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Luminous days —

Do not weep that they are

over but rather smile that they have been.
Confucius

This book is dedicated to
Dr. Heinz Karl Klein

With love and sadness, we say our farewells to Heinz who died in Vienna,
Austria on Wednesday, the 18th of June 2008 at the age of 68 after an active and
fulfilling life. His zest for life and steadfastness of purpose filled all aspects of
his being as seen in his personal life and the success of his career. It is difficult
for us to imagine how we can close the gap which he has left.
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Foreword

As | write this foreword, the news reaches us of the death of Heinz Klein, a
founding father of the critical approach to information systems and contributor to
this volume. The number of projects his death leaves us to complete is testimony
not only to the generous way he worked with so many colleagues throughout
the world, but also to his belief in extending and challenging the critical
approach. This book is a further step in the process of extending, challenging and
developing the critical approach to information systems. It takes seriously the
need to acknowledge the historical roots of the subject in the socio-technical and
critical management approaches and the contribution of work on Habermas and
Foucault. However, it also takes seriously the call of Heinz Klein to diversify the
approach, to bring in new voices and new ideas, and to revisit and extend older
ideas.

This book addresses these points in a number of important ways. Stahl’s
attention to the ethical dimension of critical IS reminds us that ethics is at the
heart of Habermas’s work, yet it is often overlooked as a subject of enquiry, both
in mainstream 1S and in critical 1S. Semiotics and ethnography are two areas
hitherto minimally addressed in critical IS. They receive welcome attention in
this book, adding to the push for the exploration of new approaches.

Critical IS research has, at times, been criticised for its lack of engagement
with empirical issues. Thus, the chapters by Oliver and Romm on ERP systems
and Doolin on healthcare systems are all the more welcome, especially as these
are empirical areas subject to much discussion within mainstream IS. Two final
chapters provide useful reflection. It is fitting that Heinz’s chapter closes the
book. However, this does not mean that he has the last word and that his work is
over. Rather, it serves as a reminder that his legacy is to leave us with questions
to answer and work to do in the critical tradition which he did so much to form
and shape.

Professor Alison Adam

Director of the Information Systems,
Organisations and Society Research Centre
University of Salford, U.K.
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Chapter 1

The Punch and Judy of Critical IS
Research

Carole Brooke

1.1. Thatis the Way to Do it! OrIsIt?  1.3. In Search of the Nature of

1.1.1. OrlsIt? Critical Inquiry in IS: An
1.2. Being Fruitful: The Need for Overview of the Chapters
Critical Inquiry in IS 1.4. Some Reflections at Last

1.1 THAT IS THE WAY TO DO IT! OR IS IT?

Can we judge a book by its cover? Were you attracted by the cover? Intrigued?
Shocked? Perhaps one of your first thoughts when you looked at this book was
‘what is the relevance of Punch and Judy to research in IS?!” Perhaps you just
saw a familiar form of entertainment with old-fashioned or historical roots.

Here we have an excellent example for critical analysis.

As you know, the Punch and Judy show is a harmless form of children’s
entertainment from a long and well-established tradition — a set of familiar char-
acters and some repetitive routines that demonstrate appropriate morality and
social behaviour. The ‘moral of the story’ is that ‘good’ wins over ‘bad’, the weak
are protected and justice is delivered by those in authority over us. Orisit? Whatif1
suggest that the imagery is disturbing, with a thinly-veiled theme of aggression and
domestic violence? The Punch and Judy show is a story of gendered social roles, of
sexual stereotypes and dysfunctional families? Or is it? The moral of the story is
that equality does not exist, unequal power relations are a feature of daily life, and
without intervention, less powerful ‘voices’ will tend to be marginalized, even
silenced. Or is it? How about this reading: the Punch and Judy show is a fiction, a
web of deception, a subliminal instrument of normativity, patriarchy, a form of
social regulation, a grotesque depiction of human nature. Or is it?

The Punch and Judy show may not be what it seems. Somewhere, underneath
it all, there are values and assumptions at work: ‘theirs’ and ours. Now, take a
look at the back cover. Who is in control: Punch, Judy or the puppet master?
Does this alter the way you view and interpret what is going on? These kinds of
issues are at the heart of critical research or ‘critical inquiry’ within IS.

Critical Management Perspectives on Information Systems
Copyright © 2009 by Elsevier Ltd. All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.



4 In Search of Critical IS Research

In 2003 I was invited to give a keynote address at a research methods
conference.’ I chose to talk about what I then saw as the newly-burgeoning field
of ‘critical research’ approaches in IS. During my preparations I was reminded
of Punch and Judy. Why? Too often in academic debates different approaches to
research are seen as competitors ‘slugging it out’ until one emerges victorious.
Rarely have I seen academic debates where there is a deep appreciation for
diversity as opposed to similarity of theoretical analysis and interpretation. This
apparent undercurrent of desire for intellectual convergence has been tangible
even in contexts where rejection of grand narratives was espoused. Often
the search seems to be for ‘more’ or ‘less’ suitable modes of IS evaluation
with the implication that this will result in improved research findings and
recommendations for change and ‘improvement’.

Back in 2003, there seemed to be two fairly popular theoretical strands to IS
research: work based on ideas developed by Habermas and work based on
concepts drawn from Foucault. However, even within this limited frame of
reference, it felt as if the two approaches as applied within the IS field were
in competition with each other. This is not entirely surprising given that the
progenitors (Habermas and Foucault) were themselves engaged in a fascinating
discourse during their lifetimes. (Incidentally, I recommend you read a chapter
by Conway (1999) that presents this dialogue in a very readable fashion.)

My reading of contemporary IS literature led me to conclude that researchers
were applying the ideas of Habermas with much the same attitude. His ‘fol-
lowers’ appeared to be privileging their discourse above others. That is, they
were presenting their frameworks at one and the same time as ‘critical’ and yet
somehow more productive than alternative approaches without actually inves-
tigating their own claims to knowledge. This is not to deny that there is a delicate
tension between holding a ‘critical’ position whilst seeking to produce effective
theories and methods of research, and this is a point to which we will return.
However, 1 spotted a substantial influence of Habermas within ‘critical’ IS
research, more or less to the exclusion of other approaches, or so it seemed.
At the same time, I found very little in the literature that employed the ideas of
Foucault or others from the ‘critical’ tradition. The one seemed to be growing at
the expense of the other. At the risk of employing another metaphor, I have
referred to this as a case of Habermasian critique becoming a ‘cuckoo in the
nest’.” Habermasian research was nudging the ‘competition’ out of the nest. In
short, I sensed the danger of IS research lapsing into a form of paradigmatic
hegemony. This seemed particularly ironic given that Habermas himself
emphasized emancipation from domination.

1. European Conference on Research Methods in Business and Management, Reading University,
20-21st March 2003 (see www.academic-conferences.org).

2. European Conference on Research Methods in Business and Management, Reading University,
20-21st March 2003 (see www.academic-conferences.org).
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So, how do we deal with the ‘problem’ of the Punch-like competitive element
(aka the hegemonic relations) of IS research? Before I elaborate on my concerns
for the IS discipline which began in 2003, we need to establish a starting point for
considering the ideas of Habermas. So, here follows a very brief overview of
some key ideas from his seminal works.

Habermas recognized that communications between individuals or groups
tended to produce inequality at various levels. The overall context in which
communication is played out he referred to as the ‘Lifeworld’. He developed a
framework that could be operated within the Lifeworld and he called it ‘com-
municative rationality’. The purpose of communicative rationality was to pro-
vide a conceptual arena within which Lifeworld communications could take
part, without inequality or, at least, where such inequalities were significantly
reduced. Underpinning this logic is the assumption that it is possible to facilitate
a ‘more equal’ process of communication. He referred to this condition as ‘ideal
speech’. The benefits of such an approach are clear to see within the field of IS,
especially in systems design and implementation, where the importance of the
involvement and engagement in dialogue of a wide variety of stakeholders has
been attested (Sauer, 1993).

It seemed to me back then, however, that Habermas was more strident in his
views, and less accommodating than Foucault who always tended to see more
similarity between their philosophical aspirations than difference. As I read their
respective writings and the work of others who applied their ideas, I gained the
overall impression that there was an intrinsic contradiction in the claims of
Habermas.

Stop! I now experienced a contradiction at two levels. In proposing the notion
of ‘ideal speech’, I felt that Habermas was presenting us with a picture of an
external reality, one which left little room for alternative constructions and inter-
pretations to be identified and valued. This felt like a closing down of intellectual
inquiry rather than an opening up. Within the context of scientific inquiry, where
the overall aim is to produce a reproducible and generalizable set of ‘norms’ and
behaviours, this tendency may be more acceptable, but even within the broad
church of ‘critical’ research (Brooke, 2002a) this felt uncomfortable. In summary,
there appeared to be a contradiction and tension between holding a ‘critical’
position whilst seeking to produce effective theories and methods of research.

For further explication, let us return to Punch and Judy.

The Punch and Judy show is our Lifeworld. Punch represents a devotee of
Habermas. He believes that there is an external reality and that his views are
more valid. Judy represents the Foucauldian (or any other ‘critical’ for that
matter) researcher. Her power is more subtle. One of her concerns is to protect
the baby. The baby is more obviously vulnerable in terms of power relations,
although very vocal. I propose that the baby represents diversity of intellectual
tradition and interpretation.

Punch is strong and aggressive, Judy is not so. Punch will try to dominate
Judy and assert his voice over hers through physical acts. It will require the
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Police Officer (communicative rationality) to use his truncheon (ideal speech) to
ensure that justice prevails and, especially, that the baby is not harmed.

1.1.1 Or Is It?

Do you see the dilemma I encountered at that time? How can the very thing that
purports to ensure the richness and diversity of communication prevails, also
claim the status of ‘authority’. It does not make sense. Rather than a Punch-and-
Judy style confrontation, could we not choose to shift our frame of reference?
For instance, we could choose to engage in an on-going dialectical dance. That
would seem somehow more fluid and to allow for more mutuality of dialogue.

I must stress here that as researchers we do not need to mirror the same
pattern of intellectual ‘behaviour’ as the thinkers who influence our ideas. I am
not rejecting the possible contribution of Habermasian (or any other) theory to a
richer understanding of IS. Indeed, I hope that you will find the chapters in this
book provide some suitably convincing and diverse examples of the application
of his ideas. No, the point I am making here is one of attitude and intention.

I think we had better abandon our Punch and Judy metaphor now because, as
Morgan (1993) said, after a while it breaks down, but I hope that I have suc-
ceeded in opening up for you some challenging questions with regard to the state
of critical research as it is within the field of IS. These questions are what
motivated me to produce this edited collection.

Before we move on, though, you might take another look at the back cover.
The artist (Roy Ealden) intended this to represent the gentleman who is operating
the Punch and Judy show. For me, this is nicely emblematic of critical inquiry. A
key aim of critical research is to discover/uncover underlying values and beliefs,
quite often by exposing hidden or marginalized aspects. Frequently, there is an
overall intention (though no guarantee) of some level of emancipation, a deeper
understanding of power relations and an attempt at reflexivity. Once we have
‘seen’ the person behind the show, a whole new set of issues may emerge for us.
Who is it? What is their motivation and intent? What drives their actions? And so
on. We need to remain alert to these issues in organizational research.

Now that we have introduced the idea that critical inquiry is somehow useful
and requires a level of intellectual diversity and an attitude of openness, we will
take a closer look at what this might mean within the context of IS research and
indicate how the chapters in this book can make a fruitful contribution.

1.2 BEING FRUITFUL: THE NEED FOR CRITICAL INQUIRY IN IS

Taking the somewhat political stance of the puppet master as our starting point,
we might reasonably begin by asking who or what is ‘behind’ the academic
development of critical thinking in IS? If we are to understand its recent past, its
current state and its future potential for development, we probably need to know
something about its historical roots.
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How far back to go is a difficult decision to make when considering the
genesis of an emerging approach. A relatively early protagonist is a contributor
to this book — Heinz Klein. Yet we need to go back further, to the early 1960s at
least, and note the essential contributions made by researchers like Joan Wood-
ward, Enid Mumford and others to the field of technology and organizations.
Such work, it was noted in 2007 (at an event to commemorate the work of Enid
Mumford who had recently died?), is still relevant in today’s ‘post-modern’
world. [The term post-modern is used here in the form that Hassard and Parker
(1993) described as an ‘epoch’.] The approach taken in this early research is
often referred to as ‘socio-technical’ in nature, with its desire to recognize the
role and contribution of people and its attempt to redress the imbalance towards
an emphasis on purely technical matters.

More recently, and certainly since the 1990s, there have been many attempts
to describe the nature of ‘critical research’, mainly within the field of general
management (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; Hassard & Parker, 1993). Still more
recently, a critical research tradition has been developing from within IS, for
which there is some evidence in the published literature. For instance, there have
been special issues of journals (Database for Advances in Information Systems,
2002), and dedicated conference tracks at international conferences (e.g. Critical
Management Studies; European Conference on Research Methods; American
Academy of Management; European Conference on Information Systems).

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) have argued that critical research has at least
three overlapping fundamental areas to address. These are gaining insight into
lived experience (e.g. through more frequently conducting in-depth empirical
work), undertaking a critique of the values and assumptions that underpin
organizational and managerial practices, and transformative redefinition. By
the latter they refer to the extent to which research can lead to the relevant
knowledge and practice needed in order to effect change in approach and ways of
working (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000).

The third area of work — transformative redefinition — is a particularly
interesting one. It continues to provide a significant challenge to all researchers
but, arguably, especially to those working from a critical viewpoint. As I sug-
gested earlier in this introduction, there is a delicate tension between holding a
‘critical’ position whilst seeking to produce transformation that claims to be
‘better’ than that which previously existed. A critical voice seeks to shed light on
something or bring a new perspective with the intention for generally ‘good’
outcomes. Thus, there is always some implied reference point in relation to
which the ‘good’ is deemed to be an improvement, being contrasted to a notion
of ‘bad’, of course. So we could argue that there is a role for an implied or
necessary normativity here. Simultaneously, though, a critical approach needs to
leave room for other voices to express different viewpoints on relative ‘good-
ness’, not to mention the researcher having to leave space for self-critique

3. Enid Mumford Celebration Event, Manchester Business School, 28th March 2007.
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as well. This need to keep reflexing backwards and forwards between process
and content whilst leaving room for other interpretations poses enough of a
challenge but, where there is a normative element to the research, the task would
seem even greater. Yet the problem does not end there. Much critical research
has been taken to task, either for its lack of self-awareness and/or for its lack of
transparency in the recruitment of normative concepts. A number of authors in
this book recognize this situation, but the chapters by Stahl, Cecez-Kecmanovic
and Janson, and Klein pay particular attention to it.

Various issues have been highlighted since Alvesson and Deetz’ paper
as needing treatment within the sphere of critical research, and the chapters in
this volume seek to identify and address them. In so far as this book, then, brings
together the philosophical and the practical, and re-visits the foundational values
of critical IS, it addresses some of the significant gaps that were identified in the
literature (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000).*

Historically, writings on ‘critical’ approaches to information systems have
been fairly fragmented. In addition, what there is tends to give the impression
that the study of information systems is dominated by a particular theoretical
preference (especially critical systems thinking). Overall, authors of IS papers
have tended to be less confident in adopting a critical approach, and in certain
areas there have been few published accounts. This book calls upon those
working in the field to broaden their approach, but at the same time it warns
against the dangers of adopting too narrow a view of information systems
research and practice (paradigmatic hegemony).

Before moving on to the next section, I want to re-emphasize my point of
drawing upon the Punch and Judy metaphor. In doing this, I am inviting you, the
reader, to consider the extent to which critical research in IS has historically
become focused upon a relatively narrow spectrum of approaches, and the extent
to which this situation is in danger of growing, with the concomitant risk that it
could stifle other existing or potentially new approaches. As I indicated earlier,
I see this situation as analogous to a cuckoo in the nest. It is interesting to note,
for instance, that in the concluding chapter to this book, Heinz Klein is able to
identify more than two strands of critical IS in contemporary research and yet
reports a relative paucity of diversity in the published literature. Could it be that
although critical IS is alive and kicking, it is still under-represented in main-
stream consciousness? If so, is this simply a consequence of hegemonic peer
review systems or could there actually be elements of a critical research
approach that tend to mitigate against its own proliferation?

The ‘critical’ movement has become more evident in IS research in the last
10 years or so, and the time has now come for its practical application to be more

4. Other issues that are worth a special mention here, but which are not featured in this book, include
resistance to the commodification of humanity, notably instrumental treatments of spirituality
(Brooke, 2002b) and the need for representational, meaning-creation spaces within organizations
(Brooke, 2001).
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vociferously illustrated and debated. This book aims to provide a coherent set of
reference points for students and researchers to see the issues at levels of theory,
method and practice as well as to present a fuller picture of the different
approaches that come under the ‘critical’ umbrella.

Indeed, it is important to recognize that definitions of critical research have
considerably broadened over time. One of the consequences of this is that
researchers from apparently disparate paradigms now claim to identify them-
selves with the ‘critical’ label. Notwithstanding significant concerns that have
been raised elsewhere about paradigm and ‘reality incommensurability’ (Brooke,
2002b; Thompson & McHugh, 2002), this collection of works avoids being
overly prescriptive about the variety of approaches it represents and which are
harnessed in the service of criticality. On the contrary, it attempts to demonstrate
that a rich diversity of approaches can contribute to our collective understanding
of IS and organizations and encourage us to be more creative in our explorations.

1.3 IN SEARCH OF THE NATURE OF CRITICAL INQUIRY IN IS: AN
OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

The book is divided into three main parts. Part one: ‘In Search of Critical IS
Research’, includes this introductory chapter, along with two further chapters.
The intention behind Part one is to introduce the reader to new theories and new
perspectives on IS research. Here you will find issues about the underpinnings of
critical IS research discussed from theoretical perspectives that are unlikely to be
represented in other texts on your reading lists.

Part Two is called ‘Critical IS Empirical Studies’. It is hoped that this section
will prove to be particularly valuable since there are not many published
accounts of how to actually operationalize a broad range of critical inquiries
in IS. For this reason, the empirical section includes some quite detailed studies,
and its length extends beyond the other two parts of the book. It is also intended
that the six chapters which form this part of the book will be accessible and
valuable as a resource for both teachers and researchers alike.

Part Three is a ‘Review and Critique’ and consists of two chapters. In
providing an overview and summary of each chapter of this book, no attempt
is made either to ‘classify’ them or critique them against a notional set of criteria
or characteristics of critical research. Whilst each chapter of the volume in Parts
one and two does this to a greater or lesser extent in relation to its own individual
contribution, the two chapters of Part three are intended to provide a more
holistic and reflective critique of the book itself. A generally accepted feature
of critical research is the need to be self-reflective and open to the critique of
one’s own ideas. By including in this book the ‘Review and Critique’, the
intention is to assist in discharging the critical ‘duty’ to be self-reflective; at
least, the hope is that this is sufficiently done.

We now return to Part one in order to begin our summary of the remaining
chapters, starting with chapter two by Bernd Stahl.
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Stahl’s chapter is placed early in the book because it provides a useful
overview of critical research and IS. Stahl’s main field of interest is ethics,
and in this chapter he explores the rarely recognized overlap between ethics
and critical IS. In particular, he gives us an historical introduction to critical
research and its characteristic concern for ‘emancipation’. In addition, he pro-
vides a valuable introduction to the development of the critical approach itself.
In contrast to many existing published accounts, Stahl is careful to highlight the
inter-relationships and similarities between positivist, interpretivist and critical
accounts of the research debate. Thus, in at least two respects, it constitutes an
original contribution to the field.

Stahl’s chapter contains a helpful synthesis of theoretical explanation and
insight into the nature of ‘critical intent” with an argument for the importance of
ethics. To this extent, it could be viewed as a ‘call to arms’ for critical researchers to
recognize and address the ethical dimension of their work. Indeed, he begins with a
bold statement: critical research is both based on and inspired by ethics. He goes on
to support this perspective through a thorough review of the literature. Early in the
chapter, Stahl makes a cogent and insightful observation of the orientation and
motivation of critical approaches over time in IS such that we are encouraged to be
more self-reflective in our own work. Particularly useful is the reminder that things
are rarely as clear-cut as they are sometimes presented. Typically, research
approaches become classified along over-simplified paradigmatic boundaries.
Stahl suggests a potentially more fruitful system based on clarifying intentions,
topics, theories and methods. Perhaps his most contentious statement is that critical
research can be done through the use of quantitative methods or a positivist
ontology. The key, he argues, is the critical intention behind them, that is, the
desire to ‘improve’ circumstances and address ‘justice’ in capitalist systems.

Stahl refers to several links that can be said to exist between ethics and the
critical intentions of a critical research approach. One key point here is that the
critical intention implies some kind of normative state that it is desirable to
achieve. After all, the changes that this approach seeks to bring about are
presented in terms of improvement and, thus, must be seen as relating to some
sort of notion of ‘better’ or ‘worse’ in that context. Stahl goes on to illustrate a
similar point with reference to critical topics, critical theory and critical meth-
odology. In each case, he seeks to illustrate the ways in which these can be
viewed as involving some kind of stance on ‘moral’ issues. In closing, the author
poses a challenge to all critical researchers in IS. The challenge is to render more
apparent the normative basis for critical research in this area, thereby opening it
up for scrutiny.

If these arguments are accepted, then it seems to me that not only would this
facilitate the self-reflectivity that critical research promotes, but it would also
potentially have more integrity as an expression of the ethical stance that the
research itself would seem to espouse.

Andrew Basden’s chapter follows on with a penetrating analysis of existing
approaches to critical research that has relevance and explanatory power
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extending well beyond the domain of IS. He evaluates the philosophical ground
motives of the research traditions that have come to dominate down the ages
along with their underlying assumptions. In so doing, Basden is able to explain
why research conducted from a critical perspective has often come to be seen as
weak or even contradictory in its theory and application. He then goes on to
demonstrate that philosophy, rather than being too abstract for our use, can direct
us towards practical tools to address these criticisms. Basden takes us on a
journey that includes (amongst others) Marx, Foucault, Checkland, Ulrich,
Habermas and Dooyeweerd. An important milestone on this intellectual journey
is Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action (TCA) and ‘Lifeworld’

Whilst acknowledging the value of Habermas’ ideas, Basden points out its
weaknesses. Specifically, he argues that TCA has a tendency to reduce the
diversity of the contexts of Lifeworld and, thereby, results in distortion, contra-
dicting the very notion of ‘ideal speech’ to which it aspires. Rather than reject the
concepts, though, Basden enlists the work of Dooyeweerd as a way to enrich the
critical research approach.

We are introduced to Dooyeweerd’s 15 aspects which (in contrast to ‘mere
categories’) constitute spheres of meaning and law. These aspects cannot be
reduced to each other, and this characteristic becomes key to avoiding the
reductionist tendencies of other theories and frameworks of thought. As spheres
of law, Dooyeweerd’s aspects provide a set of basic types of ‘Good’ and ‘Evil’
that are irreducibly distinct. The aspects are intertwined in human activity, such
that action in any aspect depends on action in other aspects.

Habermas’ instrumental and communicative rationalities can be associated
with Dooyeweerd’s formative and lingual aspects. Hence, Dooyeweerd recog-
nizes multiple rationalities and that these need to be incorporated into dialogue.
Dialogue amongst the multiple aspects is needed, and this involves decision-
making.

Dooyeweerd argues that such decisions have ‘religious’ roots (i.e. ultimate
commitments). These roots need to be exposed since, for example, commitment
to one aspect might be at the expense of another. Aspectual analysis of a situation
can, thus, bring insight into taken-for-granted assumptions, reveal hidden agen-
das, disentangle basic kinds of meaning, and more fully recognize the virtues of
an open dialogue. In summarizing, Basden presents in tabular form the ways in
which Dooyeweerd’s contribution can enrich a critical research approach. He
then goes further to demonstrate the aspectual nature of research approaches and
to situate the critical approach within this. Taking in turn each of the three
categories of IS research approach (hard systems, soft systems and critical IS)
he identifies their aspectual focus.

In his incorporation of Dooyeweerd’s ideas, Basden not only addresses the
potential weaknesses in Habermas’ frameworks but also presents us with a
direction for future work which takes account of criticisms levelled at critical
IS research more generally; notably the paradoxes inherent in an emancipatory
approach. Specifically, Basden demonstrates how the critical IS approach can
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address the different normative types of ‘Good’ and ‘Evil’ and treat them in a
more rigorous way. In concluding the chapter, Basden is keen to remind us that
Dooyeweerd recognized the necessity for reflexivity. Criticality must not be
regarded as an absolute but rather an invitation to further critical evaluation.
There is plenty of scope here for the reader to access new perspectives on IS
research and to critically reflect on their relevance and usefulness, and their
implications for thought and action.

Dubravka Cecez-Kecmanovic and Marius Janson provide us with a review
and critique of emancipatory and participatory information systems develop-
ment (ISD). They identify a need for such a review because on the one hand, such
approaches have been condemned as naive and unrealistic and yet, on the other
hand, they have been seen as vehicles of managerial instrumentalism, harnessing
workers in the service of economic agendas. In order to conduct their evaluation,
the authors present us with a longitudinal study of a Belgian retail company.
Their search is for practical meaning of emancipatory and participatory ISD
rather than its political or economic justifications. By so doing, they are able to
propose ideas concerning the conditions under which such ISD may be carried
out. They take the work of Hirchheim and Klein (1994) as their reference point
for such conditions, highlighting systematic and meaningful user involvement,
open and non-distorted communication and reasoned argumentation, based on
cooperation and mutual understanding between developers, managers and
employees.

In the course of presenting the Colruyt case study, the authors provide insight
into subtle differences between approaches to ISD that liberate and empower
and those that ‘colonize and disempower’. In this, and other ways they attempt to
present a critical and careful analysis of theory and practice rather than just a
‘totalizing meta-narrative’. The chapter includes a useful historical context for
the development of emancipatory ISD and its socio-technical studies of the
1960s and 1970s. There are similarities, it seems, between the Tavistock
Institute’s emphasis on employee training and involvement, and Colruyt’s
own approaches to worker development. Nevertheless, the case study surfaces
interesting tensions in the participative practices at Colruyt that generate some
new and stimulating problems. One example of this was the way in which
conflict resolution was addressed. The lack of hierarchical control structures
led to regular disagreements arising between colleagues rooted in differing
personal interests and viewpoints. Colruyt’s response to this situation was to
provide focused training in communication skills.

The company’s founder Jo Colruyt (and CEO until 1993) was pivotal in the
development of an open and participative culture and practice. It was the vision
of this apparently charismatic leader to establish his own high ethical standards
within the business. He inculcated the participative rights of employees, a
democratic work environment and open access to information.

One apparent side effect of this was the changing role of the trade union. We
note that there was tension between the espoused views of the union about
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Colruyt and their responses at an individual level during interviews. It is possible
to interpret this ambiguity in terms of a reaction to a perceived or felt loss of
union power and status in the workplace. Indeed, it seems clear that the act of
democratizing information access and use resulted in significant shifts in polit-
ical roles and power structures. However, the authors are careful to note that
increased democratization led to an increased need for individuals to take
responsibility for their actions. Here, there was also a role for information
systems information dissemination (ISID), where technology could support
and enhance the self-managed and autonomous nature of the work groups that
formed; for instance, in relation to problem-solving activities.

Cecez-Kecmanovic and Janson evaluate their case study using Alvesson and
Willmott’s emancipatory framework. One important aspect of the framework
that is assessed against the case study is the ‘utopian element’. This is defined,
not as an unrealistic striving for perfection but, rather, as a desire for improve-
ment upon the status quo. One key conclusion was that the ‘utopian element’ in
ISID actually generated critical thinking and surfaced novel practices, as was
identified by Alvesson and Willmott in their framework.

This distinction between ‘utopia’ and ‘perfection’ is a fundamental one and
resonates at another theoretical level too. In particular, we are told that some
critics of Habermas have been too quick to discard his ideas because they fail to
distinguish between these two states. The authors propose that Habermas’ ideal
speech situation holds far more analytical promise and explanatory power when
viewed more in relation to ‘utopia’ than ‘perfection’. Thus, we are encouraged to
view the repertoire of practices at Colruyt as an expression of a rational dis-
course and as an example of the role of ISID in supporting and encouraging
emancipatory outcomes.

In closing the chapter, Cecez-Kecmanovic and Janson suggest that their
research has demonstrated instances of micro-emancipation within a context
of a market leader seeking to attain excellence and efficiency whilst promoting
and supporting open, democratic communications and an inclusive, cooperative
culture. They argue that not only does their research show that emancipatory and
participatory practice is ‘realistic’ but also that it confirms Hirschheim and
Klein’s (1994) arguments. The authors argue that participatory and emancipa-
tory ISD can be a valuable foundation for the workforce creativity and self-
managed autonomy demanded of a competitive and uncertain organizational
environment. The case study indicates that, contrary to some claims, the eman-
cipatory project can support critical self-reflection at all levels within a compa-
ny, and contribute simultaneously to economic success and the equalizing of
power relations. Whereas the socio-technical research approach tends to be
limited to working conditions and individual worker satisfaction levels, partic-
ipatory and emancipatory ISD addresses the wider concern of workplace de-
mocracy, devolved decision-making and self-transformation. The authors, thus,
open up a space for further examination by academics and practitioners in the
spirit of critical research through dialogue and self-reflective critique.
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Oliver and Romm’s chapter is a study of Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP) systems and the ways in which their adoption becomes justified by
organizations. Using grounded theory, they conduct a multiple case study which
analyses and evaluates the adoption of ERP across a range of universities.

Using data from electronically mediated sources, the authors develop a
model of ERP adoption and then they critique it. Taking their lead from
March (1988) the authors distinguish between research that involves analysing
and predicting substantive outcomes and that which focuses on how organiza-
tional activities are perceived, interpreted and legitimated. It is the latter which
distinguishes this chapter as taking a critical approach. Drawing on ideas from
Weber and Habermas, the critical nature of the work presented resides primarily
in its focus on issues of domination and emancipation, communication, ratio-
nality and legitimacy. Specifically, the study seeks to identify and understand the
extent to which people occupy a subservient role vis-a-vis technology, and also
in relation to organization and process.

The purpose of the research is to identify common themes across the case
studies and develop from them a conceptual model of how ERP adoption is
justified. Grounded theory enables them to construct these new conceptual
categories. We are shown that what is considered of value and importance to
an organization can be revealed using these techniques. They discover that there
are a combination of drivers and influences on ERP adoption, including tech-
nical, value-driven and strategic, all of which enables the authors to interpret the
underlying rationality types with reference to their rationality framework.

One of the most significant findings from the study was that the more money
was invested in the technology systems and the greater their strategic impor-
tance, the less likely was the organization to apply a formal evaluation proce-
dure. This echoes findings reported in the study by Oliver and Romm, this
volume. It seemed the more complex the job of evaluating, the less persuasive
its outcomes. Thus, from a critical perspective, there was little evidence of
applied, instrumentally rational forms of organizational behaviour. Rather,
behaviour appeared to show trend-following and imitative tendencies. Interest-
ingly, the authors point out that, at a strategic level, this ‘herding instinct’ could
produce some benefits, and they identify elements of image and status acquisi-
tion.

In concluding, Oliver and Romm consider that instrumental rationality is an
inadequate explanation for the adoption of new technology. Rather, technology
has become part of the social value system. Indeed, they echo Habermas in
finding evidence for colonization of the life-world by technology and its
privileging over and above people. They finish by observing that scant consid-
eration was given by the universities to their core activities of teaching and
research, and they urge researchers to continue exploring the impact of ERPs on
the cultural missions of organizations.

Oliver and Romm’s chapter makes a valuable contribution to an understand-
ing of critical IS in several ways. ERP systems are of major concern in
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contemporary organizations, and this study demonstrates how grounded theory
can be applied to a case such as this and yet be used in a critical way. Addition-
ally, itillustrates that the ideas of Habermas can be applied within a more limited
social context than is often done.

The subsequent chapter by Cuckier and Rodrigues is a longitudinal study
(1992-2005) that combines critical discourse analysis and Habermasian critical
theory in a critique of public discourse on technology. The authors also attempt
to respond to criticisms that other researchers have directed specifically at IS
research that draws upon critical theory. This contribution was inspired by
widespread debates about the apparent gulf between the hyped rhetoric of what
technology can achieve and deliver, and the ‘reality’ of actual reported experi-
ences. A key motivation for exploring these issues is the belief that a better
understanding of them will lead to improved organizational decision-making.

The authors propose critical discourse analysis as a way to understand
institutional discourses, as well as a route to a better understanding of the
environments in which they operate. Specifically, a discourse analysis of the
limits to rationality that are imposed by an organization as part of a decision-
making process can, for instance, expose underlying assumptions and biases,
and social ‘norms’. Using a Habermasian framework of analysis, based on the
notion of communicative rationality, the authors explore cases of media dis-
course concerning e-learning. Habermas’ four validity claims of truth, sincerity,
legitimacy and clarity are used to analyse the texts in the research.

The analysis pulls out some interesting findings. For example, one of these is
that the benefits technology-based learning are often asserted but rarely, if ever,
evidenced. Another is that the level of investment in technology equipment is
generally emphasized whilst the costs of providing development, support and
infrastructure are either hidden or down-played.

Whilst the existing literature includes examples of communicative rational-
ity applied to organizational ISD, this chapter demonstrates the value of apply-
ing it to media discourses on technology at the level of society. The case
illustrates the ‘absurd’ situation that the costs of learning technology are rarely
articulated in a holistic or coherent way, whereas benefits are taken for granted.
The questions implied by communicative rationality (truth, sincerity, legitimacy,
clarity) are proposed as ways to reduce the inherent uncertainties and to improve
the decision-making process. Ultimately, this can help to differentiate between
societal hype around technology and developments that are of genuine interest
and benefit.

Given the discourse analysis focus of this chapter, it is unsurprising that it is
one of the longest in this book. It is important to note that in presenting their
research, Cuckier and Rodrigues provide us with a fairly detailed practical
insight into ‘data’ and its analysis and this, of itself, is a valuable opportunity
for the reader to see how critical theories and concepts can be applied in practice.

In outlining for use the current state of the field of discourse analysis, the
authors make two very useful contributions. They present a brief overview and



16 In Search of Critical IS Research

critique of the literature, and they present (in two tables) a synthesis of the
different approaches and interests that can be derived from that literature base.

Laurie McAulay’s chapter is primarily a general introduction to the use of
semiotics (the study of signs) as an evaluative tool, but it also illustrates how this
can be applied specifically within IS. In particular, we see how a critical ap-
proach can reveal interpretations that seem to challenge the ‘authoritative voice’,
simultaneously revealing a complex web of stakeholders with their varied inter-
ests. In taking us on our journey through semiotics, we visit a range of theoretical
influences including structuralism, post-structuralism and post-modernism, not-
ing along the way how they have contributed to the development of semiotics
and its application. The chapter gives focus to the importance of communication
within the field of IS but also notes its tendency to become ‘distorted’. It could be
argued, then, that McAulay is raising a similar issue to that which motivated the
development of Habermas’ communicative rationality, but the response is a very
different one.

Signs can be either a written text (such as books, annual reports, plays) or
visual text (e.g. works of art, films, shop displays, road signs). The basic premise
is that all these signs have been constructed by people with their own ethical and
political ideals. Thus, these values become potentially ‘inscribed’ into the sign.
In order to form an opinion and have an appropriate response, a critical reading
must attempt to deconstruct the sign so as to explore the values that underpin it.

McAulay uses the financial reports of two very different organizations
(Sainsbury and Cisco) as his material for deconstruction. In both cases it is
information technology strategy that is the subject of discussion. These two
examples were chosen for their contrasting styles of expression and not because
they are the best examples of particular strategic choices. Nevertheless, the
exercise is insightful. We learn to see that what first appears to be neutral and
objective can have many hidden meanings and that the meaning of a sign is taken
as much from what is not said as what is said — its ‘silences’. At the end of the
analysis we are left with the problem of how to achieve a balance between the
open-ended nature of interpretation and the need to reach a view in order to
influence future actions.

Issues of justice and individual rights are highlighted, and their implica-
tions for communal action and freedom are noted. However, rather than offer
us a prescriptive solution, the chapter opens up the potential for different
perspectives. As the author says, by rejecting the notion of definitive mean-
ings the world is more receptive to new ways of acting. Indeed, McAulay
turns the problem back on to you, ‘the reader’. Individuals have the ability to
engage with texts; this is a fundamental underpinning principle of semiotic
analysis. Further, that in our active engagement with texts we create mean-
ing, often without being aware of it. Since a critical research approach
requires us to analyse taken-for-granted values and assumptions, it should
not surprise us to note that, ultimately, McAulay challenges us to take
responsibility for our own acts of reading and meaning creation. Such
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practices, he argues, create the possibility for improved development and
design of IS and even the emancipation of individuals.

In the following chapter on Self-Ethnography, Chumer attempts to describe
and evaluate a research approach that he has been using and reflecting on since
1996. Chumer argues that Self-Ethnography (or SE, for short) is a particularly
useful approach to adopt when studying what he calls socially embedded phe-
nomena. SE has emerged from the hermeneutical and phenomenological phil-
osophical traditions as exemplified in the works of Heidegger, Husserl and
others. With its focus on ‘being’ and ‘existence’, phenomenology would seem
to lend itself well to an approach that seeks to engage in the role of self, or selves,
in the practice of inquiry. The self-ethnographer, on the other hand, also needs to
be able to distinguish between ‘self’ and ‘other’ in order to make sense of the
world around them. Thus, an hermeneutic grounding contributes to the relation-
ship between ‘self” and ‘other’ within a research context. Further, SE seeks to
bring into the light the biases of the researcher and the impacts that such biases
may have on the research account. This calls for a self-reflexive process, in-
volving the recording of the ‘self’ or selves, the ‘other’ and how they are
influenced by the phenomena and context being studied, and in which they
are embedded. The researcher, as researcher—author, becomes more transparent,
or such is the intention.

The researcher, then, is viewed as an active participant, more or less on ‘equal
terms’ with other participants. SE is concerned with the ‘home-base’ of the
researcher, that is, the context within which they are already located. “Tradi-
tional’ ethnography tends to involve the researcher entering into a context in
order to conduct research on or with ‘strangers’. Whereas traditional ethnogra-
phy involves drawing ‘closer to’, therefore, SE necessitates a degree of ‘distanc-
ing from’.

SE offers the critical researcher the opportunity not only to recognize but also
to draw upon the inscriptive effects of a research inquiry upon his or her self and
the multiple identities that may emerge in the process. In essence, rather than
attempt to silence or control for the role of self in the research endeavour, SE
enables its celebration and contribution to enriching ‘thick’ description and
deeper insight. Hence, Chumer recommends SE to us as an approach over and
above many other forms of research noted for their positivistic tendencies.

Two examples of the application of SE are used to demonstrate its value as a
framework for critical IS inquiry. The first involves information and commu-
nications technology (ICT) diffusion within a university library and the second
focuses on the effects on the self of computer-based working in relation to
communications and cooperative working, involving virtual environments. We
see some nice examples of research data, including research diary narrative. This
helps us to understand the analysis that follows. As is common to ‘critical’
studies of IS, the SE surfaced issues of power and politics in the case of the
ICT diffusion and helped to explain why resistance to the changes was encoun-
tered by the organization. The SE also highlighted ways in which technology use
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in a virtual context impacted on the role of researcher\teacher; in particular, the
difficulty of resisting power behaviour in oneself and in the ‘other’. This insight
was not surfaced by the author’s peers, who omitted to include such issues in
their own research into the effects of virtual environments.

Overall, the SE enabled an understanding of the relationship between experi-
ences at the micro level and taken-for-granted assumptions pertaining to the
macro level of the organization. Chumer maintains that such depth and richness
of insight would not have been produced had a more ‘traditional’ or less ‘critical’
research approach been used to conduct the research.

Bill Doolin’s chapter is a longitudinal case study of the implementation of a
large information system within a newly corporatized hospital in New Zealand.
The study focuses on the potential for IS to significantly impact work practices.
Doolin’s analysis is influenced by the ideas of Foucault and attempts to provide
insight into and understanding of issues of power relations, and especially the role
of IS in mediating and reinforcing knowledge and meaning in the workplace.

Reforms of the public health sector in the UK and in New Zealand offer us an
interesting point of comparison. The emergence of ‘new public management’
throughout the 1980s and 1990s provided an opportunity for IS to be seen as a
potential managerial control mechanism. Doolin’s research, therefore, becomes
focused around the ways in which IS are implicated in the exercise of such power
and control.

The particular IS being evaluated is a ‘casemix’. Casemix systems were first
piloted in the 1980s as a way to link together patient and clinical information
with their associated costs. Doolin points out that the ‘problems’ of health care at
the case study hospital became translated into a lack of appropriate information
to manage costs and enable efficiency. Similarly, this then became translated
into a delegation to IS as a way of keeping track of resource use. In its early days,
the system was promoted as a decision support system that would improve
resource use and patient care, but its implementation proved to be problematic.
Cynicism about previous experiences of health systems, together with lack of
evidence of tangible benefits from the casemix system led to disillusionment
amongst hospital staff.

Eventually, the casemix information system became viewed as another
managerial tool for monitoring and control and, in some cases, was regarded
as threatening. However, in the late 1990s the emergence of a new economic and
management culture pushed the casemix system to the front again. A renewed
attempt by management was then made to present the casemix system as a
solution to tracking resources but this time with the added dimension of
peer-to-peer comparison amongst the hospital’s clinicians. The surveillance
process produced some anxiety for clinicians who use their professional identity
and status to resist what they saw as an attempt by management to dictate
their choices and actions. The chapter goes on to unpack the ways in
which the casemix system was implicated in the power relations, job roles
and ‘organizational reality’ of staff.
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Adopting a critical stance to the case study enables Doolin to explore the role
of IS in terms of power and as discursive practice. The chapter claims to make
two important contributions to critical IS research. Firstly, it demonstrates that
organizational actors have the potential to resist disciplinary technologies and, in
contrast to managerial motives, that IS can even empower them. Secondly, it is a
relatively rare example of an empirical study using Foucault’s ideas to gain
insight into the exercise of power and IS. In closing, we are urged to consider and
research the links between technological intensification and the intensification
of power. The overall message is that we must do so in order to gain deeper
insight into social and organizational relations.

As was indicated earlier, the last two chapters of the book (Cordoba and
Brooke, and Klein, respectively) attempt a critique and review of all the pre-
ceding material. A critical approach demands a level of reflexivity; that is, it is
important to regularly revisit one’s own values and assumptions when presenting
research so as to remain open to the possibility of new interpretations, different
ways of acting, and to avoid falling into the trap of prescription and/or closure.

The penultimate chapter of the book is by Cordoba and Brooke, and it makes
a contribution in two ways: through presenting a novel approach for reviewing
critical IS work and by using this approach to evaluate the preceding chapters in
this volume. The framework of ideas presented — referred to as the ‘three lenses’
— draws upon the work of the Colombian philosopher Zuleta amongst others.

Adopting ideas from Nietzsche, Zuleta proposes that the act of reading a text
should be an intellectual activity involving a continuous problem-driven cycle.
He is very concerned with the possibility of stagnation and uncritical acceptance
of texts, arguing instead that the process of reading should not only involve
production and consumption but also generate an on-going desire to question
and understand.

In his exploration of the act of reading, Zuleta proposes three different types
of reader: camel, lion and child. He argues that only when these three roles are
combined do we reach philosophical insight. However, Cordoba and Brooke do
not suggest these three lenses are combined, rather that they provide an oppor-
tunity to identify conflicts and creative tensions. In this way, dialogue can lead to
the construction of new possibilities.

Inspired by Zuleta’s attempt to ‘idealize’ different types of reader, Cordoba
and Brooke go on to develop three lenses which could be said to characterize
the existing research field of critical IS. The lens of ‘enamouring’ describes
research approaches that provide theoretically rich and appealing arguments to
develop alternative practice. However, they run the risk of privileging partic-
ular theories over others, by failing to be self-reflective and becoming discon-
nected from mainstream research. A ‘provoking’ lens is characterized by a
strong element of ‘denouncing’, where a challenge is made to established or
traditional ideas. Often it can involve a re-interpretation of critical IS ideals,
but it can be limited by over-emphasizing its denouncing elements at the
expense of practical suggestions for change. The third lens of ‘imagining’
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calls for an act of ‘forgetting” about the status quo and instead focuses on how
to imagine a different future.

The authors then go on to integrate the three types of reader described by
Zuleta with their own three different lenses to produce an evaluative research
framework. By way of illustration and reflexive critique, they go on to look at all
the preceding chapters of this book and ‘read’ them against their framework.

The evaluation using the three lenses is offered not as a meta-narrative or
grand theory but, on the contrary, to help us adopt a more prismatic approach,
opening up the possibility for new perspectives. Indeed, the chapter ends with an
invitation to the reader to revisit the previous chapters using the three lenses and
undertaking the journey for his or her self.

The book closes with the contribution from Heinz Klein, to whom this book
is dedicated. Sadly, Heinz died before he could finish work on his last version of
this chapter, although it was substantially developed. With some trepidation, and
with his wife’s agreement, Carole Brooke and Bernd Stahl have undertaken to
complete the finishing touches to the final chapter on Heinz’ behalf. We felt that
his perspective was too important and interesting to leave out, and it performs an
important reflexive role within this text.

This chapter addresses the nature of critical social research (CSR) and its
development and application within the field of IS (referred to as CSISR) by
adopting an historical-evolutionary perspective. By reviewing all the preceding
chapters (including Cordoba and Brooke’s) Heinz Klein seeks to answer two
related questions. These are to what extent the contributions of the book assist us
in identifying helpful and significant features towards a definition of CSR and to
what extent they either reflect the status quo within IS research or ‘break the
mould’. In order to do this he first constructs a picture of the current status of
CSR research in IS in general and then compares the contributions in this volume
against it.

Klein proposes sets of criteria by which to identify critical research
approaches in all their diversity. Basically, he extends notions previously pro-
posed by Alvesson, Willmott, and Lyytinen and, in so doing, is able to highlight
potential strengths, weaknesses and gaps within current CSISR research. In
Klein’s overview of CSR in IS generally, of particular importance is his distinc-
tion between meta-critical analysis and critical field studies. He also seeks to
answer the question of whether or not there exists one or more (or no) ‘para-
digms’ of critical IS.

Klein reflects on the ‘invisible’ quality of CSR within the IS field and urges
researchers to bring their insights to the readers of more top journals. He
proposes that one reason for this dearth of visibility might be the apparent lack
of an agreed body of methods for CSR. He also proposes that there have been two
previous fundamental research philosophies; one that reifies the enlightenment
ideal in modified form, and one that remains highly sceptical of it.

In closing the chapter he notes that all the contributions in this book focus on
the micro level. He leaves us with the question of to what extent future research
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needs to embrace both micro and macro perspectives. Overall, though, the
message is an encouraging one. Even considering the small proportion of work
which this volume represents in relation to CSR as a whole within IS, there is
evidence of much ‘lively activity’. In particular, he notes the level of engagement
with the process of creating a philosophical foundation for research conduct. He,
therefore, rejects recent claims that there is a ‘missing discipline’ in IS.

However, he seems to agree that, to an extent, critical IS activity is still under-
represented in top-ranking journals. One strategy to raise the publications profile
of CSR, he says, is to foster more collaboration between these schools of thought
(cf. the ‘lenses’ presented by Cordoba and Brooke in the penultimate chapter of
this volume).

1.4 SOME REFLECTIONS AT LAST

To emphasize the point once more, a key focus of this book is to challenge the
hypocritical dangers of paradigmatic hegemony. My concern in 2003 was — and
remains despite Walsham’s reassurances to the contrary (Walsham, 2005, p.
114) — that this apparent contradiction might presage a developing trend with
serious consequences for the future development of research in IS.

In reading the final chapter of this book, Klein’s discussion draws me over
and over again to considering the potentially ironic status of the critical re-
searcher; one might also see this status more positively as ‘slippy’ or ‘liminal’. I
feel as if I am involved in a recursive mode of advance, evaluation and retreat.
Perhaps a Mobius strip would be a better analogy, since there is no beginning and
no end — all is inter-woven in the analysis. There is no escape, or so it seems,
from the need for a road sign that alerts us to the ‘critical researcher at work’.
Otherwise, how can we be certain that the road users will appreciate or accept the
intended ‘improvements’ and/or new routes that we hope will result from our
(temporary?) disruption to the mainstream intellectual highway. Similarly, to
remain working at the road surface without attempting an assessment of the road
network, in general, might be seen as isolationist, parochial, irrelevant and even
irresponsible. Yet, all these potential criticisms run counter to the very espoused
(if albeit non-universal) types of claims that critical researchers tend to make.

Surely a key value of critical research resides in its ability to question the
taken-for-granted, to reveal hidden things, to propose new perspectives, to
enrich our understanding and, maybe, sometimes, to enable improvement,
emancipation, or states of heightened self-awareness. How, then, can we be
expected to provide street furniture to ‘legitimate’ our (de-construction/
re-construction) project with all its apparently inherent characteristics of
longevity and meta-level explanatory power, without inviting (from all direc-
tions) scepticism, or even, ‘God forbid’, the ultimate ‘insult’ of imposing a
totalizing meta-narrative?!

I propose that the final two chapters of this book provide, albeit in very
different ways, responses to this conundrum.
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The penultimate chapter by Cordoba and Brooke (yes, that is me), explores
and re-presents the diverse nature of critical IS research such that it is not so
much a particular perspective that is ‘promoted’ but a willingness to re-visit
one’s own assumptions and interpretations as well as those of others. The
‘lenses’ that are proffered as aids to the evaluation of research, are not intended
to be like the prescription lenses of the optician but, rather, like the view one sees
through a prism. It is not so much about ‘correcting’ one’s own vision but
opening up the spectrum of possibilities. This sounds more like the dialectical
dance I was searching for early on in my research journey.

In contrast to Cordoba and Brooke, by getting to grips with the state of the
field, Klein’s chapter brings us face-to-face with the unwitting dilemma. How
can a researcher remain hypersensitive (if that is, indeed, what is required) to
their own criticality and yet at the same time promote their work as providing
some kind of ‘improvement’ over and above existing circumstances and/or
existing research in the area? The hypocritical dangers of paradigmatic hege-
mony are evident here also, are they not? Yet, these discussions are not about
navel-gazing. We need to develop ways of generating self-critique, not least
because such ability improves and informs our practice.

The aim of Klein’s chapter, it could be argued, was two-fold: to indicate, in
general, areas of potential strength and weakness in critical IS research, and also,
in particular, to demonstrate what a critical approach to analysis can yield when
applied to its own efforts. Klein’s development and extension of earlier work on
the characterization of critical research is a valiant attempt to draw our attention
to both the need for, and the difficulties of a critical approach to IS. His careful
distinction between issues relating to ‘improvement’ in the field of study and
those relating to ‘improvement’ in the discipline of IS itself are especially
pertinent. Nevertheless, for all the reasons I have outlined above, some readers
will probably struggle with accepting the challenge he gives us to generate more
‘meta-level’ studies. Ultimately, such difficulties may remain within the sphere
of critical IS; though, hopefully, no longer as an ‘elephant in the room’. This
book, after all, was never meant to offer set solutions or even, necessarily, to
reconcile differences between positions. Above all, it was intended to be a
celebration of diversity in approach.

In a world seemingly so permeated with technological endeavour, it seems
reasonable to suppose that a critical perspective on the relationships between
technology, organization and society will remain ever more relevant to the future
understanding, evaluation and transformation of the world/s within which we
find ourselves embedded. For me personally, the intellectual journey is under-
taken with no expectation of closure as such. Especially from a critical view-
point, I would encourage you, the reader, to create your own map as you embark
on each excursion. It may be, then, that each time you engage with the materials
presented here you will experience something differently.

In drawing these reflections to a close, I very much hope that you have a
fruitful encounter with this book. A brief message from all of us who contributed
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to this volume: whether you find something new, re-discover something old or
glimpse a surprising angle on a familiar scene (the back cover springs to mind
again), our hope is that you will be encouraged and stimulated to pursue further
your journey/s of inquiry.

As the writer Jeanette Winterson so poetically expresses it, every journey
conceals within its lines another journey — a path not taken or a forgotten angle
(Winterson, 1989).
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Chapter 2

Critical Research and Ethics

Bernd Carsten Stahl

2.1. Introduction 2.2.4. Critical Methodologies
2.2. Critical Research in Information 2.3. The Ethical Foundations of
Systems Critical Research in IS
2.2.1. Critical Intention 2.3.1. The Concept of Ethics
2.2.2. Critical Topics 2.4. Conclusion
2.2.3. Critical Theories References

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Critical research is based on and inspired by ethics. This is the starting assump-
tion of the chapter. Given that not all critical researchers will immediately agree
with this statement, I support this argument through a review of the literature
showing that critical research can be characterized through its critical intention,
critical topics, critical theory and critical methodologies. All of these are closely
linked to implicit and explicit ethical assumptions. After arguing for the ethical
nature of critical research I point out which further questions should be asked by
CRIS scholars.

2.2 CRITICAL RESEARCH IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Critical research in the field of information systems (IS) is usually described as
an alternative to positivist and interpretivist research (Trauth, 2001). This is
based on Orlikowski and Baroudi’s (1991) seminal paper, which was built on
Chua’s (1986) work. This, in turn, can best be understood as a reaction to the
dichotomous categorization of social science research by Burrell and Morgan
(1979). Critical research in this context is a paradigm or a world-view that
consists of beliefs about physical and social reality (ontology, social relations,
human rationality), knowledge (epistemology, methodology) and the relation-
ship between theory and practice. The value of this view of critical research as an
alternative paradigm is that it allows discussing alternatives to the prevailing
paradigm of positivist research. At the same time it is misleading because it
implies that the three paradigms are mutually exclusive and comprehensive.

Critical Management Perspectives on Information Systems
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Neither implication is correct. There are large areas of overlap between indi-
vidual aspects of the paradigms. Critical research, for example, can be based on a
positivist ontology (Hirschheim, 1985) as well as on a constructionist/interpre-
tivist ontology. At the same time there are also possible approaches that are not
covered (cf. Niehaves & Stahl, 2006).

Because of the weaknesses of the traditional tripartition of IS research, this
chapter suggests a different classificatory scheme. It argues that critical research
can be characterized by its intention, topic, theories and methods. These are
briefly described in the following sub-sections. It is important to note at this
stage that the following characterization of CRIS is not meant to be exclusive. It
complements and overlaps with other definitions as well. The reason for sug-
gesting it here is that it may help delimiting what counts as CRIS and, more
importantly, that it offers a starting point for looking at the ethical faculties and
implications of CRIS.

2.2.1 Critical Intention

The arguably most important characteristic of critical research is its critical
intention, the fact that critical researchers aim at initiating and promoting
change. This is the heart of Chua’s (1986) and Orlikowski and Baroudi’s
(1991) claim that critical research is a third way, next to positivist and inter-
pretivist research. Both the latter research approaches can be purely descriptive,
whereas critical research aspires to change social realities. As we see later, this
normative characteristic is closely linked with critical topics, theories and meth-
odologies. It is based on the Marxist view of history as a history of class struggles
and a negative perception of capitalism (Hirschheim & Klein, 1989; Marx, 1969;
Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). The injustices and inequities inherent in given
social structures require the researcher to search for better, freer, less alienating
and more emancipated ones. Few critical IS researchers would call themselves
Marxist, but most share a suspicion that current social arrangements are not in
everyone’s interest and need to be improved. It has been remarked (Harvey,
1990) that the Marxist roots are typical for the continental European version of
critical research and that the Anglo-American view of it draws its inspirations
from other sources, notably pragmatism. In this chapter I will rely on the
European tradition but I acknowledge that there are other views of criticality
not necessarily captured by the theoretical views I outline. In particular, those
readers who object to the Marxist background of CRIS should realize, however,
that there is a strong and well-established school of thought for which the
Marxist roots are central to critical research in general and, thus, to CRIS too.
Critical intention mirrors Marx’s (1964, p. 141) view that philosophy (or —in
our case — IS research) has always just interpreted the world differently, while it
is important to change it. Marx was highly critical of German Idealism, the
prevailing philosophy of his time. He thought that philosophy and studying the
real world relate to one another like masturbation and sexual love (Marx, 1960,
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p- 218). This feeling may be shared by critical IS researchers with regards to
the prevailing research approach of positivism. Critical research seeks knowl-
edge but not for its own sake. Critical research wants to be practical but in a
specific way. The purpose is to change social practices in such a way that the
negative effects of the way society and organizations are run will be minimized.
"The critical social theory approach was never intended to be an abstract
philosophy. It was to bring about real change in the human condition’
(Ngwenyama, 1991, p. 276). Critical research will, therefore, rarely aim at
improving managerial tools or practices for the sake of efficiency. Instead, it
tries to keep the bigger picture of the role of the economic system and individuals
in society in mind.

Emancipation is a cornerstone of critical research and CRIS. This should not
be misunderstood to imply that it is easy or not contentious. There are open
questions concerning the possibility of even recognising the potential for eman-
cipation.

Moreover, emancipation can become a problem in its own right, namely
when it leads to critical researchers prescribing ways of action that conflict with
the research subjects’ own views of their best choices. It can turn into a dicta-
torship of the intellectual and, thereby, raise a range of new problems (Stahl,
2006). Despite these well-recognised problems (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005)
of emancipation, it is still a central defining feature of critical research. The
problems should lead critical researchers to develop a sensitivity for problems
involved in emancipation rather than discard the idea.

2.2.2 Critical Topics

On the basis of the critical intention to change society, or parts thereof, critical
research is interested in those areas where our social structures are problematic.
These areas are what we will call critical topics. Considering the importance of
power structures for the individual and his or her ability to live a life accordingly,
critical IS researchers discuss how IS can disempower people and how they can be
used to empower individuals (Brooke, 2002a; Lyytinen & Hirschheim, 1988).
Empowerment can play a role wherever IS are used, including traditional profit-
oriented capitalist companies, virtual organizations (Levary & Niederman, 2003),
or educational institutions (Dawson & Newman, 2002). The aim of CRIS is to
promote liberating and empowering IS design and use’ (Cecez-Kecmanovic,
2001a). Following the Marxist tradition, critical research is worried about the
alienating effects of current labour relations (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Varey,
Wood-Harper, & Wood, 2002).

Another critical topic, closely related, and sometimes used synonymously with,
empowerment is emancipation. Emancipation is one of the most frequently cited
topics of critical IS research (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2001b; Cecez-Kecmanovic,
Janson, & Brown, 2002; Klein & Myers, 1999; McAulay, Doherty, & Keval,
2002; Ulrich, 2001a). Capitalist work structures not only enslave and alienate
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labourers but they also systematically take away their ability to develop and prosper.
Emancipation can, therefore, be said to be a slightly wider concept than empower-
mentbecause it needs to address the question of how the individual’s abilities can be
developed and their potential achieved. Emancipation, therefore, looks into psy-
chological as well as organizational issues (Hirschheim & Klein, 1994). Related
concepts are authenticity (Probert, 2002) and autonomy, which also describe the
individual’s ability to interact with their environment.

Apart from the fundamental topics of power, empowerment and emancipation,
critical research is also interested in areas of IS where these basic questions lead to
consequences. There is a multitude of specific questions related to the critical
topics (e.g. gender, class and race; cf. Harvey, 1990) but some are sufficiently
obvious to deserve being mentioned. Among them one can find problems ranging
from the organizational levels, such as failure of IS (Doherty & King, 2001;
Introna, 1997) to the social level, such as gender and discrimination (Adam,
2001; Robinson & Watson, 2001) and to the international level of problems such
as access and the digital divide (Kvasny & Trauth, 2003; Tavani, 2003).

Furthermore, there are topics related to the underlying social structures, which
tend to be critical of capitalism and demonstrate the problems resulting from
capitalist social and economic structure. Some authors are interested in the fun-
damental contradictions and conflicts within capitalist society (Saravanamuthu,
2002a) but the majority of scholars interested in this area of critical topics look at
consequences of capitalism, such as the commodification of information (Floridi,
1999; Ladd, 2000), privacy (Davison, Clarke, Smith, Langford, & Kuo, 2003),
labour (Giddens, 1984; Knights & Willmott, 1999) or humans and their activity in
general (Brooke, 2002b; Klein & Lyytinen, 1985).

Finally, there is the critical topic of how capitalism and its alienating condi-
tions came to power and retain a high level of legitimacy. This question is closely
linked to the relationship of economic practice and its scientific justification.
The underlying problem here seems to be a certain kind of purposive rationality,
which is widespread in IS and, thus, constitutes another topic of interest for
critical research (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2002; Hirschheim & Newman,
1991; Hirschheim & Klein, 2003; McAulay et al.,, 2002; Saravanamuthu,
2002a, 2002b; Varey et al., 2002; Wastell, 1996; White, 1985; Wynn, 2001).

2.2.3 Critical Theories

Interest in the critical topics is usually linked to preferences for certain theories.
The reason for this is that the choice of theory influences the type of research
object and method. Theory also has a large influence on possible conclusions
and practical outcomes. Much critical theory goes back to Marxist theories, to
historical or dialectical materialism (Brooke, 2002a). It typically shares certain
aspects of Marxist theory such as the assumption of fundamental conflict be-
tween labour and capital, an emphasis on history and the idea of totality
(Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991).
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The most prominent development of Marxist thought in the twentieth
century is usually associated with the Frankfurt School and the names of its
representatives such as Horkheimer, Adorno, Bloch and others. The close link
between the Frankfurt School and historical materialism can be gathered from
the fact that it was originally planned to name it Institut fiir Marxismus (Institute
for Marxism) which was eventually discarded for the less contentious name
Institut fiir Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research; cf. Wiggershaus,
2001. While the original scholars of the Frankfurt School are sometimes cited
in IS research, most critical research referring to it emphasizes the works of
Karl-Otto Apel and, more importantly, of Jirgen Habermas.

In critical IS research Habermas (1981) Theory of Communicative Action
(TCA) plays a central role. The basis of this use of TCA in IS was laid by
Lyytinen and Klein (1985) and Lyytinen and Hirschheim (1988). The Haberma-
sian framework is critical in that it allows the questioning of validity claims and
requires a rational justification of such claims. That means it can be used to elicit
hidden assumptions, ideologies and other bases of suppression, alienation and
power inequalities. It is based on the counterfactual idea of an ideal discourse
situation where there are no differences in power or ability to communicate and
where only the *forceless force of the better argument’ (der zwanglose Zwang
des besseren Arguments) determines which validity claims are upheld
(Hirschheim & Klein, 1989). The TCA thus allows the description of how
meaning and social reality are created. At the same time, it facilitates the critical
intention because it contains a model (the ideal discourse situation) according to
which social structures, and also IS, can be modelled (Lyytinen & Hirschheim,
1988; Ulrich, 2001a).

While there seems to be a strong reliance on Habermas and his theories in
critical IS research, there are also other approaches. One of them is based on
Michel Foucault’s work. The strength of Foucault’s theory is that it allows the
identification of the non-rational background of so-called rational discourse
(Foucault, 1971). It is critical of the self-image that business in general and IS
in particular usually display. Foucault also allows the observation of the impor-
tance of the body and of physical and other means to establish discipline
(Foucault, 1975). Finally, Foucault and his redescription of Bentham’s Panopti-
con offer a fascinating basis for the description of surveillance, which is an
important aspect of the use of IS (Goold, 2003). Foucault’s theory is highly
useful in addressing some of the critical topics but less so in realizing the critical
intention. Foucault does not supply us with a framework or an ideal we could
strive to realize (Stahl, 2004b).

There are, of course, other theoretical approaches open to critical research-
ers. One of them is critical realism (Mingers, 2001) which tries to overcome the
dichotomy of positivism and interpretivism and opens up avenues for under-
standing critical issues. Then there are critical approaches developing from
different traditions such as Rorty’s neo-pragmatism or post-modern approaches.
It is impossible to give a comprehensive review of these here. For our purposes it
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will suffice to point out that the Habermasian stream of the Frankfurt School and
approaches in line with Foucault’s arguments have tended to feature most
centrally in critical IS research (Brooke, 2002b).

2.2.4 Critical Methodologies

The final characteristic of critical research in IS is the choice of method.
Fundamentally, any method or methodology that allows the collection of
relevant data concerning one of the critical topics, using a critical theory, which
aims to fulfil the critical intention can be used in critical research (cf. McGrath,
2005). This includes positivist, empiricist, and quantitative approaches. Ortho-
dox Marxist critical research would typically use such approaches to prove the
subjugation of labour. In the practice of critical IS research, however, it seems to
be the case that there are some methods that are typically used by critical
researchers and these are generally on the qualitative and hermeneutic side.
One important aspect of critical research methodologies is that they are reflex-
ive, that is, they reflect on the role of the researcher within the research process
(Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2001a). There seem to be two groups of critical method-
ologies; one aims at determining the social realities of people who are affected
by IS whereas the other concentrates on the use of language.

The first group of research methodologies comprises those research
approaches that allow developing an in-depth understanding of people’s view
of their situation. This will usually require intensive interaction. One can,
therefore, find participative approaches (Trauth & O’Connor, 1991; Walsham,
1995) used in critical research. An example of this is ethnography, which can be
used in a critical way making it ’critical ethnography’ (Schultze, 2001). A
research method that is based on participant observation and that openly shares
the critical intent to change given situations is action research (Gergen, 1999;
Mumford, 2001). The second group of research methodologies is more inter-
ested in how the use of language hides power influences, how IS produce
ideologies, how discourses lead to disempowerment, and how these develop-
ments can be counteracted. Here, we find methodologies based on the concept of
discourses (Ulrich, 2001b). These can be based on assumption analysis
(Hirschheim & Klein, 1994), discourse analysis (Schultze & Leidner, 2002;
Thompson, 2003) or ideology critique (Doherty and Keval, 2002). More gener-
ally, most hermeneutic and narrative approaches to IS research seem to be well
suited to serve as methodology for critical IS research (Heaton, 2001a, 2001b;
van der Blonk, 2003). There is the difficult question of compatibility of
these different research methodologies (Brooke, 2002b), which we will have
to leave open.

Before we come to the next part of the argument, a brief explanation of the
relationship between the four characteristics is in order. Critical intention, topic,
theory, and methodology define critical research. While this should allow an
unequivocal description of most critical research, there are also some grey zones.
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Not every piece of critical research will display all four of the characteristics.
They are typically linked, but this is not necessarily always the case. As indicated
earlier, critical research may use quantitative methods or be based on a positivist
ontology (cf. Niehaves & Stahl, 2006). Similarly, research looking at power
issues using a Foucauldian angle and a participative methodology can still be
non-critical. The most important characteristic of critical research is the critical
intention; that is, the wish to improve the situation of people caught up in the
injustices of capitalist structures and organization.

2.3 THE ETHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF CRITICAL RESEARCH IN IS

The preceding section suggested a new way of classifying critical research. It
aimed to provide an alternative to the positivist — interpretivist — critical dis-
tinction which is often misleading. In this section, the characteristics of critical
research are shown to be based on or closely linked to ethics.

2.3.1 The Concept of Ethics

Since this chapter aims to show the direct link between critical research in IS and
ethics, the reader will now expect a comprehensive definition of ethics. Given
the complexity of the topic, however, the reader will be disappointed. The
philosophical discussion of ethics is simply too extensive to be summarized in
a useful way in this chapter. (Many useful introductions to philosophical ethics
are available. They typically concentrate either on an exploration of the history
of ethical ideas (cf. Brandt, 1959; Hinman, 1998) or an exposition of the most
relevant authors (Dewey & Hurlbutt, 1978).) To avoid being drawn into ethical
debates, I will use a common sense notion of ethics. Ethics will stand for doing
‘the good’ and ‘the right’. Moral rules are part of the tacit knowledge of all
agents and they guide our behaviour, usually unconsciously. Ethical theories can
justify moral norms and, thereby, guide action in those cases where the moral
choice is not obvious. The justification of morality can be achieved by looking at
the consequences (utility) of an action and by looking at the intention, the virtue
of the agent and by considering the implications for justice or for the ’other’ in
general. These aspects, which form the basis of some of the more prominent
ethical theories, can also play a role in practice. In our context it means that
critical researchers will typically have an internalized morality, which is ratio-
nalized using some or all of these terms.

The philosophically versed reader may be disappointed by this somewhat
superficial introduction to ethics. (For a more comprehensive and philosophi-
cally grounded introduction to the relationship of ethics and IS see Stahl, 2004a.)
The link of the current conception of CRIS with philosophical ethics is discussed
in a much more detailed fashion in Stahl (2008a, 2008b). It can, nevertheless, be
justified because it is the level of abstraction that one can find in social practice.
Individuals working in capitalist systems typically have this level of ethical
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awareness. Similarly, critical researchers, while usually more philosophically
interested than the average worker, are not necessarily ethicists.

For the following discussion of the ethics of critical research we will there-
fore restrict ourselves to an understanding of ethics as normative, as distinguish-
ing right from wrong, and as being somehow justified. The aim of the argument
is to demonstrate the relationship between, ethics and CRIS.

2.3.1.1 The Ethics of Critical Intentions

The critical intention was introduced as the most important characteristic of
critical research. Critical topics, theories and methodologies all follow from the
critical intention. At the same time, the critical intention is of a deeply ethical
nature. The critical intention was defined as the desire to use research to initiate
and promote change. Critical researchers not only want to observe but they also
want to interact with their research object. This is what sets critical research
apart from positivist and interpretive research in the Chua/Orlikowski and
Baroudi tradition. The critical intention is ethical because it implicitly intro-
duces a normative dimension into the discussion that cannot be deduced from
traditional research approaches. Since Hume (1948), most philosophers have
accepted that there is no direct line from ‘is’ to ‘ought’, that prescription cannot
result from description. If critical research aims to change, then this cannot result
from the observation of reality. Rather, a normative premise must be implied.
That premise would read similar to the following: *when injustice is being done,
critical research should change it’. This premise is clearly of an ethical nature.
While the suggested formulation may be debatable and can be replaced by
another one, it will retain the ethical quality. It needs to refer to what should
be done in order to justify the critical intention. The normative premise puts us in
the realm of ethics. We have to consider questions of right and wrong, of good
and bad and of the justification of these terms.

There are other links between the critical intention in research and ethics,
such as the view that research is linked to virtue (Varey et al., 2002) or that ethics
requires knowledge to be effective. The question of change also raises the issue
of clarity of the definition of critical research, because it has been argued that all
IS research aims at change (Keen, 1991). For the purpose of our argument (that
critical research is ethically relevant research) these questions are of minor
importance. Similarly, we need not worry about ethical theories and their related
problems. The argument is a purely logical one: if critical research aims to
change, then it is prescriptive and prescriptive statements cannot follow from
observation. There must, therefore, be a normative (prescriptive) premise to
critical research. Such a premise must rely on ethics, be it explicitly or implicitly.

2.3.1.2 The Ethics of Critical Topics

While the argument for the ethical quality of the critical intention was relatively
straightforward, discussing the ethical quality of critical topics is much more
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complex due to their variety. This chapter can only offer a cursory glance at the
possible arguments. For most of the critical topics introduced earlier, it is easy to
argue that they are of ethical relevance.

The most important critical topic is power. Power is a complex term but in
most cases it refers to the ability an agent has to influence another agent’s
behaviour; to make one do another’s bidding. Power implies obligations, rules
and norms, all of which have an ethical nature. This does not mean that power is
intrinsically bad (or good), just that its exertion has ethical consequences
(Giddens, 1984). This is true for political power (Rawls, 2001), economic power
(Galbraith, 1958/1998) as well as information as power (Mason, Mason, &
Culnan, 1995). This argument extends to the attempts to free the individual
from power as summarized under the concept of emancipation. While it is
arguably impossible to completely free oneself from power relationships
(Gergen, 1999), critical research attempts to identify and analyse those effects
of capitalist societies that alienate individuals (Myers & Avison, 2002) and limit
their options.

The other critical topics introduced earlier typically refer to power or to
issues equally closely linked to ethics. The digital divide, for example, is a topic
of interest for critical researchers because it disempowers some, and it precludes
them from living up to their potential (cf. Trauth, Howcroft, Butler, Fitzgerald, &
DeGross, 2006). Britz (1999, p. 25) points out that: ’access to information is the
most important ethical question in the information age [...]°. Apart from the
immediate ethical importance, access is also ethically relevant because it affects
the way society is organized, for example, through e-democracy or e-govern-
ment (Breen, 1999). This argument leads easily to other critical topics such as
the problem of gender in IT. Again, the central question relates to who gets
access to which resources and on what grounds. This, in turn, determines
opportunities and obligations and is, therefore, an ethical question (Adam,
2002; Stewart, Shields, & Sen, 2001; Wheeler, 2001). Similarly, questions of
IS failure derive their interest to critical researchers from the ethical effects they
have. Information systems failures may involve an economic or technical prob-
lem but their importance originates from the ethical impact they have. Failures
waste money and other resources, limiting the freedom of the agents involved.
At the same time, failure is often caused by non-technical problems, many of
which are related to ethics. These include organizational politics, recognition of
legitimate stakeholders, or a lack of respect for others (cf. Keil, Tiwana, & Bush,
2002; Schiller, 1999; Wilson, 2003; Wilson & Howcroft, 2002).

2.3.1.3 The Ethics of Critical Theory

The ethical qualities of some critical theories are obvious, while this is less so for
others. The Frankfurt School, particularly in its Habermasian incarnation, is
clearly concerned with ethics. For Habermas every speech act contains, among
others, the claim to normative rightness. Amoral speech is, thus, impossible. His
discourse ethics (Habermas, 1983, 1991) is a direct consequence of the Theory
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of Communicative Action, which is the basis of a considerable part of critical
research in IS. There is little recognition of this in the field of IS and the
understanding of Habermas as an ethicist is limited (for an exception to this
see Yetim, 2006). For other theories, such as Foucault’s, this argument is harder
to support. Suffice it to say, that an interpretation of Foucault as motivated by
morality is at least possible, if not univocally recognized (Stahl, 2004b).

The question of the ethical quality of critical theory is probably best
addressed by looking at the common denominator: Karl Marx. The orthodox
reading of Marx (at least the later Marx) suggests that he rejected ethics, and saw
society as a social system in which ethics played no role. Marx’s emphasis on the
importance of the material world as a determinant for society and also for
consciousness can be read this way (Marx, 1998). It should be noted, however,
that a different reading of Marx is also possible. On the contrary, the early Marx
was clearly interested in ethical questions, but one can also see the later Marx as
ethical. Rorty (1998) argues that the communist manifest is an expression of
hope for a better society, comparable with the New Testament, and equally based
on an ethical view of human nature. Another stream of thought uses similar ideas
to the ones presented here. It asks what is the relevance of property in the means
of production, if not ethical? (Kambartel, 1998). Similarly, how can one explain
Marx’s interest in alienation and emancipation, if not on an ethical basis (Wynn,
2001)? Looking at the overall theoretical and political system based on Marx,
one can conclude that ’[. . .] Marxism-Leninism is not only an economic system
but a moral theory; a theory of production and a system of ethics’ (Vallance,
1992, p. 40).

2.3.1.4 The Ethics of Critical Methodology

The link between critical research and a specific methodology is much weaker
than its link with the critical intention. It is not useful to talk about ’ethical
methodologies’. Critical research can use different methodologies, which often
can be used in other contexts as well. Nevertheless, there are indicators that some
methodologies, which are typically used for critical IS research, are linked to
ethics. This can be said for methodologies which are linked to a close and direct
interaction between researcher and research subject. The close interaction be-
tween the two requires a personal relationship to be built up which, in turn, has
ethical implications. The most typical research methodology for critical research
is probably the one that includes the critical intention to change reality and the
participative approach to the subject’s reality, namely action research. Action
research can be described as being explicitly based on the emancipatory inten-
tion of critical research (Mumford, 1991; Sandberg, 1985). An action researcher
wants to change things, but is also, ideally dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge
in an ethical manner’ (Mumford, 2001, p. 64).

Discourse-oriented methodologies can be interpreted as being closely
aligned to ethics due to their communicative nature. Following a Habermasian
theory renders all communication aimed at mutual understanding an ethical
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endeavour, but there are also other ethical theories that see a fundamental ethical
quality in communication (cf. Ricoeur, 1990). Phenomenological approaches,
predominant in interpretive and also in critical research in IS, thus, can be
described as inherently ethical (cf. Stahl, 2005).

2.4 CONCLUSION

The chapter has offered a new definition of critical research, based on its
intention, topics, theories and methodologies. In a second step it has put forward
the argument that all of the aspects are closely linked to ethics and that conse-
quently critical research can be understood as ethical research. Which conclu-
sions can critical researchers draw from this?

It seems to me that the most important conclusion to be drawn from this has
to do with awareness. If the current argument is convincing and if critical
research in IS is strongly influenced by, and possibly based on, ethical consid-
erations, then the critical researcher needs to reflect on this. Due to the reflective
capability of CRIS, this should not pose a major problem. It is, nevertheless,
important for CRIS as a field of investigation to own up to its ethical roots.
Critical research needs to leave its crypto-ethical status and openly engage with
the problems posed by its ethical nature. This seems to be the first and foremost
conclusion to be drawn from this chapter.

The choice of topic, theory and methodology should be reconsidered paying
attention to the ethical aspects of each. Critical researchers need to ask whether a
particular theory they are using is suitable for addressing ethical issues. This way
of viewing critical research may explain the attractiveness of the Habermasian
framework for critical researchers, since it explicitly includes ethical concerns.
It may also explain the choice of certain methodologies, which allow scholars to
actively promote their ethical concerns.

Another conclusion of the acceptance of critical research as ethical research
will be that ethical theory will have to be explicitly considered by critical
scholars. This will add a new dimension and a new degree of complexity to
critical research. It may facilitate a clearer definition of some of the central
concepts upon which critical research is built but which are, nevertheless,
unclear. A good example is the concept of emancipation. It has been noted that
despite its central importance, it is not clear what it means to be emancipated
(Brooke, 2002a). If we concede that ethics is the main reason why critical
research is concerned about emancipation, then an ethical discussion will allow
better insights into what it means to be emancipated and, possibly, how eman-
cipation is to be achieved. Similar arguments can be brought forward for terms
such as ‘rationality’, ’power’ and other topics of interest. This type of discussion
will benefit from interaction with related academic fields such as computer
ethics or information ethics, which are interested in similar problems including
power, access, rationality, etc., and which have a history of framing these
problems in ethical terms.
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Itis not to be expected that critical researchers will easily agree on the ethical
foundations of their work or that we will be able to construct a coherent ethical
framework of critical research. Ethical theories and traditions are too divergent
to allow for simple summaries. This lack of simple outcomes does not, however,
absolve us from the necessity of making the normative foundations of CRIS
more explicit and, thereby, opening them up to critical scrutiny.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines the nature of the problems that the critical approach to
information systems (IS) (as distinguished by ‘emancipation’ and ‘communica-
tive action’ approaches) encounters in its attempts to uncover problems and
inconsistencies at various levels of analysis. It then suggests a way to both
resolve the inconsistencies and address the problems, to make the application
of both emancipation and communicative action easier in everyday IS research,
design, development and evaluation. It does this by reference to philosophy.
Philosophy is usually seen as a highly abstract discipline, with little direct
relevance to practice in everyday experience, but here it will be demonstrated
that philosophy not only has direct relevance, but can also point the way to
practical tools.

Critical approaches to IS in business may be seen as a paradigmatic response
to two previous approaches, which Jackson (1991) calls the hard and soft
systems approaches. The hard approach was characterized by a desire for con-
trol, with information technology (IT) being the means to effect that control by
making business processes more structured and reliable. The hard approach, in
its extreme form, attempted to suppress individual human preferences or beliefs,
and shared many fundamental beliefs and preferences with the scientific
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paradigm of logical positivism. The soft approach, epitomized by Checkland’s
(1981) Soft Systems Methodology, responded by emphasizing subjective opi-
nions, values and Weltanschauungen (world views). The soft approach, in its
extreme form, denied any possibility of a reality that transcends humanity. It
held that we create our own realities by orchestrating ‘appreciations’ of situa-
tions (Bergvall-Kareborn, 2001).

There are two main problems with both the hard and soft approaches. One is
that neither allow for any sound notion of right and wrong, and so give no sound
basis for distinguishing applications of IS that are ‘good’ from those that are
‘evil’ or detrimental. When forced to talk about right and wrong, as happens in
practice, the hard approach speaks instead about costs and benefits, while the
soft approach reduces them to personal preferences; both could be used, for
example, to design a more efficient method of genocide. The other is that neither
provides any basis for addressing the impact of social structures on the way IT
has been developed and used. Society’s values are structures. For example,
Adam (1998) argues that IT is shaped to masculine values, and, hence, is
unsuited to feminine applications, and Pacey (1996) says that IT is shaped to
Western values, and so is unsuited to the application in non-Western contexts. To
the soft approach, structures are dissolved in inter-individual relationships while
in the hard approach, structures are reduced to immutable laws that govern life;
neither provides a sound basis for critique of social structures.

The critical approach responded to these by espousing both normativity
and social structures. Two main versions have arisen, both of which give
priority to a major norm which is meaningful in terms of social structures
and which should guide all our applications and development of IT (and
indeed the rest of human life). They are ‘critical’ in the sense of assuming
a normativity by which to criticize existing social structures and advocate
changing them. In the first, the major norm is that of emancipation: social
structures oppress or constrain people and IS should be designed and used in
such a way as to overcome this. In the second, the major norm is open
communication and discourse by which we come to understand each other
perfectly and, as a result, engage together in ‘rational’ social action. Various
factors, including power structures, distort our ability to communicate openly,
and this results in irrational social action.

Both of these approaches are problematic, however, especially when
employed in practical situations of everyday life and in applications outside
the professional arena, such as social networking and virtual worlds. The eman-
cipatory critical approach is unable to usefully define emancipation. While it
enabled us to critique the 1970 s view of IS, of people’s lives dominated by large,
inflexible organizational computer systems, it is not clear what ‘emancipation’
means in computer games. The communicative critical approach tends to as-
sume that all social activity must involve rational discourse and critique, and this
blinds us to other types of social activity. While it has been useful in analyzing
business processes of the 1980s and 1990s, in which rational communication is
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paramount, it is not clear how it can be applied to such applications as social
networking today. We need to be critical about the critical approach.

3.2 THE PROBLEM OF EMANCIPATION AND POWER

Emancipation was a central thrust of the early Frankfurt School, partly explain-
able by its Marxist lineage. It is the major normativity of this branch of the
critical approach. It is the ‘good’ that overcomes the ‘evil’, which is oppressive
social structures and their results. The word was originally most closely asso-
ciated with the issue of slavery, and then became applied to the oppression of
workers. Emancipation, in this original sense, has a strong social element, and
arose as a major norm because of oppressive social structures, not just because
individuals acted in an evil manner. As such, the norm of emancipation trans-
cends individual perspectives and values. Emancipation then became associated
with suppression of the rights of those affected by actions and decisions outwith
their control. Though still retaining a strong social aspect, it became applied to
the indirect impact of inter-individual action.

The notion of emancipation is sometimes associated with, and has often been
replaced by, that of empowerment in some discourses (Allen, Colligan, Finnie,
& Kern, 2000; Markus & Bjgrn-Andersen, 1987Markus and Bjgrn-Anderson,
1987). There is a difference in connotation: emancipation speaks of the action by
one person or group to remove oppressive conditions from another, while
empowerment speaks of the action by a person or group to remove oppression
from themselves. Walsham (2001) is one example of many who use Foucault’s
notion of power as a lens through which to view IS use. He does so at several
levels (individual, organizational and societal) and understands power, not as
accorded by status, but as a type of relationship we have with others, which is
intimately linked with knowledge. Walsham demonstrates that this understand-
ing is more useful in the analysis because relationships are more dynamic and
variable than status. As an example, to which we refer below, Walsham
(2001:91) comments on how a plotter engineer did not use the IS provided by
his company, saying ‘Gary was able to draw on his deep knowledge of plotters to
leverage power over Comco’. Feminist thought also makes use of the notion of
power, but as invested in the more static structure of gender. An example is given
by Haraway (1991, p. 196), who views rational knowledge as ‘power-sensitive
conversation’.

In relation to IS, the notion of emancipation (or empowerment) leads to
‘emancipatory information systems development’ (EISD) (Hirschheim &
Klein, 1994), to ‘participatory design’ (Berg, 1998) and to emancipation as a
major driver of management, including organizational use of IS (Alvesson &
Willmott, 1992). One concern is how the development and use of IS entrench
social structures that oppress people. The notion was first applied to IT workers
of the 1970s and (Ulrich, 1994) to those who are affected by IT without their
having any input. More recently, for example, Ngwenyama and Lee (1997) have
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applied it to email, and Cordoba and Midgley (2003) have applied it to IS
planning. Conversely, IS (including the Internet) can be hailed as a means to
emancipation. This contrasts with hard systems thinking, in which IS is seen as a
means to efficiency or control, and with soft systems thinking, in which IS is a
means to self-expression or self-fulfilment. Furthermore, the notion of emanci-
pation (in which we will include power, unless otherwise stated) exhibits pro-
blems and perhaps has proved less useful in practice than had been hoped.
Several reasons can be adduced for this.

The first reason is that the focus of early emancipation-oriented IS research
on workers oppressed by large, centralized IT is of diminishing interest today.
Since the 1980s other issues have become much more significant in the use of IS,
partly because of the advent of the personal computer, the home computer and
applications like computer games, music, art or social networking. While eman-
cipation might be useful in considering organizational IS, it is less useful for
these other types of computing. There is a diversity of types of IS application for
which the notion of emancipation has little meaning. Likewise, there is a diver-
sity of IS problems that cannot reasonably be treated as emancipation, such as
ease of use, affordance, learnability, attractiveness, accessibility or benefits in
use. To do so, rather stretches the meaning of ‘emancipation’ too far. We need a
critical approach that, in itself, admits a variety of problems and applications.

A second reason is that emancipation tends to focus on the negative, on the
‘evils’ from which we should be delivered, rather than on the positive, on ‘good’
already in the situation or that which IS might be able to bring. Though it could
be argued that such ‘good’ may be treated as emancipation from constraints, this
rather distorts the experience of computer users, especially when considering
new possibilities. For example, in using a paint package to construct an icon, I do
not feel emancipated from the inability to construct icons, so much as enabled to
use the new ways to construct them.

A third reason is perhaps deeper than these two: emancipation lacks useful
definition, relying instead on an intuition of its meaning being shared by us all.
Emancipation has become almost synonymous with ‘avoidance of problem’,
becoming a generic super-norm, a general ‘good’ over against a general ‘evil’.
As such, hardly ever is it questioned or its nature explored, so it gives no hint as
to what might be considered ‘evil’. From what should we expect to be emanci-
pated? What means can we use? How do we recognize the need for emancipa-
tion? How do we know when it has been achieved? To none of these practical
questions is a good answer forthcoming. Many books of a critical approach fail
to include emancipation in their indices. It is taken for granted. A notable
exception is Ulrich (1994), where we find 23 index entries, as well as a number
of indirect references. He lists eight things from which we might be emancipat-
ed, but gives no basis for selecting them, nor does he discuss the other questions.
Perhaps a definition of emancipation might be found in Habermas (1972), to
which he frequently refers as introducing the idea of emancipatory interest.
When we turn to Habermas (1972), we find no index entry of emancipation,
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and, again, its meaning is assumed rather than explained. So we must discuss
briefly here what emancipation is and how it might be applied.

In some cases, what emancipation means is reasonably clear and its impor-
tance as a norm is uncontentious; for example, an over-weening management,
which demands that employees sacrifice their home and family life for the
organization. In many other cases, it is far from clear. It could be defined as
‘freedom from unwarranted constraints’. This definition seems initially useful to
us in that IS are very good at embodying constraints (e.g. as [f-Then rules) or
facilities that help users overcome constraints. However, this merely shifts the
need for clear understanding to three other concepts: ‘freedom’, ‘unwarranted’
and ‘constraint’. The fact that something is a constraint does not necessarily
imply freedom should be sought. For instance, gravity is a constraint, but since
we can do nothing about it, we tend to accept it, and often use it to our advantage.
One might reply that ‘nature’ is to be excluded, and that the emancipatory
paradigm only applies in human social situations. Even here these notions are
less than helpful because there are many human ‘constraints’ that we might find
arduous, and yet are good. In writing managerial reports or writing poetry, for
example, we might be expected to use a certain style of writing. Should we be
emancipated from the demand for such a style of writing; is this an unwarranted
constraint?

Perhaps emancipation should be restricted to issues that are more impor-
tant than language style (though workers’ strikes have been called for less),
such as issues of justice? Unfortunately, we then meet another problem; that
one person’s constraint is another person’s justice. For example, the norm of
justice to workers in the two-third world is a constraint on our purchasing of
goods (‘fair trade’), the norm of justice to future generations calls us to
radically change our (Western) lifestyles so as to curb climate change, and
the norm of justice to animals suggests that we should not allow more experi-
ments on animals for cosmetics. When are such constraints warranted and
when unwarranted?

These examples illustrate a number of things, which we also find in our
everyday experience. One is that it seems necessary to recognize there are
fundamentally distinct types of warrant or constraint and we should respond
differently to each. If it is to be useful, the notion of emancipation must be
enriched, to acknowledge different types of warrant, constraint and freedom.
Emancipation can no longer be assumed to be a single, undifferentiated norm.
Another is that constraint and freedom are intertwined. Constraints on us might
be required by the freedom of others, and our freedom might impose constraints
on them. As Alvesson & Willmott, 1992 Alvesson and Willmott (1992:448) put
it, ‘Critique and liberation from old dogmas is then followed by new dogmas’.
The relationship between constraint and freedom can become more nuanced
than this, however. The attempt at emancipation from one ‘evil’ might also lead
to losing a ‘good’: ‘women emancipating themselves from dominant socializa-
tion patterns and gender roles may reduce their interest in, and capacity for,
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caring’ (p. 447). If we assume that constraint and freedom are mutually exclu-
sive of each other, then we end up with paradoxes of this kind.

Wilson (1997) discusses one particular paradox within EISD at greater
length; what might be called the paradox of ‘enforced emancipation’. His
argument is that though we are supposed to be emancipated from positions that
constrain us, to judge whether a system is emancipatory or not presupposes a
position from which to make such judgements. He asks (p. 15)

‘How do the proponents of EISD know that what they urge is in the service of all
mankind and not merely a function that they themselves happen, at the moment, to
desire?’

He points out (p. 20) that:

‘the use of facilitators to ensure “that everyone contributes and is listened to” takes
on slightly menacing overtones when it is suggested that their deployment of
“emancipatory methodology” will be used to overcome “wilful unresponsiveness
by an individual™’.

It may be that the notion of empowerment is less afflicted by this paradox
than is emancipation. It does exhibit its own problems; however, like most
lenses, the power lens tends to determine what we see and often makes us blind
to factors not explainable in its own terms. That it can distort analysis and
misrepresent a situation is illustrated in Walsham’s (2001) study of the plotter
engineer, Gary, mentioned earlier, as ‘leverage[ing] power over’ his company.
However, if we examine Walsham’s actual report of Gary’s working (p. 68-9),
we find no hint of power leverage. Instead, we find someone who believes in the
company, feels closely associated with it, and defends it. Gary is willing to go
beyond the call of duty by, for example, keeping his own stock of spare parts and
his own log book instead of relying on the IS because he wants to give a good
service to the customers. Gary’s generosity is ‘reinterpreted’ by the lens of
power as its very opposite, self-interest. It is not uncommon to find blindness
to generosity and self-giving love in power-centred literature. For a more de-
tailed discussion of Walsham’s approach, see Basden (2008). A similar blind-
ness to these aspects may also be found in some feminist literature that likewise
focuses on power relations, such as those that sought emancipation from male
hegemony or sought empowerment for women during the 1970s to 1990s.

However, a more nuanced version of power-centred critical approaches,
including feminism, seems to have emerged around the turn of the century.
Walsham (2001) himself recognizes that other conceptual tools are needed,
and cites Knights and McCabe as finding that those affected are not so concerned
with an issue of power so much as maintaining professional self-identity. The
feminist writer, Adam (1998), argues for a more sophisticated form, eco-fem-
inism, which seeks to restore the aspects of reality that have been overlooked by
‘masculine’ assumptions when technology was developed, rather than focusing
on emancipation or power. Artificial intelligence in particular, has been devel-
oped according to masculine assumptions of the supremacy of logic and mind
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over intuition and body. In her conclusion (p. 180) she says, ‘The way that a
number of aspects of knowing are not reducible to propositional knowledge, but
rely instead on some notion of embodied skill, points to the role of the body in
the making of knowledge’. We will return to these more nuanced versions later.
First, we will consider the root of the above problems in emancipation and
power.

3.3 THE ROOT OF THE PROBLEM: DUALISTIC GROUND-
MOTIVES

The problems with emancipation and power may be seen as arising from a deeper
presupposition. Eriksson (2006) argues that the three main systems thinking
approaches, hard, soft and critical are all expressions of a deep presupposi-
tion known as the nature-freedom ground-motive (NFGM). ‘Ground-
motive’ denotes a ‘spiritual driving force that acts as the absolutely central
mainspring of human society’ (Dooyeweerd, 1979:9). A ground-motive governs
thinking in society for centuries about the nature of reality (what constitutes it),
diversity (what types there are), normativity (what is ‘good’ and ‘evil’) and how
to obtain the ‘good’ (how to solve problems and what is ethical conduct).
Dooyeweerd discussed four main ground-motives, the form-matter motive,
(which governed the thinking of the ancient Greeks), the creation-fall-redemption
motive, (which governed that of the Hebrews and early Christians), the nature-
grace motive, (which emerged as a synthesis of these and governed the thinking
of mediaeval Europe, especially Scholaticism and Roman Catholic thought), and
the nature-freedom motive, (which has governed thinking from the Renaissance
to this day). Habermas (2002) also recognizes the form-matter and creation-fall-
redemption ground-motives under the names ‘Athens’ and ‘Jerusalem’.

Three ground-motives, those of form-matter, nature-grace and nature-free-
dom, are dualistic in nature. Down the centuries when a dualistic ground-motive
is in force, theoretical thought swings dialectically between the two poles. At
any time in a given community of thought, one pole is seen as real and ‘good’ (to
be sought), while the other is seen as unreal and ‘evil’ (to be avoided). The
NFGM leads thought to assume a mutual antithesis between the principles of
nature and freedom: that what is controlled or operates by deterministic laws
cannot be free, and vice versa. Disciplines like management, politics and IS have
experienced a swing from the nature pole (around 1970s) to the freedom pole
(1990s). Though in everyday experience both freedom and control are interwo-
ven, our theoretical thinking (via science, philosophy, etc.) presuppose either a
determined cosmos, or one constructed by an absolutely free human ego, and
have no way of truly integrating both'. The influence of NFGM may be seen in
many of the common dualistic oppositions of today, such as nature—culture,

1. The stance known as critical realism claims to integrate constructed knowledge with reality, but
raises other problems; we do not discuss it here.
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fact—value, rationalist—irrationalist, science-humanities, modernism—post-
modernism, positivism—interpretivism etc. Thought influenced by one pole finds
thought influenced by the opposing pole meaningless or inferior, as exemplified,
perhaps, by the attitudes of each of positivist and interpretivist researchers,
respectively.

Eriksson argued that hard systems thinking is centred on the nature pole
(systems are objectively ‘out there’ and the aim of hard systems thinking is to
control), and soft systems thinking is centred on the freedom pole (systems are a
matter of subjective interpretation, and the aim of soft systems thinking is to free
up interpretations). The critical approach attempts to embrace both poles (sys-
tems are socially constructed but, transcending this, they impact on people and
are subject to the norm of emancipation). Laws that transcend our freedom (such
that they govern us whether we recognize them or not) have traditionally been
recognized only in pre-human nature (physics, biology), and, thus, the notion of
something that transcends us has strong connotations of the nature pole of
NFGM. Emancipation is, therefore, interesting: the word itself suggests the
freedom pole, but that it transcends us suggests the nature pole. This is the root
of the paradox.

Dooyeweerd (1984), on which Eriksson based his thought, argued that
the dualistic ground-motives of Western thought (like that of nature-free-
dom) are deeply problematic and will always end in such paradoxes, since
they force apart two aspects which, in reality, are intertwined (especially as
experienced in everyday life). Dualistic ground-motives hide, rather than
reveal, the structure of reality, including normative reality. To understand
everyday experience requires a way of understanding that can embrace both
poles of each dualistic ground-motive, but this cannot be done by any
approach that is within the confines of the ground-motive because it pre-
supposes an absolute antithesis between them. A dualistic ground-motive
forces our attempts at understanding to focus on one of its poles or the other.
If we attempt integration, we will be found initially to generate an antinomy,
such as ‘enforced emancipation’ (Wilson, 1997), which can only be resolved
by eventually moving to one pole or the other. Marxism gave priority to the
nature pole of NFGM; Frankfurt-School critical thought gives priority to the
freedom pole.

Dualistic ground-motives are also problematic in the sense of hindering
critical thought, in that both poles and also their presumed opposition are taken
for granted and not examined. We noted earlier that precisely this has happened
with emancipation. Since freedom and constraint are seen as aligned with
opposing poles, there has been little attempt to seek to understand the different
types of constraint or freedom. ‘(Un)warranted’ is largely meaningless under
both poles of the NFGM because, under the nature pole, it is reduced to a mere
label for deterministic processes and, under the freedom pole, it is a label for
value-judgements. The reason it appears in the definition of emancipation is
because we already have an intuition of what it means, outwith the confines of
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the NFGM. ‘Warranted’ speaks of ‘due’, of doing justice to something, but
neither the nature nor the freedom poles offer a sound basis for recognizing this.
To summarize,

e We need to expand the critical approach so that it acknowledges the ‘good’ as
well as criticizes the ‘evil’.

e We need a way of revealing more clearly the nature of emancipation, as
diverse and as being relevant to twenty-first century applications of IS.

e We need an understanding of reality that allows both freedom and constraint
or control, which can resolve paradoxes like ‘enforced emancipation’.

e Weneed a way of acknowledging power that does not obliterate other aspects
like generosity.

To make further progress, it requires moving to a non-dualistic ground-
motive, and this is discussed later.

3.4 CONTRIBUTION FROM HABERMAS: COMMUNICATIVE
ACTION

A second critical perspective, centred on communication, has become important
over the last two decades, based on the thought of Habermas. Habermas, while
initially emphasizing emancipation (1972), re-focused on communicative action
as the deeper and more important issue (1984, 1987). Communicative action is a
rational social activity that seeks mutual understanding between people via open
dialogue. Habermas contrasted it, especially, with instrumental action, which
seeks to control others and closes down dialogue. Open (or ‘ideal’) dialogue
involves discussion and critique both of the content of what is said, by processes
of argumentation, and of its claims to validity (which Habermas classified as
intelligibility, propositional truth, sincerity and social and moral appropriate-
ness). The force of the better argument should always win, so rationality is an
integral part of communicative action. Various things distort open communica-
tion, including lack of information, subjective bias, unwarranted assumptions,
conflicts of interest, power relations or unjust social conditions. The ideal,
therefore, is communication that is free of all such distortions. This is a coun-
terfactual ideal, though Habermas holds it up as a useful aspiration.

In Habermas’ theory of communicative action (TCA), ideal dialogue
replaces emancipation as the major norm. It has close links with emancipation,
in that it is believed to lead to emancipation from oppressive conditions because
it enables all participants to express their views without distortion, and it, itself,
is emancipated from distortions by a critique of validity claims.

‘Communicative action’ says Habermas (1987:120) ‘relies on a cooperative
process of interpretation in which participants relate simultaneously to some-
thing in the objective, the social, and the subjective worlds’. In this cooperative
process, participants draw upon ‘a reservoir of taken-for-granteds, of unshaken
convictions’ (1987:124), which Habermas calls the lifeworld, a concept he
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adapted from Schutz & Luckmann, 1973Schutz and Luckman (1973), who, in
turn, adapted Husserl’s (1970) concept of ‘Life-world’. The lifeworld was, to
Habermas, a mysterious thing that dissolves as soon as we try to take it up with
our thinking (Ray, 1993). We can think and talk about things in the three ‘worlds’
of objective things, inner feelings and social/moral norms because we direct
ourselves towards them from the outside, as it were, but our relationship with the
lifeworld is that we orientate ourselves within it (Habermas, 1987:126). The
lifeworld is a stock of shared understandings that includes meanings and norms.

Habermas believed that TCA explains how modern life retains both meaning
and norms despite operating by means of mechanical rules. Normativity in TCA
is complex. Habermas argued that meanings and norms guide communicative
action and also emerge intersubjectively from critique of validity claims. Nor-
mativity is, therefore, not ignored, as in the hard approach, nor reduced to
subjective values, as in the soft approach. At first sight, TCA admits of no
transcending normativity, of the kind that emancipation was in the earlier critical
approach, in that all norms emerge by the processes of communicative action. A
closer examination reveals, however, that there is a transcending normativity, a
deeper norm which pertains, regardless of what actually emerges from commu-
nicative action. This is the norm of communicative rationality or ideal dialogue,
the norm of sound argumentation and critique of validity claims.

Habermas’ TCA has obvious relevance to IS and has been applied both
directly and indirectly. It is used directly, for example, by Lyytinen and Klein
(1985) to form a theory of IS, and by Heng and de Moor (2003) for understand-
ing and evaluating practice on the Internet, on the grounds that Internet use might
be seen as discourse. It is used indirectly via the Language Action Perspective
(Goldkuhl & Lyytinen, 1982, Weigand, 2006), which incorporates Habermas’
ideas. The Language Action Pespective has found use in analyzing and model-
ling business processes and business conversations, such as that between sup-
plier and customer (Denning & Dunham, 2006; Goldkuhl, 2006), and in making
a proposal for new research directions in data and knowledge engineering and
natural language processing (Basden & Klein, 2008). There are problems in
using TCA, however, which will be discussed in order of increasing depth.

One problem is whether ideal dialogue (to the extent that it is feasible) will,
in practice, lead to emancipation from oppressive conditions, as has been as-
sumed and occasionally argued in some of the literature surrounding TCA. This
belief rests on the assumption that language (as employed in argument) is
sufficient to capture all meaning in life perfectly and fully. This assumption
may be questioned, even in the ideal, and comes about as a result of the following
problems, which concern the notion of ideal dialogue.

In proposing that all issues may be resolved (in principle) by rational argu-
ment, where the ‘better argument’ will prevail, it depends on there being a single
universal type of rationality. But Winch (1958) argued for multiple rationalities.
‘In science, for example’, suggested Winch (1958), ‘it would be illogical to
refuse to be bound by the results of a properly carried out experiment; in religion
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it would be illogical to suppose that one could pit one’s strength against God’s’.
He went on to argue that the rationality of the social sciences is unlike that of the
physical. Practical life turns up many examples of different rationalities, for
example, when financial indicators suggest one course of action, while legal or
moral reasons suggest another. While we can expect seamless reasoning within a
rationality, we cannot do so between different rationalities. Any attempt to argue
from one to the other involves category errors. In decision-making, when a
choice must be made between them, that choice is supra-rational. There is no
‘higher’ rationality that tells us which type of rationality should prevail over the
other. This means that TCA’s notion of the ‘better argument’ prevailing is
inadequate®. While it might help prepare the ground within each rationality, it
cannot ultimately help us make choices between rationalities. TCA’s call for
openness of dialogue must be reinterpreted to include supra-rational choice
between rationalities. The hidden prejudices or presuppositions that distort
communicative action are not always a problem of rationality but can be a denial
of other virtues like honesty and goodwill.

This leads to another problem. The focus on communicative rationality fails
to recognize that it is frequently very difficult to express what is relevant to the
situation being experienced. On the one hand, much knowledge is tacit, and on
the other, some people are less able to express their views and thoughts than the
others (for example, because of Asperger’s Syndrome). So, TCA-based propo-
sals that we should aim to improve expression of relevant ideas and views in
open dialogue, merely favours the already-articulate and that which is easily
expressed in words. However, there are some types of social activity in which
argument or critique of validity claims as such is not appropriate. Most attempts
at applying TCA have been in business decision support, where rational com-
munication is presumed to be central. Recently, Internet applications relying on
other types of social activity have burgeoned, such as social networking, social
virtual worlds and computer games. Users of applications like Facebook ‘poke’
each other or send ‘growing things’ and ‘snowglobes’ to each other for fun, not
to make business decisions. Though this might be described as communication,
it is not governed by rationality (not even of multiple types). It is for the purpose
of enjoyment and fun, not to enhance mutual understanding (communicative
rationality), nor even to control (instrumental rationality). The same applies to
computer games and social virtual worlds, and many applications outside the
professional arena. Even within the professional arena there are many

2. Habermas [1984:53-67] does recognise the importance of this question and discusses Winch, but,
arguably, the outcome of his discussion is flawed. In the end, claiming that Winch’s argument was
too weak, he reduced the number of types of rationality that he would discuss to two, namely
instrumental and communicative rationality. He apparently resolved the problem of which type of
rationality should prevail (communicative), but did so on the basis of the dogma that communi-
cative rationality is superior. That he gathered reasons to support this dogma does not remove its
status as dogma, because the reasons were largely provided by communicative rationality itself.
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applications in which communicative action is not primary, such as physical
simulations, mathematical calculations, route-finding software and computer
music and paint packages. Recognition that critical researchers should look
beyond professional applications is also reflected in Fraser’s (1989) feminist
critique of Habermas, cited by Ray (1993:68). Fraser emphasizes the household.
That we should also look beyond the communicative aspect is echoed in her
emphasis that women’s unpaid child-rearing is a ‘dual aspect activity’ that
involves a ‘material’ aspect and cannot and should not be reduced to the single
communicative aspect.

3.5 ROOT OF THE PROBLEMS IN TCA: REDUCTION

The root of most of these problems may be traced to a tendency to reduce all
aspects of life to a logical-communicative aspect, though the NFGM dis-
cussed above also plays some part. Reduction can take several forms, includ-
ing methodological reduction, in which we narrow our focus in order to
simplify research, and value reduction, in which only a limited range of
aspects has importance for us. These are usually unobjectionable, as long as
they are not taken too far and we are always aware of other aspects outside our
focus. However, there are types of reduction which Clouser (2005) argues are
objectionable, not only in their practical consequences but also philosophi-
cally. He identifies four main types; two strong and two weak. The weak
reduction that Clouser calls ‘causal dependency’ pervades much of Haber-
mas’ TCA. Clouser explains (2005:359):

‘Causal dependency. The nature of reality is basically that of aspect X (or of
aspects X and Y). It is the Xness of things which make possible the other kinds of
properties and laws true of them. So while other aspects are real and can be proper
objects of scientific investigation, there is a one-way causal dependency between
the non-X aspects and aspect X. The non-X aspects could not exist without X,
while X could exist without the others’.

The X aspect to which TCA reduces others is the logical-communicative
aspect. Most kinds of social action are made possible by X (Habermas, 1991
explicitly reduces at least dramaturgical and normatively regulated action
types to the communicative). The entire lifeworld (with its diverse types of
meaning and normativity) could not exist without X. Though Habermas
does not go to the extreme in reduction, TCA does exhibit a tendency to
reduction. We will first look at the extreme version and then draw back
from it.

Clouser’s argument that reduction is objectionable is both philosophical
and practical. It is objectionable philosophically because reduction is self-
performatively inconsistent, by which Clouser (2005:85) means:

‘a theory must be compatible with any state that would have to be true of a thinker,
or any activity the thinker would have to perform, in order to have formulated the
theory’s claims’.
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This means that to formulate TCA as a theory of social action, Habermas (or any
other thinker) would necessarily function in aspects that cannot be reduced to the
logical-communicative in the way assumed possible under TCA. By ‘aspects’
Clouser is referring to basic kinds of properties or laws that we experience and
function in pre-theoretically, among which he includes such things as faith,
justice, morals and aesthetics, as well as logicality and communication’.
According to Clouser, this criterion for theories is relatively new, having been
first defined and deployed by Dooyeweerd about 50 years ago, but since then
advocated independently by other thinkers, such as Foucault. Clouser’s argu-
ment that reduction is self-performatively inconsistent (2005:192 ff) is complex
and need not be rehearsed here.

What concerns us more is that reduction is objectionable in practice. Clouser
explains (2005:187) ‘it lowers the status of all other aspects by making them
products of, and thus less real than, the aspect(s) it favours’. This is what has led
to some of the problems identified above. For instance, a problem arises from
TCA assuming that logical-communicative dialogue should normally be central,
and that other types are either negative (for example, instrumental action) or need
not be given the same amount of attention as communicative action. In Clouser’s
terms, those types of action are ‘less real’. As was seen above, each aspect defines
a distinct type of rationality. That TCA has difficulty in recognizing types of
rationality other than the logical-communicative (and the instrumental, which it
treats as deficient) is explainable by causal dependency reduction, in that it
assumes that the other rationalities arise from its favoured one.

Clouser can take us further, to address some of the other problems above. He
argues that reduction, when taken to an extreme, accords a status of absolute self-
dependence to the favoured aspect (he uses the term ‘divinity’ to denote this). This
is what leads to the assumption lurking at the root of the notion of ideal dialogue,
that language use is, in principle, able to capture all meanings, leaving nothing
tacit and that, as a result, all emancipation will be overcome by rational dialogue.
Clouser (2005) and Dooyeweerd (1984) claim that this is a false assumption.

However, Habermas does not go to the extreme in reduction, in that he
recognizes instrumental action as distinct from communicative action, and he
recognizes that there are some things that cannot be couched in dialogue: the
‘stock of taken-for-granteds’ that is the lifeworld. His recognition of instrumen-
tal reason as a distinct aspect is, however, only partial. In seeing it as an ‘evil’ that
distorts communicative action, it is, thus, defined mainly in relation to commu-
nicative action, rather than as a truly distinct aspect. One might also detect the
influence of the modern ground-motive of nature-freedom here, which opposes
control (instrumental action) and freedom (from distortions resulting from in-
strumental action). Though Habermas recognized the tacit nature of the

3. For example, one can detect in Habermas’ writing about TCA (1984, 1987) a strong vision for, and
an almost aesthetic delight in, its ability to account for many things in human and social life and to
resolve problems left by previous thinkers.
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lifeworld, this sits uneasily with the notion of ideal dialogue, because if we
cannot talk about the contents of the lifeworld, there is much that is omitted from
our dialogue and, hence, it is no longer ideal. TCA offers no way to allow the
contents of the lifeworld, including its diverse meaning and normativity, into our
dialogue without distorting them.

To summarize,

e We need to counteract reductionist tendencies in TCA, so that it can give due
regard to the non-rational types of action in which communication might
occur but is not of primary importance.

e Especially, we need to recognize multiple rationalities and provide a way to
facilitate supra-rational openness, such as involving honesty and goodwill.

e We need a way to give due respect to difficulties in expressing thoughts and
meanings while not abandoning rational dialogue.

e We need a way to be able to bring the contents of the lifeworld into dialogue
in a way that does not overly distort them.

A basis for meeting these requirements, as well as those of the emancipatory
approach, may be found in the thought of Dooyeweerd.

3.6 THE CONTRIBUTION OF DOOYEWEERD: ENRICHING THE
CRITICAL APPROACH

Dooyeweerd’s major work, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought
(Dooyeweerd, 1984), first published as four volumes in 1953-1955, shows
Dooyeweerd to be both a critical and a positive philosopher. He both decon-
structed Western philosophy and then accepted the challenge of constructing
something that could itself be criticized. The latter, known as Cosmonomic
Philosophy or Philosophy of the Law-Idea, should not be seen as a wholesale
replacement for Western philosophy but as a means of reforming it. Here we will
review a little of Dooyeweerd’s critical approach, before briefly looking at
sufficient of his positive proposals to allow us to address the problems above.
A fuller explanation is available in Basden (2008) or Clouser (2005), and a
critical discussion of how Dooyeweerd’s thought ‘re-integrates’ social theory, is
available in Strauss (2006).

Dooyeweerd contended that we cannot start, in philosophy, by presupposing
the possibility of taking a theoretical or critical attitude of thought, but must first
establish what makes it possible. An extensive immanent critique of 2500 years
of theoretical thinking revealed that it is never neutral because what we take to be
‘theoretical’ is itself determined by our religious presuppositions. By ‘religious’
Dooyeweerd meant an ultimate commitment about the nature of reality, of
‘good’ and ‘evil’, and of knowledge. The NFGM, mentioned earlier, is one such
religious presupposition, which makes the antithesis between freedom and
control absolute, with the result of shielding both from critical examination.
In Dooyeweerd, such polar antitheses are questioned and he allows us to probe
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the nature of freedom and control. This can overcome the paradoxes inherent in
the emancipatory critical approach.

Dooyeweerd held that all theoretical thinking, including his own, rests on
presuppositions®. Rather than seeking presupposition-less thought, we should
make our presuppositions explicit. He made his own clear: the creation-fall-
redemption (CFR) ground-motive. His positive philosophy might be seen as a
philosophical (not theological) exploration of what follows if we presuppose the
cosmos is created. This is not a return to the dominance of the religious over the
secular, as occurred under the mediaeval nature-grace ground-motive, but an
exploration of implications for philosophy. Presupposing CFR enabled Dooye-
weerd to tackle diversity and coherence and to begin with the lifeworld. (See
Basden (2008) for a detailed discussion of this.)

So, at the very start of Dooyeweerd’s New Critique, we find, ‘If I consider
reality as it is given in the naive pre-theoretical experience ...” (1984,1:3). He
invites his readers to do likewise, to adopt a pre-theoretical rather than theoret-
ical attitude of thought. In the theoretical or critical attitude, we ‘stand over
against’ some aspect of reality (Dooyeweerd used the term ‘Gegenstand’),
whereas in the pre-theoretical attitude, we engage with all the aspects instead
of standing over against them. In the theoretical attitude, the chosen aspect
becomes, to us, a distinct ‘world’ seen, as Habermas would say, from the
‘outside’. Habermas’ three ‘worlds’ (objective, social, subjective) might corre-
spond approximately to three aspects of reality which Dooyeweerd delineated
(see the analytical, social, psychic aspects below). In the pre-theoretical attitude,
we are usually unaware of the aspects—echoing Habermas’ notion of being
‘inside’ the lifeworld. A pre-theoretical attitude to reality accommodates all the
aspects thereof, whereas a theoretical attitude separates aspects from each other
conceptually. The aspects resist such separation, however, because each is
inextricably intertwined with the others, so that what theoretical thought delivers
must never be treated as ‘truth’. It was, perhaps, this resistance that Habermas
observed, when he said that the lifeworld ‘dissolves’ when we try to think about
it. Dooyeweerd never used the term ‘lifeworld’, but it is equivalent to his notion
of pre-theoretical attitude of thought.

The notion of aspects is not unique to Dooyeweerd as we have already seen in
Adam (1998) Habermas also uses the term (1987:126): ‘. . .singles out above two
aspects of . . .the teleological aspect. . .the communicative aspect...’. Most thin-
kers speak of aspects when they want to make distinctions among things that
cannot be reduced to each other. Thinking aspectually is so natural that we usually
take it for granted. Dooyeweerd, however, addressed the nature of aspects, their
intertwinement and the possibility of separating them out conceptually without
undue distortion. He was convinced that the aspects are not mere categories, but

4. Dooyeweerd’s notion of ground-motives is a level deeper than Habermas’ [1972] notion of
knowledge-constitutive interests, which are more equivalent to Dooyeweerd’s notion of aspectual
world-views.
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have a modal character, as spheres of meaning and law. This enabled him (and us)
to do what Habermas was hindered in doing; namely to probe the contents of the
lifeworld in such a way that it does not dissolve in the process. The challenge is to
determine what different types of meaning and law there might be. This cannot be
achieved by theoretical thought alone because the Gegenstand relationship pre-
vents us experiencing the lifeworld from the inside. However, the kernel meaning
of each aspect may be grasped with the intuition in a way that does not involve
theoretical thought’. This can help us distinguish the types of meaning we en-
counter in everyday life. For example, we might be aware of justice or frugality
(see the list below) as we engage in life. Once this has occurred, theoretical thought
can be employed to make various checks; for example, for possible antinomy.
From a lifetime of sensitive reflection (together with some theoretically based
checks, described in Basden, 2008), Dooyeweerd delineated fifteen such aspects:

Quantitative aspect, in which amount and quantity are meaningful

Spatial aspect, in which continuous extension and space are meaningful
Kinematic aspect, in which flowing movement is meaningful

Physical aspect, in which energy, matter, forces are meaningful

Biotic aspect, in which life functions are meaningful

Sensitive aspect, in which feeling and response are meaningful

Analytical aspect, in which distinction is meaningful

Formative aspect, in which creative power, instrumentality and technology
are meaningful

Lingual aspect, in which symbolic signification is meaningful

Social aspect, in which social interaction and structures are meaningful
Economic aspect, in which frugal management of resources is meaningful
Aesthetic aspect, in which harmony, delight, fun are meaningful

Juridical aspect, in which what is due (rights, responsibilities) is meaningful
Ethical aspect, in which self-giving love is meaningful

Pistic aspect, in which faith, vision, commitment are meaningful.

Each aspect is irreducible to all the others in respect of its meaning. So, to speak
of self-giving love seems ‘meaningless’ when thinking economics or mathe-
matics, and vice versa. However, all aspects are equally important in principle,
so one cannot say that the meaning of one aspect has a priori priority over that of
another, nor can any be set aside. Because of this, analysis should normally
consider every aspect. Analysis that ignores an aspect distorts our view. Aspec-
tual analysis is a key to defending ourselves against reductionist tendencies.

5. Basden and Klein [2008] suggest the lifeworld might be composed of two types of shared
background understanding, of which intuition of aspectual meaning is one. It is a shared under-
standing of what Dooyeweerd called the law side. In addition to this, we possess a shared
background understanding of actual things and happenings, which are subject to the law side,
which Basden and Klein (2008) call subject-side intuition. Law-side intuition is trans-cultural, but
is sometimes obscured by subject-side intuition, which is culture-dependent.
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The laws of the earlier aspects (e.g. physical law of gravity) are determinative
while those of the later aspects (e.g. lingual laws concerning syntax, semantics,
pragmatics) are non-determinative in that they allow some freedom. The laws
are normative, providing guidance for what is ‘good’ in the widest sense (for
example, aspectual law is not an authoritarian command — ‘Do X, or else!” — so
much as a promise — ’ If you do X, then Y will tend to result’). In this way,
freedom is consistent with the idea of transcendental normativity, as required by
the critical approach. Aspectual normativity must not be confused with social
norms; the latter are socially constructed, while the former pertain regardless of
us and, though we might be able to go against them, we cannot escape the
repercussions of doing so. Thus, the syntactic laws of any actual language are
socially constructed, but their very existence reflects the aspectual law that
syntax is important and beneficial.

As spheres of law, the aspects provide a suite of basic types of ‘good’ and
‘evil’ that are irreducibly distinct, defining what is ‘warranted’ or ‘unwarranted’.
That which is in line with the norms of an aspect is warranted from the point of
view of that aspect. Table 3.1 gives examples of this for each aspect. (Note that in

4 N\
TABLE 3.1 Aspectual Good and Evil
Aspect Good (‘Warranted’) Evil (‘Unwarranted’)
Quantitative Numeric order, precision (determinative)
Spatial Simultaneity, extension (determinative)
Kinematic Movement, duration, change (determinative)
Physical Persistence, causality, unity (determinative)
of whole cosmos
Biotic/Organic Health, vitality, thriving Disease, death
Psychic/Sensitive Sensitivity, responsiveness, Insensitivity, inability to
recognition, memory respond, sensory deprivation,
forgetting
Analytic Clarity, non-contradiction Obfuscation, false reasoning,
inconsistency
Formative Achievement, planning, Laziness, confused plans,
construction, structure destruction, messiness
Lingual Understandability, expression  Poor pragmatics, semantics,
of meaning syntax, lexics, etc.
Social Respect, friendliness Disrespect, enmity
Economic Frugality, management, Waste, excess,
prosperity mismanagement, poverty
Aesthetic Harmony, interest, surprise, Uniformness, boredom, over-
fun, playfulness, leisure seriousness, over-work
Juridical Justice, responsibility Injustice, irresponsibility
Ethical Generosity, self-giving Selfishness, self-interest
Pistic/Faith Vision, faithfulness, Low morale, disloyalty, refusal
commitment to commit, hidden agendas

N\ J
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the most determinative aspects ‘evil’ is not possible since it is impossible to go
against their laws.)

This can give crisp, diverse meaning to ‘emancipation’. When seen as
freedom from unwarranted constraints, full emancipation occurs when the only
constraints we experience are warranted in every aspect. In any concrete situa-
tion the constraints upon us might be warranted within one aspect (e.g. the
economic) but unwarranted in another (e.g. the juridical). So emancipation
becomes, not freedom from constraints in general, but modification of the
aspectual structure of constraints such that they become warranted in all their
aspects. This helps us, in practical situations, decide which constraints we can
accept, and which we cannot accept. This view also provides a basis for analysis
by which we can recognize the ‘good’ in the situation, so as not to jeopardize it.

Is this possible in principle or might some aspects inherently work against
others (e.g., will being ethical always, inherently, jeopardize prosperity)? Van der
Kooy (1974, p. 40-41) argued that simultaneous realization of norms (of every
aspect) is possible in principle because there is no inherent conflict between norms
of different aspects if one presupposes the creation-fall-redemption ground-mo-
tive. This gives a hope and vision to aim for in IS development. It does not
preclude, however, conflict between concrete (socially constructed) norms, such
as the requirement mentioned earlier, of a certain writing style for reports.

The paradox of enforced emancipation as Wilson (1997) introduced, at first
sight seems to be a clash between freedom and control (as seen under the NFGM).
Yet does not all application of emancipation to others involve some control? All
attempts at emancipation could, therefore, be deemed ‘enforced’. Such a view is
untenable. So we need a better basis for differentiating between invalid and valid
emancipation. This may be provided by reflecting that, in this context, ‘enforced’
is not merely formative functioning, but involves at least an attitude that trans-
gresses the norms of the ethical aspect; namely, unconcern for the other.

To the power-oriented critical approach, Dooyeweerd can offer both affir-
mation and critique. By asking which aspects are most important in power, we
find the formative aspect (control), then the juridical (concern that rights are
being suppressed by such control and should be reclaimed by gaining control),
and then some of the pistic (in its link with identity (Walsham, 2001)). This
reveals that power ignores certain aspects, such as the ethical aspect of self-
giving which, as mentioned earlier, is distorted into its opposite when viewed
through the lens of power. The utility of Dooyeweerd’s suite of aspects is that it
can act as a multiple lens, making every aspect visible and precluding unnec-
essary distortions. It is especially useful in conjunction with (eco-)feminism to
reinstate aspects overlooked by a ‘masculine’ worldview (see Basden, 2008).

Now we can turn to communicative action. As a sphere of meaning, each
aspect defines a distinct way in which things can ‘make sense’, or not—a distinct
type of rationality. Aspectual irreducibility explains why the rationality of one
aspect is irreducible to that of another. The two types differentiated in our earlier
quotation from Winch (1958) are the physical and pistic rationalities.
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Instrumental and communicative rationalities, as differentiated by Habermas
(1984), may now be seen as those of the formative and lingual aspects. In this
way, Dooyeweerd already recognizes multiple rationalities and challenges us to
find supra-rational ways to bring rationalities together in the situations of dia-
logue that we face. Ultimately, Dooyeweerd argues such decisions have religious
roots (in the sense of ultimate commitments), and it is good if these religious
roots can be laid bare.

The aspects can assist us towards open dialogue among multiple aspects in
three ways. Firstly, aspectual analysis of situations provides a basis for disen-
tangling distinct basic kinds of meaning. Secondly, it was suggested earlier that
open dialogue involves virtues other than rationality, such as honesty and good-
will; these can now be seen as ‘good’ in aspects other than the analytic. Thirdly,
some distortions of dialogue arise from undue commitment to one aspect at the
expense of others. Analysis of which aspects people think are important can
expose this.

This has practical relevance for IS, because it would suggest that if an IS
funnels its users’ thinking down one path of reasoning, however good, then it
provides a disservice rather than a service. In the case of an Electronic Placement
System for insurance (Walsham, 2001), usage of the system remained low for
many years because of its focus on the economic aspect, which overlooked what
was more important in insurance trading; namely, the pistic aspect of “Utmost
Good Faith”. This was despite offering benefits in terms of communication
(lingual aspect) and time-savings (economic).

Human activity is multi-aspectual insofar as it involves functioning in all
aspects, but in many human actions one aspect is more important than others (the
‘qualifying’ aspect). This can open up Habermas’ notion of action types ap-
proximately as follows:

instrumental action: qualified by formative aspect
e communicative action: qualified by lingual aspect, with strong analytical
flavour
strategic action: qualified by social aspect, with strong formative flavour
e dramaturgical action: qualified by aesthetic aspect
normatively regulated action: qualified by juridical aspect.

Since aspects are fundamentally irreducible to each other and all are of equal
importance, if this view is valid, then all action types are of equal importance in
human life, and it can help TCA avoid reductionistic tendencies. It can also
suggest other action types not discussed by Habermas—such as ethical and
faith-based action types.

That all human activity is multi-aspectual means we will find, for example,
some lingual functioning (i.e. communicative action) in almost all activity. To
call this communicative action, however, is misleading when the qualifying
aspect is other than lingual. This makes it necessary to understand how aspects
are intertwined in human activity. One type of inter-aspect relationship is
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dependency, and this can explain the apparent reduction of dramaturgical and
normatively regulated action to communicative. Action in any aspect depends
foundationally on action in earlier aspects, and also depends on later aspects to
gain its full meaning (anticipatory dependency). Social action, for example,
cannot occur without lingual, but, conversely, lingual action has very little
meaning if it is not carried out to enable social action. Likewise, economic,
aesthetic, juridical, ethical and faith-based action depends foundationally on
social, and on lingual action®. Dramaturgical and normatively regulated actions
(aesthetic and juridical) depend foundationally on communicative action. How-
ever, they are not reducible to it, because they involve other things that do not
make sense in terms of the lingual or analytic aspects alone, such as surprise and
retribution. Habermas did not differentiate foundational dependency from re-
duction in the way Dooyeweerd did.

Instrumental action is, under Dooyeweerd, not wholly negative, but has a
valid place alongside communicative action. Habermas’ insight that instrumen-
tal action distorts communicative action may be accounted for by the imposition
by us of one aspectual norm (formative) on action that should be guided by
another (lingual). It is not instrumentality as such that is the problem, but our
attitude to it. Dooyeweerd’s insight into this enables us to extend TCA to see as
detrimental the imposition by us of any aspect on activity that should be guided
by another. This frees us from imposing communicative action on all software
design or use and allows us to recognize that Facebook ‘pokes’ are meaningful in
the aesthetic aspect of fun, rather than the analytic aspect of argument or the
formative aspect of control.

Dooyeweerd’s thought can, therefore, account for some of the problems
encountered in emancipatory and communicative critical approaches, as well
as ameliorate the problems and enrich the approaches. How it does so is sum-
marized in Table 3.2.

3.7 SITUATING THE CRITICAL APPROACH

As we noted earlier, Eriksson (2006) argues that hard and soft systems thinking
express the nature and freedom poles of NFGM, and see themselves as opposing
each other. Critical systems thinking tries to embrace both poles, but is ulti-
mately unsuccessful in this and migrates to the freedom pole. This gives a picture
of the three approaches being always incommensurable with each other. But is
this correct? In good practice, we find elements of all three.

According to Dooyeweerd (1984, volume I) the opposition between nature
(control) and freedom is false, when viewed from outwith NFGM. So the

6. Communicative action is more than simple lingual functioning. In saying, ‘But communicative
action designates a type of interaction that is coordinated through speech acts and does not
coincide with them’ Habermas [1984:101] may have been referring implicitly to what Dooye-
weerd called inter-aspect dependency.
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TABLE 3.2 How Dooyeweerd Enriches Critical Approaches
Issue in critical approach Dooyeweerdian enrichment
Should acknowledge the ‘good’ Aspects define types of good’ as well as
as well as ‘evil’ ‘evil’
Nature of emancipation Aspects provide diverse normativity
Paradoxes, e.g. enforced emancipation Move away from nature-freedom ground-
motive and consider ethical aspect of
self-giving
Power-lens obliterates certain aspects Give due regard to all aspects, especially
that of self-giving
Reductionist tendencies in TCA Recognize multi-aspectual nature of
human action
Open dialogue with multiple Each aspect defines distinct rationality;
rationalities considering aspects ensures no aspect
overlooked, and exposes hidden agendas
Problems in expressing ideas Implicitly (not explicitly) addressed
Dialogue including contents of lifeworld Intuitive grasp of aspectual meaning
- 4

presumed incommensurability between the approaches might also be false. If
this is so, then on what basis may we differentiate between them? One answer is
in terms of which aspects each deems important. Table 3.3 attempts to show this
for each type of systems thinking. Hard approaches focus on the quantitative,
analytic, formative and economic aspects, insofar as they try to quantify and
conceptualize an objective reality and control it with reference to costs and
benefits. Soft approaches focus on the sensitive, social and pistic, insofar as
they pay attention to what participants feel, to their social roles and their
Weltanschauungen. Critical approaches focus on the social, juridical and lingual
aspects, insofar as they recognize the social and societal element of IS, and either
promote emancipation or ideal dialogue. Feminist critical approaches add the
biotic aspect of the body (as an antidote to overly mental approaches) and power-
oriented approaches add the formative. This analysis is not meant to be exhaus-
tive, but rather to provide an overall view that shows approaches as comple-
mentary rather than antagonistic. It also might suggest there are other aspects
which none of these approaches give much attention to, such as the aesthetic and
ethical (but see Stahl’s chapter for the latter).

3.8 SOME REFLECTIONS

This chapter has examined some of the difficulties encountered in trying to turn
the critical perspective into practical guidance for IS research and practice. To
some extent it has blurred the boundaries between the two main versions of the
critical approach, namely emancipatory and communicative, and given attention
to some issues at the expense of others. Nevertheless, it offers a critical
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TABLE 3.3 Aspectual Focus of Systems Approaches

Aspect Hard systems Soft systems Critical perspective
approach approach (Emancipatory or
(Instrumental) (Subjective) Communicative)

Quantitative Quantification

Spatial

Kinematic

Physical

Biotic/Organic (Feminist: body)

Psychic/Sensitive Feelings

Analytic Requirements analysis

Formative Planning, control, (Power)
achieving goals

Lingual (Documentation) Communicative action,

Ideal dialogue

Social Group awareness (Intersubjectivity)

Economic Resource management

Aesthetic

Juridical Oppression, Emancipation

Ethical

Pistic/Faith Perspectives, (Power: identity)

Weltanschauung
o J

affirmation and enrichment of both. Problems in the two versions have been
highlighted and discussed. Both versions were seen as too vague to be of full
practical use, and need a basis for acknowledging diverse normativity and types
of application, and diverse rationality and types of human action.

These problems were addressed first by exposing their root (in the cur-
rently active NFGM) and a tendency to reductionism. These are philosophical
issues, and so a philosophy was appealed to which had discussed these at
length: the cosmonomic philosophy of Dooyeweerd. Not only can it help us
critique the current ground-motive but it can also provide the basis for un-
derstanding diversity, as experienced in the lifeworld. This led Dooyeweerd to
delineate a number of aspects (spheres of meaning and law), and his suite is
employed here to discuss normativity, rationality and social action. This offers
arich, multi-aspectual picture, which accords with the lifeworld of ISD and IS
use. It is possible, in principle, that an alternative suite of aspects could be
employed, as long as it treats aspects not just as categories but as spheres of
meaning and law.

It has been demonstrated that philosophy can have direct relevance and can
point the way to practical tools. The reason it has been able to do this is because
the philosophy employed (that of Dooyeweerd, 1984) self-consciously adopts a
pre-theoretical (everyday, lifeworld) attitude first, rather than presupposing that
a theoretical attitude is the superior route to knowledge.
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This chapter has not sought to work out the relevance of this for critical
research in IS in detail. Rather, it has sought to raise initial questions about
critical approaches and to point out some directions in which research might
proceed in order to seek answers. To draw these pointers together, the following
suggestions may be made for various types of critical research in IS, most of
them employing Dooyeweerd’s suite of aspects as a checklist.

e Toresearch that is critical of social structures, Dooyeweerd’s suite of aspects
offers a tool for analysis that is intuitively grasped and serves to make
explicit what has been overlooked. Winfield (2000) worked out a practical
method for ‘multi-aspectual knowledge elicitation’”.

e To research that focuses on emancipation, the normativity inherent in
Dooyeweerd’s aspects offer a usefully diverse and well-founded definition
of emancipation.

e To power-oriented research, Dooyeweerd offers aspects that are often over-
looked when using power as a lens, especially the ethical aspect.

e To feminist research, Dooyeweerd’s aspects offer confirmation of the desire
to reinstate long-overlooked aspects, and helps feminism avoid criticisms of
reactionism.

A benefit of using Dooyeweerd’s aspects is that it focuses attention as much on
the positive as on the negative, so that critical action research does not destroy
the former.

We seem to have presented Dooyeweerd’s suite of aspects as a universal
solution. It should not be seen so. Dooyeweerd himself argued that, while the
aspects transcend us, our knowledge of them does not, because it involves
analytical thinking to differentiate them. In this respect, ‘theoretical thought
has never finished its task’ (Dooyeweerd, 1984, 11:556). Dooyeweerd was not
only being critical, he was being critical of criticality itself, recognising that even
criticality is not absolute but itself invites critical analysis (reflexivity). This,
albeit in a confined way, is what we have tried to undertake in this chapter.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

Participatory and emancipatory approaches to information systems (IS) devel-
opment have been classified as naive and idealistic, lacking in realism, and
justifiable only in terms of a metanarrative. However, they have also been
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disparaged as instruments for the ideological manipulation of workers and the
legitimation of economic rationalism. This chapter re-examines the notion of
participatory and emancipatory IS development in terms of these criticisms by
exploring, questioning and grounding the approach in practice. Based on a 14-
year long study of the Colruyt company (a Belgian retail company that engages
in participatory and emancipatory IS development) we search for the practical
meaning of participation and emancipation beyond grand narratives or ideology.
By drawing on this study, we re-examine the nature, meaning and challenges of a
participatory and emancipatory IS development project. We do this through
critical reflection on practice, and pragmatic questioning regarding the adoption
of participatory and emancipatory ideas and ideals, their realism and practical
usefulness. Finally, we revisit and discuss the conditions for emancipatory IS
development practices.'

The history of participatory and emancipatory information systems (IS)
development approaches reflects ideas and ideals of worker participation and
workplace democracy. Proposed as a way to counteract a narrow functionalist
focus on organizational productivity and effectiveness, participatory and eman-
cipatory IS development assumes systematic and meaningful user involvement,
open and non-distorted communication and reasoned argumentation that is
based on cooperation and mutual understanding between information systems
(IS) developers, managers and employees affected by the system (Hirschheim
and Klein, 1994). Conceptualizing information systems as social systems with a
potential to free employees from ‘repressive social and ideological conditions
and, thereby, contributing to the realization of human need’, Hirschheim and
Klein (1994, p.87) were first to articulate the concept of an emancipatory IS
development methodology.

It all started with the Scandinavian participatory design and the socio-tech-
nical design movement in the UK in the 1960s in response to technological
developments leading to bureaucratization and dehumanization of work. Partic-
ipatory design and social-technical principles promoted humanist ideals, argu-
ing for the use of technology to achieve both efficiency objectives and improved
‘quality of working life’ (Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1995; Mumford, 1981, 2000,
2006). The belief in technological progress and human knowledge sparked
enthusiasm for computer applications that would replace boring, repetitive
and dehumanizing jobs, increase job satisfaction and, thereby, eliminate work-
ers’ alienation. Proliferation of projects that adopted and advanced participatory
design in Norway, Sweden, Denmark (referred to as the collective resources
approach) together with projects that adopted the socio-technical design in the
UK, (followed by other European countries, Canada and the USA) in the 1970s
and early 1980s, raised hopes in the democratizing potential of information
technology. However, their promises of humanization of work, workplace

1. This research received financial support from the Center for International Studies, University of
Missouri-St. Louis, Missouri, United States of America.
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democracy and worker empowerment, to make design and work-related choices
were not long lived. The economic pressures in the late 1980s and 1990s, and the
rise in unemployed labour, changed market and employment conditions, leading
to the revival of computer-aided neo-Taylorism (Moldaschl & Weber, 1998).
The deployment of IS to cut costs, downsize workforce, increase managerial
control, achieve lean and efficient production based on standardized work pro-
cesses, went counter to socio-technical and participatory design principles and
practices. Socio-technical design, as Mumford (2006) conceded ‘moved from
success to failure’ as ‘[t]he attraction and validity of bureaucracy was seen as
stronger and safer and the new humanistic approaches as over-risky’ (p.321).

Despite these counter developments or perhaps because of them, research
interests in participatory design did not die. Actually, an increasing reliance on
IS — both internally in organizations (e.g. ERP systems) and externally (inter-
organizational IS, e-commerce) — compounded with harsher conditions in IS
development and deployment, increasing risks and recurring failures, have
revived interests in participatory and emancipatory IS development approaches
(Howcroft & Wilson, 2003; Mumford, 2006). These and other researchers are
raising their critical voices against the narrow view of information systems as a
means of furthering the economic rationalist agenda: the view that obscures
repressive social conditions and ‘the continued destruction of the human poten-
tial’ (Saravanamuthu, 2002). The unrealized potential of participatory and
emancipatory approaches to IS development has been re-discovered in a struggle
for a more humane and socially sustainable use of technology and the creation of
less inhumane and less bureaucratic organizations.

However, since the first ideas and ideals were proposed and applied, the
participatory and emancipatory approaches to IS development have been criti-
cized, and at times even condemned. User participation in IS development in
practice has often served to ensure better requirement specification, user accep-
tance of the future systems and the achievement of performance targets. A
critique from a labour process perspective by Saravanamuthu (2002) emphasizes
the risks for ‘participatory IS approaches to become tools of ideological manip-
ulation, as they sidestep workplace conflict and (implicitly) legitimatize the
logic of efficiency’ (p. 195). Such participatory practices were accused of
disingenuousness, for being instrumentalized for managerial purposes, where
humanistic concerns served as a fagade for economic rationalist agendas
(Howcroft & Wilson, 2003). Alternatively, emancipatory IS development ideas
and approaches, were dismissed as unrealistic and naive, incapable of addres-
sing real-life power struggles or preventing colonizing effects of information
technologies (Wilson, 1997). Wilson’s critique of the Critical Theory foundation
of emancipatory projects was particularly unforgiving, questioning their real
meaning and agendas and accusing them for imposing yet another ‘totalizing
discourse’ in IS development and organizational use of IS.

Given the critique and controversy surrounding participatory and emancipa-
tory IS development approaches, further studies are warranted of their ‘real’
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meaning, objectives and practical implications as well as the claims of their
unrealized potential and unfulfilled promises. In this chapter we join the debate
about participatory and emancipatory IS development by revisiting its assump-
tions and principles through an insight into IS development process in practice.
We examine a case of the Belgian retail company Colruyt that practiced various
forms of participatory and emancipatory IS development (without naming it as
such) for more than three decades. The Colruyt company developed a unique
approach to informatization as a foundation of its continuous organizational
innovation and development. Based on the longitudinal study of the Colruyt
company’s participatory culture, decision-making and IS development prac-
tices, we aim to develop a more refined, empirically grounded, understanding
of the nature and objectives of participatory and emancipatory IS development.
We aim to provide insights into, and demonstrate the realism of, participatory
and emancipatory IS development (thus responding to the charge that it is naive
and practically impossible). We also aim to revisit the conditions for emanci-
patory IS development practices (Hirschheim and Klein, 1994; Alvesson &
Willmott, 1992) and shed a new light on the subtle difference between IS
development practices that liberate and empower, and those that colonize and
disempower.

The chapter is organized as follows. We first discuss key ideas and ideals, as
well as criticisms in the literature of participatory and emancipatory IS devel-
opment. This is followed by the description of the research methodology—the
longitudinal case study of the development of information system for informa-
tion dissemination (ISID) in Colruyt, including a short description of the com-
pany history and culture. This section also includes introductory remarks about
Alvesson and Willmott’s (1992) framework proposed to analyse the nature of
emancipatory projects. Next we tell a story of how ISID was born in the early
1970s and how its development continued till now. The discussion explores the
participatory nature and characteristics of ISID development as part of the
Colruyt company’s organizational development, and then we question and pro-
vide insight into the emancipatory nature of ISID development through the lens
of the Alvesson and Willmott framework (1992). We conclude by summarizing
the chapter’s major claims and contributions.

4.2 PARTICIPATORY AND EMANCIPATORY IS DEVELOPMENT
4.2.1 Idea(l)s and Criticisms

Participatory and emancipatory ideas with respect to IS development originated
with the socio-technical design approaches of the 1960s and 1970s which were
inspired by workplace democracy and quality of working life (QWL) move-
ments in Europe. Among the first was the Norwegian Industrial Democracy
Program that included experiments conducted by the Tavistock Institute of
Human Relations between 1964 and 1967 and which examined the introduction
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of manufacturing technologies and the subsequent change in job distribution and
wage systems for workers (Emery & Thorsrud, 1976). The ideas that arose from
this inspired two different research programmes: the ‘collective resources’
approach in Scandinavia and the ‘socio-technical systems design’ in the UK.

The collective resources approach — advanced by projects such as NJMF,
DEMOS and DUE? — aimed at increasing workplace democracy by ensuring that
those affected by the introduction of new technologies have the right to influence
their work situation and to take part in decision-making (Bjerknes & Bratteteig,
1995). Given the assumed antagonistic relationship between labour and capital,
the collective resources approach relied on trade unions as the key guarantor that
workers’ interests were respected and incorporated in the process of technolog-
ical change process. However, collective demands were rarely met. Workers did
not participate in designing technological change and their concerns regarding
technology deployment and workplace transformation seldom featured in the
bargaining processes.

Parallel to the Scandinavian participatory design ideas and projects, Tavi-
stock Institute researchers developed the socio-technical system design concept
that was inspired by the QWL movement, initially in the UK, and subsequently
embraced by academics in the US, Canada, Australia, etcetera. By conceiving of
labour processes as organic entities in which humanistic and economic concerns
are simultaneously considered and negotiated, the socio-technical system design
aimed to ‘revolutionize the way we live and work’ (Mumford & Weir, 1979;
Mumford, 2006, p. 320). It promoted workers’ interests through higher quality
and a satisfying work environment, more interesting work, personal develop-
ment and up-skilling, and the practical application of autonomous work groups.
Socio-technical design was based on an important democratic principle:
‘employees who use the new systems should be involved in determining the
required quality of working-life improvements’ (Mumford, 2006, p. 318). By
adopting socio-technical design, it was believed, workers were granted ’direct
control over the nature of the technology encountered in their day-to-day job’
(Asaro, 2000, p. 269).

By the mid-1980s the collective resources approach and the socio-technical
design converged and became accepted by companies throughout Europe
(Asaro, 2000; Mumford, 2006). Benefits such as increasing efficiency and
productivity (in manufacturing as well as services sectors) achieved through
collaboration and without major resistance by employees, were valued by man-
agers. Some successes with autonomous work groups, improving quality of
working life, and remedying employee redundancies due to automation, were
valued by employees. However, despite notable successes and many reported
achievements of both economic and social objectives, the ideas and the ideals of

2. For a detailed description of these and other projects as part of the Scandinavian tradition see
Bjerknes and Bratteteig (1995), Ehn and Sandberg (1983), Kyng and Mathiassen (1982).
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participatory IS development, did gradually lose their appeal and during the
1990s faded away from IS practices (Mumford, 2006).

To re-examine and compare key ideas, practices and pitfalls throughout the
history of user participation in IS development, we will focus our discussion on
several key dimensions. Namely, how, and in what form, did users actually
engage in IS development processes, informed by different conceptions of work
and work organization, different views of technology and different ideologies.

4.2.2 User Participation and Emancipation in IS Development

The most contentious issues are the purpose and objectives of promoting user
participation in IS development processes. User participation is thought to lead
to a higher quality system, achieve a better fit between organization and system
and, ultimately, increase performance and productivity, and result in efficiency
gains. Even though a causal link between user participation and system success
has been extensively examined, the empirical findings are inconclusive (Cavaye,
1995; Hawcroft & Wilson, 2003; Markus & Mao, 2004).

On the one hand, socio-technical design promoted user participation in order
to achieve both economic benefits as well as social improvements, such as job
satisfaction, quality of working life and workplace democracy. The collective
resources and trade union approach, however, was more radical, aiming for more
substantive democratic changes, employee empowerment, and increasing work-
er autonomy. On the other hand, social improvements and democratic change
were never objectives in their own right. Rather, they served the purpose of
‘enrolling users’, creating an impression of involvement and influence, defusing
user resistance, providing a ‘safety valve’, as well as legitimizing the changes
arising from the system and increasing user acceptance (Hawcroft and Wilson,
2003). Both socio-technical design and collective resources approaches are
accused of the instrumental use of humanist rhetoric and democratic language
to achieve performance and efficiency gains, and to ultimately entice employees
to accept systems that worsen their working conditions and increased exploita-
tion. These observations motivated IS researchers to explore further the neohu-
manist approach that furthers user participation, inspired by the emancipatory
ideals and principles aimed at genuine democratic changes in workplace and
organization.

A distinctly critical approach to IS development was influenced by Critical
Social Theory (Lyytinen & Hirschheim, 1985; Lyytinen & Klein, 1985). Build-
ing on Alvesson and Willmott’s (1992) seminal paper on emancipation in
management and organization studies, Hirschheim and Klein formulated four
conditions for an emancipatory IS development methodology (1994, pp. 87-88)

1 Providing support for an active process of individual and collective
self-determination,

2 Providing support for critical self-reflection and associated self-
transformation,
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3 Inclusion of a broader set of institutional issues relating particularly to social
justice, due processes and human freedom, or, more concretely in ISD, to
employees’ ethical needs, quality of work life, personal autonomy, and the
linkage between participation and democracy, and

4 Inclusion of the principle for critical evaluation of claims or rational dis-
course during the systems development processes.

The emancipatory ideas in IS development and, more broadly, in manage-
ment, however, have been criticized for neglecting the reality of business condi-
tions, the pre-eminence of shareholders’ interests and robustness of organizational
power structures. The alleged utopian nature of emancipatory projects was a
reason for claiming their disconnection from reality and the mundane practices
of management (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992). Moreover, Wilson (1997, p. 196)
contends that emancipatory IS development implies an arbitrary ideological
position, which can be articulated and evaluated ‘only in terms of a metanarra-
tive’. Wilson, (1997, pp. 195-201) further asserts that an IS development process
conceived of as a rational discourse that counteracts distorted communication, can
be seen as a formula for totalizing discourses, that view organizations as homo-
geneous entities. In short, emancipatory ideas in both management and IS devel-
opment leave open questions concerning power, the possibility of autonomous
subjects capable of self-reflection and self-transformation, and many others.
However, Wilson’s (1997) paper added more to their obscuring and distorting
rather than to clarifying and critiquing, thus assisting the decline of an already
fragile and marginalized research into emancipatory IS development.

In contrast to the aforementioned negative opinions, it is our premise that
ideas and ideals of participatory and emancipatory IS development do have as
yet unrealized potential for improving both development processes and results,
such as IS designs that make an economic and social contribution. However, the
critique of their utopian nature and disconnectedness from the reality of business
and IS practice must be addressed seriously. Instead of starting from the grand
enterprise of participatory and emancipatory project based on Critical Theory
ideals — a metanarrative criticized for advancing yet another ideology and
totalizing discourses — a more modest and pragmatic approach is considered
here. That is to say, our aim is to follow in the footsteps of Alvesson and Willmott
(1992) who argue for reorienting participatory and emancipatory studies in
organizations and management towards practice and ‘micro-emancipation’.
Thus, in this paper we focus on both ‘critical’ and ‘non-critical’ concerns in
the IS development processes of the Colruyt company, a Belgian retail company
that views its business performance and efficiency as inseparable from employ-
ees’ discretion and autonomy, their self-realization, creativity and critical self-
transformation. By drawing on a longitudinal study that reflects the company’s
organizational development and its processes and practices of IS development,
we aim to (1) re-examine the nature, meaning and challenges of a participatory
and emancipatory IS development project through a critical reflection on prac-
tice, (2) raise pragmatic questions regarding the adoption of participatory and
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emancipatory ideas and ideals, their realism and practical usefulness and (3)
revisit the conditions for participatory and emancipatory IS development prac-
tices (Hirschheim and Klein, 1994; Alvesson & Willmott, 1992).

4.3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

While conducting a longitudinal case study of informatization processes and
organizational development in the Colruyt company (from 1993 to 2006), we
observed unique practices of user participation in the development of IS with
explicit democratic and emancipatory intent. Intrigued by these observations we
decided to study more in-depth the meaning and nature of user participation as it
emerged and continued throughout the company’s history. We focused on the
ISID, which is a groupware and document management system that was devel-
oped by the company’s IT department. ISID’s development commenced in the
mid-1970s and it has been under continuous development ever since (Resseler,
1986). ISID proved to be an essential component of participatory decision-
making and the cooperative culture that the company developed at its inception
and which it continued to support subsequently. It was, therefore, particularly
intriguing to investigate how the Colruyt company actually developed ISID, how
it attracted and engaged users and how users felt about their participation in
systems development and use. Given the criticisms and controversies found in
the literature, we were particularly interested in examining the practice of, and to
define theoretically the nature of, participatory IS development and, specifically,
the space between non-emancipatory and emancipatory practices.

4.3.1 The Colruyt Company

The Colruyt company was founded in Brussels, Belgium, in 1965 as a single
food discount store—a revolutionary concept in Europe at that time. The com-
pany offered its customers prices on all products below those of competing
stores, friendly service, the ability to make informed purchasing decisions by
providing extensive product information and a choice from a wide-ranging
number of quality products. Competing on product price and quality, while
paying employees above-industry average wages, was, and still is, the
company’s major business strategy. A former IS manager summarized it like
this:

“The business strategy was concise, that is -10%, +10%, and 1%. It means that we

charge customers 10% below our competitors, we pay employees 10% above

average industry rates, and we realise 1% return on sales’. (IS Manager, Interview
1993, 2000)

Starting with a single discount store in 1965, the Colruyt company became
the third largest food retail chain in the early 1980s, and in 2006 operated 228
food discount stores in Belgium and 44 stores in France, with annual sales
revenue of US $6.3 Billion (company 2005-2006 Annual Report).
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Contrary to the standard practice of a hierarchical organization, the
company’s founder (until 1993) CEO, late Mr. Jo Colruyt and members of upper
management, developed a flat organizational structure characterized by decen-
tralized decision-making, reducing power differences among employees and
between company management and employees, and encouraging personal re-
sponsibility and initiative. Mr. Jo Colruyt held that any issue or topic, including
corporate norms, was open for discussion by all staff. With respect to the results
of practicing these ideals he stated:

‘[Employee] commitment to the company? Yes, but under the condition that the
company is willing to change. If many employees attend training sessions, the
company has to adjust. . . The company cannot maintain the same philosophy [as
before the training]. The company is a [collection of] employees, and when they
change the company has to change.. . . company philosophy has to change to
integrate the employees who now have different ideas. Members of top
management have to attend these training sessions also, so that they know what
ideas exist among the employees. Members of top management have to change as
well, otherwise they cannot relate to [the] employees’. (Jo Colruyt, Interview
1993).

Jo Colruyt’s most important decision at the company’s inception, and which
set the company apart from all its competitors, was to base all business processes
on Information Technology (IT) and its possibilities to automate tasks, support
workers in their operations and improve efficiency (e.g., Colruyt was first in
Belgium to introduce bar codes). Stated Jo Colruyt:

‘On opening our first discount store we decided to organise all retail related
processes around the possibilities of information technology. We resolved to
accept the positive as well as the negative aspects [concerning] information
technology. [Thus], we elected to not sell any product that could not be handled by
information technology. We also realised that our employees could not be the
‘traditional lady at the cash register’ because they are not used to operate a
computer [based checkout system. [All] this means that Colruyt is totally different
from its competitors’. (Mr. Jo Colruyt, Interview, 1993)

However, Jo Colruyt was acutely aware that implementing IT throughout the
company affects people and influences social conditions of work. As he often
emphasized, ‘Existing conditions, social structures, relations between indivi-
duals, and relations between social classes in a company change when new
technologies are introduced’ (Jo Colruyt, Interview 1993). To enable workers
to accept IT and to engage in bringing about the necessary changes themselves,
the company invests heavily in staff training and education. Seminars are avail-
able in communication, self-actualization, self-empowerment, self-expression,
decision-making and assertiveness. The seminars have minimal theoretical con-
tent but focus instead on building communicative competence under practical
day-to-day conditions. Attending these training seminars is entirely voluntary.
The skills acquired in seminars form the basis from which employees participate
and (re)create the company’s social structure. The seminar programme is
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complemented by courses with coverage on specific job skills and the applica-
tion of information technology.

4.3.2 The Longitudinal Study

The longitudinal study of the Colruyt company started in 1993 when one co-
author first visited company headquarters in Brussels and conducted the first
interview with Jo Colruyt (Janson, Joshi, & Taillieu, 1998). The visit established
a research relationship which continues today. Regular visits to company head-
quarters involved informal discussions and interviews with employees and
managers, and attending and observing official meetings in stores, warehouses
and headquarters, and observing the use of ISID.

On-site audio-taped interviews were conducted with him, and then his son
(Jef Colruyt) after becoming CEO, and also with the chief information officer,
the marketing manager, middle level managers, IS personnel, workers, and
union representatives (Table 4.1). Semi-structured interviews were conducted
in the Flemish language, the native language of interviewees, which were later
transcribed and translated for further analysis. The interviewees were encour-
aged to tell their own story without feeling limited by our interview guide.

4 N
TABLE 4.1 Colruyt Interviewees

Roles 1993 2000 2001 2003 2006

Founder, Former CEO, member of the board of X
directors (Jo Colruyt)

Checkout clerk

Store manager

Former chief information officer

Manager marketing

General director of distribution

Director warehousing 1993/general
director distribution 2003

Union steward

Union official

Manager information systems development
located in user group

Current CEO, member of the board of X
directors (Jef Colruyt)

Information systems analyst X

Chief information officer X

Systems analyst

Systems developer

Manager outsourcing

Human relations department

Manager information systems development
located in IS department

- J

XXX X X X
>

XXX

XXX X X X
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Furthermore, data collection also included researcher’s observation notes, com-
pany documents, policy statements, work procedures and rules, meeting docu-
ments (most available via ISID) as well as company annual reports (1975, 1985,
1988 and 1990-2006), union reports, and newspaper articles.

On-site enquiry into the company’s IS development processes was part of the
broader study of the Colruyt company’s informatization and democratization as
a key development strategy. The study traces the emergence of company par-
ticipatory culture and decision-making processes and its strategic reliance on IT
to support these processes and achieve both social and commercial objectives.
ISID plays a central role in enabling and supporting distributed and participatory
decision-making. In-house development and use of ISID exemplifies Colruyt’s
informatization approach and participatory practices. Our examination of ISID
development focuses on user involvement throughout the development process
(since the mid-1970s), the ways and forms of user engagement in and influence
on development, the ways ISID was used in decision-making, and the implica-
tions on user-developer and employee—manager relationships.

4.3.3 Data Analysis: Exploring Participatory and Emancipatory IS
Development

Our examination and interpretation of the nature, meaning and challenges of
ISID development drew on the narratives of actors, employees, managers and IS
specialists, and the ways these individuals made sense of, and reflected on,
events and on-going changes. The narratives and meaning-making processes
were an integral part of their social construction of reality, their social actions as
well as social and cultural (re)production (Czarniawska, 1998; Weick, 1995). As
actors engaged in different phases and tasks of ISID’s development process, they
constructed their views of the process, together with their identities and roles
within the broader cultural and organizational context. Through their narratives,
actors made sense and reflected, both individually and collectively, on their jobs
and the role of information in performing their jobs and decision-making, their
needs and requests for information, and the vision of ISID to meet these needs.
The narratives reflected what was important to these actors and what was
problematic and challenging in ISID development. Furthermore, during the
course of ISID development, implementation and use, the narratives revealed
increasing consciousness concerning participants’ rights and participation in
decision-making.

We draw from interviews, ISID documents, published reports and compa-
ny Annual Reports to reconstruct the story of ISID development since the first
ideas emerged in the mid-1970s. By tracing narratives and identifying themes
of user involvement and participation we analysed and critically interpreted
ISID development. Our analysis first probed the nature of user participation,
including forms, types and degree of involvement and influence. We also
examined to what extent user participation in ISID development was based
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on consensus or dissensus assumptions, and what the implications were for
the development process.

To explore the purpose of user participation, and especially the emancipatory
character and scope of ISID development, we adapted Alvesson and Willmott’s
(1992) two-dimensional framework as a guide for analysis and critical reflection
presented in Table 4.2. The framework proposes a distinction between the type of
emancipatory project and the focus of its intent in order to enable a more refined
analysis and understanding of emancipatory projects in practice. The type of
emancipatory project may range from questioning, to incremental transforma-
tion or reformist type, to utopian. Questioning involves critiquing, challenging
and, at times, resisting dominant forms of thinking and social arrangements,
without proposing the desired (the ideal). The utopian type advocates alterna-
tives to existing conditions. The utopian element is important, as Alvesson and
Willmott (1992, p. 450) explain, when participants envision alternative arrange-
ments, social relations or ends. Between these two opposites, an incremental, or
reformist, type of emancipation involves gradual change towards the desired
forms or systems. Table 4.2. Alvesson and Willmott’s framework — type and foci
of emancipation (1992, p. 449).

4 2
TABLE 4.2 Alvesson and Willmott’'s framework — type and foci of emanci-
pation (1992, p. 449)

Type of emancipatory project
Foci of Emancipatory intent Questioning Incremental Utopian
transformation

Means
Social relations
Ends

- j

Concerning emancipatory intent, a distinction is made between means, so-
cial relations and ends. The emancipation of means concerns distorted dis-
courses and oppressive organizational practices that are assumed to be
necessary to achieve organizational and managerial ends. The emancipation
of ends, on the contrary, ‘is concerned with unfreezing institutionalized prior-
ities and, thereby, opening up debate about the practical value of economic
growth, consumption, the quality of life and so on’ (Alvesson & Willmott,
1992, p. 450). Finally, the focus on social relations draws attention to social
and power structures, relations of domination and control, and the ways these
limit autonomy, creativity, self-determination and self-realization.

The Alvesson and Willmott (1992, p.450) framework introduces analytical
distinctions that are relevant for examining and clarifying the nature and scope
of participatory and emancipatory IS development. The framework reflects the
idea that an emancipatory project does not need to be a grand enterprise of
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liberation and that even small-scale projects can have an emancipatory effect
(which Alvesson and Willmott call micro-emancipation). However, the authors
also suggest that any narrow focus of emancipatory intent (such as focus on
means) cannot be assessed without understanding the implications within a
broader context of social relations and ends. The adaptation of the framework
informed our analysis by sensitizing us to subtle differences among employees,
managers and IS personnel narratives that prove essential for exploring the space
between emancipatory and non-emancipatory discourses and practices.

4.4 A STORY OF ISID DEVELOPMENT

Since its inception in the mid-1960s the Colruyt company had instilled a coop-
erative culture that was particularly evident in the way meetings were organized
and managed. The topics of meetings, their content and outcomes were expected
to be known to all employees, not only participants. Employees were interested
to find out “What did they talk about during this meeting? What actions will be
taken? Did my name come up? How did they see my responsibility?” As a result
meetings were taped and transcribed, and memos from meetings distributed.

Thus, as the company grew and employed more individuals, the need for a
software application for capturing, processing and distributing messages and
documents became an issue:

‘I am responsible for information within the company. But I am also responsible
for personnel relations, these two are somehow connected, how can I resolve the
issues with a computer technology? ... We struggled with the question how to
support information handling from a programming point of view’ (Lengeler,
Former CIO, Interview 2000).

In early 1970s they got the idea to use of an IBM software package that was
used by IT personnel to transmit documents:

‘[The IBM software] was originally implemented for communication between
very few individuals in the IS department. I don’t recall any longer whether there
was a meeting but [ remember that the question was posed “what if we expand the
system so that it can be used by more people in more departments and throughout
the entire organization’. (Lengeler, Interview 1993)

This marked the birth of interactive system for information dissemination
(ISID) — at that time, a pioneering concept of an information system to assist
organization-wide communication:

‘... we really created the embryo of an information network, which became
immensely important later. I sense that we at the Colruyt company were
forerunners’. (Lengeler, Interview 2000)

ISID captured information, documents, memos, reports, messages, etcetera.
It performed very basic functions such as storing, sending and printing, using a
passive network of terminals connected to mainframe computers in headquarters
only. The number of documents grew to such an extent that the company
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installed a carousel of optical disks each with exceptionally large capacity that
made it possible to retain all of 120 000 documents created per year and enable
their efficient retrieval (today employees are able to retrieve documents from
1975 onwards).

The growing document base raised the question of information distribution,
namely, not every document is of interest to each and every employee. For
example, reports on meetings are primarily of interest to meeting attendees
and secondarily to non-attendees. Thus, employees who met to discuss specific
issues of problems formed so-called infogroups, members of which would be
sent meeting summaries automatically. Other employees were then able to
search meeting reports and other information by keywords (each database doc-
ument being assigned several keywords according to a company-designed the-
saurus).

In the early 1980s, IBM withdrew support for its software, and the Colruyt
company decided to develop its own information-sharing software package. In
his interview, Lengeler (2000) recalled how the second phase of ISID project
started with a steering group:

‘We formed a steering group with a membership originating from the various
departments, also of the various levels of the hierarchy. . .. we wanted in the first
place to see if the project would be possible. But that is a normal way to take hold
of a project. It was also remarkable that work groups were formed in a
multidisciplinary way. People came from the user’s environment despite belief
[at] that time that information projects were just the concern of IT people.
However, [with multidisciplinary working groups] the voices [the requests] came
from the base. ..’

Pressures to expand ISID and develop new functions came from various
quarters. On the one hand, there was a visionary leader, Jo Colruyt, (then
CEO) with ‘a personal belief in the possibility of IT” for enhancing not only
business processes but also company communication and cooperative forms of
work. As a leader who promoted a cooperative organizational culture and
decentralized decision-making, he saw an opportunity to use IT more innova-
tively ‘as a tool for enabling power distribution and for sharing power’. In the
book ‘There are No Gentlemen Here Sir’ (1985) Jo Colruyt explained the
connection between information and power:

‘Information is power — when management wants to practice power
decentralization then it has to practice information decentralization. Power
decentralization has the enormous advantage arising from organizational
flexibility to instantly adjust the organization to new situations. Hundreds of
employees obtain the power to take [the] initiative. They will experience this in
their personal life, and consider it an enrichment of their professional life’. (p. 74)

There existed much enthusiasm about ISID among employees:

‘[ISID] a fantastic system for storing information and for communication [it was]
built because the company considers it imperative that everyone becomes
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informed to the degree necessary to do his/her job . . . The Colruyt company has its
unique [organizationalJatmosphere that is not limited to form — there is content as
well. For me the unique aspect is the extensive and wide-ranging use of
information technology and a simplified bureaucracy. Every document is
accessible in a short time [via ISID], everything proceeds speedily and
effectively’. (Marcel de Broyer, 1985, p.180)

However, not all managers were enthusiastic with the development and
implementation of ISID because the system heralded company-wide, open
access, and, at the same time, ISID fostered the emergence of cooperative ways
of working, participatory decision making and a participatory culture. The
intertwined development of ISID and organizational culture produced continu-
ously emerging user expectations and increasing user demands. The more
employees used ISID, and the more they realized its potential, the higher were
their expectations and their demands. Evidence of the company’s continued
building of its specific ‘cooperative culture’, ‘democratic work environment’
and ‘participative decision making’ is demonstrated by ISID’s history, company
documents and interviews:

‘[Colruyt] has a democratic work environment. Everyone gets the chance to
express his thoughts. To enable this we have regular meetings, e.g., shift
meetings, workgroup meetings for warehouse workers, etc. One gets the chance
to advance on the job even if you lack [a high school] education. There is
honesty and correctness among employees. You can participate even as a
warehouse worker. For example, several years ago I made a proposal [via ISID]
to gain more space in the warehouse by rearranging the way fresh food is
collected. Several weeks later my proposal was implemented. I received the
chance in three years to advance from unschooled worker to shift foreman. This
is only possible in a healthy and dynamic company’. (Rene Vermeren, a
warehouse worker, 1985, p. 163)

Cooperative culture and participative decision-making, in turn, create more
pressure to inform employees concerning the company’s economic situation,
market conditions as well as numerous internal events and processes relevant for
employees doing a good job. This also creates further demands on, and expecta-
tions of, ISID to support cooperative problem-solving, a democratic work place
and employee participation. In spite of its intended purpose, namely, cooperative
problem solving, ISID occasionally caused friction among employees. Thus, as
various departments used ISID to raise and discuss critical problems (such as, for
example, lack of store inventory) they tended to accuse one another instead of
overcoming deficiencies. Commented the former CIO manager, it seemed that
‘because of the extensive delegation of responsibility and the decentralization of
power, one ends up with more power conflicts’ (Lengeler, Interview 2000).
Thus, to enhance collaborative culture employees participated on a continuous
basis in sensitivity, groupwork and personal development training. This resulted
in greater openness within the firm, employees with better people skills, and
more effective ISID use.
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An interesting implication of what they call ‘the meeting culture’ in Colruyt is
‘a particular atmosphere of trust, . . ., as management was forced to create a certain
level of openness concerning the release of information that creates and maintains
trust’ (Lengeler, Interview 2000). Starting from early 1970s, throughout ISID
development and use, employees have seen their relationship with management
changing. There was a sense of ‘growing together with the company’, ‘feeling of
enormous responsibility and power’, ‘the spirit of enterprise and excellence’,
‘freedom to make decisions and to share responsibility within your company’,
“full commitment to the job and the company’, ‘shared interest between managers
and workers’ (‘after all it’s profit that pays our salaries’), and ‘belonging to a
winning company’ (only 5% of food retail firms were expected to survive). These
views were expressed by a checkout clerk, delivery truck driver, shop clerk, sales
representative, stock boy, purchasing agent and other workers. The use of ISID, it
is believed, helped to a great extent in building such trust among workers and
management, and was seen as assisting the development of their relationships.

The Colruyt company is heavily unionized with workers belonging to a
Socialist, Christian or Liberal Union. As is evident from the previous ISID
description, the system greatly enhanced trust among and the flow of informa-
tion between management and employees. This proved to be a challenging
condition for the Unions, with the result, that, in 1984, the Socialist Union aired
aTV programme and published a book severely criticizing the Colruyt company.
Jo Colruyt, then CEO, viewed these events as a breach of trust and misuse of
open access to company information:

‘Union stewards [names deleted] need to recognize the right to privacy for
managers and employees of the company. Management, managers, and
employees should be able to communicate with one another without the risk that
the information is made public. It is an essential component of an open system of
communication, . . .Misusing of the company’s information systems such as ISID,
places the company at risk’. (Jo Colruyt, ISID document, July 1985)

The reactions were mixed, with some requesting the perpetrators be sacked
and others arguing for strict control of access to information. However, Lengeler
recalls, Jo Colruyt was not in favour of controlling ISID access either. Instead, he
said ‘we should educate workers to use information responsibly instead of
making information inaccessible’. However, the event made it obvious that
completely open employee access to ISID created too high a risk for the com-
pany. Therefore, access to highly confidential information in ISID was restrict-
ed. Currently:

“70% of ISID documents are not confidential and 30% are confidential. Anyone in
the company has access to non-confidential ISID documents whether he was
recipient or not. 20% confidential ISID documents can only be read in their
entirety by recipients and non-recipients can only read the keywords [and with
special permission the whole document]. The remaining 10% are accessible to
recipients only’. (Walter den Hertog, Marketing manager Interview, 2006)
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This, and several other incidents of ISID misuse, prompted discussions on
the appropriate use of information, and contributed to the development of, not
only new features of the system, but also new norms and rules governing the
system’s use.

A further phase of ISID development was triggered in 2004 by a necessity to
rebuild the web-based version of the system to operate on a new technological
infrastructure. A typical ISID working group was formed consisting of repre-
sentatives from all stakeholders—warehousing, human relations department,
work simplification group, IS professionals from the IT department as well as
from the user community, translation department and employee representatives
from various sections of the company. Phase 3 of ISID development is currently
underway.

4.5 DISCUSSION: THE PARTICIPATORY AND EMANCIPATORY
NATURE OF ISID DEVELOPMENT

4.5.1 Exploring ISID’s Participatory Nature

At first during the early 1970s participation in the ISID’s development project
was seen from a rather pragmatic and technical perspective. Stated the former IT
and Personal manager ‘I thought it would be useful to have a network [with the
ability] to inform all company employees’. (Lengeler, Interview 2000). At this
time there existed no formal procedures for user participation or representation.
Rather, the development process was informal and basically included employees
in the IT department who conceived of the original design and who assisted in
resolving practical problems of capturing, storing and retrieving information.
The initial ISID infrastructure consisted of a mainframe and approximately
fifteen terminals located in the IT department.

Concerns for participation emerged in employee narratives during the late
70 s when ISID was designed as a distributed system in company headquarters.
After experiencing how they could use information available from ISID,
employees became interested in its further development. Getting the right in-
formation was important to employees in performing their jobs. Furthermore,
being informed about current problems, meeting schedules and outcomes be-
came prerequisites for meaningful and equitable participation in workgroups. At
this time the Colruyt company was widely practicing self-nominated work-
groups for problem-solving using ISID. Employees were aware of the relation-
ship between information and decision-making:

‘Decisions are based on information. Thus, once you have a structured way to
make the information immediately available it makes the decision procedure
easier’. (Lengeler, Interview 2000)

The ability or inability to obtain the necessary information from ISID was
enabling or limiting factors in decision procedures. Therefore, user demands and
expectations became a driving force for ISID development. User participation
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became more explicit and formalized during ISID’s second development phase
and was governed by a steering group comprising employees, managers of
different departments and representatives of IT. During the first phase, the
development team consisted predominantly of ‘people concerned with IT’,
whereas the second and third phases were characterized by ‘multidisciplinary
working groups’ enabling ‘the voices [the requests] ... from the base’ to be
heard (Lengeler, Interview, 2000). User participation became valued and recog-
nized as important, not only in terms of technical (IT or user process-related)
knowledge but also in a political sense—hence, the term ‘voices from the base’.
While attending meetings during the third ISID development phase, one of the
authors observed users, (including managers and workers) actively and effec-
tively participating in discussions, convincingly arguing their proposals and
objections, and providing and responding to counter arguments. The observed
meeting practices during ISID development were similar to other problem-
solving groups; namely, attendees engaged competently in rational discourse.
These experiences raised the question as to how Colruyt achieved such effective
collaboration among IT and user communities?

First, as Lengeler explains, collaboration was part of an overall Colruyt
approach to informatization that had been supported by continued training
programmes:

‘It is necessary to prepare workers to embrace the computer in a sensible way. At
Colruyt we do it as follows: First, Colruyt has a corporate learning centre that
instructs employees to assume roles in computer-based business applications. 1)
Employees learn to take charge of the informatization phenomenon instead of
being overwhelmed by it; 2) Colruyt practices company-wide information access
and conducts job-oriented training courses that, taken together, lead to more
creative employees. [These efforts] result in employees being able to recognize
the possibilities for reducing job complexity [using information technology and
other technologies]; 3) Rapid change creates much employee anxiety. [Through
training] Colruyt teaches employees to understand and master these feelings’.
(Lengeler, ISID document, May 1984)

Second, collaboration between the user and IT communities is further
enhanced by close two-way communication. One author attended a 2006
meeting of an ISID workgroup during which IT department members
explained how they saw their role vis-a-vis the user community. These views
do not necessarily reflect official job descriptions but, rather, how IT members
conceptualize their services to the user. The outcome of the exercise was quite
remarkable in that the user community had views that differed from those
expressed by members of the IT community with respect to needed IT ser-
vices. These differences became the topic of in-depth discussions that also led
to adjustments and better understanding by users about what to expect from IT
members and vice versa.

Employee participation in IS development was a component of a broad
role as ‘change agents’, responsible for job or process improvements and
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reduction of job complexity. Employees were trained to make substantive
contributions and ‘take charge of the informatization phenomenon’ or, in
other words, to influence decisions of IS development processes. User par-
ticipation in the Colruyt company’s context meant ‘taking initiative’ and
‘acquiring power’ to make a contribution, together with ‘taking responsibil-
ity’ for outcomes. Such participation in IS development also reflects the
Colruyt company’s norm that during any problem-solving process those in-
terested in, and affected by, its outcome had the right to participate in the
problem-solving working group.

Our findings suggest that participatory management and employees’ partic-
ipation during ISID development do share similarities with the socio-technical
design. For instance, at least with its ideals and principles of simultaneous focus
on improvements of business performance and quality of working life, the use of
technology to increase both efficiency and democracy, and delegation of re-
sponsibility to workgroups that are trained to cooperate and coordinate work
processes with others (Mumford, 2006). The concerns for employee competence
in participative decision-making and IS and the many Colruyt behavioural and
IT training programmes are reminiscent of the Tavistock Institute’s emphasis on
workgroup training. While there are similarities between Tavistock Institute’s
and the Colruyt company’s approaches, the participative practices of ISID
development are more complex and conflictual giving rise to several interesting
new problems.

The Colruyt company’s lack of strict hierarchical management control has
resulted in participative practices prone to conflicts arising from different per-
sonal interests and points of view that are not always business focused. Com-
ments a systems analyst:

‘[Conflicts occur regularly] however, I do not immediately consider differences of

opinion [conflict] wrong — at least as long as one [does not try] to settle conflict

solely [by] using ISID. [In that case] one individual writes one thing while the
second individual writes a contradictory message. Such conflict needs to be

solved during a meeting attended by the two challengers together with a mediator

who could be a CEO’. (Schaarbeek, Interview 2006)

To decrease the risk of unproductive conflict the Colruyt company intro-
duced specialized training for its employees to develop communicative skills
and to be competent in dealing with conflicting interests and situations.
Particular emphasis was placed on resolving conflicts arising from different
interests, views, knowledge and personalities of the participants. Through
communicative training, employees mastered skills to better present their
ideas, provide and respond to arguments, respect others’ views and to engage
in a fair and rational debate. In fact, they learned to apply principles of rational
discourse which they practiced in workgroups, public debates (face-to-face
and via ISID), and meetings. While rational discourse practices gave evidence
of increasing communicative rationality, different interests were still possible,
and conflicts were brought into the open. Rational discourse became possible
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due to decreasing power differences, even though such discourse remains
open to dissensus, as assumed by Hirschheim and Klein (1994). This is
contrary to Wilson (1997) who equates rational discourse with ‘totalizing
tendencies’.

To better understand the nature of ISID development we also need to explain
the role of the late Jo Colruyt, company founder and CEO until 1993. Jo Colruyt
envisioned a decentralized and democratic company in which open communi-
cation would be key:

‘Open communication between employees means that each one of us does not

remain limited to our own way of thinking or our own intellectual capability, but

that there exists a constant exchange with other employees’. (Jo Colruyt, ISID

document, April 1984)

The vision of open communication was realized by learning how to com-
municate, practicing a particular meeting culture, and by developing ISID to
enable and support effective communication:

‘An efficient and effective communication system is an important source for each
employee who needs information to carry out his job. Having information means
having power to act in an informed manner, that is to say having participative
rights’. (Jo Colruyt, ISID document, June 1984)

As a charismatic leader Jo Colruyt influenced and motivated his employees.
He exemplified high working and ethical standards that he, in turn, expected
from all company employees. He advocated the participative rights of employ-
ees but he also believed in the company’s responsibility for providing a demo-
cratic work environment, and the conditions — most importantly access to
information — that enable employees to exercise these rights. This vision, com-
bined with the belief of decentralized decision-making, motivated ISID’s de-
velopment.

It is interesting to observe that the Colruyt company’s culture described
above, caused Unions to question their traditional role and relationship with
their constituents. On the one hand, the Union’s traditional role was to
promote worker interests such as wages, benefits, and work rules. On the
other hand, worker benefits at the company were good, thus rendering the
Unions’ traditional role and power basis problematic. States a Socialist Union
Official:

‘There are no complaints concerning salaries, they are higher than the industry
norm, workers enjoy profit sharing, receive one additional month’s pay at the end
of the year, and good overall working conditions. When we [the Union] represent
worker interests company management consistently responds with “worker
conditions at the Colruyt company are excellent, why always push for more?”””
(Union Official, 2001)

The Unions’ views with respect to informatization and especially ISID were
ambivalent and Union officials did not have a unified view. For instance, several
Union officials, together with a professor from the University of Louvain,
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published a book (Adele et al., 19847) in which they accused the company of
employing ISID to increase management control over workers. These authors
further suggested that ISID enables management to assemble dossiers on
employees which can be damaging to their careers. They claimed that the
Colruyt company’s culture is not genuinely democratic but is a form of indoc-
trination and manipulation aimed at increasing efficiency and control.

However, during his interview a Union steward* mentioned that the Colruyt
company has an open communication culture and that employees have the
freedom to raise and discuss any question:

‘Within the Colruyt company there is communication within and between all
[management] levels, from top to bottom and from bottom to top. It is possible to
pose and discuss all possible questions or [requests]. That is not a problem; one
will never be looked at askance for asking whatever question’. (Union Steward,
Interview 2001)

He further claimed that informatization leads to greater efficiencies and
easier work processes. For example, the automated daily store inventory man-
agement reduces the stress experienced by store employees (Union Steward,
Interview, 2001).

These ambivalent views of Union officials indicate political sensitivity and
the controversial nature of employee participation in informatization and de-
mocratization processes. Informatization that enables decentralized decision-
making and increased levels of employee control is not a smooth and conflict-
free process. Nurturing open communication, rational discourse and democratic
culture involves struggle on a daily basis. While the history of ISID’s develop-
ment provides ample evidence of both democratic breakthroughs and setbacks,
overall it shows a successive movement towards a genuinely participatory
culture and IS development.

In summary, ISID’s development exhibits several key ideals and realizes
promises of the socio-technical design. However, the development of ISID in
Colruyt went a long way in furthering the participative ideas and redefining the
meaning of participatory development in practice. Examples include:

e The development of the company’s cooperative culture and participatory
management practices largely determine IS development processes and
practices;

e Employee participation in ISID’s development is a right (the same as the
right to participate in decision-making); the employee role in IS develop-
ment is seen as a component of their broader role as ‘agents of change’,

3. In this book professor Adele and Union officials published several documents obtained from ISID.
It was later discovered that some documents were illegally obtained and manipulated (text slightly
changed) to create the negative image of the company, its practices and its culture.

4. Union stewards are employees who represent worker interests in cases of disputes between
employees and management.
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which assumes individual’s rights to participate as well as their responsibil-
ity for the outcomes;

e Meaningful involvement of all stakeholders in an IS development, from
corporate strategy to shop floor employees, is assisted by autonomous work-
groups, self-nominated and self-managed problem solving groups, a partic-
ular style of meetings and the debates via ISID;

e Managers and employees are competent participants that ‘take charge of the
informatization phenomenon’; this is achieved through continuous beha-
vioural, IT and other training that support and assist the development of
IS, driven by company ideals, philosophy, culture and strategy;

e IS development in the Colruyt company is practiced as rational discourse
characterized by free and open communication among participants, not
distorted by power relations; however, different and sometimes conflicting
interests are expressed and dealt with; rational discourses makes room for
both dissensus as well as consensus;

e Democratic and participative communication and decision-making through-
out the development process (e.g. delegation of responsibility to work groups
that have both knowledge and authority to make decisions) that are enabled
and assisted by ISID (a condition envisaged by Mumford, 2006);

e Visionary leadership, commitment to democracy and moral authority of Jo
Colruyt.

User acceptance of ISID was never an issue in Colruyt. In fact, users were
requesting and expecting more than the technology and IS developers were able
to provide at any point in time. This study confirms that when users are in charge
of IS development and when they can exercise their rights to influence decisions
about the nature and content of an IS (within the context of democratic work
environment) they will choose the options that benefit both their personal work
satisfaction and company performance. This includes job responsibility and also
a broader sense of responsibility for the company.

4.6 EXPLORING ISID’S EMANCIPATORY NATURE

We now explore ISID development within the Alvesson and Willmott’s (1992)
emancipatory framework (presented above in Table 4.2) as a mode of engaging
the empirical material. To do this we reinterpret the framework in the context of
IS development. The emancipatory IS project can be of the following type:

e Questioning, challenging and critiquing now work and information prac-
tices as well as arguing and requesting new and higher quality of informa-
tion, for instance, better access to information, user-developer and worker-
manager power relations, and articulation of ends;

e Incremental changes and transformation of discourses and processes of
IS development; worker-manager and user-developer social and power rela-
tions; and individual or organizational ends;
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e Utopian views and vision of discourses and practices of IS development
(means), social and power relations and the ends to be achieved with IS
development.

In terms of emancipatory intent an IS development project can focus on:

e Means refer to discourses and practices of IS development and use that
enable achievement of individual, group and organizational ends;

e Social relations affected by IS development including those between devel-
opers and users, and workers and managers;

e Ends supported and enabled by IS development including individual per-
formance and job satisfaction, a democratic workplace and participative
decision-making, and organizational performance and community building.

We now follow these reinterpreted dimensions of Alvesson and Willmott’s
(1992) framework to examine ISID development practices from an emancipa-
tory perspective within Colruyt’s culture, social context and history.

4.6.1 Questioning, Challenging, and Critiquing

Discourses during the first phase of ISID development were characterized by Mr.
Lengeler (Interview 2000) and IT personnel questioning severely limited and
paper-based information and work practices. The questioning and critiquing
during the second, and especially during the current third, phase of ISID devel-
opment reflected new levels of consciousness and sensitivity to equity, partic-
ipative rights and responsibilities. Rights to open access to information, it was
argued, should be coupled with responsibility for their use. Questioning the
unrestricted access to ISID (following the misuse of information) included
self-reflective debates about the conflicting demands between completely open
access to information and preserving confidentiality of sensitive information in
the interest of all.

Misuse of information available from ISID triggered a wide-ranging debate
concerning the need and inherent risks of totally open access as well as a necessity
to protect confidential information. Thus, if ISID was going to realize the Colruyt
principle of ‘access to information as a right’ for all employees, the question was,
on what bases this right could or should be curtailed? An anti-emancipatory step
was taken — considered necessary but regrettable by the majority of employees —
to restrict access to confidential information. Jo Colruyt was among those who
preferred to train the community of users in responsible ISID use, but he also
realized that protecting confidential information was inevitable:

‘It will always remain a delicate balance between confidential ISID documents
and a broad access to information. I prefer to keep the number of confidential
documents small in relation to non-confidential documents. It appears useful to
teach employees to use information judiciously and to instruct them in normative
behaviour with respect to information. Employees have the right to a very broad
range of information [stored in ISID]’. (Jo Colruyt, 1984)
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There was a belief that democratic rights and emancipatory intent needed to
be balanced against the risks of misuse and the harmful disclosure of confiden-
tial information outside the company. Jo Colruyt maintained that such was a
temporary limitation and when ‘each of us shoulders [his/her] responsibility for
being discrete, we will be able to preserve [complete] communicative openness’.

Questioning the means, (i.e. ISID development discourse and practices) in
addition to the ends to be achieved with ISID, implied user-developer and
worker-manager social and power relations. Open access by anyone to ISID
led to equalization of power that some managers felt threatening and pockets of
resistance surfaced more or less overtly. This ‘relational friction’ can be seen to
arise from an inherent labour-capital conflict that lies in the foundation of any
capitalist company. By supporting and enabling more effective management and
control of processes and employees, information systems often exacerbate this
conflict. However, Colruyt’s distinctive feature is its continuous effort to reveal
and openly confront labour-capital conflict manifested in various relations and
processes. By way of questioning, challenging, arguing, critiquing and request-
ing changes, ISID development and implementation led to incremental trans-
formation of discourses and practices (means), power relations and ends, to
which we turn next.

4.6.2 Incremental Changes and Transformation

Starting during the early 1970s, ISID development impacted on, and was im-
pacted by, changing relationships between users and developers as well as
workers and managers. An indication of changing user—developer relationships
can be seen beyond users’ official participation in the development team. There
was an awareness among the workers that ‘having information means having
power to act in an informed manner’—which was initially articulated by Jo
Colruyt (1984). With IT training and with experience in ISID development and
use, workers became increasingly aware of their role in the ISID development as
part of their participative rights. Furthermore, incremental changes were expe-
rienced in worker-manager relations. Due to access to ISID and workers’ in-
formed participation in decision-making, power relations became less
hierarchical and more cooperative. However some managers resisted informa-
tion-sharing and devolution of power. Transformation occurred as part of culture
change and personal development took place through training:

‘We have a culture of [personal] growth within the company. I, myself, have
experienced these [culture and personal growth] at all managerial levels, it is
evident, and you know this. I think that only individuals who can accept sharing
information with subordinates and with others are promoted to managers’.
(Walter de Hertog, Marketing Manager, Interview 2003)

Transformations towards sharing of information — primarily through ISID —
and devolution of power were not without conflicts, but, ultimately, the few
managers who obstructed these processes retired.
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An important question concerns the emancipatory transformation of ends,
that is to say, the extent to which IS development and implementation contrib-
uted to the articulation/transformation of ends and their achievement. Transfor-
mation of ends was directed toward a more balanced articulation of economic
versus social or humanist aims. Marcel Lengeler and other employees men-
tioned increasing individual performance, job improvement, and commitment to
hard work, while at the same time emphasizing enhancement of job satisfaction
and enjoyment of work. Similarly ISID is seen as a major contributor to both
better company performance and community building. In fact, the economic and
social/humanist ends are often seen as conditioning and supporting each other.
One employee, for instance, pointed out that ISID enabled him to enjoy ‘free-
dom to make decisions and to share responsibility within [his] company’.
Furthermore, the value of workplace democracy and power decentralization
enabled by ISID is also understood as contributing to organizational flexibility.
Jo Colruyt stated that:

‘Power decentralization has the enormous advantage of organizational flexibility
to instantly adjust the organization to new situations’. (ISID document, April,
1984).

He further emphasized greater satisfaction from work:

‘To communicate [via ISID] means that as a group we are capable of greater
achievements. Moreover, in this way we experience greater satisfaction from our
work and experience the joy of an increased work engagement’. (ISID document,
April 1984).

In short, the transformation of ends achieved through ISID exhibits a con-
tinuous struggle to balance personal and organizational achievements, to com-
bine personal performance and enjoyment of work, and to harmonize the Colruyt
company’s economic prosperity with community building.

4.6.3 Utopian Vision of ISID Development

In order to avoid misunderstanding, we first discuss the sense in which the
utopian concept is used with respect to ISID development. Alvesson and
Willmott (1992, p. 450) introduced the utopian vision as comparing existing
conditions against a new ideal and, in so doing, elect for conscious engagement
with a broad repertoire of alternatives. Thus, rather than referring to impractical
perfection, the utopian concept as defined by Alvesson and Willmott (1992) has
a distinct realistic focus.

This reminds us of the debate surrounding Habermas’ (1984) ideal speech
situation. Wilson’s (1997) critique of emancipatory IS development methodology
is based on the interpretation of rational discourse as ‘a power-independent, and,
therefore, extra-social, state of ideal communication which will not be distorted
by the interference of power relationships’ (p. 198). He criticizes the notion of
rational discourse as a condition for emancipatory IS development defined by
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Hirschheim and Klein (1994), for implying ‘a superior rationality’, independent
of ‘the frameworks of power and influence operating in an institution’ and also a
conflict-free, unitary organization. By exaggerating and misinterpreting the ideal
speech situation, defined by Habermas (1984) as social interaction that ‘excludes
all force . . . except the force of the better argument’ (Habermas, 1984, p. 25), and
the related notion of rational discourse, Wilson ridicules these concepts and
makes them look silly and embarrassingly naive. Such critique is misleading
as it obscures rather than reveals the complexity of these concepts and potential
problems involved in understanding and applying them.

We detect a utopian element in the vision of the ISID development process at
Colruyt as a rational discourse. Being very pragmatic, Colruyt company mem-
bers do not talk about the ideal of rational discourse. This was demonstrated
during the ISID development team meetings that one of the authors attended,
where participants showed excellent questioning skills, providing arguments
and counter-arguments, and conducting an open and well argued debate®. The
outcomes of ISID meetings were made public via ISID, thus increasing com-
pany-wide awareness of its results and seeking responses and involvement by
others.

An important utopian view of ISID at Colruyt focused on company ends.
Ideally the development and use of ISID was seen as enrichment of professional
and personal life of all members, contributing to democratic work environment,
work enjoyment, individual and collective self-realization. This enabled freeing
up the creative capacities of employees, opening up company opportunities and
improving performance. This vision of ISID was essential to realize the
company’s philosophy and to implement in practice its ideals, principles, and
strategies.

The utopian vision of ISID and its role in determining and achieving com-
pany ends can be criticized, especially from a post-structuralist perspective, as
totalizing, possibly excluding other voices. There is the risk, a post-structuralist
would claim, that the utopian vision of participatory culture, open communica-
tion and the ideal of ISID development as rational discourse may degenerate into
ideology with anti-emancipatory implications. While such a risk cannot be
excluded, our in-depth analysis of micro-emancipatory events and situations
(grounded in the narratives by actors expressed in interviews, documents, ISID
transcripts) suggests that the utopian element in ISID development stimulated
critical thinking and opened up novel alternatives as envisaged by Alvesson and
Willmott (1992).

The utopian vision of open communication inspired and opened up desirable
models of ISID that drove its technological development. Rather than imposing
a solution, the utopian vision released creative capacities of employees, moti-
vating them to search and continue searching for innovative ways of communi-
cating, working and decision-making.

5. Due to a limited space it is not possible to provide a detailed analysis of meeting records.
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4.6.4 Theoretical Contribution and Lessons Learned

Colruyt did not invent participatory and emancipatory IS development, but its
members dared to experiment with an ideologically and practically controversial
concept. Colruyt’s superior performance and continuous market success makes
it an exemplary case from which to understand participatory and emancipatory
IS developments. Our analysis of ISID’s development forms the basis for revi-
siting Hirschheim and Klein’s conditions for an emancipatory IS development
methodology and practice (1994, pp. 87-88). Learning from Colruyt, we pro-
pose the following organizational and material conditions for participatory and
emancipatory IS development:

1 Emancipatory IS development is an active process and, at times, a struggle for
individual and collective self-determination within the broader context of
corporate culture. While management support is conducive to participatory
and democratic processes, as is the case in Colruyt, emancipation cannot be
bestowed upon the employees. For meaningful emancipation to come about,
it is necessary that employees are conscious of their rights to access infor-
mation, that they are communicatively competent and ready to take up power,
and determine individual and collective aims. However, benevolent manage-
ment and top-down introduction of participatory and emancipatory IS devel-
opment, is not unproblematic, and it runs the risk of instrumental use for
corporate performance ends.

2 Emancipatory IS development involves norms, forms and discourses of crit-
ical self-reflection and associated self-transformation that are not narrowly
focused on the means but, instead, centre on broader issues of social and
power relations, labour-capital conflicts, company economic and profit
objectives, as well as its social and community aims.

3 Emancipatory IS development depends on, and is embedded in, a broader set
of institutional conditions relating particularly to corporate culture, social
structure and management processes, employees’ rights, equality and social
justice, quality of work life and democratic workplace and the like. Emanci-
patory IS development ‘is not something that can simply be plugged into
existing systems to improve their emancipatory performance’ (Alvesson &
Willmott, 1992).

4 The concept of emancipatory IS development is based on the assumption of
dissensus in organizations; that is, existence of different interests, views and
perspectives by various stakeholders. Participatory and emancipatory IS
development increases risks of conflict and may be a cause of prolonged
and ineffective decision-making. To counteract these risks, company mem-
bers need to continually improve their communicative, conflict resolution
and negotiation skills and learn to deal with different interests and conflicts;
or, stated differently, increase communicative rationality.

5 Emancipatory IS development practices are characterized by principles
of rational discourse, involving reasoned argumentation, non-distorted
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communication, articulation of, and a search for, solutions acceptable to
different stakeholders, and reaching agreement free from the coercive use
of power. It should be understood that even though rational discourse seeks
consensus, this does not imply universal and lasting agreements and, further-
more, the possibility of dissensus remains. In fact, sometimes in contentious
situations a limited and tentative agreement is all that can be achieved. The
practice of participatory and emancipatory IS development that is character-
ized by communicative rationality and rational discourse also involves risks
of failure and risks of manipulation.

6 Emancipatory IS development constitutes collective sense-making and inno-
vation, is part of organizational development (e.g. self-nominated and self-
managed groups; problem solving workgroups; public debates via ISID; a
particular democratic style of meetings) and organizational learning; it also
requires conscious, systematic and continuous training and personal and
collective development.

7 Emancipatory IS development endorses and relies on the nexus between
rights to information and democratic rights, between information decentral-
ization and power decentralization, and between participation and motivation
for change, and personal and collective improvement. These complex rela-
tionships emerge in a non-linear way, with recurrent obstacles and set-backs.

8 Emancipatory IS development involves vision, incremental transformation
and questioning of the ends to be achieved by IS implementation. Perfor-
mance and efficiency objectives are not necessarily in conflict with work-
place democracy and participative decision-making; on the contrary, Colruyt
demonstrates employee discretion and autonomy, self-realization, and job
satisfaction are in fact contributing to creativity, organizational flexibility,
and innovation that lead to consistently higher performance compared with
similar retailers.

Derived from the in-depth analysis and critical reflection on the Colruyt
longitudinal case study, the proposed conditions for, and characteristics of,
participatory and emancipatory IS development address both theoretical and
practical concerns. They are intended to summarize the learning from the
Colruyt study and make the participatory and emancipatory IS development
more relevant and accessible to IS practitioners.

4.7 (UN)CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

This chapter, based on our longitudinal study of ISID in the Colruyt company,
has re-examined the nature, meaning and challenges of a participatory and
emancipatory IS development project. Through an in-depth analysis and critical
reflection guided by insights suggested by Alvesson and Willmott (1992), our
chapter has identified instances of micro-emancipation and discussed their
meanings and implications for practice. The chapter provides convincing em-
pirical evidence testifying to the realism and practical usefulness of participatory
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and emancipatory IS development. Based on both empirical and theoretical
argument, the chapter revisited the conditions for emancipatory IS development
practices (Hirschheim and Klein, 1994; Alvesson & Willmott, 1992). We also
make several key contributions.

Our chapter demonstrates the reality of participatory and emancipatory ISD
practices and their meaning in context, however, local or controversial they
might appear. We dispel the mistaken notion that emancipatory ideas are abstract
and idealistic without practical meaning or relevance. The Colruyt company’s
vision as both an industry leader in customer service, efficiency and democratic
social relations required novel forms of work (such as self-selected and self-
managed workgroups) and information availability. This necessitated that the
company developed and experimented with novel IS as well as novel ways of
designing them. The participatory and emancipatory ISID development prac-
tices in the Colruyt company reflects its organizational culture of devolved
decision making, autonomy and responsibility of workgroups, and individual
and collective striving for excellence and superior performance. The company’s
IS development processes were equally driven by concerns for work improve-
ment, efficiency, effectiveness, and sound technical solutions, as they were for
improvement of working conditions, employees’ work satisfaction, individual
and collective self-realization and community well-being.

An IS development cannot be seen in isolation from company philosophy,
culture, social relations, and management processes and practices. The more an
IS permeates organizational processes and relations the more IS development
becomes intertwined with these processes and relations. This intertwining,
however, can in principle reinforce or transform existing structures and relations.
In the case of ISID development, we saw evidence for both. On the one hand,
ISID development reflected and reinforced company philosophy of open com-
munication, cooperative and inclusive culture, participatory decision making
and equitable relations. On the other hand, ISID development and implementa-
tion also continually transformed company culture, processes and practices, as
well as social and power relations.

Increasing efficiency and effectiveness of business processes and overall
company performance are not, as is widely assumed, unavoidably opposed to
social and humanist objectives such as worker participation, their greater auton-
omy, responsibility and emancipation. Similarly, increasing levels of economic
performance do not unavoidably lead to increased control, diminished worker
autonomy, and stringent worker subordination. In fact, by acquiring greater
autonomy and responsibility, and by increasing their participation in decision-
making practices, Colruyt employees became more innovative in simplifying
work processes and more successful in increasing efficiency and effectiveness.
Participatory privileges, access to information, and employee empowerment,
have been practiced as values in their own right, which, in turn, became the
drivers of the Colruyt company’s economic prosperity. Continuous improve-
ments in performance and economic success can go hand-in-hand with
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continuous empowering. Emancipatory processes did not just remain the vision
of the late CEO Jo Colruyt but, more importantly, it became a lived experience
and the conviction of the workers and managers at all levels. Not withstanding
his humanistic and philosophical values, Jo Colruyt was also an extraordinarily
pragmatic manager under whose guidance the company expanded to Belgium’s
third largest food retail discount; and presently expanding into France. Our
longitudinal study of the Colruyt company demonstrates not only the realism
of participatory and emancipatory IS development practices but also confirms
the reality of Hirschheim and Klein’s (1994) contention that emancipation
produces:

‘Stable, self-confident personalities [who] are the pillars of a stress-resistant work

force; individuals confidently expressing ideas [who are] the bedrock of creativity

to meet competitive demands; and only people accustomed to autonomous,

responsible action can be expected to take the initiative when things go wrong,

which increases organization’s flexibility and capacity to deal with uncertainty’

(1994, p. 98)

A major lesson from the Colruyt company is, perhaps, that to advocate
participatory and emancipatory IS development, one can use not only a humanist
argument but also an economic one. In fact, the participatory and emancipatory
approach to ISID development was characterized by equalizing developer-user
and manager-employee power relations and, moreover, the company succeeded
in achieving emancipatory change. Importantly though, the company’s eman-
cipatory transformation produced significant commercial successes. In almost
every aspect of its performance — sales per store, sales per square meter or per
employee, profit per employee or square meter, etcetera—the Colruyt company
consistently showed superior results compared to other similar retail chains.
Linking participatory and emancipatory ISID development practices with com-
pany success, and, more broadly, linking the practices of workplace democracy
and employee participation in decision-making (enabled and supported by ISID)
to the Colruyt company’s superior performance and commercial success, should
capture the attention of managers and IS practitioners alike.

By pointing toward the potential for economic benefit we may draw man-
agers’ and companies’ attention to the unrealized potential of emancipatory IS
development projects. Rather than advocating yet another form of instrumental
use of humanist values, we raise awareness of the emancipatory project as
liberating, as unleashing individual and collective creative potential for humane
and more democratic forms of work and social relations and as contributing to a
company’s economic success. The participatory and emancipatory IS develop-
ment implies critical self-reflection of employees, IS professionals and man-
agers, and that is not limited to improving working conditions and employees’
work satisfaction, proposed by the socio-technical approach. By critically asses-
sing and continually advancing the participatory and emancipatory IS develop-
ment paralleled with equalizing power relations and increasing employees’
discretion and autonomy, and by nurturing critical self-reflection and associated
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self-transformation, the company achieved both emancipatory transformation
and economic success.

While a distinction between truly emancipatory and falsely emancipatory
discourses and practices is not always obvious and clear cut, this chapter pro-
vides an empirical and theoretical argument for making such a distinction. It
advances knowledge that enables one to recognize emancipatory IS develop-
ment processes and practices, while being sensitive to the risks of distortion and
deception, and careful to understand the inherent contradictions and frailty of
emancipatory discourses and practices, while resisting the allure of apparently
emancipatory and idealized discourses and practices. The chapter contributes to
a better, empirically grounded conception of participatory and emancipatory IS
development by defining (theoretically and practically) a space between non-
emancipatory and emancipatory IS development processes and practices. It,
therefore, opens up this space for further examination and critical assessment
by IS researchers and practitioners.
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5.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents a critical approach to the way organizations justify adopt-
ing Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems. The perspectives on social
activity put forward by Max Weber and Jiirgen Habermas provide the basis from
which the themes of communication, rationality, legitimacy and domination are
explored. The data used in the study are electronically mediated justifications of
ERP adoption presented by universities. A model of ERP adoption is developed
using grounded theory, which is then critiqued. The themes underlying ERP
adoption discerned in the study are a mix of technical, value-driven and strategic
influences. The conclusions reached in this chapter are that despite the difficulty
of identifying and measuring domination and emancipation, there is some
evidence to suggest that people occupy a subservient role to technology, process
and organization.

Western society has been strongly focused on the deployment of technology
for a substantial period of time. Centred on mechanical systems during the
Industrial Revolution, the impetus has more recently been directed towards
electronic systems including the use of information technology (IT). There is
a strong performative influence in the desire not only to adopt technology but
also to control. Beniger (1986) sees the ‘information revolution’ as an expres-
sion of management’s desire for increased control, by extending control over
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systems of administration in addition to those of production. ERP systems are a
specific type of information technology, deployed extensively over the last 15
years, particularly by large and medium-sized organizations, so, following
Beniger’s thinking, ERP systems would be expected to be directed towards
the attainment of increased administrative control.

ERP systems are packaged software applications that provide a range of
applications required by most businesses within a single framework, using a
modular approach. Each module serves a distinct business activity such as
Human Resource Management or Purchasing. An organization can select the
modules it chooses to implement from those available, and these will be pre-
sented as a single integrated solution. Integration of systems, based upon stan-
dard business applications or modules with a common database and operating
style, is the essence of the ERP approach. Integration facilitates the production
of reports that require data from different functional units, which, using the
previous non-integrated solution would have required the difficult task of rec-
onciling data from different sources. Prior to the advent of ERP systems, appli-
cations were created to serve specific business functions only.

The widespread adoption of ERP systems by large and medium-sized
organizations has been described as the ‘ERP revolution’ by Ross (1999).
In many organizations, it has resulted in the replacement of a considerable
quantity of disparate information systems with one single ERP system. The
financial impact is significant: ‘By early 2000 the ERP revolution generated
over $20 billion in revenues annually for suppliers and an additional $20
billion for consulting firms’ (Willcocks & Sykes, 2000, p. 32). ERP systems
have now been adopted by the majority of the Fortune top 500 firms and, as
the high end of the market became saturated, these systems have filtered down
to medium-sized organizations such as universities, and to regions beyond
those initially penetrated in Europe and North America (Kumar & Van
Hillegersberg, 2000).

Although it is only the most senior people in the organization who possess
the authority to instigate a course of action with such extensive financial,
technical and organizational ramifications as the adoption of an ERP system,
the implementation of an ERP project requires the acceptance, compliance and
commitment of a broad range of people. ‘Implementing any integrated ERP
solution is not so much a technological exercise but an ‘organizational revolu-
tion’. Extensive preparation before implementation is the key to success’ (Bingi,
Sharma, & Godla, 1999, p. 9).

King and McAulay (1997) argue that how change is received is as important
as the nature of the change itself. Because ERP deployment has such broad
impact it is important for management to create a climate that will encourage
acceptance and even enthusiasm for it. The most important staff are those who
will need to adapt to new work patterns imposed by the new systems, but more
peripheral employees and other stakeholders are also on management’s radar as
constituencies to be influenced.
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5.2 CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY

Choosing a critical approach opens up a range of perspectives from which to
view and analyse the data available. These perspectives encourage both deep and
broad thinking around the object of attention. Critical social theory (CST) assists
the researcher to move beyond an understanding of what is being done, to why it
is being done. Being ‘critical’ in IS research does not only mean commitment to
a certain set of assumptions and values that determine a third path in IS research.
Being ‘critical’ also means having a much broader historical, social and political
view of the IS discipline. (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2005, p. 42) As Cecez-Kecma-
novic indicates, CST provides a further direction, beyond those found within
mainstream IS, from which a framework to aid analysis may be sought. This
chapter draws on the ideas of Weber and Habermas, to inform the analysis of the
underlying forces within which managers of organizations are acting, as they
seek to legitimize the introduction of ERP systems.

A critical approach may also contrast the compatibility of specific opera-
tional objectives with the stated aims and intentions of the organization. It is
possible that the pursuit of one specific objective, in this case the adoption of an
ERP system, could create a conflict with broader institutional goals. A critical
approach should, therefore, explore the possibility of a conflict between a
specific tactic and overall goals. Domination, legitimation and communication
are also key elements of social theory (Giddens, 1984). The emancipatory
interest, which is how release from domination is to be achieved, forms another
dimension to critical approaches. For Habermas, emancipation works via self-
reflection, ‘emancipating people from the illusions and ideologies that distort
their perceptions of themselves’ (McClure, 1991, p. 37). As domination is
effected through power, self-reflection may not be an adequate mechanism for
a complete release from all forms of domination. Lyytinen and Klein (1985)
observe in their study of how the ideas of Habermas could be applied to IS
research, that emancipation is a complex issue. Nevertheless the liberating and
emancipatory intent of CST in identifying inhibitors to human potential in the
social context is a lofty objective that should not be dismissed simply because
the emancipated state is one that is difficult to prescribe. Cecez-Kecmanovic
(2005, p. 24) writes ‘critical IS researchers believe that such objectives are
worthy of pursuit even if they are only partially achieved’.

Habermas (1971) suggests that technology can exert a form of domination,
and as technology is inherent in information systems, we need to be conscious
of potentially adverse effects. Marcuse (1970) also argues that technology
may exercise forms of control over society, contrary to its apparent purpose as
a tool. In a context of technological domination, managers and workers alike
become servants of the needs of technical systems of production (Schroyer,
1975). However, technical systems of production must be legitimated by the
societies in which they operate, otherwise they would fall into disuse as a
result of their failure to meet socially constructed expectations. Even if they
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do exert a dominating role, that dominance has to be tacitly accepted by social
actors in order for it to not only continue but to develop and thrive. Hill (1988)
argues new technologies diffuse through a society, and transform it, more
because the technologies align with people’s desires, than because of the
singular power of repressive interests to enforce ownership and participation.
Hill further argues that the technological context, once created, limits and
focuses the future social developments that are likely to follow, and, thus,
creates a particular shape of demand for subsequent technologies. From this
perspective ERP systems can be seen as an evolutionary development from
earlier types of information technologies.

5.3 RATIONALITY TYPES AND THEIR APPLICATION

Exploring the rationality types underlying the statements relating to ERP adop-
tion provides an insight into issues beneath the surface justification. As men-
tioned, an objective of critical analysis is to expose both broader and deeper
meanings to a context. At the surface this study is a study of the justifications for
ERP adoption, but at a deeper level of meaning we seek to connect this event to
attitudes and values held in the broad social setting. This deeper level of under-
standing can provide unifying threads that form on-going themes within society
across a variety of contexts and it is finding and linking these themes that are of
interest to critical social theorists. Cecez-Kecmanovic and Janson (2000, 2001)
and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2005) present a case for the analysis of developments
in IS using a rationality framework based on the ideas of Weber and Habermas.
Instrumental rationality relates to the determination of the most appropriate
means for achieving a given end. A key issue identified by Weber is the precise
calculation of alternative means (Habermas, 1984). This requirement seems to
suggest a preference for formal rationality, where quantitative techniques are
used to rank alternatives, compared to informal rationality where the ordering of
alternatives is elaborated using language. Ultimately, in whatever terms it is
expressed, a rationale based upon grounds of efficiency, effectiveness, timeli-
ness or cost exhibits instrumental rationality. Instrumental rationality is one of
the underlying rationality types that we use to decorate the model presented later
in the chapter. The consideration of ends involves issues of substantive or value
rationality, which, as they are based on values, are usually not as amenable to
calculation or formal expression as those relating to means (Weber, 1978). As
Weber points out orientation towards values is crucial in determining alternative
courses of action, since this is how fundamental priorities are established.
Marcuse (1970, p. 122) observes:

‘Values may have a higher dignity (morally and spiritually, but they are not real
and thus count less in the real business of life—the less so the higher they are
elevated above reality’

and



ERP Adoption — What Do They Say About It? 107 I

If the Good and the Beautiful, Peace and Justice cannot be derived either from
ontological or scientific-rational conditions, they cannot logically claim universal
validity and realization.

These arguments suggest there is a tendency for value-based action in society
to be repressed. In Western societies, instrumental and substantive rationality
has become conflated as the following observation by Avgerou and McGrath
(2005, p. 302) indicates:

‘In the substantive sense, the modern Western economic rationality in which

people orient their decisions towards maximizing efficiency and weighing costs

and benefits, conveys one particular set of values that historically came to
dominate over others. These values involve the ethical sanction of acquisitive
activity and a propensity to seek new solutions to problems rather than adhere to
traditions. Other societies subscribe to different values and, hence, strive to attain
different ends. Such ends may include ethical, political, or utilitarian

considerations, such as social equity, social justice or the furtherance of power of a

political unit.”

Pfeffer (1981, p. 15) argues that ‘consensus on technology is more readily
achieved than consensus on values and preferences, at least in this culture’.
When we find that a preference for a technological solution of some type is
expressed, but there is no accompanying justification for it other than it being
technological, we may assume that technology is itself valued and, therefore, the
underlying rationality type of the justification is substantive. Substantive ratio-
nality is another of the underlying rationality types that we use to decorate the
model presented later in the chapter.

Strategically directed action is based upon the behaviour of others. The type
of behaviour generated by strategic necessities may be imitative of others or it
may involve viewing other human actors as opponents (Habermas, 1984). Lan-
guage can also be used as a means of strategic action (Lyytinen & Klein, 1985).
Applying the analysis of the rhetorical situation by Blitzer (described in Yates &
Orlikowski, 1992) to the justification of ERP adoption, we have an exigency in
the form of an ERP system that needs to be implemented; an audience, the
employees in the organization where the ERP system is to be deployed; a
constraint, those with the power to influence the situation — the managers.
Willcocks and Smith (1995) have pointed to this tactic of attempting to develop
attitudes and behaviours that will foster co-operation and commitment to pro-
cess and IT changes, through the use of rhetoric. Resistance to change, writes
Robbins (1993), can be reduced by education and communication. Generally
accepted norms induce organizations to provide explanations that are viewed as
rational in order to be perceived as legitimate (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). This
tendency is emphasized for public institutions where objective measures of
efficiency tend not to operate, so the creation of perceptions of efficiency
become extremely important. This would appear to be especially true of edu-
cational bodies such as universities, which are both public institutions and
purveyors of rationality (Langley, 1989). Justifications for a course of action
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that are based on the behaviour of others, or justifications that tend towards
influencing others, are strategically orientated and are underpinned by strategic
rationality. Strategic rationality is the final underlying rationality type that we
use to decorate the model presented later in the chapter.

5.4 RESEARCH APPROACH

March (1988) asserts that there are two approaches to building theories that
attempt to describe the behaviour of social institutions: prescriptive theories
which describe optimal behaviour, and behavioural theories that describe actual
behaviour. Pfeffer (1981) makes a further distinction in approaches to beha-
vioural analysis and theory building. One involves analysing and predicting
substantive outcomes, the other is the analysis and prediction of how organiza-
tional activities are perceived, interpreted and legitimated. A critical theory
approach is possible from this perspective.

In common with other types of investment activity the adoption of an ERP
system is a purposive intervention by an organization, to bring about a new state
of affairs judged to be superior to the current state. In presenting a rationale for
this course of action, the organization makes statements about the existing and
desired states of affairs. These claims may be assessed using the four compo-
nents of communicative competence defined by Habermas (1984), namely their
truth, rightness, appropriateness and intelligibility.

The purpose of this research is not to assess whether the statements made are
grounded in reality, which can only be achieved from knowledge of each case,
but to identify common themes (conceptual categories) and from these develop a
conceptual model of how ERP adoption is justified. A grounded theory analysis
is used to construct these conceptual categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). What
organizations value, or consider important in the context of ERP adoption can be
revealed. The language, which forms the conceptual categories and their relative
importance, constitutes descriptive data that are then discussed from a CST
perspective. Also the conceptual categories are analysed to detect their under-
lying rationality type(s).

Universities were chosen as cases for the study for a number of reasons.
Firstly, universities are substantial and experienced users of IT and a significant
number have emerged as purchasers of ERP systems. Secondly, Rands (1992)
and Weill and Olson (1989) argue that the requirements for software acquisition
vary considerably across different industries. The demand for software varies
across industries, so, too, does the source of supply. Universities are a specific
vertical market targeted by ERP vendors, which provides stability on the supply
side as well as the demand side. Restriction to a particular industry and market
segment prevents industry and market effects — that might be uneven across
industry sectors — from distorting the analysis.

Finally, the direction given by Eisenhart (1989) that the process of interest
must be transparently observable confirms the use of universities as suitable
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4 N\
TABLE 5.1 Sources of Data
Universities Studied Abbreviation Numberof Word Number of

documents count coded
statements

California State University CSu 7 8680 121
Central Queensland University CQU 5 2994 82
University of Colorado UoC 6 30847 204
Duke University Duke 5 15700 144
University of Michigan UoM 7 36114 219
University of Minnesota Minne 11 6863 91
University of Nebraska UoN 8 10116 59
University of New South Wales UNSW 8 32555 106
Total 57 143869 1026

g J

candidates. Universities have formal approaches to action and consequently
their activities are habitually documented. Also, many universities have placed
material relevant to this research programme in an accessible form on their Web
sites. This varied collection of documents includes Requests for Proposal (RFP),
publicity statements and committee reports relating to the ERP project. A
multiple case-study approach was used to develop the model, which provides
greater potential for empirical generalization than does a single case study.
Table 1 illustrates the sources and volume of data analysed in this study. Col-
umns one and two show the universities studied and the abbreviations used for
them. Only those universities that made their rationale for adopting ERP systems
accessible in an electronic form were considered. Column three shows the
number of documents analysed from each university. The word count is shown
in the fourth column and the number of statements that were coded (identified
and classified) in the fifth column.

5.5 DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODEL

Grounded theory development cannot proceed from a vacuum, but neither
should its direction be prescribed at the outset. A point of departure is, however,
needed to provide initial focus. Information systems define a territory within
organizations inhabited by processes, technology (hardware, software, and data-
bases) and people (Khazanchi & Munkvold, 2000), (Laudon & Laudon, 1984).
The domains Organization, Process, Technology and People provide a basic
framework as shown in Figure 1. These groupings are sufficiently broad to
presuppose any formative outcomes. Conceptual categories may be grafted onto
this basic framework.

Language is the primary means used to derive conceptual categories and
gives these form and substance. The first author performed the task of searching
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FIGURE 5.1 The basic model of ERP justification.

for, reading and analysing the source documents to identify and classify state-
ments that justified the adoption of an ERP system. These activities took place in
an iterative fashion, as with grounded theory conceptual categories emerge from
the data progressively. Several iterations of the documents that had been assem-
bled took place before stability was reached. In this way the tree depicted in
Figure 1 became adorned with the branches (conceptual categories) that appear
on the extended tree of Figure 2.

A conceptual category may be viewed from a number of perspectives. The
breadth of each conceptual category is determined from the number of dimen-
sions within it. At the extremes a dimension has a high level of agreement if it
surfaces in all eight cases or a low level of agreement if it surfaces in a minimum
of two. Dimensions of conceptual categories are represented in tabular form as
illustrated in Table 2. The size with which conceptual categories are depicted in
Figure 3 gives an indication of their comparative importance. In addition, each
conceptual category is decorated to depict the underlying rationality types
attributed to it as shown in Figure 2.
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TABLE 5.2 Process lmprovement — Dimensions

N

Dimension CSuU caQu UoC Duke UoM Minne UoN UNSW Level of agreement
Improved/streamlined processes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 8

Adopting ‘best practices’ Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 5

Reducing costs Yes Yes Yes Yes 4

Efficiency improvements Yes Yes Yes Yes 4

Reducing administrative workload Yes Yes Yes 3

Level of agreement 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 24
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FIGURE 5.3 Conceptual model showing underlying influences
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After coding the data into conceptual categories, Nvivo software was used to
compute their frequencies. Although we agree with Krippendorf (1980) that
quantitative indicators obtained from a content analysis are insensitive and
shallow in providing insight, they are of some value in assessing the relative
importance of different domains and conceptual categories. Whilst this measure
is not central to grounded theory, it provides additional evidence. Although a
precise measurement of the strength of each conceptual category cannot be
given using this methodology, the statements used to create the conceptual
categories, the number of dimensions within a conceptual category, the level
of agreement within those dimensions and the frequency of reference within
each conceptual category provide an indication of their actual and relative
strength. In the following sections we expand upon how the model shown in
Figure 3 was developed using a grounded theory approach.

5.5.1 The Process Improvement Conceptual Category

For the purposes of this chapter, the Process Improvement conceptual category is
chosen as an illustration of how a conceptual category emerged.

Table 2 shows the dimensions and the level of agreement derived from the
data and Table 3 the percentage references. Process Improvement has five
dimensions and a level of agreement of 24 as shown in Table 2. Note the level
of agreement is the sum of all of the dimensions within a conceptual category.
Also the reader should note that from this section onwards domains are empha-
sized in the text by an underline, conceptual categories by bold italics and
dimensions by normal italics.

All universities examined expressed their justification for new systems using
the rationale of Process Improvement, which is the second most important
conceptual category in the Process domain. Justificatory statements for ERP
adoption in the Process Improvement conceptual category belong to two main
categories.

These are rationale for improved or streamlined processes and those that
relate to the adoption of ‘best practices’.

The rationale of improved or streamlined processes is adopted by each of the
universities studied. Business Process Reengineering (BPR) rhetoric is discern-
able in many of the justifications put forward by universities for ERP adoption.
The radical nature of BPR (in which the complete removal of processes pre-
dominates) is evident at the University of Michigan which stated that ‘Policies,

TABLE 5.3 Process Improvement by Percentage Reference

University CSU CQU UoC Duke UoM Minne UoN UNSW Mean

Content 140 207 147 104 18.3 20.9 16.9 10.4 15.78
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processes, and procedures that do not add value to the institution will be elim-
inated.” (University of Michigan, 1995, p. 25). Process Improvement rationales
exhibit instrumental rationality. The University of Colorado, indicating that they
had studied a large number of HR and Financial processes, included in the
rationale for their ERP system the proposition that as many as half of these
could be automated, simplified or eliminated. The objective of implementing
improved processes becomes part of the rationale for ERP adoption:

‘A.S.P. flowcharted (or “mapped”) the HR and Financial processes of over 360
University units. When analyzing those flowcharts, it was determined that over
50% of the steps that are completed for a transaction could either be handled
efficiently through automation, simplified, or eliminated.” (University of
Colorado, 1998, p. 7)

Some universities did not conduct a detailed analysis of their current policies,
processes, and procedures but assume they contain inefficiencies yet to be
identified and use ERP adoption as a vehicle for reviewing them. This is indic-
ative of substantive rationality since it embraces the belief that the processes
built into the ERP system are inherently superior. Central Queensland Univer-
sity, in this latter category, expresses the intention of reviewing processes during
ERP adoption:

‘We are looking at reforming the ways we conduct every significant aspect of our
internal and external business’ (Chipman, 1999)

BPR also proposes that organizations should organize around processes as
opposed to functions. The historical tendency to organize administrative affairs
on the basis of function emphasizes hierarchies and division of work activity.
The University of Michigan articulates this approach as follows:

‘These current systems, built originally to support an organizational view, should
be systematically replaced with systems supporting a process view.” (University
of Michigan, 1995, p. 13)

In addition to BPR the ERP systems are also associated with the idea of ‘best
practices’. The rationale of adopting best practices is provided by a number of
universities:

‘Perform administrative functions in concert with a common set of administrative
‘best practices’ approaches.” (California State University, 1999)

‘We will be implementing best business practices wherever possible, as part of
this effort, on all campuses. The University of Nebraska’ (Sieber et al., 1999, p.
634)

‘Ensure that the University takes maximum advantage of available ‘best practices’
embedded in the software solutions being acquired and implemented.” (University
of New South Wales, 1998, p. 10)

The term ‘best practices’ has become part of the discourse of BPR and ERP. It
invokes impressions of efficiency and good management and has become part of
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the value system. Although it appears to represent a form of instrumental
rationality there is also substantive and strategic dimension to its use. Its con-
formity with prevailing management theories presents ERP adoption as an
appropriate solution, thereby providing legitimation to the ERP system. The
claim that the ‘best practices’ embedded in ERP systems actually are superior
does not appear to have met serious challenge. Soh, Kien, & Tay-Yap (2000)
have claimed the reference models that espouse industry ‘best practices’ are at
too high a level for an effective assessment of how an ERP system would actually
affect organizational processes:

‘We must conform our processes to the systems we are purchasing, and not the
other way round.” (Chipman, 1999)

The notion that current business practices must change to suit the ERP system is
a clear indication of the domination of technique over organization. It is incon-
sistent to decry legacy systems for not meeting organizational requirements, but
at the same time encouraging the deployment of an ERP package whose com-
patibility with organizational needs is uncertain. One incompatibility is a cause
for dismissing systems, the other a cause for welcoming them.

Process Improvement is a vehicle though which the general aim of reducing
costs is to be achieved. Improved processes are assumed to require less work
and, therefore, to be a type of efficiency improvement. Staff savings are not
promoted explicitly, although reducing costs, improving efficiency and reducing
administrative workload might be considered to have this consequence. By
focusing on the more positive aspects of Process Improvement ERP adoption
is presented in a more acceptable fashion to employees, who could feel the new
systems pose a threat to their jobs. This may be why, as shown in Table 2, all the
universities studied referred to improved/streamlined processes, but only half of
them referred to reducing costs. The Process Improvement conceptual category
is aligned with technical, substantive and strategic rationality.

5.5.2 The Technology Domain

As shown in Figure 3 and Table 4, a significant proportion of the justifications
for adopting ERP systems are founded upon technology. Whilst the analysis
suggests rationales in this domain are based principally on instrumental ratio-
nality, a preference for a technological solution may indicate value is placed on
technology per se, which reflects substantive rationality. The Technology do-
main conceptual categories are summarized in Table 4.

Integration is the most important rationale in the Technology domain.
Expressions promoting the desirability of integration are presented strongly.
The need to eliminate redundant data, integrate databases and systems, increase
consistency and eliminate shadow systems are presented as rationales for ERP
adoption. There is some inconsistency between the desire for integrated systems
and the failure of existing systems to meet end user needs expressed in the
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TABLE 5.4 Technology Domain Conceptual Categories
Conceptual Number of  Level of Percentage Underlying
category dimensions agreement reference rationale
Integration 7 29 10.3 Technical
Dissatisfaction 6 28 9.0 Technical, substantive,

strategic
Modernization 4 20 7.8 Technical, substantive
Maintenance 3 10 2.1 Technical, substantive
Scope and 2 9 3.6 Technical, substantive
Functionality

Total 22 96 32.8

\ /)

Dissatisfaction conceptual category. Clearly one reason shadow systems have
arisen is because the needs of end users were not met by the central systems. As a
replacement central system, an ERP system may not meet these decentralized
needs for information either. In the perception of the central administration,
shadow systems are seen as an unnecessary cost factor and an inhibitor to
flexible information provision.

Modernization complements Dissatisfaction and provides a rationale based
on new techniques and practices. The desire to modernize and extend automa-
tion through ERP adoption is expressed through a will to introduce a greater
degree of electronic communication. There is a desire to introduce web inter-
faces to extend the capacity of users (staff and students) to access administrative
information. Some universities want to introduce client/server technology via
ERP adoption. ERP adoption is presented with the rationale of reducing main-
tenance costs and avoiding the need to maintain old and complex systems. Some
universities present the prospect of transferring maintenance costs to the vendor.
The Maintenance conceptual category also raises questions of consistency with
respect to the desire for increased flexibility and control. Although vendor
supplied maintenance appears convenient, it may not be flexible enough to meet
changing information requirements. If ERP functionality does not meet user
requirements, modifications and adaptations will need to be implemented local-
ly. Also, it is quite likely that vendor-supplied upgrades, which an adopter may
feel compelled to accept in order to retain currency and support, may not provide
any useful functionality, despite the cost of implementing them.

Finally, the Scope and Functionality conceptual category demonstrates that
ERP systems are presented as a means of extending the scope of IT into new
application areas not currently automated and also as a means of improving the
functionality of IT applications. As shown in Figure 3, technical, substantive and
strategic rationality types are evident in the Technology domain. Most concep-
tual categories in the Technology domain exhibit a mix of instrumental and
substantive rationality. The strong presence of instrumental rationality indicates
that rationalizing influences are strongly evident in the Technology domain. The
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4 N
TABLE 5.5 Process Domain Conceptual Categories
Conceptual Number of Level of  Percentage Rationale
category Dimensions agreement reference
Improved information 5 27 16.4 Technical, substantive
Process improvement 5 24 15.5 Technical, substantive
Standardization 3 10 2.6 Technical, substantive
Total 13 61 34.5

g J

intrinsic value attached to technological solutions demonstrated in the Modern-
ization and Dissatisfaction categories, indicates substantive rationality is also an
underlying influence. Strategic rationality is evident in the rhetoric of the Dis-
satisfaction conceptual category.

5.5.3 The Process Domain

As Figure 3 and Table 5 depict, the Process domain is important in ERP
adoption. The Process domain conceptual categories and their underlying ratio-
nales are summarized in Table 5. Improved Information is the most important
rationale in the Process domain. Expressions promoting the need for improved
information are presented strongly. The desire for more accessible information,
more accurate information, more reliable information, more flexible information
and more comprehensive information are the dimensions that form this concep-
tual category. The underlying intent to increase control over operations is evi-
dent in the rationales for Improved Information.

As the Process Improvement conceptual category was discussed extensively
earlier in this chapter, it is not dwelt on here. Standardization is the least
important conceptual category in the Process domain. The rationales of stan-
dardize processes and policies, use community standards/best practices and
common software/systems constitute this conceptual category. The dominant
positioning of the business process in the ERP system over existing business
practices is very significant. Also the ideas of conforming to industry standards,
evident in the idea of best practices in the Process Improvement and the Stan-
dardization conceptual categories, indicate a subservient attitude towards exter-
nally defined processes. The conformity requirement, that is a normal
consequence of using computers, and clearly evident in ERP software, is given
strong support in these rationales.

5.5.4 The Organization Domain

As Figure 3 and Table 6 depict the Organization domain is important in ERP
adoption. The Organization domain conceptual categories are summarized in
Table 6.
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TABLE 5.6 Organization Domain Conceptual Categories
Conceptual Number of Level of  Percentage Rationale
category dimensions agreement reference
Business assessment 12 43 8.5 Technical, strategic
Service and quality 3 14 6.2 Technical, substantive
Vision of integration 2 8 10.8 Technical, substantive
Mandate 2 8 2.0 Strategic
Image 1 4 1.0 Strategic
Total 20 77 28.5

\ /)

Business Assessment is the most important rationale in the Organization
domain. Business Assessment is a composite conceptual category consisting of
Vendor Assessment, Formal Assessment, Business Contingencies and Risk As-
sessment. The organizational view includes a number of pragmatic aspects that
relate to dealing with investment opportunities. It is partly underpinned by
instrumental rationality but strategic rationality is also strongly evident. In the
Vendor Assessment conceptual category, the importance of the producer is em-
phasized. ERP adoption is viewed as establishing a relationship with the vendor
as well as conducting a transaction. This can be explained by the long-term nature
of the ERP commitment and, therefore, vendor stability, a strategic issue, is
valued. Some evidence of a formal assessment of the ERP investment opportunity
is presented, but it has a relatively low profile. Formal assessment exhibits
instrumental rationality. Attention is given to similar projects at other universities
which demonstrates the strategic dimension of organizational behaviour. Orga-
nizations gain security and legitimacy from knowing their behaviour is consistent
with their peers. Purchasers of a software product do not want to become
technologically isolated. They seek a product that is widely used, thereby helping
to secure the on-going viability of both the vendor organization and their own.

Risk is focused upon avoiding the technical risks associated with continuing to
operate legacy systems, enhancing existing systems or developing in-house sys-
tems. Universities justify ERP adoption as the most viable of a set of alternatives,
which is a strategic assessment. Some universities acknowledge the financial risk
of diverting a large proportion of the institution’s resources towards the venture.
Financial risks are apparent due to the size of the ERP investment relative to the
overall organizational budget. It is possible that universities and other poorly
resourced organizations that implement ERP may find themselves over extended.

Organizational risk, known to be applicable in IT adoption contexts, was not
evident in this analysis. This suggests that organizations either chose to ignore it
for strategic reasons or felt it was of little consequence. The lack of attention to
organizational risk appears inconsistent with the magnitude of the change in-
volved in ERP adoption, particularly given the serious outcomes of failed ERP
projects that have been reported from at least as early as 1996 (Bulkeley, 1996).
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The dimensions of Service and Quality are improved service levels, im-
proved access to student information and greater ability to meet regulatory
requirements. Service and Quality relates to the administrative activities of
the organization. The rationale is mainly that savings in administration achieved
from ERP adoption will improve teaching, learning and research outcomes. One
efficiency-related aspect of ERP adoption, presented as a service gain, is the
ability of students to view their results and enrol in courses on-line. Whilst this is
a convenience to students it is also a saving of administrative labour. Pollock
(2003b) writes on this driver for ERP adoption. Instrumental rationality under-
pins rationalizing activity such as this. In addition, aspiration to a higher level of
service is a substantive rationale, as it places value on customer satisfaction.

The dimensions of Vision of Integration are unified and integrated opera-
tions, and teamwork and synergy. The Vision of Integration captures the aspira-
tion of a more cohesive enterprise. Universities want to mould themselves into
more unified entities and they represent the ERP system as a way of drawing the
various units of the university together in order to achieve this. The Vision of
Integration represents an organizational ideal, which ERP adopters have accept-
ed with enthusiasm.

The dimensions of Mandate are use of consultants and senior management
consensus and commitment. The rationales in the Mandate conceptual category
are of a strategic nature. Support from both senior managers and an external
consultant provides strong endorsement to the ERP project.

Image has a single dimension, which is improve external perceptions. This
conceptual category may be more influential than these summary measures
indicate. Enhanced respect and standing may be an unstated justification for
an organization through adopting ERP, because it is aware that ERP adoption is
consonant with the technological values held in society. Strategic rationality
underlies Image.

5.5.5 The People Domain

The People domain depicted in Figure 3 and Table 7 is of limited extent. This
suggests that the interests of people are subordinate to other considerations,
which, in itself, is a significant finding of this study.

4 N
TABLE 5.7 People Domain Conceptual Categories
Conceptual Number of Level of Percentage Rationale
category dimensions agreement reference
Individual benefits 4 10 2.4 Strategic
Collective benefits 2 5 1.8 Strategic, Substantive
Total 6 15 4.2

- J
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Individual Benefits is the most important conceptual category in the People
domain. Professional development, empowerment, job satisfaction, improved
conditions and job security are presented as rationales for ERP adoption. Indi-
vidual Benefits accrue to those involved with installing and operating the new
systems. The acquisition of new skills, greater job satisfaction and empower-
ment are presented as employee benefits of ERP adoption. It is suggested that by
participating in the ERP project or working in areas that make use of new
administrative systems, staff will acquire new skills to enhance employment
prospects or promote job security. It is also suggested that staff empowerment
will result as a consequence of the need for more varied and responsible roles
required in the implementation of revised business processes.

The other conceptual category in the People domain is Collective Benefits,
which applies to those working less closely with the new systems. Increased
resources for activities central to the mission of a university provide a powerful
rationale for ERP adoption for the institution as whole and appeals to a broader
community. It is proposed that a more efficient administrative framework
supported by an ERP system will release people to engage in more interesting
work, more closely related to the core business of the organization. Given the
tendency of large IT projects to exceed cost expectations, and ERP implemen-
tation being larger than most, this prospect is likely to remain unrealized.
There is also the proposition that the ERP system will inspire greater team-
work, which articulates an ideal similar to that found in the Vision of Integra-
tion conceptual category.

The overall significance of this domain may be higher than the model
suggests because of the more direct influence of the rationales in this domain.
For those who feel threatened, the prospect of increased job security as a
consequence of a more effectively operating university provides some reassur-
ance. These arguments are intended to enhance acceptance of the ERP imple-
mentation. Strategic rationality is evident in the Individual Benefits conceptual
category, and substantive and strategic rationality in Collective Benefits.

5.6 REVIEWING THE MODEL

Some major issues are now discussed further. The general principle of rational-
ization is present in the justifications for integrated systems and improved
processes. Integration in all its forms, Improved Information, and Process Im-
provement, account for the majority of all justificatory statements, indicating an
underlying agenda of increased managerial control. This observation moderates
any tendency to view the Technology and Process domains as acting autono-
mously on the Organization domain. Integration, comprising the conceptual
categories in the Technology and Organization domains, is the pre-eminent
rationale presented for ERP adoption. Integration is also identified as an impor-
tant issue in ERP adoption by Ross (1999), Ross, Vitale, & Willcocks (2003),
Alvarez (2000), Alvarez and Urla (2002) and Markus and Tanis (2000). Whilst it
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is evident in this study that integration is regarded as an ideal, Hanseth, Ciborra,
& Braa (2001) puts an opposing view, namely that integration may impede
flexibility and adaptability in an organization. This is because when systems
are integrated, a change in one part of the system requires change to the whole
system. His preference is for loosely coupled software architectures. A difficulty
that the integration move may encounter is in regard to shadow systems. Shadow
systems are a contentious issue in the move to implement ERP systems, as is
evident in the writing of Wagner (2002, p. 433), who reports on an ERP study at a
university where the implementation team ‘at the time of writing ... remain
unable to break the hold of shadow systems’. If shadow systems which have
functionality that is not embedded in the adopted ERP system are eliminated,
some degradation in organizational performance may occur in the short term as
shadow systems are forced out. In the medium term it is likely that new shadow
systems, which are complementary to the ERP solution, will emerge. In fact
Wagner and Newell (2004) report that this phenomenon is already manifesting.
This suggests that shadow systems will remain important as a means of addres-
sing requirements beyond those met by ERP systems.

The issues of accessibility to data and information currency need to be re-
examined in future studies of the post-implementation ERP environment. There
is a need to establish whether ERP systems are able, in practice, to meet the
information requirements of accessibility, flexibility, accuracy, reliability and
completeness claimed for them, and also to ascertain if they are able to adapt to
changed information needs in a way older systems were not. Writers including
Ward (1994), Ward, Taylor, & Bond (1996), Sheppard (1990) and Ballantine and
Stray (1999) have identified process improvement as a motive for investing in
information systems. Process improvement in organizations is a move towards
increased rationalization of operations through introducing efficiencies of var-
ious kinds that reduce costs and simplify work. The underlying rationale of
process improvement is instrumental rationality. IT is the most recent in the line
of technologies that have been used to reduce the manpower component of
processes to make them faster and cheaper to operate (Zuboff, 1988).

In the 1990s the notion of BPR emerged as a new expression of the general
rationalization objective. Whilst BPR was clearly not a totally new idea, it
injected a greater degree of radicalism into the efficiency agenda. Its originators,
Hammer and Champy (1993), advocate a ‘clean slate’ approach, placing the idea
of radical change firmly on the agenda. BPR is revolutionary not evolutionary,
and is, therefore, highly compatible with the ‘ERP revolution’. The ideology of
BPR is relatively undefined, leaving room for ERP vendors to portray ERP
systems as the way to fill the BPR void. As computerized information systems
were integral to the majority of significant business processes by the 1990s, it
seemed impossible to envisage radical change to business processes without a
radical change to the information systems that underpinned those processes.
Davenport and Short (1990), Davenport and Stoddard (1994) and Coleman
(1995) assert that IT is a key enabler of re-engineering. Powell (1995) suggests
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an IT investment may be made to create a suitable climate for change. Bancroft,
Seip, & Sprengel (1997) suggest ERP usually instigates, or is instigated by, BPR.

As an integrated package, an ERP system offers a generic solution to which
an adopting organization must adapt (Davenport, 1998; Pozzebon, 2000, 2001).
The purchaser of a software package such as an ERP system does so in the
knowledge that organizational practices will need to be modified to suit the
package. The idea of conforming to a package appears more acceptable by
presenting this as a move towards the incorporation of ‘best practices’. The
struggle of re-orienting an organizations’ processes to those required by the ERP
package is made more palatable if it is presented as a policy of improvement. It
seems inevitable that there will be clashes between what the package offers and
how the organization would like to conduct business operations. Kien and Soh
(2003), Soh, Sia, Boh, and Tang (2003), Soh and Sia (2004), Pollock (2003a),
Siau and Messersmith (2003), Wagner and Newell (2004) and Scott and Wagner
(2003) all consider the issue of ‘fit’ as it relates to ERP adoption. Pollock (2003a)
illustrates the difficulties of generalizing ERP packages but does not propose
strategies for dealing with misfits. Wagner and Newell (2004) and Scott and
Wagner (2003) also describe issues of misfit and problems caused by inadequa-
cies in the ERP package. Soh stresses the need for early detection of misalign-
ment between organizational practices and package implementations so that
adequate resources can be made available to address them in a timely manner.
Siau and Messersmith (2003) consider the issue of fit, not so much as a threat, but
as an opportunity for staff to be creative in their implementation of ERP. The fact
that these issues of fit are not exposed until implementation may indicate that a
longer and more intensive appraisal of packages of this complexity is warranted,
prior to making a decision to adopt. On the other hand, there is a belief that this
may be an impossible task, as is suggested in the following observation made in
relation to an ERP implementation:

‘The chief executive’s retrospective reflections indicate that the system was of
sufficient size and complexity to make it virtually impossible for decision-makers
to understand the implications for the company. It could not, therefore, be
rationally analyzed or planned.’” (Rose & Pernille, 2002, p. 452)

The maintenance of existing systems is viewed as costly and problematic
whereas vendor-supplied maintenance is seen to contain a secure prospect of
future enhancement at a known cost. In practice, much systems maintenance
reflects changing requirements, and the responsiveness of ERP systems in
dealing with these is, so far, unknown. The onus for maintenance falls on the
ERP vendor, so there is no certainty that the nature and timing of upgrades will
be advantageous to the user. Moreover, failure to keep pace with vendor-supplied
upgrades can result in a loss of vendor support. The inflexibility of legacy
systems is augmented in ERP systems by a new type of inflexibility caused by
the pressure to conform to successive upgrades. The cost of maintenance appears
to be more predictable but it may result in unwanted or belated change. The
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investment decision, in so far as it is reflected in these rationales, illustrates the
complexity of the investment context. There are many underlying themes:
integration, dissatisfaction, improved information access, maintenance, best
practices, modernization, image, similar projects and so on, which make a
formal assessment of the investment context extremely complex. However, in
spite of this complexity, since a formal assessment was presented by one of the
eight universities studied here, it does appear to be possible to perform one.

A number of studies of investment in IT have addressed the issue of the use of
generic financial appraisal techniques. This perspective expresses an econom-
ically rational view of investment, a type of instrumental rationality. However,
findings from a number of studies, Hochstrasser and Griffiths (1991), Farbey,
Land, and Targett (1992), Bacon (1992) and Ballantine, Galliers, and Stray
(1999) suggest that this economically rational approach does not, in practice,
dominate IS/IT investment decisions. Ross et al. (2003, p. 111) report the
‘business cases for the ERP system implementation tended to be vague’ and
Gosain (2004, p. 152) referring to a 2003 article by Umble, Haft and Umble
writes: ‘In spite of the substantial investment and length of time needed to
implement ERP systems, companies have generally proceeded to implement
ERP without a rigorous financial case’. This has been the case in spite of the fact
that the ‘level of investment has the potential to increase the risk position of even
the wealthiest organizations’ (Scott & Wagner, 2003, p. 286). To further illus-
trate this potential outcome, it is reported that one Australian University expe-
rienced severe financial consequences from its failed ERP systems and ‘had
written off its failed computer system after allocating $48.6 million for its
implementation and repair’ (Bucknell, 2003).

An explanation for the relatively minor role played by formal analysis in
many investment decisions is provided by Steiner (1979) who states that the
likelihood of quantitative criteria being employed diminishes as the importance
of an issue rises, and the higher up the organizational hierarchy a decision is
made. Similarly Symons (1990), Hochstrasser and Griffiths (1991), and Powell
(1992) report that the greater the expense and strategic importance of an IS, the
weaker the role of formal evaluation methods. It appears that the more extensive
the scope of the IS/IT investment, the more complex is the task of conducting a
formal analysis and the less convincing are its conclusions. Whilst this finding is
seemingly paradoxical, it emphasizes the difficulty of conducting a formal
analysis in what appears to be the most significant contexts. From a critical
theory perspective this evidence does not indicate the rigorously applied, instru-
mentally rational form of organizational behaviour that the Weberian and Haber-
masian analyses propose.

The importance of legitimacy and trend following, principally discussed in
this chapter in the similar projects sub-category of Business Contingencies, is
also brought out by Gosain (2004), Wagner and Newell (2004) and Scott and
Wagner (2003). Gosain suggests the tendency to follow trends is accentuated by
the complexity of an ERP acquisition, which makes the task of assessing an ERP
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investment too difficult for many organizations. Scott and Wagner (2003) report
that the Vice-President at the university they studied, justified the move to ERP
on the basis of what was happening at other universities. For Iacono and Kling
(2001), the issue of why so many organizations at similar points in time attempt
to implement the same technology is largely unexplained. The reference to
similar projects occurring at other universities suggests that the concept of
mimetic isomorphism (Oliver, 1991) has a strong influence in this ‘ERP revo-
lution’. Tingling and Parent (2002) provide a good explanation for this imitative
behaviour, which seems applicable in the ERP context. Since transitioning from
one technology-based system to another is costly, organizations find security in
the knowledge that they are not isolating themselves. Continued support and
upgrading is more likely to be ensured if many organizations adopt the same
technology. If few organizations adopt the technology, an organization may find
support for the system difficult and costly to acquire. Consequently, the herding
behaviour we perceive in ERP adoption is highly rational in the strategic sense.

The notion that a university believes it can enhance its image by adopting a
particular information technology illustrates the importance of information
technologies in cultural congruence. Compliance with both accepted and emerg-
ing norms of instrumental rationality becomes a way of legitimating planned
activities. Universities use instrumental rationality to legitimate the new ERP
system and, in turn, anticipate that legitimacy will be conferred on them by the
society in which they exist, by demonstrating conformity to these technological
norms.

Pollock (2003b) focuses on the issue of self-service and customer empow-
erment enabled by ERP systems, which, as noted earlier in this chapter, provides
a rationale for cost-cutting enabled by ERP that aligns with consumer prefer-
ences. He also refers to the image and status-conferring aspects of ERP adoption
noted in this chapter in the Image conceptual category. Ross et al. (2003) and
Scott and Wagner (2003) also identify the role of image and status in ERP
adoption.

5.7 CONCLUSION

This study took justifications used by universities for the adoption of an ERP
system as a basis from which to explore issues of communication, rationality,
legitimacy and domination. The ideas of Habermas, who links communication
and rationality, provided a framework for exploring these rationales for ERP
adoption. Whilst Habermas’ thoughts are directed mainly to broad social ques-
tions, we have found his ideas can be applied successfully in this more limited
social context.

Grounded theory was used to develop the major themes presented in this
study. Grounded Theory is a qualitative, investigative approach to research that
endeavours to find the truth through a series of consecutive data collection steps,
and may use a variety of data sources, such as interviews or different types of
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textual materials. The approach is referred to as “grounded theory” because the
investigation produces a theory that is grounded in the data - not one that
precedes the data, which is the case with positivist, quantitative and statistically
based research. Critical theory is non-prescriptive with respect to research
approach or methodology and is weak as regards empirical grounding. Whilst
grounded theory is often employed in interpretive studies, its grounding in data
is a quality that can prove valuable when taking a critical approach. We observed
earlier that grounded theory cannot proceed in a vacuum. The same might also be
said of critical social theory, for evidently it requires a society or social practice
to criticize. As demonstrated in this study, grounding in data provides a basis
from which a critical social theory approach can be pursued.

The commonalities in the justifications that enabled the development of the
model, lead us to conclude that the rationales and the themes that underpin them
provide an insight into broadly held attitudes towards the deployment of infor-
mation technology in administrative settings. Other writers in the information
systems field who have taken a critical stance have also explored the issue of the
rationalities that underlie the deployment of IT and have reached conclusions
similar to ours. This further illustrates the usefulness and importance of ratio-
nality to the critical social theory approaches. In addition, the rationales that
accompanied the introduction of new ERP systems presented an opportunity to
examine the underlying values held by these organizations. Although this study
is limited to universities, the cultural values they reveal are likely to correspond
to those of the societies from which they are drawn.

Instrumental rationality is strongly evident in justifications based on im-
proved technologies, processes and information in the Technology and Pro-
cess domains. The predominance of technical rationale suggests that the
ideals of instrumental rationality are deeply entrenched. We suggest that
although instrumental rationality underlies ERP adoption, it is more a value
than an expression of the calculation and comparison of means. Organizations
claim that ERP systems will enable various efficiencies but the lack of pre-
cision to these statements renders them more as assumptions than clear
expectations. Along with Wagner and Newell (2004) and Gosain (2004) we
consider that instrumental rationality is an inadequate explanation for the
adoption of new technologies, as in this study we have identified multiple
rationality types underlying ERP deployment. Technology has become part of
the social value system and, as this study confirms, its deployment is based on
a substantive or value rationality, which has emerged from origins in instru-
mental rationality. As mentioned earlier, Avgerou and McGrath (2005) have
also noted this tendency. We have suggested in this chapter that instrumental
rationality can reflect substantive rationality. Gosain, (2004, p. 174) expresses
a similar view:

‘As the decisions around enterprise systems implementations become typified or

de-personalized, procedures devised for instrumental value may become valued

ends in themselves as a standardized organizational response’.
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The substantive value of technology detected here is evidence that the life-world
has been further colonized by technology as suggested by Habermas. The
privileging of technology over people, also evident in the writing of Zuboff
(1988) and Brooke (2001), is an issue that deserves further critical reflection.
The value placed on technology is partly for efficiency reasons (the instrumental
rationales), partly because technology is valued intrinsically by western socie-
ties, and partly because it appears to satisfy the aspirations for increased man-
agerial control. Strategic rationality plays an important role in ERP justification
because of the need to form favourable attitudes towards ERP adoption and,
thereby, create a climate favourable to implementation. Communicating in ways
intended to influence others towards the acceptance of a desired outcome is what
Habermas calls strategic rationality. Strategic rationality may also be discerned
in justifications based upon the actions of others, evident here in the trend-
following rationales. The extent to which these rationales exhibit communica-
tive rationality, the type of rationality which is, perhaps, Habermas’ most well
known contribution in the field of communication, is not explored here. Whether
communicative rationality was exercised in the ERP adoption decision, as
opposed to the rationale for the decision, was beyond the scope of this study.
We were also interested in exploring the aspect of domination and emancipation,
another key area of interest for critical theorists. In the context we studied, the
issues of domination and emancipation were examined by exploring how the
introduction of an extensive technological system for administration is presented
in relation to the people who are affected by it.

We are now able to comment on indications of domination by comparing
the relative size of the domains. Using this measure we can observe that
issues relating to people are of lesser importance than those from the Tech-
nology, Process and Organization domains. People appear as objects to be
influenced by the application of strategic rationality both within and beyond
the People domain. Emancipation is the converse of domination and implies
release from it. A barrier to emancipation would seem to be the general
support of the rationalizing and technology agendas which, as we have seen,
are used to legitimize ERP adoption, thus indicating its social acceptance.
This conclusion emphasizes, as others have noted, how difficult it is in many
contexts to identify what actually constitutes domination and, therefore,
emancipation.

In the university context in which this research was situated, this apparent
dominance of Technology and Process would seem to pose a threat to both the
values and aspirations of the organization, (namely the knowledge creation,
teaching and research objectives) and the people who work in them. Only a
minimal impact on organizational performance in these key areas appears to be
anticipated as a consequence of ERP adoption. This is emphasized by the
relatively scant references to the core activities of universities, which are teach-
ing and research. The impact of ERPs on the mission of organizations, therefore,
deserves continued examination.
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, we link two traditions of scholarship in information systems
(IS) — Habermasian critical theory and critical discourse analysis. These are
applied to a critique of public discourses about technology. Building on
institutional theory, we suggest that distortions in technology discourse
can significantly affect organizational decision-making processes. Haber-
mas’ notion of communicative rationality provides a normative framework
for analysis. We review current approaches to discourse analysis and ways in
which the validity claims can frame discourse analysis in a way that is both
theoretically sound and empirically grounded. This chapter responds to some
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of the criticisms that have been levelled at IS research based on critical
theory (Klein, 1999)."

Our motivation for investigating media discourses about technology stems
from the observation that there is often a gap between the promise of technology
and the reality it delivers. In spite of the dominant notions of systematic analysis
and design, many technology developers and adopters do not appear to behave
‘rationally’. There have been debates concerning ‘the productivity paradox’ in
which scholars have questioned if investments in technology ‘for competitive
advantage’ have actually delivered on their promise. Studies in behavioural
finance have shown a gap between the models of rational investors and actual
investor behaviour. There is often a gap between the promise and the reality, and
much has been written about the failure of ‘hyped’ technologies such as ERP to
produce the benefits that justified their excessive costs. The consulting firm
Gartner Group has coined the term ‘hype cycle’ to describe the pattern of
escalating enthusiasm about new technologies from the ‘peak of inflated expec-
tations’ to the ‘trough of disillusionment’ tapering off into the ‘plateau of
productivity’ (cited in le Roux, 2002).

Abrahamson (1996) and others have documented the process through which
a promising new idea rapidly becomes fashionable through ‘excessive optimism,
aggressive marketing, media hype and popularization by gurus’. Scholars have
explored the rise and fall of management fashions through media analysis and
have examined the cycle of the fashions and the patterns within those cycles
(Abrahamson, 1996; Eccles, Nohria, & Berkley, 1992). Benders and van Veen
(2001, p. 33) proposed that management fashions are best conceptualized as ‘the
production and consumption of temporarily intensive management discourse,
and the organizational changes induced by and associated with this discourse’.
Several studies have explored the ‘guru industry’ and cycles of management
fashions with respect to issues such as ‘culture’, ‘excellence’, ‘total quality
management’, ‘empowerment’, ‘business process reengineering’, ‘downsizing’,
‘knowledge work’, and ‘globalization’ (Collins, 2000; Furusten, 1995; Jackson,
2001).

‘Rhetorical recycling’ may add value by enabling proven methods to be
reintroduced repeatedly as if they were innovations (Eccles et al., 1992). When
best-selling books, business magazines, business sections of daily papers, cor-
porate newsletters, etc. reinforce a specific management approach such as
‘business process reengineering’ or ‘total quality management’” (TQM),
‘empowerment’ or ‘effectiveness’ or ‘the learning organization’, they turn tech-
nical concepts and methods into rhetorical tools (Collins, 2000; Jackson, 2001).
Certainly some scholars (Drury & Farhoomand, 1999) have noted the vital
importance of marketing in the transfer and commercialization of technology.

1. thanks to our research assistants Sara Rodrigues, Eva Nesselroth, Ravindra Mohabeer and
Rashaad Bhamjee.
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However, technology fads and fashions may have substantial implications
in terms of long-term investments of private and public money. While we
accept that technology is, in large part, socially constructed and that tech-
nology decisions are influenced by institutional environments, we believe
that technology decision making should still be as reasonable as possible
(Abell, 1991). One way to improve the reasonableness of decision making is
to gain a better understanding of the limits to rationality that may be imposed
by an institutional environment. Discourse is an important part of the insti-
tutional environment of organization and, as such, analysing institutional
discourse offers a means of revealing societal norms, and making explicit
the implicit assumptions about the nature of the institutional environment.
Our interest in developing a method for critical analysis of public discourses
about IT stems from an understanding that such discourses have a powerful
influence on the trajectory of information technology and its impact on all
levels of society. Through texts, social identities, social relations and systems
of knowledge and beliefs are simultaneously constituted in ways that either
reproduce/reinforce prevailing patterns or create pressures to transform them.
Calling attention to what has been obscured or invisible in previous texts
resists, destabilizes and helps transform prevailing social practice (Fletcher,
1998). As critical social theorists, we are interested in finding ways to
conduct empirically grounded analyses of channels of public communication
and debate about IT. Here, we focus specifically on discourse in the media,
which is an important carrier of popular discourses but also incorporates
political, practical and academic discourses. We provide some anecdotal
evidence concerning the role of various actors in the production and repro-
duction of the discourse.

There is a tradition of critical IS research framed in Habermasian commu-
nicative rationality (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2001) which has been used to explore
how technology impacts communicative ethics or how communicative ethics
can be applied to improve IS development. However, research on exploring ways
in which Habermas can inform the analysis of discourse about technology is
limited. In spite of the long tradition of technology criticism which focuses
attention on the construction of reality, there has been limited attention to the
media discourses which, as noted above, frame technology decision making in
organizations. In this chapter, while we do not specifically examine the impact of
media discourse on technology decision making, we argue, based on previous
research on institutional behaviour, that distortions in media discourse may
promote decisions which are not ‘rational’. Our goal is to link two traditions
of scholarship in information systems — critical discourse analysis and critical
theory in the Habermasian tradition — and to extend its reach to the critique of
public discourses about technology. We explicate techniques for CDA based on
Habermas’ validity claims and focus on the macro- and institutional-level dis-
courses that reflect deeper social and political processes and provide a context
for technology decision making.
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This chapter is divided into four parts and proposes an approach to an
empirically grounded analysis of channels of public communication and debate
about IT. First, we review current approaches to discourse analysis and their
application in IS research. In the second section, we examine how Habermas’
validity claims can frame discourse analysis. In the third section, we outline our
methodology for case studies on media discourses which concern e-learning. We
then consider the overall shape of the discourse through citation analysis and
conduct a detailed examination of some of the content of the discourse using
Habermasian validity claims.

6.2 DIVERSITY IN APPROACHES TO DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

‘Discourse’ refers to the institutionalized language codes or ‘talk’ for articulat-
ing the social construction of reality. The discourses that we are interested in
here are the ‘talk’ about information technology, which represent ‘institution-
alized forms of conversation’ that mirror dominant power relations and ideology
(Parker, 1992) and shape the way technology is understood and enacted
(Feldman & March, 1981). Discourse is one of the principal ways in which
reality is socially constructed.

Discourse analysis has long been the subject of scholars in sociology, psy-
chology and cultural studies (see for example, Fairclough, 1995; Fiske, 1982;
Hansen, Cottle, Negrine, & Newbold, 1998; Hirsch, 1986; Inglis, 1990; Jensen
& Jankowski, 1991; Van Dijk, 1991; Wodak, 1989) and has more recently
become a subject of interest in the management of IS (see for example
Chiapello & Fairclough, 2002; Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2001; Cecez-Kecmanovic
& Janson, 1999; Cecez-Kecmanovic, Janson, & Brown, 2002; Thomas, 2003).
Some IS scholars have looked at the development and diffusion of information
technologies throughout organizations and society. They often examine the
relationship between IS and the organizations and societies within which they
are embedded (Howcroft & Trauth, 2005) but the link between societal discourse
and organizational behaviours has been largely unexamined.

There have been attempts to categorize approaches to discourse analysis
using the concept of ‘paradigms’ (e.g., Heracleous & Barrett, 2001; Philips &
Hardy, 2002). Existing typologies of discourse analysis distinguish, among other
things, interpretative approaches from critical discourse analysis. Slembrouck
(2001), for example, explores many of the tensions which surround critical
discourse analysis in linguistics and the challenges to ‘descriptivism’ which,
he argues, was seen as serving the status quo.

Discourse analysis is often undertaken from an ‘interpretative’ stance and is
focused on ‘reading’ texts, artefacts or practices in order to understand their
social construction. Interpretative approaches, for the most part, are grounded in
the notion that reality is socially constructed, and as such draw on a wide range of
philosophical and linguistic theories of language and approaches to reading
‘texts’ (which can include the written word or social practices). A number of
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scholars have applied these approaches to ‘reading’ organizational texts
(Boland, 1991; Lee, 1994), to analysing metaphor or genre (Orlikowski &
Yates, 1994) or deconstruction (Caldas & Smircich, 1991). These are modes of
address that imply specific social uses of communication in relation to particular
political and cultural practices (Jensen, 1991). According to Burrell and
Morgan’s (1979) framework for paradigm analysis, the interpretative paradigm
is subjective and focuses on examining the status quo rather than effecting
change.

Phenomenological methods examine lived experience, interpretations and
understanding in order to explore the way in which social practices are con-
structed through language, signs and metaphors. The ‘interpretative’ approach
can be identified in studies that draw on phenomenological or hermeneutic
traditions. As such:

the act of interpretation may be thought of as a phenomenological reduction,
extracting a textual essence, the steps of the reduction are not made explicit.
(Jensen, 1991, p. 31)

Ricoeur (1976) attempted to differentiate semiotic from semantic
approaches, analysing language as discourse by focusing, not just on significa-
tion, but, on meaning as well. Hermeneutic approaches have also been applied in
management studies (Boland, 1991; Lee, 1994). The analysis of genre, narrative
and interpretive repertoires are yet another approach to analysing discourses
(Orlikowski & Yates, 1994). These are modes of address that imply specific
social uses of communication in relation to particular political and cultural
practices, and, as Jensen suggests, ‘define subjectivity in collective rather than
individual terms’ (Jensen, 1991, p. 43).

The more formalist approaches associated with semiotics purport to study
the formal ‘objective’ aspects of signs (Jensen, 1991, p. 19). Semiotic
approaches focus on the analysis of language, signs and sense-making without
supposing that they are related to an objective reality. This tradition is well
established in communications scholarship (Fiske, 1982). For example, Barthes
stresses the importance of understanding connotative as well as denotative
meanings of signs, arguing that connotation is the principal way in which mass
media communicates ideological meaning (as cited in Seiter, 1999) an approach
which has been applied to ‘reading’ visual as well as textual media
(Hansen et al., 1998). Notably, Levi-Strauss used linguistic structural analysis
to examine complex relationships in society (as cited in Berger & Bradac, 1982).
Deconstruction, for example, is another technique which examines generic
elements and conventions by taking them out of their original context in order
to expose them. Based on Derrida’s notion (1982) of différance, in which the
meaning of a sign is dependent on its opposite, deconstruction has been applied
to a wide range of contexts (e.g., Calas & Smircich, 1991). While this technique
provides interesting useful insights, it can create a cycle of deconstructing the
deconstruction, which is difficult to apply to improve practice.
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Foucauldian analysis in some ways defies simple categorization. To Fou-
cault, ‘discourse’ is defined as a combination of text, artefact and social practice
which reflects and reinforces power structures in a particular context. He exam-
ined the discourses of systems of punishment, medicine, institutions and rou-
tines in order to expose the underlying political structures which construct them
(Foucault, 1971, 1979, 1980). A Foucauldian analysis of social and cultural
practices is inherently political. It asks who does the speaking, what are the
positions and viewpoints from which they speak, which institutions prompt
people to speak on what subjects and which institutions publicize the things
that are said? It also examines how one discourse connects to other discourses
and how a discourse allows dominant groups to tell their stories while silencing
the discourse of others (Parker, 1992). Although it is often defined as a ‘critical’
approach to discourse analysis because of its interest in power, the epistemology
underlying Foucault’s approach leaves little room for normative or ethical
analysis (Inglis, 1990).

The Marxist tradition focuses on exploring the underlying superstructures
reflected (or obscured) in discourse. Mainstream culture, like religion, is viewed
as the opiate of the masses, and is used to suppress consciousness. Feminist
scholars have also applied critical discourse analysis to reveal the systemic
biases in the portrayal of women managers in media. Fondas (1997), for exam-
ple, undertook a feminist analysis of management writings. Krefting (2001)
analysed the portrayal of women executives in mass media. Generally, the
approach to discourse associated with Marxist scholars from the Frankfurt
school is ‘critique’, the reading of texts, artefacts or social practices to reveal
underlying ideology (Hardt, 1992). For Kracaueur (as cited in Larsen, 1991),
qualitative content analysis is synonymous with exegesis.

Even while media texts are thought of as complex and indeterminate, they are
also said to be historically determined to the extent that they express the general
ideological trends (zeitgeist) of a given period, which minimizes the danger of
‘subjective’ interpretations. Crucially, following the knowledge interests of the
Frankfurt School, the deciphering of latent meanings through qualitative content
analysis implies a deconstruction of ideology and critique of its social origins
(Larsen, 1991, p. 123).

Critical discourse analysis (1) exposes the deep structures which underlie
discourse, particularly power structures; (2) is grounded in normative or ethical
standards (Fairclough, 1995); and (3) has an emancipatory interest (Brooke,
2002). ‘Critical [discourse] analysis cannot remain indifferent to questions of
truth, be it a matter of omissions or falsifications for persuasive purposes’
(Fairclough, 1995, p. 18). Critical discourse analysis is a particular epistemo-
logical orientation to discourse and tends to be associated with a qualitative
‘reading’ or analysis of artefacts (Fairclough, 1995).

While many researchers (Hardy, 2001; Slembrouck, 2001) suggest that
theory which underpins critical discourse analysis is broad and can include
Marx, Gramsci, Baudrillard, Bernstein, Bourdieu, Giddens, Habermas, Harvey,
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4 N\
TABLE 6.1 Communications Research Paradigms
Epistemology Assumption Question Examples of
regarding texts theory
Interpretive Socially constructed How is meaning Derrida, Barthes

constructed through
signs and language?
Functionalist Manifest meanings ~ What is the Chicago School
measurable content
of communications?
Radical structuralist Discourse reflects What economic and  Frankfurt School,

economic and political interests Adorno, Marcuse
ideological underlie
structures communications?
Radical humanist Discourse should Use power of reason Habermas
satisfy the four to expose
validity claims distortions and
emancipate,
\§ J

etc., we suggest that there are significant differences in the implications of these
theoretical approaches and that Habermas provides a unique conceptual frame-
work. Following Burrell and Morgan (1979), we would differentiate between
approaches which rely on structural change — radical structuralism — from those
that are based in radical humanism which allows for individual human agency
(see Table 6.1). While radical humanism focuses, like radical structuralism, on
effecting change, its means are different. The change envisaged can occur at the
individual level with enlightenment and emancipation as the path. Habermas’
(1981) emphasis on the emancipatory power of reason distinguishes him from
neo-Marxists. He also explicitly distanced himself from Foucault. Specifically,
the epistemology underlying Foucault’s approach leaves little room for norma-
tive or ethical standards (Inglis, 1990). Habermas has criticized these
approaches as ‘presentistic, relativistic and cryptonormative’ (Habermas,
1985, p. 324).

Habermas’ theory of communicative action offers a strong and unique con-
ceptual framework for understanding communications distortions and for im-
proving practice (Forester, 1983). The theory of communicative action and the
concept of communicative rationality in particular (Habermas, 1981) can be
seen as the ‘technical’ centrepiece of the comprehensive ‘critical social theory’
laid out in Habermas’ oeuvre.” From an analysis of the formal pragmatics of
speech acts — ‘a rational reconstruction of individual, highly idealised speech
acts’ (Habermas, 1981, p. 440) — Habermas derives universal conditions of

2. anintroduction to early Habermas please see McCarthy (1978); for a recent treatment with specific
attention to IS see Klein and Huynh (2004).
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communicative action. In order to study empirical pragmatics these idealiza-
tions must be relaxed in a controlled fashion (Habermas, 1981, p. 441). It is this
challenge — moving from formal to empirical pragmatics, from universal prin-
ciples of discourse to tools for discourse analysis — that is addressed in this
chapter. Generally, the approach to discourse associated with the Frankfurt
School is ‘critique’, the reading of texts, artefacts or social practices to reveal
underlying ideology (Hardt, 1992; Horkheimer, 1937, 1947). While we do not
suggest that empirically based work is preferable to theoretically based work, we
propose that an approach to discourse analysis framed by Habermasian com-
municative rationality is both theoretically sound and empirically based.

6.2.1 Levels of Discourse Analysis: Macro, Meso and Micro

Discourse operates at different levels. Slembrouck (2001) suggests that there are
different ‘strata’ of discourse analysis: micro (text in situation), meso (institu-
tional) and macro (socio-cultural). A review of management and IS literature
suggests that most of the work to date has been at the micro-level and focuses on
discourses within organizations (Alvesson, 2000; Czarniawska-Joerges &
Joerges, 1988; Doolin, 2003; Drake, Yuthas, & Dillard, 2000; Fairclough,
2005; Grant, Keenoy, & Oswick, 2001; Hardy, 2001; Kets de Vries & Miller,
1987; Philips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004). Researchers have also conducted
discourse analyses at the organizational level, specifically focusing on informa-
tion technology. For example, Robey and Markus (1984) suggest that elements
of the systems design process can be interpreted as rituals that enable actors to
appear overtly rational while negotiating to achieve their private interests.
Orlikowski and Yates (1994) examined genre repertoires in organizational com-
munications, and Paivarinta (2001) applied the concept of genre to critical IS
development. Murray (1991) examined discourses of power among IS specia-
lists. Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (1994) examined the discourse reflected in
information technology consultancy reports. Also, Heracleous and Hendry
(2000) have examined discourse and the study of organizations. Heracleous
(2001, 2004, 2006) has also examined organizational change as discourse,
organizational discourse as symbolic action as well as analysed dominant,
strategic and marginalized discourses in organizations. Others have applied
hermeneutic analysis to aspects of technology discourse (e.g., Boland, 1985,
1991; Boland & Day, 1989; Butler, 1998; Gopal & Prasad, 2000; Myers, 1995).

Social sciences researchers have generally focused on macro-level dis-
courses, particularly on the role of media in shaping perceptions of social reality
(Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948; Lippmann, 1992; McLuhan & Fiore, 1968), as well
as the structural forces shaping discourse (Chomsky, 1989; Foucault, 1980).
There is also a well-established tradition in the social sciences of exposing the
broad societal discourses which surround technology. For example, Ellul (1977)
and Winner (1986) have examined aspects of the technological imperative which
has enveloped society and suppressed technology criticism. Ellul (1977, p. 325)
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argued that ‘the human being who uses technology today is by that very fact the
human being who serves it’. Nardi and O’Day (1999) examined ‘the rhetoric of
inevitability’, a language which represents technological change as unstoppable
and unavoidable (Postman, 1992; Rose, 2003; Stoll, 1995).

While the relevance of media discourse as part of an organization’s institu-
tional environment has, with varying degrees of explicitness, been acknowl-
edged in the organization theory literature (e.g., DiMaggio & Powell, 1984;
Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Scott, 1983) the analysis of macro-level
discourse has not received much attention. The role of media discourse in the
diffusion of management knowledge has been examined by Clegg and Palmer
(1996) as well as by Alvarez (1996). The popularization of entrepreneurial ideas
not only involves intellectual merits, but also political, social and ideological
positions and dispositions. Abrahamson (1996, 2001) and others (e.g., Furusten,
1995; Kieser, 1997) examined the role of management fads and fashions and
their influence on uninformed or irrational organizational decision making. In
the information technology literature, societal discourses are seldom considered.

An understanding of macro-level (societal) discourse, as reflected in the
media, is important to the study of IS as it forms part of the institutional environ-
ment of organizations and organizational decision-making. While media do not
create attitudes and behaviours in a direct cause-and-effect manner, but media can
set the agenda for what the public thinks is important. As such, it is likely that the
more attention a particular phenomenon receives in the news media, the more
likely it will be perceived by the public as important (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).
Media discourse influences organizational action in two different yet related
ways. First, decision making involves ‘sense making’. It is an act of interpretation
rather than a choice between ex ante given alternatives (Weick, 1969, 1995). The
language decision makers use to frame their reasoning and its outcomes is not
neutral to the content of decision making, but inevitably reflects collective expe-
rience, shared purposes and previous choices made by the members of a specific
(sub)culture. Discourse enters decision making through taken-for-granted
assumptions that, while unnoticed, shape the outcome in powerful ways. The
second type of impact of macro-level discourse on organizational decision making
stems from organizations’ tendencies to conform to their institutional environ-
ments (DiMaggio & Powell, 1984; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Discourse mirrors the
views perceived as commonly held, and therefore it is the centre towards which
conformity gravitates. An idea perceived as shared by the majority becomes
influential regardless of its merits. Public opinion can come to represent a kind
of social consensus, silencing those outside the consensus (Cantril, 1991; Herbst,
1993; Noelle-Neumann, 1994). The perception of an idea as mainstream (e.g. as a
result of repeated expression of this idea through a variety of media channels)
endows it with normative power. Weick (1969, 1995) notes that decision making
involves ‘sense making’; it is an act of interpretation rather than a choice between
alternatives. The language decision makers use to frame their reasoning and its
outcomes is not neutral; it inevitably reflects collective experience, shared
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purposes and previous choices made by the members of a specific (sub)culture. As
Attewell and Rule (1984, p. 1190) note ‘[al]though planners may believe they are
acting rationally in adopting new technologies, their decisions actually reflect a
pervasive mystique that what can be developed, must be developed’. Macro-level
discourse also partially establishes the institutional environment of organizations
and, in turn, shapes the tendencies of managers to conform to their institutional
environments (DiMaggio & Powell, 1984; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).

While the relationship between the media and audiences is complex, recent
research suggests that even though audiences are not passive receptors of ideas,
media has a series of small effects which, in aggregate, have significant influ-
ence. Agenda setting, framing, priming, demobilization and partisan reinforce-
ment all affect sense making (Davis, 2006). Scholars examining financial
markets have documented ‘thought contagion’ and ‘herding behaviours’
(Lynch, 2000) which reflect institutional isomorphism and show the link be-
tween the media and the perceptions and behaviours of investors (Valliere &
Peterson, 2004; Wheale & Amin, 2003). Consequently media discourse is an
important subject of enquiry.

6.3 HABERMASIAN VALIDITY CLAIMS AND DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS

Habermas (1981) maintains that communicative action, in general, achieves
higher levels of rationality than strategic action because it reaps the full potential
of rational argumentation. With the dissolution of a theologically founded form
of substantive ethics, a new form of secular, procedural morality emerges ‘based
on moral agreement that expresses in rational form what was always intended in
the symbolism of the holy’ (Habermas as cited in Cannon, 2001, p. 101). The
basis of this morality is communicative ethics, which involves procedural ethics
concerning how speakers participate in the discourse. ‘Discourse ethics’, as
advocated by Apel (1995), asserts that morality is grounded in a pattern inherent
in mutual understanding based on language. This position avoids relativism by
invoking a standard for communication which is universal and unconditional
(Cannon, 2001) yet at the same time dynamic and grounded in the social world
(Duquenoy, Thimbleby, & Torrance, 1998). If this ethical standard for rationality
is met, then the result is comprehension, trust, knowledge and consent; by
contrast, standard violations result in systematically distorted communication,
which, in turn, lead to misrepresentation, confusion, false assurances and ille-
gitimacy.

6.3.1 Applying Habermasian Validity Claims to Textual Analysis

Habermas’ theory of communicative action provides a strong conceptual basis
for assessing the (communicative) rationality of societal and organizational
discourses. Difficulties in linking ‘discourse ethics’ with practical concerns have
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been explored (e.g., Blaug, 1999; Cannon, 2001). However, Habermasian com-
municative rationality has evolved as the foundation of a significant body of IS
research that is critical of the currently dominant functionalist and rational-
choice approaches to system development. For instance, IS development meth-
odologies based on the principles of ideal speech treat systems analysis and
design as a communication and learning process. In order to achieve emanci-
patory rationality, these methodologies focus on diagnosing distorting tenden-
cies in communication (e.g., Klein & Hirschheim, 1993; Lyytinen & Klein,
1985; Ngwenyama, 1991; Paivarinta, 2001; Ulrich, 2001). Ngwenyama and
Lee (1997) studied the managerial use of e-mail within a company applying
Habermasian validity claims to e-mail messages. Truex and Klein (1991) outline
an interpretation of IS as formalized language games based on Habermas.
Cecez-Kecmanovic (2001) discusses how communicative practices embedded
in public discourse via computer-mediated communication influence the ratio-
nalization of organizational processes. Finally, Stahl (2003) examines the im-
pact of computers on discourse using Habermas’ theories.

While the application of the standard of communicative rationality has been
discussed in the context of IS development, it has not been applied to public
discourses about information technologies. Drawing upon Forester (1983, 1989)
we propose an approach to Critical Discourse Analysis which is grounded in
Habermasian validity claims (see Table 6.2). Forester (1983, p. 236) suggests
that Habermas’ theory of communicative action allows for (1) empirical analysis
of communicative interaction and structural settings; (2) interpretive analysis of
meaning; and (3) normative analysis of systemic distortion and violation of the
free discourse of humans implicit in the most ordinary communications. Writing
about urban planning, Forester (1989) maintains that exposing dominant ‘ide-
ologies’ and power structures to the standards of ‘rational’ discourse may pro-
vide a means of reducing their influence on decision making, thereby
‘undistorting’ communications and improving the human condition. However,
to our knowledge, no such efforts have been made thus far to apply communi-
cative rationality to the textual analysis.

To assess the communicative rationality of media discourse about technol-
ogy, we develop a series of questions that facilitate the identification of claims to
truth, sincerity, legitimacy and clarity in published texts. These questions form
the basis of a coding scheme to identify the elements of ideal speech acts present
in the discourse. Through a careful analysis of the texts, using a combination of
quantitative and qualitative techniques, we provide a concise assessment of the
speech elements associated with each claim. Subsequent analysis allows for
considerations of communication distortions by examining the instances where
the ideal speech situation is not realized. Our focus is on understanding the
overall patterns of communicative rationality in the discourse, rather than on
detailed analyses of specific passages.

Truth claims are assessed by examining the degree to which claims made
in the texts are correctly linked to accurate, relevant facts about the objective
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/ R
TABLE 6.2 Approaches to Discourse and Textual Analysis
Approach to textual Focus Examples of
analysis applications
Semiotics Signs and signification Hansen et al., 1998;
Seiter, 1999
Deconstruction Meaning is derived from Calas & Smircich, 1991;

‘difference’ sign and its opposite. Bowring, 2000
Focus on gaps and silences to
expose hidden structures

Interpretative reading or  Exegesis of underlying meaning; Boland, 1989, 1991;

hermeneutic analysis explication of world-views, Fondas, 1997
analysis of metaphor, narrative,
genre
Foucauldian genealogical How language and social practices Townley, 1993
analysis create power and limit knowledge
Content analysis Measure frequency of terms Gerbner, 1977; Herman
& Chomsky, 1988
Citation analysis Measure frequency of citations Abrahamson, 1996, 2001

Critical discourse analysis Make explicit what is implicit in  Fairclough, 1995;
the text or cultural practice in order Krefting, 2001;
to expose the underlying ideology Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997
and ways in which it reinforces
social, political and economic
superstructures

world. As this correspondence cannot be observed directly, it needs to be
judged indirectly, based on the information provided in the sampled texts. In
particular, we examine whether or not referenced facts are consistent across
articles and we apply Michalos’ (1986) tests to examine the logical consis-
tency of arguments. Our reading of the texts is guided by the following
questions: Have the claims been stated unambiguously (i.e., are issues and
options clearly defined)? What evidence has been provided to support these
arguments? Has reasoning been provided that leads from the data (observa-
tions) to the conclusion (claim)? Have alternative lines of reasoning and
explanation been explored, and if so, what were the results? Or, by contrast,
has information been distorted or omitted, and were (ideological) claims left
unexamined?

Sincerity claims are examined through the analysis of the rhetorical devices
used. As Habermas (1981) notes, intentions cannot be observed directly. Hence,
sincerity must be assessed based on indirect observation to assess whether or not
what is said is consistent with sow it is said. In textual analysis, this corresponds
to examining the consistency between denotation and connotation. Analysing
the choice of connotative vocabulary used in the texts may reveal nuances not
apparent on a cursory reading. ‘Stylistic choices also have clear social and
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ideological implications, because they often signal opinions of the reporter
about news actors and news events as well as properties of the social and
communicative situation’ which are not directly expressed (Van Dijk, 1991, p.
116). Metaphors have a subtle and often unexamined impact on understanding.
‘Metaphor permeates all discourse, ordinary and special, and we should have a
hard time finding a purely literal paragraph anywhere’ (Goodman as cited in
Sterman & Wittenberg, 1999, p. 324). Metaphor involves a ‘transfer of scheme’
from one area to another, and metaphors filter reality. ‘Yet metaphors are
imperfect models, and if pushed too hard crack and fail’ (Goodman cited in
Streman and Wittenberg, 1999, p. 324). In the context of innovations, metaphors
can mark a ’departure from sense-making* (Ramiller, 2001, p. 133).

The sincerity claims can help identify instances in which the use of conno-
tative language can influence interpretation or understanding of the text in ways
that defeat its content, thereby (consciously or not) promoting a hidden agenda.
We pay particular attention to three aspects: emotionally charged adjectives and
nouns, and metaphors that might suppress understanding or create false assur-
ances. Our reading of the text is guided by the following questions: Is what is
stated consistent with what is assumed or implied in the discourse? Are the tone
and the emotional colouring of the text in accordance with its content?

The claim to legitimacy links communicative rationality to the normative
standards of the community in which a speech act is embedded. Applying this
claim to textual analysis, we focus on identifying textual elements that indi-
cate general participation in the discourse. The right to participate, and, in
particular, the right to speak and be listened to, are pre-conditions to commu-
nicative rationality and, in turn, to democracy and justice (Habermas, 1991;
Apel, 1973). Hence, in the interest of preserving Habermas’ spirit of univer-
sality (Habermas, 1976) and of achieving greater future generalisability of our
methodology, we choose participation (i.e., inclusion/exclusion, voice/si-
lence) as the focus of our examination of legitimacy. The claim to legitimacy
reflects the right of all stakeholders to speak out and put their arguments
forward, which coincides with the right of the readers to hear and gain
knowledge of all perspectives and arguments involved in order to arrive at
their own informed judgement. The following questions guide our reading of
the text: Who speaks? To whom is legitimacy accorded? Who is considered an
expert, and on what basis? How were decisions legitimized? Once these
questions are answered, it is then possible to consider questions of absence,
including which groups and viewpoints are marginalized or excluded from the
discourse. What is missing or suppressed?

The theoretical status of the clarity claim differs from the other validity
claims, which refer to the pragmatic dimension of language. Clarity and com-
prehensibility of codes must not be taken for granted. Questions that guide the
assessment of the claim to clarity and comprehensibility are: Is what is said or
written audible or legible, respectively? Is the text grammatically correct, and is
the usage of terms in accordance with common practice within the respective



I 146 Critical IS Empirical Studies

community? Is the terminology familiar to the audience (i.e., restricted to shared
meaning)?

6.4 METHODS IN ACTION

Our study explores technology fads and fashions through citation analysis and
discourse analysis of ‘e-learning’. This term is widely used in the media and is
consistent with what Fairclough (1995) refers to as changes in discursive pat-
terns. In post-secondary institutions, a range of technologies is used to support
learning, including electronic mail, presentation systems, multimedia and com-
puter-based applications, audio and video-conferencing, and Web-based appli-
cations (Bates, 2000). Although much has been written on the benefits of these
technologies (e.g., improved learning, reduced costs, and improved access), the
empirical evidence to support such claims is mixed and the outcomes seem to be
tied to particular applications. Yet, despite the lack of clear evidence demon-
strating the value of adopting technology to support learning, use of and expen-
diture on, learning technology in the higher educational sector continues to
increase (Green, 2001).

Advocates of technology in education maintain that ‘higher education is
becoming part of a knowledge and learning industry in which competition forces
every institution to rethink its products and markets’, and suggest that ‘half of all
of education beyond high school will soon be online’ (Finkelstein, Frances,
Jewett, & Scholz, 2000) Some institutions (e.g., Athabasca University) do offer
a substantial portion of their curriculum entirely online although at most uni-
versities distance-learning activities retain a small proportion of their enrol-
ments (Green, 2001). In addition, a number of universities have established
mandatory requirements for students to acquire laptop computers (Burg &
Thomas, 1998).

Although learning technology was not new (‘telelearning’ had emerged in
the late 1970s and ‘on-line learning’ in the 1980s), the information highway and
e-business boom led to a re-labelling of learning technology as ‘e-learning’ and
an escalation of hype. Advocates of the technology maintained that a revolution
was imminent, claiming: ‘Today’s production and distribution of information
are undermining the traditional flow of information and with it the university
structure, making it ready to collapse in slow motion once alternatives to its
functions become possible’ (Twigg & Miloff, 1998). ‘Higher education is be-
coming part of a ‘knowledge and learning industry’ in which competition forces
every institution to rethink its products and markets.” Some believe that ‘half of
all of education beyond high school will soon be online’ (Finkelstein et al.,
2000). Distance education through e-learning was labelled ‘a killer application’
offering universities competitive advantage (Fornaciari, 1999).

In an environment where learning technology is widely used, those who
resist it are characterized as technophobes or neo-Luddites. These ‘resisters’
warn that ‘digital diploma mills’ might destroy the foundations of education by
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promoting an uncritical or sub-critical ‘corporate agenda’ (Noble, 1998;
Robertson, 1998), but they receive little attention as their resistance is consid-
ered futile in the face of this learning revolution (Oblinger & Rush, 1997). Others
have argued that the benefits of learning technology are overstated and have not
been demonstrated empirically (Feenberg, 1999). Apart from the ‘paucity of
empirical evidence that interactive learning technologies are any more effective
than other instructional approaches’, there are questions about the quality of
much of the research, in part because studies often confound media with meth-
ods (Phipps & Merisotis, 1999; Reeves, 1993, 1998, 1999). Others maintain that
the results achieved by using technology to enhance learning are affected by a
wide range of variables including the type of learning technology, the type of
course, the type of learners, the instructional design, and the nature of support
services (Bates, 2000). Thus, while learning technology may be a useful tool, it
is no panacea. However, as has been noted above, post-secondary institutions
continue to invest in learning technology, even without clear evidence of its
benefits.

The purpose of this research is to explore the shape of media discourse
concerning e-learning, using discourse analysis framed within Habermas’ va-
lidity claims. We are particularly interested in identifying communications
distortions which result from violating these validity claims and that may shape
decision making at the organizational and political levels. We are not interested
in the technologies and their advantages or disadvantages per se but rather how
these are constructed.

For the citation analysis, we used ProQuest, a bibliographic database
which provided us with the data for our period of study (1992-2005). Using
standardized search terms we first conducted a citation analysis to examine
the overall shape of the discourse. We conducted an analysis of selected high-
circulation publications including examples of popular, trade and academic
publications.

Traditionally, critical discourse analysis relies primarily on qualitative
methods. Fairclough notes that ‘Critical discourse analysis is a particular
epistemological orientation to discourse and tends to be associated with a
qualitative ‘reading’ or artefacts’ (1995). Kracauer (in Larsen, 1991) also
insists that a reading of a text necessarily involves an act of interpretation
which, like other readings, is based on specific assumptions to be made
explicit in the reading. However, we find little guidance concerning the
mechanics of conducting the analysis. In fact, one of the major criticisms
levelled at discourse analysis is that it is selective or lacks rigour (Philips &
Hardy, 2002). Following Creswell (1994), we combine qualitative and quan-
titative approaches to textual analysis in a way that reflects Habermasian
principles or the epistemological foundations of critical theory
(Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997). A multi-method approach for certain purposes
is defensible so long as the ‘reflective limits’ of the positivist philosophy of
science are recognized (Habermas, 1988). Different approaches to ‘reading’
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text are not mutually exclusive and applying multiple perspectives to texts
may address the limitations of individual techniques in isolation.

To use the validity claims as the basis for our analysis, we applied a two-stage
coding method. Preliminary coding was conducted to identify texts linked to
validity claims. This coding was based on identifying the speech dimensions that
signify each validity claim, as outlined in Table 6.3. Given the particular interest
in technology decision-making, we placed an emphasis on the reporting of
perceived costs and benefits or advantages and disadvantages. Each article
was coded twice for the following:

1. Statements regarding the advantages and disadvantages of the technology;
2. Terms used to describe the project, such as adjectives, metaphors and other
associative language;

Experts and spokespeople cited in the discussions of technology, etc.;

4. Specialized language or jargon.

w

Texts were read and re-read to refine the categories which emerged. Ulti-
mately, the principal categories were organized around advantages and disad-
vantages, costs and benefits, and positive and negative word associations. Sub-
categories also emerged concerning types of costs and benefits and to whom they
would accrue.

6.5 FINDINGS

The citation analysis shows the overall trends and patterns consistent with other
management fashions. The dot.com bust in 2000 seems to have precipitated a
boom and bust in the discourse as well. While references to the generic ‘instruc-
tional technology’ are relatively flat through the period, references to on-line
learning increase sharply between 1997 and 2005, when they begin to level off.
The overall patterns of media coverage of learning technology are of interest.

6.5.1 E-Learning

The term ‘e-learning’ saw little usage in the media between 1992 and 1999.
Then, suddenly, the term spikes dramatically until 2002 with 1163 occurrences
in the press that year. In 2005, we see that the term ‘e-learning’ soars to new
levels, and this may indicate the institutionalization of the term, where its use has
penetrated popular discourse.

6.5.2 Distance Learning

The term distance learning climbs steadily, peaking in 1999. After 2000, the
term makes a marked decline. This pattern shadows the rise and fall of the dot.
com era, where the crash of online enterprises in 2000 proved that ventures on
the World Wide Web were not fail-safe investments.
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TABLE 6.3 Summary of Validity Claims and Corresponding Speech Dimensions

Validity claim Result Distortion Validity test Speech dimensions
The propositional content of what Truth Misrepresentation Is the evidence and reasoning
is said is factual or true. provided sufficient?
Argumentation
The speaker is honest (or sincere) Sincerity False assurance  Is what is said consistent with how Connotative words; metaphors
in what she says. it is said?
What the speaker says (and hence Legitimacy lllegitimacy Are competing ‘logics’ (e.g., Use of ‘experts’ and
does) is right or appropriate in stakeholders) equally ‘authorities’silences
the light of existing norms or values. represented?
What is said is audible (or legible) Clarity Confusion Is the physical and linguistic Physical representation;syntactic

and intelligible.

embodiment of the message
sufficiently unambiguous?

-

and semantic rules jargon
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FIGURE 6.1 Citation analysis (all ProQuest databases).

6.5.3 Telelearning

The term telelearning marks the earliest rise and fall of all the terms under study.
While used relatively infrequently, its occurrence peaks in 1999 and drops
sharply thereafter, falling into disuse with no occurrences in 2005.

6.5.4 Online Learning

By contrast, the term online learning saw a steady increase in occurrences,
peaking in 2000. From 2000 to 2005, the term has levelled, averaging 335
citations annually for the last 5 years of the study (Figure 6.1).

6.6 ANALYSIS
6.6.1 Truth Claims: Argumentation and Evidence

Truth claims, in which the propositional content is true, are assessed by consid-
ering argumentation and evidence in the discourse. Specific questions that we
applied to understand the truthfulness of the discourse include the following:

What is said about the technology?

Are the issues and options clearly defined?

What costs and benefits have been identified and assessed?

What evidence has been provided to support these arguments?

Has the relevant information been communicated without distortion or
omission? (here, frequencies are of value)

e Are there ideological claims which are unexamined?

The changes heralded with the new technology are far-reaching:
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The sweeping technological advances in learning technologies, now in the
prototype phase, will be the substantive achievements of the twenty-first century.
The educational equity and access to knowledge that this represents is much like
the invention of the printing press. (EM 11)

One of the major arguments made in support of Learning Technology is
improved efficiency and cost savings. In announcing plans to develop a virtual
university in the western states, Colorado’s Governor Roy Romer focuses on
‘the potential for increased learning productivity. Technology can be an effective
and cheaper way to help people learn’ (EM 24). Among the major benefits
suggested are ‘improving instructional quality and effectiveness, increasing
students’ access to higher education by making access more convenient, pro-
moting greater productivity and accountability in the use of public funds’ (EM
50). Particularly in the early stages, the promise of the technology to improve
productivity and reduce costs is paramount (EM 16). What is perhaps most
interesting, however, is that even in academic journals there are very few articles
that actually provide any empirical evidence to support their claims of benefits;
rather, most the benefits are simply asserted.

A number of claims are made that online learning is more interactive and also
more appealing to students (EM 6). ‘It has the power to change where, when,
how and with whom, learning takes place’ (EM 32). ‘Improving accessibility by
supporting distance education and making education more convenient is a major
incentive for technology-enabled learning’ (EM 31). ‘Anytime/anyplace learn-
ing saves students time and improves accessibility’ (EM 30).

The enthusiasts argue that technology improves learning and some go as far
as to suggest that, in some ways, learning technology is superior to traditional
classroom education. They claim that the Internet is more inferactive than the
traditional classroom:

Compared with the traditional lecture method, the Internet can be a much more
interactive learning medium which encourages discussion and collaboration. In
on-line classes, students can discuss ideas, conceptualise and problem-solve
through chat groups. In cyber-courses, more emphasis is put on ‘project learning’
or ‘discovery learning’ and can be more demanding and difficult than just
listening and taking notes.(EM 6)

Of course, there is nothing to prevent discussion or problem solving in
traditional classes. It is merely a matter of instructional design. Nevertheless,
throughout the discussion, there seems to be an assumption that use of the
Internet automatically promotes more interaction. As a result, the role of the
traditional lecture has been diminished, while out-of-class activities, such as
discussion groups, on-line tutorials and the use of the Internet, play an increas-
ingly significant part in the learning process (EM 47). The most enthusiastic of
the proponents suggest that online learning is superior to face-to-face commu-
nication. Some suggest it is ‘more convivial’ or ‘intimate’, and that online
courses ‘may even create a kind of tutorial intimacy that most students and



I (52 Critical IS Empirical Studies

teachers have never known’ (EM 30). Indeed, one proponent goes so far as to
suggest that it can improve communication:

face-to-face interaction can often hinder communication,
Ms. H counters:

On-line, the social barriers of race, appearance, gender, and class evaporate, and
women in particular say they can finally make themselves heard. Students have
said to me that for the first time, they can focus on the message instead of the
messenger, (EM 6)

Very occasionally, however, there are suggestions that one motivation for
investing in technology is market positioning: Queen’s University President
William Leggett said that the high-tech business classroom is only one of several
initiatives to position his institution as ‘a leader in the use of technology’. The
impacts on learning or utility are not discussed (EM 33). Disadvantages are
mentioned much less frequently than advantages, and are not really part of the
dominant discourse.

Some observers question the notion that technology will save costs and also
raise issues related to quality. A textbook is not a course, whether it is in print or
electronic:

You can’t just put 15 weeks’ worth of lecture material onto the Web. You have to
plan the experience so that it makes sense on the Web. It absolutely means more
planning if you want quality. And planning is time and time costs money.
Unfortunately, you can’t build virtual classrooms with virtual dollars. (EM 35)

Some acknowledge the labour intensiveness and expense of producing qual-
ity learning technology experiences, suggesting that interactive course develop-
ment is expensive:

He estimated that it takes about 40 hours of work to develop one hour of useful
interactive programming for students — the equivalent of $100,000 if developed by
a full professor for a 30-hour course. (EM 33)

Very occasionally, questions are raised about the very nature of education
and attempts made to distinguish it from training. Observers also question
whether or not the emphasis on developing computer-related skills or the
focus on ‘education as product for market’ is appropriate. One should not
make too much of these developments, however. They could be to education
what decaf is to real coffee: a miracle of science, but one best employed as
an occasional replacement, rather than a full-time substitute. The great value
of the university is the opportunity to meet face-to-face with other students
and to have one’s own ideas challenged; deliberately in seminars and labo-
ratories and midnight arguments, incidentally just by the act of being on
campus, poised to encounter the unexpected. A university devoid of large
and sustained doses of this sort of personal contact is, to borrow from John
Kenneth Galbraith, like fornicating through a mattress. It lacks a certain je
ne sais quoi (EM 1).
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Several things are noteworthy. First, there is virtually no evidence presented
to support the claimed advantages. Even in the academic literature, most of the
articles make assertions without any empirical evidence. The benefits were for
the most part simply asserted. Second, there are clear omissions. Costs are
generally not mentioned or they are only partially addressed. For example, while
several articles mention that students of the Acadia Advantage laptop pro-
gramme at Acadia University in Nova Scotia must pay $1400 per year for a
mandatory laptop computer lease, few mention the $24 million investment in
infrastructure that was needed to support the programme, much of it donated by
vendors. Certainly no one raised the question of the impact on financing this
would have on a system-wide basis. When they are mentioned, the assumption
that the costs are outweighed by the benefits is also reflected in the early articles
(EM 39). In the entire period, only four of the academic articles made any
reference to the costs of the technology.

Overall, the discourse focused on the advantages of technology rather than
on the disadvantages. Statements concerning the advantages of the technology
outnumbered statements concerning the disadvantages, costs or risks associated
with the technology by a factor of 2:1. There also seems to be a shift in focus
through the period — what begins with an emphasis on cost savings, improved
productivity, among other things, gradually shifts. Early stages focus almost
exclusively on its positive impact on the ‘quality of education’, ‘increased
interactivity’, and ‘changing teacher/student relationships’. There is almost no
discussion of costs until the later part of the period. Not only are disadvantages
rarely discussed, there is often little evidence put forward to support assertions
concerning the advantages offered by the technologies.

6.6.2 Sincerity: Metaphors and Descriptors

If communication is sincere, the speaker is honest (or sincere) in what he or she
says. Sincerity claims are assessed by considering metaphors and connotative
words in the discourse. Specific questions that are applied to understand the
sincerity of the discourse include the following:

Do metaphors and connotative words promote/suppress understanding?
Do metaphors and connotative words create false assurances?

For example, the discourse enthusiastically proclaims:

(N)owhere does the information revolution fall with greater force than in the
academic community. (EM 43)

The metaphors of revolution and paradigm shift recur again and again, as is
evident in the following examples: ‘The Revolution in Electronic Technology
and the Modern University’ (EM 24); it is ‘A New Paradigm for University
Teaching and Learning’ (EM 29); the university of ‘convergence’ (EM 24); the
‘global classroom’ (EM 20). Information technology is ‘tearing down traditional
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boundaries’. These are ‘large scale, revolutionary projects’, a ‘revolutionary
innovation’ and ‘the digital revolution promises to swell a tide of change of
historic proportions in our cultural sea’. The invocation of the larger discourses
of the technological imperative recurs over and over again:

The time seems right to seize the moment and attempt to shape forces that will be
irreversible in any event. Computers are far and away the most flexible tools ever
created by mankind and, as such, they will eventually revolutionize how most
subjects are taught. (EM 5)

This use of associative language creates meaning and reinforces both the
positive aspects of the technology. This is a common rhetorical technique — ‘the
appeal to novelty in a culture that values progress, newness, and change can be as
powerful as it is invisible’ (Michalos, 1986, p. 95). The technological imperative
is almost palpable.

With e-learning, the virtual university is the term du jour and ‘infrastructure’
enters the lexicon in a big way:

‘This infrastructure is a re-engineered vision of a university’s educational
processes. Distance education has taken on a new meaning that emphasizes
interactivity in learning technology as an enabler of a re-engineering of the
educational process itself. An electronic infrastructure supporting these processes
should not impose technology restrictions on the players. (EM 10)

There is invocation of the religion of technology: ‘A few educators and their
benefactors see technology itself as a saviour: buy the hardware and save the
college. We know what matters most is how you use the technology’ (EM 13). *
[He] had a religious experience, technically speaking...Multimedia develop-
ment is a passion. It feeds our interests and has a dramatic, positive effect on our
students’ (EM 3). Other authors suggest cynical motives propel all those ‘except
for a relatively small number of true believers’ (EM 19). Technology ‘evokes
passion’ from devotees (EM 45). The birth of these technologies is heralded like
the birth of another saviour: ‘we do know that computing’s most exciting gift has
been the birth of new communications technologies and their ability to open
undreamed-of opportunities for extending the humanities knowledge base’ (EM
27). They paint a vision of the future where collaboration will be a dominant
form of teaching, learning and research.

There is also invocation of the broader societal discourses on corporatization
and an emergence of the view of education as business, which is both explicitly
and reflected in the use of metaphors. According to a number of the writers,
education is in crisis (EM 26; EM 12) and as such, ‘knowledge is [their]
business’ (EM 43). It is emphasized that ‘students will view education as a
consumer good, investing time as well as money based on comparative value’
(EM 38). ‘Society expects higher education to become more flexible in its
course and curriculum offerings in order to meet the new educational needs of
alearning society. . .consumers of instruction” (EM 21). For example, one article
is actually titled ‘Business Designs for the New University: What Happens if the
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FIGURE 6.2 Frequency of selected metaphors in articles on e-learning.

Institution with the Obsolescent Business Design is a University?” (EM 12). As a
business it is often touted as inevitable, statements such as: ‘it’s a market that is
not just desirable but inevitable’, are not uncommon (EM 7). Content analysis
reinforces our analysis of the patterns (see Figure 6.2).

6.6.3 Legitimacy: Whose Interests?

Legitimacy claims consider whether what the speaker says (and hence does) is
right or appropriate in the light of existing norms or values. Legitimacy claims
are assessed by considering the inclusivity of the discourse, and by assessing the
extent to which the discourse relies upon ‘experts’ and ‘sources’. Specific
questions that are applied to understand the legitimacy of the discourse include
the following:

e Who is speaking, who is silent, what are their interests?
e What is privileged? What is not said about the technology?
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What is assumed or implied?

What is missing/suppressed in the discourse?
How are the decisions legitimized?

Who is involved? Who is not involved?

What are the stakes/interests involved/excluded?

The question of whose voices are heard is an important one. Invariably
there are experts (rather than enthusiasts) on the one hand and critics on the
other. This nomenclature has a subtle but important effect as it implies that
critics are distinct from experts. For the most part, those who question,
criticize, or object to the introduction of technology are generally margin-
alized. They are resistant to change, they have irrational fears, or they are
neo-Luddites simply denying the facts of life. No rational basis for this fear
or resistance is acknowledged in the articles (EM 25). Rather than explore
the basis of the resistance, those who question the application of technology
are an obstacle to be overcome or are delusional and out of touch with
reality. ‘Reluctant colleagues express resistance to change their teaching
styles and anticipate a large effort to use the electronic classroom’ (EM
45). Not only are they afraid, not only are they resistant to change, but they
are also inert:

Nowhere are the constraints of time and place more noticeable, paradoxically,
than in today’s classrooms. . . Natural inertia and resistance to change contribute
to this phenomenon along with the fear of creating a diminished social
environment for building and joining communities of discourse. (EM 21)

With e-learning, the relationships are particularly complex. One of the
articles makes reference to the grants or funding received from vendors to
implement the projects (EM 20). Generally, however, vendors’ motives are
stated or assumed to be focused on improving education. IBM is often cited
speaking on the benefits of educational technology without any questions raised
about their objectivity or interests. Little reference is made, for example, to the
size or importance of educational markets or the obvious market value of
showcasing technology. The interests of suppliers may not be synonymous with
the interests of educators or governments. Similarly, the impact of vendor
funding on research into technology in education is beyond the scope of this
chapter but is a dimension of the (re)production of the discourse that could be
explored.

When experts are cited who criticize technology, they are generally margin-
alized. David Noble’s anti-technology essay on ‘digital diploma mills’ notes:

Beneath that change [technological transformation] and camouflaged by it, lies
another: the commercialization of higher education. For here as elsewhere
technology is but a disarming disguise. . .they [the champions of computer-based
instruction] ignore. . .the fact that their high-tech remedies are bound only to
compound the problem, increasing further, rather than reducing, the costs of
higher education. (EM 46)
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However, Noble’s article was published with not one but three accompa-
nying critiques. Shneiderman resorts to ridicule:

Does he [Noble] think professors publishing books and universities requiring texts
from commercial publishers are also examples of ‘commoditisation’? Is the
university requirement to publish in journals (run by companies or professional
societies) an example of monopolistic practices? Does he fear that purchases of
chairs and desks results from ‘interlocking directorates? (EM 46)

The imbalance in argument and in language is reinforced by the choice of and
presentation of experts.

6.6.4 Clarity

Clarity requires that what is said is linguistically intelligible and compre-
hensible.

There is no doubt that clarity is one of the more difficult standards to apply.
There are a number of ways in which confusion may be created in specific
speech acts (Michalos, 1986, p. 38). For the purposes of this study, we did not
examine clarity in detail — our assumption was that published texts are syntac-
tically correct — however, we do note that there is extensive use of jargon which,
at times, seems to obscure as much as it illuminates.

6.7 CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER
RESEARCH

This chapter has proposed a method for applying Habermasian validity claims in
critical discourse analysis, by translating universal principles of communication
into specific tools for discourse analysis. It illustrates our method by applying it
to the media discourse on an information technology project revealing a number
of distortions. Following institutional theory, we suggest that such public dis-
courses about technology are part of the institutional environment of organiza-
tions that may influence and, as in the case we analysed, potentially distort
organizational decision-making.

This chapter also provides evidence that public discourse on technology
often follows a predictable pattern of the technology hype cycle. Citation anal-
ysis on e-learning shows an overall pattern which suggests that new technologies
are often greeted with intense enthusiasm and media attention (often driven by
intense marketing efforts), but that, over time, interest drops and declines. In
some cases, there is evidence that the same technology is repackaged under a
different label and its ‘reintroduction’ is again accompanied by a similar flurry
of attention which then drops off.

A close examination of the media discourse not only shows changes in
intensity but also in content, with the initial phase focused almost entirely on
the benefits, the second phase with more attention on the costs and challenges,
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and a final phase with less interest in the promises of the technology, and more
balanced and realistic expectations. Habermasian validity claims can provide a
standard for media discourse which helps to separate hype from reality. The truth
claim allows us to examine argumentation. The sincerity claim frames our
analysis of the use of connotative language. The legitimacy claim places focus
on ‘who’ is speaking while clarity leads to an examination of the comprehensi-
bility of the use of language.

Although our efforts to apply the Habermasian validity claims to textual
analysis are imperfect, they are defensible as a proposed framework for the
exposure of explicit and implicit distortions in media discourse. The study
illustrates how this method could be applied to the media discourse on
e-learning to reveal the ways in which communications distortions contribute
to the hype cycle. We do not profess an opinion on the nature of these
technologies, but rather on the media discourse about them. The information
provided in the published texts places its emphasis on benefits rather than
costs. There are general claims about the benefits of the technologies based
on limited evidence. Improvements are claimed with little effort to establish
causal links.

In particular, the costs of the technologies and their implementations as well
as the risks are downplayed. Silences about the costs of technology can result in
communications distortions and poor decision making. The metaphors and
images used reinforced discourses of the technological imperative and progress.
In this way, connotative language reinforces the benefits of the project. The
overwhelming use of positive adjectives and metaphors suggests that, regardless
of the argumentation, the positive aspects of the technology are reinforced
through the choice of language. Although it is not examined in this chapter,
previous work has suggested that the academic literature is not significantly
different from the non-academic literature, using much of the same loaded
language associated with the technology ‘revolution’ (Cukier, Bauer, &
Middleton, 2004). More reflection on our own discourses as researchers is
clearly needed.

Examination of the authorities cited also shows that the dominant voices are
from those who support the technology; critics and sceptics are marginalized
both subtly and overtly. The relative power of the various actors engaged in this
discourse, their complex inter-relations and the role of the suppliers of technol-
ogy in promoting it cannot be ignored.

Media hype may be motivated by a number of things including corporate
agendas (Gerhard and Mayr, 2002). These can be direct, especially when a
private enterprise, like a hardware or software supplier, stands to gain from
the proliferation of technologies. They can also be indirect, for example, with
consultants or ‘gurus’ for hire, paid to advise companies on how to respond to the
new developments. Government also plays a critical role in the institutionaliza-
tion of the information highway (King et al., 1994) as well as related concepts
such as e-learning and e-business. In Canada, a range of public/private
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partnerships include the Information Highway Advisory Council (IHAC), the
Canadian E-business Opportunities Roundtable (formed in mid-1999) and an E-
learning Council (established by Industry Canada in 2000; Arms-Length
Committee, 2000). Media producers, like local and national newspapers, may
also gain from the diffusion of hype, as stories about e-learning and catchy
headlines promising a revolution or a paradigm shift help to sell newspapers and
fill columns. They are often funded, at least in part, through advertisements by
the vendors of the technology, in ‘special issues’ dealing with aspects of the
technology. The interactions among the various actors or producers of discourses
are an important part of the analysis.

Scholars have insisted on the importance of applying standards of com-
municative rationality to IS development at the organizational level. We
suggest that it is equally important to apply such standards to societal level
discourses as manifest in media. These media discourses provide part of the
institutional environment of organizational decisions about technology and
there is broad consensus that organizations tend to conform to their institu-
tional environment (e.g., DiMaggio & Powell, 1984; Meyer & Rowan, 1977;
Meyer & Scott, 1983). We did not empirically explore the extent to which
the media discourses shape and reflect the organizational discourse, and this
needs further investigation, as do the ways in which the discourse is pro-
duced and reproduced. However, institutional theory suggests that organiza-
tions actively seek conformity with their institutional environment in order
to gain legitimacy (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991). In addition, discourse enters
organizational decision making through taken-for-granted beliefs and
assumptions (most importantly, the language that decision-makers use to
frame their reasoning and its outcomes). This influence often goes unno-
ticed, yet it shapes decision outcomes in powerful ways. We agree with
Forester’s (1983) claim that Habermasian communicative rationality is an
appropriate standard to apply in order to expose the communications distor-
tions that ‘suppress common sense’. Further work examining the relationship
between public discourses, as reflected in the media and organizational
discourses, would be a productive area of investigation. Given that both
levels of discourse have been analysed in terms of communicative rational-
ity, we expect the link to be an area for future critical analysis in the
Habermasian tradition.

What is particularly striking, and unexpected, is the absence of any signif-
icant differences in the patterns revealed in the three-part discourses that were
analysed. While much has been written about the problems of resistance to
technology and the neo-Luddites who plague efforts to introduce innovation,
this chapter suggests that there may be value in paying equal attention to the
problems associated with uncritical and unreflective technology enthusiasm.
Rather than dismissing technology critics, or, as we have seen throughout the
analysis of the discourse, marginalizing them, allowing them more play may
produce a healthier decision-making process.
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Although the study did not explicitly examine organizational decision-
making, previous work on institutional isomorphism and the role of norms
shaping organizational behaviour suggests that the findings regarding the
nature of discourse on learning technology are relevant to the understanding
of technology planning. Although the results are not conclusive, the enthu-
siasm about learning technology seems to be particularly pronounced at the
beginning of the period, coincident with the rise in discussions of the
information highway.

Other studies on management fashions and fads (e.g., Abrahamson, 1996)
have suggested that the unbridled enthusiasm at the beginning of a trend fuels
hype, often resulting in the benefits being oversold. Many of these fads achieve
broad acceptance and lead to large expenditures, only to suffer a backlash when
they fail to live up to their promises (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999; Sterman &
Wittenberg, 1999). The process of learning technology that has been described
would seem, at one level, to parallel the life cycle of management fads. While
further research is needed, there is some evidence to suggest that the pattern is not
unique to learning technologies but probably applies to other technologies as well.
While at one level, it seems absurdly obvious, both the review of the academic
literature and the systematic analysis of discourse suggest that there is little
consideration given to the costs of learning technology. Often, the benefits are
assumed not demonstrated. The questions implied by communicative rationality,
can surely help reduce uncertainty, regardless of the basis upon which the decision
is ultimately made. What are the benefits? What evidence is there to support the
claims? What do we really know and what do we not know? What are the costs?
What other impacts might the technology have? What do the acronyms really
mean? Are there taken-for-granted assumptions that should be questioned? Who
should be involved? What perspectives should be considered? Not only should
paying attention to communicative rationality improve decision making, but,
arguably, the success of technological innovations in the long term might actually
be enhanced by also moderating the positive feedback processes including the
marketing media hype and extravagant claims of efficacy. In other words, a critical
perspective may reduce the chances of technology being oversold and, thereby,
ironically, enhance its diffusion. In order to achieve rational decisions, a critical
perspective is essential because it enables decision makers to separate the broader
societal hype about technology from what is in the best interest of universities and
the principal stakeholders in post-secondary education.
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7.1 INTRODUCTION

Semiotics is the study of signs. Signs include written materials such as stories,
poems, manuals, strategic statements and financial reports but also encompass
visual artefacts such as paintings, photographs, road signs and advertisements.
Semiotics provides a language, concepts and an approach to meaning that
reveals the world around us as taken for granted yet at the same time constructed
in ways that are malleable and which are built upon assumptions with ethical and
political foundations. As a consequence of not challenging these foundations,
there is potential to privilege particular personal or group interests over others
through the ways in which some interpretations are considered to be legitimate
whilst others are stigmatized.

The process of challenge is one that can be equated with the art of critical
thinking. Being critical can take many forms, as is evident from the other
chapters within this book. One way to be critical is to think about its differ-
ence from acting according to utilitarian principles (Mingers, 2000). Utilitar-
ianism is here taken not from its meaning as an ethical underpinning based
upon seeking ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’, but from its
association with ‘use’. ‘Use’ tends to be equated with contemporary norms,
particularly in relation to the role of business in our lives. That which is
utilitarian is all too often taken to be that which furthers the corporation, as
opposed to the broader interests of society, and supporting utilitarianism
implies an unquestioning acceptance of current corporate practices. To be
critical thereby implies being sceptical of a single dominating and authorita-
tive view (Mingers, 2000). From a utilitarian standpoint, information
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technology is concerned with the use of information technology to enhance
organizational strategy, operations and corporate performance, irrespective of
whether this is beneficial from the broader perspectives of society or alterna-
tive ways of being and living. To be critical is to challenge current information
technology practices.

Challenging current practices appears to be the motivation behind
Stamper et al.’s (2000) study of signs as representations of organizational
activity, where signs can be ‘used to get things done’ (Stamper et al., 2000, p.
22). Stamper et al. (2000, p. 26) describe a semiotic approach that ‘offers
advantages over traditional architectures, especially in the consistency, integrity
and maintainability of systems’ (p. 26). This amounts to adopting semiotics as a
structural practice based upon a primary concern for truth and scientific certain-
ty. Stamper et al.’s motive can be compared with Lévi-Strauss’ (1993, p. 65)
conjecture that semiotics can provide a science that might lead us to a position
where ‘we are much closer to understanding the fundamental characteristics of
social life’. The motive here is knowledge and understanding which is aimed at
definite and immutable truth. What makes Stamper et al.’s (2000, p. 23) work
critical is that they adopt a structural approach in order to progress beyond
existing practice and they claim that, ‘Signs have no value unless they produce
some social change’. Their motive is critical, in the sense that they seek to
understand existing practice in order to move away from the status quo, towards
an improved state of affairs.

Simply moving away from existing norms and practices may not be suffi-
cient where the ultimate aim lacks a radical departure from the utilitarian aims of
effectiveness, efficiency and economy. For some, being critical is concerned
with freeing up individuals from false consciousness in order to emancipate
them and to support individual liberty. Ngwenyama and Lee (1997) take the
example of individuals communicating with each other by means of electronic
mail and show that individuals can emancipate themselves from error, variously
referred to as ‘distorted communication’ or ‘false consciousness’. Distorted
communication, in this case, is shown to be corrected by challenging the validity
or rightness of text as represented by a series of electronic mail messages.
Ngwenyama and Lee take a critical perspective by drawing attention to the
ability of individuals to actively engage with the messages and, in so doing,
they begin to move beyond structuralism towards post-structuralism and post-
modernism.

This chapter pursues a study of structuralism, post-structuralism and post-
modernism at three levels. At the most basic level, the chapter provides a primer
in semiotics. Structuralism, post-structuralism and post-modernism are explored
and the concepts and language of semiotics are explained. At a second level, the
chapter illustrates how the study of semiotics can be applied to the world of
information technology. A statement is taken from the financial statements of J.
Sainsbury PLC to illustrate the different ways in which information technology
can support corporate strategy. The statement is considered in the next section.
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This section presents a structural approach to the understanding of texts. At a
third level, the chapter illustrates the possibilities opened up by critical thinking
through what Mingers (2000, p. 226) calls ‘being sceptical of one dominant view
— the critique of authority’. This aspect of the chapter is pursued in a section
which is devoted to post-structuralism and explores ways in which interpretations
of information technology can be complex and involve numerous stakeholders.
Certain elements of post-structuralism are concerned with distributive justice and
the chapter finally raises initial questions about individual rights that have impli-
cations for personal and communal opportunities and liberty. These are difficult
issues. The chapter seeks to do no more than to open up ways of thinking about
issues such as justice, concepts such as signs, and artefacts such as texts in such a
way as to encourage readers to take responsibility for their own readings.

7.2 STRUCTURALISM: A STRUCTURAL APPROACH TO
UNDERSTANDING TEXTS

Semiotics pursued through structuralism is concerned with creating the kinds of
knowledge which are associated with biology, chemistry and physics. Through
foundations laid by de Saussure, Peirce, Hjelmslev and others, structuralists
have developed typologies which explain language in analytical ways which
are similar to the periodic table in chemistry or the classificatory schemes of
biology. Just as in biology we can make sense of the world by classifying land-
based species as birds, reptiles or mammals, or in chemistry we might differen-
tiate metals, metalloids and non-metals, so in semiotics typologies have been
established. For instance, these can be used to explain plots in dramas (Eco,
1994), a poem by Baudelaire (Jacobson and Lévi-Strauss, 1962) or social norms
amongst tribes of people (Lévi-Strauss, 1993).

Through typologies and laws structuralism has given us ways of making
sense both of signs in general and of an individual sign in particular. Let us take
the example given in Figure 7.1 to see how we might begin to understand the
contribution of structuralism to the determination of meaning. Structuralism can
help us to respond to a number of questions. What does the series of words in this
example mean? How might we use structural semiotics to support a systematic
and scientific approach to the sign represented by this text? What might we learn
about information technology strategy? What insights might specific instances
of signs give to our understanding of signs in general?

We completed the insourcing of IT systems and the transfer of 470 colleagues,
all assets and third party contracts back into Sainsbury's in April, just six
months after announcing our decision to terminate our contract with
Accenture. We expect to recoup the costs involved in ending this outsourcing
agreement within the next two years.

FIGURE 7.1 Extract from the financial report of J. Sainsbury PLC for the year ended 2006.
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The words in Figure 7.1 point to formal outsourcing arrangements for IT
(information technology) which involve Sainsbury’s (a major retailing compa-
ny), Accenture (a consultancy, technology and outsourcing firm), information
technology professionals (colleagues), contracts pertaining to information tech-
nology and information systems (third party contracts) and information tech-
nology itself (assets). Responsibility for information technology within
Sainsbury’s has been contracted to Accenture through an agreement in which
Accenture took responsibility for day-to-day and strategic operations within a
contractual arrangement designated by the word ‘outsourcing’. In other words,
information technology systems and services were ‘sourced’ from outside
Sainsbury’s but the insourcing decision described by Figure 7.1 signals a
change. Responsibility has been taken away from Accenture and the outsourcing
agreement has been terminated. Sainsbury’s will, in future, take responsibility
internally for operational and strategic arrangements. It has been decided to
insource information technology.

The sign represented by Figure 7.1 points to something beyond the words, a
state known within Saussurian analysis as the ‘signified’. For de Saussure
(1916), the signified represents a ‘concept’, a kind of reality which is formed
within an individual’s mind. The signified in this case is a complex concept
based upon the relationships between different elements, and summarized by the
decision to insource. How does Sainsbury’s present this sign? Sainsbury’s
chooses a set of words and phrases, which are the very substance of
Figure 7.1. This set of words is termed the ‘signifier’ within Saussurian analysis.

This level of analysis can be applied both to combinations of words, as in
Figure 7.1, and also to individual words. So, the word ‘colleagues’ is a signifier
for which the signified will appear in your, the reader’s, mind, as a physical
object; possibly a person who sits next to you.

Barthes (1972) uses the term ‘language’ to describe the production of the
sign through the signified and the signifier. One of Barthes’ major contributions
to semiotics is to show that there is a second level of analysis which goes beyond
‘language’ to the level of ‘myth’. At the level of myth, the sign becomes a
signifier which is joined with a further signified to produce a second level of
signification. ‘Colleague’ may become ‘friend’ at the level of the myth. In the
case of Figure 7.1, the sign which is made up of the signifier ‘insourcing’
becomes a myth within a wider system.

We can explore this wider system by thinking through the concept of ‘we’ in
Figure 7.1. The careful reader asks, who are these ‘we’ who ‘completed the
insourcing of IT systems’, who decided to terminate the contract with Accent-
ure, who announced that decision, and who expedited the transfer of responsi-
bility in ‘just six months’. At the level of myth, Figure 7.1 is an account which
centres upon these ‘we’ and these people appear to be none other than
Sainsbury’s leaders. Further, the key word ‘just’, in ‘just six months’, indicates
that these leaders are not just any leaders. These leaders are capable of com-
pleting strategic acts, of acting quickly in matters of importance, of expediting
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strategic issues on behalf of shareholders and their advisers, who, we presume,
are the intended readers of this block of text. Figure 7.1 can, thus, be argued to
present us with the myth of successful leadership. Figure 7.1 shows us that
successful leaders make decisions about the information technology strategy
of insourcing and act upon those decisions.

We can now move beyond the myth of successful leadership and explore the
kind of strategy that is implied by Figure 7.1. To do this we need to extend our
analysis. Within Saussurian analysis, signifiers are arbitrary in the sense that
there is no unquestionable relationship to the signified. Shakespeare expressed
this point in the saying that ‘A rose by any other name would smell as sweet’. A
rose is a rose (at the level of the signified) whatever it is called (whatever the
signifier). Meaning does not, therefore, come directly from the word itself, but
comes from its relationships with other words. We now need to consider these
relationships.

The relationships between signifiers within the same sentence, paragraph or
text are developed by means of syntagmatic analysis. This is concerned with the
relationships between words in a sentence, or between words, sentences and
paragraphs and other words, sentences and paragraphs which come together
within larger texts. The alternative to syntagmatic analysis is paradigmatic
analysis, where we look beyond the text to other choices that might have been
made in terms of the selection of words, phrases and concepts. The words within
Figure 7.1 have been selected to create a particular effect, and we can explore
that effect by contrasting Figure 7.1 with other ways of presenting information
technology strategy.

Figure 7.2 presents us with an alternative way of presenting information
technology strategy to that presented in Figure 7.1." If we look at the penultimate
verse of the poem, we see four lines each of which presents two opposed
signifiers. For instance, ‘Information’ and ‘creative energy’ in line 1 of the verse
and ‘converged systems’ and ‘personal services’ in line 2. It is from the oppo-
sition of these signifiers that the verse takes its meaning. In each case, technol-
ogy (for instance, ‘information’ or ‘converged systems’) is opposed to the
human (creative energy or personal services). Syntagmatically, that is, by con-
sidering the ways in which signifiers interact within the verse, we can say that the
meaning of technology is established as the non-human, or as the negative of the
term which follows on each of the lines. These opposing terms are brought
together within the verse, and this bringing together provides the meaning of

1. It must be emphasised that the extracts from the financial reports of Cisco are used for no other
reason than to provide a basis for interpreting Sainsbury’s announcement of its insourcing decision
as presented in Figure 7.1. There is no intention to place either Sainsbury’s or Cisco in a positive or
negative light. It must be remembered that the motivation for this chapter, as expressed in the final
sentence of the introduction, is ‘to open up ways of thinking ... to encourage readers to take
responsibility for their own readings’.
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A new way...

... to connect. To interact,
open a dialogue. spark an idea.
or nurture a society.

The power of individual imaginations
coming together in the network.

At the point where technology and people
touch, Cisco invents new ways to multiply
and enhance the power of the network.

Information and creative energy.
Converged systems and personal services.
Universal links and close relationships.
Communication and community.

The network powered by Cisco
is changing the way we work, live, play and learn.
Everywhere you look.

FIGURE 7.2 Extract from the financial report for Cisco for the year ended 2006.

the sign. There is a dynamic within the poem which takes the basic binary
opposition of people and technology and gives it a twist.

This dynamic is developed throughout the entire poem. At the start of the
poem, ‘A new way ... to connect’ signifies technology, whilst ‘to interact’,
‘dialogue’, ‘idea’ and ‘nurturing society’ signify the human, but the connection
is loose; it has not yet been made. Verse 2 introduces the idea of ‘coming
together’ but this connection is between people, and technology (the network)
is no more than a context within which this happens. Verse 3 establishes Cisco’s
strategic priority as the intersection of technology and the human: ‘the point at
which technology and people touch’. Verse 3 presents the key idea Cisco’s
strategic intent centres on bringing together the opposing ideas of technology
and people in support of progress and expansion: ‘Cisco invents new ways to
multiply and enhance the power of the network’. The fourth verse reinforces this
connection and the opposing terms are brought together through the use of the
‘and’ word. Finally, the move from technology to people is completed in the final
verse, as the dynamic is given its twist and human lives are transformed:
‘changing the way we work, play and learn’.

Figure 7.3 provides yet another way of thinking about information technol-
ogy strategy. We are provided with two broad scenarios in mimetic form. We are
taken close to the experiences of a police department and a small business in a



A police department relies on a citywide Cisco wireless network to deliver fingerprint files,
mug shots, and voicemail to each mobile unit. Officers use the same technology to file their
reports from the field, instead of having to return to the station. Broadband video applications
can even let them see what’s happening at emergency scenes before they arrive. With the
added efficiency the network provides, the officers now have more time to leave their patrol
cars and interact personally with the community.

A boutique winery opens a virtual tasting room tour that attracts a national clientele using
Cisco solutions designed especially for growing businesses. Wine lovers can survey the
ripening vineyards through a video link. read about the latest vintage. and order bottles right
from the winery’s Website. And every employee—from the cellar master to the office
manager—can tap into business applications wirelessly, wherever they are. The forecast:
continued growth, and a rich harvest.

Safer streets and riper revenues.

FIGURE 7.3 Extract from the financial report for Cisco for the year ended 2006.
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way that presents experience as it is lived. Here we are faced with a form of
writing, which, like the poem before it, defamiliarizes. It surprises us by the
original way in which the communication of performance is presented in the
financial report. Yet, despite the unexpected form of presentation, the message
remains the same as in Figure 7.2. Both Figures 7.2 and 7.3 show the coming
together of technology and people. These signifiers stand for the signified of
socio-technical co-determination. It is not technology alone which drives
Cisco’s strategy, it is the way in which the technology and the social are
combined which gives Cisco a competitive advantage.

Figure 7.3 presents us with words which force us beyond syntagmatic anal-
ysis to the paradigmatic or the associative level. Whereas the syntagmatic looked
inwards within the sign, the associative or paradigmatic level of analysis takes us
to the meanings which can arise when we look outside the text. The use of the
word ‘riper’, for instance, in the final line in Figure 7.3, has been chosen from
many alternative signifiers. Words such as ‘growing’, ‘expanding’, ‘increasing’
would convey the same meaning. This kind of thinking takes us beyond what is
literally presented within the example of Figure 7.3; beyond what Barthes (1974)
called the denotative. We are now interested in connotations and what Figure 7.3
might mean, not so much in terms of what it says at face value, but in terms of
alternative ways in which it might have been expressed, or even what it does not
say — its silences. The choice of the word ‘riper’ is at once surprising but also
important to the message that Cisco is conveying.

We can see this most particularly when we contrast a word like ‘riper’ with
the apparently ‘neutral’, ‘business’ and ‘professional’ terminology presented in
Figure 7.4. ‘Riper’ in Figure 7.3 conveys the ‘human’ side of Cisco. This is an
organic word. In contrast, the words of Figure 7.4 are instantly recognisable as
technical. In Figure 7.4 we can recognize the kind of language used by
Sainsbury’s in Figure 7.1. Whereas Cisco gives us examples of the poetic and
the mimetic in Figures 7.2 and 7.3, we can recognize the creation of the appar-
ently ‘objective’ in Figures 7.1 and 7.4.

There is a further level of paradigmatic analysis, beyond comparing and
contrasting Figures 7.1-7.4, which will provide further insights into Sainsbury’s
insourcing statement as presented in Figure 7.1. This arises from strategic theory
based upon the work of a leading academic and consultant, Michael Porter. For
Porter (1980, 1985), strategy can be based upon a typology with two contrasting
ways of positioning the firm: in relation to differentiation or in relation to cost
leadership. Differentiation is the kind of strategy where firms seek to create
unique and identifiable positions in terms of any of a range of strategic forces. A
firm might, for instance, develop a product or product range which differentiates
itself from competitors in terms of the facilities which are offered. This is what
we see in Cisco’s claims to growth achieved from a product-leadership perspec-
tive; a claim made in both the first and final sentences of Figure 7.4. Cisco is
pursuing a differentiation strategy based upon product leadership. And this
product leadership is the subject of the statements of strategic intent given by



Fiscal 2005 was a year of continued solid, balanced growth for Cisco from both a product-
and market-leadership perspective. We achieved an outstanding financial performance with
record profits and cash generation, year-over-year growth in our core routing and switching
products, and very strong growth in our six advanced technologies. Our enterprise, service
provider, and commercial customer market segments all experienced solid year-over-year
growth. However, the highlight for the year was the balance that we achieved across our
geographies, customer market segments, architectural evolutions, and product families. We
believe our financial strength. product leadership. and global reach uniquely position Cisco as
a company not only built to last, but built to lead.

FIGURE 7.4 Extract from the financial report for Cisco for the year ended 2006.
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Figures 7.2 and 7.3. Information technology is central to Cisco’s strategy, but it
is the specific way in which Cisco expresses the relationship between technology
and people that allows it to pursue a strategy of differentiation.

So what is not said when Cisco positions itself in terms of a strategy based
upon differentiation? In order to understand differentiation, we must understand
the alternatives, including the binary opposite of differentiation within Porter’s
framework: cost leadership. If the statements made by Cisco say nothing about
cost leadership, cost leadership is nevertheless entailed in Cisco’s presentation
of its strategy. The meaning of the sign is taken both from what it is and what it is
not — its silences.

Cost leadership entails aiming towards least cost production or least-cost
provision of services within an industry. Figure 7.1 shows that Sainsbury’s is
motivated by cost in pursuing a strategy of insourcing. The cost motivation
is explicit in the final sentence. The termination of the contract with Accenture
is seen, not in terms of enabling technology leadership, which may be one reason
to move away from external contractors, but in terms of the time taken to ‘recoup
the costs’ involved in the change.

There is further evidence that Sainsbury’s is pursuing a least-cost strategy in
the next figure. Figure 7.5 presents us with a motivation for investing in infor-
mation technology. We are told that a new information technology system has
been introduced. We are told that this system supports ‘colleagues on the shop
floor’ by ‘helping them to monitor and respond to stock levels faster’. Where is
the strategy in this case? The final sentence provides the answer. Information
technology supports Sainsbury’s in reducing ‘wastage and, therefore, cost’. The
focus is on cost and the strategic intent is to be more cost effective than
competitors; in this case, in terms of reducing levels of waste. Note the silence
here. In emphasising waste, Figure 7.5 is signifying cost leadership, and, as a
result, there is no attempt to argue for differentiation. Figure 7.5 does not seek
differentiation, for instance, in terms of providing market leadership through
levels of availability (although this may follow logically from Sainsbury’s
aspiration to ‘improve even further’ beyond the situation where ‘availability is
now back in line with other supermarkets’).

We can now summarize our analysis of Sainsbury’s decision to insource
its information technology provision. The statement given in Figure 7.1 has
the effect of creating a myth of successful leadership. This leadership is
based upon a strategy of cost leadership. The role of information technology
in this case is to support efforts to reduce costs through, for instance,
reducing waste. Structuralism has provided the tools to enable us to propose
clear and definitive statements about the meaning of Sainsbury’s insourcing
decision.

Other meanings may be possible and this will now be considered in the next
section, which introduces post-structuralism and post-modernism. We will see
that it is possible to mount a critical analysis that enables us to move beyond the
interpretations which structuralism can provide.



Like the majority of our supermarkets, [our Moortown] store now has a night shift in
operation to replenish shelves ready for the morning. Back in 2004 availability was cited as
our number one performance issue, but we've improved significantly. Our night shift
colleagues are the unsung heroes of this change. Together with our new store processes.
they've helped reduce the gaps on our shelves by 75 per cent, and our availability is now back
in line with other supermarkets.

We're now working on the other 25 per cent as we want to improve even further. In March
2006, for example, we completed the roll-out of a new hand-held stock and sales system. This
provides up-to-the-minute sales and supply data to colleagues on the shop floor, helping them
to monitor and respond to stock levels faster. At the same time we have a more accurate
picture of the stock we have versus the stock we need and this has helped reduce our wastage
and therefore cost.

FIGURE 7.5 Extract from the financial report of J. Sainsbury PLC for the year ended 2006.
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7.3 POST-STRUCTURALISM AND POST-MODERNISM

The related movements which have been labelled ‘post-structuralism’ and ‘post-
modernism’ share a reluctance to pursue definitive and authoritative accounts of
the kind that we developed in the previous section. Post-structuralism has
become associated in Europe with the later writings of Barthes and Derrida
and is dated to the publication by Derrida in 1976 of his book ‘Of grammatol-
ogy’. It is also associated with a circle of writers in the United States, including
de Man, Miller and Hartman. Post-modernity can be argued to be the historical
period dominated by a new range of experiences including Disney, the knowl-
edge-based company, information technology, mass culture, mass consumerism
and globalization. Post-structuralism and post-modernism are related, and Best
and Kellner (1991, p. 20) summarize their essential point of departure from
structuralism and modernism in the following way:

The poststructuralists attacked the scientific pretensions of structuralism which
attempted to create a scientific basis for the study of culture and which strove for
the standard modern goals of foundation, truth, objectivity, certainty and system.

Belief in the possibility of certainty and objectivity is replaced in post-
structuralist and post-modernist thinking by indeterminacy and undecidability.
Drawing upon some leading thinkers, for instance:

e Jameson (1991) describes postmodernism as ‘the end of that and the now
open space for something else’ as though the ‘something else’ cannot yet be
known.

e Baudrillard (1983) writes, ‘Of the same order as the impossibility of redis-
covering an absolute level of the real is the impossibility of staging an
illusion’. This draws attention to the possibility that in the postmodern age
we can no longer take for granted that which we consider to be real: but
neither is the illusory possible.

e Derrida (1991) in seeking to explain the meaning of the word, ‘deconstruc-
tion’, writes, “When I chose this word, or when it imposed itself uponme . . . I
little thought that it would be credited with such a central role’ and, ‘What
deconstruction is not? everything of course! What is deconstruction? nothing
of course.” In other words, there is no foundational definition and certainty
even at the level of central terms within the post-structuralist canon such as
deconstruction. Its entry into the centre of post-structuralism was a surprise,
even to him. Even the way that deconstruction entered into post-structuralist
thinking is ambiguous (for instance did Derrida choose the word or was it
imposed upon him?).

To explore the possibility and potentiality of indeterminacy and undecid-
ability we can return to Sainsbury’s insourcing statement presented in
Figure 7.1. By acknowledging post-structuralist and post-modernist insights,
we can see that what at first sight might appear to be neutral and objective can be
shown to disguise multiple meanings.
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The following seven possibilities are involved in Sainsbury’s arrangements
for the insourcing of its information systems and represent a sample of views
drawn from internet sources.

(1) Changes in Sainsbury’s corporate strategy announced in October 2004 led
to a change in information technology focus leading Sainsbury’s to decide
‘that it is the right time to rebuild its expertise back in-house’. Sainsbury’s
and Accenture announced the intention jointly on 27 October 2005, to the
effect that ‘IT services currently provided by Accenture will be migrated
back to Sainsbury’s together with a number of Accenture employees (http://
www.jsainsburys.co.uk/index.asp?
pagelD=418&subsection=& Year=2005&NewsID=605).

The following view develops the link between changes in strategy and the
consequences for information technology by explaining the basis for the
previous strategy:

(2) The outsourcing contract originally supported a strategy of differentiation
begun by the previous chief executive officer, Sir Peter Davis. The company
established a strategy at the end of 2000 with six objectives, the first of
which was to ‘establish a differentiated market position and deliver sustain-
able shareholder value’. This necessitated both information technology, and
business transformation, and it was believed that such change could not be
achieved without the assistance of Accenture (http://www.postalproject.
com/documents.asp?d_ID=2504). ‘Customer focus’ was a part of this trans-
formation, enshrined in the themes of ‘faster, simpler, together’, so that ‘all
of Sainsbury’s divisions should be working together to provide a faster and
simpler experience for customers’. Accenture supported a knowledge man-
agement project that was initiated to implement this strategy (Miller et al.,
2003).

Despite the apparently clear strategy of differentiation, Sainsbury’s also
appeared to pursue a strategy of cost reduction. Two opposing views of the
success of the outsourcing contract are evident in this regard:

(3) The outsourcing contract supported a successful strategy of cost reduction.
Immediate savings of £35 million were achieved and information technology
‘running costs’ were halved (http://www.computing.co.uk/computing/news/
2070647/sainsbury-halves-running-costs?vnu_lt=ctg_art_related_articles
and http://whitepapers.zdnet.co.uk/0,39025945,60081713p-39000488q,00.
htm).

(4) The outsourcing contract failed to support a successful strategy of cost
reduction. Information technology costs in 2004 were a greater percentage
of sales than in 2000. Additional costs of £290 million in 2004 resulted from
obsolete information technology systems, equipment associated with infor-
mation technology initiatives and stock write-offs resulting from disrup-
tions caused by information technology systems. Profits were adversely
affected due to Sainsbury’s failure to ‘properly stock its shelves because of
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faulty distribution systems caused by the so-called IT upgrade’ and
Sainsbury’s reported the first ever loss in its history (http://newsvote.bbc.
co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/4078151.stm
and http://www.compterwire.com/industries/research/?pid=37D7367A-
9430-4019-9BB5-A186943E95/D&type=CWNews).

Recovering from the failure as represented by the financial loss,

Sainsbury’s turned away from its business transformation project towards
a strategy based upon a range of strategic objectives, centring both on the
customer and cost reduction.
The business transformation project ‘distracted the company from its
“customer offer” ’ necessitating ‘plans to “fix the basics” . Simplifying
information technology systems, and in some cases replacing informa-
tion technology systems with manual processes, in order to achieve cost
reductions provided the justification for renegotiating the contract with
Accenture. This happened in October 2004, a year before the announce-
ment that the contract would be terminated. The renegotiated contract
‘will see it rebuild its in-house IT team’ (http://management.silicon.
com/itdirector/0,39024673,39125085,00.htm; http://www.computerworld.
com/industrytopics/retail/story/0,10801,96890,00.html and http://www.
theregister.co.uk/2004/10/19/sainsburys_v_accenture/print.html).

This series of interpretations throws into question firstly, the nature of the

strategy being pursued by Sainsbury’s, and, secondly, whether the company
was successful in achieving its stated aims. Further, it is possible to see
Sainsbury’s insourcing decision not so much as a response to a changing
strategy but as a simple failure to manage the outsourcing contract success-
fully:
The termination of the contract illustrates ‘what can go wrong in any out-
sourcing relationship’. Douglas Hayward, described as a ‘senior analyst at
research Ovum’, is reported as stating in a research note, ‘The problems
included poor decision-making by Sainsbury [sic] executives, weak out-
sourcing governance, political in-fighting at the retailer...”. He is also
reported as claiming that “The connection between the IT infrastructure
and the customer-facing business was poorly managed — both sides share
the blame here’ (http://www.sharedservicesbpo.com/file/2905/sainsburys-
scraps-accenture-contract-brings-it-back-in-house.html; http://services.
silicon.com/itsoutsouring/0,3800004871,39153723,00.htm and http://
www.computing.co.uk/computing/news/2144898/sainsburys-dumps-7bn-
outsourcing)

What makes this view particularly surprising is that the outsourcing
arrangement had previously been deemed a success:

The Sainsbury’s—Accenture contract represented a successful outsourcing
arrangement which went beyond cost reduction in its ambitions. Informa-
tion technology outsourcing for Sainsbury’s went beyond the aim of
cost reduction because of the need to develop ‘IT-enabled business
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transformation’ designed to ‘achieve a step change in ... business perfor-
mance . . . to get people to do things differently’. As such, Sainsbury’s might
be considered to be representative of ‘some of today’s most innovative
outsourcing buyers’  (http://www.cbronline.com/article_cbr_print.asp?
guid=E2A7BDEB-3F69-4E09-BOA7-E35D206AFAFA).

These various comments render undecidable a range of questions relating to
Sainsbury’s strategy, the strategic use of information technology to support
business strategy and the success or failure of the outsourcing arrangement
which led Sainsbury’s to the decision to insource. Was Sainsbury’s business
strategy centred on differentiation or cost leadership or a combination of objec-
tives? If the strategy changed to one of cost leadership when the new chief
executive officer, Justin King, arrived, why was the outsourcing contract rene-
gotiated in October 2004 but then terminated only one year later in October
20057 Was the outsourcing arrangement a success or a failure?

Post-structuralism gives the reader an important role in working through
these questions. Sainsbury’s insourcing decision can be approached as a ‘writ-
erly text’ (Barthes, 1974) that involves the reader in the interpretation of the
signifiers of Figure 7.1 and the interpretations listed as statements (1)—(7) above.
The reader becomes a producer, rather than a mere consumer of the text. The
writerly text invites readers to interpret, where ‘interpret’ is used in the sense of
thinking through, producing, challenging or writing the many meanings which
might apply to the text. The writerly text is plural, according to Barthes, in the
sense of possessing many possible meanings. At the extreme it might even be
argued that the meanings are infinite and indefinite.

If we treat the insourcing decision and Figure 7.1 as a writerly text, we might
interpret its meaning in several ways. We might, for instance, see it as an attempt
to pass off lightly an embarrassing episode in Sainsbury’s development. What
was once seen as an essential outsourcing arrangement, necessary to a strategy of
differentiation, became an unnecessary encumbrance which could not be aligned
with a new strategy of cost reduction and which was, therefore, terminated.
Alternatively, it may be an attempt to minimize the damage caused by poor
senior management decision making. Or we might see it as a sign of increasing
confidence, as Sainsbury’s sought to take responsibility for the strategic imple-
mentation of its information technology through in-house developments. Or it
may be a sign that senior managers were turning to a simplified information
technology strategy in order to turn around the previous poor business perfor-
mance resulting from ineffective information technology systems. Or it could be
that previous successful information technology initiatives were no longer rel-
evant to a business which had new business priorities.

This may seem to be too open-ended for some readers. If texts are undecid-
able, then the danger is that at the extreme we are left with nothing but ‘a cult of
ambiguity or irresponsible anarchism’ (Eagleton, 1996, p. 130). If texts and the
world they describe are fundamentally indeterminate, then this in itself is a form
of closure which takes away responsibility for taking any kind of action; it may
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be argued that there is no basis for rational action and that any action might be
just as good as any other kind of action.

Some commentators have drawn back from the full force of open-endedness
that typifies certain approaches to post-structuralism and post-modernism,
whilst also rejecting a foundational position based upon an authoritative and
singular meaning. Eco (1994), for instance, argues that although it may not be
possible to determine that one of a number of interpretations is best, it is,
nevertheless possible to decide that an interpretation is unjustifiable. In the case
of Sainsbury’s financial reports, for instance, we could not say that the text
shows that Justin King, the Chief Executive Officer of Sainsbury’s, likes ice
cream. This interpretation does not rule out the possibility of showing in some
inspired way that the use of particular statements in Sainsbury’s financial reports
indicates that Justin King does, indeed, like ice cream. The point is that such an
interpretation is not appropriate given the context of the text. Additionally, Eco
argues that it is possible for a community of interpreters to reach agreement
about a particular text. This agreement could limit the interpretations to a finite
number, where the community agrees that the text remains relatively open and,
thus, not reducible to a single, closed meaning.

The concept of community draws attention to our responsibility towards
each other and the spaces within which we live. Certain readings deny this
responsibility (Popke, 2003). One such reading is implicit in the comments
numbered (1)—(7) above, and is centred upon the assumption that the dominant
role in decision making on Sainsbury’s strategy and use of information technol-
ogy is taken by the senior management team together with the chief executive
officers (Sir Peter Davis and Justin King). This assumption marginalizes the
potential contribution of others to decision making, strategy and information
technology implementation. Yet Sainsbury’s explicitly acknowledges the im-
portant role of others in the achievement of strategy (the ‘unsung heroes’ who
stock shelves overnight as described in Figure 7.5).

There is a social justice issue here in terms of the sharing of the wealth
created by strategy and information technology. In the financial year ending
2006 Justin King is reported as receiving £1 471 000 (2005: £1 131 000) against
an average benefit to all employees of £18 600. (Employee costs are reported as
£1793m and full-time equivalent staff as 96 200; 2005: £18 000 on average —
£1753 employee costs — 97 400 full-time equivalents). It might be argued that
strategy and information technology decisions conceived as the sole province of
the chief executive officer supports this division of wealth. Strategy, which
acknowledges the important role of others, including recognising that strategic
implementation may depend upon the knowledge of others at all levels of the
organization, implies a more equitable sharing of organizational wealth (Pant,
2001).

Deconstruction is the means through which the singular, definite or univocal
meaning of a text is exposed in its multiplicity, its indeterminancy and its
undecidability, with consequences for the kind of distributive justice entailed
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in discussions about relative salaries. Associated with the work of Derrida,
deconstruction ‘is concerned with the lucid, patient attempt to trace what has
not been read and what remains unread or unreadable’ (Royle, 1995). According
to Derrida (1991), deconstruction is not a method, a set of rules, a procedure or
an analysis. Derrida consistently refuses the possibility of a single, authoritative
and definitive meaning of any signifier (including the word ‘deconstruction’).
This is important because definitive meanings may simply be the views and
ideas imposed by powerful interests, and such meanings close down interpreta-
tions which are important to those who are less powerful. By accepting the status
quo that the chief executive officer is solely responsible for strategy and infor-
mation technology, we close off consideration of the contribution of those who
are perceived as lower down in the organizational hierarchy. By rejecting de-
finitive meanings, the world is opened up to new ways of acting. Derrida (1990,
p. 45) says that ‘deconstruction is justice’:

That is what gives deconstruction its movement, that is, constantly to suspect, to
criticize the given determinations of culture, of institutions, of legal systems, not
in order to destroy them or simply to cancel them, but to be just with justice . . ..
(Derrida, 1997, p. 18)

Deconstruction, thereby, destabilizes the status quo through its willingness to
be critical of that which is accepted and taken for granted. There is an objection,
in particular, to authority where this is associated with the use of routines,
calculations and procedures which, we might argue, take away from justice
the concept of individual and collective responsibility. Derrida (1995, p. 273)
writes:

If I speak too often of the incalculable and the undecidable it’s not out of simple
predilection for play nor in order to neutralise decision: on the contrary, I believe
that there is no responsibility, no ethico-political decision, that must not pass
through the proofs of the incalculable or the undecidable. Otherwise everything
would be reducible to calculation, program, causality.

In other words, we must take responsibility for action, and not allow insti-
tutionalized certainties, norms, science, systems, procedures and so forth, to take
responsibility away from us. Institutional arrangements allow for a challenge to
potential inequities such as salary differentials, and individuals and communities
must act if these arrangements are to support justice.

7.4 CONCLUSION

Semiotics, the study of the sign, suggests implications well beyond the analysis
and interpretation of texts. By moving beyond a passive acceptance of texts, or
simplistic readings which take meaning at face value, we challenge assumptions
and taken-for-granted values. As indicated in the introduction to this chapter,
such challenges might lead to the improvement of the design and development of
information technology as in the case of Stamper et al.’s (2000) work. Or we
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may support the emancipation of individuals from distorted communications by
challenging texts in particular ways, as in the case of Ngwenyama and Lee’s
(1997) study of electronic mail messages. Or we may open up new meanings for
taken-for-granted texts so as to move towards a society where there is a more
equitable basis for the sharing of wealth and the broader rights and responsibil-
ities created by strategy and information technology.

This chapter has illustrated how semiotics can be practised. It takes as its
general topic the question of information technology strategy and addresses this
topic in terms of a specific example of Sainsbury’s insourcing decision. In
seeking to practise semiotics through this example, there is no intention to
provide a finalising discourse which occludes alternative meanings or interpre-
tations, or even to cover the totality of that which has come to be associated with
semiotics. Exploring information technology strategy at the level of signs, helps
us to see the ways in which we actively create meaning, without always being
aware that we do so, and reveals possibilities for the discovery of a potential
infinity of new meanings. Semiotics ultimately becomes a practice which creates
the possibility for change through a more open dialogue about the meanings
which impact upon our lives.
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8.1 INTRODUCTION

I view research methodologies and research approaches as tools in an
epistemological tool chest that researchers have at their disposal. Many of
the common everyday tools (such as hammers, screwdrivers, power saws)
and the more sophisticated ones (including information systems, informa-
tion technologies) contain the promise of improving the things that we do
and the tasks that we perform. When the tasks are in support of scholarship,
research methodologies and approaches contain a similar promise, where
‘improve’ implies gaining deeper ‘insight’ and ‘knowledge’ about the
objects or phenomena under investigation and, in turn, ‘improving’
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understanding. I argue that in developing a deeper and richer understanding
of phenomena, especially phenomena embedded in the social studies.
This includes organizational studies (theory, communication, behaviour,
misbehaviour), management (processes, control), and ICT (information
and communication technology diffusion and use), to name a few. The
richness of these phenomena can be surfaced and understood by academic
openness to a variety of research methods and approaches. However, aca-
demia seems to suffer from a form of research myopia that results in
positing one type of research methodology/approach over another, as is
the case in the widespread use of positivism to investigate socially embed-
ded phenomena (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Certainly knowledge created
through positivistic methodologies has value but can be enhanced by using
qualitative approaches especially ethnographies to include the emergent
self-ethnography (SE).

I think the use of SE as a research approach is best exemplified by the words
of Mills (1959):

The most admirable thinkers within the scholarly community you have chosen
to join do not split their work from their lives. They seem to take both too
seriously to allow such dissociation, and they want to use each for the
enrichment of the other.

I argue that SE is a research approach that uses the home base of the
researcher to collect data that can be either subsequently analysed or ex-
plicated in a Gertzian fashion using ‘thick’ description by providing exam-
ples of both. For ICT research based upon the SE the researcher is in the
thick of things experiencing the ‘inscriptive’ effects on body and mind on a
‘self” that often toggles between several identities (researcher and practi-
tioner). The inscriptive effects on others is also investigated by taking into
account the effects of ICT phenomena, to include diffusion and use, on the
‘self’ of the researcher by these ‘others’ gained through interaction and
discourse.

This chapter provides an overview of the SE as a research approach that I use,
have used since 1996, and am continually refining. This chapter begins by
reviewing some of the philosophical roots of SE. It then toggles between what
SE is by contrasting it to other research approaches and methodologies to
include ethnographies in general. The work conducted by Alvesson that focuses
on ‘close up’ studies is also reviewed to deepen the understanding of the SE. Two
examples of SE explications are introduced. One performed while investigating
the diffusion of ICTs within a large university research library and another (that
is still a work in process) designed to investigate the effects on the ‘self’ of ICTs
used in computer-mediated communication (CMC) and computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW), including virtual environments and virtuality. The
chapter then continues by surfacing ‘Critical Issues in SE’ and concludes by
framing the criticalness of the SE.
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8.2 PHILOSOPHICAL ROOTS OF THE SE

From a philosophical perspective, the SE is grounded in the hermeneutical and
phenomenological traditions (Heidegger, 1962; Husserl, 1931, 1969, 1990;
Schutz, 1982). The reason I make this assertion is that hermeneutics suggests
that an object of investigation reveals, and, at the same time, conceals itself from
the eye of the observer. This revealing and concealing property of objects and
constructs implies the existence of events that, in turn, provide ethnographic and
self-ethnographic insight and relatedness to the object and/or construct under
investigation. Each observable event becomes a source of rich empirical data
that reveals different parts of the object or construct but simultaneously can
conceal other parts. When research approaches, such as the SE, are used to
investigate complex constructs, such as ICT diffusion and the role of the end user
during diffusion, those constructs assume different forms and dimensions. They
suggest different implications as certain constituent elements of the constructs
reveal themselves to the self-ethnographer. These constituent elements are the
phenomena that the self-ethnographer identifies during the day-to-day micro-
processes of everyday life. The transcendental nature of objects and constructs in
general lends itself to a process of reduction. This is what the self-ethnographer
does. They reduce the phenomena into its key features and constituent elements
through processes of deconstruction.

The focus on ‘being’ or ‘existence’ is central to the phenomenological
tradition. Phenomenologists tend to focus upon objects of the world as
intentional by conscious thought (Husserl), and on self-awareness and re-
flection or, rather, self’s place in the world (Heidegger). The phenomenol-
ogist engages the world through the objects of ‘intention’, attempts to isolate
the ‘essence’ of these objects as well their meaning, and often, through
reflexivity, relates this meaning to a ‘self’ situated in the context of a specific
lifeworld. Phenomenologists are primarily concerned with how individuals
come to understand the world. Without a good sense of the self and a clear
sense of the other, interaction becomes problematic and local sense making
begins. For phenomenologists, the problem is confusion resulting in diffi-
culty in making sense of the world.

Enter the self-ethnographer, grounded in an understanding of hermeneu-
tics and phenomenology, investigating phenomena within a lifeworld in
which they are embedded, concerned about their ‘being’ within that life-
world as well as the nature of how their ‘being’ relates to and is affected by
the ‘other’. This ‘other’ may take on the form of both animate and inanimate
objects see Latour (1993). In addition, as a living, breathing, organic instru-
ment that senses the environment and interprets the results of the sensing, the
self-ethnographer must be acutely aware of their biases and how those biases
may affect the account of the investigation that is eventually produced.
Armed with this philosophical understanding and functioning, in a reflexive
manner, the self-ethnographer enters a process of ‘inscription’ designed to
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record not only the phenomena but also the ‘self’ as ‘self’ and ‘self’ as
‘generalized other’ affecting and being affected by the phenomena in which
they are embedded and researching.

At the onset my suggestion is that researchers embarking upon a SE should
be aware of the following:

The transcendental nature of objects or phenomena;

Intentionality;

Transcendental reduction;

The concept of the ‘lifeworld” and its relation to researcher subjectivity;
The ‘self’ in its various constructions to include the ‘generalized other’.

8.3 SE IN CONTRAST

This section navigates research techniques and methodologies, and provides
some insight into the assumptions that drive sociologically based research in
general. This is done to contrast the SE from other research methods and
approaches so that it begins to stand out as a critical approach to research and
the subsequent building of knowledge.

I suggest that in the functionalist paradigm emphasis is on ‘methodology’
whereas in the SE the emphasis is on the ‘approach’. The SE as an approach has
embedded within it hermeneutical processes as well as phenomenology, thereby
emphasizing the role of the ‘self’ in identifying and analysing research.

Sociological research was methodically investigated by Burrell and Morgan
(1979) resulting in a taxonomy that is still commonly referred to and referenced
today. Burrell and Morgan concisely and comprehensively classify and catego-
rize sociological research. In so doing, they suggest that a researcher’s assump-
tions about ontology, epistemology and human nature (by human nature they
mean the relationship between human beings and their environment) form the
foundation for a taxonomy. Their taxonomy is presented in the form of a grid.
This grid is based upon two major axes. The first axis ranges from a research
orientation concerning the nature of science and goes from a highly ‘subjective’
orientation to a highly ‘objective one’. The second axis is based on the nature of
society and ranges from ‘regulation’ to ‘radical change’. The two axes yield four
quadrants which Burrell and Morgan call ‘research paradigms’. The paradigms
are listed as follows:

(1) Functionalist

(2) Interpretive

(3) Radical humanism
(4) Radical structuralism

Therefore, present-day research can be related to the Burrell and Morgan
paradigmatic grid, which provides insight to the research in terms of the
researcher’s assumptions about both the nature of science as well as the nature
of society.
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There have certainly been debates concerning the Burrell and Morgan
paradigmatic grid. Many of these debates concern the ontological and epis-
temological isolation that they posit between each grid. In other words they
make a point of suggesting that because of the nature of assumptions un-
derlying the formulation of each grid, it is a cognitive impossibility for a
researcher to function in more than one grid at the same time. Gioia and Pitre
(1990) recognize this paradigmatic isolation and suggest that bridging can,
and should, exist between the paradigms. Their underlying concern is that in
performing organizational research (which certainly has its base in sociolo-
gy); theory can suffer from paradigmatic isolation. Theory-building move-
ment between the Burrell and Morgan paradigms is viewed as a positive
thing.

What is clear from Burrell and Morgan as well as Gioia and Pitre is that the
great majority of sociological research falls into the functionalist paradigm
(referred to as logical positivism). According to Burrell and Morgan, ‘the func-
tionalist paradigm generates regulative sociology in its most developed form’.
By ‘developed’ they mean that the methods are highly developed and function to
serve the research interests and accepted methods of the researcher. Further,
Gioia and Pitre (1990) also mention that the ‘dominant’ science theme or
paradigm revolves around functionalism and positivism. Evidence of the dom-
inance of the functionalist paradigm can also be found in the work of Audet,
Landry, and Dery (1986) and Behling (1980).

When organizational research is investigated, its most common form falls
within the functionalist paradigm and is performed under the cloak of logical
positivism. Most of the theory building, as it pertains to ICT diffusion and
information systems within organizational settings, is survey-oriented. Data
are collected with survey instruments, often analysed using the statistical tools
common to analysing data in the natural sciences. This is the hallmark of
quantitative research. It is this structured form of developing sociological theory
that permits the term ‘methodology’ to be woven into much of sociological
research jargon. Methodology suggests that there are specific ‘hows’ and tech-
niques that can be employed to both gather data and to analyse that data. The
kind of data that is obtained and the instruments used for the collection are
specified in advance. Therefore, this kind of thinking underlies the ‘dominance’
of the functionalist paradigm and gives the semblance that sociology and the
humanities, in general, can be researched and analysed using ‘methods’ drawn
from research in the natural sciences.

SE research does not reside within the functionalist paradigm. It is
critical in nature (due to its reliance on hermeneutics and phenomenology),
but can also inform (as well as be informed by) positivistic research. So I do
not agree with Burrell and Morgan when they suggest that there can only
ever be paradigmatic isolation. A good SE researcher must be versed in
quantitative techniques and methods which can assist in the ethnographic
explication of ethnographic data.



I 194 Critical IS Empirical Studies

8.4 THE ETHNOGRAPHY AND SE

It is clear that different research techniques are used when investigating orga-
nizational phenomena. These techniques can be placed within one of the four
paradigmatic grids in Burrell and Morgan’s model. It is also clear that organi-
zational phenomena fall within the overall category of sociology in terms of the
identification and application of accepted research methods. Logical positivism
was mentioned as being the most common and pervasive in terms of its use in
building theory. However, there are cautionary voices (Alvesson, 2003a, 2003b;
Alvesson & Karreman, 2000a, 2000b; Gioia & Pitre, 1990 2000b). The series of
papers developed by Alvesson and colleagues suggest that there are benefits to
building theory based on the researcher’s actual involvement with the research
setting (the field). Alvesson speaks about ethnography in general and then the SE
specifically. Alvesson does this to show that in performing an ethnography a
researcher gets as close to the field as possible, but in the SE, the researcher is
much closer to the field of inquiry, because he/she is already there.

Scholars (e.g. Geertz, 1973, 1988, 1997; Wolcott, 1995) emphasize the
cultural component of the ethnography. Geertz specifically suggests that the
ethnographic account should result in a ‘thick description’ that reveals the
meaning underlying the social phenomena being investigated. Alvesson further
suggests that some scholars such as Baszanger and Dodier (1997) and Miller
(1997) “talk about ethnographies of institutional discourse’. Here the emphasis is
on ‘discourse in social settings’ where community closeness, culture and dis-
course orientation are salient features. Furthermore, Van Maanen (1995) divides
the ethnography into two parts, focusing on the actual process of performing
fieldwork and the text of the ethnographic account. It is this dichotomous nature
of ethnographies in general, that is of particular interest to the self-ethnographer.

As with any research the ethnography has its advantages and disadvan-
tages. The advantages according to Alvesson (2003a) centre on the ability of
the researcher to observe behaviour (individual and collective) in naturally
occurring settings, using the informality of the relationships developed by the
researcher throughout their involvement within the field. The disadvantages of
the ethnography relate to the issues of time (being time consuming), the
production of an ‘account’ that adequately explicates the fieldwork done,
and the risk of going native (losing research perspective). What begins to
surface here is a very subtle reference to creation of text that is ‘faithful” to
the reality being investigated. This is what Geertz refers to as the ‘thick
description’. In the same breath, Alvesson refers to fiction and, in doing, ties
the notion of text (the ethnographic account) written as ‘thick description’ to
the notion of fiction. Later, Alvesson posits the concept of ‘grounded fiction-
alism’. Yet in all these references he is actually talking about the ethnographic
account; that is, the ethnographer’s explication of what is going on with social
phenomena. The basis for the creation of this text (this grounded fictionalism)
becomes critical to the self-ethnographer.
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Alvesson states that:

A SE is a study and a text in which the researcher-author describes a cultural
setting in which s/he is an active participant, more or less on equal terms with
other participants.

This implies that the researcher performing the SE is already in the field
actively working as a member of a ‘cultural setting’. Such was my case, which is
why the concept of a SE seemed well suited to my research. As the researcher I:
‘...use the experiences, knowledge, and access to empirical material for re-
search purposes’. This suggests that access to empirical material is rather easy
due to the ‘position‘ of the researcher. Alvesson further states, ‘This research is,
however, not a major preoccupation, apart from at a particular time when the
empirical material is targeted for close scrutiny and writing’.

8.5 SPECIFIC APPLICATION OF THE SE LIBRARY 1 AND
VIRTUAL 1

Some background follows at this point concerning the movement from theory to
actual research using the SE. My original research project did not begin with the
SE in mind. The project which I will call Library 1 had its roots when I was
appointed in May of 1998 to the position of Head of Media Services (a multi-
media librarian position). The position was in a large academic library giving me
day-to-day access to emerging organizational phenomena. My research focus
was to identify the factors that affect successful diffusion of ICTs. My position
allowed me to be involved with various ICT diffusion projects that ranged from
those that affected the entire library system to those that affected various groups
and sub-groups.

As I laboured over how to approach my research given a full-time position,
what assisted in making the movement to SE was receiving four papers from Mats
Alvesson, 2003a, 2003b (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000a, 2000b) that addressed
close-up studies. One of the papers (Alvesson, 2003a) described SE, and it
immediately resonated with my situation, because it suggested that the research
site should be the one in which the researcher was already embedded. I reviewed
the four papers and made the decision to use SE to perform my research. After all I
would probably never again get the opportunity to be surrounded by such rich
empirical data on a daily basis. Now I had an approach that validated the use of my
own work environment or ‘home base’ for my research.

Since conducting the Library 1 study, I have used SE as an approach in
studying virtual communities and ‘virtuality’. For reference purposes I will call
this ongoing study Virtual 1. I will share some of Virtual 1 narratives in this
chapter. However, because of the scope of Library 1, all the specific data that the
SE surfaced will not be addressed in this chapter. Chumer (2002) provides
detailed information about the heuristic used to analyse the data that was sur-
faced by the SE in that study.
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In Library 1 and Virtual 1 the single approach was that of the SE, yet it
resulted in two separate accounts. The following is an extract drawn from
Library 1 as an example of the explication of one of six specific ICT diffusion
‘cases’ surfaced during a 3-year SE.

8.5.1 Case 1, The Serials Backlog

When I was assigned managerial responsibilities for Technical Services the
growing backlog of actual serials (journals) that needed processing by the staff
using the newly-implemented ILS (Integrated Library System) was visually
evident. Journals that needed to be processed were placed on movable carts
aligned physically one after the other. The carts were loaded with journals
awaiting input into the system as well as journals rejected by the system as not
being able to be processed for many reasons. Upon further investigation the major
reason was that the serials master record contained errors and the process in place
suggested that the master record corrections should occur after normal serials
check-in. The shelving of the journals could not be accomplished until a
satisfactory check-in had occurred. As manager, I converted the backlog into the
time required to process using the average time to check-in a journal with existing
resources. This backlog time was calculated to be approximately four months and,
when coupled with the current processing of journals arriving on a daily basis,
suggested the backlog would incrementally increase if everything remained the
same. As a manager, the serials backlog needed to be fixed but as a researcher it
required investigation into the reasons for the backlog, as well as relevant theories
that might explain what was going on. Wearing the hat of a researcher,
investigation suggested that the following examples could be identified, not as
final causes, but as reasons for the serials backlog.

8.5.2 Specific Case 1 Example, Graphical User Interface

This was the first example that resulted from the Serials Backlog case and
surfaced as a separate example when investigating the reasons for the
backlog. In meeting with the staff involved in the serials check-in process
and the first line supervision of that process, it became clear that in order to
perform the most basic input of serials data, the graphical user interface of
the system required the user to move among many screens. This, in turn,
caused the most basic of transactions to be input using multiple key strokes
and multiple screens. Each screen had a different purpose in the process and
in a very short time caused the monitor to be cluttered with between 5 to 8
open screens. Each screen represented a specific function unique to the
serial/journal being checked in. When the check-in process was successfully
completed, resulting in an elapsed time of between 5 to 8§ minutes, the
process was started for the second serial/journal. The previous screens
needed to be cleared before the next transaction could begin. The staff and
supervisors were open in their comments that were grounded in a very real
frustration about the multiplicity of these screens and the resulting time-
consuming process.
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The process was verbalized by the staff, managers, and the end users, as being
cumbersome, and the frustration suggested that there was little they could do
about the technology but ‘bend’ to its design and create local work processes and
their associated tasks accordingly.

This narration process was also followed for the remaining five cases of the
Library 1 study.

Relevant theory was necessary for my work and I used Dervin’s (a commu-
nication scholar) individual sense making (Dervin, 1983, 1992, 1995) and
Weick’s organizational sense making (Weick, 1988, 1993, 1995) in two ways.
First, the common thread between both theories is their assumption about the
nature of the reality that faces the individual and the collective. Both scholars
make the assumption that reality is ‘gappy’ and ‘discontinuous’ but that the
‘gap’ and the ‘discontinuity’ (both cognitive in nature) become occasions for
sense making (individual and organizational). If the nature of reality applies to
all individuals, then I as manager and researcher will be confronting a ‘gappy’
reality space, laced with discontinuities. I reconstruct these discontinuities tak-
ing on the form of some micro- or macro-discourse as sense-making occasions
that caused me (as manager) to stop, reflect, and then reconstruct the discourse as
a situation that required some sort of managerial intervention. At the same time,
these ‘discursive’ sense-making occasions became researchable objects (cases)
that were fodder for further analysis. My cognitive switching mechanism, in full
swing at the end of the 3-year project, allowed me to view the cases from the
perspectives of both manager and researcher.

I made the assumption that both sense-making theories (Dervin, 1983, 1992,
1995; Weick, 1988, 1993, 1995) should apply to the objects of my research,
individuals and collectives, embedded in the organizational ICT diffusion pro-
cess. Indeed, if a ‘gappy’ reality faces all individuals then that assumption seems
valid. The analysis that I performed on the micro- and macro-discourses to
which I attended as sense-making occasions, was, over time, deconstructed into
the data I used for further analysis. This was not planned at the outset of the
research, but evolved while the SE was conducted (Chumer, 2002). The specific
analysis of the data that I identified in Library 1 can be found in Chumer (2002).
In my research, I integrated my analysis of the data along with my particular use
of the SE. This approach and as the basis for analysis alone may be different to
some reader’s understanding of ethnographic accounts as relying upon only
particular genres (confessional, realist).

8.5.3 Virtual 1 Narration

This research (Virtual 1) is currently a work-in-progress and, as previously
mentioned, is being researched by the SE approach. It differs in ‘account only’
from Library 1 and aligns itself with a thick description as suggested by Geertz.
In Virtual 1, I am researching the effects of virtual ICTs and virtuality on
different constructs of the self, using the works of Mead, Gergen, Castells,
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Husserl and Schutz as theoretical backdrops. Some samples of the SE as thick
description follow. The reader will quickly see how this account differs from
Library 1. This account suggests the use of ‘thick’ description such that a high
level of self-inscription is included.

It also suggests that the researcher is embedded in the day-to-day phenomena
being researched and uses that to construct the beginning of a detailed account.
We begin to see an illustration of the phenomenological approach.

It is 6:30 AM and today, like every day, upon awaking I go into my home office
and turn on my computers (plural). Since it takes time for them to ‘boot up’ I go
into my kitchen to make a pot of coffee, nothing like caffeine to get me properly
‘wired’ in preparation to addressing the multiplicity of symbols and messages that
will present themselves with each mouse click as well as those that will have
managed to escape the wrath of my ‘pop up’ blockers. My attention will be pulled,
pushed, and in many instances overloaded by the objects vying for that attention,
all as a result of the mediating affect of technology. As I sip my coffee [ open up in
sequence three separate e-mail ‘accounts’ and begin processing those messages
that arrived overnight. As usual one account is laced with annoying ‘spam’
reminding me (if I open those messages) of my dwindling manhood, my need for
drugs and medications, the growing loneliness of housewives who just happen to
live in my geographical vicinity, the ‘good’ news that I ‘might’ have won some
lottery prize, the fact that I am so lucky because I still qualify for a low interest
loan, and the really good news that if I can just click on ‘this’ url I can get the
college degree I need to be successful in life. Indeed. What ever happened to the
days where ‘acceptable use’ governed the communications that occurred over the
Internet? However the really good news is that this was just the first e-mail
account and [ still had 2 others to go. I am making progress in these early hours of
the morning! These 2 remaining e-mail accounts have good anti-spam controls
that, overall, make a good attempt at filtering out those unwanted and invasive
messages. Time for a second cup of coffee as I continue my journey in this
seemingly wonderful virtual world that is mediated by my computer screen.

Continuing in this reflexive mood I recalled my discussions about the concept of
virtuality where virtuality can be a ‘represented’ or ‘mediated’ space or place within
which the ‘self” through interactions with others embarks upon a process that results
in a ‘symbolized unity’. To my mind, when Mead refers to the ‘generalized other,*
he is referring to this ‘symbolized unity.” My curiosity peaks around the emergence
of this ‘generalized other’ when both ‘virtual reality’ and the symbols used in
‘virtual’ interaction tend to be more like simulacra (their referential nature does not
have a physical referent). [ begin to think about the ‘generalized’ other that surfaces
from interactions in the physical world where the symbols used during interaction
tend to be more real in their referential nature, in that the computer screen is not an
actor or participant in developing this ‘symbolized unity’.

In being reflective about my early morning interaction with the technologies of
information and communication (ICT), I saw myself being ‘bombarded’ by
computer-mediated messages, displayed with a variety of colors, sounds, and
animation all filling my senses and in turn affecting the meaning that I construct
when I interact with them. On the surface it seems that I am interacting with a
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series of symbols that have brief often times fleeting meanings (buy Viagra, enroll
in on-line courses, get a mortgage while the rates are low). Continuing in my
reflection I came to realize the invasiveness of ICTs to my ‘lifeworld’ (Schutz)
and if my perception of a lifeworld is being so affected what about the others with
whom I interact with through ICTs? A lifeworld that is not totally ‘behind the
screen’ as suggested by Turkle but one that includes life on the screen (virtual
interaction) as one part of my lifeworld. However I see my lifeworld as having a
physical reality part in addition to the virtual where I can toggle almost
effortlessly between the two. It does appear that I am being pulled very
seductively by ICTs into communicating and interacting in a virtual more so than
in a physical space. [ begin to wonder what effect this ‘colonization’ is beginning
to have on the ‘symbolized unity’ that I enjoyed and understood during many
years of physical interaction. Interaction that for the most part occurred not with
simulacra but with symbols that had clear physical referents, clear construct
referents, and had well understood indexical properties. All symbols being used
within rules of interaction that seemed clear as well as the roles of ‘others’ with
whom interaction was occurring.

Now enter the emerging age of virtuality where simulacra prevails, placing
symbolic interaction in constant contention and tension affecting both the rules of
interaction and the roles of inter-actants. The total effect tends to result in behavior
that is different than behaving in a physical world. From a post-modern
perspective behavior in a virtual space emerges as quickly as the contexts within
which the behaving occurs. The suggestion is that in ICT mediated
communication the virtual space that is created is emancipating in nature and
perhaps more democratic than interactions in a physical reality space but it seems
that both (emancipation and ‘situated’ democracy) is fleeting. Witness the cohort
of lurkers who are reluctant to engage in listserve communication being content to
listen rather than engage others. They tend to still be imprisoned by their own
hegemony. When some form of temporal stability occurs whether in a chat,
listserve, or blog type of virtual space, rules tend to emerge as well a certain roles.
This is not dissimilar to behavior within groups occurring in a physical reality
space. As I interact with the ICTs as well as ‘others’ interacting with me through
different configurations of ICTs the interactions take on meaning within very
specific contexts. For example listserves may have different rules (implicit or
explicit) that govern posting of messages and the nature of topics that can be
discussed and blogs may have rules that vary from one context to another. These
rules become internalized over time as well as certain roles of others suggesting
‘general otherness’ and symbolic unity.

The following text resulted from a staff meeting where a faculty member’s
actions surfaced as an activity that was, indeed, relevant to developing an
understanding about the nature of ‘virtuality’.

This inability to separate both worlds was evident during several of the faculty
meetings in the IS Department at NJIT. An area of research in the IS Department is
pervasive and ubiquitous computing. Both reside as program elements within
Human Computer Interaction, an area that ranges from concepts of a techno-being
armed with wireless PDAs, twiddlers, chording devices, and in some instances
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goggles and other haptic gadgets to interface design for computer applications. A
faculty member who lives and breaths all things technologically pervasive and
ubiquitous enters the meeting late armed with his trusty laptop. Oblivious to the
meeting that is going on he turns on his laptop and soon the entire meeting hears
the symphonic melodies of Microsoft Windows. Next is heard a series of beeps,
gongs and similar sounds all disruptive and intrusive to the meeting. Still the
faculty member is oblivious to the interactions at the meeting, his own interaction
with the laptop is what is most important. This faculty member seems lost in his
little virtual world where constantly being online takes precedence to everything
else. It appears that the instant gratification provided by being connected and
wired is paramount and self appeasing. The rules of the meeting within which this
disruptive activity is occurring and the roles of other faculty at the meeting seem
secondary to the needs of a self that has become isolated in its connectivity from
the real world of the meeting. This to me is an example of trying to function in the
virtual at the expense of interacting in the physical world. This type of behavior is
most fearful to me because it suggests that there seems to be a growing difficulty
in society in separating the virtual world from the physical.

From a theoretical standpoint I know that Turkle’s ‘interactionism’ resonates well
with others but Turkle seems to view the world as becoming more and more virtual
and mediated and this is both inevitable and good. On the other side of reason
there is Castells who seems to view the virtual as part of a total Schutzian lifeworld
not the lifeworld itself. Now enter Gergen who cautions that he is seeing the
‘wired’ and ‘online’ self becoming isolated, insulated, and disorganized in a way
where the locus of control is shifting in mediated environments from the mediated
to the technology as mediator. The cure appears to be the ability to move between
worlds and perhaps in so doing become less isolated, open to others, and in control
rather than allowing the technology to control behavior.

Symbolic unity or Mead’s ‘generalized other’ emerges in both the virtual and
physical but if exit from the virtual is what is required to provide focus and control
then perhaps the stabilizing effect of the ‘generalized other’ is more salient in a
physical reality. This does not suggest that a symbolic unity cannot be reached in
the virtual and for many a virtual existence does provide meaning. Perhaps the
symbolic unity that has taken decades to form through face to face interactions in a
physical reality provides a deeper sense of connectivity than all the wireless and
wired mediations can ever hope for and a better sense of focus as well.

We can note here that the Virtual 1 text is an example of ‘thick’ description
whereas the Library 1 text is not. However, both texts emerging from a SE are
entirely appropriate to the study.

8.6 THREE CRITICAL ISSUES IN SE
8.6.1 Closeness\Subjectivity

As my account unfolded in Library 1, the tension I initially felt was due to the
deep level of experience that I possessed. For over 30 years I was intimately
involved with the ICT diffusion phenomena that was also the topic of IT/MIS
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scholarly research that I reviewed. I was very close to the phenomena of ICT
diffusion as I was, indeed, part of it during those 30 years. This closeness left me
with a tacit, and, perhaps, biased understanding of the importance of the user in
the diffusion process. Closeness is an issue in performing qualitative research
(Alvesson, 2003a; Adler & Adler, 1987; Kirk & Miller, 1986; Van Maanen,
1988). The closer one gets to the phenomena one is researching, the more insight
should be expected into those phenomena. Certainly a researcher espousing the
paradigm of positivism is not as close to the object of study as is the researcher
spending a good deal of time ‘in the field’ attempting to understand the meaning
that is created by the actors in specific situations and specific contexts. The
researcher qua positivist is concerned with constructs embedded within pre-
defined instruments, where the emphasis is on how the instruments construct
phenomena. The cautionary note here is that, with the focus on the instruments,
an arm’s length, or distancing approach to researching phenomena is implied.
This is not to suggest that insight is not gained into phenomena through survey
instruments, rather that additional knowledge can be obtained by getting close to
the actors as they are involved with phenomena.

An assumption underlying ‘close up’ studies is that the closer a researcher
gets to the object(s) of investigation, the more insight should be gained about
those objects, and/or their interaction within some phenomena. Adler and Adler
(1987) suggest that researcher closeness to the objects of investigation occurs in
three basic stages equating to the level of membership. The researcher may be a
peripheral, active or complete member of what is being investigated. In citing the
‘Chicago School of Sociology’ Adler and Adler suggest that closeness is also
indicated by the kind of observation being done, which can range from casual
observer to participant observer, the latter suggesting that the researcher is both
observing phenomena, as well as participating in that phenomena. Krathwohl
(1993) follows the observation metaphor of researcher closeness with a higher
degree of granularity, suggesting that the range is from non-participant observer
to covert participant observer.

The focus of the qualitative researcher performing an ethnography is to get as
close to the objects of study as possible so that there is acceptance of the
researcher by the field. This acceptance implies that the objects of investigation
(the actors or subjects) will act normally and not be influenced by the presence of
the researcher (the Heisenberg Effect). In other words, the researcher blends into
the environment being studied so that the reality of the phenomena can be
observed in as naturalistic a setting as possible. On the surface this blending
in or ‘going native’ might appear attractive. However, it is not without its own set
of cautions. One of those cautions has to do with ‘obtaining perspective on lived
reality’. Getting too close to the object(s) of study may taint the perspective of
the researcher so that an unrealistic research account is conducted. The research-
er may begin to think, act, and create meaning, similar to the actors being
studied. This closeness can be equated to the forest and trees metaphor, where
the researcher cannot see the forest (the larger picture) being too close to the
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trees (the objects of investigation). A form of ‘critical distance’ is required by the
researcher, as well as an awareness of getting too close and losing perspective.
This is not easy, and is one of the reasons that qualitative, ethnographic research
is not conducted more often, or is done poorly. I will say more about the issue of
critical distance in the last section of this chapter.

8.6.2 Split Cognition

It was unclear at the onset of both projects (Libraryl and Virtual 1) when the
researcher (myself) entered into different modes of cultural activity. Being a
manager in a work situation, or a faculty member at a faculty meeting could turn
into being a manager or faculty conducting research upon phenomena in which
the manager (me) or faculty (me) is actively engaged. This manager qua man-
ager, or faculty qua faculty, at some point becomes a manager qua researcher or
faculty qua researcher, attempting to perform both tasks at the same time. This
becomes a case of split cognition, requiring a duality of thought and a sense of
reflexivity that, in turn, requires a high level of cognitive discipline. Each
cultural activity, which in the case of organizations may be work tasks or
processes, is viewed from two distinctly separate cognitions. If the cultural
activity is ICT diffusion (which was one research focus) or a faculty meeting,
(which later turned into a research venue), then manager qua manager is, indeed,
involved in the diffusion process, and is in a position to observe and influence
events within the process itself. The same can be said for faculty qua faculty who
can, likewise, point out the disruptive behaviour during the meeting in an attempt
to correct it. However, manager qua researcher is in an investigative mode
researching the process, setting, subjects and use of language in which she/he
is actively engaged. It is as if the researcher has built into her/his cognition a
switch that can toggle between self and self-identities such as ‘manager’ and
‘researcher’ or ‘faculty’ and ‘researcher’ automatically.

The nature of the switch and the how(s) and why(s) of its activation caused
me to reposition the SE as an ‘approach’ rather than as a ‘methodology’. As an
approach, when in a ‘manager’ cognition, its use caused me to focus upon certain
micro-processes in the workplace that required managerial attention. As a ‘re-
searcher’ these micro-processes represented analysable data selected from
which ‘cases’ could be extracted for further analysis. This required some theory
or theory component to serve as the basis for analysis. As an approach when in a
‘faculty’ cognition it caused me to be constantly vigilant of my environment as if
I were scanning my environment (the meeting) for discontinuities, like blips on a
radar screen that could be reflexively analysed. When coupled with appropriate
theory (such theory and its use being integrated into the account of the SE) SE
becomes the data identification component of an emerging methodology. Yet the
emerging methodology (approach and analysis) is unique to the individual
researcher because of the theory(s) selected as the analysis basis. What can
activate the cognitive ‘switch’ (manager to researcher or researcher to manager)
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