truth and that all research approaches are

17



embodied in cultural practice that posimodernists seek to make
explicit, The mixing and matching of diverse styles helps suiface
the cuttural practices within which each style Is embedded.
{Kilguff and Mehra 1997 p. 456)

Stones {1956}, from a contemporary realist (or sometimes called
neorealist) perspective, argues against the defeatism of the sceptical post-
modernist. He celebrates the post-maodarnist emphasis on plurality and
diversity and, like the post-modernist, recognizes the enormous difficulty in
providing accurate accounts of the soclal world. However, In his description of
“past-modern realism” he disagrees strongly with the sceptical post-modernist
in that he suggesis that "ves, the world is that complex; yes, it Is often very
hard to get at; yes, soclologists and other social scientists often ¢laim an
authority they have no right to; and, no, the defeatist postmodemists are not
right to imply that the only alternative to a complete and total knowledge of a
very complex world s a retreat into fiction" {Stones, 1996, p, 38).

In line with post-modernist argument Stones {1996) suggests that
contemporary realist examination reguires precision and contextualized detail,
This contextuallzation is a necessary consequence of an underlyling
ontologically bold philosephy (Cuthwailte 1987, p. 34). As detalled below,
critical realism 15 entologically bold in the sense that it not only encompasses
an external reallsm in its distinction belween the world and our experience of
it but it also suggests a stratified ontology and a so-called depth realism in
defining the objects that make up such a world, This concept suggests that
reality Is made up of three ontologically distinct realms — first, the empirical,
that Is experlence; second, the actual, that is events (i.e. the aciual objecis of
experience); and third, the transcendental, non-actuai or deep, that is
structures, mechanisms and associated powers,

18



The deep structures and mechanlsms that make up the world are thus
the primaty focus of such an ontalogical realism, eventsas such net being the
primary focus, An iImportant element within critical reafism is that these deep
structures and mechanisms may, In fact, be only abservable through their
effects and thus a causal criterion for existence Is accepted:

Observability may make us more confident about what we think
exists, but existence itself is not dependent on it. In virtue of
this, then, rather than rely purely upon a criterion of
observability for making claims about what exists, realists accept
a causal critericn too {Collier, 1994), According to this a
plausible case for the existence of unobservable entitles can be
made by reference to observable effects which can only be
explained as the preducts of such entities..., A crucial implication
af this ontelogy s the recognition of the possibility that powers
may exist unexercised, and hence ..the nature of the real
objects present at a given time constrains and enables what can

happen but does not pre-determine what will happen. (Sayer
2000, p. 12)

The ontolagical complexity assumed by critical realism is, however,
matched by a conservative epistemology that leans heavily on scientific
argument angd development. Stones {1996) suggests that if contemporary
realist research s to address post-modern criticlsm it needs to be more
aggressive in Iks methodological approach. Realist methodologies need 10 be
able to account for the underlying ontclogical richness they implicitly assume
and also need fo reflect the belief that any knowledge gains are typically
provisional, fallbist, Incomplete and extendable. Realist methodelogies and
writings, thus, must refiect a continual commitment te caution, scepticism and
reflexivity.

One proposal of this thesis is that reailst writings can follow the
example provided by post-modernist textual representations in the way that
they reflect skepticism and reflexivity, The post-modernist argues for "the
creation of new texts that break boundarles; that move from the centre to the
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margins to comment upon and decentre the centre; that forgo closed,
bounded worlds for those more open-ended and lass conveniently
encompassed; that transaress the boundaries of conventional sodal science;
and that seek to create a social science about human iife rather than on
subjects” (Guba and Lincoln, 2000, p. 184}, Post-modernist representations
can help avold two inherent dangers seen in the textual representations of
the sclentific method:

» They may lead us to believe that the world Is rather
simpler than it is

» They may relnscelbe enduring forms of  historical
oppression (Guba and Lincoln 2000, p. 184)

Guba and Lincoln suggest that a crisis of representation exists whereby the
subjects of social science are silenced in textual representation thus perhaps
fostering the re-creation of existing dangerous illusions and associated
underlying ideologies. Thus, the requirgment to reflectively present this
assumed ontologicat complexity and knowledge fallibliity has prompted the
inclusion of a “handwritten” reflective element in the thesis. Such handwritten
text boxes are Intended o allow a place for reflection on the progress of the
research and my own rele within that process.

This setfvefactive aim is vepreseated by using a hasd-uritten font
style (called JP ttond). Ideally these handharittes torts should be Ftaced n
voxiaus positions throughout the paqe in o freefora manner however, | feet

these texl bayes are o seasible compromise to encourage cosier n:adnbdxg

As defined by Guba and Lincaln (2000, p. 183) refiexivity Is “the
process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher” and thus the text-
boxes wlll provide a means to reflect on my own rale in the research process.
The text boxes will also be used to highlight alternative viewpoints and to
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provide further background te claims made thus helping to avold Guba and
Lincoln's cilticisms that scientiflc writing can oversimplify. This target supports
Richardsen (20003 who sees writing as a form of enquiry:

I conslder writing as a methad of inquiry, a way of finding about
yourself and your topic. Although we usually think about writing
as a mode of “telling” about the social world, writing Is not just
a mopping-up activity at the end of a research project. Writing
is also a way of knowing — a method of discovery and analysis,
By writing in different ways, we discover new aspects of our
toplc and our relationship to it {p, 923)

The text boxes also, perhaps, soften the dryness of traditional sclentific
argument and support the view that research writing should be seen as a
dynamic, creative process:

I was taught ...nct to write untit I knew what T wanted to say,
untll my points were organised and outlined. No surprise, this
static writing model coheres with mechanistlc scientism and
quantitative research.. This model has serlous problems: It
ignores the role of writing as a dynamic, creative process; it
undermines the confidence of beginning qualitative researchers
hecause thelr experlence of research is Inconsistent with the
wriing modet; and it contrlbutes to the flotllle of qualitative
writing that is simply not interesting to read because adherence
to the model requires writers to silence their own volces and to
view themselves as contaminants. (Richardson, 2000, p. 924)

The incluslon of these separate text boxes makes use of the word
processing ability to add sections after “final” drafting without reformatting
and without upsetting the flow of argument. They thus encourage critique
and reflection and can be used to represent the emergent nature of the
research process, They have proven to be a powerful tool.
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The intended audience

The intended audience for a thesis largely defines the writing style and
depth of coverage. Erickson (1986. p. 153} lists four fundamentai audiences -
researchers, policymakers, practitioners and local community. This thesis
largely addresses the first of these in that It emphasizes the Importance of
philosophical reflection within IS research, As such I spend a deal of ime
discussing my own research position and the reasons for my increasing
commitment to ¢ritical realism. The first part of the thesis details my initial
struggle and ultimate rejection of interpretivism as an underlying philosophical
approach. This journey occurred over several years and the accumulated
insights galned are represented as an ongoing story within the thesls.
Certainly I have a much hetter understanding of interpretivism and critical
realism now than I had at the commencement of this jouney and 1 therafore
would write @ much shorter introductory section if T wrote the thesis now.
Hawever, such compact writing would not, in my view, adequately refiect the
initial struggles I had with understanding the basic philosophical issues, The
thesis represents a journey and as such is perhaps verbose in sections, but
uitimately I am targeting a particular audience — those philosophically inclined
researchers within the IS field who see informatlon systems as social sysiems
and consequently struggle themselves with extending philosophies from the
soclal sciences arena to the applied area of 1S.

The later chapters are maore closely targeted towards the 1S
practitioner, but primarily these chapters are designed to support earller
chapters in that they emphasize the practical benefit and value of
philosophical reflection, The primary audience for this thesis is a
philosophically inclined IS research community rather than the “practitioner”
that Erickson suggests as an alternative audience, Such a focus clearly has
affected the tone, writing style and depth of coverage,
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This thesls suggests that critical realism can provide 3 useful
foundaticn for IS research and proposes gnme of the practical implications of
such a foundation. Critical, ar transcendental, reaflsm as envisaged by
Bhaskar (1978, 1979, 1986) argues that there exists a reality totally
independent of our representations of it; the reality and the "repregentation
of reality” operating in different domains, roughly a transitive epistemological
dimension and an intransitive ontological dimenslon, Such a proposal is
common to many reallst approaches and is referred to by Searle (1955) as
externai reallsm.

Critical realism does not, however, rest solely on this presumptlon, As
Lawsan (1997) argues transcendental {or critical) realism as originally
proposed by Bhaskar (1978) is developed around a sclentific reaiist position
which asserts that *the ultimate objects of scientific investigation exist for the
most part quite independent of, or at least prior to, their Investigation” {p.
15). This common external reallst posltion is howevar extended under critical
reallsm In that it alse presents a philosophlical argument for the nature,
constitution and structure of the underlying objects of enquiry, Such a realism
is heavily concerned with ontology ar metaphysics, that is, the nature of befng
and existence. Bhaskar (1978) develops his realist philosophy of sclence
founded on the question “under what conditions Is science possible?”. This
philosophlcal questioning concludes a, so-called, depth realism that proposes
that “the world Is composed not anly of events and our experience or
impression of them, but also of (Irreduclble} structures and mechanisms,
powers and tendencles, et¢, that, although not directly observable,
nevertheless underlie actual events that we experience and govem or
produce them® {(Lawson, 1997, p. 8),
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Such arguments are extended to the soclal arena in 2 similar fashion
thtough censldering the assoclated question "under what conditions is social
sclence possible?”, again the conclusion being that soclal “science” is only
passible if similarly real {relatively) enduring structures exist within the social
arena. Having concluded the existence of such objects of social enguiry
Bhaskar and athers have developed a consistent line of enquiry based around
these presumed underlying secial objects. As Lawson (1997) suggests many
af the things that traditionally have been done in the social arena are found
to be inconsistent with the underlylng nature of the sodlal objects proposed
and Into which such enquiry has been made (an example belng fundamental
problems with the way that prediction and falsification have been viewed in
the open systems evident within the soclal arena), Philosephy is thus heavily
bound into this model of social enquiry. Critical realism proposes that
philosophy plays an important and integral role in research, its continued use
conditional on its practical success.

The following headings datall some of the reasons for the adaption of
critical realism, The argument will ke further expanded In l2ter chapters.

The absve discussion is a huge simplificokion of the philosaphy of
evitical vealism. The arquments proposed ia these A, paraqraphs formapart
of tuo phitasophical texts by Bhaskar (978, 19¥9) "A Realist: Philosophy of
Seience” and “The Possibility of maturalion” - (‘}\ﬁ clga.vg cover smuch move

thow such a.si,ur(: introduction h-\rliu.

Why bother with philosoph

Philosophy can be defined as "the critical examination of the grounds
for fundamental bellefs and an analysis of the basic concepts employed in the
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expression of such beliefs” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, p. 388, Micrapedia, Vol
9, 1585).

Altewmate Fki{nsnrklccd. descriptions

Such a definition masks a deal of complexity, tithin Westers
Philosophy *Philosophy™ has heen taken t mean masy things, such definition
varying substantially since Gvecion times. The Encyclopacdia Britanmica,
sugqests thak o fundomentol definition wauld be as "a.veRection upos the
vavieties of human existence” or as the “vational, methodicol, and systematic

consideration pf tase tarics that oie af qreatest concem o mon”

({ﬂacmrcdia. Vol 45, p- 4, 1985 edition).

They arque that'philasaphizing” can be scen to be a reflective or
meditative activity and philosophy as being qenerally cateqorized as “off
something (for example, Bhaskar (1958 dchLnrs on argu-\cnt{or acvitical
vealist approach around a. realist: phitosophy of science), This vorying foeus
veflects the fact that philosophers come from diffevent: fields, with diffevent
intevests and concerns as o whak is impertant to reflect upon. Bhaskar
oviginates from within the sociol seiences so thalmuch of the Fkﬁnsorkka!.
foeus within evitical vealism is & do with social issues such as the necessary

conditions Jor o social “science”.

As the 1S research arena matures it is no surprise that a number of IS
rescarchers have called for a greater philosophical commitment within 18
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research and have targeted a clearer definition of the underlying philosaphy
and assumptions Inherent in 1S research (eg Mumford, Hirschhelim, Flzgerald,
and WoodHarper (1985); Banville and Landry (1989); Iivari {1991); Orlikowski
and Baroudi {1991); Nissen, Klein and Hirschhelm (1991); Hirschheim, Klein
and Lyytinen (1995}; Tivar and Hirschheim (1996); Winder, Probert, and
Beeson (1997); Mingers and Stowell {1997); Tivari, Hirschheim, and Klein
(1998); Fitzgerald, B. and Howcroft, D, (1898); Wilson (1999)).

old-fashiance Views of realism within IS rescavch

Many of these articles have an old-fashioned views o fvealis For
example, livari, Hivschhein and Klein 0998) sec classical realism as seeing
*dato.as describing ob]ective facts, infovmation systems as consisting of
b:cknoloﬂica.t structuves tharduware?, humon beings as sulijccttn cousal bauss
(determinism, and orqanizations as relatively stoble structures® . 132,
Wilsos (198 sees the vealist perspective as relying on "the aVailability of o ced
of fermal constraints which have the charastevistics of abstractuess,

sm:raLiB, invavionce acrost conberls”,

Fitzqerald and toucroftd98) preseata realist oatilogy as one of the
foundotional elements of positivism in discussing the polavity beturen hard
and soft approaches i IS, Realism is placed alongsicke positivist, abjectivist,
ctic epistemologies and quontitative, co-\ﬁr-«atoﬁ, deductive, laboratory
focussed and namothetic methodologics. Such a.traditionol View of venlisw is
pevhaps Justified within the IS avena. as it reflects the Wistorizal focus of its

use, however, theve now needs tn be a qreater vecogaition of the aeaer forus of
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vealism — forms of realism ﬂ\atsrgci,[-‘ica.[;(ﬂ oddvess all of the Fosiﬁyist
h:m\injs mrkasised by F‘d:zﬁzra!.d and Howcroft(1998).

tilsen (1998 comments on the vemarkablic resilience ond
vesourcefulness of realist arqument. in the face of the "vise of relativisw” and
sugqests that it may be too seon to say that realist arquuent lies in ruins” @,

163), This thesis is inteaded to support this conteation,

A philosophical commitment can be seen to involve rational thinking
and logical argument as the Philosophical Society suggests: "every branch of
knowledge depends upon rational thinking, but philosophy is unique in that
the application of reason and loglc becomes the very sgurce of knowledge -
whether employad critically, in the examination of the assumptions underlying
a field of Inquiry or belief system, or constrietively in the search for necessary
truths about the nature of reality itself". This theoretical focus 15 emphasised
throughout the thasls,

The 15 field does, however have a heavy practical focus and, as
Orllkowsk! and Barley {2001} argue, has much in common with enginesting
where the major focus Is on such practical questions as “what works?”, Given
this heavy practical focus it is no surprise that an alternate perspective exists
within the IT arena disparaging this Involvement In philosophy and
philosophical argument. Ormerod (1997), for example, dismisses the role of
philosophy when he discusses organisational intervention from an operationai
research perspective:

Any cholce mechanism should, In my view, be rooted in pradiical

requirements rather than in theoretical considerations with

which very few practitioners could feel at home. In simple terms
the approach {methods and thelr theories) chosen must support
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a process of intervention (practice) in a particular context to
achieve the desired outcome, (p. 421)

This argument is not uncommen within such a practically focused
arena as the IT field and can be seen to represent a consuftancy type
approach to research with practicality dominating the researcher perspective.
Such a perspective sees theory application as directed towards successful
practical Intervention with little time for philosophical justification. From this
perspective the practicalities of the intervention predominate as Ormerod
{1997) suggests: "the choice of methods will depend on the organisational
context, the degree of participation envisaged, the consultant’s skill and on
the nature of the outcome requirad” {p. 4158},

Such a vlew, however, neglects the useful role that philosophy can play
as underfabourerto research and practice - the term underlabouring teken
from Locke (1854, p. 14) as "clearing the ground a little..,removing some of
the rubbish that lies In the way of knowledge", Critical reallsm argues that
philosophy can play an important and usefu! role in practical research,

Collier (1994, p. 17) answers the question “why bother with
phitosophy?” with the following:

A good part of the answer to the question “why phllosophy?” Is
that the alternative to philosophy Is not 7o philosophy, but bad
philosophy, The “unphllosophical” person has an unconstious
philosophy, which they apply in thelr practice ~ whether of
science or politics or daily life.

Similarly Gramscl (1971, p. 323) argues *...everyone is a philosopher,
though in his own way and unconsciously, since even in the slightest
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manlfestation of any intellectual activity whatever, in “language” there is
contained a specific conception of the world” {fram Collier 1994, p. 17).

‘The “bothering” with philosophy can also provide the potential for
emancipation from a domination by a particular social or academic group:

.JIs it better to take part in a conception of the world
mechanically imposed by the external envirohment, i.e., by one
of the many social groups in which everyone is automatically
involved from the moment of his entry into the consclous
world...Or, on the other hand, is it better to work out
consciously and critically one’s own conception of the worid and
thus, in connection with the labour's of ones own brain, cheose
one's sphere of activity, take an active part In the creation of
the history of the world, be one’s own guide, refusing to accept
passively and supinely from outside the moulding of one's
personality (Gramsdl (1571, pp. 323-324) as quoted In Collier
(1994, p. 17)).

Being my own quide and the avoidance of o priovi theory

The abave arqument fora qreater commifment to Fhiio:nr}y H
hi.ﬁk(iﬂktcd in wy Oun case. With my supervisor hmv‘g intevpretive in Focus th
initiod progress of my research was divected towards nasvative and
situational description. | was not comfortable with this as t had difficulty i
sceing vesearch as primarily aimed ot deseviption, U did not: {eel that [ could
provide the necessary autheaticity to carry thraugh and progress such

Irescarch

The indial.s(’asu of vy thesis fpcused on on eﬂmnﬂrqfkic cose stuoi, to)

pbserve the development of an orqonization’s first information r(an. This
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examinotion followed an interpretive approachwith little Justification apart
from the foct that my oxpericnce wos in the avea. and wy supervisor was
sonilowrly intevpretive in focus, This bosis for veseareh writing is eriticized by
klein and Myers (399 who orque thatmany interpretivist accounts wrongly
|odopt a priori theory to analyze vesearch datio. lasightfully they suqqest
often this a priaritheary is chosen, not s o function of the undevlying abject:
or purpase of the study, but os o consequence of the vesearcher's prier
experigace ov the politics of the vesearch process (see for examrt:'i‘rmxdg
2000, As detoiled in Chapter i below ¢ propose thatsuch matters should aot
iyv\f:a.cttkc decision on what vesearch opprooch to Odﬂpt the wain focus
neecling t be on the abject of the vesearch and the stated purpose.

In the inifial stages of this thesis | came to vealize thatll was applying
intevpretivism and ds associafed wethodolagies in an a priorimaaner without
a cleor reflection pa the merits and demerits of such use This vealizating
prompted o.mare detailed examination of the undarlying philosophical basis
for intevpretivism and led to an examination os to whether critical vealism
|could provide o useful alternative. This philosophical questioning and
consequent undevstonding provided an opportunity and svenqth ts "be wy own
quide” and to find another path.

Critical reailsm as a social philos for [

Critical realism seems a sensible philosophy for IS in that It is derived
from within the social arena and thus encourages the recognition that
informatien systems operate within a soclal environment. As Avgerou (2001)
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suggests a consideration of the soclal context of 15 research and development
is vital. This theme has heen supported for many years in the IS arena and is
an ongoing Issue {some of the more Important contrlbutions coming from,
Kilng (1980); Lyytinen and Lehtinen (1984); King (1987); Land and
Hirschheim (1983); Zuboff (1988); Orlikowskl (1992); Lyytinen (1992};
Walsham (1953); Baskerville, Smithson, Ngweryama and DeGross (1954);
Orllkowski, Walsham, Jones, and DaGross {1996); Hirschheim, Klein, and
Lyytinen {1996); Intrana {1997); and Baskeville, Stage and DeGross (eds)
(2000)}.

The informaticn systems field has historically followed a functionalist
and positivist research approach. In more recent years there has been an
Increasing recognition of the importance of the subjective social aspects of
Information systems, as well as the objective, measurable technical aspacts.
Ivari, Hirschheim and Kleln {1998) describe the two fundamantal views of
information systems as being “technical systems with saclal implications” or
"soclal systems, only technically impiemented”, They perceive information
systems from a structurational perspective as a social system which is ®an
embodiement of interpretive schemas, facilities for coordination and
organisational/social norms” (p. 173}

Limitations ofa tocial ﬂ\cog such as critical realism

As detailed i Chapter 3, | feel evifical realism is porticulordy useful
for examining the social enviromment in which an T systew vesides but it:
suffers through its lack of o clear representation of the cove - (T tn fact;
qencrally, t feel thot material oblects are astwell inctuded i o social theory
which concentraties on sociol structives and their velationships, As Plaveus
t99%, p. 11 veRects such an zxch.xsi.vg_g social model can have negofive

cossequences i that:if theve is no sf:eci,{:ic vepresentodion of [T *meither e nov
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others who read our wark teavn much abouthow voriations in technology
featutres shope husan behaviouy”. Such asocially focussed model also teads
t vemove any advontade the technically informed (T vesearcher has in thot
many veseavchers in other fields do ot have such knowl.cdﬂl:. th is importont,
thevefore, that o, useful vepresentation of Mhe developed if eritical reatinn

is to rro\fidc auseful underlying framework. t will preseatsuch o. mockelin

Cl'-artcr 3.

Critical vealism daes, however, o= least concentrate 0 the research
n}gject and thus Frnvidcs the orrarb.md_j to consisher the dcq:r.r technicod

issues involved in IS use ond chanrMmt

Critical rea as a respanse o the crisis ositly

Similarly the adoption of critical realism responds to a call from within
the IS arena to move away from the traditlonal positivism that has
predominated in the past, For example Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991) present
interpretivism and critical theory as majer responses to the more traditional
positivist approaches. Blaikie (1993) from within th~ social sciences arena
suggests that contemporary responses to a dissatisfaction with positivism
include:

«  Critical Theory

= Realism

» {ontemporary Hermeneutics
« Structuration Theory

«  Feminism.
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Such responses to positivism have been simifarly noticed in the IS field
as Jones (2000), for example, points out. The author observes that over the
period 1979-1999 57% of papers presented at IFIP WG 8.2 conferences had
references to the four major social theerists Giddens, Habermas, Foucault and
Latour. Giddens' structuration theory is an example of a contemporary realist
response that has had a significant impact on 1S research (see Rose, 2000)
yet critical realism has had virtually no impact. This is somewhat surprising
glven the elements of slmilarity between the two theorles, for example their
similarly ¥ich ontolagical focus and thelr commitment to a metatheoretlcal
posltion that recognises the importance of structure and agency (there are
important differences between the two thecries, however, and these
differences are discussed In Chapter 3). This thesis suggests that It would be
useful to widen the range of soclal theorists used in IS to include that of
Bhaskar and his critical realist approach. Critical realism Is a relatively new
social theory that Is being used in a number of different disciplines to provide
important new insights. The later chapters in the thesis discuss some of the
new insights that can be particularly applied within the IS arena.

Critical realis response to the shortcomings of interpretivis

For the case example discussed, however, perhaps the most important
justification for the adoption of critical realism is in reaction to the observed
shortcomings of ¢lassical Interpretivist methods (see Chapter 4). Orlikowskl
and Baroudi (1991 p. 13) present interpretivism as emphasising the social
nature of reality:

Interpretivism asserts that reality, as well as our knowledge

thereof, are soclal products and hence incapable of being

understood independent of the soclal actors (including the
researchers) that construct and make sense of that reality
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As will be dermonstrated later in the thesis, critical realism would
suggest that this argument reflects the so-called goistemic fallacy n that it
confuses what Bhaskar (1979) calls the transitive knowledge focused
dimension and the intransitive ontological dimension, According to Bhaskar
the epistemic fallacy reflects a confusion between statements about the
nature of being and statements about our knowledge of that being, For the
critical reallst, reallty can never be a sccial product as argued by Crilkowskl
and Baroud since it pre-exists the transitive, changing soclal analysls of it
Our perceptions of reality change continually but the underlying structures
and mechanlsms constituting that reality are “relatively enduring”,

More particularly, for the case example presented In this thesls, critical
realism provides a better means for explaining the changes that occurred. It
will be argued that much of the decision to outsaurce the IT Department can
be traced to the impact of a wider governmental “structure” that enforced a
trend towards privatization and assoclated outsourcing. The presence of such
a structure is not easily identified in an interpretivist framework with its
emphasls ¢n micro level agency interpretations. In contrast, the
metathecretical emphasis on structure and agency within critical realism
allows a more useful means to represent such social structures,

Critical realism as supporting the rational manage

Importantly alsc, as argued in chapter 8, critical reallsm ¢an provide an
alternative to soclal constructivist theories that downplay the role of the active
agent. As Cralb (1992) suggests realism proposes that the agent has an
important role to play in transforming soclal structures:

human action does not create society but either maintains or
changes it in some way — this is the sense In which the two are
rot independent of each other, Socleties do not determine’
agents, but they survive and change only through acting
Individuals. Bhaskar suggests a ‘transformative’ model of human
actions: societles provide the raw material, human beings act on
it, and sccleties come out the other end. The crucial property of
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human action... 15 that it Is intenticnal: it aims at achieving
something, (p. 20)

This does not imply, howaver, that the consequences of human action are
always as intended and that agents can only have an active role In society (as
discussed in Chapter 3, In contrast to structuration theory, there is also an
important role for the non-doing agent). The important issue is that critical
realism does provide an important active emancipatory role for the
organizational member, in my view much of social constructivist theory
downplays this important role and does not adequately reflect the declsion-
making rationallty and emancipatory potential of the agent or manager.

As detailed in Chapter 7, social constructlvist theory as applied to an
innovative practice such as outsourcing, can emphasise the way that agents
create sometimes distorted perceptions of innovative practice, This
perspective tends to highlight the "faddishness” of :ﬁanagerial decision-
making, largely downplaylng the sensible rat'onal decision making power of
the active agent {for example, Newell, Swan and Galilers (2000} and Lacity
and Hirschheim (1993) adopt social constructivist argument to present the
faddishness of the organizational manaaer). Such a perspective, in my view,
does managers a disservice In that It leaves them open to critfcism for making
decisions in a lemming like fashion with little deep analysis on thelr part.
Adopting a realist perspective can allow the manager to be seen to operate in
a logical and explalnable manner, reacting to understandakle external
structures and mecharisms, Social constructivist explanation does not, in my
view, provide adeguate recognftion of the complexity underlying
organisational decision-making. To properly understand the pressures under
which the organisational manager pperates one neads to have a clear
recognition of the real structures and mechanisms constraining them. Critical
realism can provide this recognition through lts emphasis on the way that
agents interact with pre-existing structures. It importantly also glves agents
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an important role in the re-definition of such pre-existing structures, and thus,
as detaited in chapter 10, provides a basis for recognising their Important
emancipatory potential,

oubsourcing os [ad

An oxample of the differing pevspectives of the evitical realistand the
seciol canstructivist might be in their cnrrcsro-\dinj d:scrifﬁou of the
outsourcing phenomtena. | attended o vecent seminay presented by o leading
social constructivist vesearcher, #is view on outsourcing was that outxourcing
was basically o fod with manogers follouing trends in a lemming-like fashion
with (e proper investigation of the logic of the move G subsourcing. inwy
vie Hhis is arer{cct_q valid perspective on the outsourcing “oraze’, but; as i
wany interpretive accounts, | feel it goes too far - it does not 4ive monagument
decision mokevt mou&l\ vespect. There is an element of intevpretive
“faddishaese” in the outsourcing mavement but theve is also o ot of logic and
qoart ﬂ\ink'ms, tfeel thatthis is a.n\cfjor rrnln[c-\ with interpretive accounts in
that: they over-emphasize the sociod canstiuction of vealitsy - they do not
provide sufficieat respect: and recoquition of the vational decision-making

poer of the individuol aqent..
Critical realism as supporting pluralism

Critical realism has been presented by Mingers (2001) as a foundation
for pluralist methodolegy use. This suppoart for pluralism is largely founded on
its underlying focus on ontology and its perception of the major role for
theory to improve our understanding of a complex separate reality, The
philosophy of critical realism is compatible with a large number of different
theories, yet, as detailed in later chapters of this thesis, the use of critical
raalism has Implications with respect to the ongoing development of research
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and as such it is perhaps less free with respect to the use of multiple theories
and methodologles than is often implied. The adoption of critlcal reallsm &s an
underlying phitosaphical approach has important methodological
ronsequences that need to be recognised as prominent critical realist Archer
(1595, p.28) suggests:
Once social analysts have been assured that ontology and
methodology are separate issues, why should they not conclude
that they can merely select the methodology which
pragmatically seems most useful to them {thus sliding rapldly
into Instrumentaiism), because if ontology is a separate concern,
then it need to be no concern of theirs. Equally, once social
theorists have been persuaded of the separation, what prevents
an exclusive preoccupation  with  ontological  matters,
disregarding their practical utility and effectively disavowing that
acquiring knowledge about the world does and should affect
conceptions of social reality? This is a recipe for theoretlcal

sterility, An ontology without a methodelogy is deaf and dumb;
a methodology without an ontolegy is blind.

Critical reallsm argues for an Intimate link between philesophy and
cansequent methadologlical and epistermnclogical development. As Archer
(1595) suggests “the nature of what exists cannot be unrelated to how It Is
studled...the social entology endorsed does play a powerful regulatory role
vis-&-vls the explanatary methodology for the basic reason that it
conceptualises social reality in certain terms, thus identifying what there is to
be explained and also ruling out explanations in terms of entities or properties
which are deemed non-existent” (p. 16-17). Similarly, Craib {1992, p.656)
suggests that “our metheds of understanding the world and the forms of the
theory we use are based ¢n the nature of the realities we are trying to
understand”.

Given this argument, critical realism cannot support the indiscriminate
use of theory since It strongly argues far an intimate linkage between all
aspects of the research process, For example critical realism has important
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things to say about the sort of questions that can be asked and the
conclusions that can be reached. As detailed in Chapter 3 below, it argues
against the predictive use of theory and suggests that retroductive
questioning Is the only supportable questioning that can be allowed in the
open systems evident in soclal research. Such argument fundamentaily affects
the way In which research is progressed and the on-going role for theoty
within that research.

Critical realist argument suggests that philosophy must play an integral
and cngoing role in all aspects of the research process and whilst the practical
focus of critical realism encourages a concentration on cutcomes the pluralist
use of different metheds needs to be consistent, This requirement has
perhaps resulted in a more cautious use of methodology and theory than k
ldeal from a practitioner perspective and critical reallsm has been said to be
“entologically bold and epistemologically cautious” {Outhwaite 1987), This
abservation alse reflects the fact that the philosophy provides little practical
advice on methodology use.

The epistemalogical caution of evitical vealisn

I my opinion this is o malor failing of evitical realisw. tf, as it cloims,
U continued use is dependenton the practical success of its use ten | feel it
has an obligation to be far wove divectied towards defining usable
-»\l:ﬂ\odolnjic.s. As Stones {956) arques, vealist ontologics Gsuch as those
preseated by Giddens and Bhaskor) da have important methodological
consequences thatneed to be considered and developedd. The use of crifical
veolism within such a.proctically focused avena. as tnformation Systems can

019 encouvoqe this,
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The Re estion in Critical Realism

Critical realism proposes retroductive argument where ‘a retroductive
argument moves from a description of some phenomenon to & description of
something which produces it or is a condition for it’ (Bhaskar 1985, p. 11). As
detalled in Chapter 2 such argument i fundamental to a critical realist stance.
Retroductive or abductive reasoning Is In contrast, to deductive and Inductive
reasoning.

Deductive reasoning is the fundamental reasoning of mathematics
whereby some statement *p" leads to Implications “q” — 2 movement from the
generai to the particular. For example, the generalclaim that “all ravens are
black” moves to the parb’cularinference that the next one seen will be black.
Inductive reasoning maves from the particular to the general. For example
the particuiar observation that numerous ravens are black moves to the
general claim that "all ravens are black”, Inductive reasoning is important in
the experimental testing of theory in that “induction consists In starting from
a theory, deducing from it predictions of phenomena, and observing those
phenomena in order to See how nearly they agree with the theory (Blaikie
1993, p. 164). Positivist approaches ara associated more with these two
processes of reasoning,

For the ravens example, retroductive Or abductive reasoning follows
from an observatlon of numerous black ravens ta a theory as 10 a mechanism
to explain why ravens are disposad to be black, As Lawson (1997, p. 24)
suggests it Involves a movement from a surface phenomena to a deeper
causal thing. Crifical realism questions the usefulness of deductive or
inductive reasoning in the open systems of the soclal arena and proposes that
retroductive (“what if” type) reasoning is more appropriate, Such a
perspective Is consistent with a depth realism where explanation Is not about
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prediction but about the steady unearthing of deeper levels of structures and
mechanisms.

critical vealism is nofqoo d {‘ar every U\inj

Such veaspaing sugqests that- cviticol vealism supports some lines of
questioning but mot sthers, Con the investiqation of decper levels of structuve
and wechanisws be the sple veseareh focus availahle? that: if we are ot sa
intevested in "why rovens are disposed to black?”. | think the issue that:
eviticol vealism is making is thak ise needt to be caveful with predictive elaims
ond qeacralizotions from pavticularities. These need o be supported
cavefully by fuvther scientific vesearch Such o.moVementis still possible but:

it needs t he stronqly suf-rorted and cantiously orrtied.

Critical realism assumes that allt knowledge (or theory) is derived from
a social practice that relles on pre-suppositions about the nature of the world.
Bhaskar bases his philosophy of critical realism on such retroductive
examination In that he questions what pre-conditions are necessary to allow
the possibility of “science” and soclal “science”, He considers that such
retroductive argument Is a distinctive and important feature that helped to
define and differentiate critical realism {Norris 1999,

For the case example critical realism proposes the re-framing of
descriptive ethnographic-type questioning such as “what Is happening here?”
to a more specific and retroductive questioning such as “under what
conditions Is it possible that an intermationally benchmarked IT Department is
outsourced?”. Such focussed questioning concentrates on determining the
nature of concerned structures and assoclated mechanisms and thus implicitly
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targets extendability through its preposal that such structures are relatively
enduring.

The Aims of the Thesis

The “bothering” with philosophy Is a major concern within this thesis, A
majer aim, therefore, will be to present, from within the I5 fleld, some of the
practlcal cutcomes of a philosophical commitment. This philosaphical
commitment is grounded by critical realism. The thesis introduces the
philosophy of critical reallsm and uses its underlabouring role i provide new
insights into the Informatlon systems arena in general, The thesis will
examine some of the practical implications of using critical realism as an
underlying philosophy for 1S research.

Description or Explanation?

A secondary focus of the research Is to describe and explain highly
politicised changes that have taken place within the Information Systems
Department of a governmental organisation. The thesis follows the
development of the organization’s first Information Business Plan and
descrlbes the subsequent outsourcing of the department’s function. As
suggasted in subsequent chapters the primary focus Is fo provide an
explanation of the happenings at the corporation rather than solely a
description. This alm necessarily elevates the role of philosophizal argument
and rational thought.

The thesis will describe hew the research approach came to be based
on critical realism rather than interpretivism, This concentration an the
research process Is supported by Klein and Myers (1999), who argue that a
major problem with many interpretive projects is thelr fallure to clearly define
the emergent nature of research. As they suggest in thelr important paper on
principles for good Interpretive practice: "we are [often] given little
understanding of how the researchers’ analysis developed over the course of
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the project. As it stands, we are presented with a finlshed plece of
interpretive research with few indlcations of its emergent nature” (p. 84).
Whilst this thesis is not specifically interpretive such an issue Is stiil valid and
a major alm of the thesis is to indicate the emergent nature of the research
process.

The Use of a Sin se Stu

T:IIﬂs thesis provides an illustrative case example nvolving the
devalopment of an organisation’s first Information Business Plan and the
subsequent outsourcing of the IS Pepartment. The decislon to use a case
study is sometimes argued to imply a commitment to a particular
methodological approach. For example, Yin (1994) argues that the case study
is a comprehensive research strategy that can be qualitative or quantitative in
facus and need not Include direct, detalled observation as a source of
evidence. He sees the case study as not “especially concerned with time-span
and histortical depth, with richness of data, or access to personal meanfngs,
and shows no interest in emphasising data In people's own words" and
defines a case study as:

an empirical enquiry that investigates & contemporary

phenomena within ts real life context especlally when the

boundaries between phenomencn and ¢ontext are not clearly
evident (p. 13)

Stake (1994), in contrast, arpues that the decision to complete a case study is
not a methodological cholce but a chaolce as te the object to be studied. '

Tesch {1950) links the case study with hermeneutics in that case
studies have traditlonally involved an element of interpretation or reflection
on the case under study. Walsham (1993) argues for the importance of so-
called /n-depth case studies. His view of the case study emphasises the need
to understand human nature In context and argues that in-depth case studies
are the only means to study such issues,
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Knights {1996) polnts out that exhaustive case accounts ¢an end uUp
being very positivistic in thelr approach If deriving the truth of a sltuation is
used to justify being exhaustive and in-depth. Such claims are positivistic in
thelr nature as it implies that the “truth” is out there and can be found given
suitably detailed analysis:

..if the case study approach is to avold sliding back into
postitivist frameworks, it has to assert a role for itself other than
the pursult of accurate representations or exhaustive and
comprehensive narratives. For otherwlse, it simply subscribes to
those ontological and epistemologlcal assumptions about a
fixed' and ' objective’ reality waiting to be discovered and
recorded by the researcher that were the impetus for a radical
alternative to positivism in the first place. {p. 234)

Stones (1996} similarly argues for rich contextualized analys!s but, in
adopting a critical realist stance, appreciates the fallibist nature of any
outcomes, He sees three ideal type contrasts in relation to the type of
knowledge that particular theorfes contaln:

« Single case versus multiple case (generalising}
« Contextualizing versus abstracted
s Agents conduct analysis versus theorist’s pattern analysis

For example, he sees that a project emphasising agents conduct analysls
would “include an interest in the hermenautics of how social ackors draw
reflexively on thelr knowledgeabllity and motivation in choosing how to act”,
whereas theotist's pattern analysis defines "a research project that is not
concerned with lay actors' conduct analysis but, rather, is interested In the
researchers analysis of social practices, from outslde as it were" (Stones
1996, p. 704
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As detailed above In order to avold the criticism of the post-modernist
he suggests that contemporary realist researchers should adopt the first of
each binary opposition as the preferred entological focus in his brand of
contemporary realism ("past-modern realism"). This so-called "player modei”
of theory construction is the preferred mode of cperation whereby single
contextualized cases are addressed “"sometimes, but not always (depending
an the questlon asked), including an analysis of the hermeneutic frames of
meaning of social actors” (p.71). Under the player model studies move
towards generalizations by "being parasitic on ... single, contextualized
cases". This thesis agrees with Walsham (1993) and Stones {1996) on the
importance of the local contextualized examination and follows Stake (1994)
who sees the case study to be a selection of the object to be studied rather
than a statement as to the method or strategy to be followed,

Confideptiality Issues

One of the difficulties for a researcher is that confidentiality becomes
more difficult In pursuing a single case study since the researching of a single
organization gver many years means that the source of the research can
become known to the research community of which they are a part, For the
single case study it also is no longer possible to hide behind a multiplicity of
case examples when presenting the thesls and thus it is particularly necessary
to protect the identity of the organizational members interviewed., in order to
meet the anonymity conditions under which access was provided the names
and titles of the people interviewed have been changed and dates and
statistics have been modified. The Interview texts are shortened and have na
dates associated with them so as to avold possible assoclation with real
events, 1 feel this anonymity does not detract overly from the thesis as the
thesis primarily uses the case example to lllustrate and support theoretical
arguments. Its primary focus Is to illustrate a novel application of new theary.




This argument s consistent with Stake (1994) wha describes two types
of case study — the intrinsic case study and the Instrumental case study. An
intrinsic case study Is:

..not undertaken primarily because the ¢ase represents other
cases or because it lllustrates a particular tralt or problem, but
because in all its particularity and ordinariness, (the] case itself
is of interest...The purpose is not to come to understand some
abstract concept of generic phenomena..The researcher
temporarily subordinates other curiosities so that the case may
reveal its story (p. 237).

In contrast, the instrumental study attempts to provide insight Into an
issue or refinement of theory. “The case Is of secondary interest; it plays a
suppartive role, facilitating our understanding of something else.” (Stake
1994, p. 237}, This thesls uses the case example as an instrumental study.
This statement of the purpose of the case study Is important in terms of
judging the research, As detailed in Chapter 4 this thesis suggests that the
chject and purpose of the research are important In judging the research
outcomes, Ideally the case study write-up should present a full and rich
description of the case example including detatled accounts of the
organization and its members, This cannot be done under the conditions in
which the study was agreed. An outsourcing situation Is highly emotive for
the personne! concerned and comments made about management and
individual actars are often highly critical. Anonymity must be a necessary
requirement in such situations as is care in research reporiing - the
organisation should not be harmed through its generosity In providing access,
I have been constipus of this necessity throughout the study and have been
careful in my reporting of the case, particularly in not acting in a judgmental
role and protecting identities wherever possible,
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Thesis Roadmap

The early chapters of the thesis (Chapter 1 to &) alm to reflect my
growing disillusicnment with interpretive approaches and my acceptance of
critical realism as 2 valid and useful underlabourer for investigation and
research in the Information Systems fleld. The later chapters (Chapter 7 to
11) demonstrate the value of critical realism In the examination of
contemporary 1ssues within the management arena and the information
systems field In particular.

Chapter 1 prasents the basic details of the case study example and
argues for the Ineffectivenass of an ethnographic approach in Identifying the
Important structures that heavily impacted the development of the plan and
subsequent outsourcing within the organization. The case example is used
throughout the thesis to highlight the value of a critical reallst approach.
{Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 in particular use critical realist argument to examine
the putsourcing situation introduced in the case example).

As a basis for deriving an alternative to interpretive analysis Chapter 2
introduces the philosophy of ¢ritical realism and discusses some of Its
Important assumptions, The important role that philosophy plays in research
is highlighted and critical realism Is presented as a response to the call for a
greater philosophical commitment within the IS arena, The chapter discusses
how the adoption of a critical realist appreach affects the conduct of the
research and the underlying research question.

In Chapter 3 the important meta-theoretical role far structure and
adency within critical reallsm Is highlighted and the Importance of recognizing
both micre (agency’y and macro (structure) level factors within a research
situation s discussed. The chapter discusses four conceptlons of structure and
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highlights how such perceptions can affect the way that a computer system
can be represented. A hypothetical example of an ERP system is used to
highlight the different conceptions of structure and agency. The inadequate
representation of technology within critical realism is discussed and critiqued.

Following from this basic introduction to critical reallsm Chapter 4
discusses in more detail the differences between critical realism and
Interpretivism. Leaning heavlly on Kleln and Myers (1999) paper on principles
for conducting and evaluating Interpretive research the chapier highlights the
different meanings given to interpretivism and discusses its philosophical
base. As In Klein and Myers (1999) it Is assumed that interpretivism depends
heavily on hermeneutics as its underlying philosophy and, as such, the
primary focus within the chapter Is philosophical in that it uses the philosophy
of critical realism as a basis for critiguing hermeneutic examination, Myers
{1994) critical hermeneutic framework, which combines features of critical
theory and hermeneutics, Is presented as an alternative to critical realism.
Finally, In order to highlight the dlfferences between realist and relativist
argumerits, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the diffarent criterla
for judging research,

Chapter 5 compares the differing roles for theory within critical realism
and Interpretivism and presents some of its acknowledged shortcomings
(based on Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). For the realist the focus is
cntological and explanation is the primary target whereas Interpretivism is
seen as residing in the transitive perceptual dimension thus emphasising
description and illuminatlon, The chapter diszusses the methodaloglcal
consequences of the underlying ontological richness within critical realism and
relying heavlly on Stones (1996) describes how critical realism requires
contextualized single case study as its primary focus. Critical realism is seen
as ontologically bold and epistemelogically cautious (Quthwaite 1987) and as
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such provides little real guidance with regard to epistemological development
and methedelogy. The baslc arguments of critical realism are used to critique
a commanly used framework for deflning IS research approaches (the
framework being that of Galliers, 1951).

Chapter 6 highlights the important role that metaphor plays In critical
reallsm and interpretivism and uses the case study to emphasise some
practical examples of metaphor use. The chapter also provides some
background to the theoretical basis for adopting an approach such as critical
realism and highllghts some of the confusion that ensued over the initial part
of the study, Chapter 6 importantly provides a new role for metaphar within
the Information systems field in that it suggests that metaphor must play a
vital role within critical reallst examination since such examination often
requires explanation of gbjects that may well be beyond our experience,
Within this basic underlying stance metaphor can play a useful and important
role in making the *unfamiliar familiar”.

The remainder of the thesis provides practical examples of how a
commitment to philosophlcal awareness has important practical
consequances. Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 fean heavily on the case example o
present outsourcing as innovative practice, It presents a knowtedge-focused
perspective based around diffusion theory te examine the outsourcing
decision within the case example, Reference Is made to Newell, Swan and
Galliers (2000) who present an argument based around diffusian theory to
explain the adoption and dissemination of BPR. They see the adoption of 8PR
as a consequence of distorted communication. In contrast critical realism
would sre the decision to adopt BPR 25 a consequence of fargely external,
soclal structures Impacting internal agency decision. Such a perspestive tends
to divert the "blame" for bad decision-making away from concerned managers
in that it argues for a clear recognition of the stresses under which they
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operate, The thesis argues against the implled guilibllity of managers
assumed by such social constructivist theory and Chapter 7 modifies
Abrahamson's (1991) original framawork to make more explicit the
structurefagency interactions implicitly assumed.

Chapter 8 bullds on the argument developed in Chapter 7 ta present a
critical realist argument to explain the outsourcing declsion detailed within the
case example description in Chapter 1. In so doing it leans heavily on the
discussion within Chapter 5 on the role of theory In critical realist examination
and addresses the amended research question "what conditions make it
possible for an internationally bench-marked IT Department to be
outsourced?”, Such questioning forms the basis for a critical realist
examination which is explalned by Stones (1996) as, making an informed
guess as to what Is dolng the causing (retroduction), giving a ¢lear and
detailed definition of what thls causal element Is (real definition) and then
showing clearly that It is indeed doing a significant amount of the causing {p.
37). The chapter demonstrates such an argument by firstly proposing that
gavemmental imposltion largely caused the cutsourcing decision and then
describlng the underlying mechanism by which such imposition was catried
out,

Chapter 9 provides another example of the insights that realist
examination can provide by examining the development of the Information
Business Plap at the Organization. Agaln it leans heavily on the theory
discussion In Chapter 5 to ulimately question whether evolutionary models of
IT Planning ¢an be supported by contextualized examinaticn of the case
example under review.

Chapter 10 examines the Important emancipatory effect within the
organisation of changing the name of tha change process from BPR to
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outsourcing. This name change reflected a recognition by management that
the process was ultimately an outsourcing project and not simply corporate
re-positioning, resiignmentor BPR This was Important to the concerned
personnel in that it allowed the initiation of termination services and
counseliing, The chapter discusses the differing perceptions within critical
systems theoary and critical realism of such emancipatory practice and
highlights the different ontolegical focus provided by critical realism.

Chapter 11 further demonstrates the practical insights that <ritical
realism can provide In its argument for SSM to provide a clearer recognition of
the reality of soclal structures. It suggests a new framework for defining soft
systems approaches based around whether the system purpose Is almed at
transformation or Interaction {See Mathiassen and Nielsen 2000). It argues
that for systems where interaction is seen to be the primary metaphor a
technique such as SAST could be incorporated to mora clearly define the
Impartant social structures and stakeholder relationships.

Chapter 12 reviews the study and highlights the major contributions of
the thesis,
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Chapter 1

Introduction to the case example and the rationale
behind the move to critical realism

Introduction

This first chapter Introduces the case example — this case will be used
throughout the thesis to Hlustrate the critical realist argument and to argue
for the validky of critical realism as a useful tool for explaining the observed
organizational happenings.

The case example for this thesls Involves the study of an IT
department In a government organisation undergoing major change in, firstly,
the development and implementation of the organization’s first Information
Buslness Plan and, secondly, the outsourcing of the IT depariment. In the
early 1990's the organisation had responsbillty for the regulation,
management and control of its own resources but this structure was changed
dramatically as the organization split Into a separate entities in the mid
1990's. This major chané;e in corporate structure was associated with
significant outsourging of percelved nen-core functions, the IS sector being
one of the first and largest sectors to be outsourced.

The study was originally targeted at examining the implementation of
the organisation's first information plan but this changed as the information
business plan implementation was overtaken by events as palitical directives
from above required that the arganization move te outsourcing all non care
activities, including the IS department, The IS Department at the time was a
large IT employer and had a good reputation for efficient operation, Its
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outsourcing was seen by the IS Manager at the time to be a test case for
future governmental IT cytsourcing.

This first chapter introduces the case example at an early stage to
provide an understanding of the practical basls for the study. A deeper
analysis of the case example will be left to later chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10. This
analysis may involve the repetition of parts of this Initlal Introduction. The
main purpose behind this first chapter is to provide an understanding of the
outsourcing operation and how the case example and the research process
interact.

The case example

The thesls presents a case example involving major organisational
change. The first major episode presented Is seen to be the introduction of an
organization’s first Information Business Plan. For the traditional engineering
focussed organisation on which this example is based, this represanted a
major episode In terms of the maturing of the IS function. In the view of the
then 1S Manager, it represented a major change in the arganisation’s
historical view of IS in that it reflected the idea that IS was not purely a
support function but had an Important role in i gwn right.

The second major change eplsode Is presented as the outsourcing of
the 15 function. This reflected a2 major turnaround in the organisation’s view
of IS in that the acceptance of the new Information Business Plan had held
out so much promisa to the IS people, The radical and severe change process
led to the outsourcing of all IS functionality excepting that of planning and
control. The change process was completed within a relatively short time
span and caused considerable distress and conflict within the department and
organisation, The thesis investigates the causes hehind the radical change in
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the organisation’s view of IS and proposes that the change was largely a
result of external pressure from govemment.

This first chapter provides the background to the case and describes
the initial focus of the thesls gs being to follow through the implementation of
the organisation's first Information Business Plan. This initial focus was
dramatically curtalled by the decision to outsource the IS Department in its
entlrety, The thesls moved from an examination of the development and
implementation of the oraanisation's first Informatlon businass plan to an
examination of the outsourcing of the 1S department.

This huge environmental change within the [S Department and the
organisation also prompted & re-examination of the underlylng research
approach of interpretivism. It is arqued that the Initlal ethnographlc approach
and the consequent concentration on the micro level aspects of the siiuation
resulted in a neglect of the wider structures that eventually had such major
effects on the implementation of the plan. The initial focus of the thesis was
avertaken by events and led to the questioning of the research sirategy
employed. Whilst etbnography as 2 method allows a good understanding of
the organizational sltuation, the interpretive focus at the analysls stage was
unhelpful in recognizing the higher-level structures and mechanisms that
ulbmately became so important. As will be indicated In following chapters this
Inadeguacy led to a re-examination of the underlying Interpretivist philosophy
and a search for a research approach that would more usefully explain what
happened in the organization,
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HnagblcaL bins and the rofionale behind the move to evificol yealism

Reading over this explasation t see thot it vepresents an example of

. analytical bins on my oun partin thot & vepresents the Accision os simplev
than in fact it wos. Miles aad fuboman (994 sugqest that: three potizatial
analytical hiases con be ntroduced of: various levels of a qualitotive study:

tiolistic fallozy ~ intevpreting eveats as mave patievmed and
congruent than they veally are, lopping off the many loose ends of which social
life is made

€lite bias ~ ovenueighting dato. from articulate wellinformed
personncl, usually high status inforeants

Gm'.nﬂ nodive - toosinajour f":“fe’cm btiﬂﬂ Ca'arh:d intp the
pereeplions and explanativns of local informants

Reading back over the above explanation of the change in reseavch
foeus appears ta we to be a reflection of halistic bias on my owa past The
[decision to move ausay from an eBographic appreach and intevpretivism in
|qencral was a0t prosspted by one particulor eventar condition buk prompted

by avange of events and sifuations such as:

. The difficutty in qetting access ta the porticiponts sver the difficult
and stressful outsourcing perviod made an cthnographic account diffieutt
Other Less intensive infevpretive approaches could have been used butthe
orqonizational situation iritioted an investiqation into altermate methods and
phitosophics. This investigation ultimodely led to the adoption of critizal
vealis as the underlying framenark for the study.
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| 2 1y oun stnuggle wih eveating (ohak [ <aw) as o belicvable
interpretive voice and outhovidy, As detoiled & Chapter 3 1 fecl that
authenticify and commitsent are importont requivements for producing
|belieVable vesearch accounts, | found iEvery diffizutt to vefect ata
pevsonal level on the progress of the vesearch To be able to hold o. story
outhentically vequires o talent thall perhaps ik nathave,

3. My oan backqround in vationod science moy have moved wme towards
mave realistapp roaches. Having o.deqree in mathematics ond physics pevhaps
prompted asympathetic stance towards Bhasker's vealist approach deriving
as it does from o Philosophy of Science,

The Movement towards eritical vealism was mare fortuitous thas o
r(anncd‘ strateqy in thakmy oviginol interest.in evitical realisu wos lvrnu\rted'
_ly rwdinﬂ an axticle 1_-:_9 Alistair Mutch Fost‘cd on the Intevnek( Criticall
Realism ond tnformation Systems: A Explovation). This artic’z encouraged me
ta vead Bhaskar's {978) Reatist Theory off Science (which was also available
on the Intermed. | was impressed with the bogic of the arqument presented in
this text and felt that the views arpressed seemed to mesh with my own, These
firstc readings, whilst difficut: for we as t had ne Ioa:;kjrnund in socinl seienn
or philosophy, provpted we to vescarch fuvther anc to Join the Bhaskar
listserver uhich | found intevesting and us eful although it lack of an applicd

focus was disappointing,
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The decision to move avay from intevpretivism wos not 0. consequence o]
a single eveat ov structure it was a.consequence of anumber-of foctors both

intevnol to we and extermal

Such an avqument as | have detailed abave depends on the sugqestion
that: ‘reasans can be causes”, The fact that reasons can be causes has beea
wsed in the past to arque agoinst the extiension of the methods of the physical
seionces to the social arenen For u‘(,mf:{c, Phillir: {98% P 1035 sugqests that
the Frornsaltl\at the methods of the sciences can be afrlh:d to the social
scicnces (this proposal is often called aaturalis) con be argued agalast
becouse ‘rzarb: act becawse ﬂ;_cj are swgcd by veasons, or becanse ﬂ\_cj
decide to follow vuler, 10 hecouse theiv actions are causally determined by
farces, Thus whea one person manages to fl:rsu.n.dc another to act in o certain
wouy, what is oing on is quite different from the sifuation that exists whea onc
physical particle intrracts cousally with another”, He suqgests that thus the

r_}ys ical seiences cannobbe o velevant model {ar the spciol sclences,

Critical vealisn has avider inbevpretation of causation than is
customary in traditional vealist appraaches in that: - daes not assume that
all conses must be physical Critical readiss also recogrizes o transitive
knowledqe oviented dimension anck bus has no probles with accepling reasons
as causes since as provinent erikical vealist practitioners Miles and
Huberman (974 sugqest- critical realism propases that "things that ave

belicved hecome veal and con be intu.i.rcd uto, (fv 0y
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Data collection and analysis

The case study nvolved a longltudinal study of 2 large public
organization over a perlod of five years and coincided with the outsourcing of
the IS divisign. The ethnographic involvement in the initial pre-outsourcing
stage allowed a good apprediation of the organization and provided a basls
for continuing contact over the difficult perlod of outsourcing. Subsequent to
the outsourcing having been completed a number of senlor IT staff {including
the outgoing Managing Director and the naw post-outsourcing IS Planning
Manager) were interviewed Individually on several occasions. The total
number of Interviews aver the perlod totalled some 50-60 interviews. The
interviews with senlor staff were semi-structured interviews based around
pre-set questions whilst the interviews with junior staff were less formal.
Claims made by internal staff were corrohorated in subseguent Interviews
with consultants who played a large part In the outsourcing process.

The case study draws upon organisational reports and documents in
addition to the Interview transcripts. The organisation made a number of
internal repor:ts and staff newsletters available to me. These have been used
to corroborate the comments made in Interviews. The interview transcripts
were analysed using the qualitative tool Atlas for key themes and the quotes
used are representative of these. Any issues concerning the interview data
wlll be raised in this thesis when the interview is quaoted,

aring inte jive dat lectiol critica list data collectio

As the above discussion Indicates this study dld not eriginate as
specific critical realist study. This observation prompts the question as to
whether such a study would have been designed differently. 1t is my feeling
that the baslc approach would be similar to that of an interpretive account in
that the aim of both would be to understand the research situation. The
difference might be, however, that whilst interpretivism encourages a focus
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on understanding from the point of view of the participants/subjects, critical
realism, In Its focus on potential Impacting structures, tends to be more
directed away from the participants towards the examination of potential
wider structures. The unearthing and explanation of such structures may well
be beyond the capability and undarstanding of most of the actors involved
and thus there needs to be an Important additional focus away from the
domain of the individual actors concerned, Flood (1999) addresses this issue
when he discusses the difficulties in “knowing the unknawahle”. This
argument is related to a similar discusslon presented in Chapter & which
discusses whether interpretive examlnation can get to the rea| issues when
the ultimate alm of Interpretive investigation is the understanding of
participants in their own terms.

In the case example documented, the identification of the important
governmental external structure would have been difficult if research
interaction was only at the junior staff level. It was only in more senfor
Interviews that it became clear that the government had such a strong
influence, This was emphasised even more when It became evident that in
order to ultimately identify the mechanism by which this influence was
actloned the Managing Directar of that time had to be questioned,

The recently announced annual conference of the International
Association for Critical Realism (JACR) focuses on Reaflsm, research and
practice and clearly demonstrates that there are vary few examples or
guidelines for developing critical realist practice. Many of the proposed papers
point out the imperative need for such clearer guidelines and axemplars,
Given the fact that the use of critical reailism Is presented as being conditional
on its successful use, this issue is of greﬁt importance If critical reallsm is ta
become more widely used. .
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The thesis example is primarily used as an ilustrative example (see
Stake (1994) above) to introduce critical realism and to demonstrate the
logical method of ¢ritical realist argument {see Chapter 6 and B), This target
suggesis a different emphasis than for what Stake (1954) terms as an
intrinsic case study. The difficult nature of the organizational situation and the
imited access provided due to the highly political nature of the change
pracess prevented the complete depth of analysis that I desired, but I fee! the
case still has important things to say and is useful as an Tlustrative case, Any
critical realist study must in my view spend a greater degree of time on
phllesophising and transcending material observations precisely because the
approach depends very much on such examination. Social structures
generally are observable only through their effects and thus there needs to be
a process of abstraction from the domains of the actual and the empirical
world to the frans-factual mechanisms of the real world. As Wad (2001)
points out this is necessary since often the experienced world of events Is not
explalnable in terms of the empirical facts, but only by way of Incorporating
non-expetlenced mechanisms incorporated in objects which may be within or
outside the domain of investigation.

Initiation of the Study

The Initial thesis proposal was to examine the evolution of the
department's first IS plan. The IS Manager at the time supported my
secontdment to the business planning commitiee who were co-ordinating the
development of the plan. The study therefore started as an ethnographic
study of the development of the organisation’s first information business plan.
Three people - Jim (the planning manager), Jane (planning assistant} and an
cutside consuitant were working in this new buslness planning group. The
planning group was located separately away from the IS deparment in rathar
crowded and cramped offices. This separation was intertional as the Idea at
the time was to get closer to other depariments in the organisation. This
separation from IS was important since, according to the IS Manager, the
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organisation generally had ittle trust in the IS Department. This lack of trust
was apparently a consequence of a process modelling exerclse that was
spensored by IS and engendered the perception that IS was trying to break
Into other organizational areas.

Jim proved to be my major contact and was generally co-operative,
although sometimes negative towards my research. He was himself
completing an MBA at UWA. I got the initial impression that they did not
really know what to do with me as [ was given a desk and phone some
distance away from the planning section and left alone to read the various
plans and strategies formufated by the arganization. This research experience
is clearly not unique and s similarly reflected in a study by Urquhart (1959}

On beginning the study, I was given office space within one of

the smaller units within the branch. I had a desk and a broken

down computer which was to be fixed for me {ftwo months
later). 1 sat at the entrance to the office so everyone who came

in passed me, 1 was never introduced to anyone in the office on

my arrival and no one ever introduced themsalves to mel I was

immediately the outsider...I found it difficult to deal with the

often ambivalent and sometimes rude behaviour [ experienced

towards me, This came in the form of casual comments lke: Are
you still here? (p. 197)

Whilst staff were never rude to me they were often offhand — the
experlences documented by Urquhart are very familiar to me,

'BFL{Lcaﬁnn ox axn academic

In Wy vigu, my initial introduction to the orqanization was on
unfortumate example of SFL{?Loﬁon in that the srganisational personnel sau
we as an "academic®, with alLo{: the associotid binses thal business Fcorb:
seem ta have conceraing the *academic’, It would have been Ipre{crahl:. 1 think,
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i 1 had enteved the ovqanization as a consulfont Schutz. (963, [942) arques
that:we build our knowledge of the sociol world thvough "o. process of
Typification’, which involves buitding up classes of experience thyough
simtlavity, From an intevpretivist perspective, for odl. Frcmtical purposes these
weaning contexts become the world dself As will be detailed in latier chapters,
the cvitical vealist would see the ossumption thot such meaning confexts
becowe the "world itzelf* as an eample of the cpistemic fallagy in that &
confuses statements about the transitive kaouledqe focused dimension and the
intronsitive veal dimension. Critical vealism con appropriote the intevpretivist
concept: of typificotion but only if it is applicd fram a.weak constructivist
perspective that assumes such Gpification is aboutaur knowledqe of the

world nots the warld ifxelf
|

The Information Business Plan

When ] joined the planning group they had recently completed their
major task which was to get together the first draft of the new Information
Business Plan. The Information Business Plan was to be the first such plan for
the organization and It needed to be completed under a very tight schedule.
The plan was largely formulated along the same lines as the other Internal
business plans {respectively covering money, assets and people). The plan
was a part of a detailed planning process that involved planning across
corporate, business and branch level, The information business plan was
ultimately directed by the strategic plan which had a 10 year focus. Business
plans weare developed for the 9 maln business areas (these included money,
assets, people and information) and had a planning horizon of & years.
Branch planning was also completed based ¢n a 2 year planning horizon.
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Consolidated business planning and cansclidated operational planning
ensured the alignment between the varous plans.

One of the consultants thattl intevviewed commented thot the
ovqanization weve "qreal-plasners but poor doers”, | vaised this comment with
the ness Planning Plonager who made the valid observeolion thatmany of the
sevvices that weve outrouveed weve in fact quite smarinal from o.
compavative costing rointo{: view which indicated thal the ovqanization was

in fact apevating cnureuﬁye_g.

The first section of the infarmation business plan detailed how
Information services fits within the overall organization and saw thelr main
focus as information provision to their internal and external customers, The
second section described the purpose of the plan and emphasised strongly
the cross functional role of the plan. The third section described the business
environment and emphasised the turbulent environment within which the
plan operated, Interestingly the plan listed the planned corporatization as one
of the uncertainties that might affect its operation in the near term. The
fourth section described the vision for information services, defining a vision
statement for each of the major stakehalders in the plan. The fifth section
then detalled what needed to be done o operate the information businass
emphasising the existing silo based arrangement under which the
organization operated, The final section of the plan concluding with a set of
initlatives that needed to be addressed in order to meet the vision for
information services. It is interesting to examine the state of IT architecture
at the time.
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The IT Architecture

The organisation at the time had 2 large backlog of applications that
needet to be completed and the functional departments were continually
handiing “a great wad of little requests coming in from all over the place
which we couldn't salisfy - we weren't fleet of foot enough in systems
development” (IS Manager). The application backkog was largely belng
addressed within functional areas by people doing their own coding and
creating thelr own applications. The IT department saw the arganlsational IT
system as being largely made up of a number of private information systems
belng Independently run by the respective departments. An intarnal document
presents a view of the IT architecture at the time. Up to the mid 1980’ the
basic architecture of the authority was as represented in Figure 1.

Groups of Activitbs
Groups of Activitles
APPLICATION
APPLICATION
DATA

DATA

Figure 1; The early IT architecture

The IT branch supported groups of activities with each application
holding its own local data which was integral to the application and belonged
to the application and to the owner of the groups of activites, The
organizational culiture was very much vertically oriented In that the owner of
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the group of activities also owned the application and data. The owners did
not consider it approprlate to share data between applications,

In the mid 1980's the autharity decided to migrate all it's applications
te the DB2 relational database, This adeption of DB2 helped to break down
the wall between the various owners of applications but, as detailed In Figure
2, there was still a degree of division between the varlous branches. The
organisational culture still saw cwnership as comprising of groups of activities,
applications and data,

Groups of Acthities Groups of Acthitles

APPLICATION APPLICATION

| o=, 1]

DATA DATA

Figure 2: IT archltecture early 1980

The IT department was very proficient at sharing data between
applications and had had a number of successes at getting applications to
communicate with other applications, This data Integration and systems
integration was expected to continue under the DB2 environment. However
this increasing systems integration was leading to 2 number of problems in
the management of application changes, The ownerof an application may
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change an aspect of #feir application without reference to the other
applications that call them, thus resulting in potentlal problems for the calling
apphcation. Change managament was becoming an issue. Another potential
prablem was also becoming evident in that individual business process
owners were develaping thelr own pc applications to interface with various
carporate applications.

The IT Visign

The IS Manager at the time was interested in soft systems approaches
to organisational issues and also saw a role for using an object orlented
approach to systems development. The ldea behind developing a collection of
organisational pracess models was to develop an object orlented view of the
organisation:

It was covert - the IT requirement [for process models]; what 1
intended to do was to follow through [thelr soft systems
consultant’s] methodology, take the documented processes, put
them through some form of object oriented methodology and
turr: the handle and at the end, systems would drop out.

The IS Manager recognised that this view was still very much "pie-In-
the-sky” however there were organisations who were doing work In the area
and there was some hope te move in this direction. As the IS Manager
continues:

I took an awful lot of flack from my staff, that this would never
happen; they were basicaly engrained COBOL programmers
who were using the waterfall methedology and this idea of
taking an object oriented approach from a process model was
seen as just crazy, but I had a couple of champions in systems
development. I had the data administrator and a couple of the
senfority planners, they really ked the concept and they were

" yeading the same sort of literature as T was. They said it's not
going to happen, but [I could see that] if the organisation
continues down this process modelling route there's going to be
such a wealth of information In those process medels that we
can use to develop our systems.
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In fact the IS Manager pre-judged the movement towards
implementation of a package approach to systems development In his
suggestion that:

..50mea of the vendors then were starting to provide a process
model view of what thelr package needed ... and we could sea
how do we could change our processas to actually just buy this
package, rather than build the package from scratch, So we
weren't looking at this massive R&D eplsode of bullding systems
o specifically meet all the information requirements of these
processes, It was rather "what's out there?" "What's the best
match?" That was one thing that we didn't sell too well, that it
wasn't some huge process model and you can't simply tum the
handle in those days to produce the systems. It's rather more of
"this is the best we've got, buy the package outside, how far
away is your process, what damage and harm i5 it going to do
to you if you change the processes slightly”.

tn hindsight: this sugqestion was vevy {orward ﬂ\lﬂkb\ﬁ andd rre-ew\rtzd
the mave to an ERP Systent by some 3 years. The canceatration on pYoeess wos o.

fundamentol o the whale r{anninﬂ af’rronck and rclorcsmtl:ﬁ! a maderm

aflvma.c]\ ab the time

Problems with the Information Business Plan

The Information business plan had to fit into the same guidelines used
for the gther business plans which was difficult given its cross-functional
focus. At the time my impresslon of the approach to planning was that it
seemed very mechanical and formal, At the tme the plan was belng drawn up
organization was very much an englneering organisation and the IS
department was seen as a service function. The IS Planning Manager post
outsourcing describes how the implementation of the plan was doomed from
the start:

The organization In those days saw IT as a necessary evl.
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They were focused on one of two things, engineering or
financial considerations and IT was something they had to have,
but they didn't really want to spend any money on it and all the
maonay they had spent, was too much - where was the return on
the investment - that was the contlnual question. Therefare the
setting up of a massive information systems plan was probably
at that time simply impossible,

The plan basically treated the Inforimation function as a business - the
concept growing out of the model whereby service departmants were to be
treated as Cost centres in their own right, thus giving them the ability to
charge other parts of the crganisation for services. The new planning
manager after the outsourcing commented on the Idea of treating the
information business as a busingss in its own right:

Tied in with the Information Business Plan was one of the least
succescful things the organisation tried and that was the
concept of commercial sérvica units, which required the Internal
commerciaisation of a number of units, The IT branch was a
commercial service unit and the thrust of this was that the unit
had to operate as if it was a commerciai entity and had to
attract work from within the organization, This work was paid
for and would In turn pay the safary of the peaple Involved.

I personally saw this as @ very destructive experiment - It was
artificial and bullt unnecessary internal competition, destraying
synergistic opportunities. I had a major problem with it.

Because of that expetiment it was seen &5 belng very
commercial and business like to treat IT that way, the plan was
very much tied to this concept, It was ultimately seen as being a
nonsense, calling the plan a business plan was tested and was
not accepted in the end - Information Provision was non core.

This quote can be scen to reflect a holistic bias in that i presents
histavicol events as move pattercd and conqruent than perhaps they were,
The Information Business Plan failed far o nusber of veasons not: purely the
Foct thatthe cost: centye idea didk not work,
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The move to outsourcing

Soon after the development of the Information Business Plan the
organisation began to move towards outsaurcing non-core operations and the
planning team was directed towards investigating the feaslbility of
outsourcing non-care processes, including IT. As will be decumented In
chapter 7 and 8 below this outsourcing move represented a turnaround for
the IS Department in that they were on a high after having received approval
to implemnt the recommendations of the information business plan.

The outsourcing strategy was based around concentrating on “those
things we need to do to manage effectively”, The organization was moving
towards corparatization which involved a separation between “managing and
doing”. The focus in outsourcing IT was to maintain control of the planning
and management but outsource the actual operaticn. The scope of the
outsourcing included the transfer ¢ the outsourcing party of malnframe and
server support, communications, end user support and systems development,
Prior to outsourcing the IS Department supported over 100 applications from
the various functional departments. Its operating budget was over $10m and
maintained 130 staff. The infrastructure involved around 2000 PC's in 78
locations along with mainframe and database servers. All of this functionality
was outsourced.

Information Planning, which involved corporate infarmation strategy
formulation and architecture planning, was kept within the new organization
along with special Information projects and information services such as
contract management and library and records management. The period
immediately prior to outsourcing was a difficult time for the organization (see
Chapter 10) but, according to a management analysis, generally, the
autsourcing met with the business case o which it was based and more than
65% of staff chose to transfer to the outsourcing party.
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cthical difficalties when the thesis focus changes

r AL s stage v thesis had to change focus vadically as i€ becase
evident that the taformotion Business Plas was no lonqer a-malor focus within
the arganisafion, From the time thal cutsouveing became an option \:\J access
to staff became more difficult ard with the decrease in stof] morale their
commibent to my prolect: dhecreased. At that stage | had o malor decision to
make as to whether | shouldd abondon the project: and thus o advise the
srqanisation and my supervisors, Yetl felt the case wos an interesting vich
case and | could aotsee Brat | woule be damaging the ovqanisation 't
continued the study,

Prosoad (1999 discusses some of the cthical difficulties i fietd
examination of social sittuations and suqqests that hard and fast yules on
cthical issues are difficalt to wake - cach situation being uaique tn "y oun
case | made the decision that an cthnagraphic involvement was notpossible
over the peringd of the aubsourcing. The atmospheve was ton politically
charged and morole was low as employees became concerned obout their
futuves, The purpose behind the study was still & erasine the chages in IS
within the ovqanisation and as such { felk thok the study couldd still continue
but with a Lowuer Level of “immersion”. The T staf] did ot vestrizt wy access &
their department aver the period privy to putsoureing and my intervisus
continued oVer this difficult period of change.
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So-called "eritical” field rescarch must br even move difficultto
initiake and progqress given thab the uitimote target of many eritical stuckies i
to wacorth iequitoble stawctures andd aechanisms in order to emancipate The
target of my study was not to chanqe the ovionisativn but € understond and
explain the situation, As il be detniled in Chapter 10 below this focus can
still providke emancipatory benefik n that identification of inequitable

sruetiuves is teeq as o mgor ster in their cismantloment;

Conclusions

The implementation of the Infarmation Business Plan was overtaken by
events, As wili be detalled in fater chapters a high leve! governmental decision
to outsource non-core activities came to dominate the strategic direction of
the organlsation. This reflected a world-wide trend towards smaller
- govarnment and outsourcing in general. The Issue from a research-based
perspective was that the higher-level "macro” issues were not recognised In
my early analysis,

The original research approach adopted was based around
ethnography and interpretivism and as such there was no real basis for the
identification and recognitt: i of macro level influences, yet, as will be detailed
In later chapters, macro level forces can be seen to have fundamentally
affected the plan implementation. Basically, according to the new planning
manager, the plan was sidelined in the new organizational structure and came
to be considered as a minor and relatively unlmportént document, useful
mainly for Its historical value.
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Characteristics of Ethnography

Prasad {1997) suggests that ethnography Is not an easy methodology
to practice in that it demands considerable rigour In terms of data collection.
Ha also suggests that “few pay sufficlent attention to the theoretical
orientation it demands or the complex issues it raises in the process of writing
and researching”. Ethnography has an interpretivist and anthropelogical
tradition with its emic focus on local inkerpretations and grasping the native
peint of view. Ethnographers “try to understand any situation based on the
meanings that it holds for relevant secial actors” (Prasad 1957, p. 1086),

The original methodology for the thesis example was ethnographic in
focus and as such heavily dependent on interpretivism. This interpretive basis
is recognized In the assumption that ethnography must incorporate three
important elements - thick description, a focus on cultural context, and
immersion and connection (Prasad 1997), Thick description refers to the need
to represent multiple perspectives on a soclal situation - reflecting thosa of
the weak and marginalised as well as those of the strong and powerful. The
cultural focus of ethnography requires an emphasis on the cuitura! context
withini which the researched situation takes place. Culture is seen to shape
the interpretation that participants give to social situations. Ethnographies aim
to derive these emic perceptions and intentions. Immersian in the social
situation and a close connectivity with the partkipants are therefore a
necessary part of any ethnographic study.

An exomple of the theoretical contrast betueen a. erifical vealist
ethnoqraphy and as interpretive ethoqraphy is the differing peveeptions of
the vole for the "stronq and powerful’. tn a eritical realist evamination t found)
that: the opinions ond views of the rnm:r-‘ll.t(cs the past: Managing Divecton)
were cvucial in identifying and defining the impoacting macro-level structuves,
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stoff ot o lower level in the srqanization dic nothave the knouledqe ta be
oble to idmttﬁ and c:(fxtoin the mechanisms _b_\j which such shructures worked.

fAln cﬁ\ﬂaﬁrarkic s(:l.uiij based ovound critical vealism -«ustfauﬁmfvs weight the

opinions of the rawcr{hl sare thas for an interpretivist study,

Critical realist ethnography and critical ethnography

Prasad {1997} makes the distinction between realist qualitative
fleldwork and interpretive qualitative fieldwark, ethnography befng heavily
linked with the latter. He uses a somewhat old-fashioned {or what
Hammersley {1992) would call naive) verston of realism when he suggests
that reallst ethnography makes the assumption that prolonged detached
observation will eventually develop an accurate picture of reality, More
contemporary versions of realism recognize the complexity of social reality
and disagree with the phenomenologlcal target for ethnography which 1s seen
to lud tca superficiality in research, as critical realist practitioner Porter
(1992} painis out:

Exclusive concentration on, and uncritical acceptance of,

subjects' own accounts is the Achilles heel of phenomenological

ethnography. It Is the reductio ad absurdum of the valid
hermeneutical point that the social world cannot be fully
understood without taking account of the interpretations of the

sodal actors in it. Understanding actors’ viewpolnts may be a

necessary condiffon for soclal knowledge, but It is not a

sufficlent one. The ontological assumption that Individual

interactions and interpretations are ultimately all there are,
leads to analytlc superficiakity.

Porter argues for a greater recognition of the role of soclal structures
and suggests that the adoption of an ethnography that addresses both micro
and macro level factors. He suggests that, this would help to address the
¢riticlsm that the ethnographic concentration on the local and situaticnal can
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led to a superficiality In analysis. He sees the purpose of ethnographic
investigation within a critical reallst frame as to unearth Hkely structures and
to examing their Interaction with concerned agents,

Myers {1957b) simifarly calls for a critlcal ethnography that more
clearly acknowledges the role of soclal structures, As will be discussad In
Chapter 4 below, In contrast to a ¢ritical realist ethnography, Myers bases his
ethnography arcund critical hermeneutics, Whilst both approaches suggest a
greater role for soclal structures they have differing conceptions of what a
structurein fact means, the critical realist providing a more concrete real
Intransitive component to structures In general. Myers’ critical ethnography is
far closer to interpretivist ethnography in that It "does not stand in opposition
to other forms of ethnographic research, Rather, it s a type of reflection
about the relationships among knowledge, culture, soclety and action” {Myers
1997b, p. 283). In line with the pure hermeneautics on which it is based critical
ethnography attempts to reflect more clearly the researchers socio-historical
position.

An ethnography based on critical realism would need to reflect the
underlying social objects envisloned within critical realism as well as the
logical analysis process required of the framework (see Chapter 5). Critical
realism has a commitment to integrating philosophical issies into the
research process and thus philosophy must play a greater guiding role In the
analysls process. As Indicated above, there are very few guldelines as yet
concerning <ritical realist practice. The following chapters will help to address
this 1ssue by introducing the philosaphy of critical realism and then presenting
some of the insights that the phllosophy can offer,
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Chapter 2

The Philosophy of Critical Reallsm

Kuhin (1870, p. 121) “though the worid does nof change with a change
of paradigm, the sclentist afterward works In 2 different world”

Bhaskar (1991, p. 10) “"Though the (natural (or object)) world does not
change with the change of paradigm, the sdentfst afterward works In a
different (social (or cognitivel} world”

Introduction

Critlcal or transcendental realism is a relatively new philosophical
approach which adopts a critical stance towards pesitivism and bermeneautics
and attempts to Integrate strong points from each. As is indicated in
Bhaskar's rephrasing of Kuhn's {1970} quote above it argues that there exists
a reallty totally independent of our representations of it; the reallty and the
“representation of reality" operating In different domains ~ toughily a social,
historical and transitive eplstemological dimension anu a natural, {relatively)
enduring, Intransitive ontological dimension. Bhaskar sees this as an
important and Influentfaj aspect of critical realism as he points out in a recent
Interview:

This means that there is no conflict between seeing our

sclentific views as belng about objectively given real worids, and

understanding our beliefs about them as subject to all kinds of
histarical and other determinations. {(Norris, 1999)

Kuhn's quotation is an example of what Bhaskar terms the epistemic
fallacy. In Bhaskar's view Kuhn's statement s incorrect in that it confuses
statements about two different worlds — an intransitive world that is natural
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and (relatively) unchanging and a transitive warld that is social and historical.
Once this recognition is made Bhaskar suggests the re-phrasing of Kuhn's
statement in an unremarkable and non-paradoxical manner: “Though the
(natural (or object)) world does nat change with the change of paradigm, the
sclentist afterward works in a different (social (or cagnitive)} world”, The
above re-phrasing acknowledges the presence of a deep or real element to
the world along with an empirical, perception based world. In so doing it
avolds the so-called epistemic fallacy by recognizing the difference betwean
statements about the knowledge domain and statements about the
ontological domain. Bhaskar argues that this fallacy is a fundamental error of
much of postmodernist work.

The real, the actual and the empirical

Bhaskar {1975, p. 12) proposes the existence of the real, the actual
and the empiricat

.real structures exist independently of and are often out of
phase with the actual patterns of events, Indeed it Is only
because of the latter that we need to perform experiments and
only because of the former that we can make sense of our
performances of them. Similatly it can be shown to be a
condition of the intelligibility of perception that events occur
independently of experiences. And experlences are often
{epistemically speaking) 'out of phase' with events - e.g. when
they are misldentified. It is partly because of this possibifity that
the scientist needs a scientific education or training. Thus T will
argue that what I will call the domains of the real, the actual
and the empirical are distinct.

Reality is thus made up of these three ontologically distinct realms —
the empirical, that Is experience; the actual, that is events (l.e. the actual
ohjects of experience); and the non-actual or deep, that Is structures,
mecharisms and associated powers, Tt s argued that the existence of any
(observed) event is defined in terms of the multiple effects which constitute
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It, that is, in terms of the internal and external relations which are the
essence of the event:

..according to this account,...the world is composed not only of
events and our experence or Impressian of them, but also of
{Ireducible) structures and mechanisms, powers and
tendencies, etc. that, although not directly observable,
neverthetess underlie actual events that we experience and
govern or produce them (Lawson, 1957, p. 8).

Structure can thus be defined as an internal network of social relations
that provide a capability or ability to facilitate various activitles, These powers
that structures possess may or may not ba exercised. A mechanism is
basically a way of acting or werking of a structured thing. Thus “structured
things, then, possess causal powers which, when triggered or released, act as
generative mechanisms to determine the actual phenomena of the world”
{Lawson, 1597, p, 21).

Critical thepry, post-moderpism and critical realism

Bhaskar ptaces critical realism within contemporary philosophy
alongslde post-modernism and critical theory as a particular response to the
crisis of posltivism. In a similar fashion Orlikowski and Barcud] (1991) classify
1S research traditlions as basically following three major philosophicat
approaches — positivist, interpretive and critical, the Interpretive and the
critical responding to shortcomings in the positivist, In its neglect of
contemporary realist approaches such a division reflects a commonly held
view equating realism with positivism,

Cnmrarinﬂ evitical ﬂ\uoﬁ and evilical vealism

This thesis largely compares intcrrrc{ivis%emm:uﬁ.cs and evitical
vealisu rother thon addvessing critical theory. Chapter 0 does, however,
provide an example from the case to demonstvate different perceptions of
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[emomcipation within beth rki[n:crki.ﬂ:- The chapter Wighlights the importost
practical vole of language and description in promoting veol change and
sugqests that the ontalogical focus of eritical reatism allows a clearer
Srec:i.{:"ca.tina of the conditions necessavy F)r that change

Duthwaite { '3%?)/Isrg¢-.s trabevmas's eritical theovy and eritical vealism
as not being entirdy in opposition, having similor emancipatory targets and thel
common belief that: all. science has a. eritical dimension, Bhaskar critiques
both eviticol theory anct interpretivism fov vesiding solely within the trassitive
knousledge focussed domain and thus shaving o. comston neqlect of the
ontological Outhusaite (198%, p. 30 sugqests Habermas may view Bhaskar's
notion of emancipation as qenerally impoverished and lacking the vichnest of
cvitical theovy,

irical realism rnal realism cri lis

External realism, or the suggestion that the world itself is independert
of our knowledge of It, Is an important part of critical realism and has
significant ramifications with respect to theoty use, Bhaskar (1978} sugdests
that critical realism should not be confused with empirical realism which
identifies the real with the empirical. That Is, It equates the real "with what
we can experience, as if the world just happened to correspond to the range
of our senses and to be identical to what we experience" (Sayer 2000, p, 11).
Bhaskar (1978} argues that for scientific experimentation to make sense in its
attempt at closure, the real objects of sclance, structures and mechanisms, In
fact must act independently of the pattern of events that they govern.
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Bunge (1993, p. 229) argues that “Philosophical realism, or
objectivism, is the view that the external world exists independently of cur
sense and experience, ideation, and volition, and that It can be known. The
first conjunct Is an ontological thesis while the second is an epistemological
one, It Is possible to assert the former while denying the latter. That is, one
may hald that materlal {(natural or social) objects exist externally to us but
cannot be known except by thelr appearances. Or one can hold that the world
is intelligible because we construct it ourselves, much as we canstruct myths
and mathematical theories” {as quoted in Weber, 1997, p. 174). This
equating of realism with abjectivism is unfortunate in that there are versions
of realism which recognise the subjectivity or sacial nature of knowledge
acqulsttion. Such & brand of realism is that, proposed by Bhaskar {1978, p.
25):

[Critical realism] regards the objects of knowledge as the

structures and mechanisms that generate phenomena; and the

knowledge as produced in the social activity of science. These
objects are neither phenomena (empircism} nor human
constructs imposed upon the phenomena (ldealism), but real
structures which endure and operate Independently of our

knowledge, our experience and the conditions which allow us
access to them.

This so-called depth realism s in contrast to other shallower forms of
realism, such as actualisar which asserts the reality of things and events but
denles the existence of underlying structures which affect the events - cause
and effect being determined at the leve! of events: every time A happens, B
happened (Collter, 1994 p. 7). Actualism asserts that we can only know what
we observe (thls is termed by Bhaskar as the eplstemie fallacy). Within this
brand of realism events are the primary object of investigation rather than the
underlying enduring deep struciures and mechanisms proposed within critical
reallsm.
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The importance of philosophical reflection In IS research

As detailed in the introduction above, philosophy can be defined as
“the critical examination of the grounds for fundamental beliefs and an
analysls of the basic concepts employed In the expression of such beliefs"
{Macropedia Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1985). Such a perspective corresponds
well with calls from within the IS arena for a greater philosophical awareness.
For examhie, Garcia and Quek {1997, p. 444} discuss the importance of
examining the philosophical underpinnings of research methods - they feel
“that the starting point of a researcher’s methadologlcal choice within
information systems Is not 50 much a problem of how many methods we

emplay or If those are of a quantitative or a qualitative nature, but the abllity

"o identify the philosophical and theoretical assumptions which led to the

choice of the appropriate methodolegy". They propose that the researcher
can only achieve a coherence aver the whole research process by identifying
the underlying philosophical assumptions behind the use of a particutar
methodologlcal approach.

Garcia and Quek (1557) call for a greater critical awareness of the
underlying assumptions impiled by the use of partlcular thearies In the 15
field, They argue that the relative Immaturity of the Information Systems field
has led to the barrowing of a number of theoretical approaches and methods
from other subject areas, often with little regard for the assaciated baggage
of underlying assumptions. Information systems {IS) research Is an applied
field In that it is heavily o,iented towards the application of information
systems in business, They suggest that this has tended research in the area
to have a greater concentration on the outcomes and practical or
methodelogicat issues rather than the ontological and phikesophical reasoning
behind a particular research approach,
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Similarly Westrup (1996) argues that the newness of Information
systems as a field has necessitated the borrowing of various thearles from
other areas. He suggests however that many applications of novel
organisational theartes to 15 Development have neglected to consider the
assumptions underlying such use:

An orthodoxy in organisational theary does not exist and many
competing forms of theory are to be found that vary from
abstruse formulations derlving in part from philosophical
conslderations t0 more pragmatic varieties of analysls. Anyone
seeking to apply different forms of organisational theory to IS
development faces an immediate difficulty in determining which
theory ta use followed by the still more difficuit problem of how
to package that theory In the form of practical technigue, (p.
163)

Westrup suggests that this lack of concern for the orlgins of 1S practice
has, in fact, been usefut in allowing IS practitioners to concentrate on the
more important practicatities of systems development,

The _death of the object in relativist argument

As Sayer (2000), p. 36 suggests “the eliminatlon of the referent — the
death of the object ~ Is...conslstent with the turn to discourse and away from
the materialism”. This neglact of the object can be seen to be a by-product of
approaches that emphasise the social constructlon of reality

Nissen, Klein and Hirschheim {1991, p. 4) call for a greater recognition
of the research object, rather than research methods or enviranment and
suggest that the debate regarding research approaches should centre around
two haslc issues;

(1) the nature of what Is investigated (ontology)

{1l the nature of human knowledge and understanding that can
possibly be acquired through different cypes of research and the
appropriateness of the methods of investigation {eplstemalogy)
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Such a division 1s usefully presented within critical reallsm with its argument
for a transitive epistemological domain and an intransitive ontological domain.

Developing these arguments Kuuttl (1996) suggests that in a research
situation a fundamental conslderation needs to be given to the eect under
investigation, rather than the methed used to Investigate it. He suggests that
the blind acceptance of a particular methodological approach inevitably ends
up defining the obiect to be studied. Kuuti (p. 190) argues that this lack of
concentration on the research abject resulted In the IS community being out-
trumped by the "BPR” phenomena. He feels that the IS community, at the
time, was attempting to understand the world in terms of "soclal systems”
and “organisation” and by so doing neglected the specificity required to
recognise the importance of a new organisational form called a "business
process”. He suggests that if a greater concentration had been glven to the
object under investigation rather than the methods used to investigate 1t,
this may have been avoided.

Kbt is cluuy stmaalinj with the distinetion betueen the bransitive’
epistemological disension and the intransitive ontologir al diuension. An
acknowledgement: of the difference would make his argument much clearer.
BPR wos very much afad in the eorly 1990' but it was Foundted on the
Gsupposedly) new concept of the business process. The BPR fad would veside
within the tvansifive knowledqe focussed dimension wheveas the business
process i an patological object: | doubt; however; whether evifical realism,
even with it vecogaition of o separate intransitive vealiky, would have
provided Kuuth's vequir: 4 vecogaition of the importance of the business

FI"DCCSS.
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The suggestion by Kuuttl to place a greater emphasis on the “abject”
can be seen to be a call for more realist approaches. In arguing for a greater
consideration of the object he is suggesting that the object of the study can
be separated from the approach and view of the researcher, This suggestion
identifies his philosophical orgins In that such separation 15 not possible from
within an interpretivist philosophy. Realism places & greater emphasis on
ontologlcal issues rather than epistemolegical and would provide the neeted
emphasls on the "object” to be studied.

In a retated fashion to Kuuttl, Silverman {1998) discusses the tendency
for some qualitative studies to be “fundamentally concerned with the
environment around the phenomenon rather then the phenomenon itself” (p.
11). An example of a study of new technology is given:

[In] qualitative studies of people’s “subjective” orlentations (for

example how people report that they “experience” new

technologles), we may be deflected away from the phenomenon

of how people actually interact with these new technologies.

instead we are inexorably deflected towards what follows and

precedes 1t {causes and consequences In the “objectivist”

approach) or how people respond to it (the “subjectivist”
approach). (p.11)

For Sitverman clearly he Is equating an interest in causes and
consequences with an “objectivist” approach. But what does he mean by
objectivist? As Sayer (2000) suggests there are three important and
distinctive meanings for objectve:

s [Type 1] Value-neutral

» [Type 2] True (or in critical realist terms practically adequate)
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= [Type 3] Pertaining to Objects - as distinct from subjects and refers to
the nature of things regardiess of what we or others may think about
them

Sliverman Is perhaps referring to all three when he terms an approach
“objectivist”, but, as Sayer (2000) suggests, statement” >bout objectivity
need to be carefully made, Objectivity [Type 1] and Objectivity [Type 2] are
often conflated in that often it is assumed that if we wish o arrive at an
objective [Type 2] statement about the world then those statements need to
be to be value neutral [Type 1 objectivity]. Yet having strong values about
something nead not necessarily distort concluslons if they are properly
allowed for. Similarly as Sayer {2008, p. 60} suggests “to claim that objects
can have qualities which exist independently of our conscicusness of them
[Type 3 Objectivity] is not to claim privileged access to them [Type 2
Objectivity], in the sense of truth”. He suggests that the target for research s
not the determination of an “objective” truth but the achievement of the bast
we £an do at the time ie, “practically adequate" explanations, This practical
focus within critical realism sees knowledge as existing in a “historically
spedlfic, symbolically mediated and expressed, practice-dependent form”
(Lawson 1997) that Is potentially transformable as subsequent deeper
knowledge 1S gained. “Objectivist” approaches have traditionally been equated
with positivist approaches founded on an ontological realism. The newer
contemporary realist approaches such as critical reallsm argues against this
and suggests that realism Is not what people think.

In a similar manner to Silverman’s division of subjective and objective
approaches, Montelro and Hanseth {1996) argue that IS research articles
have tended to be less than specific regarding the details of the technology
being investigated. They argue that to advance understanding of the interplay
between IT and organisational change there is a need to be as concrete as
possible regarding the detall of which aspects of the technology actually
hinder or enable organisational change. Critical real'stm can help to address
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this shortcoming in that it encourages a greater concentration on the research
*object”.

Garcla and Quek (1997} argue it is important to address beth the
objective and subjective slide of an information system. They polnt out the
difficulties in defining the actual object of information systems research - 'Is
the object of research in information systems of a technological or sacial
natura? Is it the organization, an Information system or @ social system?’ (p.
450).

Probert (1997) argues that Information Systems do have objective,
touchable rezlities and he disputes the ‘fadle tendency to treat information
systerns as, by and large, subjective constructs’ (p. 48). He suggests that the
‘constant lurching between the (supposed) binary opposites of subjectivism
and cbjectlvism’ is not useful. 'Information systeme are not purely subjective
constructs - they have objective features such as processors, storage media,
ete,’ (p. 49},

Bhaskar's critical realist philesophy provides an opportunity to avoid
this all or nothing approach by developing a philosophy grounded en a
recognition of both the subjective and objective domain. As Bhaskar points
out in a recent interview:

This means that there is no conflict between seeing our

sclentific views as belng about obiectively given real worlds, and

understanding our beliefs about them as subject {0 all kinds of
historical and other determinations. (Norris, 1999)

Philosophy as undertabourer

Critical reallsm also provides a fundamental and mportant role for
phitosophy withln research, This Is In contrast to Ormerod (1597) who
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dismisses the role of philesophy In practical research when he discusses

organisational intervention from an operational research perspective:
Any cholce mechanlsm should, In my view, be rooted in practical
requirements rather than in theoretical conslderations with
which very few practitioners could feel at home. In simple terms
the approach (methods and thelr theories) chosen must support

a process of intervention (practice) In a particular context to
achieve the desired outcome. (p. 421)

..If a phllesophlcal justification for action is needed it can be
found In American pragmatismn, Bhaskar's transcendental
realism, Feyerabend's iconoclastic crtique of philosophical
positions or postmodernism (p. 421)

This approach Is not an uncommon "consultancy” tpe approach to
research - practicality dominating the researcher perspectl;e. Theory
application is directed towards successful practical intervention, as
demonstrated by Ormercd {1957) who argues for a practical and pluralist
approach: “the cholce of methods will depend on the organisational context,
the degree of participation envisaged, the consultant’s skili and on the nature
of the outcome required” (p. 415).

Ormerad's view of the role of philosophy neglects the useful role that
philosophy can play as "underlabeurer" te research and practice - the term
undarlabouring taken from Locke {1894, p. 14) as "clearing the ground a
little,..remaoving some of the rubbish that lies In the way of knowledge".
Bhaskar's philosophy of critical {or transcendental) realism Is presented as a
useful underlabourer to research and practice. It suggests that philosophy
play an Integral and important role in research and practice, its continued role
being contingent on the ultimate success of the resultant research or practice,
An important qualification s provided, however, by Lawson (1997, p. 60) who
suggests that: :

[whilst] critical realism has been shown to cary the potentlal to
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intervene, actively and practically, in tiw: practices of sclence, it
cannot do the job of sclence. If philosophical analysis ... reveals
the need for scientlsts to uncover structures that govern
phenomena of Interest, it cannot do that job of uncovering. It
can ‘underlabour for sclence in clearing up incensistencies and
confuslons, and i can act as ‘midwife’ in heiping new sciences
to emerge. But that 1s as far as it goes.

Critical realism argues strongly for a recognition of the Intimate
relationship between philesophy and methodology and sees philosophical
issues as cperating at the same level as methodological Issues. The cantinued
success of a philosophy Is considered by Bhaskar (1978) {0 be dependent on
its success as "underiabourer and occasional midwife" to the research
process.

Why Bother with Philosaphy?

Bhaskar's critical realism elevates the role of phllosophy and suggests
that it must play an integrab role In research, This is In contrast to Rorty
{1979) who from a postmodernist perspective argues for secondary role for
philosophy in providing It an “enlightening” role, seeing It as useful "to keep
the conversation going rather than to find an objective truth®, This minor bit
part role for philosophy Is in stark contrast to Bhaskar's view who suggests
that philosaphy play an integral and important active role in social
investigation; its continuing role being contingent on the ultimate success of
the resultant research or practice, Bhaskar sees philosophy as playing 3 usefui
role a5 "underlabourer” to research and practice - the term underiabouring
taken from Locke (1894, p. 14} as “clearing the ground a little...removing
some of the rubblsh that lles in the way of knowledge”.,

Collier {1994, p. 17) asks the question “why phllosophy” and answers it
thus;

A good part of the answer to the question “why philosophy?” is
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that the alternative to philosophy is not 7o philosophy, but bad
philosophy. The “unphllosophical” person has an unconsclous
philosophy, which they apply in their practice - whether of
sclence or politics or daily life.

As Gramsdl {1971, p. 323) suggests ™..everyone is a philosopher,
though in his own WJY and unconsclously, since even in the slightest
manifestation of any Intellectual activity whatever, in “language” there is
contained a specific conception of the world” (fram Colller 1994, g, 17). The
expliclt definitien of such conceptions is impertant and useful,

The “bothering” with philosophy can also provide the potential for
emancipation from domination by one's social ar academic grouping:

.5 It better to take part in a conception of the world
mechanically imposed by the extermal environment, i.e., by one
of the many social groups in which everyone is automatically
Involved from the moment of his entry into the conscious
world..Or, on the other hand, is It better to waork out
consciously and critically one's own conception of the world and
thus, in connection with the labour’s of cnes own brain, choose
one's sphere of activity, take an active part in the creation of
the history of the world, be one’s own guide, refusing to accept
passively and supinely from outslde the moulding of one%
personality (Gramscl pp. 323-324 as quoted in Collier 1994, p.
17

The canfidence provided by understanding different philosophical
positions provides the researcher and the practitioner with the power to argue
for different research approaches and allows one to confidently choose one's
own "sphere of activity". For the vesearcher the emancipatory potentiai of
such knowledge is a powerful argument for "bothering with philosophy”.
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As detailed in the intvoduction the philosophical qrounding provided
for by crikical. vealism was immensely important for wyself tr defining 1y aun
path through the vescarch. This allowed we to find wy oun way vakher thas
blindly following an intevpretive approach that | 4id ot fuly accept:

Criticat realism argues for a fundamental role for philoscphy I
research - not as 2 permanent statement of position but as conditional on the
outcomes and practice of research. Bhaskar's (1978, 1879, 1989) philosophy
of ¢ritical realism does not see philosophical issues as operating at a higher
plane than methodological issues - the continued success of a philosophy Is
consldered by Bhaskar {1978) to be dependent on its success as an
underlabourer to the research process, Phllosophy s seem to be a social
institution that has an important role to play in research, not as a permanent
statement of position, but as condtfonal and intimately related to the
outcomes and practice of research, This view of philosophy encourages a
coherency in research in that it sees philosophical suppositions concerning the
nature of the world under study as an integral and important part of the
research process.

h}bv ‘evitical” in critical veolism?

in my view the adoption of the “eritical” foveword in entical realism is
unfortinatie in that i misteodingly suqqests thok the philosophy is aligned with
stabevmas’ evitical theovy. The tevm is also unfortiunate as it engenders o
rré]udﬁl:ucnt in that "eritical® seems £ be an ol:)cctof approval in thdgj's
rkﬁo:nrhicaL{%‘cus - "evificall contrasting with "dogumotic” or "naive” (Colliev
1994 p ¥,
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A cleaver definition is provided by Tsoukas (1992, p. 639 who sces the
cvitical fovcword as being suggestive of o "eriticol altifude, selfveflection,
awareness of hidden presuppositions, and disclosare of assumptions of various
Fl:rsrccﬂ.vu...lihcraﬁon From vepression, c-m-\cifatznn, concevn with ctuaﬁ._g
and Justice, fulfilment; emporserment; absence of false consciousaess ond
aliznation”. This is o tall ovder for any philosophy but Bhaskar seems satisfied
with the “evikical’ description for his brand of realism even though it appeors
to have evievqed without definite intention as an amalgam of his philosophy of
sciznce, transcendentol vealism @haskor 1F8), and his philosophy of the
seeial sciences, critical notuvalism @haskar 1949 ~ the evitical application

of the thesis of natisvalion to the social sciences,

Yet the tanm is useful in thot it also implins o commidment £ an
emancipatory facus, As Benton and Croik (L00D arque despite wany other
disaqreements Bhaskar's evitical vealisw is (ke Habermas” eritical social
theovy to the exteat that they both see o close conmection betiseen self-

know(cdjc ondd humas, I:Manclraﬁof. (sce Cka]oter 10 helow).

. Bhaskar's philosophy of transcendental reallsm was originally proposed
asa pt\_llosophy of stlence - he argued that a major function of phllosophy 1s
fo prcj{étde enlightenment to scientific practice by answering the question
*what must be true in order for [the scientific activity] @ to be possible?”
(Bhaskar, 1979 p. 7). Bhaskar in his realist theory of science answers the
question by deducing that for scientific experiment to make sense there must
exist real structures that exist and act independently of the patterns of events
they generate (otherwise why artifictally manufacture c/osed experiments?).
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Answering questions such as these are examples of retrodiictive
argument and farm the foundation for Bhaskar's realist philosophy of science,
Retroduction aims to specify the necessary and sufficlent causes and
conditions for the phenomenon to come Into existence, to be preduced or
reproduced. In particular, Bhaskar (1986 p. 11) describes franscendental
argument as a species of retroductive argument, ie arguments “from a
dascription of some phenomena to a description of something which produces
it or is a condition for it”. As Collter (1594, p. 23) argues “A transcendental
argurment may account for the possibility of some phenomenon, but thera
may be rival transcendental arguments to explain the same thing, just as
there are rival theorles at the frontiers of scfence. Cne transcendental
argument may explain more than others, and so be the best available
account. But in philoscphy, as in science, while there can be justified beliefs
and there can be progress, there can be no finaf theory, unsusceptible to
revision and improvement”,

Brown (1999 similarly argues:

Once competing bypotheses of underlying structures have been
made they must be tested empirically. Critical realists take
seriously the high difficulty of experiment in soclal sclence
relative to natural science, In the absence of experiment
hypotheses are tested, for the most part, by their relative
degrees of explanatory power regarding specific soclal
phenomena,

As wil be detalled in chapters 7 and 8 below for the case under study
the presence of a social structure reflecting governmenta! influence is
proposed as & useful means of explaining the observed events, Once the
structure has been identified the associated mechanisms are then
demonstrated to provide a useful explanation of the observed happenings.
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Bhaskar's realist approach s deeply critical of positivism and its
assumptions, howevar it does recognise the importance of a sclentific
approach and suggests that the methods and technigues of the natural world
can be extended carefully or critically to the soclal world.

The Investigation Of Social Systems

Bhaskar (1979) considers the extent that society can be studied in the
same way as nature - e the limits of naturallsm. Naturalism can be deflned as
the thesls that there “is {or can be) an essential unity of method between the
natural and the soclal sciences" (Bhaskar, 1991, p. 67) whereas hermensutic
argument suggests that the two worlds are so fundamentally different that
extension from one to the other is not feasible, Harmeneutic argument
suggests that social objects have no existence apart from the concepts that
agents possess of them and thus cannet be the object of a sclentific
approach,

In contrast critical realism argues that there are “lawful and reasonably
stable relationships” to be found amongst soclal phenomena that can be
investigated. Such investigation may invalve the perception of entities that
cannot be observed directly but can only be percelved via their effects, As
Lawson (1957, p. 32) argues this is the basis for scientific experiment and
thus suggests that a scientific approach may be useful in examining such
entities. Social phenomena, “such as language, decislons, conflicts and
hierarchies, exist abjectively In the world and exert strong influences over
hurnan activities because people construe them in common ways. Things that
are belleved become real and can be inguired into.” (Miles and Huberman,
1594, p. 4).
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The Fossihili_fij of naturalism

The extension of Bhoskar's philosophy of science ta the sociol sciences &
perhops the wost: confroversial aspect of evitical vealism. For cxample the
infeential critical vealist, Collier §994H) arquer thak since cKreu"iHenl'aL
elosure is not possible i the social world there can be wo such thing as social
rscience”, Vet in the text "The Possibilify of vatuvalism” Bhaskor provides a.
plausible suppart: to such an extension of the methods of the sclences by
addvressing the question "Is socicty the sovt of thing that can be studied
scientifically?”, In answering this question he propeses an ontology based

around rcaL"m(ah.Vv.EB enduving” structures ond mechanisms,

Bhaskar's ctitical realism argues for critical and careful application of
the methods of the stiences to the study of soclety, He sees science as an
ongoing, developing process of explianation and enlightenment: rather than
the derivation (or Popperian falslfication) of immutable sclentific laws.
Scientific and social research involves the steady unearthing of the
increasingly deeper structures and mechanisms which make up the chjects
under study, Bhaskar's realism {Bhaskar, 1978, 1979, 1986, 1991) considers
social phenomena as having & real objective existence apart from their
Internal subjective existence. His philosopiw of soclal science s developed
around the transcendental question “what properties do socletles and people
possess that might make them possible objects of knowledge for us?”
(Bhaskar, 1979, p. 17). In answering this question he proposes the existence
of real structures which both constraln and enable agency action. The reality
of such structures suggests that the methods of the sclences can be applied
to soclal sltuations although in significantly different ways grounded In the
significantly different subject matters.
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The concept dcrzndmce of the snciol world

From an intevprelivist pevspective Checkland and Holuell (998, p, 19)
arguc for o fundamential difference betivcen social research and vesearch
investigating the safuval wartd, They suqqest thak features of the natural
world ave unaflected by our having theovics about them (theovies about why
the sun vises will not affect: hou the sun rises) whereas in the social world

“when Mowy propounds a theory of history this in fact changes history”.

To the evitical venlist this is an inescapable aspect of the social orld
that mokes explanation ond exominadion mere diffieult; hut the diﬁ?ﬂulﬁ
does nob deny the need to inelude such messiness in the invesigation. For the
eriticad vealist, Mosx is seen tn have o particulor thought process concerning
the theory of history and the product of this thaught process can alfect
subscquent entities and events i a aumber of different uays. This belief
sugqests thakthere are poteatiol cousal effects of "thought” oblects that can
perhops be avanined,

" Quotes such s Bhose from Checkland and Howell above do not build
time into their criticism. So for example their quote about Mary does not
|acknawstedqe that the original “theory of history” from Mary willsubsequently
aver time affect o subsequeat theory of histony”, This conception allows that;
odthough difficult; the concequences of Mary's original statement con thus be
.maﬂrcd. As Soyer (OO0, p. 35) arques: Social structures and practices

are coqc?td?mdmt: Imtdf} ore usually ua:fdﬁpom'mtoq actors in the
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4 nottodgu. Coqmzucqt_iy Yocial af_:)ectr .m'.rf:;’nbfaqm:iyig al the time
aty sacial :caknfi'ﬁc amifjm'.r af Bhewt is initiated, whatzver the eventual effect
dpon thent incluced f}! Such an mgt'zy' Gantson, (777, p. L))

1t is my view that the role of mentoting In organisational life has not
been adequately investigated. My personal experience In organizations has
convinced me of the importance of understanding the effect of mentsiing and
reciprocal relationshlps on personne! advancement and oganizational declsion-
making. Often times @ seemingly fllogical and unsupportable decision can only
be understoed If one can appreciate the effect of the unseen mentor in the
¢lecision situation as the decision maker will often support the hidden mentor
in their decision, 1 feel that a large part of the political process within
organizations Is in trying to determine who Is the associated mentor af a
political oppanent — only by so deing ¢an one understand their basic support
structtre,

Mentors have been defined as individuals with advanced experience
and knowledge who are committed to providing upward mobllity and support
to their proteges careers (Kram 1985), Mentors are seen to play two major
roles - In cateer development and psychosacial support. A third function in
acting as role models has also been Investigated (Scandura 1992), Mentors
may be internal or external to the organisation; internal mentors perhaps
being in a more effectlve positlon to support their associates, Ragins (1997}
argues for the recipracal nature of mentoring relationships In that the
mentering relationship has benefits for both parties. Respect on both sides Is
an important foundation — not necessarily respect for a person's nature or
ethical position but perhaps a respect for their perceived capabillities.
Mentoring, as I see it, is founded on a respectful association and mutual
support,
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As Ragins (1997) argues

Mentoring Is intricately linked to the protégés develnpment of
resources for power within and between arganizations. Existing
research indicates that the presence of a mentor Is assoclated
with power resources and that protégés report mare positional
power,.. recelving more promotions and compensation than
nonproteges. Mentors may help thelr proteges recognize the
importance of developing power resources within and between
organizations, and can provide training In political skills and
influence strategles. (p. 487)

Menitoring and power relationships play a critical role in severe change
processas as positioning strategles are played out. The ¢rganisation becomes
a jungle of apposing factlons and subtle relationships, Members who have
thelr positions threatened will call on old favours and debts in order to protect
their sltuation,

1 feal that without mentor support outside the direct reporting
relationship the executive is solely dependent on their direct superior’s whims.
The presence of this invisible mentor plays a significant role In organisational
life and caa both enhance and moderate internal power situations. It can
enhance pBIiticaI actlen by subordinates if the organisational participants are
aware of tha hand of the associated mentor in a particular political issue,

Similarly any political action by superiors may te moderated by
mentoring relationships as the superior actons nead 1 be so presented that
the subordinate mentors will agree (or at least nat totally disagree) with the
action, The superior mentor needs a base of support in order to continue thelr
role ang must therefora be careful not to totally alienate thelr subordinate
associates, Such a view of organisational lIfe helps to explain the
dissemination of cultural values fop-down. The superior mentor influences the
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action of the subordinate in countless subtle ways. Simitarly, in a less
significant manner mentaring relationships support a bettom-up view of
culturai dissemination — to maintain their base level support superior mentors
must not totally allenate thelr supporting associates, This view also suggests
that mentoring relationships ¢an provide a moderating influence in power
gltuations. Examining the mechanisms by v\..rhich such influences are impgosed
is, in my view, an Important exercise in understanding how organizations
wark.

. As Midgley (1997, p.49) argues ‘The powerful need only be careful
about their image If there is 2 higher autharity to wt_1bm they must defer”.
Aithough Midgley does not discuss mentoring relationships in his article on
Dealing with Coercion 1t is impllcit in such statements. Mentors ¢an be seenas
someone whose refationshlp you politically value ~ the maintenance of this '
relatlonship is thus consldered important. In my view much of what happens
in power situations is affected by these hidden influences.

Such a situation, is, in my view, a prime candidate for critical realist
examination. Mentoring relationships can be viewed as a nebwark of internal
relations that have powers that may be exercised or net. The fact that they
are not exercised still does not diminish thetr power in that other personne!
are generally aware of such refationships and will often moderate their
, behaviours because of the mentor connection. Mentoring relationships are

!, relatively enduring, even beyond a single organization and are only j

' abservable through thelr effects. It is my experlence that such refationships
can often have important cynergles and emergent properties when two
suppartive mentors co-operate. The mechanisms by which their influence is
felt is complex and difficult to determine, but their Importance s critical, For
example, in the case study the IS Manager reflects the closeness of his
relationship with the Managing Director when he comments:
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He was net overtly an IT supporter, though he knew where 1
was coming from and he could see where we were going, he
was a great visionary. In the background he was a ternfic
supparter but would never sign the budget papers for me or
anything like that. Really, but we'd have 2 wink at each other
occasionally ,...he knew where I was coming from and I knew
where he was coming from.

The new Managing Director was a different situation:

1 had one meeating with him In the year, whereas [the old MD]
would wander into the offfice and ask "How much money do
you want to spend this week?"

The IS Manager left the organization scon after the Managing Director
was replaced.

I fee! that perhaps mentoring may be more important in private
enterprise than public due to the relative security of tenure within pubtic
bodies but overal 1 feel that thelr importance has not been adequately
recognized or investigated, The investigation of such a soclel object as a
mentoring structure abviously has enarmous difficulties but 1 feel that itis a
structure that can be investigated under the banner of critical reallsm and
would provide useful outcomes,

nsce 1 appr

Bhaskar proposes that philosophy and philosophising play an Important
role in research, This transcendental method is necessary in that often the
expertenced woerld (for example, the outsourding of the IT Department) is not
explainable in terms of the observed events. We can only explain the
perceived happenings by proposing (le transcending or speculating} non-
experienced and perhaps non-observable mechanlsms and structures that
may well be outside the domain of Investigation (such as governmental
Influence). As Wad (2001, p. 2) argues:
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If we take explanatior to be the core purpese of science, critical
realism seems to emphasise thinking instead of experiencing,
and especially the process of abstraction from the domains of
the actual and the empirical world to the transfactual
mechanisms of the real world.

This type of thinking Is called transcendental by Bhaskar in that it gives
an Important role to the crossing of the divide between the empirical and
specutative activities of scientific work, As Wad points out this is necessary
since often the experier.zed world of events s not explainable In terms of the
emplrical facts, but only by way of Incorporating non-experienced
mechanism:. incorporated in objects which may be within or outside our
domain of investigation.

The volz n%‘ Mctafkor in undcrstandinj unpbservable r}u:qnm:na.

The dtﬁ‘icuu_:y with such a. posibion is that itdcrcnds on previnus
structuval vecagnition. Such an appraach could ot be particutordy useful
unless there were similow documented cases from which one could devive an
hypothesis about existing structuves that the vesearcher could then watch out]
for. As will be detailed in Chapter & below matophor con then play o lavge
partin crifical vealist evaminolion because of i ability € “wake the

unfomilior famitior”,

Layder {1993) argues that “a key aspect of the realist projectis a
concern with causality and the ldentification of the causal mechanisms in
social phenomena” {p. 16). Yet criticaj reallsm as a philosophy supports more
than this in that it also proposes the nature of the objects of Investigation.
Layder (1993) defines realism as centrally comprising an attempt to preserve
a "sclentific” attitude towards social analysis whilst at the same time
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recognising the importance of actors’ meanings and In some ways
incorporating them in the research (p. 16). Miles and Huberman (1994)
describa thelr critical realist approach to qualitative analysls as incorporating
an interpretive elament:
We agree with interpretivists who polnt out that knowledge is a
social and historical product and that “facts” come to us laden
with theory. We affirm the existence and importance of the
subjective, the phenomenalogical, the meaning-making at the
centre of soclal life. Qur alm is to register and “transcend” these
pracesses by bullding theories to account for a real world that is

both boundad and perceptually laden, and to test these theories
in qur various disciplines. {p.4)

Critical reallsm necessarlly requires an acceptance of the existence of
real structures and mechanisms which researchers progresslvely uncover
during the social value-laden process of research.

onclusion

Realism is generally not what people think it Is. Reallsm s often seen
as supporting positivist positions, yet contemporary realist positions directly
address the shortcomings of positivism. From within the IS arena Silvermann
(1998) and Wilson (1998) provide just two examples of a dated conception of
realism, Realism Is often equated with objective approaches but it is rarely
detalled what Is meant by offective. As Sayer (2000) argues, it is important
that researchers appreciate these different meanings in their explanations:

.value-ladenness may ¢r may not affect the truth status of
propositions, and where It doas it may do s0 for better or for
worsa. The fact that knowledge Is subjective In the sense of
being of and for subjects, and sltuated and embedied, may have
nositive, negative or neutral implications for lts truth status, In
both these cases, it is advisable to be aware of the specific
forms of subjectivity. What kind of values, if any, inform an
analysis or account, and does this cause any problems or
occlusions? What kind of subject position is evident, and does it
ralse any problematic implications? Reflexivity is conducive - we
can put It no more strongly - to objectivity in the sense of
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developing true or practically adequate accounts. (p. 61)

The values infavuing this PRD — vespect for the individual

Such o, question con be asked of wyself ~ what kind of volues inform
this anaﬁsi.s? Ccrt'aing. being a.rctaﬁ.ve_LH new academic | have no academic
ov rcnanai commibment: bo realisw or ony other "ism®, In {:ant 1 am n—ftm

surf:riscd‘ at-the tevel of emotion presested by proponcats of bath sides,

Perhops a value thot may aﬂ:ut:\_, conclusions is My belief and
vespect for the pouer and vationolity of the individual (and mave
specifically the orqanisational warogen) As detiiled in loter chapters such a
valne affects vy acceptonce or otherwise of some social constuctivist

a.f:rmackcs ﬁ\atdnﬂg such power and rat’-,malig,

Wilson (1998) comments on the remarkable resillence and
resourcefulness of realist argument in the face of the "rise of relativism” and
suggests that it may too soon to say that reallst argument Mles in ruins” (p.
163). The remaining chapters in this thesis will hopefully support such
argument In that 1 will argue the benefits of adopting the contemporary “non-
naive” realst stance proposed within Bhaskar's critical realist philosophy. A
major component of the critical realjst stance 1s the need to recognize both
the macro and micro elements of any soclal situation, This conceptualization
Is a vital component of the critical realist argument and Is presented in the
next chapter,
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Chaptor 3

Structure and Agency in Critical Realism

The "problem of struciure and agency” Is now a famillar phiase
used to denote central difemmas In soclal theory — especially the
rival clalms of volunlansm versus determibm, subjectivism
versus objectivism and the micro- versus macro-scopic in
soclology, These issues are caniral for the shmple reason that it
is impossible fo do sociology at all without dealing with them
and coming to dedisions about them.... Imperative a3 this is, the
urgency of the "problem of structure and agency” Is not one
which imposes itself on academics &lone, but on every human
being. For it Is part and parcel of dally experience to feel both
free and enchained, capable of shaping our own future and yet
confronted by towering, seemingly impersonal,
constraints,,. Consequently In facing up to the "problem of
structire and agency” social theorists are not Just addressing
cruclal technical problems in the study of soclety, they are also
confronting the most pressing social problem of the humen
condition. (Archer 1995, p. 65)

Introduction

As the above extenslve quotation suggests the “problem” of structure
and agency is an ongoing issug In sociclogy and soclety in general. This
chapter provides a brief Introduction to the meta-theoretical position of ¢ritical
realism which recognises the importance of structure and agency, It then
provides a discussion of various theoretical positions on structure and
examines whether such viewpoints can provide useful perspectives within the
IT arena. The chapter uses the hypothetical case of examining an ERP system
ta highlight the differences between the different perspectives, This chapter
suggests that in order to examine soclal sttuations there needs to be a
recognition of the importance of structure and agency. Historically research
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approaches have tended to emphasise one or the other (not both). Glddens’
structuration theory is a recent attempt to Incarporate both elemants within
its remit. This chapter argues for the necessity of incorporating both elements
within 2 research approach and presents the different conceptions of both
within critical reallsm and structuratlon theory. The role of technology within
such models Is also examined,

Collectivist and Individualist Arquments

A realist believes in the primacy of antology. As Archer (1995) argues
“the nature of what exists cannot be unrelated to how it is studled...the social
ontology endorsed does play a powerful regulatory role vis-3-vis the
explanatory methodology for the basic reason that It conceptualises soclal
reality In certain terms, thus identifying what there is to be explained and also
ruling out explanations In terms of entities or properties which are deemed
non-existent” (p. 16~17). Archer (1995) argues that the reality of sodial
sltuations ¢an be usefully reflected by consideration of the two fundamental
components of social life — structure and agency. She equates a structural
perspective with a macro or collectivist perspective and an agency perspective
with a micro or individualist perspective,

There has been an enduring argument between collectivists and
individualists conceming the relative importance of structure and agency in
the soclal sclences; such argument being largely rejected by postmodernist
theory which suggests that “reality is in perpetual flux and transformation and
hence unrepresentable through any static conceptual framework or paradigm
of thought” (Chia 1996, p. 46 as quoted in Reed 1997, p. 24), Such theory
argues against the dualistic thinking involved In the structurefagency debate.

Reed (1957), from a critical realist perspective, suggests thatmany so-
called postmoderm approaches “work with *flat’ or 'horizontal' social ontologles
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in which the processual character of social reality totally occuples the
analytical and explanatory space available” (p. 24). He suggests that post-
modernist approaches eccupy 2 shared epistemological niche in which the
stucly of “the local, the decentred, the marginal and the excluded s superior
to examining what is at the ¢entre” {Rosenau 1992, p. 136). In a critlcism of
ethnomethodology and actor network theory he argues that:

The ontological status and explanatery power of 'structure' -
j.e,, 85 a concept referring to relatively enduring institutionalised
relatlonships between social positiens and practices located at
different levels of analysls that constrain actors’ capacities to
‘make a difference’ - Is completely lost in a myopic analytical
focus on situated social interaction and the local conversational
routines through which It s reproduced. {Reed 1997, p. 25)

He describes the world of the ethnomethodologist as consisting
“almost totally of verbs and hardly any nouns” {p.26)}. Process Is the primary
conslderation and structure Is given litte explanatory power in this focus on
the local and contingent:

they attach - both In their theoretical protocols and empirical
practice -- overwhelming importance to the localized
Interactional contexts and discursive, representational and
technical practices through which ‘organization' Is instantiated as
a temporary oraering or patteming of the continuous fiow of
social #fe, They feel no need to look beyond these micro-level
processes and practices because, as far as their advocates are
concerned, there is nothing, ontologically or analytically, 'there’;
flat ontologles and minlaturzed local arderings construct a
seductive vislon of our soctal world in which everything and
everybody is constantly in a "state of becoming’ and never in a
‘condtion of belng'. This sociv-organizational world Is
disassembled into some of its elemental constituents, but these
are never re-assembled with a vlew to gaining a broader
understanding of and explanatory purchase on the structural
mechanisms through which they were originally generated and
are subsequently elaborated, {p.29)
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The need for an analytical dualism

In a similar vein Archer (1995) argues that inevitably much of social
theory has come to lean towards conslderation of elther collectivist or
Individualist Issues — or equivalently, emphasised struciure or agency, rather
than structure and agency. Structuration theory is a recent attempt to
address both agency and structure, howaver, Archer (1995) suggests that
structuration theory suffers from a conflation of structure and agency, thus
reducing the ability to examine thair interaction aver time. In order to be able
to examine the Important interactions between structure and agency over
time Archer (1995) proposes an anafytical dualism, This analytical dualism Is
based on two propositions:

(i) That structure necessarily pre-dates the action{s) leading to
its reproduction or transformation,

{ii} That structural elaboratlon necessarily post-dates the action
sequences which gave rise to it. (p. 15)

Human agents either reproduce or transform sccial structures which
are seen o be relatively enduring over time. This incorporation of a
longitudinal temporal aspect to the structurefagency dualism is an important
part of Archer's theory — an aspect which she claims is not properly
represented in structuration theory.

Maorphogenesls and Mgrphostath

Archer {1982,1995) bases her sacial model around Matuyama (1963}
who Introduces the so-called merphogenetic approach. This approach applies
work in general systems theory on positive feedback loops to sodial theary.
Archer examines soclety as an open system that can have a feedback
mechanism that efther maintains or elaborates social structures. The
"morphogenetic approach” aims to describe the process of social structuring
whereby processes elaborate or change a system (*morpho” meaning shape,
“genesls” indicating generation). In contrast a morphostatic approach
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concentrates on those processes which tend to preserve or maintain a given
form, organisation or state.

In classical cybernetics morphostatic processes emphasise deviation
minimising feedback loops whereby negative feedback nuliifies systems
deviation, thus ensuring a system equilibrium. Maruyama (1963} originally
discusses a marphogenetic or structure building process within systems
theory whereby deviations are amplified by a positive: feedback process. Such
deviation-amplifying feedback encourages complexity and thus increases the
requirernent for organisation. Archer (1982), In a discussing the different
perception of structure in Giddens’ Structuration Theory, describes
morphogenesls as referring to:

the complex interchanges that produce change in a system’s

given form, structure or state (morphaostasls being the reverse),

but is has an end-product, structural elaboration, which is

quite different from Giddens’ soclal system as merely a ‘visible

pattern’, This to him can best be analysed as recurrent social
practices, whereas to general systems theorists, the elaborated
structure has properties which cannot be reduced to practices
alone, zlthough these are what generated both it and them. The
emergent properties which characterise soclo-cultural systems

imply discontinuity between Initial interactions and their product,
the complex system (p.61).

The M/M approach argues that human agents elther reproduce or
transform social structures. This approach incorporates a temporal aspect to
the change process In arguing that structures are relatively enduring over
time, thelr alteration being a function of agency action.

Archer {1995) spends a deal of time discussing how the two historlcal
approaches to social Investigation ~ wpwards conflation (which treats social
structures as free creatlons of social agency) and downwards conflation
(which treats soclal activity as determined by structural factors) prove
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inadequate in explalning the ¢omplexities of social situatlons. In order to
urderstand how individual action impacts on social situations ane must
recognise the need for an anaiytical dualism, even though in reality such
separation is not possible i.e. structure and agency are needed in order to
explain. Archer's central argument is that “structure and agency can only be
linked by examining the interplay between them over time, and that without
the proper incorporation of time the problem of structure and agency can
never be satisfactorily resolved” {p. 65). Archer uses this argument &s a major
criticism of Giddens' Structuration Theory which she suggests suffers from
central conflation (the suggestion that structure and agency are inseparable,
one sinking into the other).

Cralb (1992) highlights the importance of the analytical separation of
structure and agency when he presents an example of Archer’s argument:
All agents start from a structural position that enables and
constrains the posslbilities of action, and thelr adions can
¢hange that structure, which in turn constrains them. In this
"morphogenetic cycle," different levels emerge: Emergent
properties are relational, arising out of combination (e.g., the
division of labour fram which high productivity emerges) where
the latter is capable of reacting back on the former {e.g.,
producing monotonous work}, has its own causal powers (e.g.,

the differentlal wealth of nations) which are causally irveducible
to the powers of its components, (p. 9)

A recognitfon of structure and agency and the way that they Interact
over time I$ an imperiant element with critical realist argument.

The Social Context of IT

Information systems operate within a social environment and thus it
can be argued that soclal theory can play a useful role in researching
information systems. Eatly examples of IS researchers emphasizing the social
nature of 1S include Kling (1980}, Land and Hirschhelm (1983), Lyytinen &
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Lehtinen (1984), King (1987), Zuboff (1988), Orlikowski (1992), More recent
writings have developed on this theme and suggested varying theoretical
foundations for the inclusion of a social context: within IS research. Examples
Include Orllkowski {1992), Lyytinen (1592), Walsham (1993), Baskerville,
Smithson, Nowenyama and DeGross (1994), Orlikowski, Walsham, Jones, and
DeGrass (1996), Hirschhelm, Kleln, and Lyytinen (1996), Introna (1597),
Baskerville, Stage and DeGross (eds) (2000).

Avgerau (2001) argues 1t is iImportant that IS practitioners consider the
social context in which IS Development takes pface and also the broader
organisationa| processes under which it operates:

Most of the knowledge developed and taught in the 1S field

promgtes a normative professional practice, based on a limited

perception of context. Broader organizational processes are
usually outside the perceived terms of reference of IS practice.

Further research is needed to develop appropriate analytical

knowledge to equip professionals with capabilities to pursue
contextualist analyses.

Avgerou {2001) suggests many authors In the IS arena separate the
technological content from the soclal context in which the IT change ensues,
This has allowed useful specialized IS knowledge to be developad separately
from the social context but such a Separation Is becoming harder to justify
givan the increasingly ubfquitous nature of information technology. As Probert
{1597) suggests an information system contains elements of both the social
and the technical with technelogy intimately entwined within organisational
life:

The relationship between technology and organisatlon is neither

one of “impacts” [of IT) nor of “choice” [made by managers],

per se. Rather technology and organisation are closely

intertwined through flows of knowledge and ideas which

transcend the individual organisation but which find expression

in, and are reinforred by, political interests and agendss at the
organisational level {Scarborough and Corbett, 1992, p, 157 as
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quoted in Probert, 1997 (p. 43))

Avgerou (2001} suggests a more appropriate model for today’s
information system i as a heterogenegus network:

It suggests that what Is generally called “Information system” in
the jargon of practitioners as well as academics cannot be
meaningfully restricted to  computer or communications
applications within an  Independently delineated soclal
environment. Technical artefacts such as hardware, software,
data In paper or electronic form, carry with them engineers with
the conventions of their trade, industries that sell, install and
support them, “users” who ynderstand thelr significance and
interpret the way they should be put to action according to their
circumstances and consultants who convert them from symboal
manipulating machines to “competitive advantage” (p. 46)

He arques that, in line with actor network theory, the content of
changa consldered in IS studles should not be technology inngvation but the
change of heterogeneous networks of institutions and people within which
Infermation Technology is called to play a role, This concept does not see the
infarmatlon system as belng in isolation from the social context in which it
operates.

Such an cnt‘ol.oﬂj seems seusible, houwever, | feel theve is a need to
a.ccv:rt the Contcrt of an mci!yﬁfca( dualisss in ovder to be able £y describe
and t‘_:frtr.lin the infevconnected and Caqr(gx sociol stfuation in which

information Systems ave dc\felofcd and used,

Individualists within the soclal arena are committed to soclal atomism,
‘that is to the claim that the important things about people can indeed be
identified independently of thelr social context! (Archer 1995, p.35),
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Individuals are seen to be the ultimate constituents of the sacial world. In
contrast the collectivist sees soclety as more than simply the sum of the
individuals. Society can be viewed holistically as having emergent properties
that cannot be explained solely through examination of its individual
compenents.

Archer {1995) argues that the ongoing conflict between micro and
macro views of soclety and the problem of agency and structure is an
impartant and recurring debate within the sociological field. She feels that the
importance of such an Issue requires that all sodial theorists {and soclal
Investigators) define their stance with respect to this fundamental issue.

The difflculty in representing social reality (and TT within that reality} Is
the need to includs both collectivist and Individualist perspectives, Archer
(1995) presants the complexity of social reality when she describes society as

providing the answer to a nunber of riddles:

what is it that depends upon human intenticnallty but never
conforms to their Intenrtions? What relies on peoples' concepts
but they never fully know? What is It that depends upen actions
but never corresponds to the aclions of even the most
powerful? What Is it that has no form without us, yet which

, forms us as we seek its transformation? And what is it that
never satisfies the precise designs of anyone yet because of this
always motivates its attempted reconstitution? {p. 165).

Scott Pooke & Ven de Ven (1989, p. 564) similarly llst some of the
collectivist/individualist paradoxes evident within organisational theory:

» the difficulty in reconciling the explanation of behaviour as a function
of structural determination with the equally strong claim that it is the
product of purposive action;
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« good arguments for two incompatible conceptuallzations of
organisational climate ~ as an aggregation of individual climate
perceptions or as a macroleve! system property;

» the question of whether social organisations are fundamentally stable
ordlers or continuously ¢hanging emergents;

+ the trade-off between the need to establish individual identity in
groups and the collective nature of group action.

Structuration theory and critical realism are recent attempts to
incorparate bath elements, structure and agency, but both theories provide
little practical help on developing useful methodalogies. Even more relevant is
their lack of a specific recognition of technolagy itself within each model. In
critical realism material objects are given little relevance, the concentration
belng on human relations. Lawson {1997, p. 327) briefly comments en
technology and sees technology as a soclal implementation of a matetlal
object; the social Implementation of a particular technology being in part a
response to human transformative activity. Under this definition technology
and its associated human elements can be seen as a structure (although few
definitions of “structure” within critical realism include any refarence to
material objects).

In contrast to this real existence for structure structuration theory only
provides for a virtua! existence for structure, Structuration theory sees
structures as having no existence external to agency - they are functionally
inseparable - structures only beceming real when instantiated through
agent’s actions. In my view this virtuality for structures makes the
representation of 15 difficult. Crlikowski and Robey (1991} and Orlikowskl
{1992} have Included a modet for IT within structuration theory as having a
duality expressed:
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in its constifuled nature - information techneology is the social
product of subjective human action within specific structural and
cultural contexts - and ts copstitutive role - Infarmation
technology is simultaneously an objective set of rules and
resaurces Involved In medlating (facllitating and constraining)
human action, and thus hence contributing to the creation,
recreation and transformation of those contexts. (as quoted In
Rase (2000, p. 119))

Such a virtual definition for IT has limitations as will be detailed In the
next section.

Individual and collectivist representations of techn

Olesen and Myers (1999, p. 320) present Table 1 describing a
callectivist/individualist perspective an technology {based on De Sanctis
1993), They describe how collectivist and indlvidualist perspectives can alter
the focus in the examination of Group Support Systems:

whereas Individualistic assumptions lead the researcher to be

concerned with the efficlency and effectiveness brought about

by the GSS5, collectivist assumptions fead to an interest in the

social meaning of the technology, its symbolism, how cuitural

practices affect technology development, and how technology,
in turn, reinforces culiural norms {De Sanctis, 1993, p. 101).
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Table 1: Opposing perspectives on technology (from Olesen and Myers, 1959,

p. 320)
Individualism Collectivism
Unit of Analysis Individual Society
Group as an aggregate | Organization
of Indlviduals
Technology Metaphor | Tool Product
Service
Technology Goal Decision efficiency Support, of the soclal
order

Decision Quality

Technelogy-induced
Change

Active (determinlstic)

Passive (emergent)

Guiding Paradigm

We

Each of the perspectives detailed in Table 1 provide a limting view on
technolegy; such views mirroring similar Issues within social theory

concerning Individualist/collectivist stances.

Representing IT as structure

Archer {1995, p. 104) discusses a number of different conceptions of
social structure {from Porpora 1989). Four major conceptions of structure are

discussed:

= structure as "patterns of aggregate hehaviour that are stable over
time” {from Methodotogical Individuallsm).

» structure as “|awtike regularitles that govem the behaviour of social
facts” (from Methodological Holism).
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+ structure @s "rules and resources which are implicated in social
practices and have no existence independent of them” (Glddens’
Structuration Theory)

» sfructure as “systems of human relations among social positions”
(Methodologlcal Reallsm).

The adoption of any ane of these perceptions of strugcture can
fundamentally affect the ensuing research process as Walsham (1993, p. 6)
suggests when argues that: Theory /s both a way of seeing and a way of nol-
seeing - 8 particular theorefical perspective can blind researchers to other
perspectives at its moment of applicatlan” For example, If we consider IT
systems as having an important structuring influence on work piactices (le
agency actlon} we can argue for using any one of the four conceptions of
structure to highlight different aspecis of the technology, More particularly we
can look at how such underlying theory can affect the examination of
Enterprise Resolitce Planning (ERP) Systems.

eRfP bzina eonducive ts o sbructuval n:tw‘esentaﬁan? F

The use of ERP systems as an exasmple of T os stiuctiuve” seeus sensible
o we kaow that the implementation of ERP systess hos importont; often
vadicol effects on business pracesses aad thus ossociated work activiby,
Similarly, the implementition and use of CASE tools invelves o significont
stiuctitring mpoct pa the users i that: CASE toals ave qencvally associated
with o particulor systews developrent modlel and thus vestrict the -Rl:nh-hg
of the analyst 0rikowski (992} in proposing the use of Structuvation Theory

to examine CASE b\r[cmmt‘aﬁnn m{lec'b: hey recoquition af this sb«ucmmﬂ

in]vou:t

113



Would styucture be so 'uurnrtant 'Jf we Weve exarining, sou), the use D-F
inbranet: teckqnluﬂh:s in an orﬂo.nizaﬁnn? tatvonets have proven to be a
Forulaf and importont techmalogy in ovqonizakions bt would their

representalion os asbruetuye Frnvtde as useful an explasatory insight?

Such avquuent supports the nced for a. considevation of the vesearch

puvpose oned research n]rg_]cct in seleeting arivrofxvia.b: theory {see next

Chapten),

ERP systems are enterprise wide systems that often require the
implementation of so-called "best practice” {or, sometimes referred to as
common practice) process models. These best practice process madels define
optimal processes for the particular industry under which the organisation
operates. Often existing user roles and processes are radically changed and
thus the structural impact of ERP systems is generally very high, particularly if
a major process re-engineering is also undertaken at the same time, It
therefore seems sensible to adopt a theoretical approach that recognises the
importance of structure and its impact.

Such a use of undevlying theovy can be well argued within eritical
vealism as i sugqests that cevtain theories can be "better” thas othevs for
explaining observed karreninﬂs. % styucturing bapacts are seen to be
impovtant-then o eritical realist arqumett would sugqest that it wakes sense

to use o U\:o_v_wj that vecoquizes structures and theiv effects,
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Individualist Percaptions

Archer (1995} argues that the first individualist conception for structure
is insufflcient *primarily for its explicit atomism, secondly for its assumption
that nothing but a precess of aggregation Is involved in structuration, thirdly
for making the vislble pattern reproduced synonymous with “structure’ and
finally for the presumption that to be a structure /s fo b relatively enduring’
{Archer 1995, p, 105). As detailed in Table 1 above such an underlying theory
would see the ERP system as a too! and would therefore provide a useful
basis for examining how individuals actively use the ERP system to improve
thair work practices. Such a perspective would e useful in examining the
functionality of the various components of the ERP system but would have
difficulty In representing the impertant structural and organisational impacts
of the technology.

The reffication of ERP systems

Similarly the collectivist perspective on structure might be rejected
“firstly for the expliclt reificationiof structure by its severance from action,
secondly, for its assumption that regularities are law-llke in producing
inaluctable consequences, thirdy, for holding that these operate in steam-
roller fashion immune from human intervention, and lastly, for assuming that
structures endure and unfold over the heads of actors like mechanical and
naturalistic forces’ (Archer 1995, p. 105).

ERP Systams are hugely complex systems that Impose constralnts on
the work practices of operating users and thus a theory based around
methodolegical hollsm might be useful in examining ERP as the theory's
underlying model is consistent with the examination of such constralnt. It may
also be useful In supporting an argument that ERP systems are often reified,
Reiflcation cam be seen to overly emphasise the role of the “system* rather
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than acknowledge the role of the individual. Collins (1998, p.1507 describes
how such an overemphasis on systems and systemic properties can be
detrimental:

It seems, then, that when we come to account for the nature
and contours of crganisations, it is systems, not pedple, who do
things. As a result there seems to be little room for people to
Interpret thelr role within organisations, and make judgements
hased upon these interpretations as to how to act, Instead it
seems, the behaviour of people is programmed by the role they
perform. With the role of interpretation and perception
downplayed, the system and its boundary take on a concrete
rather than gn analytical role, and so the system apparently
enforces Itself on members of the organisation rather than being
something which people have room to interpret, debate and
dispute.

Whilst Collins criticlsm is targeted at methodology assumptions within
s0-called “systems approaches” I feel his comments are a useful suggestion
as to how ERP systems can be misrepresented. This privileging of structure
over action is termed by Collins as reification, Hyman (1975, p.13) defines
reificatlon as:

Treating abstract collective entitles which are the creation of

human activities, as the active agencies in social relaticns and in
consequence, devaluing the part playad by human actors.

ERP systems are apen to reification as s represented in a user
comment taken from Yolkoff (1999):

Individuals at PFF made statements such as ‘[the software]
changes the way you think about [a specific type of information]
because SAP treats it differently...]t was a big thought process
change,” and that they had to 'translate user requirements into
SAPanese.’ At UNI one user talked about *changlng from trying
to map from my world Into PeopleSoft, to asking what will make
gt;lg)system work, mapping fram PeopleSoft into my world.” (p.
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Relfication Is clearly represented in the adoption of such terms as
"SAPanese” to describe the complexity and domination of an ERP system such
as SAP. Similarly the suggestion to map from “PeopleSoft Into my world” is an
insightful comment on the imposing nature of such ERP systems as
PeopleSoft. '

SAPanese as an allegory for Tapanese?

tewnuld be interesting to explove further the w\et'a.rknv‘ica.t astociotione
behind such terus as “SAPanese” and detrnmine whether the use of such terms
ave imrﬂinﬂ thal:the confmtcr _fjste-\ is like the (a.rﬁc un-FaMiLi.ar Jopancse

culbure A Very interesting mcl‘a.rkor in wy View,

Similarly the following quote from an SAP-focussed publication
highlights the constraining nature of SAP and similar such ERP systems:
SAP R/3's broadest impact on the Company has been its
influence on the corporate culture. Prior to the R/3
implementation, there was a perceived high degree of disorder.
While the Company does not yet exploit all of the information
avallable from the new IT system, the system has provided a
much greater sense of control and has had significant tmpact on
how employees approach their responsibiities. Rf3's tightly
integrated data model has tavght peaple that they must perform

functions as they are supposed to be done. (The ROI Report,
1997, p. 12)

Such a collectivist perspective on ERP systerns might encourage the
researcher to Ignore the potential adaptabllity of ERP systems and downplay
the Important pawer that the agent has to amend and enhance the system.
Such a perspective on ERP might also tend to see ERP systems as legacy
systems and thus misrepresent the potential that they can provide as a base
for e-business expansion and inter-enterprise co-operation.
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Structuration theory and the representation of TT

The third conception of structure, founded on structuration theory, is
praposed as a means of accommodating both individualist and colectivist
views, Giddans “inserts the concept of 'system' between the two [structure
and agency] in order to create what he calls an interdependent 'duality’,
Social systems are constituted by the activities of human agents, enabled and
constrained by the structural properties of these systems” {(Whittington 1994,
p. 62), However, under this conception of structure, “while structural
propertles make action possible, structures themselves have no reality except
as they are Instantiated In activity or retained mentally as remembered codes
of conduct or rights to resources” (Whittington 1994, p. 62).

This virtuai existence for structure sees structure as having no
existence external to agency - they are functionally inseparable — structure
only becoming real when Instantiated through agent’s actions. Structural
propertles are generally reinforced thraugh the comfortable rule following and
routinized behaviour of knowledgeable agents. Thus, for example, an
educational system s not an identifiable form of social craanisation but a
visible pattern produced by agency manipulating rules and resources in ways
which perpetuate this patterning’ (Archer, 1995, p. 107).

Glddens argues for the imperiance of choice in agent’s actlons, he sees
the actor as not belng passively embedded in social systems but as being
knowledgeable and actively engaged in the constitution of such secial
systems. Rule Interpretation is a major activity of Giddens’ concept of the
‘active agent’ both In the way that they interpret complex Internal
organisational rules and In the way they apply the external rules gained
through participation in systems outslde the organisational system. An agant
can only be an agent If they are capable of ‘making a difference’ - a passive
accepting agent is not a part of Giddens’ modei,
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Orllkowski (1992} uses structuration theory to develop a model of
organisational use of technelogy, The model sees technolegy as being a
structural property of organisations - it embodies and hence is an instantiation
of some of the rules and resources wonstituting the structure of an
organisation. Technology is both a medium and preduct of human action {see
Figure 3 below) and the users of the technology are seen to sepatate into
those that use the technology and those that design and mediate the
technology for users. Orlikowski's model suggests the consideration of two
modes of interaction — the desfgn mode and the use mode {p. 408} to reflect
the maior modes of interaction between actors (the developers and users}
and sfructure (the technelogy) at different polnts in time.

Muitlview ver 2.0 (Avison, Wood-Harper, Vidgen, & Wood 1998) is an
example of an IS development methadology loosely based on Giddens’
structuration theary that attempts to Incorporate a structural perspective and
an agency perspective. They sea thelr Multiview 2 development methodology
as an interpretive scheme that is drawn on when developing and deploying
Infarmation systems (action} in an organizational context (structure).

From a critical reallst perspective the Multiview 2 framewaork wrangly
equates structure with "organisatlanal context", The realist perspective would
argue that the organisational context provides a complex interplay of sultlple
Interacting structures and mechanisms that affect the agent’s use of an ISD
methodology In varlous ways. It would see the model as being too simple In
its equating of context with structure. Interestingly aleng with Archer (1985)
Avlson et al (1998) also see a need for an analytical separation between the
real world of objective structures and the transitive world of agency
interpretation:

At the heart of Multiview? is a bellef in the inseparability of
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object and subject worlds...Rather than see ISD as a process of
bringing together the social and technical aspects, we arque
that it Is more appropriate to view ISD as a way of making
terparary and artificial separations in which objectivist accounts
of meeting real-world requirements and subjectivist accounts of
a soclally-constructed reality achieve a synchronization (p. 133).

Multiview 2 does nat propose a prescriptive approach to systems
development instead suggesting that the analyst draws on the interpretive
frame throughout, the development process. This non-inclusion of a time
element Is a characteristic of Giddens® structuration theory. From a critical
realist perspective such neglect s a major problem with structuration theory
in that there Is thus an inabllity to examine the Interaction of structure and
agency over time. They suggest that “structure and agency can only be linked
by examining the interplay hetween them aver time, and that without the
proper incorporation of time the problem of structure and agency can never
be satisfactorily resolved” {(Archer, 1995, p. 65). Glddens’ theory suggests that
structure and agency are Inseparable, one sinking into the other {termed by
Archer as ellslon) thus disallowing the study of thelr interaction over time.

The use of Giddens’ framework and. the representation of technalogy
as structure ralses a number of issues, As Archer (1995) argues Giddens’
representation of structure makes it difficult W investigate the interplay of
actors and technology over time, Orlikowskl's model {Orllkowski, 1992}
reduces the impact of this shortcoming by looking at two separate
instantiations of technology, the use modle and the design mode. However
whilst such separation Is useful it does not aflow for a full ongoing recegnition
of the Interaction between developers, users and the technology over the
often considerable time Involved in systems design and implementation.
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Another issue with QOrllkowski's model is the equating of technology
with structure, thus providing technalogy with a viriual existence, the
techinology only belng ‘macle real’ on instantiation. Such a model for
technology does not encourage a deep investigation of the praperties of the
particular tachnology ~ these properties having the potential to impact later
use and design, Giddens’ framework cannot insist on a clear specification of
virtual structures since they do not in fact exist until instantiated, they only
exist as ‘rules and resources’, Yet technology has emergent properties that
cannot he represented solely as ‘rules and resources’.

Volkoff {1989) uses Glddens’ Structuration Theory to analyse an ERP
implementation and in $o dolng highlights the role of the ‘active agent’ in
changing and modifying the ERP system:

The adaptation of software and organizational processes is an

iterative process entailing on-going social action that is clearly

constrained by both the structural properties of the organization
and the built-in properties of the software. The actions of the

project team and other members of the organization will alter
some of these properties and reaffirm others. (p. 236)

The concentratlong'within structuration theory on the active agent and
its tack of a recognition of the reality of structure and their emergent
properties suggests that it would be difficult to properly analyse the particular
propertles of ERP systems and how they may constraln agents actions, For
the critical realist a major problem with using such a theory is the inabllity to
inciude fime In the analysis. Such a neglect limits the possibility of examining
the important ongoing structural elaboratlon that ensues through agency
action.

The rg tion of IT withip critical realism

The fourth definition of structure is that of the methodological realist
who sees structure as "systems of human relations among social positions”,
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Such a definition would highlight the soclal setting in which the IT resides
however but can have little to say about the technology itself, Criticai realism
has little to say about material objects within its ontology. Lawson (1997, p.
327) suggests that technology be seen as a soclal implementation of &
material cbject, this soclal implementation belng in part a response to human
transformative activity. A critical reallst approach to the examination of an
ERP system might suggest that the ERP system can act as both a mechanism
and structura. The representation of the ERP system as a soclal structure
allows an emphasis on relational properties with other groups as well as
allowing for an examination of the complex Intemal relations. The ERP system
technelogy can also be seen to provide a mechanism by which organisational
structures are transformed in both Intended and unintended ways as the ERP
system is implemented, used and transformed.

In contrast to the virtual existence for structure given within
structuration theory the realist Interpretation sees structure as referring to
actual forms of social organisations, as ‘real entities with their own powers,
tendencies and potentials’ (Archer 1995, p. 106). Such structures cannct be
percelved and thus cannot be identified except through examination of thelr
effects. Sodial systems depend on the relations between and within a plurality
of structures, such refations having thelr own independent causal properties.
The resulting system founded on the various relations has emergent
properites which may affect agents acting within the system. This
interpretation of structure is Iin contrast to Glddens’ approach which is non-
relational seeing structure as ‘rules and resources’. Glddens’ approach
emphasises the role of the active agent; Bhaksar's realist interpretation
elevates the rgle of structure and Its shaping role in social situations.

Archer (1995) discusses a number of Issues related to Glddens’
rapresentation of structure. For example, Giddens’ perception of structure as
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virtual, only becoming real on Instantlation, necessarily requires that soclal
theory concentrate on soclal *practice’. Such concentration leads to what
Archer terms as the over-active agent in that it ignores the possibility that
agents may have a role to play in the elaboration of structures purely through
their existence as part of a collective group; under structuration theory this
passlve role of the non-doing agent cannot be reflected. For Archer actors
{non-doing agents) and (active) agents are different things and should not be
‘alided’ or comblned as provided for in structuration theory.

Archer also argues that structuration theory does not allow for the
separate Investigation of the emergent and Irreducible prapertles of structures
and agents. In particular the collapsing of structure into agency negates the
Investigation of thelr interplay over time - how pre-existing structure may
constrain actien and how action reproduces or transforms existing structures.
Critical realism argues for the conslderation of both structure and agency and,
specifically, brings time dependency into account. The central argument is
that ‘structure and agengcy can only be linked by examining the interplay
between them over time, and that without the proper incorporation of time
the problem of structure and agency can never be satisfactorily resclved"
(Archer, 1995, p. 65).
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Institutional Properties

D
C
Information
Technology
A
L 3
Human Actors
Ammow | Type of Influence Nature of Influence
A IT as product of human | IT as an outcome of such human develspment as design and
action development, apprediation and madification
B IT as medium of human | IT facilftates and constrains human action through the provision
action of [nterpretive schemes, facllities and norms
Cc IT as product of hurman | Institutiona! properties influence hurmans in their Interaction with
adtion IT, such as intentions, design standards, professional norms,

state of the ad in materials and knowledge and available
resources (time, money and skills)

D IT as product of human | Interaction with IT influences the institutional properties of an
action organization thraugh relnforeing or transfarming systems of

slgnificatian domination and legitimisation

Figure 3: A representation of IT within structuration theary

Within structuration theory IT involves the snapshot of a soclal situation at a
particular time - time-related 1ssues cannot be taken into account under this
model,
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External structures

Old Internal Structures

A
New structures

Qld IT system/structure

e D

Organisational actors
Time
Amow | Type of Influence Nature of Influence
A Structural relnfarcemant ‘The introduced IT syst=m changes exlsting structures within the
and elaboration organizatlion as mew positions are created and organisatianal actors use the

IT system to relnforce or transform existing structures

B Structural reinforcement The Introduced [T system impacts extemal structures thraugh enhancing
and elaboration carnmunication, changing husiness practices and perhaps altering the IT.
C Structural relnforcement. Organisational actors relnforoe or transform the existing structural
and elaboration [mpasitions of the introduced IT system vla changed work practices ar
changes to the techhology.
b Structural reinforcement New changed structures are consequent an the structural relnforcement
and elaboration and elaboration emanating from agency action.

Figure 4: A representation of IT within critical reailsm

Withln critical reallsm structural relnforcement and elaboration of pre-existing
structures allows a conslderation of time-related issues,
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Conclusign

This chapter discusses a2 numbar of different ways of envisaging
structure and discusses the ways that theory can ultimately define the object
under study. A hypothetical example is provided to demonstrate the way that
different conceptions of structure can limit the explanatory possibilities in
examining ERP systems. A collectivist definition of structure as "law-like
regularities that govern the hehaviour of soclat facts” is a tempting means of
examining the Impacts of ERP on organisaticnal life, however, as indicated
above, it doas not go far enough in allowing for a consideration as to how
agents may amend the system and thelr own behaviour to adjust to such
“law-llke regularitias”,

A more complete analysls can be attempted by the use of Giddens’
Structuration Theory (Volkoff 1999). However, Glddens’ structuration theory is
difficult to operationalize; it is a varfed and complex theory that Craib (1992)
associates with the perhaps unkind metaphor of an cmelette to highlight its
complexity. As Craib (1992, p. 33) points out Glddens’ theory “is not, nor does
Giddens claim or want it to be, a tight, loglcally deduced and interrelated
theory” - i is a rich and varied theory that can provide useful and significant
perspectives on the complexities of arganisational life but provides liftle
methodologica! guidance, As Rose (2000) argues Giddens' Structuration
Theory is difficult to apply within the IS field because of;

+ the absence of specfic theories about how information
technology is involved in the process of structuration

« Glddens’ own disinterest in practical uses of his work
leaves no path to follow,

« the relative inaccessibllity of structuration theory to IS
researchers and practitioners due to the different
discourse style and specialised concept vocabulary of
social theory. {p. 128)
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For 1S research it seems that the fundamental assumptions underlying
the theory do not seem to mesh well with the reality of technologlcal systems.
The critical realist perception of accepting a technological system as a pre-
existing object with emergent and frraducible properties rather than as a
virtual abject only made real through Instantiation seems a more useful and
practical representation, yet, as for structuration theory, there is little practical
guidance and little specific conceptualisation of material objects such as
technology within the theory.

The next chapter will move back into the phifosophical area and look
more closely at interpretivism and critical realism in general and highlight
possible points of connection between the two.

s

o
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Chapter 4

Interprativism and critical reallsm - points of connection

Critical realism - "what we see /s jass than what there is”

Interpretivism - "what we see /s what we get”. (Benton and Cralb,
2001, p. 177)

Introduction

As the above quotes Indicate critical reallsm proposes a form of depth
realism in that reality is made up of 3 domains, the domaln of the real, actual
and empirical. Under this view there is more to reallty than what might
empirically or actually eventuate. In the domain of the real the critical realist
also sees reality as stratified in that identified mechanisms can be explained
by reference to causal mechanisms at a deeper level of reslity. In contrast
interpretivism is focussed on the domain of the actual and tha empirical
refusing to acknowledge the presence of a reallty external to individual or
social parception.

Interpretivism Is often described as supporting the discovery and
description of an ‘insider view' on a situatlon and encouraging the
Interpretation of a slituation from the participant’s perspective. Participants
intentions, meanings and interpretations are elevated to a central position in
the research. Unlike critical realism it assumes a single dimension to reallty
with a focus an what is experlenced. Fundamental to interpretive enquiry Is
the view that the study of the soclal sciences is different from the study of the
natural sciences, In this assumption it is clearly in opposition to critical
reallsm. There are however simllarities in that, for example, both philosophies
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agree on the situated contingent nature of knowledge: and the assumption

that observation is value-laden. Both philasophies also accept the social

construction of reality, however, as detailed below critical realism can only
agree with so-called “weak” constructionist arguments that our knowledge

of reality is socially constructed, not the reality itself.

Schwandt (2000) suggests that the “qualltative enquiry” fleld, of which
interpretivism forms a part, Is more appropriately defined as a particular

arena or site where a number of markedly different philosophical and

methodologlcal approaches reslde. Degpite the significant differences he sees

the arena as sharing a “general rejection of the blend of scientism,

froundationallst epistemology, Instrumentai reasoning and the philosophlcal

anthropelogy of disengagement” (p. 130). He defines three hasic
epistemological stances within this arena - interpretivism/hermeneutics,
philosophical hermeneutics and soclal constructionism. This chapter will

concentrate mainly ¢n the two brands of hermeneutics and will use eriticai
realism to specifically critique aspects of interpretivism/hermeneutics, The
different criteria for judging Interpretive and realist research will then be

contrasted.

Post-positivi

Blalkie (1993) describes interpretivism as a classical response to the
dissatisfaction with positivist approaches. Hammersley (1955, p. 2) suggests

that posltivism rmakes some or all of the following assumptions:
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That what is taken to be the method of the natural
sclences Is the only rational source of knowledge

That this method should be applied in social research
irrespective of any Supposedly distinctlve features of
social reality

That quantltative measurement and experimentation or
statistical manipulation of varlables are essential, or at



least ideal, features of scientific research

« That research can and should be concerned with
producing accounts which correspond to an independent
reality

« That scientific knowladge consists of universal laws

= That research must be objective, with subjective blases
being overcome through commitment to the principle of
value neutrality

Such argument are often also a featura of what Hammersley (1990) terms a3
naive realism.

Guba (1990} argues that positivism is a deposed paradigm - being
replaced by the newer postpositivist, critical research and constructivist
approaches. Blallde {1993) argues that contemparary responses to the
dissatisfaction with positivism include:

o Critical Theory

» Realism

+ Contemporary Hermeneutics
e Structuration Theory

+ Feminism.

These later, more contemporary approaches are still in the process of
developlng, many originators of these approaches still publishing. Blalkie's
incluslon of ¢contemporary realism as a response to positivism is an
encouraging recagnition that realist approaches have potential influence in
this area. Blalkie sees that each of these later approaches can be seen to
derive aspects of their development from the following classical approaches:

o Positivism

o Negativism
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e Historlclsm
« {ritical Rationallsm
)

s (lessical Hermeneutics

s Interpretivism

Bhaskar (390 desenbes his philosophy of eritizal vealism as
addyessing the crisis of positivism and being in opposition o evitical theory
and Fosbuodcrnisu, As detailed in the intraduction Outhwaile (98 arques
thakztheve is o degren of corvesponclence betiseen crifical theory and crifical

vealism rarlicu(av_g i ifx common emancipolbry Jocus,

Critical vealism and intevpretivism con alse be seen to have
commonalities in thal: the belief within evitical vealism that intevpretivism is
larqely concerned with the transifive k‘-.o:.:-(ulﬂc focussed dimension of reahg

sugqests thak theve is potential to arn Lrom intevpretivism

A Paradigmatic View

Interpretivism is often explalned through reference to Burrell and
Morgan's (1979} paradigmatic framework. A paradigm can be defined as a
phitosophical position containing varlous “mutually influential” ontological,
epistemological, methodological and ideological ‘sets’ of ideas that have teen
formed Into clusters “according to some worked-out argument or rationality”
(Flood, 1990, p, 213). A paradigm represents a particular way of thinking or
general perspective, but It has an implied popularity in that a paradigm would
reflect 3 commonly held view of the applicable world,
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An example of an important paradigmatic ‘rationale’ s Burrell and
Morgan’s (1679) classic soclological framewcerk for defining research
approaches In the social sclences arena (Figure 5). The modei defined
sociologlcal paradigms according to the assumptions they make about the
nature of social sclence and about the nature of soclety. Social science can be
seen to adopt an objective or subjective perspective and assumptions about
the nature of soclety can be seen to be emphasising radical ¢hange or
regulation. Burrell and Morgan's framework has proven to be useful in
defining perspectives on sociological investigations. In essence Ik compares an
ontcloglcal position (subjectivefobjective} with an Ideclogical (politically
orlented} position {Conflict/Order). The objectivist position is to apply the laws
of the natural sciences to the social world; the subjectivist position Is to
recognlse the differing Individual interpretations of the soclal world,

Burrell and Morgan argue that this framework allows for the definition
of four mutually exclusive views of the social world — each generating distinct
analyses of social life. Clearly the frame has more to it than meets the eye,
Essentially It is a statement of pasition from within the social science’s ‘world’.
As detalled in Figure 6 (from Gicia 1990) each position makes differing
assumptions about the main goals and primary concerns of research. For
example interpretivism is seen to have the goal to describe and explain In
order to diagnose and understand, its main concern as the soclal construction
of reality and interpretation.

t wordd arque thattinterpretivism does not have n.w:gﬂr focus an
explanotion - the malor facus is to describe the particulorits) of the social
situation {rom the participant's perspective.
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An observer would have great difflculty deriving such a detalled
specification of four positions from a simple two dimensional divislen. This is
due to the fact that it is essentially a framework to represent popular
paradigmatic positions - in actual use it reflects the argument; developed by
Kubn {1970) that it Is impossible to communicate between different
paradigms largely due to the existence of totally different language bases
within each paradigm.

The argument Is that comparisons between research studles that are
based on different paradigmatic assumptians often make little sense as the
differant approaches generally have totally different meanings to the words
that they use.

Critiguing interpretivism {rom o oriticol vealist pevspective poteatially
could suffer From this di-ﬁcmt {anguaﬁc sty however, erifical vealism

r.u:r:crtx oy of the arquments of interrrctiyisn and thus theve is o bosis for

ceo Mnonablg.
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Emphasising Radical

Chenge
Sociological
Perspective
Emphasising
Repulalion

Radical Humanlsm Radical Structurlism
Interpretive Funetionalist
Subleriive Obfeetbve

The Nature of Social Science

Figure 5: Burrell and Morgan's (1579} four Soclologlcal Paradigms
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Radlcal Humanisim Radical Structuralism
A Guoals: ldentify sources of
. . Goals: to describe ﬁ'-“i cotiguein | gopinarion anryd ersuade in order
Emphasising Radical order to change (a'f:. iewe {rz:edom\ to guide revelutionary action
Change & Ol const )| (ochieve freedom through revision
Cu{lccrns: Social c-:inslrucliun or | Ofsteture)
. . reality, oyercoming distortion, Concerns : Domination, alienation
Sociological determining interesls served, and exmancipation
Perspective
Interpretive Functionalist
. Goals: ta describe and explain Goalst 10 search for regulnrities
Emphasising in arder v diagnose and and fest in order to predict and
Regulation understand control
Ceneerns; Social constuction Concerns: foclorial relationships,
of reality, Inlerpretation causality, generalisation
Subjective Objective

The Nature of Social Science

Figure 6: The goals and concerns of the four sociologleal paradigms {from
Giola and Pitre, 1990, p. 591)

Flood and Romm {1596) argue there that Is a practical need to
incorporate diverse theorles from different paradigmatic positions. They
discuss four approaches to the incorporation of diverse theories and
emancipatory principles in social research:

Pragmatism: the borrowing of various methods and parts of methods
in @ non-reflective manner based on experlence with little thought given to
underlying philesophical basis for such theery use,
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Isolationism: this belief is exemplified by Burrelt and Morgan's grid,
Tsolationism suggests a blind, all encompassing use of particular paradigmatic
approaches in alf situations, Burrell and Morgan's framework reflects the
argument developed by Kuhn (1970) that it Is impossible to communicate
between different paradigms largely due to the existence of totally different
language bases within each paradigm.

Imperialism: a similar approach to isolationlsm except that other
paradigmatic approaches are recognlsed, but only to the extent that aspects
of ather approaches can be incorporated and absorbed into the predominant
perspective.

Complementarism {or Pluralism}: Flocd and Romm (1996, p. 5)
describe this approach as being embodied in the question: “How can
theoreticians and Interventionists find a way that satisfactorily allows us to
theorise and act with different notions of the world while at the same time
maintaining overall emancipatory practice?”,

Critical realisw as combining diflerent antions of the world

t pervonally fect that eritical vealism anawers this question quite well in
that= i cambines diffevent: nations of the world in extemal realism and sociol
consbructionism, and alse styongly supports emoncipatery practice through itx
elevation of the importance of explanatary eritique. Critical vealiss would
arque st]ronﬂl_.», aqainst Fmﬁmaﬁs-\ in that rraﬂmaﬁxm ignoves the mrortant
andt eritical of philosophy in rescarch Simitarly isolationism would aotbe an
option to be consideved within a philosophy that sees all knowtedge as fallible

and cantingents perialism would also be ineonsistent with eriical realism as
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the continued use of evitical vealism is seen as being dcivcndent on ifx

continued success as underlabourer far practice,

Accessing multiple paradigmatic views of organisational situations has
been suggested as a means of providing a wider and a more multi-faceted
view on complex organisational sttuations. In a similar manner to Flood and
Romm (1996), Schultz and Hatch {1996) defines three metatheoretical
positions for doing multlparadigm research:

» paradigm incommensurability
» paradigm integration {ie. pragmatism/imperialism)

« paradigm crossing

They concentrate on paradigm crossing when they suggest a number
of different strategies for recognising and incomporating the various
paradigmatic approaches within a research approach, The first strategy they
discuss 1s labelled as sequential whereby one particular paradigmatic
approach Is used to inform further developrment using another paradigmatic
approach (Lee 1991). A second strategy Is labelled a parallel approach in
which different paradigmatic approaches are used in parallel and outcomes
compared for the different approaches. The ultimate aim i5 to maintain a
tolerant approach and to emphasise differences and conflicts between
paradigms rather than similarities.

A further strategy Is a bridging strategy as exemplified by Glola and
Pltre (1990) who use Burrell & Morgan‘s grid {Figure 5) to discuss the
assumptions of various paradlgmatic anproaches and suggest means of
bridging the paradigms in arder to progress research that provides a more
comprehensive view of organisational phenemena. They argue that whilst the
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fundamental assumptions of the vartous paradigms are at odds, the
paradigmatic dimensions (subjectivefobjective and stabillty/change) are in
fact continuum — thus creating a ‘transition zone’ at the propased boundaries
between the paradigms.

saurt.:sm:ag, t would see evitical, realism as rcsid-'.nﬂ within the ceatye,
in thak i is contistent with most of the qgoals and cancerns sugqested in Flgure
&, This is not surprising given that: the model has Littie to sa on ontotoﬂj and

vother focuser on epistemological pusitions,

Whilst Burrell and Morgan's framework has been particularly influential
In defining the underlying assumptions in socfal science, in general it can be
seen to be founded on relativist arguments. For actually defining a research
position it is unhelpful in that:

» [t exaggerates the differences between the perspectives and the scale of
thelr impact

» It 1s tao restrictive in defining research positions

» It suggests that the major Issues facing research can be solved by
choosing one or more of the posltions

» It discourages movement outside the paradigmatic position (le encourages
isolationism)

« It encourages simplistic methodaloglcal decisions by encouraging a chalce
between “black and white” stances on methodological Issues rather than
seeing such decisions as Involving declsions on multiple smaller matters
within a methodclogy
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The examination of commensurability at the level of ontology,
epistemology and methodology avolds the all or nothing stance adopted by
consldaring overall paradigms. Detailed discussion of the philosophical
pasitions of each approach is important and necessary to fully understand thelr
positicn and scope for accommodation.

Interpretivism

Kleln and Myers (1999, p. 69) describe interpretive research from a
practical, methods based focus:

1S research can be classified as Interpretive IF it is assumed that
our knowledge of reality is galned only through soclal
constructions such a language, consclousness, shared meanings,
documents, tools, and other artifacts.

C{mr;l.nj this definition is ast: enough to distinguish such an afrmm:k

from contemporany vealist afrrmachu.

Walsham {1993, p. 4) suggests that interpretive methods of research
focus on understanding the context in which the information system is placed
and how the information system Influences and is influenced by ihat context.
He states:

Interpretive methods of research start from the position that our
knowledge of reallty, including the domaln of human action, 15 a
social construction by human actors and this applies equally to
researchers. Thus there is no objective reality which can be
discovered by researchers and replicated by others..
Interpretivism 1s thus an epistemological position, concerned
with approaches to the understanding of reality apd asserting
that all that knowledge is necessarlly a social construction and
thus subjective (p. 5}

135



The critical realist would have little objection to any of Walsham’s
claims, whereas it would have a major problem with Orlikowski and Baroudi
{1991 p. 13} who assest that interpretivism requires that reality itself be seen
as a socfal product:

Interpretivism asserts that reality, as well as our knowledge

thereof, are social products and hence incapable of belng

understood independent of the social adors (including the
researchers) that construct and make sense of that reality

Criftical vealiow and hJcak/Stronﬂ Secial Codstructionion

The tian definitions can be seen as an example of weak constructionism
and strong constructionion. Criticol readism has no problen with the weak
consbiructionism dewmpnstrated _E’j tdalthas but it does have di.ﬁlculﬂzs with
the strong constructionism desonstrated by ortikowskl and Ravoudi in theiv

elaim Um.tv‘eali!_:j itseld is o social rn:duct (notjust ouy knoutedﬂe of rcal-g)

Schuandt (ROD) describes consbructivist's pevspective an knouledqe
as being "ot disinterected, apolitical andt exclusive of affective and
embodied aspects of human experience, butls] in some sense ideological,
political and permeated with values® (Schuadt 2000, p. (98),

Such o definition is in Une with evitical vealist arjuments. Qritical vealism
presapposes oatological vealism and cpistemological relativism in that: &
ogrees thak vealify can only be knoun under pariiculos descriptions. fowever
ik denies judﬂmml’al relativite® - the view thal- ane cmnotJudar. betiueen
different discourses and decide thatspme accounts ave better than othevs.
Critical readism sugqustx that; whitst Fifficult; rescarchers can qain some sovl;

of andevstanding of diffeveat discourses. The vealist sees velativist arqusent
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thok: commensuvability is alaays bapossible as exagqerating the case and
un{umx..a&g sometines serving to protect particulor discourses From
extermal eriticiss Certainky there has been such wriften conceviing velofiviow
and rerl-mfs. as Suith and Deemer (2000) sugqest, qiven that:"the Godl'seye
view is na lonqer a realizable knrc. velativism, in same Jovm or another, is a

consequence Ghal is im:scafvnbt:' q:: B¥),

Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991} see interpretivism, positivism and critical
approaches as belng the three major philosophical positions adopted within
the IS field. As detalled above, this thesis argues for a fourth philosophical
position representing contemparary realist approaches, Lane (1994) describes
interpretivism as attempting "to illuminate social action by offering an account
of the acts of raticnal people and the subjective meaning that people ascribe
to their acts in order Lo create meaning for thelr conduct. The social world,
viewed from the Interpretive perspective, is being constantly created by
individuals via processes of dialogue, negotiation, and leaming; social reality
Is then an emergent property of the actions of individuals” {p. 112). Lane
places the soft OR and soft system approaches within this Interpretive frarme,

Interpretivism and Reality
Walsham (1995) discusses three different ways of viewing reality:

» External reallsm which considers reallty as existing Independentiy
of our construction of it

« Internal realism which views reallty as an inter-subjective
construction shared between individuals

« Subjective idealism which sees reality as a personal construction
of each individual
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He suggests that interpretivist research in the IS area has tended to
concentrate on the last two positions. Myars (1997b) argues such divisions
are less important than how researchers adiress that reality:

i interpretivism, one may or may not assume that an
independent reality exsts...What is foundational s that all
interpretivists assume that access to reality (given or soclally
constructed) is only through soclal constructions such as
language, cansciousness, shared meanings and Instruments.
None of these are neutrai and all have a profound impact on
what one can see and measure, {p. 241).

For the critical readist pne sust be crr(icit concerming stance on
veality, onfological issues being of parasount bipoviance. Under Myers
defnition an nterpretivist can olso be a evitical vealist since evitical vealisw|

alro assumes that access to rza.{ig & asocial, process,

As will be discussed in later chaptivs on the SSM Walsham's definition
of intermal vealism is consistent with the SSM cancentvation on shaved
understonding. SSP1 is often said to be hased on intepretiviom but a closer
examination u;ﬂkt sujﬁcstd\atit is bascd on social constructionism which has

aless individual focus,

Similarly Probart {1597) argues that it is important that researcher's
define thelr stance on reality. He disputes the “facile tendency to treat
information systems as, by and large, subjective constructs” (p. 48),
suggesting that clearly information systems do have objective, touchable
reallties,
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Miles and Huberman (1994) argue for a critical realist approach ta

qualitative analysis:

We agree with interpretivists who point out that knowledge is a
social and historical product and that “facts” come to us laden
with theory. We affirm the existence and importance of the
subjective, the phanomenological, the meaning-making at the
centre of socia! life. Our alm Is to register and “transcend” these
processes by building theorles to account for @ real world that s
both bounded and perceptually laden, and to test these theories
in our various disciplines. (p. 4)

They describe their approach to qualitative analysis as being closest te
Bhaskar's transcendental realism, Soclal phenomena, “such as [anguage,
decisions, confiicts and hierarchles, exist objectively in the world and exert
strong Influences over human activities because paople construe them in
commen ways. Things that are belleved become real and can be enquired
intc.” (p. 4).

Myers {1997a) seas the philesophlcal base for interpretive rasearch as
being hermeneutics and phenomenclogy. Hermeneutics s generally translated
as the science of interpretation. smith (1998, p. 166) argues that "a common
thema In hermeneutical or phenomenological accounts of social life Is the
Identification of meanings, intention and context of the author of a text or the
cacial actor In his or her natural setting. The focus of analysls is the social and
historica! conditions in which a specific set of Ideas is located". Interpretivism
seas it as possible to objectively understand the subjective meaning of action
from the actor's point of view (termed Verstehen — an empathic identification
with the actor), To do this, interpreters need to employ various methods to
allow them to step outside thelr historical frames of reference.

Phenomenoclogy Is generally des¢ribed as gaining an understanding of
the essence of a situatlon, its presuppositldn being “that the world we live in
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is created in consclousness, in cur heads.., the cutside world has meaning
only through our consclousness of it.” (Craib, 1992, p. 98). The soclal world Is
built up via 2 complex range of typifications which are organised into
“meaning contexts. The process of the determination of meaning relles on the
researcher “setting aside what we normally assume we know and tracing the
process of coming to know it, This setting aside of our knowledge Is referred
to sometimes as the 'phenomenclogical reduction’ "{p. 98).

The o.nﬂ\rolpa mavp hic ‘Faﬂm:J

Bhaskaosr 1991, pr 33 would term the idea that we create the warld “in
our heads” as an example of the anthropoonphic fallacy - the wrongfut
definition of being in tevme of human being, Fov the vealist reality connot be
defined as some sovt of attvibute of humans,

The cristcmi.c {‘n.u.a.c s which dc{;'.nu bl:i.nﬂ in terms p{?knaulzdﬁc o{:ﬂ\at

being, is seen by Bhaskay as a. special case of this fa.l.lm_:_, {see r.:l-\artcr )

Hermeneutics is heavily dependent on the concept of the harmeneutic
circle:

We understand the meaning of an individual word by seelng it in
reference to the whole of the sentence; and reciprocally, the
sentence’s meaning as a whole Is dependent on the meaning of
indlvidua! words. By extension, an individual concept derives its
meaning from a context or horizon within which 1 stands; yet
the horizon 1s made up of the very elements to which it gives
meaning. By dialectical interaction betwean the whole and the
part, each gives the cther meaning; understanding s circular.
{Palmer, 1959, p. 87)
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The baslc question in hermeneutics is "What 1s the meaning of a text?"
as Taylor (1976, p, 153) suggests:

Interpretation, in the sense relevant to hermengutics, 1s an
attempt to make clear, to make sense of an object of study. The
object must, therefore, be a text, or a text-analogue, which in
some way Is confused, Incomplete, cloudy, seemingly

contradictory - in one way or another, unclear. The
interpretation alms to bring to light an underlylng coharence ar
sense

Originally developed as & means of Investigating historical texts, In
more recent studles It has come ta also pravide a useful tool for the
Interpretation of soclal situations, read as texts, Such definition as that
provided by Taylor above emphasises the use of hermeneutics to elucidate ill-
understood (or abnormal) situations, The making sense or interpretation alms
to describe the object in terms and language that are understandable (or
normal} to the targeted social group,

Philosophical Hermeneutics

Myers (1994) suggests that the pure hermeneutics on which
interpretivism s based accepts outcomes uncritically and does not attempt to
understand them within the context of existing soclal institutions and
structures. He suggests that a better approach is that of dialectical
hermeneutics which, In contrast, guestions the objectivity of the hermeneutic
analyser and the concerned participants and thus adopts a mare critical,
reflexive stance,

Dialectical or critical hermeneutics accepts that preconceptions and
prejudices must always exist, largely consequent on social conditioning.
Critlcal hermeneutics "emphasises both the subjective meanings for Individual
actors and the soclal structures which condition and enable such meanings
and are constituted by them" (Myers 1997, p. 250). Critical hermeneutics Is
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termed a constifutive process theory that bridges the traditlonal pure
hermeneutic approach and critical theory as espoused by Habermas and

othars.

Dialectical hermeneutics combines aspects of critical theory and
interpretive/hermeneutic theary and requires the researcher to “not merely
accept the self-understandings of participants, but seek to evaluate critically
the totality of understandings historically, and in terms of changing soctal
structures”. He uses Table 2 to describe the differences between the three

approaches.

Table 2: The theoretical basis for dialectical hermenautics {from Myers 1894,

p. 57)
F‘l’heory Primary Focus Description
"Pure” hermenautics Meaning, intentions Interpretive, "subjective”
Critical theory Contradictions, Critical, “objective”,
unintended results historicat
DIALECTICAL

HERMENEUTICS

Social reallty, intended
and unintended
CORsSeqUances

Interpretive and critical,
subjective and objective,
histerical

Critical realism ond Fk{imrrkical hevsmencubics
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Plyer's frosiasork attewmpts to synthesise impovtant featitves from
eritical. theory and hevmencutic philosophy in arder to describe how the
information system con become in effect a"stecring mechanism’ ukcn]_-j the
informoation Systiem becomes o means by which or_a]ani.mﬁnnal roucv"brokcrs

|mpose theiv will o the orqanizotion “without proper leqitimation” yers oned




Youna, 1997, p- 239, Such o definition is very close to the evitical realist:
canc:rt‘mq a-fo. mechanism exccf:tﬂ\at I'f'l_;lerx -Frar\wnrk would have such
|mechanitms veside within the transitive doaension rodher than have the

necessowy salidify and realify mLu'mad by the vealist

Myevs sugqested diolectical hermeneutic {mp\q.mn': encouvaqes o
vecoqnition of racial and structurod possibilifies but ifx hermeseutic
[foundation does not rrovidc the necessary veality ov salidity to, for example,
exomine how such, structuves and mechanisus woy change over time Bhaskay
criticises both hevmencutics and Habevmas® eritical theory for the tack of
consideration qiven to the oatolngical domain, For Bhaskar the adarﬁnn by
Pyers of o critical element t pure hevmeneutics would nathelp to addvess

this skovtl:c-«inﬂ,

Judging Realist and Interpretive Research

Critical realism is based around ontological reafism and epistemological
relativism, It is thus particularly difficult to define criteria for assessing such
research — how does one Incorporate 2 realist ontological dimension and a
relativist epistemological dimension in & judgement? Glven that judgement
involves the assessment of knowledge claims one would suggest that criterla
based around epistemologlcal relativist argument will be most important,
however, it is clear that the ontological dimension so Important to the realist
must also somefiow be Included, Smith and Deemer (2000} discusses the
problem of criteria in an “age of refativism”. They suggest that:

There Is no possibiiity of theory-free observation, the duality of
subject and object s untenable, no special epistemic privilege
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can be attached to any particular method or set of methods and
we cannot have the kind of chjective access to an external,
extralingulstic referent that would allow us to adjudicate from
amang different knowledge claims (p. 879)

They adopt a reiativist argument and claim throughout the article that
they are in opposition to the neorealist/quasifoundationalist {both terms seem
to me to have negative cennotations in that they Imply to me a fack of
seriousness) suggestions on this issug, Yet, the neorealist also argues for
aplstemological relativism and agrees with the relativist that we cannot step
outside our own experience to provide ohjective accounts of sltuations; reality
can only be known under particular descriptions.

The major difference between the ¢ritlcal reallst and the relativist is
that the critical realist suggests that epistemaloglical relativism does not,
however, imply judgemental relativism — the belief that we cannot make a
judgement between accounts from different discourses. A major foundation
within critical realism Is a belief in the progressive development of theory
based around refutation of less successful explanatory theory, It Is argued
that science {and social sclence) as such is not possible otherwise. The
possibility of making judgemental evaluatians are a necessary condition for
sctentific practice and fundamental to the critical realist argument,

Smith and Deemer, in arguing for a relativizt view, suggest that
universal criteria for judgements cannot exist yet they suggest that
"judgements must be made and must be argued and justified”, and similarly
“that wii must all live with uncertalnty and contingency does not mean that
we can dismiss commitment and abandon judgement” (p. 886). Such a stance
is not dissimllar to that of the ¢ritical realist and suggests that there is
potential for commensurability between the relativist and realist.

s
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ina_hermeneutical accoun

In judging interpretive accounts how does one evaluate whether an '
account represents a good Interpretation? As Sayer (2000, p. 45) argues the
answer is related to conceptions of truth. Conwentionalist theeries of truth
defina truth in a relativist fashion as belng whatever a community agrees It is.
Given this definition one of the maln criteria for the evaluation of any such
interpretation must be the acceptance by the targeted socie-historically
situated group for which the research [s writien. Prasad (1997) speclfies some

components of such plausibility:

Plauslble accounts refer to ethnographic writings that are
convincing not only because they pay attention to detall, but
because the overall narrative incorpotrates the viewpoints of
multiple actors and ties these together In a culturally coherent
and articulate fashion . . . Many features can contribute to the
plauslbility of the research narrative including the development
of a sirong story line, evidence of the researcher's Involvement
in the field, a sense of historical context and a coherent weaving
of disparate events within the field (Prasad 1997, p. 108),

The goal of quantitatively orientated researchers is usually presented
as being to generalise findings to diverse populations and time. In contrast
many earlier qualitative researchers have tended %o ignore or reject the issue
of generalizability (Schofield 1930). Yet generalizability or transferabiiity in
some form seems a useful target. Guba and Lincaln (1981) argue that
generalzability in qualitative research should be replaced by a concept of
“fittingness”. In order to appreclate the “fit" the reader of qualitative research
must be able to analyse the degree to which the researched study matches
thelr own (the “fit"}, A logical consequence of this is that qualitative research
needs to be “thick” in thelr desecription of context since without such rich
description the reader will not be able to make an informed judgement as to
whether the concluslons drawn from the research are applicable to their own
area.
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Yet exhaustive case accounts can end up being very positivistic in their
approach if they are presented as Implying that such exhaustive and in-depth
analysis derives the “truth” of the situation. Such an argument is posltivist In
nature as Knights {1596) suggests:

.if the case study approach is to avoid sliding back into

positivist frameworks, it has to assert a role for itself other than

the pursult of accurate representations or exhaustive and

comprehensive narratives. For otherwlse, it simply subscribas to

those ontological and epistemological assumptions about a

‘fixed” and * objective’ reality waiting to be discovered and

recorded by the researcher that were the impetus for a radical
alternative to positivism in the first place. {p. 234)

l=in and Myers (1989) ravely?) list a set of principles for conducting
and evaluating interpretive research:
1. The Fundamantal Principle of the Hermeneutlc Circle - the pre-

eminent role played by the hermeneutic circle within interpretive
accounts needs to be recognised

2. The Principle of Contextualization
3. The Principle of Interaction between the Researchers and Subjects

4. The Principle of Abstraction and Generalization — the revelations
from the data need to be refated to general theory

&

The Principle of Dialogical Reasoning — requires sensitivity to the
possibility of contradictions bebween the theoratical pre-conceptions
gulding the research and the story emerging from the data.

6. The Princigle of Multiple Interpretations
7. The Principle of Susplcion

They suggest that “interpretive researchers need to write an account that is
not only interesting, but also plausible and convincing” {p. 79). The set of
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principles that they provide is directly targeted at improving the plausibility
and cogency of thelr accounts.

This plousibility and cogency obvisusly assumes o veadber from within a
hevmeneutically diected frame as the vealist veader would nathave a strang
requivement for recognizing, for zxa»\rlc, the fuadamental Frincirlc of the

hermencubic civele

Garralt and Hodkinson (1998, p. 533) argue that such pre- definition of
universal criteria can be very limiting as, in effed, it restricts and defines the
research approach:

Any pre-specification of universal criterfa is In danger of faisting

on research artificial categories of judgment, preconceptions of

what research should be, and a framework of a priori conditions

that may be impossible or inappropriate to meet - at least in

some cases, One inevitable result of such lists is that they police
what can be done,

Klein and Myers appreciata this argument and suggest that their list
not be used In a prescriptive manner. Thay feel that having the list is better
than having none &t all and suggest that thera is a need for some sort of
standard within interpretive writing, They argue that the listing of such
principles might avoid wrongful judgement of what in fact is good interpretive
writing and can also encourage important argument on the phllosophical
grounding of Interpretive work,

Re argu s

The realist would argue that this focus on plausibllity as a major
evaluation criterfa s a function of interpretivism’s underlying conventionalist
or Instrumentalist conception of truth, Conventionalist thegries of truth define
truth in & refativist fashion as belng whatever a community agrees it is. In
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contrast the reallst suggests that accounts can be judged as “better” than
others in terms of thelr explanatary power,

tou can the vealist arque that one theory is "better” than anpther
N

The defeatist rost—-«odcmist{ond extreme velofivish) tends to arque
that:the world is so complex thaf nothing Lasting or qenevalizable con be
expected. The eritical vealist has exactly the some View about the complexify
of the world but they sugqest that for seience to be possible there mustbe the
[ability to make progress in understanding, Such progress yequires the
possibility of Judgemental evaluations across different discouvses. This
perspeetive vespects the vakional thinking of the human agedt and suqgests
thot: despite the daunting natve and complerity of the world, relinhle
knowledqe can be qained but such knowledqe is fallible and open to change,

The judgement of reallst writings is more related to what Sayer (2000,
p. 43) terms as "practical adequacy™

..truth might better be understood as ‘practical adequacy’, that
is in terms of the extent to which it generates expectations
about the world and about results of our actions which are
realized. Just how practically adequate different parts of our
knowledge are will vary according to where and to what they
are applied.

“Does "practical adc:t’nafj" sufxrorttkc inductive veasoning that: Bhaskar

d{sr aroqes?

According ta "y Woy of lﬂ\btkinj iswt this the inductive reasoning that
the crificol vealist disparagqes?? As Blaikie suqqests "iaduction consists in

stavting from n.dneog. dcducins from itrnzdtcﬁons of rh:nnuma, ondd
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febserving those rkcﬂoncno- in ordev to sec how near_‘:lj ﬂ\_tj agvee with, the
theory’ B laikie 1993, p- 164 Sayer seems to be qoing aqalnst Bhaskar's
arquwment: disraraﬂins induction Gec Ckartcr Z, above),

Hammersley {1992,1995), from a necrealist stance, emphasizes the
concepts of plausibllity and credibility. He sees the concept of plausibility as
concerned with the Issue of whether we judge a claim likely to be “true”,
given our existing knowledge, Tha concept of credibility involves a
consideration as to whether the claim "is of a kind that we could reasonably
expect to be accurate, given what we know about the circumstances in which
the research was carried out" (Hammersley, 1992, p. 70). As Garrett and
Hodkinson {1998) suggest these concepts hide a subtle realism in that they
suggest a comparkon against firstly, existing knowledge and secondiy, the
external reality in which the account is placed.

Hammersley's suggestion avoids foundationalist argument in that such
a perspective avolds the use of criteria lists independant of time and place.
Certainly the judgement of plausibility and credibility has a considerable
€lement of subjectivity but it also includes some aspects of the external reality
on which realism depends, Maxwell (1992) makes similer clims for judging
the validity of accounts in suggesting that the validity of an account depends
“not in the procedures used to produce and validate it, but in its retationship
to those things that 1 s intended to be an account of” {p. 281 as quoted in
Smith and Deemer, p. 850).

In contrast to Maxwell's suggestion, Miles and Huberman (1994) very
much concentrate on the procedures used to produce and validate an account
when they propose 2 number of methods to encourage the valldity of a
particular account. Thelr text on Qualitative Data Analysis implies that ¥ one

153



follows the defined analytic technique and method one will be able to produce
better results. Such an argument suggests that this conclusion is Independent
of particular time and place. They suggest that they adopt a critical realist
stance when they propose five overlapping themes in assessing realist and
Interpretive studies:

the objectivity/ confirmabllity of qualitative work; rellability/
dependabiity/  auditabiity; Internal validity/ credibility/
authenticity; external validity/ transferability/ fittingness; and
utilisation/ application/ action orientations {p. 277}.

In ine with crificol vealist arqument such o perspective inclades both
vealist and nterpretive considerafioas but £ does not; in wy view, adﬁiuah_ly
veflect the separation withis eriticul realisw betiseen the knowledqe focused
dimension and the veal antological dimension, The veality of a vesearch
sifuation is ot properly reflected in that: their proposeds sees to imply
uﬂin:ﬂaLcﬁh:ﬁ.a.hl:inﬂ aiorlica]n{c acyoss Cme andd rb:u:f. In “y view, thelr
taxt needs Lo vefivet a. qreater concentration on the context in which the

vescarch takes r:(a.ce.

Miles and Huberman place a high emphasis on confirmability in that
they see an impartant component of good research as its canfirmability.
"Reasonable colleagues” (p. 262} double-checking the case should come up
with simllar findings and some sort of reasonable common conclusions.
Assessment of research is often measured against such detailed lists as those
of Miles and Huberman. For example Guba and Uncoln {1981) present a list
of necessary tests of rigour for any research project and then go on to discuss
how these requirements are addressed In a social (or naturalistic) setting
(refer Table 3).
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Table 3 Tests of Rigour (from Guba and Lincoin 1981, p.104}

‘ase SCiENTEIC TERK | NATURAISTICAER

9 Internal Validky Credibility

i External Validity Fittingness
Generalizability

Rellability Auditability

A Objectlvity Confirmability

he reader oot in nital criter]

For the interpretive writer the elevation of plausibllity as a judgemental
factor must also elevate the importance of the reader of the research. As
detailed above, Garratt and Hodkinson (1998) argue that whilst there has
been a lot of research done on recognising and accounting for researcher
standpoints, there has been little investigation as to reader standpaint,
particularly with respect to thelr judgement of criteria for evaluating the read
research study. They suggest that a Gadamerian perspective suggests “our
ways of seeing, pefceiving, and understanding the world are played out from
a positlon within the present, yet coloured by tradition bequeathed from the
past” {Garratt and Hodkinson 1998, p. 528). Such argument denles that we
(as readers) ¢an move outside our vwn soclal and historical position In
judging or reading research claims.

They argue that “from a Gadamerian hermeneutical perspective,
reader standpoint and the nature of the research are mutually important in
making judgments about research and can only be artificially separated” {p.
524), Research writers generally target & particular audience and the author's
wrlting content and style has In mind the potential reader attribution of the
plece of research, Any censequence of such a peispective on the research
writing needs to be recognised and made evident.
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The effect on »y vescavch o{: tarqeting the IS arena

For vﬁsr_t{:, "y "tarqel” community is thels a‘:o-mm\ig.'ﬁls
concentvation is veflected in the examples | rrn\ﬂdc and the Vigoettes used {0
indicate the usefulness of eritical vealism ERP description, the use of S5M,

the SoSM, Ev\an(.'iraﬁnn et}

This eonceatyotion on the 1S cormunity is also veflacted iy the dzf-ﬂ\ of|
dizcussion on theovetical issues since erifical vealism is o rclati_vg iy

arrraach in the IS arena ond thus needs to be well sulprovtzd.

Similorly since | am applying critical vealism to an avena, different
from the social seiences avena it which it originated | need to extind the
traditional arquments from within the saciod sciences avena to the {nrﬂztcd 1S

rcadnrshi.r.
L.

Garrett and Hodkinson (1998) suggest that such criteria lists serve no
useful purpose anyway as judgement is ultimately In the hands of the reader.
Such argument Is based around Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics in that
judgement is always made within the soclal and historical posttion of the
interpreter or reader:

Gadamer's analysls suggests that although the content and form
of a research report are significant, they are not In themselves
central fo the experience of reading and understanding that
report. We do not understand a report by siicing it up, In the
way that many lists of criteria implicitly suggest. This is because
those sliced parts of the whole report cannot be understood
except in relation to that whole and vice versa, Similarly neithar
the report nor ifs parts can be effectively separated from the
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context within which the reading taskes place. Rather, the
meaning of a report is derived within and through the
experience of reading ltself.

The process of judging the research would be integral to
Reader's experience of the text, and the choice and application
of ¢riteria, whether conscious or tacit, would emanate from the
text, from the dispositions of Reader, and from the historicaliy,
socially, and culturally situated interactions between the two
{Garratt and Hodkinson, 1998, p. 529).

From this perspective it is the experience of reading the text that
provides a means for the reader to arrive at a summative evaluation; any pre-
specified evaluation criteria would only get in the way of such an aim,

The tainted rl:ru(hﬁnn af BPR.

tith respect to this thesis a particular example comes to wind, over
the early peviod of this thesis (mid 1990'9), BPR or Business Process Re:
[engincring was vary much the impovtant business ssue of the time, Many
|arqanisational wembers claimed thak to ackieve . rosiﬁycjudseﬂC'\t on
business pvoposals Ewas esseatiol thatt BPR be included someuthere in the
prop ssal tn wore recenf_:_,mrs BPE has Sainez! asomehat tainted I"crutati.on.
in that it has eome to be assaciated with Cnrrorate dm.lnstz-’nﬂ and seems to
have lostifx oy, I will be very i.nb:rzsﬁnj to view historical assessments on
the tuportance of BPR. From a cvitical vealist pevspeetive it would be
interesting to examine this ‘BFR’ movement as a social structure and identify

some of the associated mechaaisms by which it influenced ovqanizations and
.sul:'u:B.

Garratt and Hodkinson argue (1998):
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All criteria for judging research quality contain within them a
defining view of what research is. It follows that any attempt to
pre-select the criteria against which a plece of research is to be
judged is also predetermining what the nature of that piece of
research should be. (p. 525}

They suggest that the final judgement as to research qualky must reside with
the reader, such reader judgement being an Integral part of experiencing the
text and necessarily drawing heavlly on the accumulated wisdom of the
tradition in which they reside. For example, Richardson {1994) suggests that
reflective narrative accounts nesd to be judged against literary criteria such
as coherence, versimiiitude and interest.

Denzin {1997) reflects the movement away from a concentration on
the research techniques when he suggests that research writing must follow
four non-negotiable ethical norms “stories should be accurate (do not lig) and
balanced, reposting should avoid harm {nonmaleficence), readers have the
right to know certain information, and! writers have a moral obligation to
make public the course of action they favar" {p. 280 as quoted in Garratt and
Hodknison, 1998, p. 533-534). Truth telling must always be carefully balanced
against nonmaleficence. The criterla suggested by Rlchardson (1994) and
Denzin (1957} are important In narrative accounts and both police to some
extent the form that research writing can take.

Judging critica! realist research — the importance of the research object and
purpgse

Miles and Huberman's criteria list suggests that a rigorous
methadological focus is the best way to ensure credibllity, yet as detailed
above it cannot be the sele judgemental criteria, Such a view Ignores the
practical requirements of research In that often we do the best we can, glven
difficuit research environment. The adeption of such criterla across time and
place without careful consideration of the context is counter-productive In
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determining quality research. As Sayer (2000) suggests one cannct expect
mere precision than the object will allow.

Similarly ancther measure of research quality often ignored Is whether
the research process and outcomes are consistent with the intended use, In
an ideal world the extensive validiy checking proposed by Miles and
Huberman is desirable. However, few researchers would have the time and
resources to religlously follow such prescriptive guidelines. Often
accommadations need to be made for practical conslderations. The proposed
use for the research must be one of the criteria for determining the extent of
methodological rigour. For example, if the outcome of the research is .
intended to provide guidelines for the implementation of an emergency
service for ambulances then there can be little argument against extensive
and detailed validity checking. If the target of the research is to define
hypothesese for further evaluation there may be an argument for an
emphasls on innovation and lllumination rather than the use of rigorous and
detalled validity checking. A different way of thinking about Interpretive
understanding is "to regard It not as a matter of finding more or {ess tree or
adequate or authoritative interpretations, but as a matter of adding to the
range of interpretations, thereby enriching the angging creative
cohversations”, (Sayer, 2000, p. 46). The nature of the research obiect and
research purpose must play an important role in evaluating and conducting
the research

Critical realism professes to suppost an explanatery focus for research,
The account must therefore provide a credible and plausible explanation of
the research situation. The cogency of the knowledge claims must also be
given extra weight In a critical realist examination since it strongly supports a
role faor philosophising and loglca! argument. The knowledge claims made
must also be consistent with the underlying object of the study,
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EXasining contentious vesearch sifuotions

For example, i the case zrmr{c usedd in this thesis access tp the
erqanization wos limited of the senior level over the period of the sutsoureing,
[This wos due to the politically chorged envivaament: ot thot time The paliticol]
twrmoil at the time also affected the way that staff intevacted with me. For
exomple, one staff meuber vefused to be intevvizuedt in his office in case he

was overheord and rztuzwt:d no vecording of the intevviey,

People weve concerned with their positions and wary of makiag
stakements that could be used againstthem, thilst notideal there was
nothing ! could Ao about this vestricted access, tzwas o function of the
envivonment althe time, Reading Pliles and fuberman's text could only
cacourage me £0 discount the intrrviews | gained over thak period bu; in fact,
those interviews were perhaps the most valuable ant insightful of the case,
Cevtainly Miles ancl Hubevman's sugqested methads are valuable and useful
but often practicalities encvoach t would have iked to have seen wove
emphasis on the vesearch situation in their tad; rarﬁmla:ixj qiven theiv
rru-fr;:cd realist stance.

if cvitievio such as those sugqestect by Miles and tuberman are to be
appliect independent of context thes there would Gkely be very Gittle research
done in contieatinus eaviroaments. Perhaps this s the reason thal we see very
few detaited cﬁmuﬂrafrhic accounts of vadical. chanqe processes. 'r'l\ﬂ are

difficulicto do both in tevws of qetting access and in maintiining braditional
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vesearch methods anct values. Many such stiudies (s is mine predeminantls)
are kistorical in thak intevviews ave made before and after the cl\ange event

Conclusion

This chapter has primarily a philosophlcal focus in that it examines the
philesophical underpinnings of interpretivism and compares such
underpinning with that of critical realism. Comparison is made at the level of
philosophy rather than at the level of consequent theory. A discusslon follows
as to the varlous criteria under which an account may be judged and some
suggestions made as to the difference In judglng critical realist studies. The
usefulness of crteria lists for ensuring research acceptance is questioned as it
is argued that the important reader attributlon is not made on this basls
anyway. Reader judgement is made from within their own socio-historical
context based around the general exparience of reading the text,

The argument is also made that criteria lists cannot be applied
universaily - judgement as to the success of an explanation requires a
consideration of the object that is belng investigated and the purpose for
which the explanation is to be used. As will be detalled in the next chapter
the explanatory target of critical realism suggests that examination of the
cogency of the theoretical argument is imylortant In judging research claims.
The next chapter will discuss the different roles for theory within an
Interpretivist and a critical realist approach and suggest an appropriate
methodology for examining the caie under investigation,
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Chapter 5

Contrasting Roles For Theory In Interpretivist And
Realist Research

"Theory is good but it doesni’t prevent things from existing”
from Cralb (1992)

Introduction

Interpretive and reallst approaches have fundamentally different
approaches to the rale of theory in research. In this chapter the differing
views on theory are highlighted and explained with reference to the case
study under Investigatlon. For the interpretive researcher investigation is
prirarily focussed at the event level - it suggests a concentration on events
rather than the deeper structures and mechanisms that are of greater interest
to the realist researcher, For the Interpretive researcher theory is more used
as "sensitizing device" to view the world Iin a certain way (Klein and Myers,
1999, p. 75). The target for theory use is lllumination and thus the guestion
as to which theory should be used In preference to another is difficult to
answer,

For the critical realist the major concentration s ontological and under
this view a theory 15 only as good a5 its usefulness In explaining the object
under study, The realist model of explanation Involves three basic steps
{COuthwaite 1987, p. 58} "the postulation of a possible mechanism, the
attemnpt to collect evidence for or against its existence and the ellmination of

162



possible alternatives”. According to this view some theorles are better than
athers, judgement based upon their explanatory power,

The-ghapter will firstly examine some of the professed weaknesses
within interprativism and use critical realism to critigue a widely known
Interprativist framework for selecting IS research approaches, Galliers (1991).
The chapter will then examine the different ways that theory is used within an
interpretive approach and a contemporary realist approach. This discussion
will then provide a foundation In Chapter 7, 8, 9, and 10 for examining the
organizational situation documented In the case example.

Woeaknesses of Interpretivisig

Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991, p. 18} summarise the weaknesses of the
purely Interpretive approach:

First, the Interpretive perspective doas not examine the
conditions, often exiernal, which give rise to certain meanings
and experiences. Second, research In this perspective omits to
explain the unintended consequences of action, which by
definition cannot be expiained by reference to the Intentions of
the humans concerned...Third, the interpretive perspective does
not address structural conflicts within soclety and organisations
and ignores centradictions which may be endemic in social
systems...Finally, the Interpretive perspective neglects to explain
historical change; that is, how a particular social order came to
be what it s, and how it is likely to vary over time.
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The effects of a tack of sbructuval vecognition uibhin the case example

In the case example under stdy, in the early stages of the rrg:‘,zctﬁ\e
tikelihood of outsourcing was ot vecoguisest 1_-:_5 me o7 the people | intevvicwed,
in factthe information business plan did ot include this expectation within
the scenario planning that they follawed, 1y adoption of interpretivism
encouvaged me to uaderstand the orgonisation in thelr pun Gvs buk; in my
view, it: did not: adequately provide a basis for understonding what was
really happening, This igaevance of external stnuctuves had serious
consequeaces for the stalf concemed as the IS Manager points out when they
weve fist asked to study the ro:sihili_{_ij:

So we really told the staff don'€worvy, its an exercise that the

| qovernment wants to go through and thatue knpy what the vesults and
fopres will show there’s no woy pegp le can come and vun itany cheaper than
we dn, Aad that was't e, the exerrise was “this geby outsouveed, whether i
was economic oy not’s IE ook a while fov me - t belicved, and Hy divector

belicved that Giis was a pFoper exercise

The IS PMlanager ol the time felt a deqree of personal vesponsibility for

the outso ureing decision:

1 put thent thyough a remendous asout of pressure & benchmark
they dicy Carantto do it; we spent-a ot of tine, ot of money. a Gt of peaple
puta ot of efforting 7o say Gt the departueat was euphoric whea we qot:
the vesully was an understatement; the yraction from the organisation was

fantastic, tle were up on cloud nine
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ttwas clear that the intesmal staff did not: see thok sutsourcing was o
veal option, When it become obvious thatt desp fie the successful benchwarking
the departuent was sl to be outsourced wany in the departiuent: actually
blamed the manager for allowing it to happen. This sugqestion was not
contested by the wanager as he feltsuch arqument would ke incffective andt
not: acepted by staff anguay, Stvuctuves have real and impartont: effects
and it:proves to be a very difficult peviod for the manager and staff

Interpretivism focuses on individual meanings and micro Jevel context
and as such structure has little relevance. Myers (1994, 1995) recognises this
shortcoming in arguing for cambining critical theory and interpretivism o
allow a clearer recognition of social structures and their conditioning effects,
Such a combination is an Improvement an Interpretivism alone but the mode)
lacks a clear ontclogy and does not provide identifled structures with a
necessary reality.

The immediacy of interpretive analysls and its concentration on the
micra level organisational situation does not encourage the easy recognition
of external structural impacts. 1t similarly does net provide an enviranment for
the examinatlon of such structures and methanisms to explain observed
happenings.

Theory Selection in Interpretive Research

Trauth (2001} discusses the factors influencing her choice of qualitative
methods. She suggests that the following factors are important:

» The research problem
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» The researcher's theoretical lens

-

The degree of uncertainty surrounding the phenomena
+ The researcher’s skills

« Academic politics

She suggests that the most important factor may weil be the research
problam - "what one wants to learn suggests how one should go about It" (p.
4). A particular example Is her awn study of Ireland's information economy In
that she wished to uncover the "story behind the statistics", this aim thus
lending itseif to interpretive approaches. The theoretlcal lens also clearly has
an important part to play in that it largely defines the cholce of methods - the
chaice of lens often driven by & desire to avold the shortcomings of
positivism. High levels of uncertainty In the problam situation leading to
difficulties in positivistic measurement also suggest an interpretive approach,
Researcher's skills can also define what methods are to be used, as can
academic politics,

Trauth is presenting an argument from with an interpretivist stance
and thus it Is perhaps unfair to criticise the conclusions from within a totally
differant stance. However the critique ks useful in that it highlights some of
the fundamental differences between the critical realist and the interpretivist,
As detailed in Table 4 the factors affecting the decision to adept a qualitative
approach can be roughly divided into twe areas - a transitive epistemologicat
dimension and an intrapsitive ontelogical dimension.
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Table 4: Important factors in the declsion to adopt qualitative methods
{based on Trauth, 2001)

Primarily epistemalogical Primarily ontological concern
concern

The researcher's thegretical lens The research problem

The researcher's skills The degree of uncertainty

surrounding the phenomena

Academic politics

Similarly Orlikowski and Baroudi point out

Research approaches adopted by all researchers... are
influenced to a greater or lesser extent by the varlous
Institutional contexts within which they are trained and
work...They are heavily influenced by the doctoral program
attended, the agendas of powerful and respected mentors, the
hirlng, promotion and tenure criteria of employing institutions,
the funding policies of agencies, the rules of access negotiated
with research sites, and the publishing guidelines of academic
journals.

For the critical realist most of the factors suggested by Trauth {2001)
and Criikowski and Baroudi {1991) can be seen to be primartily concerned
with the transltive epistemological aspects of the research process rather than
the intransitive ontoleglcal aspects. The intarpretivist does not make this
distinction, as Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991 p. 13} suggest;

Interpretivism asserts that reality, as well as our knowledge
thereof, are social products and hence incapable of being
understood independent of the soclal actors {including the
researchers) that construct and make sense of that reality
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For the critical realist this argument reflacts the epistemic fallacy in
that it confuses the transitive and Intransitive dimensians. The realist believes
that reality can never be a social preduct since it pre-exists the transitive,
¢hanging social analysis of it. Our parceptions of reality change continually
but the underlying structures and mechanisms constituting that reallty are
"relatlvely enduring”. The aim of reallst research is to develop a better
understanding of these enduring structures and mechanlsms. Ontological
factors must therefore be the primary factor in defining research approaches -
this requirement necessatily forcing a strong philesophical commitment. Far
the realist academic politics and traditional researcher sklils and background
should not define research approaches - the nature of what Is to be
investigated Is the primary concern.

critigue lliers (1991) framewotk for selecting researc

appraaches

In order to better understand the critical realist perspective it is useful
to ¢ritique an interpretive framework for selecting IS research approaches.
Galliers (1991) proposes a taxonomy for providing guidance in selecting
information systemy's research approaches (see Figura 7). The framework
suggests that by selecting the object of one's research (soclety, group or
individual) or the purpose of the research (theory testing, theory bullding or
theory extension} one can get a feeling for which research approach would be
most suited. Although not stated it is clear that this framework Is grounded
from within an interpretive perspective - 2n analysis from within a critical
reatist perspective provides some interesting observations and comparisons.
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Mades far Iradlional empiricsl spproaches (phservations)

—

Modes fer Rewer sppreaches (interpre i lons)
Thearem | Laborstory | Fleld Case | Sucvey | F ing & Slmoluion and Sehjective Descriptive Adtico
Prool Eaperiosent | Esperiment | Stndy Futurcs Rescarch Camefrale Playing argumentailve Interpretive Rescarch
Rescarch
Object
Saciety X x 7 7 + T =
Organisations | X 2 < s + ' < v
Erep
Inudividual x ? 1 7 s s ?
“Technalogy v T L4 7 ?
Mothodtlogy | x ' + x <+ 7 F
Research
Porpoac
Theoy x x x v < v v v ' <
Building
Theory e F 7 v » x 2 x * s
Testing —I
Theory ? x T r ? x x X 7 ?

Figure 7: A taxonamy of Information Systems Research Approaches (hased on Galliers, 1991)
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The first observation critical realism would make is that one cannot
break sock! nvestigation Into the study of society, group and Individual -
critical reallsm argues for 3 relatlonal perspective In that It sees society as “an
ensemble of structures, practices and conventions that individuals reproduce
or transform” (Bhaskar, 1991, p. 76). Soclety  a "skilled accomplishment of
active agents” {p. 4) and the flat ontology suggested by the concentration on
a slngle aspect of social situations (soclety, group or individual} would restrict
explanatory power.

Another issue with Gafliers” two dimensional framework |5 that the
“approach” Is compared against the object and the purpose of the study -~
this must therefore neglect the important relationshlp betweean the purpose
and object. As Sayer (1992, p. 4) argues the cholce of method or approach
must be "appropriate to the nature of the object under study and the purpose
and expeciation of the study”. Galliers’ model does not reflect this aim {and
being two dimensional obvicusly cannot without a deal of difficulty).

As detailed in Figure 8, Sayer suggests that the purpose of the study
{intensive, abstract or generalizable research} helps to define the particular
underlying aspects of reality the realist researcher should concentrate on (and
thus can define the approach to be used). For example, abstract theoretical
research does not specifically deal with events apart from as possible
outcomes whereas generalisation tends to concentrate at the leve! of events -
seeking regularities and common properties at this level, Intensive research
for the realist involves the consideration of particular contexts and
combinations of Isolated structures, mechanisms and actual events.

The primary focus for the realist is firstly to identify the type of
research {and thus the underlylng ohjects of research), this then helping to
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define which approaches should then be adopted — the approach is
secondary. For the reallst it is implied that once we appreciate the level of
examination requived any number of approaches can e adopted and applied
in different novel ways — the target being to unearth the real structures and
mechanisms within a particular research situatlon, Galllers” model is more
Interpretive in focus — ¢oncentrating more on the interpretive power of
diffeting approaches rather than the underlying purpose and oblect,
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Figure 8: The objects of research {events, structures and mechanlisms) and
the associated purposes {generalisation, intensive research and abstract
research) based on Sayer, 1992, p. 11
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Many emplricists argue that it is not possible to distinguish between
the things we experience (the actual) and the mental constructs we use to
understand the empirical level. Perceptions (the empirical) and events are
indistiguishable, This so-called flat ontalogy is the foundation of much post-
modernist theory. It also denies the existence of anything that cannot be
observed - the real (or deep) does not exist for the empiriclst. As detalled In
Figure 8 for the realist events (and our perceptlons of them - the empirical)
are not possible without the underlying realm of structures, mechanisms and
thelr interaction.

Galllers' framewark also implies that the methods of the sciences can
be extended to soclal investigation in that, for example, it allows for the use
of laboratory experlment and thecrem proof to investigate social sltuations.
This is In line with the view of the critical realist who believes that the
methods of the sciences can be (carefully or critically} extended to the study
of the natural or social sclences,

The realist would, however, suggest that the inablity to create
“closure” In the soclal arena fundamentally affects the conclusions reached
and the applicability of the different scientific approaches. For the realist the
inabllity to create experimental closure requires that the primary aim of
research must be explanatory (the equivalent of Galliers' theory bullding?)
rather than prediction (Galllers' theory extenslon?} or falslfication (Galliers'
theory testing). Predictive use of theory and theory testing is limited within
the critical realist approach due to the Inabllity to create closure in sadial
situations, This necessitates that any derived theory from social Investigation
can only indicate "tendencles” rather than clear prediction. Similarly
falsification on the basis of socfal observation is never fully possible.
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Consistency is a major aim of realist research — the tripartite
connections between ontology, methodology and practical theory being most
impertant. As Archer {1995, p. 17) argues; “the soctal ontology endorsed
does play a powerful regufatory role vis-3-vis the explanatory methodolegy for
the basic reason that it conceptuallses social reality in certaln terms. Thus
identifying what there 15 to be explained and also ruling out explanations in
terms of enities or properties which are deemed non-existent... Such
consistency is a general requirement and It usually requires two-way
adjustmerit”. This two-way adjustment requires a contingent ontology in
order to work In that If a particular non-consistent theory works very well it
may well raise ontological and philosophical questlons that would need to be
addressed, '

Under a critical realist view theories cannot be selected haphazardly
and applied randomly to enlighten some particular aspect of a research
situation. As Archer (1955, p. 28) argues from a critical realist perspective:

Once social analysts have been assured that ontology and
methodology are separate Issues, why should they not conclude
that they can merely select the methodology which
pragmatically seems most vseful to them (thus sfiding rapidly
into instrumentalism), because If ontology s a separate concern,
then it need to be no concem of theirs.

Rowland (1995), from an interpretive perspective, usefully argues that
any research study reflects a particular worldview compaosed of at least three
philosophlcal layers - ontological beltefs, epistemological assumptions and
methodological choices:

Ontological bellefs are our beliefs regarding reallty (or what it
is}, epistemological assumptions are our assumptions regarding
how we come to know about our world (l.e. our sources of
knowledge, or how we make sense of redlity); and
methadological choices are the means we choose In attempting
to achieve desired ends. ...Particular ontological belisfs lead us
to make particular eplstemological assumptions... That is, our
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explanations of how people come to know about the world
depend on what we believe the world to be, Likewlse, particular
epistemologlcal  assumptions lead us to choose certain
methodologies over others. We choose to carry out activities
that fit with how we assume humans come to know. {Rowland,
1995, p. 278)

This explanation of the research process is similar to that for the realist
except for the fact that it emphasises eplsterology in preference to ontology.
For the realist ontological bellefs are of more immediate concern than
epistemological assumptions. In order to develop the research process the
first and foremost target is to define what reality is seen to be as this then
directs us towards how we look at it (methodological choices) and impacts on
madels for how we make sense of it (eplstemological assumptions). Rather
than Rowland's “We choose to carry out activities that fit with how we
assume humans come to know" the realist would argue that “We choose to
carry out activities that are consistent with what we believe the world to be”,

The Research Question in Interpretivism

For the interpretive researcher Morse {1994) suggests that the
research strategy to be used Is largely determined by the purpose of the
study, the nature of the research questions and the skills and resources
' J avallable to the researcher. She uses Table 5 below as a typical gulde as to
how to ldentify the most appropriate "qualitative” strategy to use.
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Type of Strategy Paradigm Method other Data
Research Sources
Question
Meaning Phenomenology Philosophy Audiotaped phenorienological
Questions “conversations” | fiterature,
, written philosophlcal
anecdotes of reflections, poetry,
personal art
experiences
Descriptive Ethnography anthropology | unsbructured documents,
questicns interviews, ragotds,
participant phoicgraphy,
ohsarvation, maps,
fleld notes genealogles, social
netwark diagrams
"Process” grounded theory Sociology interviews partkipant
guestians - (tape recorded) | observabion,
experience over mermoing, dlary
time or change '—I
Questions ethnomethodology; | Samiotics dialogue observation; fleld
regarding verbal | discourse analysls (audlo/video notes
interaction and recording)
diglogug
Behavioural
| questions
Macro participant anthropology | obsepvation; Interviews; phiotogr
observation field nates aphy
Micro qualitative ethology | Zoology ohservatlon \ideatapa; note
taking

Table 5: Comparison of the major types of qualitative strategles {from Morse

1994, p, 224)
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Marse {1994) then uses Table 6 to Indicate the type of research quastions

that may be addressed by the different qualitative strategies.

Strategy Resaarch Participants/Informants Type of results
Questionf
Focus

Phenomenclogy | What k the Travellers ariving home; in depth reflectlve
meaning of phenomenclogical literature, description of the
ammiving home? | art, poetry and other experiences of “what it

descriptions feels ke ta come
homa”

Ethnography What 15 the travellers, familles, others who | description of the day
arrival gate llke | observe tha setting, to day events at the
when an arrival gate of the
international airport
plane amives?

Grounded Theory | Coming home; | travellers, family members description of the social
relniting the psychological process
family in the experience of

returning home

Ethnosclence What are types | those who observe the setting | taxonomy and
of travellers dally descriptions of types

and characteristics of
travellers

Qualitative Whatare the | travellers and thelr families description of the

ethology greeting pattemns of greeting
hehaviours of behaviours
travellers and
their families

Table 6: Qualitative strategies related to question type (basad on Marse,

1994, p. 225)

The underlying questien being addressed in this thesls was difficult to
define in the early stages, The wnitial method was ethnographic in focus and
was stated as to describe the changes underway at the organization. Such a
generallzed questicning was consistant with Morse (1994) who argues that
"as gualitative inquiry is often tenuous in the early stages (in that the
Investigator does not have extensive knowledge about the setting), the
researcher should make the question as broad as possible rather than
prematurely delimlt the study with a narrow question. Narrowness distracts
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the researcher from seelng the whale picture,” (Morse 1994 p. 226). As the
Information Business Plan fell by the wayside with outsourcing the study
moved away from being ethnographic in focus and became more directed
towards a less Intenslve field study supported by structured interviews and
document analysis.

Grounded theory provided the basic toof for analysing the research
data and an analyss tool called Atlas TT was used to determine common
themes runﬁling through the data. Over the perlod immediately prior to
outsourcing it became ¢lear that I was missing a large patt of the story In
focusing on ethnography and interpretive study. I came to belleve that there
was a need for a better underlying theory for the study and moved towards a
more realist focus.

Case Study Resegrch - Description or Explapation?

Schaller and Tobin (in press) argue the for impartance of description in
case study research:

the telling of stories Is the purpose of a case study and the
narrative could be the case study’s most compelling attribute,
Narrative 1s a method whereby a story Is crafted from events
and the experiences of the writer, and refers to discourse that
attempts to create understanding by telling a story that answers
the question “what Is going an here?”. In this way narrative can
contribute to the creation of understanding and knowledge in a
more inviting manner for the intended audience.

From a realist perspective Sayer (2000) differentiates between
narrative and analysis:

The power of the narrative derives from the way in which the
deplction of events chronologically, in a story, gives the
appearance of a causal chain or logic and the sense of
movement towards a concluslon. Analysis - defined in reallst
rather than posifivist terms - Is concerned with abstracting
common, widely replicated structures and mechanisms which
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endure throughout a numizer of congrete histories. The power of
analysis detives from its ability to explein much by little, but a
necessary conditlon of this power is that the structures are
indeed general and pivotal (p. 141 -142)

Sayer conslders that structural 2nalysis tends to concentrate more on
those structures which are widely replicated and more context-independent.
1t seeks generalexplanatory theories and is more concerned with the
conditions of existerice of particular structures than their specific contingent
origins. For example, In attempting to explain the rise of Silicon Valley the
question would not be "How did Silicon Valley develop?" but "What are the
necessary conditions for the development of industrial agglomerations of a
certain kind?".

Such an emphasis is veflected in the change of focus within the thesis
case cx::mrte. The vesearch question moved -Fro-\ "tow did the thformation
Business Plan develop?” to “Uinder whok canditions is it possible for o o
|suceessful [T Deporbuent to be outsourced?”. The second question provides an
opportunis to propose qeneral structires that may be exteadable acvoss
ovqanizakional setfings. This oxtension nceds to, hawever, be carefully argued
and proven. The stratedy of this thesis is closer to Sager's deseription of
anctljsis rather than realist concrete sh.lc_!j {see belma),

Along with structural analysls Sayer sees the other major form of
realist examination as reafist o 7crefe study based around strongly
contextuallzed narrative. For analysls, theory has an imperiant role to "explain
much by little" whereas fo, concrate research the synthesis of multple
determinations requires what can be seen as a "retreat from theory" - "we
come to admire the highly developed and multiple sensitivities of the author,
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the richness and subtlety of the observation, the awareness of the
contextuallty, and the command of the language perfod, rather than of a
supposedly ‘theroetical' fanguage” (Sayer, 2000, p. 147).

Sayer quotes Abrams {1982, p. 162) n highlighting the disagreement
ovar the appropriatenass of narrative or analysis - those in the analysls camp
worry about "the dereliction of method that results from excessive sensltivity
to detail", whereas the narrative camp worry about "the dereliction of
schotarship that results from excessive attachment to theoretical
generallsation”. He personally sees the narrative as suffering from a tendency
to under-specify causality in its hermeneutic emphasis an seeing soclety only
like a text requiring nathing mare than interpretive understanding. He argues
that although this understanding is indispensable, it is not sufficlent in itself to
explain material change; causal explanaticn is stili necassary,

Darke, Shanks and Broadbent (1998, p. 275) describe case research as
designed to provide descriptions of phenomena, to develop theory or to test
theory:

Case study research has often been assoclated with description

and with theory development, where it is used to provide

evidence for bypothesis generation and for exploration of areas
where existing knowledge Is limited.

Craib (1992) argues for the importance of explanation (ie theory
development) in comparison to description and notes the increasing emphasls
on description, This concentration on description rather than explanation has
grown out of “a general scepficism about the possibility of explanations, of a
totalising theory, and this In turn has led to theory concerning itself with
description” (p. 26). He argues that much of postmodern theary Is more
concerned with description than explanation.
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Hammersley (1992) distinguishes three fundamental approaches —
description, exptanation and "theorising”, Explanation concentrates on a
single event or situation in trying to show why a particular event or feature
accurred, whereas theorising aims to test and develop theory that would
apply in a mare universal setting — the events themselves are not the primary

focus.

For Hammarsley description, explanation and the use of theory are all
interrelated, however, “descriptions cannot be theories since they represent
abjects and events in particular space-time locations; whereas theories are
about types of phenomena, wherever their instances occur. On the other
hand, all descriptions are theoretical in the sense that they Involve concepts
and are structured by theoretical assumptions” {p. 27). Descriptions cannot
be made independently of theory, ctherwise description would need to
include everything related to the phenomenon — theory must be used to limit
the features of the phenomena that wan be considered relevant “Description
is never “pure”, a direct and unchallengeable representation of the world. All
“facts" involve theoretical assumptlons,” (Hammersley, 1992, p. 34),

bsevvation as influenced by U\curj not debermined ‘_'ﬂ ﬂ\cng

—

The critical veadist acknpwled qes this arqument but suqqests that it is
imp artount that: such influence is not'av-:r“mrlnmisnd. €or the critical realist
theovy influences deseviption but does not determine it This arqument allows
on clement oﬂudﬂcnentto enter info reseqwch in ﬂ\atitmsﬁcsﬁ that: the
vescarcher has the potential to recoqaize and react to potentiol binses and

influences.
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The erifical veolist agrees with the interpretivist that shsevvotion
|coanot be ““"fj neutral and suggests Hmtﬂ\naﬁ "does notmerely ‘order
facte but makes clains about the native of it object” (Sayer; 1981, p. B). The
theory-laden naturve of observotion and narvative tends to aeqote any vigid
distinction between description ond explasation, os description iself being »

tkcng-Ladm sugqests d\atuostducrirtims end up hm‘.nﬁ cxrla.nai:inns u-anrt

For Hammersley, descriptions tell us about some of the featuresof a
phenomenon; explanations tell us why it has those features, He sees
explanation as directed more towards theory generation and theory testing,
whereas descriptions are seen as the first stage in the development of theory.

es s Meth

¥in {1994, p. 13) defines a case study as;

an empirical enquiry that Investigates a contemporary
phenomena within its real life context especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident.

The Intention of case study research Is generally proposed as to gain
an “in-depth” understanding of the concerned phenomena in a “real-|fe”
setting.

Some authors refer to the case research *method” (Yin 1994) and
regard the decislon to use a case approach as 3 statement concerning the
methods to be used, yet “case research” can be completed 'n a multitude of
different ways as Cavaye (1596, p. 227-228) argues:

Case research can be carrled out taking a positivist or an
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Interpretive stance, can take a deductive or an inductive
approach, can use qualitative and guantitative methods, can
investigate one or multiple cases. Case research ¢an be highly
structured, positivist, deductive investigation of multiple cases; it
can also be an unstructured, interpretive, Induciive investigation
of one case; lastly, it can be anything in between these two
extremes In almost any combination.

Darke et al (1598) suggest that the use of the case study in research is
useful in newer less well-developed research areas particularly where
examination of the context and the dynamics of a situation are important.
They argue that the “case study research method” is not partlcularly useful
“where a phenomencn is well understoad and mature, where constructs exist
already and are well developed, where understandings of how and why the
particular phenomenen occurs Is not of interest, and where understandings of
the contexts of actlon and the experiences of indlviduals in a single setting is
not relevant” (p. 280).

Such a view of case research denies the fact that whilst a particular
resedrch object or phenomenon may be well understood from within a
particutar ontologicai and theoretical perspective having this knowledge
should not deny the Importance of alternative perspectives. In fact, as argued
by Hammersley {(19%2) with respect to ethnographic research much of recent
ethnography is concerned with "making the famlliar strange” — “we often
discover that there are features of even the most famlllar settings of which
we are unaware, recegnition of which may subtly, or even dramatically,
change our understanding of those settings” (p. 33). Theory obviously plays a
¢ritical role In allowing a sufficiently different perspective to “make the
famillar strange”.

This thesic assumes that“case stuoi-j' is ot o stafements rcﬁardinﬂ

|research method but: is more o statement concerming the ohi]zct of :méj, Given
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this stance ve can then define a multitude of diffevent appraaches to the

investigalion of the "case study”.

Theory Use in interpretiva casa studies
From an interpretivist perspective Walsham (1993) argues:

Theory is both @ way of sesing andd a way of not-seelng. A
particular theoretical perspective blinds us to other perspectives
at its moment of application. A second, and more subtle,
criticism of theory Is that In any real human activity, particularly
that involving others, we take action without the consclous use
of theory, and certainly the action Is conditioned by more than
any singular theory..we are conditioned by theorles whether we
like it or not, since we are exposed to a multipliclty of theories
from our earllest childhood and we are undoubtedly Influenced
by them. (Walsham 1993 p. 6)

Schultze, Myers and Trauth (2000} argue that one of the major
shortcomings of interprétivist enguiry is the a priori use of theery, In their
view many Interpretivist accounts pre-select theory which, they suggest,
"raises concerns not only about unwarranted theoretical blas in researchers’
interpretations, but alsa about the researcher’s propensity to question hisfher
assumptions in the process of making sense of the data" {p. 507). Yet is this
suich an issue within interpretivism? Interpretivism sees theory as primarily a
means for illumination rather than explanation, thus novel use for theory is
encouraged. Certainly the need for a critical perspective on concluslons is
essentlal but Is a priotl use totally to be avoided?

‘The decision to avold a pricri theory ignores the benefits achievable in
adopting a theory that the researcher knows well, There are three distinctive
“approaches” 10 theory use for the interpretive researcher:
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» No theory - Grounded Theory suggests that pre-defined theory has the
potentlal to contaminate research and the theory should “emerge” from
the data.

» Single Theory — Alvesson (1996) suggests that the theory in use be
“entrenched in the interpreter's person and his or her political-ethical
position” {p. 15). "

« Muitiple Theorles — Walsham (1993, 1995) suggests the use of theory as a
“scaffold”, to be discarded when no longer needed.

No theory - Ground

Grounded theory reflects more of a methodological approach rather
than a “theory” as such, A grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss
1967) suggests that, In the initial stages of research, a pre-defined theory is
not recammended. A case study involving the use of a grounded theory
approach requires that the theory “emerge” from the data. The primary aim is
to construct theory from the collected field data; in fact as quoted by
Walsham {1995 p, 77) it recommends agalnst doing too much literature
research prior to commencement as such a strategy may work agalnst the
definition of new theory:

carefully o cover “all” the literature before commencing

research increases the probability of brutally destroying nne's
potentialitles as a theorist (Glaser and Strauss 1967, p. 253)

Grounded theory alms @ avold ¢coptaminating theory - the primary aim
i to construct theory which is ‘grounded” in the collected field data. Such an
approach tends to minimise the importance of theory and scientific method in
directing the research process. As Layder (1993, p.46) arques, this view
suggests that thearising simply moves the researcher away from the emplrical
world and into an alien abstract world.
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The intenticn of grounded theory Is very much set within the
interpretivist frame whereby the researcher is directed towards a fatthful
rendltion and interpretation of the researcher situation from the participant’s
perspectiva without the potential contaminating influence of theory. A
grounded theory approach aims for an objective stance on the part of the
researcher by suggesting the removal of any epistemological frame for
viewing the research situation, yet, as Roman (1992 p.571) argues, such an
approach reveals positivistic assumptions in that it argues that the
descriptions given ean be separated from the researcher’s prior assumptions,

Much of ethnographic case research suffars from this same underlying
assumption, 1t is often argued that a “truer” picture of a research situation
can be derlved by getting closer to the participants and by spending mere
time in the field. The researcher is presented as having a privileged and all
knowlng position from which they can provide the “one true description”
(Hammersley 1992, p.24). Hammerstey (1992) terms this form of argument
as the representational model of research “the alm belng to investigate and
describe the social realm as it really is, beyond all presumptions and
prejudices. Cultures, soclal systems or soclal worlds are assumed to be
objectively exIsting phenomena present in the worid and awaiting
description.” (p. 23). “...IF we could only get rid of the barriers lying between
us and reallty, most obviously our cultural preconceptions, we would be able
to see reality itself, Once these batriers have been overcome, ance the veil
has been lifked, once we have dug below the surface impressions, reality itseif
wilt be revealed,” (p. 50). Hammersley terms this approach a naive realist
anproach in that It neglects the role that theoretical assumptions play in
informing thair descriptions or explanations — he argues that it is indefensible
as all perception and observation Is assumption-laden.

Grounded theory (and ethnography} can alsc be seen to reflact a
single ayer approach to theorising In that by requiring that theory emerge
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from the data it sets the focus of research at & micro level and does not
explicitly address the wider macro issues that may heavily impact the
research situation. The facus on the *here and now™ evident in grounded
theory studles necessarily tends to ignore the historicality of any situation. It
also tends to minimlse the importance of wider {macra) soclgl, structural and
power issues (n explalning the research situation, Layder (1593, p. 68)
argues:

.the grounded theory approach must break away from ils

primary focus on micro phenomena. The very fisity of this

concentration Is a factor which prevents grounded theory from

attending to historical matters of macre structure as a means of
enriching...research on micro phenomenz,

Whilst the intention of grounded theory Is jaudable, it's actual
application is difficutt. The requirement to avoid the use of theoretical frames
and prior inferences suggests that the researcher should investigate
everything related to the situation under study. In even the smallest research
setting this is not feasible, The practical difficulty in applying the grounded
theory approach is that even I atternpts are made to keep the initial approach
as unblased and open as possible the data collected cannot emerge
independently of the researcher's personal ldeciogical and theoretical stance -
data can never be neutral but wiil depend on researcher's ontological
assumptions and the specific language of the world view from which they
reside, For example, in an interview setting, the researcher will pose
questions as to the research sltuation, Such questions can be pre-defined and
pased in 4 non-leading manner {for example — what do you think about [the
résea,r:h situation]?). However, the responses elicited will be filtered by the
researcher's own beliefs and the further progress of the Interview will be
influgnced by such beliefs.

le th - "authentic” theory u

Alvesson (1996) argues it is nsporiant that researchers primarily use
theories “with which they are intellectually famifiar and for which they feei an
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emgtional preference{p. 206). This is Tn marked contrast to the suggestion
from Walsham (see below) that theory use be regarded as a scaffold, to be
dismantied and discarded when it has served its purpose. Alvesson (1996)
argues there are difficulties in using multiple theorles:

In my view, a qualified understanding [of 3 social situation] ...
calls for concentration and a good deal of work on the theory or
theorles in use; it is also necessary that the theory or theorles
be entrenched in the interpreter's person and his or her palitical-
ethical position. There are thus narmally limits to the theories —
which ones and how many — that a researcher can successfully
command, at least in the context of Interpretive and discursive
studies which call for a deeper feeling for the theoretical
framewotk employed than is required In rational-analytic
approaches. {p. 15) :

Alvesson suggests a “deep” knowledge of the theory in use is mora
preferable than a shallower use of multiple theories, Alvesson {1996) argues
that a deep knowiedge of a theory can provide useful Insights :

A powerful theory has a strong interprative capacity, i.e. it can
Indicate aspects and dimensions of the phenomenon studied
which go well beyond common sense {p. 204)

Powerful, “deeply understood” theories can invite non-evident
conclusions that may not in fact meet expected “common sense”
interpretations.

Alvesson's approach to theory is related to questions of personal
authenticity. Probert (1997, p. 53} quotes Golomb (1995, p. 11} in describing
the concept of authentlcity as "a protest against the blind, mechanicat
acceptance of an externally imposed code of values”. Authentic can be
defined as genulne, valid or bona fide and authenticity In research or
consultancy suggests a personal commitment to research approaches,
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Probert (1997, p. 51 refiects on two dilemmas he faced whilst acting
In a consultancy role:

* Should T use a methoadology which has embedded values that, I do not
adree with?

» Should I use a methodalogy which, in my judgment, Is wholly
inapproptiate ta the circumstances pertaining in the organisation?

Such questions can also be applied to theory use in non-consultancy
research. For example, questions such as: £an T use critical theory if 1
fundamentally do not accept the perceived negative implications of the theory
and deny the importance of “emancipation™ Can [ use a soft systems
approach if I do not believe that an Information System is fundamentally a
socially constructed artefact? Should I use a methodology that is heavlly
focussed on power issues, even If 1 feel that such an approach will not
significantly help to explain the unitary situation I perceive as evident within
the organisational situation? These are caomplicated, perhaps, ethical issues
that need to be addressed by individual researchers. A researcher using
Alvesson's approach would be encouraged to use theories to which they have
a personal commitment and thus waould ailow for a more “authentic” use of
theory.

Ie - u "

Walsham disagrees with the grounded theory approach whereby
theory is regarded as a contaminating influence to be removed, Walsham's
view Is that informed and critical use of theery is useful. He acknowledges
and confronts the biasing effect of theories and argues that the use of theoty
should be treated as a "scaffold” where the scaffolding Is removed once It has
served its purpose — "A good framework should not be regarded as a rigid
structure, but as a valuable guide to empirical research” (Walsham 1993, p.
71), This helps to avold the potential danger of the researcher only seeing the
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theory and being blinded to new ways of thinking. He argues that there is no
correct or best theory:

In the interpretive tradition there are no correct and incorrect
thearies but there are interesting and less Interesting ways to
view the world. {(Walsham, 1993, p. 6)

Walsham sees tha'; theory use in inferpretive studies can be less rigld
than in positivist studies, the thegretical fiterature primarily serving to act as a
source for inspiration and to assist in the understanding of complex social
sltuations. Waisham {1595) argues:

The motivation for the use of theory in the earller stages of
interpretive case studies is to create an Initial theoretical
framework which takes account of previous knowledge, and
which creates a sensible theoretical basis to inform the toplcs
and approach of the early empirical werk. (p. 76)

Walsham {1993) argues:

Interpretive methods of research start from the position that our
knowledge of reality, including the domaln of human actien, is a
social construction by human actors and this applies equally well
to researchers. Thus there Is no objective seallty which ¢an be
discovered by researchers and replicated by others...Our
thearies concerning reality are ways of making sense of the
world and shared meanings are a form of Inter-subjectivity
rather than objectivity. {p. 5)

The argument agai

For the critical realist & major Issue with soclal Investigation Is the
inability to create closure - the aim of "experiment” In the natural sCiencas.
Bhaskar argues that this inability implles that theory cannot be used in a
predictive manner and can only play an expianatory role in soclal
investigatlons since:

in the absenca of spontaneously occurring, and given the
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impossibility of artificially creating, closed systems , the human
sciences must confront the problem of the direct scientific study
of phenomena that only manifest themselves In open systems —
for which orthodox philesophy of science, with its tacit
presupposition of clsure, 5 literally useless. In particular it
follows from this condition that criterla for the rational appraisal
and development: of theorfes in the soclal sclences, which are
denied (in principle} decisive test situations, cannot be
predictive and so must be exclusively explanatory.
(Bhaskar, 1979, p, 27}

Bhaskar argues that the primary measure of the "goodness” of a
theory is In its explanatory power — from Bhaskar’s perspective, preciiétlve use
of theories is not possible in open soclal systems and therefore cannot be a
measure of goodness. From this';}olnt of view theory can only be used as an
explanatory kool - explaining evefits in hindsight,

Ii
g
Theory is to do with the transitive or representation domain and
Bhaskar's reallsm suggests that a theory Ta Is preferable to another theory Ty
{even if they are incommensurable) if T, can explain under its description

almost all the phenomena Ty can explain under its description plus some
phenomena that Ty cannot explain {Bhaskar, 1991, p. 19}, This argument is
conslstent with Bhaskar's view of the conditional nature of philosophy (the
“"under its description™) and supports methadological plurallsm as Sayer
(2000, p. __19)' contends “Compated to positivism and Interpretivism, critical
realls'm endorses or is campatible with a relatively wide range of research
methods, but it implies that the particular cholces should depend on the
nature of the object of study and what one wants to learn about I,

Critical realism and coercive sithiations

As Archer (1995) suggests “tha nature of what exists cannot be
unrelated to how it Is studied...the sacial antology endarsed does play a
powerful regulatory role vis-a-vis the explanatory methodology for the baslc
reason that It conceptuallses soclal reality in certain terms, thus Identifying
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what there Is to be explained and also ruling out explanatlons in terms of
entities or properties which are deemed non-existent” (p. 16-17).

For example If we conceptualise organizations as being one of either
unitary, pluralist or coercive we are rullng out certain explanatory possibilitles.
One particular example Is 2 downsizing situation - such a situation can be
represented as coercive, Coerclve situations are described by Midgley (1997)
in terms of the closure of debate and the absence of an obvious bighar
power to arbitrate (p. 49). By endorsing a coerclve ontology the researcher
_ may deny the possibility of conciliation.

As Archer (1995, p. 17} points ocut "What scclal reality is held to he
also is that which we seek to explain”, Assuming a coercive situation may well
suggest that an individualistic perspective would be most appropriate. In such
a heavlly charged coercive environment the moderating power of what
Midgley (1997) calls a "higher power" {or structure in critical realist terms) is
not seen to exist and the researcher may well be directed towards an
individuatistic or micro perspective to describe the interaction between
participants. This might suggest that Berle's (1969) individualistic view on
power would be a useful theoretical perspective:

No collectivity of any kind in and of itself wields power, The

ostensible power of a group extends from the fact that the

group has been organised and has conferred decision-making
power upon certain individuals formally or informally racognised

as power holders. However It is attained, the expression of
power can ¢nly be the decislen and act of 2n individual. (p, 118}

In the fight of current relational perspectives on power this view Is old
fashioned. it is a imitng view on pawer Ignoring the consensual and
relational aspect of power — “power k a matter of obedience, and ... nobody
possesses power but 1s given it in the obeadience of those who obey”
{Mingers, 1995) — yet in the endorsed coercive environment obedlence is an
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unlikely event and therafore as detailed In Figure 9 befow an individuallst
perspective may be deemed most appropriate,

The critical realist view on coercive situations is somewhat different in
that they would see the coercive situation reflecting a dominant inequitable
structure, The critical realist would emphasise the importance of unearthing
such structures, Structural recognltion plays an important role in explanatory
critique, such critique reflecting the bellef that the unearthing of inequitable
structures is the first step in thelr demolition, Under this view structure is an
important and fundamental issua that needs to be recognized. Under the
critical realist view structure and agency are always important.

Yet as Sayer (2000, p. 28} notes "To some extent the emphasls given
to structure and agency depends on the kind of research question being
posed”. A guestion such as "How did the organisation move towatds
outsourcing the IT Department?" would suggest an emphasis be placed on
description and s assoclated micro-level agency focus. A realist question
such as "Under what conditions 1s It possible to outsource a successful IT
Depariment?” can only be addressed through consideration of the deep
structures &nd mechanisms that caused the move to outsourcing. In this case
2 single level focus on events & harder to justify, The purpose of the research
alang with the nature of the research object must play an important role in
progressing realist research.

Criticol vealism as a prefevved approach fov coercive situations?

tn fact for cocveive situations critical vealist: exomination may rrb\fu!c
o better basis {or explancdion thon in Fhwalistsd:uaﬁon:. As (n the cocraive

{T outsourcing evomple rrcsnr.tcd the a.rﬁu-tcnt{-‘or o governmieitol structure
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s rzLah'yc‘l.H =05y o orque for as it s an ohvisus ond clear 'mrnsiﬁnn, In o
wove caw\fv{z:r rh.lra[ist situation the presence nJE such a strong styuchure may

well be less l.i.keiﬁ and hayder ta unearth andl t]v\u.sjuslifj‘

Far example for the case under study & will be arqued thata. wajor
couse of the move to downtizing and putsourcing was the wider qovernmental
ond economiz strcctire skarir.ﬂ the neesd for privatisation. Examinakion of the
outsouyting situakion on a. puvely micro oy individualist level could nothave
cas;_l._, identificd this etevmod soeiol sructuve, Jetthc identification of this
stvuc.mn: was mportontin explaining the dcrision ts outisuyee [Ewas also
inrortantto the Fcrsnnm:l. involved in the outsourcing move i1 that &
provided o betber understonding of the situotion aqd therefore allnsed a

|hetter appreciation of the emancipatory passibilities (sec chapter [O)

As incicatied in Figuve 9 whilst; on first consideration, an individualist]
pevipective may be considered most appvopriate for o coevcive situation in
thatt it odlows a coveful analysis of the important individuol interactions, |
would sugqqest that on ofrroax:k that vecogaizes both structive and agenty
awould be move useful s this then allows o cleaver vecoguifion of potentiolly
0 }"n'.r__mt inequitoble structuvess. n wy view, critical vealis would provide
;; bztﬁ:r explanafory basis in this cose qiven the importance it gives to

structuves.
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ONTOLOGY ENDORSED

e

Unftary Plualist Coercive
Agencyf Agency/
Micrn/ Micro/
Individuslist Tndividunlist
IMPLIED
METHODOLOGICAL AND
FOCUS
Structury/ Structure
Macrod Macro/
Collectivist Collectivist

Increasing importance of noo-obvious sirnxctures

>

Figure 9: The contradictory methodological focus implied by adopting a

particular ontelogy.

Adoption of a coercive ontology may well suggest an individualist

concentration in data collection but reguire a structural recogrition In order to

fully analyse and understand the situation.

T expiar role for theory

For the critical realist the major concentration is onteloglcal and under
this view a theory s only as good as its explanatory power, The realist model

of explanatian involves three basic steps (Outhwalte 1987, p. 58) "the
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postulation of a possible mechanism, the attempt to collect evidence for or
against Its existence and the elmination of possible alternatives”. Using this
maodel Outhwalte suggests that we have a good explanation when

1. The postulated mechanism is capable of explaining the phenomenon
2. We have good reason fo believe in its existence

3. We cannot think of any equally good alternatives

et as, Quthwaite (1987) suggests, this model is not good for selecting
hetween explanations of an object that is complex and over-determined,
where several alternative theories and mechanisms seem acceptable. In such
a case Outhwaita suggests that the usefulness of the explanation in wider
contexts should then pfay a role in evaluatlon.

Outhwaite {1987) also highlights the importance of ongoing theoretical
argument In realist research {p. 60):

The realist emphasis on the legitimacy and importance of
theoretical argument should not be understocd to imply the
depreciation of empirical research. What it doas suggest,
think, is that such research cannot achieve useful results in the
absence of theoretical reflection on the structuration of empirical
data and a rejection of empirlcism, understood as exclusive
focus on socia! phenomena which are empirically observable and
measurable.

This suﬁﬂeﬂ: ﬁ\atrkﬂnsnrkizinj and vational ﬂ\nuﬂl\trlei on

‘mrcr{‘ant vole in erifical vealist stndJ

Cuthwalte argues that in the event that one cannot select between two
theories then the adoption of a particular theory may come down to selecting
that theory which encourages inter-theoretical discussion rather than
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adopting a theary which closes off debate, As Bhaskar (1579, p. 59) similarty
argues that discourse must play a vital role in a subject area where meanings
and the understanding of meanings plays such an important part:
The conceptual aspect of the subject matter of the social
sciences circumscribes the possibility of measurement..For
meanings cannot be measured, only understood. Hypotheses
about them must be expressed in language and confirmed in
dialogue. Language here stands to the conceptual aspect of
soclal science as geometry stands to physlcs. And precision in
meaning now assumes the place of accuracy in measurement as
the a posteriori of theory. it should be stressed that In both
cases theories may continue to be justified and validly used to

explain, even though significant measurement of the
phenomena of which they treat has became impossible.

The Critical Realist Method

Critical realism has things to say about the research gblect as well as
the research method, It relles on retroduction as its methodological focus and
thus defines the way that the research argument develops. Retroduction
involves the postulation of social structures or machanlsms that make or have
made a significant causal contribution to the social phenomena that the
rasearcher is aiming 10 explain. The social structure or mechanism postulated
must be then demonstrated to exist and its mechanisms explainad in order to
provide a convincing explanatory account. As Stones (1996, p. 37) suggests:

Thus, to combine a real definition of an object and retroduction

in an explanatory account means, in common-sense terms, that

one makes an informed guess as to what is dolng the causing

{retroduction), gives a clear and detailed definition of what this

causal element is (real definition) and then shows clearly that it
is Indeed dolng a significant amount of the causing.

Such an approach has been open to postmodern criticism for its
suggestion that a researcher could ever hape to deliniate a historical or sociat
pracess in so accurate and self-contained a manner that it could then be
possible to trace a causal influence through a complex serles of successive
interactions. Yet for the realist an attempt must be made, even though such
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explanation must bz contingent and open to criticism, The realist, by
accepting the notion that the world exists independently of our knowledge of
it, recognises the falfibllity of knowledge for If, by contrast, the world itself
was solely a product of our knowledge how could it be fallible? As Sayer
(2000, p. 2) argues:
Realism Is therefore necessarily a fallibist philosophy and one
which must be wary of simple correspondence theories of truth,

It must acknowledge that the world can only be known under
particular descriptions, In terms of avallable discourses.

As detailed in earlier chapters, Kilduff and Mehra (1997} argue that
there are two styles of postmodernism: the sceptical and the affirmative,
“From the sceptical perspective all interpretations of phenamena are equally
valid, and the world is so complicated that concepts such as prediction and
causality are Irrelevant, Everything is related to everything else so the search
far causes or origins must be discontinued” (p. 455). In contrast the
affirmative postmodernist "retains the possibility of making discriminations
amang competing interpretations,” The affirmative postmodernist “would
underscore novelty and reflexivity as it looks at the richness of difference and
cancentrates on the unusual, the singular and the original” (Resenau (1992),
p. 189 as quoted In Kilduff and Mehra (1997) p.456},

Stone (1596) from a realist perspective argues agalnst the defeatism of
the sceptical post-modernist. He celebrates the post-modernist emphasfs on
plurality and diversity and recognises the enormous difficulty in providing
accurate accounts of the soclal world. He feels that "yes, the world is that
complex; yes, itis often very hard to get at; yes, sociolgists and other sociai
scientists often-claim an authority they have no right to; and, no, the defaatist
postmodernists are not right to imply that the only alternative to a complete
and total knowledge of a very complex world is a retreat into fiction". He
argues that "precision and contextualized detall are called for in teyms of
deliniating the potertial powers, both material and hermeneutic, of a social
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object, and in terms of distinguishing the powers and influence of the
specified social object from other causal Influences” (Stones, 1996, p. 38).

Quthwalte (1587) suggests, however, that contemperary realism ls
"antologically bold and epistemologically cautious™ in that the realist
appreciation of the richness and complexity of secial ife has not been
matched by an increased sophistication in the necessary means to acquire
knowledge of that complexity. Stones (1996) similarly argues that a reaiist
antology has specific and important methodological consequences in that the
ontological richnass and complexity assumed requires an associated
recognition of tha complexity Invoived in acquiring knowledge of this world.
Such a recogniion requires a continual commitment to caution, scepticism
and reflexivity In the consequent knowledge claims made.

Stones (1996, p, 71) three ideal type distinctions In relation to the type
of knowledge that particular thearies contain:

= Single case: multiple case (generalising)
» Contextualizing: abstracted

» Agents conduct analysls: thearist's pattem analysis

A project emphasising agents conduct analysls would "include an
interest In the hermeneutics of how soclal actors draw reflexively on their
knowledgeability and motivation in choosing how to act”, whereas theorst's
pattern analysis defines "a research project that Is not concerned with lay
actors' conduct analysls but, rather, Is interested in the vesearcher’s analysis
of socia) practices, from outside as it were" (Stones 1996, p. 70). Stones
regards the first of each of these binary oppositions as the preferred
ontological focus In his brand of contemporary realisr ("past-modern
reaiism"}, The so-called "player model" of theory construction is the preferred
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maode of operation whereby single contextualized cases are addressed
"sometimes, but not aiways (depending on the question asked), including an
analysis of the hermeneutic frames of meaning of social actars” (p. 71,
Under the player model where studies move towards generalisations they so
by "being parasitic an ... single, contextualized cases".

This is the target for chopter 7 in which{ discuss haw diffusion theory
MighE be used to help anderstond the shserved happenings of: the
ovqanization. Abvahamson's (93 model devived Frowm diffusion ﬂ\ccg is
[modificd based on e contextualized examinakion.

He contrasts "player theory" with "dreamer theory™. The dreamer
model of theorizing asks a question in relation te multiple cases abstracted
from their specific contexts - cases are used as lllustrative models of
generalised trends without golng into the contextualized and local spacifics of
any particular case. Despite the derogatory implication of Stone's metaphor
he does see an Important role for "dreamar theery" in that "the creation of
dreamer theory should be seen as positive, as long as it remalns reflexively
vigllant as ta its own hiypothetical status. In principle, dreamer theory should
be capable of being fleshed out and tested by players...it is when dreamers
lose slght of the provislonal, hypothetical nature of thelr conceptual
innovatlons that they cease to be dreamers and become despots” (Stone
1596, p. 79). Even "dreamer" theory must be supported by contextualized
examination,

Inwy vims it is a.riE, thai=Stones Hid notrick o move resrzcbﬁxttzm
for this type of theovising, As he arques Areamer theary does play on importon
vole in theovising as i allows o *deqree of imaginative freedom” by vivtue of
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the fact tholi it is veleased from “the vigours of ploging ot qround level” .
9.

Conclusion

The critical realist agrees with the interpretivist that observation cannot
be theory neutral and suggests that theory "does not merely 'order facts' but
makes claims about the nature of its abject" (Sayer, 1981, p. 8}, Critical
reallsm as a philosophy supports methodological pluralism and is compatible
with a relatively wide range of research methods, however as Sayer (2000, p.
19) contends “it implles that the particular cholces [of methods] should
depend an the nature of the object of study and what one wants ta fearn
about It". According to Figure 6 above Sayer {1992) suggests that the
purpose of the study {generalisation, inteénsive research and abstract
research) helps defines the object of study (events, structures and
mechanisms}) which then gives an Indication of the type of approach that can
be used. That Is, the nature of the object of study and the purpose for which
the study is made help to determine the research approach,

For the interpretivist Galllers suggests in Figure S that the purpose
(theory testing, theory building or theory extension) can define the approach
as can the research abject {society, organisatlon/ group, Individual,
technology, methodolagy). For the reallst theory testing Is not an option and
many of the objects detalled by Galliers are considered to be co-dependent
and incapable of separation.

- «In my view.the cholce of approach and underljf[ng theor_yls_. harder to
justify for the interpretive researcher since there are '_"ho corvect and incorrect
theorles but there are Interesting and less Interesting ways to view the world"
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(see Walsham abova). All sorts of Issues thus can affect the decision to adopt
@ particular theoretical approach (such as supervisory leanings).

The d-'.ﬂ-‘iculg nvolved in selecting o vescarch a]arraar_k for the case erasmple

This was malor sticking point in wy oun case as t hack an enormous
amount of difficulty in selecting a. pavticulos theory to exomine the
organizadion. The Mo:']or dtﬁ‘iml_tg that:! sow with seleeting a ﬂ\eoﬁ was that
iz then often implicitly defines the shjects that ane wishes to study. t hazd
trouble with this conceptin that:| felt that-the vesearch object should have
mave say i such decision (CR suppovix this arquuent). The fact that'f wox
velatively new & vescarch may also have prompted Bis ssue as | had no
particular allegiance to any onc theovy. The figuve below was dvaun o that
time and was intended to veflect the ovenshebuing confusion | felt ot that
- |tisae,

E¥iatectical Hermeneulics

e

me“m Syslcnuﬂlm'kmg
Acnion Reseaxh
Ph:nmmnloxy
Cirownded Theat
Cons\lalcll\-um f}‘ I'ﬂmom:ﬂmdnlngy
F:L:l..‘dudy Murphusen:hc
Iarli:xpaﬂ:
Obseralon  Critical Theary
ursE Anul'_vlu
mStwdy
Pasitivizt Quul.llnlne
Djective t'""’smhr
Interpretive
Quantlesthve Paradlgm
gL oo
Fplaterusts,
pitenalegy Past Modamium

Flgure 10; Where to Start? — Where should T go?
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Tesch 990} provided o useful reference at this stage as it alloved a
sisple framenork for defining the Various intevpretive approoches. She
proposes a division based around the ultimate purpose oJE the stluij:

Chavacteristic of lanquage

Discavery of Reqularities

Comprehension of the meaning of tert/actions

Rl:‘P.ﬂctiﬂl’l

For the inexperienced Interpretive researcher the multiplicity of
theories and approaches available 1s daunting and there seems to be few
ways of Justifying or ratioiializing a particular approach. Perhaps it comes
down to personal commitment a8 Alvasson argues. According to Alvesson
deep knowledge of a single theory Is preferable to a more superficial
knowlzdge of multiple theories as It allows for the nossibility of new and
insightful perspectives on the research situation. Thls argument s in contras:
to Walsham's view that a mulblplicity of theory is the preferred alternative,

For the critical realist theory use must be consistent with the
underlying object and purpose of the research. The development of research
is dependent on a retroductive argument and thus largely defines the way
that the research can move forward. The so-called "player model" of theory
constructlan is the preferred mode of operation whereby single contextualized
cases are addressed, As Stones (1996) argues, under the player model
studies move towards generallsations by being parasitic an single,
contextuallzed cases,
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The adoption of critical realism as an underlying philosophy does
restrict the options that the researcher can choose in that the philosophy has
things to say about the objects of research as well as the nature of the
research argument, The later chapters in this thesis demonstrate the practical
conseguences of such an approach and also demanstrate the rational nature
of ¢ritical realist argument.
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Chapter 6

The Role Of Metaphor In Interpretive And Critical
Realist Examination

In cti

This chapter demonstrates the Important role that metaphor plays in
critical reallst examination. It examines the differing perspectives on
metaphor and use examples from the case study to highlight particular issues.
The chapter also highlights the way that metaphor provided a means to
develop the underlying research for this thesls. As indicated in the
Introduction Kleln and Myers (1999) argue that many research projects do not
clearly define the emergent nature of the underlying research process “we are
given little understanding of how the researchers’ analys's developed over the
course of the project, As it stands, we are presented with a finished place of
Interpretive research with few indications of its emergent nature” {1599, p,
84). This chapter highlights how an appreciation of the difference between
holism and atomism proved to be an important step in the develepment of
the thesjs.

Metaphor for the critical realist

Palmer and Dunferd (1996) argue that a fundamental issue underlying
the use of metaphor is a question related to organisational reality: is reality
produced thraugh metaphor, or is reality something that exists independently
of metaphorical descriptions of 7 Such a guestion Js basically addressing
one's stance on realism In that a defining feature of realism is its belief in the
mind-independence of reality. As Palmer and Dunford go on to suggest the
ontologlcal question to be addressed in the use of metaphor is whether soclal
reality exists Independent of, and external to, Individuals or whether social
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reallty is a cognitive canstruct that cannot not exist independently of the
names, concepts and labels that purport to describe it {p. 695).

The critical realistweuld sce the lofter case ax an eample of the
epistamic fallacy. They ould arque thott statements about social veality and
statements about our pevceptions of veality are fundamentolly different and
shoulct apt be confused

Traditional realist approaches are considered to have little time for the
use of metaphor, However critical realism suggests a vital role for metaphor
in that it sees the use of metaphar as the only means by which we can
understand possibly unobservabile events., Metaphor is essential for the realist
in that, as Schon {1363) describes, metaphor can be seen to work by treating
something unfamiliar as something familiar, thereby changing our
understanding ¢f both in the process.

Metaphor can be seen to be useful in two ways — either as a
representation tool or as a creative tool. As a representation tool the use of
metaphor may act as a simplifying mechanism ~ making that which is
unfamillar familiar. The use of metaphor as a representational tool is a useful
method withln critical realist examinations as Lewils (1996) argues:

Critlcal realism asserts that the warld investigated by science
consists of objects that are struclured and Intransitive:
structured in the sense that they are irreduclble to the events of
experience; and Intransitive in the sense that they edst and act
independently of their identificatlon. That is, the world is
constltuted not only by events glven directly in experience, but
aiso by the unobserved and perhaps even unobservable entities,
structures, mechanisms, and so on, which, existing and acting
independently of scientists’ knowledge of them, govern
ohservable events and states of affalrs. {p. 487).
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Sclentific theorizing depends heavlly on explaining and theorizing
cbjects beyond our experience. How ¢an knowledge of such unabservable
and perhaps un-experienced entities be possible? Lewis (1996) suggests that
the knowledge of such enfrties must "come about through the transformation
of pre-existing knowledge-iike material” {p. 487), Metaphor must therefore be
a fundamental too! in critical realist understanding of the natural and social 7
science;

Generative metaphor enables the scientist tentatively to

attribute, Independent of any prior understanding of the

unobservables, relations of similarity and analogy between those
inadequately understood entities, mechanisms, etc.,, and the
subject matter of some better-understood domain of sclentific

Inquiry, so that knowledge about the latter can be used to
structure an understanding of the former, {Lewis 1996, p. 490)

For the critical realist metaphor Is not a purely lingulstic, explanatory
tool - It provides a fundamental gulde to future theorising by suggesting
avenues for further exploration and praviding terms for explanation of entities
that may not be experienced.

Apart from solely a representational tool metaphor can also
be used as a creative tool - an example being that of Morgan
{1993). He argues for the use of an approach called Imaginization
in which metaphor is used to effectively create what he terms as a
new reality for participants by allowing a fresh perspective on organizational
situations. His approach encourages involved personnel to develop thelr own
pictorial images of organizational issues and by so deing to help make clear

their underlying assumptions and feelings, The images developed are to be
regarded as mirors and windows to encourage new perspectives on issues
and to open possibilitles for creative action. Margan argues that if one can
look In the mirror and see oneself In a new way, the mirror can become a
window to a new reality as it allows one to see the rest of the world with a
fresh perspective {Maorgan ,1993, p. 288). The use of metaphaor in such a
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manner is not dissimilar to that described by Flood and Jackson (1991, p. 50)
where they use various systems metaphors as organising structures to help
managers think creatively about their enterprises.

Mavgan and the epistemic J{pﬂnﬂ

Fov the cvitical realist Morgon's explanation of metophor is an
c;'auflr. o{' the epistamic fa.[,laﬁy in that seeing the wavldh with a-Freﬂ\
rcnrcntﬂm does ok ckonje. n:aﬁS itn-t_g akanﬂcs puy transitive

understanding of thott vealiby. Real changes need to be mode to the

Bdc@inﬂ styuctuyes oad mechanisms if such ve-definition & to be effectuat

Palmer and Dunford (1996, p. 698) present a traditional outlook on
realism when they discuss the differing ontological assumptions Implied by
the use of multiple metaphors:

.wo key conflits emerge from differing ontological

assumptions. The first conflict concerns the need for multiple

metaphors. On the one hand is the view that multiple
metaphors are necessary because there is no objective reality
that a given metaphor may be sald to best describe (nominalist
position). On the other hand ks the view that organisations have
objective realities, and therefore specific metaphors may be
judged in terms of their ability to accurately capture essential

features of a specific situation to which they are applied (reaiist
posltion).

For the critical realist metaphor provides a means 0 advance
kncwledge. This transitive purpase necessarily suggests that simply having a
metaphor that mirrors reality is of little use since one would be no better off,
Understanding Is not helped by adopting a metaphor that exactly mirrors an
existing badly understood situation, there must also be a creative element to
metapher use. In contrast to Palmer and Dunford's suggestion that realism
encourages the use of a single metaphor, pluralism is in fact encouraged by a
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critical realist outlook rather than discouraged. The assumed fallibility of any
knowledge claims within critical realism encourages pluralism and the use of
multiple metaphors,

Hirschhelm and Newman (1991) in their paper Symbofism and
Information systems development: myth, melsphor and magic regard the use
of symbolism and metaphorical association as an epistemological device to
make sense of some reality. They define a symbol as “an image used for, or
regarded as, representing something else. Symhois give meaning to what is
perceived; they act as a filter thraugh which the script Is read” (p. 31).

Through such a definition they make clear their underlying
hermeneutic philosophy. Their argument is that much of what happens withln
organisations Is symbolic. They see that the often trivial happenings and
rituals of organisationat life can have a greater symbolic significance than
their face value (salary differences perhaps being a prime example In that
small differences In salary mean little practically but symbolically can have a
large slgnificance}, In their view a metaphor is a type of symbol as are
organisational myths and magic,

An example o{w_tgtk and symbol

A particulor example of the impact of myth and sywbolin {}\e
Dvqonization was the oppointment of the new Managing Divector, Thésove. N
towards putsourcing host notbeen progressing tui.ck_g and the general .
coasensus was that the sew D was brought in & speed the process, His
Frcvéc‘_i.u role hod involved the reduction of another avqanisation's workforce
from 18000 personnal to HO0O pervsonmel Evployees weve well aware of his
previous history and this reputation carvied twough & the orqanization, The
preseace of this strang association had veal consequences in the arqonization
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in that it demonstrated that monagement uere serious about down-sizing The
mrlﬂjcc's perception ef the Managing Divector kc(fcd tio move bhe

prqanisation wove 1,“"‘:19 towards outsourcing.

This porticular vicw of the situakion emphosises an buportant elenent:
within critical vealism in thot critical realisw vecogaises thak “veasons can
odso be causes” (Seyer, 2000, p, [8). tithin cvitical realist arqument; couses
aced not all be physical, they may be o result ofa pre-existing social
structure such as shaved meanings, For the evitical vealist the shaved
perspective within the avgonisation of the new Managing Director had real

consequences on the chanﬂz process.

Collins {1994) dictionary defines a metaphor as 2 “figure of speech in
which the term Is applied to something it does not Iiteralliy denote in order to
imply a resemblance”, Collins Thesaurus (1994) includes allegory, analogy,
image and symbol as synonyms for metaphor. Srivastva and Barrett (1988)
argue that metaphorical language Is superior to literal language because it
captures experfence and emotions better and because it can communicate
meaning in complex, amblguous situations where literal language is
inadequate, B

The IT dcfartmcnt as a.transit bunge

Aqain duving the move towards autsourcing the commercinl section of
the [T Deparbuent was being decimated with o number of persannel leaving
before the transfev to the outside contvoctor, e of the people investiqoting
the mechanics of the outsauvcing process veferved to the commercinl section
s the "transit lounqe”, This porticularly vich metaphov indicates the

210



commercial. section os busy, tempovary with various peveanacl moving in and
out{alsa pevhaps indicative of the high consultoncy involvement in the chaage
process). It suqqests the cowmercial section acts as a temporary stopover prior
to concermed personnel moving on to wider fields, Also as Miles and stuberuan
99% p. 520 suggests the metaphor also has something £ souf about the vest
of the orqonisation as well, Miles and tubermon preseat an example of an
orqanisation that refevs to a pawticulor voou as an “oasis’, tus iplying that:

the vest. of the ovqanisotion is o form of desert;

Similarly in the casc of the case avqanizakion the abservation that the
commeveiol section is a tronsit launge sy also be equating the larger
ovqasisation with an airport This image sugqests that the orqanisation has a.
very transitive population, with much leaving and asvival - the “transit
lounge” atmrorag ko(d'mj r{acc rﬁ.or?:o ml’tﬁee szartl&re to unkvpun
destinations The uctaphor suqqests an unstable work cavivonment with much

activity and {‘arcigln. unknawn faces woving in and out:

Meta r and Epterpretivism

For the interpretive researcher metaphors are often used to gain some
understanding of how organizational members see themselves. Palmer and
Dunford suggest that earlier metaphors concentrated on the organization as a
machine or organism. These early metaphors have been followed by such
examples as:

» Organlsational life as theatre (Mangham and Overington, 1987)

+ OCrganisationa! life as competition
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» Organisational life as chaos

Organisational life as a psychic prison (Morgan 1986)

Oraanisational life as political systems and reflections of power
relatlonships :

+ The organisation as soap bubbla. Tsoukas {1993) suggests an organisation
can be seen as a hjerarchical system of plastic contrels - “as a system of
guasi-randomly acting Individuals having their own agendas and
possessing their own local knowledge, who are plastically controlled by the
whole in a similar way that a cluster of gnats, in spite of thelr irregular
movements, does not diffuse but keeps together in a relatively coherent
manner” (p. 510)

» The organization as being representable as a spider plant and the
employees as strategic termites {(Morgan 1593).

The use of metaphor as @ representation tool is a partlcularly useful
vehicle for making sense of complex situations, however as Doving {1594)
suggests, there ara patential errors in applicatlon:

First is the error of commission, which occurs when a metaphor
is overextended when applied to the target domain. Second Is
the error of Inappropriateness which occurs when the metaphor
has & limited utility because of the lack of commonality between
Its original and target domains, Third is the error of redundancy,
or when properties of the original and the target domain are so
similar that no added values result from using it {(2s quoted in
Palmer and Dunford, 1996, p. 694).

Pevsonal rellections om ovianizotional metaphars

For example | would oxque that the use ofa prychic prison as o
metophor for ovganisationol ife is an evvor in commission in thakithe -\z{‘afhnr
is toe styomg, Sinila.vy o mntnalnrlmr of an ovganisclion os asoap bubble,

.wlniistafrrnrviate to asrnctx oforﬁmisaﬁnnau.i{e. is inaf:rrulwintc
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holistizolly os it:veRects a degrec of haphazarduess to organisatisnal tife
thatt | feel is notappropriate. Such aview demsastrakes o lack of vespect for
ovganisational participants; in my view they are move than *elusters of quats
Juandering l\arkazardB within o restyained envivonment”, '

T T

This lack of vespectfor individuols and their potentialities vefectx a
[collectivist View in pavt - collectivist arquments downplay the vole of the
inchividual. | have trouble with such a vios in that:t feelindividuals have
profound effects on ovqanisatisnal life; their infuence being divected
dounsaras through hiriag policies and subtle approvals and veections of
jsubovdinates actions, In qeneral, [ have considerahle respeet: for the business
ronoger and would have difficalty in adopting a theory thot. ignoved thew o5
ndividuals, This issue velades (o whok Prabert(998) tevms as "autheatic
theory use - vesearchers fced to use theories in which they have an emotional

investment: condt belic].

Mangham and Overington {1987) argue for the use of a root metaphor
to provide a fundamental image of the world on which one is focussing, They
suagest that once this roct metaphor has been identified one can then use
organising metaphers to frame and structure a more limited part of reality.
Their underlying metaphor is that of the theatve — reflecting the unreality and
symbalism of much of organisational life.

Ovqanizakion as theatve

tn My View the theatve uetaflwr is oousefuld Md:arlwr for orqanisations,
particularly for those orqanisations who have o. stvonq mrnnsiln.iug to
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shareholdevs (such os qovevnmentol and public equity ovgonisations). The
metaphor can help € Wighlights the underlying symboliss evident in much of
ovqanisakionol vifisal As a root uetaghar, however, | Leel theve it is
tnappropviate in that the metnphor indicates a-rlgfu[ncss thabiin sy

expevience is not evident in praanisofional ife

Representing organisations as a culture or as political arena is a very
comman metaphor in the organisational literature.

As avdued below | feel that: both of these netophors yeflect o degree o
redundm_c_t} in that orqanisations ave eulivnl eatities and rol.ih'ﬂat arenos;

the use of awctaphor to exploin these aspects seems redundont:

M hor and the res her perspective

Fay (1996) asks “Must we comprehend others In thelr own-ferms?”, He
suggests that this is generally one of the fundamentals of Interpretive social
inquiry — the idea that actors should be understoed in thelr own terms. He
describes interpretivism as the view that comprehending human behaviour,
products and relationships consists solely in re-constructing the self-
understandings of those engaged In creating or performing them.

Fay (1996) describes perspectivism as the view that all knowledge is
essentially perspectival in character. According to perspectivism knowers
never View reality divecily as It is In itself; rather they approach it from thelr
own slant, with their own assumptions and precanceptions {p. 72).
Perspectivism suggests that all sclentific descriptions and explanations of cur
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experience and the world are perspectival in nature. He goes on to describe
how this beilef can lead to an argument for incommensurability with respect
to research approaches — if we belleve that not only our description and
explanations are parspectival in nature, but our experiences as well, there is a
strong argument for ontological relativism, As Fay (1996) argues "...if reality
is a functlon of our experlerice, and if our experience is a function of our
conceptual scheme, then our reality Is @ function of our conceptual
scheme...people Inhatlting different conceptual schemes do not just think
about or experience the same werld differently, instead they live in different
worlds" (p. 80).

For the critical realist such an argument is an example of the so-called
epistemic fallacy — confusing statements about the nature of being with
statements about our knowledge of that being. For the critical realist reality is
not a functlon of our experience - real siructures exist independently of and
often out of phase with the actual patterns of events and our experience of
those events. Bhaskar's reglism dlsagrees that such perspectival statements
should be taken to imply something about the nature of reality itself,

in foct i can be seen to be quike moSant{or husans to assume that
the world is creafed by ourselves. This anthropomorphic emphosis wifhin

intevpretive accounts is an issue for the crifical vealist

tomism and Holism as foundations for me r

Checkland and Holwell {1998) describes an organization as a person-
like social collective - organizations act as if they were a collective entity
which behave like a conscious being {an example being "Shell has decided to
build a refinery in Singapare" (p. 80); Shell being equated with a single
person-like identity), An alternate view sees an organization as reflecting the
philosophy of the corporate chlef, Simplistically the chief imposes his/her
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personality on the arganization by empleying and promoating people in his or
her own Image, and these people continue with the process until the
organization comes to be a reflection of the chief's personality, The view
expressed by Checkland and Howeil fundamentally differs from this view —
one concentrates on the indlvidual and the cther on the social entity.

Aldrich (1992) argues that all models of organizations as coherent
entities can be reduced to two basic views: organizations as soclal systems,
sustained by the roles allocated to their participants, and organizations as
associations of self Interested parties, sustalned by the rewards the
participants derive from the assoclation with the crganization (p. 27). The
concentration on self and ene-ness is described by Fay (1956) as atomism:

The thesis that the basic units of social life are seif-contalned,

essentially independent, separated entities. According to

atomism each of us experiences our own unique states of
consclousness to which we have privileged access. ...Atomists,
insisting on the idea that individuals are self-directing agents,
focus on the properties and activities of individuals (including

their deslres, motives, and choices} to explain human behavtour.
(».30)

Atomism, as Fay (1996) arguss, is an extreme view. It does not
adequately represent the social interaction that helps define what a person is.
Atomism is however a useful perspective in that it represents the Importance
of human agency — individuals can make changes for the better. An opposite
extreme view Is that of holism. Fay (1996) describes hollsm as the doctrine
that people’s identities are determined by their group membershlp, identity
being produced by sodial and cultural forces. Holism claims that persons are
essentially vehicles by which society and culture express themselves {p. 50),

Flood {1990 p. 208) from within a systems perspective pravides the
following definition of holism:
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L. The contention that whales, or some wholes, are mora than
the sum of their parts... 2. (In the social sciences and history} A
theory that claims society may, ar should, be studled in terms of
soclal wholes: that is, that the fundamental data of soclal
analysis are not individuals or irdividual manifestations but
rather societal laws, dispositions, and movements.

Hollsm provides a basis for methodological holism which proposes that
an Individual can only be understood by placing him or her in a soclal context,
It follows that soclal wholes, not thelr individual human members, must be
the bedrock of any adequate social sclentific theory (Fay 1996, p. 503. Holism
is more committed to seeing the world in terms of wholes that exhibit
emergent propertles, whereas atomism Is a more reductionlst approach.

Does undeﬂtandina orqonizational ployers Frous their aun pevspective
ncccssa.rig CMF_LH that the unB sensible arﬂanizah',onaL Mctafthor isosa

Fu(iﬁcaL arenal

i tvas of wy search fov-an underlying theory to oplain the happenings
at the orqanizakion - the division into atomism and hotism was a sigaificant:
breakthrough in 1ny understondings of theoretical pevspectives. it helped me to
cateqorise the iffevent thearies and provide some hclfa in -F-'.nd‘mg o woy
through the theoretical “moze”, It also helped me o appreciate that much of
what:t believed velected an individualist pevspective.

Having worked in organisations for some years | feel that- the most:
afrmrriate rool: -\et'afhor -fnr the arqonisation is ﬂ\ataf a.ro(i!ical,
bodtiefietd, Other metaphors for orqanisational ife, such as organisations as
culfures, slvider plontx, wmachines et are b\ro;rt‘antto the ovqanizational

member if tlnﬁ rrovidc a diﬁcmtrcnrcctiv: on theilv orqanizational role

217



thowever, as o practical tool fo someone surviving within an organisation the
|adoption of such a. view as o voot metaphor ar fundamental belicf system
would be dangevous. [ feel that-most managers would have a sinilor political.
view. Polities ave fundasmental to survival and advascemenCusithin any
arqanisation and the participont could not: generolly afford B'wrury of
vizuing on ovganisadion in oaything butthis fashian, For the rescarcher to be
true to the intapretivist prineip ol of understanding people in their oun tevis
must this therefore sugqest that-the only way of understanding individuals in
their own torws is by using a.political metophor?

Conclysion

Metaphor is not generally seen as a useful tool In traditional reallst
examination but as detalled in this chapter it is essential within a critical
realist approach that proposes the existence of potentially unobservable
objects. This chapter highfights the Important theoretical role that metaphor
can have In both reahst and interpretive studies,

The chapter also highlights how metaphor can be used on an individual
basis to surface researchers underlying beliefs, As detailed it played an
important role in my own study in that it highlighted my individualist beliefs
and emphasized the important role that 1 give to the individual manager, It
highlights a number of different uses for metaphor and suggests a number of
alternate representations of arganlzationat life.

tdviting as o wethad uf engquivy

In terms of My puin undcnt‘andb'-ﬂ the above discussion of -»\e{_'af-kovical
associations was o useful stiep in the dwnlorucntof an under_yb-\a theary .{'o.r
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the thesis in that. i forced me to examine what wy underlyjing beliefs were
reqarding nrﬂmiz.aﬁnna.tli.re,'ﬂ\is cramination helped to reinforce wy respect
for individuals and treiv tuportant vale in nrqanizations The chapter is a
qeod evasple of Richardson (R000) whp sees writing as "o method of inquivy,

a way of finding about yauvself and your tapic” (. 923
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Chapter 7 - Examining the Outsourcing Decision « A
Knowledge-focussad Perspective

Intr: ]

This chapter and the following ¢hapters mave the study towards an
examination of the practical Implications of critical realism. It provides
examples of the way that critical realism has an important role as
“underlabeurer and otcaslional midwife” to research.

This chapter examines the decision to outsource the IT Department
from firstly a knowledge-focused perspective founded on diffusion theory and
secondly on critical realism. The two perspectives provide differing
explanations for the move in that they propose different structures and
mechanisms by which the decision was made. Diffusion theory, as applied by
Newell, Swan and Galliers (2000} suggests that mainly supply-slde technology
firms and consultancy firms Influence interal organizational decisions to
accept such innovative practice as outsourcing.

The cave withwhich | propose that veell et al provide the foundation
for comparison vather than Rogers (1995 diffusion theory is becanse 1 feel
that: vewell et al ave applying o theory prinarlly focused avound sociol
constyuctivism rother than traditional diffusion theory, 1 feel thot vewell at
al.are modlbinf:j the traditional vealist ovigins of diffusion theory towavds an
emphasis an sociol constructivism. | also —fchﬂ\atLa.ciB oad itirschhein
1993) reflect asimilor focus,
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It is argued by this thesls that another perspective would propose that
a major cause behind the move to outsource was governmental imposition.
Both diffuston theary and critical reallsm can be used to present different
structures to explain the reason o outsource, As Brown (1999), from a critical
realist perspective argues, there may be a number of possible explanations
for an observed phenomena (such as the move to cutsourcing) and it is
important that these alternatives be considered:

Once competing hypotheses of underlying structures have been

made they must be tested empirically. Critical reallsts take

seriously the high difficulty of experiment in social sclence

relative to natural sclence. In the absence of experiment

hypotheses are tested, for the most part, by their relative

degrees of explanatory power regarding specific social
phenomeana.

This thesis argues that the critical realist perspective provides a better and
more supportable explanation for the move than a knowledge-focussed
perspective based around diffuslon theory.

This chapter bullds an a diffusion model developed by Abrahamson
{1991) to categorize the inngvation decision. The following chapter, chapter
8, presents the case example to confirm this model. Using an argument based
around critical realism it proposes an extemal structure - governmental
imposition - to explain the “forced selection” of outsourcing, This basic stance
is seen to provide a clearer explanation of the situation than the knowledge
focused perspective suggested by Newell, Swan and Galliers (2000). Yet, as
critical realist examination accepts, such an explanation may well be open to
amendment as a deeper appreciation of the situation becomes available, As
Coflier (1994, p. 23) argues “A transcendental argument may account for the
possibllity of some phenomenon, but there may be rival transcendental
arguments to explain the same thing, just as there are rival theorles at the
frantlers of sclence. One transcendental argument may explain mare than
others, and so be the best available account. But in philosophy, as in sclence,

221



while there ¢can be justified beliefs and there can be progress, there can be no
final theory, unsusceptible to revision and improvement”,

Diffusion Thegry

Diffusion theory suggests that the adoption of an Innovative practice
(such as cutsourcing) Is fargely a consequence of (perhaps distorted)
communication between the respective players in the diffusion process, An
example of this argument is presented In Newell, Swan and Galliers (2000)
who examine the adoptlon of BPR within organisations, BPR being constderad
as Innovative practice, They see Innpvation diffusion as 'a socially constructed
process involving the development and implamentation of new ideag’ (Van de
Ven, 1986). This knowledge focussed perspective on the diffuslon of
technology Ts also used In Kautz and Larsen {2000}, Lacity and Hirschhelm
(19%3), Kwon and Zmud (1987), and Prescott and Conger {1995)).

Kautz and Larsen {2000) examine the diffusion of software best
practices and like Newell et al (2000) see the diffusion process as a
communication precesses. Such a perspective Is founded on Rogers (1995)
Rogers sees diffuslon as the process by which an innovation is communicated,
through various communication channels, over time, amongst the members of
a soclal system. An innovation Is defined as an ides, object or practice which
is perceived as new. Such a definltion can be seen to encompass such
technological fashions and practices as TQM, BPR, Outsourcing, ERP and
CRM, to name a few. In this theory the diffusion process 15 largely seen as a
communication process or, as Rogers puts if, an information seeking and
processing activity. Such & perspective highlights the soclal aspects of the
adoption and diffusion process and sees the technelagical diffusion as a soclal
communication process rather than purely a technological implementation.
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Newell et al (2000) present a recent example of this appreach when
they build on Ragers mode! to exarnine the reasons for the widespread and
rapid dilffusion of BPR. In particular they highlight the ways In which the
knowledge underpinning a new technology is packaged and bundied by the
supply side organizations In order to encourage a more rapid and widespread
diffusion. These supply side firms include assaciated technology suppliers,
management consultancy firms and professional associations who are seen to
bundle the technologlcal practices in a manner that is considered by the
authors to be overly simplistic. This simplistic bundiing Is argued to blind the
prospective users to the inherent underlying complexities,

The Qutsourcing Decision as a Consequence of Inpovation Diffysion

Adopting this perspective on the diffusion of outsourcing would see the
move ta outsourcing in a negative light as it would see the diffusion as a
consequence of distorted communication emanating from such concerned
parties as technelogy suppliers, cutsourcing firms and associated prefessional
bodles. Lacity and Hirschheim (1993) adopt thls stance when they argue that
the move to outsourclng is largely a consequence of management fashion.
They see that a major part of the outsourcing trand reflects a 'bandwagon'
effect resultant from an unrealistic expectation of success; this expectation
being prompted by the highly publicised successes of such companies as
Kodak (Loh and Venkatraman 1992). They present some of the myths
associated with popular outsourcing clalms and suggest that the complexity of
the technology or process is generally not properly communicated in
promotional Eterature, thus prampting an unreallstic expectation of success.

Both Newell et al (2000} and Lacity and Hirschhelm (1993) present a
fundamentally negative perspective on technology diffusion, Newel! et al
suggesting that the deliberate and simplistic bundling of technologies by
supply slde firms hides real complexities, whilst Laclty and Hirschheim (1993)
arguing that false yser side perceptions encourage the adoption of ultlmaiéiy
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technically Inefficient cutsourcing practices. Both perspectives depend heavily
on soclal constructivism in that they see the diffusion and adoption protess as
a soclal process cansequent from distorted user perceptions. Although Newell
et al (2000) briefly mentlon the possibliity of macro level influences at a
country or industry level, macro influences are not an important part of their
argument. Thelr analysis is placed securely within the so-calted transitive
dimenslon in that they concentrate on the knowledge-focussed aspects of the
diffusion process {in fact, Newell et al {2000} title thelr paper “A knowledge-
focused perspective”) and give little recognition to the potential underlying
real structures and machanisms that are so important t¢ a critical realist
examination,

This exclusively constructivist approach can be contrasted with that of
the critical realist who would argue that organisational decision making is not
purely dependent on Indivicual or collective perceptions but is also a
consequence of "real" external and internal structures - real enfities with
their own powers, tendencies and potentlals’ (Archer 1895, p. 166). These
internal and external structures impact indlvidual decision-making in
significant and measurable ways.

A realist examination depends heavily on a consideration of the role
that social structures play in the organisational sltuation and how these
structures impact agency decision. Newell et al (2000} recognise the
importance in the diffusion pracess of external "parties” such as management
cansulting firms, technology suppliers, professional associations, educational
institutions, assaciated partner firms and government bodles but they do not
specifically define the mechansms by which these partles impact the decision
making process. For the critical realist such parties would be seen as social
structures and the individual mechanisms through which decislon-making is
influenced would need to be identified to support such an argument,
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Social constryctionism as a neqgative representation of agency actign

For the critical realist, another issue with Newell et al's analysis Is that
It tends to downplay the active role that agents play In the decision-making
process. The social constructivist perspective on which Newell et al base their
argument: tends to downplay the role of the active agent by suggesting that
managers will passively accept the false packaging of BPR technologies.
Simitarly Lacity and Hirschheim (1993) downgrade the decislon making role of
arganisational members by arguing that the outsourcing movement be seen
as a consequence of an jrrational bandwagon of firms overly influenced by the
myths of outsourcing.

To mare clearly reflect the sensible decision-making role of the
concerned manager it s important that the impact of external and Internial
structures be more clearly recognised. The fellowing section presents & model
from Abrahamson (1921) which is modified to provide a foundatlon for this
recognition,

A “Fads and Fashions™ perspective on outsourcing

Abrahamson (1991) presents a sceptical view an innovation diffusion
based around the question *When and by what process are technlcally
inefficlent innovations diffused or efficient innovations rejected?” (p. 587). He
argues that much of the busiress literature demonstrates a pro-Innovatlon
bias In its implied assumption that all innovation is geod. This pro-Innovation
blas Is demonstrated through an often implied assumption that adoption of
Innowation is important (e.qg. critical success factors for successful adoption,
factors that affect early adoption, factors that affect innovation diffusion etc).
He suggests that such negative questloning will avoid such pro-innovation
bias.
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Abvahamson's wadel as being close to a crifical vealist stonce

Abrahomsan's questioning is vetvoductive in focus and thus reflects te
predowinant vealist foundokions of his oxqument. la {oct the arqueents on
which he bases the framenork ave net dissimilos to that: of the crifical. realist
For example, in vy view, his model is presesting a-surucmre/dﬂcng rwrecuvc
in o differeat: quisc Ehyough s argument for outside influcnces”, The sajor
diffevence | feelis in the concentrntion oa process when he asks the question
"when and by whak processes ave technically incflicieat innovations diffused

or eFRcient inmovations rg]z:ctcd?’.

A critical vealist questioning would he di.-FFcrmtrz-Rncﬁna the
diffevent ontologicol perspective for the eriticol vealist; for axample, "tnder
what: condifions is ipassible that= techaizally incfficient: innovations cre
accepted or efficient inmovations relected?”, Such questioning eacourages an
investination info the decp structures and wiechanisns making up vealify,

Using this sceptical perspective on the diffusion process he develops a
mode’ to help describe the ways in which technalogically efficient processes
may be rejected or technologically Inefficlent processes diffused and
accepted, Te reflect potentlal adverse forces at work on the declston to accept
innovative technologles he presents two new dimensions to explain
undesirable outcomes - the Impact of outside 'influences’ and the Imitation
element in organisational decision-making {see Figure 11).
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Abrahamson's model extends on the knowledge focussed diffusion
theory of Rogers (1995). Rogers defines 5 stages in the declslon making
process:

(1)Knowledge Is the stage where a potential adopter learns
about the existence of an inncvation and gains some
understanding of Its way of functioning.

(2) Persuasion s the stage where a favourable or unfavourabte
attitude towards an innovation s formed.

(3) Decision is the stage where activities are undertaken which
lead to the adoption or rejection of an innovation.

(4) Implementation is the stage where an Innovation Is actually
put to use.

(5) Confirmation Is the stage of reinforcement for an adoptlon
decision which has already been taken. (as quoted In As
Kautz and Larsen (2000, p. 11).

Abrahamson {1991) Is primarily concerned with the second stage -
persuasion. Rogers {1995) also defines a number of different communication
channels that are involved in the knowledge dissemination process. The
mass-media channels {such as the Internet, newspapers and radic/television)
are distinguished from the Interpersonal channels of face-to-face exchange in
an informat setting. "Cosmolite” channels involve access to sources outside
their own soclal system and are distingulshed from localite channels which
provide informatlon from inside sources, Each of the various channels are
considered Yo have a greater or lesser degree of importance depending on the
stage of knawledge diffusion,

5j refAgency Perspectiv

From a critical realist perspective Rogers (1955) model is a process
model that concentrates on the process of decision-making and does not look
at causatien in detail. Such a perspective thus does not give high-level
structural influences and associated mechanisms a major role in the analysis
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process. From a realist perspective the communication channels could be
equated to potential impacting structures and thus pravide the basis for
examining the spaclfic mechanlsms by which decislon making Is influenced. In
my view, Abrahamson (1991) Is providing an implicit recognition of the
importance of macro-level structures by the inciuslon of internal and external
finfluences’ in his model, Amending his model to explicate the underlying
assumptions regarding structure and agency provides some usefu) Insights,
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Outside Tnflucno: Dimension

Irtliation- Focus Dimension

B

do not impel the
diffusion or rejection

L)
Impel the dilfusion or
Tejection

Organisations willin
ngroup determine the

EfMiclent-Cheice

Fad 'erspective

diffusion and DPerspective

rejection willin this

Brouf

Orgenisations autside

& group delermine the Foreed-Seleetion Fashlon
diffusion and Perspeciive Pemspective

rejection witlin this
Broup

Figure 11; Theoretical perspectives to explain the diffuslon of technologles

(from Abrahamson 1991, p. 591)
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The efficient cholcg perspective

The first perspactive - the efficlent-choice perspective - assumes that
technology adopters make independent, rational choices guided by
organisationally measurable goals of technical efficiency - it assumes that
arganizations are relatively certain about thelr goals and their assessments of
how efficlent technologles will be in attaining these goals. This perspective
elevates the role of the agent and minimise the role of impacting structures.
1t emphasises the rationality and power of the 'doing’ agent by suggesting
that it is the agent's sole choice to accept ar reject the technology. This
perspective does, however, ignore the potential for outside structures to
impact the technology decision.

The fad perspective

The second perspective - the fad perspective - segs organizations as
aperating In cendltions of uncertainty about crganisational goals and Imitating
other organizations by adopting new technologles (‘fads'). As Abrahamson
(1991} argues this adaption can be for a number of reasons such as:

a) knowledge dissemination from the 'fad adopted’ organization can
allow them to feel safe in adopting the new fad

b) a desire for the legitimacy provided by following the emergent norm

€) a desire to avold the adopting organization achieving a strateglc
advantage through early adoption

The fad perspective encourages conslderations as to agency and
structure, emphasising the role of the active agent In the decision to adopt an
unproven fad, but suggesting that only internal structures (such as
assoctations with the fad adepting firm) impact agent's declsion, external
structures belng neglected,
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The fashion perspective

Along with the fad perspective, the fashlon perspective assumes a high
degree of uncertalnty about organisational goals and sees organizations as
primarily imitating other organizations external to the business area (such as
management consulting firms) rather than making rational independent
declsion. This perspective relegates the role of the agent In that it argues that
the organisational role of fashion follower will predominate over individual
acior decision.

he d selection perspective

The final parspective presented Is the forced selection perspectives,
According to this perspective organizations outside the adopting organization
may use their power to affect the diffusion of Innovations; raticnal decision-
making is present but lass important as the powerful external influences
predominate,

stru. age erspective op Abra 50n's el

The vertical axis of Abrahamsen's madel {Flgure 11) suggests that
internal and external Influences' are most important in the examination of
Innovatlon diffusion. Such influences can be seen to result from internal and
external soclal structures, The horizontal axis suggests that agency decisions
are less important in some sltuations (where imitation pre-dominates),
Modifylng Abrahamson's model slightly makes this agency/structure
perspective explicit (see Figure 12} and allows one to view the role of
impacting saclal structures on arganisational decision-making. The new model
makes explicit Abrahamson's assumptions regarding agency and structure and
Is basically in line with Reed (1997) who argues that; both structure and
agency must be considered in the soclal analysis of organisational situations.
As detailed in the next sectlon the mode! provides a useful basis for
examining the outsourcing decision In the governmental ¢ase under study.
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Active Agency Passive Agency
Efficient Fad
Choice Perspective
Internal Structures .
1
Important Perspective
Foreed Fashion
Selection Perspective
External Structures Perspective
[mportant

Figure 12: Theoretical Perspectives to explain the diffusion and rejection of
Innovative technologles {based on Abrahamson, 1991)

Conclugion

Whilst the knowledge-focused perspective suggested by Newell at al
(2000 is useful in explaining aspects of the diffusion process, from a critical
realist perspective its focus wholly within the transitive knowledge-based
dimension suggests that it only tells half the story, Such a perspective does
not, allow for the consideration of the real enduring macre level structures and
associated mechanlsms that are so important to the critical realist. The social
constructivist approach suggested can also be seen as not providing adequate
recognition of the role of the rational manager in that such a perspective
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suggests that managers are gullible creatures that readily accept the distorted
coramunication emanating from concerned vendors and associated bodies. As
will be detailed In the followlng chapter this view of management dedision-
making does them a disservice as It does not preperly reflect the structural
prassures under which they must operate.

The acknowledgement of wider impacting social structures and the
detailed examination of the mechanisms by which dedsion-making is
impacted allows a clearer, maore explicit understanding of the decision-making
process. Such a detailed examinatlon tends to divert the blame for bad
outsourcing dedsions from individual managers as it provides a clearer
recognition of the level of outside pressure on the decision-making process.
Managers operate in complex decision environments and often react to
situations and pressures that are not easily observable. A process-focussed
study that lgnores the potential impact of wider macro level 'structures' is
only telling half the story as Reed (1997, p. 25) points out in a critique of
traditional post-modern approaches:

The ontological status and explanatory power of "structure' -

i.e., as a concept referring to relatively enduring institutionalised

relationships between social positlons and practices located at

different levels of analysis that constrain actors 'capacities to

‘make a difference’ - is completely lost in 3 myopic analytical
focus on situated social interaction ...

He suggests the adoption of a stance that acknowledges the
importance of both structure and agency and thus avoids the problem of
dealing with * 'flat’ or 'horizontal' soclat ontologles in which the processual
character of social reality totally occupies the analytical and explanatory space
available' {p. 24}.

The following chapter examines the important role that governmental
Imposition plays in the outsourcing move,
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Chapter 8 - Examining the Outsourcing Decision - A
Critical Realist Perspective

Introduction

In the previous chapter a knowledge- focussed perspective based
around diffuslon theory can be seen to provide a possible explanation of the
:nove ko outsourcing. As detalled above it Is argued that suich theory may help
to explain some aspects of the declsion process but It cannot provide a
complete explanation due to its lack of recoanition of the underlying
intransitive dimension, In order to understand the happenings at the
organization a deeper analysis is needed to understand the underlying
structures and the mechanisms by which those structtirss impact the
sltuation,

This chapter addresses the question "under what conditions & it
possible for a successfu! internationally benchmarked IT Department to be
outsourced?”. Such a question is an example of the retroductive questioning
which is fungdamental to critical realist examination, As detailed in chapter 5
Stones (1996, p. 37) provides a simple précis of critical realist explanation:

...to combine a real definition of an object and retroduction in an

explanatory account means, in common-sense terms, that one

makes an informed guess &s to what is doing the causing

{retroduction), gives a clear and detalled definltion of what this

causal element is (real definition) and then shows clearly that it
i5 indeed doing a significant amount of the causing.

In line with Stone (1996) this chapter reflects a realist retroductive
approach by firstly proposing that governmental imposition largely "caused”
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the outsourcing decision; it then gives a detalled definition of what this causal
element is and demonstrates that it is Indeed dolng a significant amount of
the causing. The chapter concludes that the decislon to autsource can be
considered as largely derivable from an external sodial ‘structure’ which
impacted internal agency decision.

The Events jeadi to Qutsourcin

As detailed in Chapter 1 the organization was traditionally an
enginearing organization with a heayy Invalvement in capital works
development. Prior to the declsion to outsource the organization the IT
Planning Manager post ocutsourcing saw the IT department as providing a
service functlon:

The organisatian in those days saw [T as a necessary evil. They

were focused on one of two things, engineering or financial

considerations and TT was something they had to have, but they
didn't really want to spend any money on it and ali the money

they had spent, was too much - 'where was the return on the
Investment? - that was the continual question,

Backorou the Information Business Plan

Prior to autsourcing the 1S Department had reached agreement that
for planning purposes the Information Business should be treated at the same
level as the other major business areas - money, assets and people, The
development of the first Information Business Plan was a major achlevement
in an engineering focussed organization. Yet there was a degree of opposttion
to this idea as an employee later pointed out:

The prevalling view of executives at the time was that it was

completely inappropriate to describe the information thing as a

business, That caused quite a bit of grief and controversy - it is

merely & process. No way Is it a core business, it is just a
support process or function.

In order to preperly complete the Information Business Plan there was
an initial need to examine the informaticn requirements of the various
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business processes - the IS Manager led this modelling exercise. Over the
period 1993-1995 the IS Manager developad the Information Business Plan
and continued work on process modelling and investigations into outsourcing
of non-core processes:

On the practical side of deliverlng a service we were starting to
shine, we were winning TQM awards, the guality of our service
was very good, and we were getting accolades In the press, the
cost of our service was benchmarked internationaily in the top
six in the world. So things were golng very, very well, (IS
Manager).

This ohsevvation was confirmed in later intevviow with the then
Manaﬁinﬂ?lir‘:ct‘ar. He indic ated that the I‘T'Dzro.rb»\ent benchmarked very
well bcinj one nF the leaders i.ntemaﬂonali.-i within the i.ndustl_fj sector as well

as bccnﬁ towards the tar in obhey somilar in dustvies

The IS Manager originally felt that the investigation Into outsourcing
wias simply an exercise with no real plan to move ahead with outsourcing:

In fact I went to a board meeting where the question was raised
"why the hell are we looking at outsourcing IT, when we've just
had IT successfully benchmarked internationally; we know we
run efficiently, effectively - we've just given these guys the first
TQM award in the crganisation because they're working so well,
So why the hell do we even bother looking at it? And what came
back it's a government directive that we look at it 5o we reaily
told the staff don't worry, It's an exercise that the govemment
wants to go through and that we know that the results and
figures will show there's no way people can come and run i any
cheaper than we do.

And that wasn't true, the exercise was “"this gels outsourced,
whether it was economic or not”, It took a while for me - 1
belleved, and my director befieved that this was a paper
exercise and we were looking at outsourcing of many areas. It
was an agenda simply te force [T out whether it was ecenomic
or not. (IS Manager)
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Perhaps the mostimportont element ef the decision to outsource vas
the belief within this engineering focused arganization thot IT was non-cove, As
Aetailed in o loter intevview with the then Managing Divector outsourcing was
to be considercet an option if the oxternal perhy could meet the cost

slhnd.a.rds et intl:ma[_[g,

The seemingly efficient operation did not stop the move towards the
outsourcing of the entire IT operation:

The rationale 1 understand was that the Organlsation was
running one of the best IT shops and also was cne of the
blggest and therefore the most expensive. [The argument was
that] "If we can successfully outsource the Organisation’s IT
services and beat a lot of those battles then the other ones
won't have a leg to stand on'. Now that's why it moved quickly,
basicaily from the moment the decision to look at outsourcing
seriously was announced everything stopped on the information
business planning (IS Manager}

‘The modelling work was stopped as the uncertainty engendered by
decisions regarding outsourcing hampered the modelling process:

We didn't do anything more [on process modeliing]and
subsequently the outsourcing of many, many other areas of the
organisatlon were announced and everybody stopped modelling
because you can only do this sort of work where there's a
harmonious attitude, people must want to do it and they need
to see the benefits of doing it, as soon as you put this sort of
turmoil and distrust and stress on people - how leng do 1 have a
job or where am I going to go to next? what's the organisation
done ta me? These sorts of things just don't work. You can't do
it [pracess modelling] in this sort of environment and so the
whole thing disappears (IS Manager).
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| observed this mrvement away from o commitsrent: to progess
|management aiso. staff morale was loy at-the tine and theve was little

enthusiasm -For tona-tcm r(mminj oV CrnssaﬁmcﬁnnaL cn-nrtmfinn.

WELMME] Pressure to gutsourc

The move towards outsourcing was a part of worldwide governmental
trends towards smaller government and privatization with associated
outsaurcing of non-core functions. This focus became more central to
governmental policy with a change of government over this period. The policy
of outsourcing only if it proved to make economic sense changed with the
new government:

Prior to the new government the way the rules were written was

that there was a process to follow to identlfy outsourcing

targets: () identfy appropriate mon-core sectors, (i) establish

thelr performance and (iil) in a competitive process determine
whether the outside pasty could do it better. With the new
government the decicion top outscurce became a pollitical
decision and the prior process and rules did not apply. The
argument became that if the operaticn was nop-core the
outsoyurcing should go ahead anyway even if the results wera

comparable since it allows managers more time o Concentrate
on their core activities. (Interview - Managing Director)

As detalled in a discussion document prepared for public review in April
1595 (Commission an Government 1995), the Western Australian Government
signed Intergovernmental agreements to (ntroduce a Natlonal Competition
Policy. This policy was tiased on the reforms recommended by the National
Compefition Pglicy Review Committez (1993, The Hilmer Committee) to
enhance competition in the delivery of public services. Much of the inftlal
focus within state government for the move to outsourcing was contained in
the commanty called McCarrey Report - a report following from an
inde pendent commisslon set up to review state government finances. A part
of their recommmendation was that commercial activities undertaken by
departments should be assumed by ‘ssmi-autonomous business units within
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thelr parent agency’ (McCarrey, 1993; 23). The two reports - The McCarrey
Repart and the Hilmer Committee report were important in deflning the
movement towards smaller government, The reports embodied the Idea that
the core business of govemment was uitimately to facllitate and to regulate -
the provision of non "social-justice’ services being better fulfilled by private
hodies. Tn 1993 the McCarrey Report suggested that the corporatization
reform process had commenced but was proceeding slowly within
government organizations.

Over the perlcd immediately prior to outsourcing the IS Manager felt
that he had a good relationship with the Managing Director {MD) and he saw
the MD as a supporter of information services:

He [the MD] had a very good understanding of business process

reenglneering and champlonad it - he had a good understanding

of the concepts we were putting together, of managing by

information, he created the term ‘management through

infarmation’ within the organisation. He actually champloned it,
which was fantastic for me. He was not overtly an IT supporter,

though he knew where I was coming from and he could see
where we were going... (IS Manager).

Unfortunately for the IT Department the MD was replaced - the
general consensus for the change belng that the pace of privatisation reforms
were not moving fast enough. The old MD had a diffarent focus:

That was the difference between the old MD and the new one.

The old MD almed to keep the pubiic service at bay by proving

efficiency, This argument didn't in fact work - efficiency didn't

provide the sole argument, proving efficlency did not prevent
the outsourcing,

As indicated above the change in government was also an impaortant
step in that the new government had a greater emphasls on outsourcing,
Prior to the new outsourcing policy the Organization had already cutsourced a
number of non-competitive sectors and had reduced the headcount by around
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1,000 perscnnel, yet the perception from the government side seemed to be
that the pace of reforms was not fast enough, The Managing Director was
replaced with a new director having a particular background in downsizing,

In the view of the pre-outsourcing IS Manager much of the cutsourcing
was not based on economic rationale:

[the MD] would've fought tooth and nall to continue the
business process reengineering to improve the organisation not

just for the sake of outsourcing. It cast [him] his job, he didn't

move fast enough ...the agenda was "to outsource, perlod’ - not

to qutsource only if it made sense. There were many areas and
IT was one of them, where [the MD] sald this doesnt make
sense, it's not a logical decision and a board of & private

company would not do this. This support virtuaily cost him his
position (IS Manager).

A simllar comment was made by another emplovyee at the time:

A lot will move out Into the private sector - money is not the
issue In this decision, Really thete’s no way to compare costs of
an in-house system with an outside development - you can't do
this unless both do the project at the same tire and compare.

The new MD was less supporidve of IT and the IS Manager commented
that in the year between the appointment of the new MO and his own
departure they had only ane meeting - He never came to IT ever’,

Conclusion

It is claimed that the IT outsourcing is primarily a consequence of an
external social structure (emanating from within the state government) which
imposed pressure on the organization to outsgurce. This structure impacted
the organization through the ability of the Premier to hire and fire CEQs of
state run organizations, it is argued that in order to speed the outsourcing
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process the Managing Director at the time was replaced and a new Managing
Director more supportive of the outsourcing process was moved in,

“The decision to outsource the IT Department can thus be seen to be
largely determined by forces outside the contro} of the participating
personnel. Thus the framewark detailed In Figure 12 above is corroborated
for the quadrant entitled “forced selection perspective” in that the framework
suggests that in the case of forced selection an emphiasis be placed on
external structures and the role of active agents in the process. In the case
detalled an external structure has been Identified that explains the maove to
outsourcing despite strong intemal agency eppositio.

The usefulness of the model in explaining the other 3 quadrants still
needs to be evaluated, However, it is the argument of this chapter that a
conslderation of structure and agency is useful in all cases and the mode! can
provide an initlal suggestion as to areas of study, For example, if the move to
outsourcing is seen to be a rational and sensible process (the “rational choice”
quadrant) an examination of /rfemal structures and the active role of agents
is suggested by the framework. Cuisourcing is such a stressful and career-
changing process that it seems unlikely that agents directy impacted by the
move wolld support the move, This therefore suggests that there is an
intetnal structure in place encouraging the move to outsourcing. To properly
explain the decision to outsource, this internal structure would need to be
identifled and the mechanisms by which this structure Impacts the concerned
agents would also need to be examined.

Far the case under study a postmodernist situationally focussed
examination of the situation would have difficulty in understanding why
outsourcing eventuated. Only by considering the governmental influence can
one properly explain the demise of an IS Manager and his department even
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when the 1S Manager had agreament to thelr first information plan and
appeared to have a supportive champion in the then managing director. A
consideration of imposing structures is essential to understand the
outsourcing outcome, such structures being Identified through answering
such questions as "Under what condltions is it possible for an efficlent IT
Department to be outsourced?”, The answer to this question leads to a
consideration of possible "real” external structures and thelr effects.

Factors | ctin lic organizatio:

Thong et af {2000) obsearves the fallowing major differences between
private and public organisations:

1. Environmental Factors: Less market exposure (and therefore
more reliance op appropriations), resulting in lass Incentive for
productivity and effectiveness, lower allocational efficiency, and
lower avallability of market information; more legal and farmal
constraints; and higher political influences, Including impacts of
Interest groups and the nzed for support of constituencles,

2. QOrganisation-Envirgnment Transactions: More mandatory
actons due to the unique sanctions and coercive powers of
government; wider scope of cancern and significance of actlons
In the public interest; higher level of scrutiny of public officials;
and greater expeciation that public officials act fairly,
responsively, accountably, and honestly.

3. Internal Structure and Processes: More complex criteria (e.g.,
multiple, confliicting, and intangible); managers with less
decislon-making autonomy, less authority over subordinates,
greater reluctance to delegate, and a more palitical rola for tap
managers; more frequent tumover of top managers due to
electlons and political appointments; difficulties in devising
Incentives for Individiual performance; and lower work
satisfaction and organisational commliment.

Thong et al (2000) identifies that one of the most Important
differences between private sector and public sector organizations is the
coercive power of high-level political influence. This power has been
demonstrated in the case example. Prior to the more recent corporatization
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this power was even more evident as the organfzation was more closely
controlled by the gavernment of the day, With cerporatization governmental
policy needed to be in writing and tabled In parllament prior to
implementation, The carporatization process aims to thus extend the
separation betwaen government and the public sector,

Apart from policy setting another major means of controlling public
sector arganlzations was the appointment pelicy for Managing Directors or
CEOQs. The State Premier had the power to directly appoint CEOs and
Managing Directors and thus the govemment of the day had a considerable
power over the CEOs and thus the organisations, partictiaily those not
corporatized.

In answering the question "under what conditions is 1t possible for a
successful IV Department to be outsourced?" the case study provides a good
demonstration of critical realist examination. It firstly proposes an explanation
for the observed outsourcing {governmental impasition); it then demonstrates
that the struciure exists and describes the mechanism by which the structure
impacts the situation. From the above discussion it is clear that governmental
policy had @ lot to do with the move towards outsourcing. This governmental
structure was imposeg through the CED hiring and firlng practlces, as well as
via written and unwritten governmental policy.

An altemative explanation - foshion following? Is the forced selection

ovqument hidinﬂ complexity?

An alteymative explanatizg of the move to oubsoureing might: be {ashion
i .
-Fallouinﬂ but: -Fv'q:a\ wy experience with the (7" persoanel concemed this did aot:

oppeor to be t’ae cose, In my View, the IT” pevsommel ere porticularly well
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informed concerning cuvveat monagement practices (os can be seen in their
veaction to calling the outtourcing process BPR - sen next: cl-.aftnﬁ and did

not have ony significant Wusions as to the benefit of sutsourcing.

Firom o qoveramental pevspective, hanever, this fashion following way
well. explain the governmental leanings touards outsouvcing since the
eutsourcing phenomena can be seen to follow from o sinilar movement within
the UK, The examination of this fashion {ollowing should pevhaps farm a.past
of this amalysis since the research question is "Under whalicondbitions is i
possible that a successful T departuent is outsourced?”. To onsuer this
question one may arque that one of the accessary condifions for outsourcing
wouldd be qovernmential supportfor outsourcing which woulst thes vequire
consicderation of a L‘ctalﬂ diffevent set of structves than that being
consideved to dute. Where does one stop? The next step may el be then to
axanine the origins of the move tn outsourcing in the UIC ete cte. The
couplexity of rocial vealify can be well appreciated by such an argument and
sugqests that the critical vealist escavcher has a maor iputinto the level
of detail thok o pauticular sticdy may veflect Theve does not appeartobea
woy arsund this problem in evitical vealist examination = as quoted in the
intvoduction the oatological complexify assumed by the cvitical realist arques
that:"yes, the world is that compler” and "yes, it is often very hard to qet at”
(Stones 1998 but practical Judgesents and conclissions still nced to be made,
Such assusmed complexity mway well explain the veasens for the lack of

a:xm?tor: in the aveo.
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Also as Brown 1399 arques whilst here may be o number of possible
exf:(.nnatinnl Lor an dhserved rkzno»mna. such zrrtcu\atinns need to be
evaluoted also by their explanatory pouer

“Once caupeting hypotheses of uaderlying structivres have bren mode
t}\ﬂ must be testeed empirically. criticol vealicts take sevipusly the high
difficulty of experiment in social science relative to natuval scieace ta the
[ebsence of experiment hypotheses ave tested, for the mastpart; by teir

velotive deqrees of explanatory pauer reqarding sp eeilie sociatrkenoucna’.

In the absence of experiment-a. malor avqumentfor o fovced selection
pevspective vather than fashion following is the suggestion that such an
uapopular ovganisational change musthe iuposed. Apart from the lack of
evidence for o fashion following pevspective it is mg contention that the
explonatory power of o forcedt selection perspective is also qreater.
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Chapter 9 - Evolutionary Models of IT Planning and
Realist Examination

The fioater metaphor ... seeks to capture the way In which 2
certain lype of study .. acquires & broader and longer
perspective by means of floating over the surface of evenls, as
if in a hot-air balloon, from which ong’s view is extensive but
lacking in detail. Floater analysis, like hol-air balloons, can come
down and land every now and again end, depending upon
where they land - and for 3s fong as they remain there - detalls,
patterns and nuances of social interaction can lake on en
unfamiliar richness and vibrancy. Even the words of fay actors
can sometimes be heard before the balloonist Hoats upward
again and onwards over the naxt horizon. What distinguishes
floater accounts from contextualized accounts 5 quite simply the
dominance of the perspective from alfituds, the surveying of
vajt expanses of time-space from up on High. (Stones 1996, p.
77,

Introduction

This chapter examines whether traditional evelutionary medels of IT
Planning can properly explaln the evolution of planning at the crganization,
The chapter introduces a number of differant evolutionary models of IT
Planning and then relates them to the happenings at the organization. It
questions whether the evolutionary models proposed in the literature can
actually provide a useful framework for investigating the role and
development of IT planning in the case example presented. Contextualized
examination is needed to understand the particularities of IT Planning within
an organization.

From a realist perspective Stones (1996) describes the particular
difficulty in understanding what is happening at a particular time and space in
the workl. As detailed in Chapter 5 he sees that the ontological richness
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impiied by contemporary realism generally requires that the researcher
examine single contextualized case studles and provide detailed analysis of
agency roles. He questions whether "dreamer theory" founded on generalised
abstract pattern analysis can provide the necessary detail to properly
understand sodlal situations. As the extensive quote detalled in the chapter
Introduction indicates he describes dreamer theory using the metaphor of a
hot-air balloon; the hot-2ir balloon touching down to provide the pretence of
a contextualized support for assoclated dreamer theory. Stones (1996)
appears to adopt a disparaging approach to dreamer theory and associated
hot-air balipon approaches but he does see that they still have an important
role to play in examining trends and common thermes. He questions their
benefit, however, for realist examination and argues that contextualizatlon is
needed in order to explain the rich and complex ontology implicitly assumed.

The first section of the chapter reviews various insights into the role of
IT Planning and its relationship with Business Planning; it then examines the
particular issues impacting the case study and finally concludes that
traditional evolutionary models of IT Planning cannot provide sufficient
contextualization to adequately explain the way IT Planning has evolved as
the organization changed.

1T Planning Aporpaches

The IT Plan is generally seen as a tormerstone of the IS/IT presence in
an otganisation. Througnout the eighties and nineties the Importance of the
linkage between the IT strategy and the business strategy has been
continuaity highlighted {Reich and Benbasat 1996, Henderson and
Venkatraman 1993, King 1978, King and Tea 1997). It has continually ranked
highly in surveys of the main concerns of CIOs. This ranking is taken to imply
that CIOs want to be able to rationally develop 2 plan and a purpose for the
IS function in order to avoid being drawn off course with each new
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technological innavation {Dekleva & Zupancic, 1993; Brancheau & Wetherbe,
1987; Pervan, 1997; Pervan, 1998). It is commonly suggested that close
integration of the organisational business ptan and the IT plan is desirable
and is a goal that most organlsations should work towards. The linkage or
alignment ensures that implementation of informatlon technology matches
the organization's current competitive needs rather than traditional Internal
organisational IT trends (Bowman et ai 19583),

Evglutio Medel Plannin

King and Teo {1997, p. 193) argue that as the strategic use of IT
becomes more important to organisations the linkage between BP (Business
Planning) and ISP {Information Systems Planning) must increase:

The importance of IT has increased over the years. As a result,

BP-ISP integration becomes increasingly important as firms

strive to betier deploy TT to support business strategles. Over

time, therefore, we can expect increasing levels of integration
between BP and ISP as the IS function begins to have a greater
impact on the organfzation. It follows that generally the
evolution of BP-ISP integration should be in the direction of
increasing extent of BP-ISP integration, namely: administrative

Integration, sequential integratlon, seciprocal integration, full
integration.

The difficulty from the IS perspective is that as BP-ISP integration becomes
more necessary and commanplace this therefore means that 1S Planning must
be just as reactive as the business arganisation to the rapidly changing
business environment,

One of the earllest papers %o recognize the importance of a linkage
hetween business planning and IS planning was that of King {1987) who
proposed an Information Systems Planning methodology to allow the
Integration of 1S strategles with business strategies, The methodology
proposed that the IS strategy set {systam objectives, system constraints, and
system design strategies) should be derived from the organizational strategy
set (business misslion, abjectives, strategy and other strategic organizational
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attributes). This "reactive” approach to IS Planning was later incorporated in
1BM's Business Systems Planning Methodology (IBM, 1981).

King and Teo (1997, p 187 - 188) argue for different levels of
integration between IS Planning (ISP} and Business Planning (BP). They
suggest the existence of different levels of planning dependent gn internal
organisational structures, The basic structure being defined by the degree of
co-operation between the 1S Department and other buslness operations;
Incteasingly higher degrees of co-operation demonstrate different levels of
integration:

Type 1: separate planning with adminlstrative integration. In this type
of Integration, there Is a weak relationship between BP and ISP. Generally,
there is little significant effort to use Information technolegy (e.g., computers,
and telecommunications} to support business plans.

Type 2: one-way linked planning with sequental integration. In this
type of integration, BP provides directions for ISP, ISP primarily focuses on
oroviding support far business plans.

Type 3: two-way linked planning with reciprocal integration. In this
type of integration, there is a reciprocal and interdependent relationship
between BP and ISP. ISP plays beth a role in supporting and influencing
business plans.

Type 4: Integrated planning with full integration, In this type of
integration, there is little distincion between the BP process and the 1SP
process. Business and infarmation systems strategles are developed
concurrently in the same integrated planning process.

They suggest that whilst organizations at some time tend to match
these stages of ISP and BP Integration it Is too simplistic to clalm that
organizations will always follow the stages from Type 1 to Type 4 in a strict
evolutionary mannet. They suggest combining an evolutionary and
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contingency perspective, arguing that “Multiple paths of evolution, bypassed
phases, and reverse evoiution are made possible by the combined approach”
(p. 188} thus adding richness to the analysis. The model aiso argues for the
impartance of organisational and environmental contingency factors that may
affect the degree of BP-ISP integration. The impacting contingency variables
are broken Into environmental factors (dynamism, heterogeneity and hostility
of the environment) and organisational factors (Information intensity of
nroducts/services, information Intenslty of the valug chain, top management's
perception of IT importance, IS compeatence).

In a similar vein to King and Teo {1997), Earl (1993) identlfies five
approaches to IS Planning: Business led, Methad driven, Administrative,
Technological and Organisational. The business led appraach suggested by
Earl can be equated with King and Teo's Type 1 Planning whera BP drives the
IT Plan, Earl's Organisational Approach can be equated with King and Teo's
Type 4 Planning where “... [the] SISP (Strategic Information Systems Plan} is
not a special or neat and tidy endeavour but is based on IS decisions being
made through continuous integration between the IS function and the
organization” {p. 10). Earl's Method Driven, Administrative and Technological
Apprcaches however cannot be directly related to King and Teo's strategic
categories, Earl's paper being more directed towards examining the method in
which IT Planning is implemented rather than solely the underlying strategic
appreach. Falconer and Hodgett {1998} present a mora recent Australlan
based study using Earl’s framework - this study found the majerity of
organlsations had either a business driven approach or an integral:ed
organisational approach to developing the IS Plan.

nt Ised model Planni

Rather than the survey based multiple ¢ase approach used by Earl
{1993) and King and Teo (1997}, Knights and Murray (1992) argue for the
use of a single case study and suggest that management of IT can only be
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fully understood through an analysis of the relations of power and Identity
that supplement the polltics of process. They suggest that:

Strategies are often accldental in their formation and neither a
direct reflaction of market forces (the rationalist approach) nor
simply a negotiated outcome of political struggles (the
processual approach), Rather, they are a complex product of
both these features but not in a planned and consciously -
designed way that may be intended by practitioners seeking to
control IT, thelr market and their own careers. More often they
are discontiuous, fortuitous and produce unforeseen
consequences in thelr realization, (p. 214)

Knights and Murray suggest a highly contextual investigation of TT
management Issues and propose that however 'coherent’ and 'raticnal the
image of systems development might be, there will always tend to be
unforeseen circumstances that cause serlous disruption to IT strategies.

Such on arqumentis well suppovted in the case example in that the
[outsourcing of 1T fundasentally affected (T operations and was not:
|accountect for i1 the original information systems plan. As detoiled i the
following section it is also clear that the Information Business Plan hecamte a
politizal statement on the part of the IS Manager in that the title of the plon
attempted to upqrade the stotus of information sevvices to the level of the

olher primony businesses,

G ring the mode

Knights and Murray (1592} and King and Teo {1997) provide
contrasting approaches to the examination of IS Planning. At a broad level It
can he argued that King and Teo examine IS planning from a structural
perspective in that they use an organisational structure - the o-operation
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between the IT Department and business In general - as a means of defining
the stages of IS planning evolution, Whilst they consider organisational and
environmental contextual factars as potential impacts on the planning
process, such factars are considered at a high level and are not situational In
focus,

Knights and Murray (1992}, in marked contrast, examine IS Planning
and implementation from a heavily contextuallzed hasis Incorporating detalled
examination of politics and power relationships, Both methods can be
criticised. The study by King and Teo can be sald to be too heavily rationalist
in Its focus in that It suggests a ratlonal logical development of IS Planning
un-impacted by internal political pressures and power plays. Similarly Knights
and Murray can be criticised for lts too strong focus on internal situational
factors and its lack of recognition of the rational loglcal processes that are a
result of justifiable buslness structures and trends. As has been detailed in
earlier chapters such an approach as that adopted by Knights and Murray can
tend to ignore or relegate the Influence of wider environmental and
organisational structures as Reed (1997, p. 24} suggests:

Theoretical approaches that are sympathetic to the post-

modernistic turn in sotial and organisational analysis -

particularly in regard to its one-level, process-dominated soclal
ontology and its inherent analytical tendency to collapse agency

and structure into localized or micro-level social practices — offer

a very different explanatory agenda and dynamic than that

proffered by more structurally inclined perspectives.... The

ontological status and explanatory power of 'structure’ - i.e., as

a concept referring to relatively enduring Institutionalized

relationships between social positlons and practices located at

different levels of analysls that constrain actors ‘capacities ta

“make a difference’ - is completely lost in @ myeplc analytical

focus on situated social interaction and the local conversational
routines through which it is reproduced,
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Both approaches tend to emphasise different ends of the macrofmicro
perspective, each providing little recognition of the importance of the other.
Both macro-level and micro-level factors need to be consldered.

The Development of IT Planning at the Organization

rocess modelli nd TOM

In the late 1980s the organisation had attempted to develop models of
organisational processes, the IT Department at the time being given the task
of doing the modelling, The exercise had caused a degree of resentment as
the IS Manager at; the time commented:

They [the IT department] spent a lot of time and a lot of money

- they bought very expensive work stations, started building

models - anly for IT's benefit ard people just got very pissed off

with this and it didn't work because the drivers were from IT,
not the busingss

This eatlier exercise was not 2 success - the modelling of processes
was seen to be an IT exercise and was resented by other functicnal areas.
The necessary commitment o a process focus did not eventuate.

The organisation was moving towards belng a quality organisation. It
had been Insisting that suppliers shoutd have IS0 quality certification and
thus the argument was that the organisation itself should alsn follow guality
principles. According to the IS Manager, the organisation was committed to
implementing TQM principles “totally committed, from the top ~ managing
director downwards”, The characteristics of a quality organisation had been
defined as belng those In which the following management principles apply:

1, Customer perceptions determine quality

2. Improve systermn performance
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3. Treat suppliers as partnets

4, Decision making is based on information and knowledge
5. Involve everyone in creative improvement

6. Planning drives improvement I

7. Lead by example

‘The transition to becoming a quality organization was expected to take
between 5 and 10 years and the IS Manager at the time proposed a vision for
TT at the Organization which detailed how the IS depariment would support
this movement towards a tofal guaily organization. For the 1S Department its
major task was to support the fourth principle detailed sbove which was
providing suitable information requirements to support decislon-making. The
vision document was directed towards how IS could support the information
requirements of high-level business processes within the organisation. This
Information provision requirement meant that the IS thus needed to be able
to define buslness processes prior to belng able to define information
requirements,

The movement towards TQM therefore provided a good excuse for the
IS department to re-apen the prior investigations into processes on a more
justifiable footing. It was hoped that this second atiernpt would prave more
successful than the unpopular first attempt:

My role in this was to surreptitiously, behind the scenes get my
information systems planning done without ever belng seen as
to threaten the process. So I was the blggest champlon for
process modeling, process development and management by
information that you could have. 1 supported our Director-
Corporate Services Inifiative to push the process modelling
through the organisation (IS Manager)
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The quality Initiatives provided a golden cpportunity for the IS
Department to actively approach the varlous Departments to model their
internal business processes:

Wby introducng the concept of “this is for continuous
Improvement; If you document your processes we [IS] will be
able to work out the information requirements you need to
manage those processes™ I could see how getting that - from
an extremely selfish point of view — was exactly what IS wanted
- without them ever having to use the term "Information System
Plan" or letting anyone know that anything we did would benefit
1T at all. {IS Manager)

The TQM work on business processes and Informatlon requirements was to
prova the basis for production of the Information Business Piam.

Applying King and Teo's evplutio el

The Information Business Plan was the first Information Plan for the
organisation. The plan basically treated the Information function as a
business, this concept growing out of the mode! whereby service departments
were to be treated as cost centres in thelr own right, thus giving them the
ahility to charge other parts of the organisaticn for services. The Flan was the
first such plan for the organization and was completed under a very tight
schedule. The plan was largely formulated along the same lines as the ather 3
internal business plans: money, assets and people.

At the time of production of the Information Business Plan the
Organization was using the IBM Systems Planning methodology as their
framework for planning, which, as detailed above depends on the premise
that BP drives ISP, King and Teo's (1997) model suggests that, at that time,
the approach adopted at the Organization would be seen as Type 2 Flanning
(sequential integration.
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Priar to the development of this first Information Business Plan the IS
Manager at the time feit that Information Services was not achieving
adequate recagnition, The underlying planning environment prior to &
commitmant to the new Information Business Plan could be categorised as
Type 1 Planning in that IT loosely supported the business but not in & formal
manner, The planning function at the time seemed well set to move along the
evolutionary mode! towards a greater degree of integration between ISP and
BP.

. The IS Manager was very proactive in his organisational role and
consldered the then Managing Director as an ally, Withaut the impact of
outside environmental pressures for downsizing the IS Manager and the
Managing Director may well have moved the organisation towards being in a
Type 4 Planning environment. Impacting this logical evolutionary path was
the outsoureing of the IT Department.

This mave towards outsourcing was partly a result of a change In state
government. Governmental policies became maore supportlve towards
" putsourcing in that it was considered preferable to outsource even if the
buslness case showed Dtile economic advantage. As detailed In eaniier
chapters this palicy supported the argument that information services should
be considered as non-care and the concept of iformation as a business
should therefore be rejected, P

e Usefpiness of tlonary Maodels Planni

From the above analysis It |s clear that the evolutionary model
presented by King and Teo (1997) appears to be over-simplistic In that it
assumes a high leve! of ratlonality as the driver for planning and thus tends to
ignore the impact of unexpectad external and internal structures and

257



mechanisms. For this case example, it can be seen that IS Planning has not
followed a logical evolutionary model founded around business and IS
integration - it was drastically impacted by severe business changes enforced
by outside governmental and environmental pressuras.

In terms of King and Teo’s modei the organisation never really got past
the 7ype Zform of integration. Indeed, after autsourcing the organisation
appeared to be back at a pre IS Pian stage:

Because we are @ new corporation there is no officlal plan in

place, what we do have though is some useful historical

dacuments which are to be referred to and the brlef T am

putting togethar for the consultancy company will mention this.
(IS Planning Manager post outsourcing).

Yet the recommendation made within the initial Information Business
Plan were still valid as another employee stated at the time:

The initiatives ideniified by the first Information Business plan

ara still there and still need to be addressed. We still need a

corporate information model, we still need better access to

information and whatever else we had listed. How we satlsfy

those neads will now be quite different under the outsourcing
arrangements.

The role of IS Planning, hawever, completely changed after
outsourcing in that the organization had split into two sections — managers
and “doers”, Much of the planning process under this new arrangement was
related to performance monitoring of the outsourcing contracts. Enformation
provislon was completely outsourced with informatlon planning being done
internally.

it appears that despite all of the efforts put into IS planning there was
little to show for It. The treatment of information as a separate business was
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certainly unsuccessful and the initial planning process did not envisage that
outseurcing would be an option in the future. The inlt/al planning approach
can be seen to be very mechanical and formal with the IS Department having
te fit into traditional planning framewaorks used by the other business areas.
The T Manager post outsourcing discusses the organisation at the time:
The organization In those days saw IT as a necessary evil,
They were focused on cne of two things, engineering or
financiai considerations and IT was something they had to have,
but they didn't really want to spend any money on It and all the
money they had spent, was too much - where was the return on
the Investment - that was the continual question. Therefore the

setting up a massive Information systems plan was probably at
that time simply impossible.

TT was thus not considered to be a highly strategic part of the
operation and as indlcated above this view became even more evident with
the appointment of the new MD. As described in the pravious chapter In the
vear hefore the IS Manager left the organisation the new MD "never came to
IT ever'.

A mechanistic apprgac lannin

The fiest information business plan reflects a mechanistic approach to
infermation through its attempt %o treat Information as a business In its own
right, According to Kamm (1995) this placement of information at the same
level as money, people and assets reflects an instrumental rationality or
organizational drlve for prediction and control. This perspective is associated
with the following beliefs:

« Organizations exist for goal achievement and information is primarily
seen as a means te allow the organization to make cholces as to how
to achieve specified goals

» Any such chelces are constrained by human nature but the
instrumental ratlonality of organtzations suggests that assoclated
human needs are preffictable and that information allows players to
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make rational choices based on self-interest. Information is seenas a
tool In the power politics of the organtzation.

» Information is presented as *a tangible, almost physical entity whose
value can be quantified as easily as that of other organizational!
resources” {Kamm 1995, p. 518), This view of information as a
physical commeodity allows a rigerous view as to IS management, It
allows its “effects, costs and benefits to be measured and agreement
reached on optimal designs for information systems”,

Kamm {1985) argues that such a mechanistic approach to information
comes to reflect an “essentially mechanistic lack of trust between members of
organfzations”. Such observation seems ta fit well with the sltuation at the
organization in that the IS Department was looked an as imposing on cther
functional operations and there was evidence of little trust between the
departments. The development of shared values and consensus is unlikely
with stich a mechanistic view of infarmatlon. Information repnains primarsily as
a means of control, not a reflection of 2 shared understanding. The treatment
of information within the organization at the same level as money, people and
assets reflected this organizational instrumental or formal rationality.

In hindsight this mechanical appreach should not really have been
surprising given the heavy engineering focus of the entlre organization. Most
of the senior management were engineers and much of the major
achlevernents of the organization related to engineering construction and
supervision. Such a formal process proved not to be sufficlently reactive to
the huge business changes underway at the time.

Conclusion

Avgerou (2001) argues for the crucial importance of examining
information systems (IS) within the context within which they are embedded.
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He argues 1t is important that 1S practitioners consider the soclal context in
which 1S Development takes place and also the broader organisational
processes under which it operates:

Most of the knowledge developed and taught in the IS field
promotes a notmative professional practice, based on a limited
perception of context. Broader organizaticnal processes are
usually outside the percelved terms of reference of 1S practice.
Further research is needed to develop appropriate analytical
krnowledge to equip professionals with capabiiities to pursue
contextualist analyses.

He suggests three principles to be followed In order to address the
contextual processes involved In IS implernantation, firsily that technology
innovation should be considered in refation to socio-crganizational change;
secondly that analysis should consider the national and international context
together with the local organizational and thirdly that analysis should consider
both the technical/rational declsions and actions involved in the innovation
process along with the important cultural, social and cognitlve forces of such
a process. The importance of context has been demonstrated in the example
abave where gltuational factors are vitally important in explaining the change
in I planning.

For the case under study local high level structura! impositions
(governmental and business trends such as privatisation, outsourcing eic)
played a major role in the planning process. Such change cannot be explained
through the simple evolutionary model proposed by King and Teo (1997). In
the case example the inftial conditions for a sensible staged approach to
planning were very gaod as the IS Manager and the Managing Directar were
allles and the IS Manager had a goed business focus and understanding, yet
the logically expected movement towards a greater integration of BP and 15P
dld not eventuate as the move to outsourcing resulted in the abandenment of
the Information Business Plan.
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Another Important issue to come out of the study was the political
nature of the planning process. The argument that politics is heavily involved
in organisational IS planning and decision making seams an obvious point,
however, many research articles neglect the importance of such a view (Earl,
1993), As indleated in the case study the IS Plan was used as a tool to
elevate the status of the IS Department within the organisation. This met with
substantial rasistance and in part may have played a role in the final decision
to cutsource the Department Even the title of the plan "information Busingss
Plar' was used as a political statement in that such a title attempted to
elevate the importance of IT to the grganisation by placing it on the same
level as the gther businesses maney, assets and people. Clearly the attempt
did not work - the IT function was outsourced and the department decimated.

Houever, ikis interesting to nobe that whilst the plasning dacumentwas
called the mfovmation Business Plan, intermally within the plon the informalion
function was aluays veferved to os information “sevvices”. The polikical
stotement in aaming the plon an "nformation Rusiness” plos 4id not odend

intp the w:tuo.Lrlan contents.

It can be argued in general that, as the business and IT function grow
closer together, the likelihood of major environmental changes (such as
outsourcing) impacting the planning process becomes more (ikely, This
observatlon suggests that highly contextualized examination of organisational
situations will becomne more necessary in order to properly Understand the
myriad structural effects within any given situation. As Stones (1996) argues
player theorywas an essentlal requirement to properly understand the
ontolcéicaily complex sacial situation In which planning takes place, Simitarly,
in terms of an underlying meta-theory, a structure and agency perspective as
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suggested by critical realism was also Important in understanding the
situation. The use of both elements is essential, as is conslderation of their
Interaction over time, The strong governmental push for outsgurcing (an
environmental struciure) was resisted by the then managing director, this
agency interaction with the pre-existing governmental structure helped to
explain his subsequent replacement and rapld mevement to completely
outsource IT services.

)
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Chapter 10

What's in a hame? -'BPR' versus '‘Outsourcing’ - a

critical realist perspective on emancipation.

Redescribing ourselves Is the most important thing we do (Rorty '
1980, p. 358 - 359}

Poels, like philosophers, need to think of explaining to change,
rather than just reinterpreting or redescribing to edify, the world
(Bhaskar 1991, p, 72-73) .

Introduction

This chapter uses the case example to examine whether a change In
the name of the organizational process from “BPR" to “outsourcing” can be
seen to be emancipatory. It provides a practical example to justify the use of
critical realism as a basis for examining emancipatory practice, Such an
emphasis highlights the ontological issues Involved in that it argues for an
appreciation of the role of the deep structures and mechanisms involved In
sqclal sltuations, This chapter argues that such a vlew 1s In contrast to that of
critical theory, which, with its focus on epistemelogical issues can downplay
the important conditions for emancipatory practice,

Following from a brief Introduction to both theories the chapter then
presents a vignette from the case study under investigation to highlight some
of the important differences between Habermas' ¢ritical theory and Bhaskar's
critical realism with respect to emancipation and emancipatory practice,

Critical realism and hermeneutic understanding

As detailed in the guotes at the start of the chapter, the critical realist
has major issues with the post-modernlst emphasis on re-description. As
Bhaskar {1991} presents In his crtique of post-modernist argument (as
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exemplified by the post-modernist writings of Richard Rerty) hermeneutic
understandings are not seen to be enough, there also needs to be an
impartant ontological and practical commitrent as well, As Bhaskar (1991, p.
73) suggests "there is more to nature than mere recognition®.

Bhaskar (1991, p. 72) highlights this issue in discussing the Importance
aof an ontological commitment in examining freedom and emancipatory action;
..the identification of the source of an experienced injustice in
social reality, necessary for changing or remedying It, involves
much more than re-description, even if it depends on that too
centrally. It is a matter of finding and disentangling webs of

relations In soclal life, and engaging explanatory critiques of the
practices that sustaln them.

He sees emancipation as involving the removal or change of real knowable
specific constraints, rather than "merely” redescription.

Bhaskar presents the hermeneutic perspective, in contrast, as
presenting freedom as being heavily dependent on the ability to discourse.
This freedom to redescribe oneself in new and uldmately acceptable ways
that "overcome themselves, their past and thelr feifow human belngs”
{Bhaskar, 1991, p.62) Is an imporiant part of the hermeneutic argument. This
new abnormal discourse is seen to ulthnately free oneself from the shackles
of past perceptions {or normal discourse). Bhaskar (1991) sees such
argument as an example of what he terms the fnguistic faliacy in that it
conflates the transitive knowledge focussed dimenslon, where discourse
happens, with the intransitive dimension where particular actions consequent
on new description may or may not ensue,

Bhaskar (1991, p. 60) describes hermeneutics as "the generic term for
the activity of rendering inteiligible what is at present unintelligible. It Is the
attempt to normalize discourse - that is, paradigmatically it is discourse (from
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within some normal discourse) about abnormal rather than normal discourse”.
Yet he suggests that hermeneutlcs should not be presented as solely
addressing abnormal discourse since in its everyday practice it also has a
clear role in understanding normal discourse, The external realist approach of
critical realism requires this everyday understanding as Bhaskar (1991, p. 61)
suggests "hermeneutics, or the interpretive understanding of meaningful
objects, is always necessary in secfal life - and within it, as well as about
it", Bhaskar sees that this interpretation and reinterpretation should not be
presented as being dellberate and separate from social life - it s a
fundamental part of living in scciety. Discourse plays an important role In
Bhaskar's soclal framework in that meanings cannot be measured, only
understood:
The conceptual aspect of the subject matter of the sccial
sciences circumscribes the possibility of measurement...For
meanings cannot be measured, only understood. Hypotheses
about them must be expressed in language and confirmed In
dialogue. Language here stands to the conceptual aspect of
social science as geometry stands to physics. And precislon in

meaning now assumes the place of accuracy in measurement as
the a posteriori of theory, {Bhaskar 1379, p. 59)

For Bhaskar, discourse has a vital role in understanding the world but it does
not create the world. It resides within the transitive knowledge-focussed
dimension and thus has the potential to affect the world but this is not
necessarily guarantee.,

Habermas an <] tral role of lan

Habermas' ¢ritical theory is a complex and muitifaceted theory that is
impossible to explaln in a short summary. Colln {1997} discusses the way
that Habermas constructs social reality and points out the central role that
languaage plays in such a model. He presents an example of Habermas’
hermeneutic argument in the following quotatton from On the Logic of the
Social Sclences (Habermas 1988, p. 71-3):

If actlon is linked with Intentions in such a way that it can be
derived from the propositions that bring those intentions to
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expression, then conversely the thesis Is also true that a subject
can carry out only those actions whose intentlens one can In
princlple describe, The limits of action are determined by the
range of possible descriptions. This In turn is established by the
structure of language in which the self-understanding and
worldview of a social group is articulated. Thus the boundarles
of action are drawn by the boundarles of language.

This weak form of constructivism is not totally beyond the acceptance
of the critical realist except to the extent that it gives a foo centralrole to
language. The critical realist would see that language has an important role
as a property of particular structures or as an enabling mechanism, but such
influence is just one of many. The similarity between critical realism and
critlcal theory lies in the important role that both give to critique and
emancipation.

Perspectives on emancipation

Alvesson and Willmott (1992, p. 432} reflect thelr emphasis on critical
theory when they describe emancipation as

the process through which Indlviduals and groups become freed

from repressive soclal and idecloglcal conditions, In particular

those that place socially unnecessary restrictlons upon the
development and articulation of human consclousness,

‘They see the purpose of critical theory as to enable “members of a
soclety teo alter their lives by fostering in them the sort of self-knowledge and
understanding of their social conditions which can serve as the basls for such
an alteration” (Fay, 1987, p. 23).

Alvesson and Willmott {1992) argue that “central to critical theory is
the emancipatory potential of reason [-] to reflect critically on how the reality
of the social world, including the construction of the seif, s sacially produced
and, therefore, is open to transformation. The task of critical theory is to
combine philosophy with social sclence to facilitate the development, of
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change in an emancipatory direction”. They point out this view suggests that
the process of emancipation is a lInear cycle of “suffering-critical reflection-
emancipation” and question the negativity of this viow and whether the
process is 50 simple, The individual’s power to reason and consequent self-
emancipation play a major role in Habermas' critical theory.

Jackson (1991) sees emancipation as seeking to achleve an individual’s
full potential. Flood and Jackson (1991, p. 49) see emancipation as an
interast In freeing “individuals from constraints imposed by power relations
and in leaming, through a process of genulne participatory democracy,
Involving discursive will-formation, to control their own destiny” {as quoted in
Valero-Silva 1997, p. 75).

Hirschhelm and Kiain (1994) see emancipation as involving both an
organisational element and a psychologlcal element:
The formar cails for the realization of the full creative and
productive potential of Individuals; the latier refers to the
establishment of soclal conditions, which encourage
effectiveness through organizational democracy, spedfically
overcoming existing forms of authoritarianism and social control
if they pemetuate inequities of the status quo in the work place’
(p. 84).
This introduction of an organisational element Is necessary as it recognlses
the important contextual element Tn any emancipatory practice — 'self'-

emancipation is only one part of the emancipatory process,

Habarmas (1984} argues that people can foliow two fundamental
postures In a sodial situation - achieving success or communication. Actlons
directed towards achieving success (purposive rational) can be elther
instrumental or strategic, Instrumental action treats participants as inanimate
constraints who can be manipulated to serve the self-interests of the maln
actor. In contrast strategic action would treat particlpants as intelligent
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involved players with thelr own self-interests and aims ~ thus requiring 2
strategic approach to properly achieve the main actors self-Interest.

The second fundamental posture that actors may represent is that of
communication - the primary desire Is to achleve a consensus and
understarding, Hirschheim et al {1994} argues that a communicative
orlentatian is directed towards sense making - an emergent process that
involves mutual understanding and shared appreciation of sltuations based en
common shared background assumptions and beliefs, Where such a common
base does not exist, discursive action may ensue. Discursive action may resuit
when participants have some dowbts as to the clarity, truthfulness,
correctniess or appropriateness of any communicated message. Instrumental
and strategic action fundamentaily emphasise control, whereas
communfcative and discursive action emphasise sense making and
argumentation. These perspectives on emancipation will be referred to in the
case example below,

Critical theory and emancipation
The three commitments of critical systems theory are seen to ba:
« Critical awareness
» Methodgloglcal Pluralism
« Emancipation

These three commitments were largely developed from the work of Flood
(£990), Jackson {1991) and Flood and Jacksor (1991a), :

Maru and Woodford (2001) argue that the emancipatory focus, which
Is seen to be a cornerstone of critical theory, has been diverted largely dueto
a concentration on pluralism. They guate Jackson (1997, p. 359) who sees
the commitment to emanclpation and critical awareness as buttressing
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pluralism. The focus becomes not on emancipation but on pluralism, They call
for a greater commitment to the development of emancipatory development
methodologies suggesting that Uirich's critical systems heurlstics 1s the only
critical systems methodology that offers real practical tools for achlaving
emancipatory development,

They point out that critical systems theory reflects a praciitioner focus
In that emphasls is very much directed towards action. They quete Schecter
{1991, p. 213) who describes the commitment to ctitical awareness as a
never-anding attempt to uncover hidden assumptions and conceptual traps of
paradigms, methogologles, plans and practices tagether with the conditions
that give rise to them. The commitment to pluralism “is a result of the critical
awareness that all systems approaches are partial and therefore have their
own mitations and legitimacles” (p. 63).

1t is the argument of this chapter that the epistemological focus
derivabie from the underlying basis of critical systems theory may neglect the
ontological conditions for emancipation, If critical a.¢areness [s focused on the
conceptual traps and hidden assumptions of the plans for action, then one
may tend to downplay the ontalogical conditions necessary for actlon. Such
an emphasis an ontological conditions is important since If the conditions are
not right for emanclpatory practice then it may make sense to modify planned
action.

Critical realism and emancipation

For the critical realist emancipation involves the transformatlon of pre-
existing social structures by self-determining agents. Smith {1958} defines
social structures as involving "relations and patterns of behaviour which have
become so well established across time and space that they provide the
(largely unquestioned) conditions for human action and thought”. (p. 27).
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For the critical realist It is not encugh simply to identify the inequitable
structures {although this is a vital compenent of emancipatory practice), there
also needs to be a practical commitment as well:

.enlightening people ({or faciitating their own self-
enlightenment} as to the source of the illusions and other
unwanted determinations responsible for their plight is net a
sufficlent condltlon for their emancipation from them, and may
Incleed increase dissonance and despair: for emancipation the
mechanisms actually generating the problems must be removed
or blocked (Sayer 1997, p, 475).

Critical reallsm sees soclal structures as referring to actual forms of
saclal organisations, as “real entities with their own powers, tendencies and
potentials” (Archer 1995, p. 106). Such structures cannot be percelved and
thus cannot be identifled except through examination of their effects. Social
sysiems depend on the relations between and within a plurality of structures,
such relations having their own independent causal properties, The resulting
system founded on the various relations has emergent properties which may
affect agents acting within the systern.

Crltical reallsm is termed depthz realism by Coliler (1994} due to its
recognition of deenly stratified layers of structure. Emancipation Is thus seen
to involve deep structural change and is revolutionary In its Intent {ie deep
and sudden, rather than necessarily viclent), Critical realism suggests that
structures will not be changed through the cumulative effect of reforms in
accordance with those structures, the structures themselves must be
addressed. For the realist emancipation Is more than simply improving
conditions within existing structural arrangements, emancipation implies the
transformation of structures rather than “freedom enhancing ameliorations of
states of affairs” (Collier, 1994 as quoted in Archer et al, 1998 p. 464).
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Bhaskar provitles little real guidance for progressing emancipatory
practice apart from elevating the role of explanatery critique, Collier (1994, p
171) explalns the important role of explanatory critique within the critical
realist conception of emancipatory practica:

...the production of exptanations of social Institutions s not only,
as a general tule, a preconditlon of criticising and changing
them; sometimes it is criticlsing them and beginning the work of
thelr subversion,

An explanatory critique of unfalr institutlonal practices and the
associated unearthing of the false bellefs supporting such practices provide
the necessary pre-conditions for emancipatory practices. In this stuation
soclal science can generate practical emancipatory projects by "showing there
to be {a) a need, {b} some obstacle preventing its satisfaction, and () soma
means of removing this obstacle” (Collier 1994 quoted in Archer et al 1998, p.
455). 1t may also have a more direct effect in that the unearthing and
exposition of false bellefs can directly undermine the imposing Institution,

Much of critical realist argument is concerned with explanatory critique
based around such retroductive questioning as “what must be the case in
order far Intentional action to be possible” (Bhaskar, 1991 p,147). According
to Bhaskar (1586 p. 211} emancipatory action requires the following be met:

= The results of the eman¢ipatory action must be achievable, realistic and
popular.,

« The new transformead structure ftself must have knowable emargent laws.,

The emancipatory action itself must also meet the following
requirements:

« The emancipatory actlon needs to be a direct result of agency intervention
(ie critique) - that Is, the emancipatory reasens for the action must
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actually cause the action {otherwise It may be just co-incidence rather
than emancipative practice).

« The explanatory critique must originate from within that part of soclety of
which It is a critigue.

In short, Bhaskar (1986) sees emancipation as Involving the
transformation of constraining structures by self-determining agents who act
from within the imposing structure to produce popular realistic change that
can again be structurally supported after the event.

1t is useful to consider a particular example from the case under study
and to examine whether Bhaskat's suggestions can provide new insights into
emancipatory practice.

'BPR' versyus 'Qutsourcing” - What's

As detalled in eariier chapters the organization was traditionally an
engineering organisation that had little time for the infermation systems
department - IT was seen as a cost centre with a primarily non-core rote. The
organisation had just developed its first Information Business Plan with the
help of a supportive Managing Director, After the development of the
Informaticen Business Plan the organisation began to move towards
ouitsourcing non-core operations. This was a result of wider governmental
policies that encouraged smaller govarnment and required a move towards
privatisation of governmental departments. In the mid-1990's the
investigation into this operaticn was termed internally as a business process
re-engineering (BPR} project.
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Initially staff accepted this 8PR tag but over time they came to reject
the term as they felt that it did not reflect what was actuaily happening - they
felt that the study was basically an Investigation into the feasibility of
outsourcirig, not BFR.

4 o misor way | was involired in this change in the perception of the
orqonisation towards BPR. One of wy contacts atthe ovqanisation wos heavily
involved in the planning for the move and | provided o number of articles
ddiscussing successful BPR, 0n vending these case studies of successfulre
[engineeving he came to vealise thalthe change process within their

avqanisation did not {undarentolly involve any veal consideration of business

processes, e f’lﬁw’ on oeltive vole in arquing fnra ckanﬁe in title,

The planning manager and other staff ohiected to the tern BPR and
prompted a change In title to corporate re-positioning and then again at a
later date to oulsourcing, According to the IS Manager at the time, the term
BPR annoyed siaff:

Well the staff simply refused to call it that, lets call a spade a

spade - 'bugger this we won't call it BPR any mora', they sald -

it's a false term. Let's not pretend. After a while it became

obvious what the agenda was and some of the dirediors who

pushed BPR objected themselves to hiding outsourcing under
the term BPR.

The veligious following for BPR

Pcv‘kofs the process wos termed BPR, not :reci,{:i.co.(._ltj to vefecta
concentration on process U\inkinﬁ butas a reflection of the almost veligious

{nun..,anﬂ that BPR had at that e and o seans to encourage rarlli‘;:ifraﬂon.
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The naming issue seems to the outsider ta be unimportant, however it
was critical to those Involved, By calling the process outsourcing rather than
corporate re-positoning or process re-design this recognized that people were
going to be serlously affected, As the IS Manager suggested the recognition
led to the establishment of career counselling and advice being given to those
likely to be outsourced:

I'd go to meetings and I'd have to try and push the party line

and I did for a while, but after a while I said O.K. let's be honest

because my staff had been saying This is dishonest, we know

what's going to happen, let's be honest about it.' IT were
probably some of the first to be very honest with the staff te tell

them exactly what's going to happen. They started providing

career counseiling, we had [consultants] come in... to talk

about the transition and a lot of people decided they wanted to

go and we helped them in making sure they could tick all the
boxes for gaining thelr severance pay and that sort of thing

It {s interesting to look at how critical theory and critical realism might
support an examination of this short vignette.

A critical realist perspective on the change jn name

The forcing of management t& refer to the process as oubsourcing
initfated a process that ultimately led to career counselling and 3 better
severance process, Can this be seen to be emancipatory? As detalled above
Bhaskar (1986, p. 211) argues that emancipatory action requires the
following be met:

+ The results of the emancipatory action must be achlevable, realistic
and popular,

+ The new transformed structure itself must have “knowable emergent
laws”,

The emancipatory action itself must also meet the following
requirements:
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The emancipatory action needs to be a direct result of agency
intervention (le critique) - that s, the emancipatory reasons for the
action must actually cause the actlon (otherwise it may be just co-
Incidence rather than emanclpative practice).

The explanatery critique must orginate from within that part of society
of which itis a critique.

Laoking at each requlremnent In turn:

The results of the emancipatory action (le 8 change in name) were
achtevanle, reafistic and popular, Staff action could naot ha\.rp changed
the movement ta outsourcing but at least the recognition that it was
an outsourcing project allowed 2 more equitable position for concernad
staff.

The new transformed structure that was put in place after the name
change did have knowabfe emergent iaws in that the new policles and
procedufés were achlevable within existing remuneration structures
and did not require unrealistic concessions on the part of management.

The emancipatory action of changing the name to outsourcing was a
direct result of agency intervention (it was clearly not co-incidenta) -
management recognised that staff were not gelting a falr deal and
instituted new policies to assist staff aver the difficult period.

The explanatory critique originated from within a group who would
ultimately be affected by the outsourcing. It would not have been
emancipatory If an outside party originated the suggestion as the most
impartant issue was that it came fram within the organisation and
reflected thelr heart-falt concerns.
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1f1, a5 an outside consultont; had raised concerns divectly with
management concerning the nasing of the process as BPR iwonld have

achieved litte (arart-fmw\ perhaps the veuoval of wy access to personned.

A critical theery perspective on the change in name

Would critical theory arrive at the same canclusion? Certainly the
example given is a strong reflection of the power of language. The orlginal
naming of the process as BPR can be seen to reflact instrumental action on
the part of management to force the change process through. BPR at the
time was very f@ddish and the tag would have been usefui as a means to
justify the severe change that would necessarily follow. The change In name
to outsourcing represented a mellowing of this approach and can be seen to
reflect the acceptence by management that personnel concerned were
“intelligent Involved players with thelr own self interests and aims” (see
above),

However, as to whether the actors involved were seeking consensus
and understanding thls is questionable, In such a highly emotive and
distressing sltuation as that evident within an outsourcing process,
communicative action cannot be expected. The primary desire of
management was not to achieve consensus and understanding, thelr target
was 1o achleve the strategic action they required, the outsourcing of the
department. Given this strateglc purpose there could be no hasls for open
communicative action. For Habermas con..nunicative action Is a necessary
pre-condition for emancinatory practice - the process of changing the name
from BPR 0 outsourcing would not be seen to be emancipatory for the critical
theorist.
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Conclysion

Bhaskat's theary is concerned with explanation. It argues that
predictive use of theory is not possible in the open systems evidenced by
social situations, all one can hope for is explanation in response to
retroductive questioning and transcendental argument. On first view the
heavily theoretical approach of the critical realist does not seem to provide
much quidance towards effective emantipatory practice. However, there may
be benefit from its explanatory focus since such explanation Includes the
identification of enduring real structures which may exist. across organizational
boundarles. This implies that one can thus learm from the situation, We ¢an
see that certain conditions are requirec for emancipatory action and thus
ensure that such conditions are met in future practice.
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Chapter 11 - The SoSM Revisited - the Importance of
Social Structures

This chapter proposes that critical realism can provide insight into
traditional systems approaches such as 55M and TSI; it suggests that ¢ritical
realism can be useful as an underfabourerto research and practice by
providing a useful base from which to develop consistent theory and practice.
Bhaskar (1979} also suggests that it can act as raidwife In that it can provide
new insights into traditional approaches. This chapter examines Checkland's
Soft Systems Methedology (SSM), a methodology founded on interpretivism,
and discusses whether critical realism can provide a useful underlabouring
role and provide new insights into the approach,

Underlobourer aad w\iduifc as uscful w:ta.rkars?

| recently submitbed o popey oa critical. vealism to an lsjomm.a.L and
oc vevie commentzd thotl such Evus as undevlabourer and widwife weve
sexistin their associntions ond thateviticol veoalisn wos a diffieult sacial
Bheary thatiIS people would {ind €00 complex to understond and of little use
| disaqree tokally thals eviticol vealism is top complex (after ald society is
complex and in order to study ond understand £ uwe 1 need cour{rx
theories) bul agree thak pevhaps the tevns used above can be scen to be sevist
However, from my observation of socinl science writings, it is aot uncomman to
see the use of sueh vich ncta]ohor({-‘or excw.f»lc. see Stones 1996) and Ghe hot
air balloan) and | think, in this case, the undevstondings qenerated ove useful

in that underabonrer and miduife arc being used £ imply thot cvitical
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vealism cannot do the wark of science or sociol science but can seriously
suppovt it A usc-fu.l, cxcu»\rtn of the ansiﬂkt%.l.l. nofure of erifical vealism is
rrovidcd 5 Lousson 9T Who rrcscnb many :ranfl.es of how critical vealism

can rrovi.dc new ‘mrarhmt .',nsiﬁktx into trodifional econoumics,

e chapter recognises the fundamental role that the System of
System Methodologles (So5M — see Figura 13) played In shaping and
categorising the varlous system approaches and revistts this framework from
a critical realist perspective, The 505 is loosely founded on Habermas's
critical theory and was primarily used to indicate the underlying assumptions
of the various system approaches. The chapter examines the SoSM from a
critical realist perspective and highlights the way that social structures play an
Important, largely unacknowledged role In the model by its prior
categorisation of organisations as unitary, pluralist and coercive, The chapter
further suggests that use of the S05M as a framework for defining
methodological assumptions ks difficult when the concerned methodologles
have significantly different meanings for one axis of the framework - "system"
complexity. It is suggested that the purpose of the underlying system can
provide a more appropriate frame for defining system approaches - such
purpose being defined as interaction or transformation {Mathfassen and
Niglsen 2000).

&n examination of SSM from a critical realist perspective then follows
and it Is suggested that S5M would benefit from a greater acknowledgement
of the role of underlying social structures. The chapter proposes that
stakeholder analysis may provide a useful technigue for incorporating such
recognition of social structures. It is suggested that stakeholder analysis Is
particularly important where the primary function of the System is almed at
Interactlon. This suggestion is highlighted by placing 55M within 2 new
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framewark based around a consideration of the system purpose (interaction
or transformation).

se interpretiv

L

Teoukas (1992} suggests that the underlying interpretivism of S5M
results In a neglect of wider impacting social structtires and power
refationships:

..[the systems perspective] rightly stresses the Importance of

open detate among actors in order to explore different points of

view and arrlve at a rational consensus, Howaver, it barely
addresses the societal conditions under which debate among
actors Is (or ought to be) conducted. In particular, the omission
to deal with cases where “there is conflict between Interest
groups, each of which is able to mobllize different power
resources” {Jackson 1980, p. 663) results in ISP [Interpretive

Systems Perspective] being unable to generate a “genuine

consensus” among actors, and thus failing te realise its true

potential, {p. 640)

Systems approaches founded on both the interpretivist or functionalist
paradigm have been criticised for “favouring regulation and the status quo
rather than advocating radical social change” (Tsoukas 1992 p, 639}, Jackson
{1982) makes a similar claim as does Mingers (2000a) - "SSM, in focusing
exclusively on the espoused bellefs and values of Individual people, thereby

lost connection to the wider social and political structure that shaped such
. bgliefs" (p. 743).

My ewn expevicnce with the tcclw'.nLucs of £5M ~ decision confcrcncinj

Jet SSM and pssociated approaches have had huge surrorta.nd

consistenl succest pyer wany years, My a{rcrh:nce with S5M tcckqimm:s
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v

intated with the ohseyvation and evaluation of o susther of decision
confevences held at Curbin University obroa, (7320, t have only adwmiration
for the facilitators whe bravely move nto an unknown orqanizational
situation and toke on the task of deviving o shaved understanding ofa
problem sifiation. Such situalions ave fraught with emotion and the wethods
thot SSM ond souilar approaches provide are ovemely useful From the
decision confevences that t was invalved in, most participants weve delighted
with the decision ccn{crtncinﬂ process buk sometives unhappy with the
implementation andt folloa-up. Looking back, t think this is partly a. fusction of
the conceatration within the approach on the transitive domain, The focus
within the decision conferencing was on “shored understonding and a

cor mitimentto action”. Such a perspective does notploce o high eurl\asi.s on

the conditions necessary for action,

1is my view that the belief within strong constructivist approaches
that participonts con create anu vealiby con direct their focus auy From
on' appreciation of the nced for, and the difliculties in, implamentation.
Crifical vealism provides the potentiol to support such methads as deeision
Con-fcrcqcins but only t & weaker constructionism is a.ccertzd andd ontologqical)
issues qiven a.jn:atcr prominence, s indicaled in Ckaf»t:r 10 above such o
perspective can then encourage an essociated intransifive emphasis on the |

conditions necessary far change.

The SoSM

In the systems area, probably the best-known moce! far structuriig
thinking with respect to systems methodologles Is Jackson and Keys Systems
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of System Methodologles {1984} (SoSM). This framework suggested that a
mapping of system complexity against the declsion makers environment
allowed a useful means of categorising systems methadologies to provide an
indication as to their underlying assumptions concerning systems complexity
(simple or compléx) and participant situation {unitary, pluralist or coercive).
Banathy (1988) and Keys (1988} both used the S05M 10 argue that an
examination of problem contexts can suggest suitable methadological
appreaches, According to Jackson {1990) this use of the SoSM was seen to be
a functionalist interpratation of the framework and such a use for the So5M
was invalid as problem context and system’s characteristics are in the eye of
the behalder,

The framework was developad as a practical Yool to encourage
methodological pluratism by suggesting a critical approach to the use of
systems methodologles. The framework encompasses such diverse systems
approaches as Beer's Viable System Model, Forrester's System Dynamic
Modelling, Ackoff's Interactive Planning and Checkland's Soft Systems
Methodology. The difficulty with using system cormplexffy as a means of
categorization is that the approaches differ as what in fact a systemis. For
axample, Mingers (2000a) points out Checkland's SSM regards the concept: of
a "system™ as being purely an eplstemological device having no ontologica!
foundation, According to Checkland systers thinking Is a “particular way of
describing the world” {Checkland, 1983, p. 671). A theory such as Forrester's
System Dynamic Medelling, however, provides a far greater solldity to the
concept of "system". Forrester's Congept of systems as real gbjects with
important eybernetic interactions provides an ontolagical foundation for
systems and thus allows for a deeper explanatory analysis of systems and
thelr components.

Mingers (2000a) suggests that the lack of solidity within SSM towards
the concept of a system Is one of the major shortcomings of S5M, "with a
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single blow Checkland reduces the force of systems thinking" {(p. 749} by Its
placement of SSM solely within the conceptual world. Checkland himself, in
discussing action research publishing, points out one of the difficuities
associated with such a placement - theoretical discussion can be presented as
belng in the eye of the behalder, thus leading to a possible neglect of detailed
epistemological frameworks:

[they] omit(s] the need for a declared in advance intellectual
framework of ldeas, a framework in terms of which what
constitutes knowledge about the situation researched will be
defined and expressed. This 1s essential, since what constitutes
knowledge in human sltuations should not be taken as a given,
The rasearch might lead to a framework belng modified, or, In
an extreme case, abandoned; but without a declared-in-advance
eplstemologlcal framewaork it is sometimes difficult to distinguish
researching from novel writing...It is unfortunate that the
ahsence of an emphasis on this crudial requirement — cruclat,
that is, if the findings are to be openly arrived at, not based on
hidden hunches and intultion — Is rather too characteristic of the
modest stream of literature on action research since the 1950,
{Checkland and Hoiwell 1998, p .23)

checkland's ariginal SSP as being close to critizal realist interpretation

Cheektand presentid in his earlicr writirgs o model of the ssM
process which involved the continual movement from the canccrmaL word o
the "veal wovld € confivm model feasibility. This approach hos been
abandenec in move receat years but it is interesting to aote this eavly pavallel
with avitical vealist pevceptions on veolity. The eritizal vealist asserts that:
"real. nl:}ec(:: are sul:ijccttn value laden observation® and as for the exiginal
SSM wedel sees the realily and the value laden observatim afﬂ:atg
orcmﬁnj in A da'ﬂ;:rent dimensions, oe infransitive and rctnﬁvelg eﬂduﬁnﬂa

the pbher transitive and ckanflinﬂ.
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Along with SSM and similor intevpretive opproaches the crifical
vealist aqrees that our knowledqe of veality is o vesuli: of social conditinning
and thius canotbe understond independently of the social actors involved in
the knowledqe derivation pracess, Huwever; in contrastta SSM, i takes ssue
with the belief that-the realify ixelf is o product: of this knawledqe devivation

FWCQSS.

Critical reallsm places a strong emphasls on the unearthing of the deep
structures and mechanisms that make up the world. It is Interesting to
examine the S05M in general, and SSM in particular, from such a perspective.

2 o N e L '
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L
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Camplex Modd Plugning
s5M

Figure 13: The System of System Methodologles with example approaches
{from Flood and Jackson, 1961, p. 42}

A Critical list Perspective On T

The SoSM maps the relationship between the problem context {unitary,
pluralist or coercive) and the problem type (simple, complex). The problem
context Is seen to be definable dependent on the relationship between the
maln actors, Critical realism would view the cansequence of such relationships
as soclal "structures”.
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For the critical realist the SoSM framework has a limited conception of
structure with the SoSM equating organisational context with organisational
structure (unitary, pluralist or coercive), A critical realist perspective would
suggest that the organisational context reflects a complex interplay of
multiple interacting structures and mechanisms (both internal to the
organization and external to the organlzation) that affect the agency action of
IS development and deployment In various ways. Every organisational
situation necessatily Involves a plurality of structures - a structure being seen
as an internal network of seclal relations. For the critical realist a coercive
situation may indicate the presence of a dominating inequitable structure that
needs to be addressed. The emancipatory focus of critical realism would
suggest that this inequitable structure would need to be made explicit as the
first step In its dismantlement.

Given the categorisation evident within the SOSM, it can be concluded
that in general the systems approaches considered are each placed firmly
within a unitary, pluralist or coercive structural sltuation. Structure is
therefore not considered to be a variable and thus does not play a pivotal role
within the various approaches. This Is in conflict with a ¢ritical reallst
perspective which sees soclal structures as all important.

M A r i

SSM Is a practical methedalogy - Its focus being on achieving
systemically deslrable and culturally feasible change. This focus on
accommodation has opened the methodology to the criticism that It is
ultimately overly conservative and does not encourage radical change
(Tsoukas, 1592). Rose {2000, p. 78) highlights the importance of
Interpretation within Checkland's S5M:

The epistemolegical, ot learning premise of his work involves
the consclous movement between Unstructured perceptions of
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the world and perceptions structured by systems principles, in
order to foster debate.

He argues that Checkland's SSM daes not provide a specific model on
organisational change nor does it provide a mechanism for explaining the
repraduction of soclal structure between people:

Though Checkland clearly adheres to the notion of a saclally

constructed world, the mechanisms of that soclal construction

are less clearly specified. The closest his writihgs come to these
understandings are In his commentary on Vickers. (. 77)

Such a focus s a function of the eplstemological focus of SSM and
interpretivism in general. Such a view is in contrast to an ontological realist
position which strongly emphasises the nature and Interactive properties of
the social objects being enquired Into,

In line with Vickers (1965), Checkland and Holwell (1598, p. 48) argue
that the soft systems movement seas organizations as "social entities which
seek to manage relationships”, This so-called triba/view sees organizations as
relationship managing entities, vet the SSM In practice does not particularly
emphasise the importance of such relationships concentrating more on the
ultimate shared perspective, Within the method, an early recognition is given
through the development of a rich picture and root definition to reflect such
relationships, but, once these interactions has been identified and
accommodated there is little further reference to the rich picture and
identifled structures.

The f an interactive nt within

Mathiassen and Nielsen (2000) argue traditional use of SSM within the
IS field has tended to neglect the interactive or relational aspect of
information systems. They claim that SSM has tended to focus more on the
transformative purpose hehind informatfon systems as exemplified in the root
definition which requires the inclusfon of a transformatlon. They suggest that
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5SM would gain a wider application If it concentrated on the interaction
aspect of IS as well as the traditional systemic concept of transformation. As
a part of this change in focus they suggest that depending on the system
purpose the root definition may inciude a definition of the interaction process
rather than the transformation process,

In line with Mathiassen and Nielsen (2000), Rosa (2000, p. 102} argues
that the two primary metaphors reflected within Checkland's S5M are
transformation and Interaction. He suggests that traditionally transformation
has been the primary focus of SSM and action research in general, For the
action researcher the primary aim of research intervention is seen to be
transformation with the emphasis on systematically desirable and culturally
feasible change. In my view, this concentration on action and process has
tended to result in a neglect of underlying structures such as power
relationships and external impacting structuras,

Rose (2000) argues that ater verslons of S5M have concentrated more
on the Idea of the organlzation as & human activity system with the primary
focus on relationshlp maintenance. This move towards an interaction
metaphor may be seen as an attempt to address criticisms of SSM that it does
not adequately reflect pre-existing structural relationships. Within the 55M
rich pictures have always provided a meachanism for recognising such
relationships, et the structures identifled through these rich pictures are not
used to any great, extent in the later formal modeiling process, The rich
plcture 1s primarily used to understand the system and to define the root
activity of the system - this reflects a move back to process thinking and the
trapsformative metaphor rather than towards soclal structures and
interaction.
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Th | r ithi

From 3 critical realist perspective the concentration within SSM on
transformation and process misses much of the story. As Reed {1997} argues,
approaches that concentrate solely on processual issues and situated social
action ¢an tend to ignore important wider impacting structural impositions
which can "constrain actors’ capacities to smake a difference” {p, 25),
Approaches which 'work with "flat" or "horizontal" social ontologies in which
the precessual character of social reality totally occuples the analytical and
explanatory space avallable' (p. 24) face the danger of ignoring Important
structural constraints.

Stakeholder analysis

The incorporation of techniques such as stakeholder analysls within
55M seems 3 sensible means b address this neglect of soclal structures. As
an example of this approach Vidgen {1997) proposes an extension of
Multiview 2 to include stakeholder analysis. He proposes that firstly a rich
picture be developed to reflect the complex and messy situation under
investigation, Once completed the rich picture Is then used along with a
stakeholder map to identify the concerned stakeholders. Once the concerned
stakeholders are identified it is then possible to consider how the new system
might impact each of their situations, The identification of such possible
stakeholder effects allows for thelr inclusion in the ultimate new system.
Stakeholder analysis provides an opportunity to more clearly reflect the
pluralism Vidgen sees as evident in all systems development situations - he
feels that a pluralist perspective is Invariably the norm In systems projects
and rejects the "simple” category reflacted within the SoSM,

1t is interesting to note the close relationship between the definltion of
stakehalders and the critical realist conception of social structures, Vidgen
(1597) quotes Mitroff and Linstone (1993, p. 141) who see stakeholders as
"any Individual, group, arganization o institution that can affect as well as be
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affected by an individual's, group's, organization’s or Institution's policy or
palicleﬁ". Similarly, the Stanford Research Institute of 1963 s quoted as
defining stakeholders as "those groups without whose support the
organization would cease to exist". Vidgen suggests the organization be sgen
as a web of stakeholder relationships rather than a single entity. This
perception s simllar to the critical realist perception of structure as an internal
network of sacial relations.

Adopting a simplistic support to this argument derives Figure 14 which
suggests that when examining interactive systems soclal structure is
particularly Important. In this case the use of a technique such as stakeholder
analysis can be most useful. When examining transformative systems
structural analysis is perhaps less Important and SSM could be used In the
traditional manner.

9




‘:\

o

SYSTEM TYFE

TRANSFORMATIVE,

ORGANISATIONAL

CONTEXT
PLURALIST COERCIVE
SSM + ”
Stakeholder
Analysis
S8M CSH

Figure 14: A framework for suggesting a systems approach
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Conclusion

Histerically It can be argued that ane of the most powerful components
of SSM Is Its interpretive stance. As Halwell (2000) suggests “Checkland's
wark Is recognised for adding interpretive thinking to the flelds of systems,
problem-salving and 1S; so much so, that his argument and language have
become part of the general discourse” (p. 778), Hoiwell argues that
Checkland's (1981) emphasis on the problem sttuation rather than the
problem itself provided a fresh way of looking at organisational problem-
solving and allowed a deeper recognition of the problem context.

Yet, this chapter suggests that along with the benefits provided by the
underlying interpretivist perspactive of SSM, there are also weaknesses. As
detailed in Chapter 5 interpretivism has its shortcomings, not the least of
which 1§ its concentration on individual perceptions and its neglect of wider
impacting soclal structures, This chapter suggests that SSM can grow further
through a clearer recognition of social structures and their impact on problem
situations. Checkland readily admits that the SSM resides within what he
terms as the conceptual domain; this emphasis on systems thinking being one
of its major strengths, However, from a critical realist perspective, such a
singular emphasis also has some disadvantages. It is suggested that a major
disadvantage is the neglect of social structures.

The inclusion of stakehalder analysis within a soft systems
investigation is suggested as one way of addressing this Issue, particularly in
the examination of interaction systerns which depend more heavily on existing
and potentially important soclal structures. As detailed in Figure 14 if the
primary focus of the system Is interaction then a more detailed Investigation
of stakehaolders and thelr concerns is essential; for a transformative system a
traditional use of S5M with its strong focus on process and transformation
may be sufficient. Whilst the usefulness of such a maodel needs to be
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examined in practice the suggestion that S5M Incarporate a greater
recognition of social structures seems sensible.
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Chapter 12

revie Sis r

This thesis reflects 2 strong emphasis on theoretical issues. This Is
partly a consequence of the commitment tb-a“dthting a philosophy such as
critical realism, Critical reallsm proposes that 'phi?p.s?phy plays an important
and Integrai role In the research process. Such a stance requires a strong
understanding of the underlying philosophical position. An exptanatory target
also suggests that philosophical argument must play an important role in the
critical reallst method since it often requires transcending, or speculating,
perhaps non-observable mechanisms and structures to explain perceived
happenings. Thus as Wad (2001, p. 2} argues:

If we take explanation to be the core purpose of science, critical

realism seems to emphasise thinking instead of experiencing,

and especially the process of abstraction from the domalns of

the actual and the empirical world to the transfactual
mechanisms of the real world.

Another major reason for the strong facus on theory Is that it reflects
my own journey in that, having little background in the social sciences areng,
1 spent a long time on understanding the basics of soclal phllosophy, In
particular the initlal chapters of this thesis are an attempt to “create a space
In which my identity can feel safe” {Knights 1992}. They reflect my initial
overwhalming confuslon regarding interpretive approaches and my ultimate
conclusion that an interpretive account is not enough:

As detalled in Chapter 5, interpretive frameworks such as that
proposed by Galliers {1991} give little weight to the nature of the underiying
objects of research, I found such emphasis confusing as it did not allow 2
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clear direction for selectlon of a research approach. Critical realism In
providing a pre-definition of the basic nature of the underlying social abjecis
on which the research is based helped to alleviate this issue.

1 had chosen interpretivism as the underlying focus for the thesls
primarily due to the background of my supervisor and my own Intepretive
experience at a masters fevel (Dobson 1992), As Orlikowski and Baroudi

(1991) peint out
Research approaches adopted by all researchers.. are
influenced to a greater or lesser extent by the various
institutional contexts within which they are trained and
work...They are heavily Influenced by the doctoral program
attended, the agendas of powerful and respected mentors, the
hiring, promotion and tenure criterla of employing Institutions,
the funding policies of agencies, the rules of access negotiated
with research sites, and the publishing guidelines of academic
journals,

I was not comfortable with this a prioi stance towards the adoption of
a research approach as I felt that the research obiect should have more
Influence on the dedsion. The anly way 1 could move on was to, firstly,
appreciate the philosophical basls of the varlous approaches and then,
secondly, go back to consldering what I felt would best explain the situation
under study. In hindsight, this selection method exemplified my underlying
realist leaning in that it assumed that ontology should drive methodalogy. It
also stiggests that research requires an autfrentic use of theory {Prasad,
1597). This emphasis can be seen in the way that the thesls Is presented,
Only after completing my initial grounding in seclal philosophy did I feel
comfortable addressing some of the practical aspects of the use of critical
realism. These praciical Insights are presented in the later chapters,
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The major tributipns of the thesi

The major contribution of the thesis Is to highlight the importance of
philosophical awareness in progressing research, It argues strongly against
the use of 2 préior theory and provides a practical example of how philosophy
can provide the opportunity to “be your own guide™ and to “work out
consciously and critically one's own conception of the wotld” (Gramscl 1971).
The thesis demonstrates how phtlosoptly can suppert research in a useful and
practical manner. It also documents how such philosophical grounding can
allow the researcher to find their owh path and by so doing refuse “to accapt
passively and supinely fram outside the moulding of one’s persanality”
{Gramsci pp. 323-324),

More particularly it responds to the call far a greater philosophical
awareness within the IS fleld (see Chapter 3 above)} by presenting critical
realismm, a relatively new social philosophy that elavates the role of philosophy
in research. The thesls highlights the practical Implications of such a stance in
a number of ways by:

" Elevating the importance of the research obie

The thesls demonstrates that the adoption of Interpretivism as an
underlying phllesephy requires important philesophical presdﬁibtlons
that limit the likely research outcomes, As Archer {1995, p. 17) points
out “What soclal reality is held to he also is that which we seek to
explain”, The social reality assumed Identifies what there s to be
explalned and rules out explanations in terms of entities or properties
which are deemed non-existent, Interpretivism and associated
ethnographic approaches have a predominate focus on the micro
aspects of socfal situatons, thus restricting the possibllities of firstly
identifying and secondly analyslng macro level social structures.
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Usefully explaining £ rganizatio ation

The thesis demonstrates how the adoption of ¢ritical realism provides a
better abllity to recognize and include structure as an Important
component In soclal analysis. Critical realism is shown to provide a
basls for understanding how the outsourcing decislon was made in that
it allows far the recognition of the important external social structures
that so fundamentally Impacted the outsourcing decislon,

Demonstrating the critical reallst model of explanation

Tt provides a good example of the critical realist model of explanation
which Involves three basic steps (Outhwalte 1987, p. 58) "the
postulation of & possible {structure or] mechanism, the attempt to
collect evidence for or against its existence and the ellmination of
possible alternatives”. As Quthwaite goes on 1o suggest the realist
suggests that we have a good explanation when ([) the postulated
mechanism is capable of explaining the phenomenon (ii} we have good
reason to believe in its existence {ill} we cannot think of any equally
good alternatives,

As detalled in Chapter 7 and 8 one possible explanation of the move to
outsourcing Is the proposal that knowledge dissemination from
concerned technology suppliers and consultancy firms could have
convinced the organization to adopt such innovative practice as
outsourcing. This proposal Is rejected primarily due to the fact that
there was little evidence of such influence, It is proposed that
outsourcing s different from many other innovative practices in that
outsourcing is such a stressful and career-changing process that it
seems unlikely that agents directly impacted by the move would
support the move. It is therefore proposed that there must be an
Interna! or external structure in place forcing the move to cutsourcing.
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Once this structure was proposed, the mechanism by which the
structure Impacted the organisation needed to be identified. This
mechanism became clearer on interviewing the past CEC of the
organization who highlighted the critical role of the government in the
hiring and firing of CEOs. This thus identified the associated
meachanism by which the governmeantal structure made Its effects felt
within the organisation and was well supported by the arganizational
evidence of the departure of the CEO immediately prior to outsourcing.

Demonstrating the negative implications of social constructivism

The thesls argues against social constructivist approaches that present;
managers as operating In a passi\fe; lernming-Ike manner in thel
adaption of management fars and fashions, Through the adoption of
critical realism it calls for o deeper understanding of the managerial
decision-making environment and a greater awareness of the
pressuras under which managers operate. For the case under review,
rather than adopting a social constructivist argument which tended to
see managers as passively accepting such innovative practice as
outsourcing, critical realism suggests that managers have an
understandable and pro-active role to play In resporiding to and
amending the real struttures and mechanisms that constrain their

. decision-making.

W } ex; f cr realls supporting reseatch

Mare generally the thesls provides some examples of the practical
outcomes of a eritical realist approach:

L

» It uses critical realism as a basis for ¢ritiquing a widely used
framework for selecting IS research approaches (See Chapter 5
for a critique of Galllers 1991)

299



« It provides new insight into the foundations underlying the
Important $505M framework and highlights t_he implled
. importance of structure within the frame (s2e Chapter 11)

« It critiques SSM from a critical realist stance and emphasizes the
need for a greater recognition of the Impertant role of sockl
structures within the methodology

» It uses critical realism as a basls for examining innovation
diffusion and by 50 doing provides a useful alternative to Rogers
{1995) knowledge-focussed diffusion theory.

o It demonstrates that for the case study under review the IS
planning approach adopted did not follow the evolutionary
madels sugaested by some (for example, King and Teo 1997). It
supparts the realist argument for greater commitment to
contextualized examination in developing such models.

Disadvantages of a critical realist approach

As discussed in earlier chapters, critical reallsm, through the
retroductive focus of its’ questioning, is better sulted to some research targets
than others, The understanding of causation Is a particular target for most
realist studies and, given the complexity of soclal life, a particularly difficult
alm. As detalled In earlier ¢hapters, for the ¢oercive sifuation documented in
the case example it was perhaps easler to argue for this causation by an
external Imposing structure since the structure was 50 dominating in the case
example, The adeptlon of critical realism in a more obviously pluralist
sltuation may well prove more difficult.

Another major disadvantage of using critical realism is its lack of
practical exemplars. This is highlighted in the recently announced annual
conferenge of the International Association for Critical Realism (TACR) which
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focuses on Realism, research and practice. The proposed conference papers
clearly demaonstrate that there are very few examples or guldelines for
developing critical realist practice. Given the fact that the use of critical
reallsm Is presented as belng conditional on successful practice, this issue s
of great importance if critical realism 1s o become more widety used. The
difficulties in applying critical realism are eminently displayed in the lack of
such exemplars. The philosophical focus within critical realism Is both an
advantage and a disadvantage in critical realist studies as such focus does
provide good grounding but requires an In-depth pre-knowledge that many
researchers may be reluctant to pursue,

As Stones {1996) alsc suggests the lack of sultable methodologles to
reflect the ontologically boid arguments evident within critical realism is also
an jssue. Critlcal realism Ts said to ontologically bold and epistemologically
cautious {Outhwalte 1987} and thus, as argued in earller chapters, there
needs to be a lass cautious approach to methodolagy use. Studles need to be
initiated that provide answers to such questions as:

«  What particular features should a crffital reallst study
encompass?

e What changes, if any, are needed in data collection for a critlcal
‘33 - realist study? As detalled in chapter 1, my feelings concerning
_ data collection for critical reallst examination s that it needs to

specifically target the opinions of the powerfui, as quite often
they are the only people whe fully understand the impacting
structures In place. This, of course, goes against ethnographic
examination which specifically aims at the less powerful. There
needs to be a carefui balance betwaen such differing alms,
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» How can the techniques and experiences galned through
qualltative and interpretive type approaches be incorporated
into realist examination?

As detatled in earlier chapters I can see that critical realism would be a
particularly useful underlabourar in the examination of ERF systems (see
Chapter 2). ERP systems have an important structuring effect on
organizations and [ feel that critical realism, whilst not having a specific
representation of tachnolegy within the maodel, can usefully allow a
representation of this structuting role, Simllarly I also argue in Chapter 5 for
the use of critlcal realism to examine the role of mentoring retaticnships in
organizations. It is my view that the iImportance of mentoring relationships,
particularly in private industry, is under-reprasented in the research literature,
Critical realism would provide a useful basls for investigating such
relatlonships.

Critical realism as avoiding many of the dualisms of current social
theory

Desplte the disadvantages of such an approach, [ personally feel that
there Is considerable scope for its’ use in Investigating the social situations
implicit in IS implementation and use. As detailed in the Introductory chapter
there are many reasons for the adoption of ¢ritical realism in IS research.
Perhaps one of the major advantages in such an approach is that it provides
the opportunity to avoid many of the dualisms evident in the past as Bhaskar
points in a racent interview:

The Possibility of Naturalism [Bhaksar 1979] argued against the

dualisms and splits that dominated the then contemporary

human sciences — and which to & large extent, despite critical
reallsm and related currents of thought, continue to do so now.

What were these dualisms? They were dualisms between

positivism and hermeneutics; between collectivism and

individualism; structure and agency; reason and cause; mind

and body; fact and value. In each case, critical naturalism
argued for a third sublating position which could reconcile these
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stark polarities and oppositions, and which could situate the two
extremes as special cases of the more general sublating
posltion. Thus, agalnst positivism and hermeneutics, it argued
for a critical naturalism based on a realist philosophy of s¢lence.
Against collectivismm and individuallsm alks, &t argued for
relationism - that is, the conception of society as essentially
relational In character, as not consisting either of collectivities of
Individuals or Individuals, but as concerned with the relations
between Iindividuals. Then in opposition to the dichotomy of
structure and agency, It argued for what [ called the
transformational mode! of social activity, which is not to identify
structure or agency, but to trace their distinctive features and
mutual interdependency, In @ way that Margaret Archer and
others have shown is distinct from, although related to, that
position that Giddens has put forward under the thecry of
structuration. (Norrls, 1959)

Given the importance of Bhaskar's writings to the critical realist
movement I feel it is thus appropriate that he should have the final say in this
thesls.
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