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ABSTRACT

A major focus of contemporary IS research is the emergent nature of organisational use
of information technologies: its contextual, evolutionary, often unanticipated character.
Most studies have approached this topic from the viewpoint of emergence in IT based
practices as a process, led by social actors. However, the investigation of emergence as
a property has been neglected. The systems thinking approach is particularly concerned
with emergent properties, but has hitherto been poorly developed for the socio-technical
analysis of IT use.

In redress, this research presents a new framework of interpretive systems thinking for
performing such analysis. This framework permits a researcher or organisational analyst
to form an understanding of emergent phenomena in IT based operations as constituted
by the interaction of various elements or factors in relations of contrariety, contradiction
or association. The emergent nature of an organisation’s activities may consequently be
illuminated in terms of principle tensions or contradictions, that shape its trajectory of
transformation, or form a persistent pattern in its functioning. This method of analysis is
applied to two case studies of IT based call centre operations.

The case analyses demonstrate the utility of this inter-relational, integrative framework.
It supports supra-individual analysis of the shaping of significance concerning IT based
activities. The emergent dynamics of integration and transformation related to the use of
IT capacities in call centre activities are revealed in multi-faceted, contextually specific
forms, that transcend simple binary alternatives in the appraisal of IT usage (e.g. IT is
rigid or flexible). The framework’s main benefit is its ability to highlight contradictions
that are easy to miss, or difficult to pinpoint, in IT enabled work practices. This study’s
third-person, property-focussed account of emergence in IT based operations provides a
different but complementary emphasis to the micro agency-centred model of emergence
that has dominated recent IS studies.
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CHAPTER ONE: SCOPE OF INQUIRY

1. OVERVIEW

Let us start with a bird’s-eye view of this inquiry. In recent times, the emergent
nature of organisational work operations around the use of information technology (IT)
— its context-embedded, evolutionary and unanticipated character — has become a major
research focus within the field of Information Systems (IS). A significant stream of IS
studies has investigated the way that IT based work operations are uniquely shaped by
the particular socio-historical context they are embedded in, and evince features that are
unexpected. Most of these IS studies may be said to have approached the explanation of
emergence in organisational functioning from an enacted first-person perspective, and
from a focus on studying emergence as a process. In other words, these IS studies have
elaborated the emergent nature of IT based operations from the viewpoints, decisions
and actions of the organisational actors involved, thus accounting for the way in which
the viewpoints and actions of such actors can, as a process over time, lead to emergent
phenomena in IT based practices. As a result of this the IS field has gained considerable

knowledge of organisational emergence from a processual, agency-based perspective.

I take a different, relatively unexplored starting-point and emphasis however, in
studying the same phenomenon. I study emergence from ‘the other side of the coin’: a
third-person analytical perspective, and a focus on emergence as a property. Rather than
accounting for the process of emergence in IT based operations from the viewpoint of
actors, I develop here a framework by which I, or any analyst or researcher studying a
particular organisation, can usefully characterise the contextual shaping of its IT based
work operations from an ‘outside-looking-in’ viewpoint, and from an understanding of
emergence as an outcome, or set of outcomes, (i.e. a property) of these operations being
viewed as a complex ‘whole’. Systems thinking is used as a methodological device for
structuring this third-person, property-focused account of emergence. This outside-in,
synoptic approach which I adopt does not present an account of emergence, in IT based
operations, that is fundamentally incompatible with, or which is in strict opposition to,
the accounts of past IS studies. However, it does provide significant new benefits and

fresh insights, as this thesis will demonstrate. Let us therefore begin.



1.1 INTRODUCTION

Since the early 1990s, the emergent nature of organisational functioning around
the use of information technology (IT) has grown in importance as a focus of research
inquiry in the field of Information Systems (IS). Prior to this, the integration of IT into
organisational processes had been widely promoted in the IS theoretical and business
literature from the standpoint of planned, deliberate changes, based on ideal visions and
rational projections. The introduction and use of IT was presented as enabling radical
improvements in work organisation and strong gains in performance (Davenport, 1993).
In practice however, it became apparent that organisations were widely differentiated in
their ability to carry out such planned co-adaptations of work processes and the use of
computer technologies (Scott-Morton, 1991). Subsequently, IS studies investigating the
form and consequences of IT based work practices and business transformation projects
evoked growing recognition that it was the emergent nature of such practices or projects
— their contextually shaped, evolutionary, dynamic and often unanticipated nature — that
significantly conditions the processes and outcomes of IT use in specific organisations
(e.g. Orlikowski, 1996a,b; Bikson, 1996).

This contemporary rise in research focus on the emergent nature of IT based
activity may also be traced to calls made over the last decade, like that by Truex (1991).
At the 1990 IFIP WG8.2 conference in Denmark, he noted that the IS field was “poorly
developed” in the creation or application of “methods that capture the emergent nature
of organisations” (p. 570). Since then, a number of IS theoretical approaches have been
formulated, and several empirical studies undertaken, that have sought to illuminate the
emergent nature of IT deployment and use in firms. This has led to what Klein (1996)
termed the ‘emergence paradigm’: a broad and loose body of theoretical and empirical
work seeking to account for the emergent nature of organisational functioning in the use
of information technologies. This area of inquiry is, in the words of a noted researcher,
“... particularly relevant today as unprecedented environmental, technological and
organisational developments facilitate patterns of organising which cannot be explained

or prescribed by appealing to a priori plans and intensions,” (Orlikowski, 1996a, p. 65).
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Conspicuously missing however, from the recently arisen theoretical approaches
that have been adopted to elaborate the emergent nature of IT based work operations in
organisations, has been the use of systems thinking as a method for studying emergence.
Systems thinking proposes that it is important to investigate and understand complex
phenomena like organisational functioning holistically, as irreducibly integrated wholes.
It places specific emphasis on identifying emergent properties, which are properties that
are exclusive to such wholes, and not deducible from any of their constituent elements.
The relative absence of systems based inquiry in past IS studies on the emergent nature
of IT use is remarkable, given its theoretical emphasis on emergent properties and its
benefit of an integrative, inter-relational form of analysis. Nevertheless, strong reasons
can be adduced for this. The traditional systems approach came under severe criticism
during the 1970s (e.g. Silverman, 1970) which significantly undermined its validity as a
theoretical platform for providing insightful description of the nature of organisations or
dynamic social phenomena. The approach was seen to be highly inadequate, because of
its essential premise of treating organisations as analogous to natural (i.e. biological) or
mechanical systems, with fixed, pre-determined goals: this foreclosed the consideration

of any emergent, evolutionary modes of functioning (Ciborra, 1987).

However, as this thesis will undertake to demonstrate, there are good reasons for
developing an approach based on systems thinking for investigating the emergent nature
of IT use — albeit one with a newer, more sophisticated, contemporary form of systems
thinking. Not the least of such reasons is that, since the time of its fall from prominence,
systems thinking has moved on, and has developed significantly. Whereas the early
application of systems thinking in the IS field hinged on the idea of natural/mechanical
systems, recent innovations (e.g. Soft Systems Methodology) in this school of thought
have moved in its application towards the study of designed systems (e.g. Checkland,
1981), in which systems concepts and ideas are used to clarify the learning process by
which social actors decide on the feasibility of changes in IT based work environments.
The time thus appeared ripe for embarking on developing the utility of modern systems
thinking for IS research, in regard specifically to research on the emergent nature of IT
based work operations. The stimulus to undertake this development presented itself in
the form of recent observations by researchers working within a longstanding systems
based school of thought: the sociotechnical systems approach (Mumford, 1997). Strong
calls had been issued for this IS theoretical approach, that has hitherto been based on the

11



stultifying traditional form of systems thinking, to be recast and reformulated with new
concepts and analytical tools for treating emergent organisational phenomena (Lin and

Cornford, 2000). This approach stood in need of a new basis of systems thinking.

This exploratory study took up the challenge of recasting sociotechnical systems
inquiry. It undertook to do this by extending the application of systems thinking beyond
natural/mechanical or designed systems. This study develops the hermeneutic focus of
contemporary systems thinking in the new direction of illuminating the interactions of
organisational elements (that generate emergent phenomena) as signification systems —
patterned inter-relationships of significance by which human activity, artefacts, events
or circumstances are invested with meaning or value. As this thesis shall make evident,
key advantages may be gained in studying the emergent nature of IT based operations
from this extension of systems thinking. The rest of this chapter furnishes a background
for latter elaborations. It first elaborates the significance of this research topic in section
1.1.2. The motivations for pursing this study are introduced in section 1.2, as well as its
empirical context of IT enabled call centre work environments. Section 1.3 undertakes
to clarify the meanings of key terms in upcoming discussions, and the assumptions that

have shaped my approach in studying the emergent nature of IT based operations.

1.2 IMPORTANCE OF RESEARCH TOPIC

The topic of emergent organisational functioning in the use of IT is a relatively
recent focus of inquiry in the IS field. It has gained prominence in IS and management

literature for practical and theoretical reasons. The theoretical reasons are more crucial.

From the standpoint of practical relevance, the rising attention paid to emergent
phenomena in the IS and management literature is due to the accelerated pace of change
that firms must cope with (Truex et al., 1999; Orlikowski, 1996a). This frenetic pace of
change is driven by rapid developments in globalisation, competitive positioning, and
the use of technology. Management staff need to incorporate flexibility and emergent
strategies in planning and implementation activity, to cope with ongoing discontinuities
in operational environments (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985). Galliers and Baets (1998)
note that the use of IT tools has amplified the unpredictability of emergent effects on

organisational practices. These factors have contributed to heighten practical concerns
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over the effects of emergence phenomena in business undertakings and social activity.

They have induced increased focus on methods to deal with this operational dimension.

From a theoretical standpoint, the rising prominence of IS research concern with
the issue of emergence in organisational activity can be ascribed to two major reasons.
Firstly, the focus on the emergent conditions of organisational functioning and change
has grown as a reaction to an older established trend of technological determinism in the
IS field. Technological determinism refers to the perspective that an IT system has
predictable and inevitable impacts on the host organisation in which it is introduced. IT
is assigned causal agency from this standpoint, being seen as a root explanatory cause
of organisational changes. However, the contradictory findings of numerous IS research
studies have disproved the validity of such a perspective (Markus and Robey, 1988).
Morgan and Lawler (1984) concluded that it was not that the adoption and use of IT
produced no effects, but that the effects that resulted were interaction effects. The
introduction and use of IT could be associated with an amplifying of certain features of
organisational functioning and transformation, but it could not be used exclusively to

account for their existence.

Correspondingly, Markus and Robey (1988) asserted a significant need for the
theoretical formulation of emergent models of functioning or change, that could be used
to illuminate the complex, enacted and indefinite nature of much organisational activity.
Such processual frameworks are needed to transcend the limitations of deterministic
models, which are fundamentally precluded from handling such complexity by their
simplistic basis in a mechanistic cause-and-effect notion (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay,
2001). Markus and Robey (1988) also established a link between an emergent model of
functioning and the interpretive significance of IT (i.e. see their statement quoted earlier
at the end of section 1.1.1). Subsequently, IS researchers began to impute the unique
nature of change experienced by different companies to the contextually based manner
in which organisational actors ascribe distinctive meanings to IT, and actively shape its
forms of use accordingly (Markus and Benjamin, 1997; Barley 1988; Kraut, Koch and
Dumais, 1988; Markus and Robey, 1988). Besides this, emergent models also became
to be seen as important because they could account for unintended outcomes (Markus,
1994; Kaplan, 1991). Thus, the emergent nature of organisational functioning has seen

greater theoretical prominence in IS research because of a recognition that deterministic
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models, aimed at predicting consequences, have not been able to adequately deal with

the complexity of organisational operations.

Secondly, theoretical focus on the emergent nature of IT based organisational
functioning may be said to have increased in reaction to the perceived shortcomings of
methodologically planned, ‘rational actor’ models of change. A substantial portion of
early IS theory had been marked by the fundamental assumption of economic rationality
in individual and collective action: organisational members were seen as subscribing to
a common goal of maximising economic efficiency, and as embodying correct ways of
behaviour in the implementation of IS projects (Kling, 1980). Processes of change were
regarded as being strictly pre-conceivable, and amenable to shaping by formal methods.
Theoretical focus in rational actor approaches have thus focussed deeply on the correct
construction and observance of formal plans and methods, based on pre-conceived
functions, as the way to control and predict the form and consequences of strategic and
operational levels of change (Ciborra, 1991, 1987; Suchman, 1987). In addition, rational
actor approaches coincided with a prevalence of stage models of IT innovation in firms,
which neatly reduced the innovation process into discrete temporal episodes, reflecting

linear, cause-and-effect sequences (Galliers and Swan, 1999).

The inadequacies of rational actor models were exposed however by realisations
obtaining from subsequent IS research studies in the 1980s. These studies established
that the process of IT related organisational transformation is fundamentally shaped by
the “irrational’ political activity of key actors and stakeholder groups holding dissimilar
interests (Markus, 1983; Kling, 1980). As a result, IT innovation processes often exhibit
characteristics and consequences which were unanticipated in prior planning activity,
and that can prove intractable to deliberate strategies or desired outcomes (e.g. Bowers
1995; Orlikowski, 1996b). Moreover, it became apparent that organisational IT based
innovation and use was better treated as a continuous whole process, rather than as a set
of discrete stages (Galliers and Swan, 1999). As a consequence of such developments in
empirical findings, a growing body of theoretical effort in the IS field began to address
the emergent nature of IT based organisational work practices. Expanded understanding
of the emergent nature of IT based work performance is thus particularly pertinent at the

present time for IS researchers and practitioners (Orlikowski, 1996a).
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1.3 STUDY MOTIVATIONS AND BACKGROUND

This study drew from a confluence of several perceptions. At a general level, the
motivation for this inquiry lay in the perceived necessity and potential for developing
the sociotechnical systems theoretical approach in the IS field. This particular school of
thought, elaborated shortly, has unique features that were seen to strongly recommend
its application in studying the emergent nature of IT based organisational functioning.
The central feature of the IS sociotechnical systems theoretical approach, unique among
other approaches, is its fundamental basis in systems thinking. The perceived scope for
extending existing IS understanding of the emergent nature of organisations, through
the development and application of a systems based approach, constituted the principal

inducement for undertaking this study. This and other motivations are explained next.
1.3.1 The need for a systems perspective

The systems thinking approach has been promoted by prominent IS researchers
in the contemporary field (Lee, 2000; Checkland, 1999; Galliers, Mingers and Jackson,
1997, Klein, 1996). Systems based approaches have had a long history of application in
the general arena of sociological theory, extending back to the 1950s. During the 1970s
however, the systems approach came under severe criticism (e.g. Silverman, 1970), and
as a result fell from grace in fashionable social theory. The form of systems thinking at
that time was largely based on ‘functionalism’. This was a key sociological framework
which, promoted by leading theorists (e.g. Parsons, 1960; Merton, 1964), was premised
on viewing organisations analogously as biological organisms. The method of analysis
offered by that form of systems thinking however, were regarded as too simplistic for
elucidating the social complexities of organisational functioning, as well as incapable of

treating meaning structures or issues of signification in work milieus (Silverman, 1970).

However, since that time of its disfavour in social theory, the systems approach
has undergone a considerable evolution of form and methods. This has been facilitated
by advances in the fields of operational research and IS development (i.e. Checkland,
1981; Churchman, 1971). In particular, systems thinking has taken what can generally
be described as a hermeneutic turn. Systems are no longer seen to ‘exist’ in the world,

in an ontological sense, as was assumed in past systems approaches. Instead, systems
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ideas and concepts are now seen as mental constructs used by an observer (or group of
observers) for framing an understanding of a particular process or situation (Checkland,
1981). Implicit to the adoption of a systems approach or perspective by a researcher or
analyst (as I, as a researcher, do in this study) is the idea that he/she will give an account
"of the world, or part of it, in systems terms; his purpose in so doing; his definition of
his system or systems; the principle which makes them coherent entities; the means and
mechanisms by which they tend to maintain their integrity; their boundaries, ... and

components; their structure." (Checkland, 1981, p. 102.)

These contemporary theoretical advancements in systems thinking have been
viewed as having significantly enlarged the applicability of the systems approach in IS
research (Galliers et. al, 1997). However, only in the research arena of IS development
methodologies have such new, contemporary forms of systems thinking been noticeably
applied (e.g. Mingers, 2000; Lycett and Paul, 1999; Checkland and Schools, 1990;
Checkland, 1981).

Galliers et al. (1997) and Klein (1996) have thus issued strong calls for the fields
of IS and organisational studies to catch up with recent developments made in systems
thinking during the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, a significant measure of potential was seen
to exist, prior to the inception of this study, for adopting the use of a contemporary form
of the systems thinking method for performing IS research, especially in inquiry into the
emergent nature of IT based work practices. The lack of a systems perspective offered a
significant opportunity for IS theoretical development. This perception formed a central
motivation for this study. Certain areas in the elucidation of emergence focal to systems
thinking have not been adequately tapped in existing IS understanding. These include a
broad, integrative, inter-relational focus, and conceptualisation of emergent properties
that are characteristic of the totality of a particular process, and not the individual parts.
Key IS theoretical approaches on the emergent nature of organisational functioning that
currently occupy centre-stage in this research arena (reviewed in the next chapter) were
seen to possess these inadequacies. The perception of potential to increase current IS
knowledge, by developing and applying a systems perspective to the study of IT use,
was seen to be particularly compatible moreover with another concern that had engaged
my interest significantly, when I first started this research project. This involved a keen

need for the development of the IS sociotechnical systems approach (Mumford, 1997).
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1.3.2 The need to develop the sociotechnical systems approach

The IS sociotechnical systems approach is based on the traditional concepts and
formulations of sociotechnical systems theory (Pasmore, 1995; Eijnatten, 1993; Emery
and Trist, 1960), in the organisational studies field. This longstanding school of thought
owes its origin to a study, in 1949-51, of the problems surrounding the introduction of
mechanisation technologies in the coal-mines of South Yorkshire, England (Trist and
Bamforth, 1951). It is concerned with the design and management of technology-based
work environments in organisations. The tenets of this theory are fundamentally rooted
in systems thinking. In its classical (i.e. traditional) formulation, sociotechnical systems
theory posits that an organisation is a complex whole composed of two separate sub-
systems. The social system, comprising the form and elements of social organisation,
represents the human needs, interests and aspirations of individuals and social groups.
The technical system, comprising the form and elements of product/service creation (i.e.
procedures, control mechanisms, technology), represents the requirements for economic
efficiency that are implicit to a company’s operations. Sociotechnical systems theory
asserts that successful organisational performance hinges on the degree to which the
needs of the social and technical sub-systems can be managed in reciprocal balance, and
collectively attuned with respect to the demands of the external operational environment
(Pasmore, 1995; Trist et al., 1963). This theory is postulated that performance gains will
be heightened if a collated ‘fit’ is achieved in organisations between different social and

technical priorities (or factors) that are often incongruous (Mumford, 1996).

Those traditional ideas have informed the IS sociotechnical systems approach®, a
narrow but influential stream of work in the IS field (Lin and Cornford, 2000; Garrety
and Badham, 2000; Mumford, 1997, 1996; Bikson, 1996; Land and Hirschheim, 1983;
Bostrom and Heinen, 1977; Mumford and Weir, 1979). Studies in this approach have,
in the past, mainly been concentrated on IS development practices, and the challenges

of securing successful IT based change in the workplace. Their contributions have been

* This longstanding approach is to be distinguished from the newer ‘sociotechnical’ approaches, that have come about in the IS field
over the last two decades. Those newer sociotechnical approaches will be identified during the literature review in the next chapter.
The most obvious differentiating feature is that the newer approaches have abandoned the systems thinking framework which is
fundamental to the sociotechnical systems approach. This systems-theoretical basis was the central reason that the sociotechnical
systems approach was adopted as the theoretical framework in this study, given the above described need for such an approach in

the study of the emergent nature of organisational functioning.
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mainly methodological (Lin and Cornford, 2000). The sociotechnical systems approach
has been instrumental in instilling awareness among researchers and practitioners of the
need for the active participation of employees, and other stakeholders, throughout the

various stages of IS development in organisations (e.g. Land and Hirschheim, 1983).

Leading proponents of the IS sociotechnical systems approach, however, have
asserted a clear need for further theoretical development at present. This approach is in
strong need of modification or expansion of its conceptual resources, and its methods of
analysis, to cater to contemporary theoretical and practical concerns (Lin and Cornford,
2000; Mumford, 1997). The scope of application of sociotechnical systems analysis is
in need of expanding beyond its hitherto predominant focus on IS development activity,
to include also the study of IT systems in ongoing use (Lin and Cornford, 2000). Most
importantly, a critical need has been asserted for developing and recasting this approach
to deal with the emergent nature of organisational functioning in the use of IT (Lin and
Cornford, 2000; Pasmore, 1995). This approach has lacked concepts and analytical tools
for dealing with organisational structuring over time. These needs constituted a broad

motivation underlying this study.

In addition, the development of the sociotechnical systems approach was seen to
offer the potential for increasing current IS understanding of emergent organisational
functioning in one particularly important area. Truex (1991), had also stated, during the
1990 IFIP WGS.2 conference mentioned earlier (at the start of section 1.3.1), that IS
research on the emergent nature of organisations was especially under-developed in the
study of contradictions that arise in the process of IT adoption and use. This assertion

has been strongly echoed more recently by Robey and Boudreau (1999).

Theoretical and practitioner work within the sociotechnical systems approach is
fundamentally pivoted on the management or design of ‘systems’ of work organisation
via a resolution of the contradictions (i.e. inconsistencies) and tensions that arise in the
use of technologies. The typical form of analysis used in the sociotechnical systems
approach (e.g. the ETHICS methodology by Mumford, 1996) is focussed, at an essential
level, on identifying and elaborating the oppositional relations that can or do arise in the
context of interaction between stakeholder interests and technological arrangements in a

particular workplace. This cardinal focus in the approach, on sociotechnical relations of
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conflict or inconsistency in organisational functioning, was seen as opportune. It offered
the potential for answering the need in the IS field, just mentioned, of an approach that
can theoretically illuminate the contradictions and conflicts implicated in the emergent
nature of IT use. Thus, the application of the sociotechnical systems approach seemed
strongly warranted, given the scope it offered for elucidating, from a systems viewpoint,
the various inconsistencies and tensions that are engendered in particular IT based work

settings. This perception was another crucial motivation in the undertaking of this study.

1.3.3 The need to study call centre operations

The selection of an empirical setting in which to study the emergent nature of IT
based operations was an important one. This setting was to be used to facilitate the
development and application of a new form of systems based sociotechnical inquiry.
This section first briefly describes the nature of IT based call centre work environments.

It then elaborates the broad motivations for selecting to study call centre operations.

IT enabled nature of call centre work environments

Call centres represent new technology based organisational forms. They have
seen widespread adoption by contemporary firms seeking to innovate their customer
service orientation and activities. They occupy the forefront of a contemporary trend of
IT based intensification of work activity in the service sector (Taylor and Bain, 2000).
Modern call centres, also known as customer contact centres, only came into existence
fairly recently, at the start of the 1990s (Richardson and Marshall, 1999). The reason for
their relative novelty is tied to the commercial unavailability, prior to the mid-1980s, of
the blend of technologies on which they are built. Call centres exist on the capacities of
an underlying infrastructure of information and communication technologies (Boddy,
2000). This infrastructure consists of a fusion between computer networks, databases,
information processing systems, digital telephone networks, and exchange technologies,
known as computer telephony integration (Davis, 1997). A central component in this
infrastructure is the automatic call distribution (ACD) system. This is a special software
that queues, tracks and ‘intelligently’ distributes (according to optimising algorithms
and preset criteria) all incoming customer phone calls to frontline staff, generally

known as customer service representatives (CSRs), who are available to take them. The
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ACD provides up-to-the-minute statistical information on individual and overall group

activities, used typically by supervisory staff to monitor the performance of CSRs.

The use of IT systems is central to the service work activity at such centres. The
organisation and performance of work involves a close partnership between the tracking
and information management capacities of IT tools and the competencies of individual
employees. CSR staff rely heavily on the use of information management and database
software for recording, checking and retrieving information for customer inquiries and
other issues. Typically several kinds of software are utilised, one of which is invariably
a customer relationship management (CRM) database system. This system is used by
CSRS to record notes on the nature and outcome of each contact or interaction with
customers. Other CSRs can refer to these records when dealing with the customer in the
future, so as to better understand him/her and ideally provide higher rapport and service
quality. The customer data captured in the CRM system is typically used to form reports

that aid in identifying particular areas of service/product improvement or creation.

The ACD (automated call distribution) system at the heart of a call centre’s
technological infrastructure is used to perform the ‘virtual’ organising of CSR efforts in
handling customer calls. CSRs usually undertake different training courses so as to be
prepared to handle various issues or types of calls raised by customers. Each training
course a CSR completes is known, in typical call centre industry parlance, as a ‘skill’.
The total number of courses, or skills, that a CSR progressively attains to, is referred to
as their skill-set. The ACD is configured by setting specific criteria to feed calls to
CSRs according to their skill-set information, which is stored on and referred to by the
system. The setup of each CSR’s skill-set on the ACD can be configured so that only
some skills are ‘active’. Thus, a CSR may not be required to handle calls related to all
his or her skills at any one period. Unanswered incoming calls on the ACD queue will
only be directed to CSRs according to their active skills. The skill-set information of
CSRs is easily adjusted at any time. Changes are made to the ACD’s control interface
through simple, click-and-drag actions with a mouse. Each CSR’s distribution of active
and inactive skills may thus be modified on the fly, inducing immediate, real-time
changes in their scope of work responsibilities. There are usually several other options
(beyond the pattern of active/inactive skills) for configuring the skill-set of CSRs. For

example, priority ratings may be set in CSR skill-set information, so that unanswered
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calls in the ACD queue will be fed first to CSRs with a higher precedence. The range of
parameters for configuring the environment of the ACD queue is typically very wide,
and varies according to different packages available on the market. Modifications to the
ACD’s configuration are usually made by CSR supervisory staff. The supervisor uses a
central computer monitor that displays ongoing performance data on various aspects of
call-handling activity. He/she closely tracks this data and suitably configures the ACD.
Modifications to the ACD’s configuration are done to obtain, as close as possible, a
match between the availability of CSR staff resources (i.e. skill-sets) and the prevailing
profile of customer needs suggested by the volume and pattern of incoming call traffic.
Properly done such modifications will raise the call-handling performance (i.e. response
times etc) of the centre as a whole, in regard either to all incoming calls, or to calls only

of a particular category or type.

It may thus be apprehended from the preceding descriptions that call centres are
fundamentally IT based organisational forms, and that the use of IT capacities is bound
up closely in the functioning. This essentially IT based work environment of call centres
presented itself as a particularly appropriate empirical setting in which to pursue this

study’s research goals, for general and specific reasons.
General reasons for studying call centres

The specific reasons, associated with particular areas of emphasis in this study,
will be explained in the next chapter (section 2.4). Two perceptions formed the general
motivations for the choice of call centre work milieus as an empirical setting. The first
was a recognition of the lack of past IS research attention on this new and increasingly
ubiquitous technology based organisational form. Call centres have received relatively
limited attention in IS and management research, despite dramatic rates of adoption in
many countries recently (Taylor and Bain, 2000; Datamonitor, 1998). Only a handful of
studies in the IS field have investigated aspects of call centre operations (Boddy, 2000;
Orlikowski, 1996a; Irving, Higgins and Safayeni, 1986), while a modest spate of studies
in the organisational management field have focused on labour employment issues at
the centres, such as the effects of automated work performance monitoring (Richardson
and Marshall, 1999; Knights and McCabe, 1998; Fernie and Metcalfe, 1997). The need

to improve this fledging empirical treatment thus appeared pressing.
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The second general motivation for investigating call centres lay in a perceived
need to extend the theoretical resources of the IS sociotechnical systems approach in the
specific setting of a service work environment. Mumford (1997), a leading proponent of
the IS sociotechnical systems approach, reported that recent work in this stream had
relinquished a traditional focus on employee development issues as the primary focus of
organisational analysis. Instead, work within this approach is at present concentrated on
the analytical illumination of organisational process structures, used for the strategic
rethinking of priorities and effort. Mumford declared the primary contemporary role of
the sociotechnical systems approach to be the creation and application of knowledge or
techniques for aiding firms to be more effective and responsive towards their customers.
However, much of the past formulations of the sociotechnical systems school of theory
occurred within the context of studies of production or manufacturing firms, rather than
the service sector, as noted by Pasmore (1993) and Pava (1987), who argued that its
traditional concepts of analysis, such as variances and match/fit, originated from studies
in firms typified by the use of mechanised technologies. These notions are seen as being

less applicable for analysing operations involving information-intensive work or IT use.

It was thus vital to site this research within a type of workplace considered focal
to service environments, in order to support further extension of conceptual resources in
the IS sociotechnical systems approach. Call centres, which are central to the efforts of
many companies seeking to innovate their service operations, were thus seen as a highly
appropriate empirical setting for refining the specification and assessing the theoretical
relevance of the systems analytical framework formulated in this study. This embedding
served in the development of this framework, by facilitating an informative dialogue to
occur between the observations of call centre workplace environments, and the concepts
and ideas being selectively appropriated for the theoretical expansion of systems based
sociotechnical inquiry. It is to be noted that there are different types or categories of call
centres. The investigation of call centres in this study was limited to a general category
of inbound, inquiry and feedback handling call centres, whose chief role is providing or
processing information in response to incoming phone calls, letters or email messages
from customers (i.e. rather than outbound call centres whose staff make unsolicited calls
to people and make sales pitches). Thus, observations about call centres in this thesis

apply mainly to this broad category of work milieus.
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1.4 CLARIFICATION OF TERMS AND APPROACH

As a final preliminary, this section will clarify some key terms and assumptions
that will be feature in the following elaboration and discussions ofthe thesis. The notion
of emergence is first clarified, in terms ofhow it has been investigated and portrayed in
prior IS research. The way in which it will be principally studied and elaborated in this

study will then be identified. Following this, other key terms will also be clarified.

1.4.1 Emergent organisational functioning

The central concept of emergent (and similarly its root notion, emergence) has
encompassed several associated meanings or implications in the IS theoretical literature.
However, a broad, pertinent distinction may be made between the state of emergence as
a ‘process’ and as a ‘property’, as will be made evident in the following briefreview of
theoretical formulations. To aid in clarifying the way the notion of emergent has been
used with regard to organisational operations and IT use, initial reference may be made
to the Oxford English Dictionary (1989), which identifies seven strands of meaning that
approximate the way the term emergence has been used in IS and organisational theory.
These seven meanings of emergence/emergent are shown in Table 1. It may be seen that
the first six meanings, no. (i) to (vi), correspond to the state of emergence as a process,

while meaning no. (vii) corresponds (solely) to the state of emergence as a property.

( arising out of a particular medium or context Process
(H) that is a consequence of, or derives from, something prior Process
(iii) that is in the process of issuing forth Process
(iV) rising into notice or prominence Process
(V) that which arises incidentally or unexpectedly - an unforeseen occurrence Process
(Vi) that arises unexpectedly as a result of an evolutionary process Process

(Vii) whose effect is produced by the combination of several factors, but which
Property

is not reducible to the sum of their individual effects

Table 1: Various meanings of emergent/emergence from OED (1989)
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The process-oriented notion of emergence has been strongly emphasised in past
IS research and theoretical conceptualisations. This is apparent in the way the following:
review of important IS studies have appropriated the use of this term in investigations or-;
formulations. It may be seen that the process-oriented meanings of emergence, namely

no. (i) to (vi) above, have been accentuated.

Truex, Baskerville and Klein (1999) asserted that contemporary organisations |
should primarily be regarded as being fundamentally ‘emergent’, which they defined as
“the state of being in continual process, never arriving but always in transition” (p.
117). They thus placed emphasis on the dynamic quality in the notion of emergence: the
property of being in perpetual transition and flux, reflected in meaning no. (iii). They
ascribed the source of emergence in organisations to persistent interactions between
their members: “these [emergent] organisational features are products of constant social
negotiation and consensus building” (p. 117). Their claim reflects the derivative quality
of emergence: its grounding in, and issuance from, a context of interaction, as implied
in meanings no. (i), (ii) and (iii). This contextual basis is stressed in Suchman’s (1987)
description of the emergent nature of human performance in IT based work practices.
She described such performance as situated — rooted in the unique and localised sphere
of contextually framed perceptions, social circumstances, available material resources,
and unforeseen occurrences that organisational members engage with in the course of
daily work. Nardi (1996, p. 71) noted that Suchman’s work emphasises “the emergent,
contingent nature of human activities, the way that activity grows directly out of the
particularities of a given situation.” Suchman (1987) also highlighted the quality of

unexpectedness, as in meaning no. (V).

Lee (2000, 1999) noted that an information system and its organisational context
continually invoke transformational effects on each other. He drew on the analogy of a
chemical reaction: “[an IS and its organisational context] are more like the reagents that
react to and change each other’s properties in a chemical compound than inert elements
that retain their respective properties in a chemical mixture. This reactive process is
what leads some MIS researchers to describe IS phenomena as ‘emergent’,” (Lee, 1999,
p.8). This portrayal of an ongoing series of complex interactions between IT tools and
the social system shaping their use blends together meanings (i), (iii) and (vii). Ciborra

(1991), in arguing that strategic IS emerges from a context of localised experimentation
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in the use of IT, laid emphasis on the quality of novelty that accords with meanings no.
(1), (v) and (vi). In another study, he characterised the emergent outcomes of the use of
IT as drifting (Ciborra, 1996), involving slight or ample shifts between anticipated and
eventual roles. Such drift is seen to stem from the manifold interactions between “the
plasticity of the artefact and the multiform practices of actors involved” (Ciborra, 1996,
p.9). This idea of drift parallels meaning no. (vi). Orlikowski stressed meanings no. (v)
and (vi) in her early application of structuration theory to studying the process of IT use
in firms (i.e. 1992, 1996). She differentiated emergent change from anticipated changes,
which had been planned beforehand and had transpired as intended, and opportunistic
changes, that had not been planned prior to the project but were deliberately introduced
to exploit unexpected opportunities in its course. In recent work Orlikowski (2000) has
expanded her conception of emergence to also encompass the ongoing and recursive
constitution of institutional structures, norms and interpretive schemes in organisations,

termed by her as emergent structures. This denotes meanings no. (i), (ii) and (iii).

The process-oriented elucidation of the concept of emergence in IS theory, has
persistently been associated with the meanings or significance that the members of an
organisation attach to an IT system, or to the activities connected with the system’s use.
This particular association was affirmed by Markus and Robey (1988, p. 595) during an
elaboration on social structuring around the use of IT [italics added for emphasis]:

The emergent perspective attributes causality to complex indeterminate interactions

between technology and human actors in organisations. Central to the emergent

perspective is the social meaning ascribed to information technology. This perspective

accounts for conflicting research findings about impacts by demonstrating the different

meanings the same technology acquires in different social settings.

Similarly, IS researchers that have formulated definitions of emergent processes in their
reports (e.g. Boddy, 2000; Orlikowski, 1996b; Markus, 1994), or that have studied the
dynamics of emergent consequences triggered by the deployment of a new technology
system (e.g. Bowers, 1994; Barley, 1986), invariably link the notion of emergence to
the negotiation of social signification or meanings by organisational members regarding

the use or properties of technology systems.

On the other hand, few IS research studies have directly addressed the notion of

emergence as a property, in empirical investigation and theoretical conceptualisation of
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organisational functioning. This meaning of emergent is tied to the quality of holism
(i.e. meaning no. vii), in which a particular property is associated exclusively with a
whole, and encompasses more than the sum of its parts (note: the idea of a ‘whole’ will

be further clarified shortly).

An emergent property refers to characteristics exhibited on the level of a whole
ensemble of interacting elements, but not by those elements on their own (Checkland,
1999; Weinberg, 1975; Bertalanffy, 1971). Emergence as a property is thus associated
with the notion of wholeness: an irreducible or indivisible unity of a set of constituent
elements. Correspondingly, emergent properties are a key feature of ‘systems’, which
are conceptual models of phenomena as organised wholes, consisting of parts in inter-
relationship and interaction (Checkland, 1981). The origin of the idea and importance of
emergent properties stems from the work of several early thinkers, including a biologist,
Ludwig von Bertalanffy, in the 1940s. Bertalanffy was one of the first to assert the idea
of a system to study the principles of organization at various levels in the manifestation
of natural phenomena (Bertalanffy, 1971). He identified the importance of key qualities
or properties of behaviour associated with the higher or macro-level configuration of a
phenomenon, but that could not be isolated at the lower or micro-level components or
processes which formed the phenomenon. Emergent properties are thus conceptualised

as occurring at the macro-level of a phenomenon or situation being studied.

In this research study, the investigation of IT based work operations was mainly
focussed on the elaboration of the phenomenon of emergent organisational functioning
as a property. This study sought to develop an analytical systems based framework that
would enable IS researchers or analysts to form an evaluation of IT based operations as
an emergent phenomenon. This framework, and its application in the analyses of case
studies of IT enabled call centre operations, will be elaborated in upcoming chapters. It
may be perceived during the elaboration of these cases that those IT enabled operations
evinced features of a process-oriented state of emergence, such as evolutionary changes
and unexpected consequences. However, the focus was not on explicating in detail the
dynamics of this process. Rather the focus was on developing an appropriate method for
capturing an insightful understanding of such work operations as an outcome (or set of
outcomes) of past and present circumstances and interactions integratively considered

as a complex or whole.

26



1.4.2 Definitions: system, whole, macro, domain, social structure

It is necessary to clarify some terms that will feature recurrently at certain points
in upcoming discussions: system, whole, macro/micro, domain, and structure. The key
concept of a system as used in this thesis will imply a model of an observed situation or
phenomenon (Avgerou and Cornford, 1998): it is not to be confused with the situation
itself. Thus, a system is clearly seen as the conceptualisation of a particular person or
observer: it does not exist independently of the person, as it is the person that observes
or views a phenomenon or situation as a system. The ‘systems of signification’ related
to an understanding of IT enabled call centre operations in organisations, which I set out
to identify and elaborate in this research study using two case studies, are thus to be
recognised as my being own conceptualisation (or synthesis of understanding) regarding
the nature of such operations. This notion of a system I adopt in my analyses resembles

a pattern or model of understanding.

The term ‘whole’ is a key notion in the discussions of this thesis. It derives its
particular implication from the way it is used in the systems thinking approach, where it
is not meant to imply the vulgar sense of ‘everything’, but is an analytical distinction
instead (Checkland, 1981). The notion of a whole refers to a organised set of interacting
elements or factors that are perceived by an observer to be relevant or pertinent to the
understanding of a particular concept or phenomenon (Checkland, 1981; Weinberg,
1975). The notion of a whole thus implies an ordered arrangement, in which the parts
that make up the whole are positioned, or participate together, in an organised manner.
The notion also implies the viewpoint of an observer (i.e. a researcher or analyst). Thus,
in my thesis, the way I analyse each case account of IT enabled call centre operations as
a ‘whole’ corresponds to the way I crystallised an integrated understanding of disparate,

fragmented data I had obtained in the case studies.

Another purely analytical distinction that appears in upcoming discussions is the
use of the terms ‘macro’ and ‘micro’. The term macro will be taken to imply a broad or
wide scope of consideration, in contrast to a narrowly bounded or localised scope of
consideration implied by the term micro. These distinctions of macro or micro are thus

admittedly contextual and arbitrary, but I view them as useful ones to draw upon. Since
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this research is concerned with developing and applying the use of systems thinking, a
macro scope of analysis is frequently referred to, as being necessary for and consistent
with the incorporation or integration of a broad set of elements and factors into inter-

related, integrated analytical ‘wholes’.

The term ‘domain’ also recurs, typically during in phrases referring to a domain
of IT based work operations (or IT based work practices). This term broadly encompass
both the actual elements and processes of (IT based) work operations or practices in an
organisation, as well as the social, historical and material context or setting in which the
operations occur. The concept of a domain of IT based work operations is multifaceted
and unbounded (i.e. there are no clear boundaries differentiating ‘context’ and ‘text’, or
indicating where a context ends). Such complexity and unboundedness is characteristic
of all real-world settings, as in the case of the two organisations whose IT enabled call
centre operations were studied in this research. It is a difficulty any IS study aimed at
elucidating an account of the contextual shaping of IT base work operations must cope
with. In this research, the framework of systems thinking that is introduced was aimed
particularly at providing a useful analytical mechanism for delineating the domain of IT

based work operations of an organisation in a multi-faceted, and orderly-bounded way.

Another key term that recurs in this thesis is ‘social structure’. Lopez and Scott
(2000) have distinguished three main types of social structure: institutional structure,
embodied structure, and relational structure. Institutional structure refers to “rules or
resources” of behaviour (Giddens, 1979, p.66; Giddens, 1984) such as norms, roles,
rules, interpretive frames or power, that enable or constrain the actions of social actors
(i.e. individuals or groups). Institutional structures are akin to Wittgensteinian ‘rules of
the game’. Following Giddens (1984), institutional structure are viewed as not having
an independent, material existence: they are virtual, abstract entities which are only
‘instantiated’ in human action or practices, as being both the medium and outcome of
such practices. A type of institutional structure that will be emphasised in this thesis is
social ‘institutions’. Institutions refer to ingrained systems of premises, patterns of
action and expectations, or regulative structures, that provide the basis of validity for, or
that shape, the way organisational members perceive and act (Avgerou, 2000; Scott,
1995; King et al., 1994).
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Embodied structures refer to institutional structures (i.e. norms, rules, scripts,
interpretive codes) that are physically realised or embodied in material artefacts, and
thus shape or constrain the behaviour of social actors (although institutional structures
also shape the behaviour of human agents, they are not ‘embodied’, since ontologically
they exist out of space-time, and are only realised at the moment of the constitution of
action i.e. Giddens, 1979, p. 65). Relational structure refers to the patterned relations or
inter-relations between humans and/or artifacts in a group, or between the elements of a
system. Systems thinking is strongly concerned with relational structure: the relatedness
of the parts of an organised whole (Katz and Kahn, 1966). The systems approach places
prime value however, on achieving a broad, inter-relational, integrated form of analysis,
and will thus typically include analytical consideration of institutional or embodied, in

addition to relational, structures.

In adopting a systems thinking approach as method of inquiry, this study sought
to be broadly inclusive and integrative in its analysis of the way IT enabled call centre
operations are shaped in organisational environments. It was thus seen as necessary, in
order to be thus comprehensive, to make a related distinction between ‘structures’ and
‘conditions’ in this thesis. Conditions, in contrast to the virtual existence of institutional
structures, shall be taken to designate material resources or circumstances that enable or

constrain the behaviour of individuals and groups.
Thus, in summary, the preceding sections have furnished the groundwork for the

upcoming chapters by clarifying the scope, significance, motivations and terminology

pertaining to this research inquiry. The full report of this study begins next.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2. INTRODUCTION

Since the early 1990s, the IS and management literature has devoted increasing
attention to the emergent nature of work performance and transformation around the use
of IT. This aim of this chapter is to review current understanding of the emergent nature
of IT based work practices in organisations, and to identify the key potential for further

research and theoretical elaboration that shaped this inquiry.

The chapter is outlined as follows. The first section (2.1) broadly review the way
in which the emergent nature of organisational functioning around the use of IT systems
has been elucidated by prominent theoretical approaches and empirical studies. From
this review, the potential for further research is identified on the basis of shortcomings
. in current IS knowledge. The second section (2.2) discusses this potential, as a basis for
forming this study’s aims and themes of inquiry. The sociotechnical systems approach
is consequently presented as an appropriate theoretical platform from which to address
the identified key shortcomings. The third section (2.3) critically assesses the adequacy
of sociotechnical systems theory as a conceptual platform for explicating the emergent
nature of IT based work practices. The theoretical limitations of this systems school of
thought are thus specified as requirements to be met in developing a new sociotechnical
systems analytical framework for studying the emergent nature of organisations. The
fourth section (2.4) reviews past studies of call centre work environments, the empirical
setting chosen for supporting the development and application of this framework. The
last section (2.5) consolidates these observations on the potential for further research by

defining this study’s research question, and its themes of inquiry.
2.1 EMERGENT ORGANISATION: THEORY AND RESEARCH

The emergent nature of organisational functioning and change has been treated,
directly or indirectly, by numerous studies in the IS and management literature. This

section is not aimed at providing an exhaustive review of this work. Instead, it seeks to

comprehensively map out this domain of inquiry, by elaborating the major theoretical
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approaches and empirical studies that have contributed to its growth and prominence. In
general however, key studies of emergent organisational phenomena may be classified
by their focus on either one of two broad topic areas. These topic areas are: (i) IT based
organisational work operations; and (ii) IS development practices. The focus of inquiry
in this research study is specifically confined to the first area i.e. IT based operations.
However, theoretical and empirical developments within the second topic area (i.e. IS
development practices) were seen to be relevant to the specification and elaboration of
this inquiry. Therefore the following review of theoretical approaches and research

studies will be organized around these two topic areas.

2.1.1 IT based work operations

The first topic area pertains to theoretical focus on the nature and transformation
of IT based operations in organisations. This also encompasses theoretical attention on
the agency of actors and artifacts, different types of structures and conditions, and other
aspects of an organisation’s domain of operations, that impinge upon (and are changed
through) the process of IT use. This first topic area has received most of the IS research
attention on the emergent nature of organisations. The major theoretical approaches that
have been adopted to illuminate the emergent nature of IT based work practices, and
their interaction with institutional features of the operational domain, are contextualist
theory, structuration theory, actor-network theory, socio-cognitive approach and IS-
organisation coevolution theory. These approaches, as well as key empirical studies, are

elaborated next.

The first theoretical approach to significantly offer a treatment of the processual,
evolutionary nature of organisational transformation was created by Pettigrew (1985a,
1985b). He formulated this approach, called contextualist theory, during a longitudinal
study he conducted of the pervasive, strategic changes occurring at ICI, a giant British
company, in the early 1980s. The contextualist approach was produced from necessity.
The management and IS literature of that period had largely modelled and portrayed
organisational transformation in terms of factor relationships between independent and
dependent variables. Pettigrew found those theoretical frameworks to be inadequate,

however, because of their a-historical, a-contextual and a-processual basis. He therefore
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formulated this approach with the explicit aim of eliciting enriched understanding of the

dynamics of change in particular organisations.

Contextualist theory is concerned with the continuous interplay between three
analytical components: the context of change, the content of change, and the process of
change (Pettigrew, 1987). The context refers to the socio-cultural environment in which
changes occur: it includes both an inner context, namely social structures and properties
within the organisation, and an outer context, or the larger socio-economic and political
environments of the industry and the markets that the organisation operates within. The
content refers to the organisational elements that are undergoing transformation, while
process refers to the continuous, interdependent sequence of actions and events that
constitute the alteration. Discriminating those various components of context, content
and process in an organisation thus allows for an investigation of the salient linkages
between the characteristics of the enfolding institutional environment and the ongoing
actions of employees. The emergent nature of organisational functioning is elaborated
through an extended bi-planar analysis. Key inter-level relationships posited between
contextual variables and content factors on a vertical plane are examined during several

time sequences (representing past, present and future conditions) on a horizontal plane.

Studies using the approach have illustrated the key influence of the company’s
historical context and operational environment in shaping management action, emergent
outcomes, and degree of receptivity to assimilating new social arrangements (Madon,
1993; Pettigrew, Ferlie and McKee, 1992; Pettigrew, 1985b). Pettigrew (1987, p. 470)
summarised the contribution of this approach: “the transformation of the firm is seen as
an iterative, multi-level process, with outcomes emerging not merely as a product of
rational debates, but also shaped by the interests and commitments of individuals and
groups, the forces of bureaucratic momentum, gross changes in the environment, and
the manipulation of the structural context around decisions.” The contextualist approach
is most suited for undertaking long-term, longitudinal research of institutional changes.
However, perhaps due to the requirement it places for prolonged, longitudinal research,
the contextualist approach does not appear to have figured prominently in IS research

over the past decade.
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In the 1990s, a considerable body of IS research grew around the application of
Gidden’s structuration theory (1984) to the study of organisational transformation. The
importance of that theory lies in its attempt to reconcile the constraining properties of
institutional structure with the reflexive intentionality of human agency. It achieves this
by positing structure as a duality: the actions of individuals both form, and are informed
by, the institutional structures innate to their social context (e.g. structures of meaning,
power, legitimacy). The theory’s grounding of the production of institutional structures
in ongoing and contextually situated human actions makes it a sophisticated conceptual
resource for studying the perpetuation and transformation of institutional properties in
IT practices (Orlikowski, 2000). Dissimilar interpretations of this theory have informed
different streams of IS research: Jones (1999) provides a critical review. With regard
specifically to clarifying the nature of emergent organisation however, two broad types
of structurationist approaches may be distinguished in IS literature. These differ in the

treatment of IT as endogenous or exogenous to the mechanism of structuration.

The first approach, exemplified by the structurational model (Orlikowski, 1993,
1992; Orlikowski and Robey, 1991) and adaptive structuration model (DeSanctis and
Poole, 1994; Poole and DeSanctis, 1990), has positioned technology as endogenous and
central to the structuration process. Respective applications of these models are found in
Boddy (2000), and Majchrzak, Rice, Malhotra, and King (2000). In Orlikowski’s (1993)
model, IT is viewed as being an embodiment of institutional properties and structures,
such as normative rules, control policies and political interests. Gidden’s ideas are
translated directly by Orlikowski into a conception of technology as a structurational
mechanism. IT is posited to be a duality, being seen to be both a constituting influence
upon (i.e. enabling or constraining), and the constituted product of, human action. A key
notion introduced by Orlikowski to account for the amenability of IT to being shaped by
the actions of organisational members is the concept of ‘interpretive flexibility’. This
concept emphasizes the variability of IT’s properties. Rather than being a fixed product,
the features and use of IT are open to the changing ascription of different significations
or meanings, and subject to ongoing construction and configuration, by various actors

(i-e. designers, decision makers, end users) in organisational domains.

Technology is thus depicted as possessing emergent qualities, of varied duration,

resulting from the practices of appropriation by organisational members (Orlikowski,
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1993). During its design stage, the material features and interpretive properties of an IT
system are at their most plastic and emergent state, as they undergo evolving fabrication
and refinement. Subsequently, following implementation and the setting in of routine
use, IT’s material features are seen to stabilize and ossify. Technology’s interpretive
properties continue to be emergent however, as users change their attitudes and actions
throughout its lifespan (Boddy, 2000). In the adaptive structuration model of DeSanctis
and Poole (1994), IT is also depicted as an embodiment of institutional structures and
properties, that are collectively termed as its “spirit’ (i.e. ethos). Jones (1999) points out
that this model also places emphasis on the manner social structures are produced and
altered within the technology. However, the fundamental premise of this structurationist
approach, that social structures are embedded in a technology’s material properties, is
inconsistent with Gidden’s idea of structuration theory (Jones 1999). In his formulation,
structures are inseparable from human agency, and only exist as virtual entities; they are

not inscribed into technology.

A second approach of IS structurationist work has avoided such ontological
conflation by treating the technology’s material properties as exogenous to the recursive
cycle of structuration (Orlikowski, 2000; Boland, 1993; Walsham, 1993; Walsham and
Han, 1991; Barley, 1990, 1986). In this approach, the use of technology is seen as the
source of emergence of institutional structures and properties in organisational activity.
The most developed articulation of this second approach is the practice-lens model of
structuration by Orlikowski (2000). In a significant revision of her earlier structurational
model, she jettisons the idea of technology as an embodiment of institutional structures,
and of technology usage as a passive appropriation. Instead, she places central focus on
the emergent structures of repeated and ongoing technology use. By doing this, she
overcomes a problem in her earlier model: reconciling its premise that an IT system and
its embodied social structures are frozen after implementation with the observation that
users continue to engage in emergent uses and interpretations of the system through its
lifetime. Orlikowski also infuses a more proactive notion of human agency into her new

model, by drawing on Weick’s concept of enactment.

The concept of enactment conveys the idea that organisational members exercise
choices and reflexivity in their actions, acting selectively according to interpretations

and projections (Weick, 1995, 1979). This notion not only stresses the role of perceptual
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processes by which organisational members actively construct a picture of their world:
it also expresses a recognition that they directly shape their environment through their
own actions (Scott, 1998). The adoption of this concept permits Orlikowski (2000) to
account for unexpected uses of IT: ... [users] can and do circumvent inscribed ways of
using the technologies, either ignoring certain properties of the technology, working
around them, or inventing new ones that go beyond or even contradict the designers’
expectations and inscriptions” (p. 407). This reconceptualisation imbues a greater sense
of a provisional and situated quality to characterisation of IT based activity. Orlikowski
unites these ideas in her pivotal concept of technologies-in-practice, which refers to the
enacted production and reproduction of institutional properties and structures through
the recurrent, context-specific use of technology. The notion of technologies-in-practice
represents a hybridised, abstract conceptualisation of IT, which takes into account its

contingent social and technological properties.

Given that structuration theory informs a considerable stream of research studies
on institutional emergence in the IS field, the limitations of this approach need to be
recognized. Lopez and Scott (2000, p. 97), in a major review of extant theories of social
structure, reported that several researchers have pointed out that structuration theory is
under-developed in accounting for influential factors and features of social organisation
from a systemic standpoint. This limitation stems from the theory’s focus on individual
agency and its linkage to institutional structures. The modalities of structure the theory
concentrates upon (i.e. structures of signification, domination and legitimisation) are
seen as being reproduced recursively through recurrent individual behaviour. However,
other conditioning features that do not have a basis in individual agency, within a broad
scope of an operational domain, are displaced or inadequately treated by this focus. For
instance, such material conditions as the extent to which the architecture of a company’s
IT system is integrated or fragmented, or the immutability of its legacy systems, or the
lack of resources in its external environment, can impose constraints on the actions of
its employees that are not directly addressed by this theory. Hence, as a meta-theoretical
approach, the structurationist approach seems to be in need of being supplemented by a
broader, more encompassing focus. For this reason, it may be argued, Walsham (1993),
in suggesting a joint meta-framework for studying change processes in organisations,
‘fortifies’ the use of structuration theory by merging it with contextualist theory, which

may be seen to be broader in its scope of analysis regarding the conditions of change.
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The importance of an organisation’s political context and power relationships in
shaping its use of IT was established by IS studies in the early 80’s (e.g. Markus, 1983;
Kling, 1980). However, elaborations of the evolutionary nature of power relations that
saturate IT practices were lacking in conceptual richness, until a significant number of
IS studies in the 1990s began to take recourse to the ideas and rich vocabulary of actor-
network theory (Callon, 1992; Latour, 1987). Actor network theory considers the social
and technical aspects of human activity to be indivisible. It conceives of the interactions
between heterogeneous organisational and technology elements, which it refers to alike
as actors, in terms of networks of linkages. Actor network theory’s essential premise is
that human activity is fundamentally shaped by a negotiated or contested aligning of the
interests of key actors, both human and non-human (Walsham, 1997; Hanseth and Braa,
1998). Hence, institutional norms and standard social practices pertaining to the use of
IT systems are seen to emerge from the political activity and mobilizing of power
distributions by various individuals or groups in firms (Vidgen and McMaster, 1996;
Monteiro and Hanseth, 1996; Bloomfield, 1995; Bloomfield and Vurdubakis, 1994).

The analytical strength of this theory lies in the new concepts it supplies for
illuminating the political dynamics behind the formation of collaborative networks of
human and technological elements in organisations (Walsham, 1997). Organisational
actors deliberately undertake a process of translation, whereby they ‘enrol’ other actors
to their viewpoint, or ‘inscribe’ intermediaries, such as artefacts, IT systems or software
tools with scripts of action (i.e. embodied structure). Thus, a network of alliances is
constructed (i.e. relational structure). The development of each network is characterised
by convergence, designating the strength of congruence that is engendered by a series of
translations, or by divergence, referring to expansion of a network by the transference
of an actor’s viewpoint to other actors and intermediaries (Callon, 1992). Though actors
seek to stabilise their network, such hybridised associations of humans and artefacts
require constant consolidation and repair, as changes elsewhere within the network, or

encroachments by other networks, threaten to transform or dissolve it.

The actor-network theoretical approach is very useful for highlighting emergent
properties in organisational IS practices (Monterio and Hanseth, 1998). However, a key

shortcoming of this approach, as maintained by several researchers (e.g. Walsham,
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1997; Williams and Edge, 1996), is its failure to account adequately for the influence of
institutional properties within a macro scope of analysis. Actor-network theory is seen
as endowing too much local autonomy and power to organisational actors. Both Reed
and Habers (cited in Walsham, 1997) claim that the approach is too asymmetrical in its
analysis, in focussing on the way that the micro actions of actors contribute towards the
production of the macro institutional order, to the neglect conversely of how the macro
order shapes the local interactions and conventions of actors and intermediaries. While
this theory’s analytical mechanism and concepts have thus invoked greater clarity and
fine-grained analysis in studying the formation of micro social structures (Monterio and
Hanseth, 1996), it may appear to be less qualified for incorporating the broader picture
of social institutions and material conditions instrumental to the shaping of IT based

work operations in organisations.

A small number of IS studies on emergent organisation may be loosely grouped
together by their common dependence on notions from cognitive theory, although they
are much less homogenous in conceptual underpinnings than the theoretical approaches
hitherto described. They are categorised here as the socio-cognitive approach. These
studies focus mainly on the cognitive environment in which organisational members
undertake IT based work activities and innovation processes, as well as the dynamics of
change engendered by this environment. In key studies within this stream, Ciborra and
Lanzarra (1994, 1990) formulated the compelling idea of a formative context, which
refers to the cognitive dimensions of organisational behaviour and arrangements. The
formative context encompasses such aspects as the assumptions, frames, routines and
imageries that employees possess as they interact with and decide on the uses of IT in
specific situations. This notion of a formative context synthesizes institutional forces of
change and inertia. Emergent outcomes are seen to issue from the dynamic interplay
between both forces. The encouragement of continuous /earning among organisational
members by experimentation, improvisation, and significant reflection over experiences
of “fractures, inconsistencies, [and] deviations from routines” (Ciborra and Lanzarra,
1994, p.74), is the principal means by which an company’s formative context can be
cultivated to engender emergent uses of IT that are novel and innovative (Ciborra 1999,
1991; Andreu and Ciborra, 1998). In a study of a large computer manufacturer, Ciborra

and Lanzarra (1994) found that the process of IT innovation and use was significantly
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shaped by the interaction between the pre-existing and emergent formative contexts of

the organisation.

Kallinikos (2002), in another key study within this approach, parts significantly
from the prominent constructivist viewpoint in the IS field which maintains that the
emergent outcomes of IT use in organisations stem from the capacity of organisational
members to ascribe a significant range of meanings to IT (i.e. interpretive flexibility),
and to mould its properties of use within particular contexts of operation. He contends
that this view is an inaccurate assessment of the structural malleability and constitutive
impact of such systems. He develops a counter argument based on earlier work, that had
explicated the proposition that work cognitivisation is the most consequential feature of
contemporary IT based work practices (Kallinikos, 1999, 1995; Zuboff, 1988). In those
studies, IT systems were found to introduce rigidly structured and inflexible signifying
conventions into workplace milieus. In contradistinction to the constructivist viewpoint,
Kallinikos asserts that the emergent, situated nature of contemporary organisational
functioning is conditioned by the dynamics of interplay between the context-embedded
actions of organisational members and the context-free nature of IT systems. Computer
technologies are disclosed as cross-contextual systems, that are assembled from highly
abstracted and idealised images of work and social organisation. As imposing systems
of cognitivisation, they are seen to invite only strictly circumscribed and standardised
ways of participating in the world, irrespective of the unique circumstances of particular
contexts of use. Drawing on the example of ERP systems, that have imposed inflexible
routines and rigid procedures of work organisation in many firms, Kallinikos comes to
the conclusion that emergent outcomes are not unbounded, nor specifically contingent
upon interpretive latitude to the extent that has been notably supposed: “Local reshaping
and drift away from the original goals to which any technology was originally brought
to bear upon (Ciborra, 2000) take place along highly selective paths, and with forms
other than those commonly assumed” (Kallinikos, 2002, p.16).

The seminal work of Weick (1995, 1993) in the organisational studies field, on
the cognitively shaped emergent forms of organisational functioning, has influenced a
number of IS studies within the socio-cognitive approach. Seligman (2000) adopted his
concept of sense-making (Weick, 1995) as the basis for formulating a process model of

IT adoption. The sense-making process is seen as having seven properties: grounded in
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identity construction; retrospective; focussed on and extracted by cues; enactive of
sensible environments; social; ongoing; and driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.
Correspondingly, the process of IT adoption and use was conceived by Seligman (2000)
as being informed by a recurring and evolving cognitive framework of anticipations and
assumptions, held by the adopter. This cognitive framework undergoes evolutionary
changes as deviations from, or disconfirmations of, previous held beliefs or assumptions
are encountered and accommodated. This model of the emergent nature of IT adoption
practices is restricted, however, by its focus on the individual adopter. It appears to be

more useful for studying small group behaviour or micro processes related to IT use.

Weick’s (1993) notion of organisational design as ‘improvisation’ is central to
Orlikowski’s (1996) formulation of the situated change perspective, a theoretical model
of emergent organisational change around the deployment of IT. This perspective also
draws from work on situated cognition by Hutchins (1991) and Suchman (1987). This
model posits that organisational change comes about subtly but incrementally, through
an ongoing series of improvised adaptations and adjustments in work practices. These
adaptations are made by organisational members in response to unanticipated demands,
or in order to exploit convenient opportunities, in their work situations. Change is thus

seen as being rooted in ordinary, everyday circumstances, and endemic to the perpetual
task of coordinating and adjusting resources and human effort. This model of change as
a continuous process contrasts with other models that view change processes as episodic
or cyclical, and at times revolutionary in outcome (e.g. Anderson and Tushman, 1990;
Tushman and Romanelli, 1985).

In studying the introduction of a Lotus Notes system in a call centre performing
software support operations, Orlikowski (1996) found that apparently significant shifts
in the company’s work practices over time represented only the summation of repeated
micro-events of adaptive and reciprocal adjustments. Other IS studies have provided
support for this argument, that the pace and scope of emergent organisational change is
continuous and incremental (e.g. Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay, 2001). However, notable
studies of firms also exist, such as Pettigrew’s (1987; 1985b) contextualist theory based
study of ICI, which have encountered organisational transformation not as an unbroken
cumulative progression, but as a series of radical, discontinuous episodes instead. While

the situated change model thus appears to be in need of further testing/refinement, it has
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contributed (along with pioneering studies by Ciborra, 1991; and Ciborra and Lanzarra,
1994) to heighten the profile of improvisation as a crucial component of work practices.
Ciborra has further extended the foundational role of improvisation in IT based activity

through a broader and more detailed conceptual treatment (Ciborra, 1999).

Another theoretical approach to the study of emergent organisational operations
is represented by the IS-organisation coeveolution model, developed in the course of a
longitudinal study by Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay (2001) on the introduction of a new
IT system in an investment banking firm. The conceptual basis of this model is drawn
from studies in the technology literature that have employed a sociocultural evolution
model to describe the organising process. The main features of this model are change
sequences of variation-selection-retention, and their hierarchical classification in terms
of three categorical levels: components, services and system. Components designate
social or technological elements of work operations; services refer to actions performed
for clients; the system level refers specifically to policies and standards for regulating
the firm’s work practices. Those change sequences of variation-selection-retention are

seen to operate in each of those three levels.

A variation-selection-retention sequence may be illustrated thus: a discontinuity
in existing IT technology interjects variation into organisational work practices, leading
employees to consider or experiment with novel ways of task performance; selection
occurs when one out of alternative variants of performing a specific activity is chosen;
and retention succeeds as a new practice is routinised and refined incrementally through
recurrent use. Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay (2001) had observed frequent manifestations
of such change sequences throughout their two-year study, but they did not occur in a
neatly ordered, linear progression. Instead, innovation in work activities and IT use, and
changes to institutional properties (e.g. norms and policies), were seen to take place in a
messy disassociated manner. The researchers traced the aggregate effects of the changes
from the grassroots to the global level, using their hierarchical framework. In addition
to intended consequences, the implementation of the IT system also led to unanticipated

effects, such as changes in the status differentials of analysts working for the company.

The coevolution model had been seen by its creators as usefully differentiating

between local and global levels of emergent transformation (Cecez-Kecmanovic and
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Kay, 2001). It posits the outcome of macro organisational change as being a cumulative
progression of complex changes at the micro level. However, an apparent shortcoming
of this model may be said to be its uni-directionality: changes at the micro level are seen
to ‘force’ changes in policies and standards at the macro level. Moreover, although the
label system by which the macro-level is nominated lends it the suggestion of a broad
scope of analysis, such analysis is only limited to changes in the policies and standards
of service production invoked by the ‘grassroots’ pressures of micro-events. As a result,
it may be asserted that Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay’s (2001) coevolution model does
not demonstrate sufficient analysis or appreciation of how factors at a macro level of the
organisation, such as conditions within its extended chain of operations or in its external
operational environment, influence or impinge upon (i.e. enable or constrain) changes at
the micro-level. Preceding paragraphs have thus described key theoretical formulations
and studies regarding the emergent nature of IT based operations in organisations. The

next section looks at approaches and studies within the second topic area.

2.1.2 IS development practices

This topic area encompasses theoretical focus on the need for the continual re-
development and adaptive re-design of software systems in companies, in consequence
of the nature of organisations as dynamic, evolutionary entities, with recurring revisions
in their IS requirements (i.e. from new business functions, revised operational goals,
fluid strategies). Major IS theoretical approaches that have focussed on this area are the

organisational emergence approach, activity theory, and sociotechnical systems theory.

The organisational emergence approach encompasses the work of researchers
who have stressed the need to recognise the fundamental instability of organisational
functioning, and the need correspondingly for reforming IS development methodologies
to deal with this reality (Truex et al., 1999; 1991; Lycett and Paul, 1999; Kawalek and
Leonard, 1996). Truex et al. (1999) argued that organisations are always in a state of
emergence, and thus possess no specifiable (or predictable) equilibria. Organisational
features, such as culture, meaning, social relationships and decision processes, are seen
to be devoid of structure or patterned regularities. This state of persistent flux arises out
of the constant negotiations and interactions between agents, and the play of dialectical

forces fuelled by politics and conflict at the centre of social organisation. Lycett and
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Paul (1999) echoed this viewpoint, asserting that social regularities are emergent and
constantly shifting. In consequence, established IS development methodologies need to
be revised to handle requirement specifications which are incomplete, ambiguous, and
subject to dynamic negotiations, and to incorporate continuous design and maintenance
activity (Truex et al., 1999; Kawalek and Leonard, 1996). The argument of Truex et al.
(1999) however, appears to be under-specified in its theoretical basis and elaboration. It
may have overstated the extent of volatility in organisations. To deny that organisations
have stable structures is problematic since it ignores the existence of inertia, which is an
integral part of the fabric of change in many firms (Andreu and Ciborra, 1998; Keen,
1981). Nevertheless, their work has brought useful attention to the need for IS design

practices to address emergent phenomena.

A theoretical approach which has recently come to prominence, in studies of the
design of computer systems within their contexts of use, is activity theory (Bertelsen
and Bodker, 2000; Kuutti, 1991). This approach is seen to be especially suited for the
study of emergent organisational phenomena in IS development practices (Truex, 1991;
Bodker, 1991). This theory takes object-oriented (i.e. motivated) human activity as its
basic unit of analysis. Such activity is held to be mediated by social artefacts such as IT
tools, concepts or language. The objects of activity are partially given and partially
emergent. Understanding an activity thus requires consideration of its systemic context
(Bertelsen and Bodker, 2000): all activity occurs within a social community, and is also
mediated by rules, methods, division of labour etc. The most significant postulate of this
theory is that activity systems are seen to be fundamentally ‘disturbance-producing’ in
nature: contradictions, incompatibilities, paradoxes and tensions are held to be central

aspects of their functioning (Engestrom, 1987).

It is this dialectical formulation that equips this theory for illuminating emergent
processes. Responses by individuals or groups to contradictions and tensions inherent
within an activity are a principal source of evolutionary change or unforeseen outcomes
(Engestrom, 1987; Blackler, Crump and McDonald, 2000). Analysis of IS development
practices, within an activity theoretical framework, focuses particular attention on the
social structures and conditions surrounding IT use in work activity, and the historical
context in which activity is embedded. This facilitates identification of the disturbances

or tensions that feed the continuous re-development and adaptation of IT tools and work
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procedures in the host organisation (Truex, 1991). The significance of activity theory’s
contribution to IS development practices is seen to lie in its focus on contradictory
tensions in work performance, and the insights it is thus able to provide into the logics
of emergent change in organisations (Truex, 1991). Analysis of the contradictions and
oppositions inherent in organisational activity around the use of IT has been said to be a
significantly under-developed area in IS theory and research (Robey and Boudreau,
1999; Truex, 1991).

Disturbance reduction may be said to be the main aim of another, much older
approach that has only recently started to consider the implications of emergence for IS
development activity: the sociotechnical systems approach (Mumford, 1999; Mumford
and Weir, 1979). As described in the introduction chapter, this IS school of thought is
based on sociotechnical systems theory (Pasmore, 1995; Emery and Trist, 1960), which
considers organisations, from a systems thinking standpoint, as being complex wholes,
made up of reciprocally influencing social and technical sub-systems. Work within this
approach has hitherto been largely confined to the arena of IS development practices,
where it has been instrumental in highlighting the importance of user participation as a
component of development methodologies. The sociotechnical systems design approach
advocates that successful IT implementation and use requires an explicit fit (or match)
between social and technical factors, so that the resulting IS is jointly optimised to fulfil
the organisation’s goals (Mumford, 1996). A few researchers within this approach have
recently begun to engage theoretically with the emergent nature of organisations. (i.e.
Bikson, 1996; Lin and Cornford, 2000).

Bikson (1996), in utilising the sociotechnical systems design approach in a study
of the introduction of a groupware systems at the World Bank, found that the outcomes
of IS implementation activity did not become fixed after a specific juncture, and that
they were quite different from those originally envisioned. He consequently asserted
that sociotechnical systems theory (which was formulated on open systems theory) had
originally accounted for emergent consequences by positing that social and technical
systems are open in nature: that they are ongoing, and are to be expected to yield effects
not predictable in advance. Outcomes of IS implementation therefore continue to evolve
and change over time, as social and technical sub-systems interact continuously and

incur reciprocal adjustments and adaptations (Bikson, 1996). However, Bikson did not
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elaborate how the sociotechnical systems design approach was to incorporate this

awareness into its existing means of analysis (this task was undertaken by this research).

Lin and Cornford (2000) argued that the school’s traditional design method, of
systematically deriving a specific fit between the social and technical, is not suited for
dealing with emergence. That method is based on the assumptions that software systems
are developed in-house, and that their functions (i.e. use specifications) are predefined.
However, most systems are now acquired as packages. The functions to which they are
employed more often emerge in the ongoing process of use and federation with other IT
systems, than are predicted in advance at the time of planning. Lin and Cornford (2000)
thus recommended shifting the focus of the approach’s traditional design method to in-
use design, and reversing its underlying sequence from analysis-design-use to use-
design-analysis. They asserted that the IS sociotechnical systems theoretical approach
needs to be reconsidered and recast conceptually, in order that it can deal adequately
with the emergent nature of organisational functioning (Lin and Cornford, 2000). Other
leading proponents of the sociotechnical systems approach have clearly echoed this call

(e.g. Pasmore, 1995).

2.2 POTENTIAL FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The preceding sub-sections (2.1.1 and 2.1.2) have reviewed primary theoretical
approaches and empirical studies that have dealt with the subject of the emergent nature
of organisational functioning, within two broad topic areas respectively: (i) IT based
operations in organisations; (ii) IS development practices. This section will elaborate
the potential for further research which, gleaned from the foregoing survey, contributed
to set the scope and aims of this research inquiry. This identification and discussion of
further research potential will only pertain to the first topic area (i.e. emergent nature of
IT based operations), since this is the specific focus of interest of this research study.
However, references will also be made to theoretical developments in the second topic

area (i.e. IS development practices) relevant to the argument at hand.

In general, the illumination of the emergent nature of IT use in organisations is a
pressing concern of research for the contemporary IS field (Orlikowski, 1996a; Truex,

1991; Robey and Boudreau, 1999). The preceding review of the IS and management
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research literature carried out in this study served to identify two key areas of potential
in which IS understanding of this topic could be advanced. These two areas of research
potential were derived from the following general shortcomings perceived in existing IS
theoretical effort: (1) inadequate theoretical development in addressing the systemic
scope of the operational domain of IT based work operations; as well as (2) inadequate
illumination of the contradictions and tensions implicated in IT based operations. These
two points, and the particular avenue this research study proposed to adopt to address

both areas of potential together, are elaborated next.
2.2.1 The emergent nature of IT based operations

The prominent conceptual approaches and empirical studies that have addressed
the processual, evolutionary basis of IT based operations (reviewed in section 2.1.1)
may be said to reflect, implicitly, three broad and fundamental forms of theoretical
emphasis applied in studying and explaining the nature of emergence in organisational
functioning. It is important to note that these forms of emphasis are not fundamentally
incompatible, since they may be seen to overlap analytically in terms of antecedents and
outcomes of the emergent nature of organisational functioning. They may be seen to
differ, however, in terms of the weighting or prominence which they give to particular
antecedents and outcomes of emergent phenomena in organisations. These three forms
of theoretical weighting, described next, may be nominated as: the situated enactment

emphasis, the political actor emphasis, and the systemic emphasis.

The ‘situated enactment emphasis’ is evident in the work of prominent studies in
the structurational and in the socio-cognitive approaches (with the exception of work by |
Kallinikos, 2002), identified in the preceding review (section 2.1.1). The distinguishing
characteristics of this emphasis are the assertion of the interpretive flexibility of IT tools
(Orlikowski, 1992; termed as ‘plasticity’ in Ciborra, 1996), as well as the focus on the
situated, enacted, and improvisational character of IT use in organisations (Orlikowski,
2000; Ciborra, 1999). The central assumption of this theoretical emphasis is that the
emergent nature of IT based operations is rooted in the situational contingencies and
particularities of the work environment that organisational employees are subjected to
daily. Significantly, organisational members are characterised as having the ability to

actively respond to, or even exploit, the unique demands faced within local settings of
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IT use. This theoretical emphasis places primary weight on the agency of organisational
actors: their own autonomy in interpreting or shaping the ends to which IT tools and
capacities are applied. Emergent outcomes, characterised as drifting by Ciborra (1996),
are asserted to result from the ability of organisational members to ascribe their own
social meanings to the nature and implication of an IT system’s features, and thus to
undertake selective manipulation and configuration of the system (Boddy, 2000;
Orlikowski, 1996b; Markus, 1994; Markus and Robey, 1988).

The theoretical foundation of this emphasis might be traced to such influences as
the notions of enactment and improvisation by Weick (1995; 1993) described earlier
(section 2.1.1), as well as Suchman’s (1987) elaboration of the ‘situated’ nature of work
activity, referred to in the first chapter. This emphasis has arisen, it may be asserted, in
reaction to the previous trend of technological determinism and rational actor models in
the IS field, described in the first chapter (section 1.2.2). The fundamental references to
enactment and improvisation by Orlikowski (2000, 1996a), in her formulation of the
practice-lens model of structuration, and the situated change model, of IT use, as well as
the emphasis by Ciborra (1991; also Ciborra and Lanzarra, 1994) on improvisation and
active experimentation in the socio-cognitive approach, are prominent examples of the
manifestation of this emphasis in IS theorising. The influence of this emphasis may also
be traced in the IS-organisation coevolution model (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Kay, 2001),
which claims that emergent organisational change occurs cumulatively upwards from
the active choices made by individual or workgroups at the ‘grassroots’ levels of the

company.

The ‘political actor emphasis’ constitutes another perspective on the nature of
emergent phenomena in IT based practices. This theoretical emphasis is exemplified by
a growing spate of recent studies based on the use of actor-network theory (e.g. Vidgen
and McMaster, 1996; Monteiro and Hanseth, 1996; Bloomfield, 1995), as well as other
IS research studies in the past (e.g. Markus, 1983; Kling, 1980). The central assumption
of this emphasis is that the use of IT systems in organisations is fundamentally shaped
by a negotiated or contested aligning of the interests of key organisational stakeholders.
IT based work operations are consequently seen to ‘emerge’ from political activity. This
emphasis too, like the previous one, stresses the autonomous agency of organisational

members in shaping the nature of IT deployment and usage in organisations. It differs
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from the situated enactment emphasis however, in making the phenomenon of power to
be the main force in the contextual shaping of IT use. Primary emphasis is thus given to
the distribution of power among organisational actors, as reflected by the ability of such

actors to organise or command networks of resources for achieving their interests.

A third form of theoretical emphasis in studying and explaining the emergent
nature of IT based work operations has been less conceptually developed and specified,
hitherto, than the previous two. This may be termed as the ‘systemic emphasis’*. The
distinguishing features of this theoretical emphasis are its broader, inter-relational and
integrative scope of analysis, and its relatively decreased emphasis on the effective role
of human agency, in comparison with the other two emphases just described. The origin
of the emergent nature of organisational IT use is seen not only to lie at the micro level
of interaction among organisational actors. Instead, the emergent nature of IT based
work practices is seen to be due to factors within the internal realm of an organisation,
and to forces and circumstances in its external environment. The emergent nature of IT
use in companies is thus perceived to arise from key influences and dispositions within

a broad scope of its domain of operations.

In addition, in contrast to the other two previously described forms of theoretical
emphases, this form of emphasis does not give especial or undue prominence to the
active intentional agency of organisational actors i.e. their ability to shape or selectively
interpret the ends to which IT is used. While such ability on the part of individuals or
stakeholder groups is seen to be an important factor, the emergent nature and outcome
of IT use is also held to be shaped significantly by circumstances and conditions that lie
outside the control or agency of such actors. The central assumption of the systemic
emphasis is that the emergent nature of IT based work practices in an organisation can
only be sufficiently accounted for by considering the complex wholes of actions, events,
means, circumstances and factors that comprise the organisation’s operational domain.
Thus, the evolutionary, unanticipatable nature and outcomes of IT usage is seen to
derive from the influence of features within the micro contexts of work activities (e.g.

the local conditions in a company) and the broader, macro context (e.g. the industrial

* The notion of a systemic approach in organisational studies may be traced to the work of Katz and Kahn (1966), who pioneered
the open systems approach in that domain. The asserted that a systemic focus was required for understanding the source of the
origin or modification of organisational structures (1966, p. 313). This encompassed taking into account factors within the broad
scope of the internal context of the organisation and the external environment in which it operates.
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environment, national or international market) in which these activities are embedded.

These three key forms of theoretical emphasis are summarised in Table 2.

Situated Emergent nature of IT 1. Assumes and highlights the ‘interpretive  structuration theory,
Enactment based work practices is flexibility’ of IT, and the corresponding socio-cognitive
rooted in ability of ability ofsocial actors to ascribe approaches
organisational members contextually framed social meanings to
to respond selectively to the features and use of IT [Orlikowski, 2000,
the demands posed by 2. Stresses the autonomous agency of Ciborra, 1999,1991;
the situational organisational members (i.e. selective Ciborra and
contingencies and local interpretation of IT use, improvised Lanzarra, 1994;
particularities of a work responses etc) in generating emergent Orlikowski, 1996b;
environment outcomes Markus, 1994;
3.  Emphasis on fluid, dynamic institutional =~ Markus and Robey,
structures 19881
Political Emergent nature of IT 1. Stresses the autonomous agency ofkey actor-network theory
Actor based work practices organisational stakeholders (i.e. their
results from political ability to inscribe IT features with [Vidgen and
activity - a negotiated or desired scripts ofaction, and mobilize McMaster, 1996;
contested aligning ofthe networks of alliances to secure interests Monteiro and
interests ofkey etc) Hanseth, 1996;
stakeholders 2. Highlights the political activity and Bloomfield, 1995]
mobilizing of power distributions by
various actors, in generating emergent
outcomes
3. Emphasis on loose, open-ended
relational structures, and on embodied
structures
Systemic Emergent nature of IT 1. Assumes that emergence phenomena in contextualist theory,
based work practices organisational functioning can only be sociotechnical
obtains from the adequately explained by considering the systems approach
integrated influence of a firm’s operational context as a ‘whole’
factors and interactions i.e. as an inter-related complex of [Pettigrew, 1985b;
within a company’s actions, events, means, circumstances, Bikson 1996]
broad domain of structures (fluid and persistent) and
operations (including factors that make up this context
both an organisation’s 2. Gives as much stress to events,

circumstances and structures, that lie
outside the short-term control or agency
oforganisational stakeholders, as it does

internal setting and its
external environment)

to the active interpretations, decisions or
interventions ofthose actors

3. Emphasis on regular, inter-dependent
and integrated relational structures

Table 2: Contrasting theoretical emphases on the emergent nature of IT use

The systemic emphasis, still in an incipient stage of theoretical development in
the IS field at present, had been pioneered by studies using the contextualist approach in
the late 1980s and early 1990s (as described earlier). The contextualist approach had
discriminated between an organisation’s inner and outer context, as a means of setting a
more comprehensive scope of analysis of key inter-relationships in the change process.

Studies in this approach indicated that the emergent transformation of work activity is
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due not only to the active interventions or the promotion of interests by organisational
members. It is also due to the influence of other constraining structures, conditions or
factors, internal and external to an organisation, such as ‘legacy’ work arrangements,
inertia or government legislation (Madon, 1993; Pettigrew, 1985b). The relative paucity
of IS studies that have used systemic-oriented approaches such as contextualist theory,
however, has meant that the systemic emphasis is much less developed theoretically
than the other two emphases in the study of IT based work operations in organisations.
Correspondingly, it has been much less prominent in research studies of the emergent

nature of organisational functioning.

The various theoretical approaches associated with both the situated enactment
and political actor emphases differ from those of the systemic emphasis in the treatment
of or focus on social structure. Structuration theory and socio-cognitive approaches such
as enactment or improvisation theory, place strong emphasis on the active, intentional
agency of organisational members. Institutional, embodied and relational structures are
seen from the point of view of being actively constituted through human action. These
structures that impinge on the use of IT in organisations are treated in a more fluid,
loose way than in traditional social theorising, which had given emphasis to structures
which are more persistent and rigidly constraining (Lopez and Scott, 2000). Similarly,
the actor-network theory emphasises relational structure in a loose, open-ended manner,
with no fixed boundaries or stability: actor-networks are continually expanding through
the acquired alliance of new nodes, and contracting through the loss of older ones by
inactivity, or relinquishment to other encroaching networks. In the latest direction of his
work, Latour (1996), the co-founder of this approach, even seeks to eliminate or
transcend the idea of social structure. He expresses dissatisfaction over the concept of a

network, which he claims still retains an undesired quality of permanence.

Accordingly, it may be asserted that the situated enactment emphasis and the
political actor emphasis are representative of a current swing in IS theorising towards a
emphasis on social structure as actively constituted, easily changed (at the micro level
of individual action), and non-constraining or non-binding. Perhaps the most extreme
articulation of this trend is found in the works of Truex, Baskerville and Klein (1999,
1991), who dispense altogether with the idea of structure (i.e. as something irrelevant),

stating that organisations are in a state of perpetual transition and instability, on account
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of the active negotiations and interactions of their members. The systemic emphasis is
characterised by a different focus and treatment of structure. The weight is on relational
structure, of a regular or enduring kind, and of a ‘tightly’ integrated or inter-relational
form as to constitute an indivisible ‘whole’. However, in being integrative in focus, the
systemic emphasis also takes account of: (i) embodied structures; (ii) institutional and
relational structures which are fluid or open, in being actively constituted through the
actions of social actors; as well as, (iii) durable or constraining institutional structures,
and established conditions, that shape the activity of actors, but which are not changed
in turn. In other words, this emphasis also gives consideration to the specific ideational
or material circumstances of an organisation that are derived from its particular social-
cultural or historical context, and that are beyond the ability of organisational members
to control or selectively ignore in the short-term. The systemic emphasis, by not over-
accentuating the agency of organisational actors, makes room for an equivalent focus on
the ability of social structures and constraining conditions within a firm’s operational
domain, like bureaucratic procedures (e.g. in Pettigrew, 1985b) or legacy IT systems, to

predispose or reinforce the way such actors perceive or act.

The insufficient development of the systemic emphasis represents a significant
potential for further IS research on the emergent nature of IT based work operations in
firms. During the preceding literature review of this topic area (section 2.1.1), it had
been reported (or asserted) that the theoretical approaches used to promote the situated
enactment emphasis, namely structuration theory, certain socio-cognitive frameworks,
and IS-organisation coevolution theory, as well as the actor-network theory approach
which has been used to promote the political actor emphasis, had all alike shared, to a
greater or lesser extent, a common limitation. This consisted of insufficient theoretical
consideration being given to the capacity of factors or conditions, within a macro scope
of an organisation’s domain of operations, to shape the emergent nature and outcomes
of its use of IT. Given a current trend of theoretical focus on the situated enactment and
political actor emphases however, and a parallel lack of development of the systemic
emphasis, the danger exists of an imbalance of IS understanding regarding the emergent
nature of organisational functioning. Inadequate regard to the conditioning influence of
factors and circumstances within the broad scope of organisational domains, in shaping

the emergent nature of IT based work operations, may persist in the IS field.
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It has thus been noted that inadequate IS research attention has been given to
elucidating the nature of emergence phenomena in a domain of IT based work practices
from the viewpoint of a broad scope of analysis of such a domain. This limitation in the
first topic area may be contrasted with the state of the second area (i.e. IS development
practices), where the application of approaches such as sociotechnical systems theory
and activity theory has meant that the broad, systemic scope of emergent organisational
functioning and transformation has been accorded much more adequate attention. Thus,
a significant amount of research potential currently exists for developing the theoretical
elaboration of the systemic emphasis within the topic area of IT based operations, and
for assessing the comparative utility of that emphasis in relation to those other two

forms of theoretical emphasis.

Given this potential for further illumination of the emergent nature of IT use, the
undertaking of a study based on a systems approach, utilising the ideas and principles of
systems thinking (Midgley, 2000; Checkland, 1999), appeared as highly warranted. The
principal characteristic of the systems thinking approach (detailed later, in section 2.3.2)
is that it seeks to be comprehensive and integrative in its method of analysis (Midgley,
2000; Checkland, 1999). This approach emphasises taking into account the whole" of a
particular phenomenon, and is focussed on elaborating the interaction between the parts,
and between the parts and the whole, of the phenomenon. These features of its form of
analysis suggested that systems thinking would be especially conducive for addressing
the hitherto identified need to account for the way broad contextual circumstances shape
the nature of IT based work practices in firms. The encompassing focus of a systems
approach encourages an evaluation of social structures and material conditions that lie
outside the short-term influence or control of organisational members, in addition to
those structures that fall under their immediate control or influence. This approach was

thus seen as particularly suited for studying the emergent nature of IT based operations.

Another major reason for the apparent necessity of using a systems approach in
research in the first topic area is that the existing lack of application of such an approach

has led to the absence in conceptual treatment, in that area, of the property-oriented

' the notion of whole in systems thinking is not meant in the vulgar sense of ‘everything’, but refers to a organised arrangement of
elements, factors or influences perceived by someone (i.e. an observer) to be relevant or pertinent to the understanding of a
particular concept or phenomenon (Checkland, 1981; Weinberg, 1975)
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meaning of emergent described in the first chapter. This is the notion that an emergent
property derive from the process when viewed as a ‘whole’: a feature is emergent when
it arises out of the interaction of several different elements, but cannot be ascribed to
any of the individual elements alone (Checkland, 1999). This key aspect of emergence
is a crucial concern of systems thinking, which holds that such features are relational
and stem from a context of interaction: “we are dealing with a system of interlinked
components that can only be adequately defined in terms of the interrelations of each of
them in an ongoing developmental process that generates emergent phenomena —
including what we refer to as institutional structure,” (Buckley, 1967, p. 125). The lack
of a systems approach, in the elucidation of the emergent nature of IT based work
practices, has thus precluded the illumination of emergence phenomena which are
properties of the ‘whole’ (or of ‘wholes’), rather than the elements, of an organisation’s

broad domain of operations.

Consequently, given the apparent benefit of using an approach based on systems
thinking in studying the emergent nature of IT based operations, the IS sociotechnical
systems approach (Mumford, 1996; Bikson, 1996, Mumford and Weir, 1987) stood out
as a promising candidate for this venture. This older, longstanding school of thought is
fundamentally grounded in systems thinking, and has long given emphasis in its form of
analysis to the totality of the interrelationship between behavioural and technological
elements of work practices (Bikson, 1996). Moreover, this systems based approach has
traditionally emphasized the crucial importance of, and the need to consider, the larger
context or environment in which organisational functioning and change occurs (Bikson,
1996; Emery and Trist, 1960). In consequence, there appeared to be significant potential
in adopting this approach as a means to illuminate the shaping influence of factors and
circumstances within the broad domain of an organisation’s IT based work operations.
Leading proponents of the approach, as noted earlier, have stated a need to augment its
conceptual resources to deal with emergent organisational functioning, and to broaden
its theoretical focus beyond a predominant concern with IS development practices (Lin
and Comford, 2000; Mumford, 1997). Researchers from this school of thought, working
in the second area (i.e. IS development), have begun to tailor its design methodology to
engage with issues of emergence. However, there has been negligible effort hitherto,
within the sociotechnical systems approach, aimed at illuminating the emergent nature

of IT based operations. It thus appeared critical to extend this systems approach in that
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first topic area. Added impetus for this derived from the consideration of a second key

shortcoming, elaborated next.

2.2.2 Contradictions and tensions in IT use

Truex (1991, p. 570) had pointed out that contradictions or tensions arising in
organisational processes of IT use are a significantly under-developed theme in current
IS research on the emergent nature of organisational functioning. Similarly, Robey and
Boudreau (1999) made a strong call for IS research efforts to adopt “a theoretical logics
that can account for contradiction in observed phenomena” (p. 172). They proposed the
use of theoretical approaches which employ a logic of opposition in investigating the
effects of IT use in organisations. Approaches based on oppositional logic attempt to
ground an explanation of organisational functioning and transformation through the
identification of inconsistent or conflicting institutional forces that promote or obstruct
the process of change. The existence of such inconsistencies or tensions often leads to
the unanticipated outcomes which characterise the emergent nature of IT based work

organisation and performance.

These claims of the significance, to IS research, of theoretically addressing the
incoherencies and conflicts inherent in IT centred work activity, find strong support in
the management and sociological fields. Burns (1981, p.3) stressed in particular that: ...
organisations seem to be assemblies of relationships and activities which operate in
accordance with several quite different sets of principles and presumptions — different
rationales”. He concluded that such rationales are often significantly at odds with each
other. Giddens (1984, p. 193) asserted that the notion of a contradiction is indispensable
to the study of social organisation: “... contradiction expresses the main ‘fault lines’ in
the structural constitution of societal systems.” As highlighted in the preceding review,
the use of activity theory by studies of IS development practices has meant that some
treatment has already been accorded to elucidating the ramifications of contradictory
phenomena in organisational domains in the second topic area. However, there exists a
marked absence of conceptual treatment of contradictions and tensions within the first
topic area of IT based operations. There thus seemed a strong need for employing a

theoretical approach that could treat this issue in elaborating the emergent nature of IT
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use. The sociotechnical systems approach was again seen to constitute an appropriate

standpoint from which to advance such a treatment.

The type of theoretical analysis that has traditionally typified the sociotechnical
systems approach has had one distinguishing characteristic. It has consistently framed
the conditioning of organisational activity and employee efforts in terms of fundamental
contradictions (i.e. inconsistencies), tensions, and incoherencies, keenly discriminated
in technology-based work environments. The theoretical and research literature of this
school of thought refers repeatedly to such contentions: social needs vs. technical needs;
efficiency goals vs. quality of employee work life; employee autonomy vs. management
control; change vs. stability; professional vs. artisan culture; rational vs. ‘irrational’
behaviour; and motivation vs. alienation etc. (Mumford and Weir, 1987; Pasmore and
Sherwood, 1978; Bostrom and Heinen, 1977; Emery and Trist, 1960). Susman (1976, p.
153) had defined the ‘quintessential dilemma’ of sociotechnical systems design as the
“irreconcilable ... schism between the technical and the phenomenal worlds”. The
school’s celebrated job design principles (Cherns, 1987; Lin and Cornford, 2000) are
geared towards finding the most effective parity between inconsistent instrumental and
affective dimensions of work organisation. A salient track of sociotechnical systems
inquiry in the organisational studies field is seeking to develop analytical techniques for
prioritising the ‘trade-offs’ in technology based organisational design (Majchrzak 1997,
Majchrzak and Finley 1995).

The cardinal trait of IS sociotechnical systems analysis may thus be defined as: a
sensitive recognition of the socio-structural contradictions and disharmonies that inform
and circumscribe the limits of IT based work performance. IS sociotechnical systems
design is pivoted on reconciling, under an effective balance, the incongruities between
priorities (or factors) in the social and technological realms of organisation (Mumford,
1996). Correspondingly, it became apparent that extending the theoretical capability of
the IS sociotechnical systems approach to deal with emergence phenomena would be
congruent with providing the IS field with theoretical resources for addressing the issue
of contradictions in the area of IT based work operations in firms. The investigation of
such inconsistencies and tensions is strongly consonant with the use of systems thinking
as a means of inquiry. The systems perspective places primary emphasis on analysing

the relations between the elements of a phenomenon (Midgley, 2000). An illumination
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of the contradictions and tensions implicated in the IT based operations of organisations
warrants taking account of different elements of the environment of an organisation’s
functioning that are set in opposition to each other. Its fundamental basis in systems
thinking has thus enabled the sociotechnical systems approach to elucidate the conflicts
and inconsistencies that characterise organisational functioning. Thus, the adoption of
the sociotechnical systems approach in the study of emergent organisational functioning
would simultaneously fulfil the need to apply a systems thinking based approach in the

study of the emergent character of IT use in firms.

The preceding discussion of two key inadequacies in current IS understanding of
the emergent nature of IT based operations has thus evinced that the sociotechnical
systems approach would be strongly suited for use in addressing both shortcomings, and
advancing IS knowledge. It was also recognised here and in the earlier review that this
approach needs to be augmented with new concepts and method of analysis to deal with
the emergent nature of IT use in organisations. Through such theoretical extension, the
sociotechnical systems approach may be qualified for use in illuminating the emergent
nature of IT based operations in organisations from a systemic vantage-point, and from
foregrounding the contradictions or tensions inherent to such operations. This would be
consonant with the theoretical stance recommended by Giddens (1979), of treating the
process of organisational functioning as being composed of parts in tension, and of

understanding the whole of that process as implicated in its parts.

Given these observations, it is necessary next to review the research literature on
the sociotechnical systems approach and systems thinking. This scrutiny will serve to
identify the distinguishing characteristics, and the existing conceptual limitations to be
considered, in formulating a systems thinking based analytical framework for studying
the emergent nature of IT based operations in organisations, one that both exemplifies

and extends the IS sociotechnical systems approach.

2.3 SOCIOTECHNICAL SYSTEMS ANALYSIS

The IS sociotechnical systems approach (Lin and Cornford, 2000; Mumford,
1996; Bikson, 1996) has thus been proposed as a particularly appropriate framework for

studying the emergent nature of IT based work practices. Some further clarification is
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necessary, however, before proceeding to discuss the features and limitations of this
particular systems approach. This approach needs to be distinguished from other newer
IS approaches that have also been designated as ‘sociotechnical’, that have come about
in the IS field during the last twenty years. These new sociotechnical approaches, which
may be considered perhaps to be distant theoretical relatives of the older sociotechnical
systems approach, include: the ‘social shaping of technology’ approach (MacKenzie
and Wacjman, 1985); the ‘social construction of technology’ approach (Bjiker, 1995;
Bjiker and Law, 1992); the actor-network theoretical approach (Callon, 1992; Latour,
1987); as well as the ‘technology as text’ approach (Grint and Woolgar, 1997). They are
briefly described next.

The social shaping of technology (SST) approach maintains that technology is
shaped by the political, economic, social and technical settings in which it is developed,
implemented and utilised. SST seeks to subject this process of shaping to mechanisms
of social accountability. The social construction of technology (SCT) shares much in
accord with SST, but is focussed more on the design and construction of technology in
particular socio-economic contexts. SCT seeks to depict how technology is constructed
by multiple actors, and along multiple paths. In its initial stages of development, the
features of a technology are characterised by a range of options, but over time, as actors
promote particular design options, the technology become ‘stabilised’ on a particular
configuration of chosen features. The actor-network theoretical approach was described
earlier during the review. The technology as text approach refuses to concede, like SCT,
that technology can become stabilised, and could thus be capable of having definite
objective properties. Using the base metaphor of a text, it argues that the properties of a
technology continue to be a social ‘construction’ throughout its lifetime of development
and use, subject to changing attributions of meaning by its users. This strong relativistic
position thus forecludes the ascription of any objective properties or effects to the role

and nature of technology in organisations.

Like the sociotechnical systems approach, the newer sociotechnical frameworks
generally share an identical concern for analysing the elements of organisation/society
and technology in interaction. These new sociotechnical approaches however, all differ
conspicuously from the sociotechnical systems approach, in having strictly rejected the

following traditional features of that older approach: (i) the use of a systems thinking
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framework; (ii) an instrumental conception of the value of knowledge; (iii) a clear,
unproblematic division between the social and technical dimensions, or elements, of an
organisation. Though these conventional characteristics of the sociotechnical systems
approach are in keen need of reformulation, in order to be reconciled with contemporary
concerns and understanding (this is discussed in the following sub-sections), there were

key reasons for adopting this approach in this study.

The primary reason for adopting the use of the sociotechnical systems approach
in this study, given the existence of newer, arguably more sophisticated sociotechnical
approaches, was its basis in systems thinking. The systems basis of this approach was
seen to offer particular merits for studying the emergent nature of IT use, in areas of
emphasis those other approaches were deemed to lack. The systems thinking framework
central to the sociotechnical systems approach makes it strongly fitted for: (i) studying
the influential elements and factors within a broad scope of a firm’s operational domain
from an integrative and inter-relational standpoint, as well as (ii) elaborating emergent
properties that are exclusive to an operational domain as a whole i.e. when the elements
and circumstances which comprise it are viewed as an ordered arrangement. Moreover,
considerable development has occurred, over recent decades, in the theory of systems
thinking: this will be elaborated shortly, in section 2.3.2. These circumstances presented
an opportunity to reform and extend this traditional systems approach to deal with the
emergent nature of IT based organisational functioning, at a level of analytical
complexity equivalent to that offered by newer theoretical approaches. Another critical
consideration that led to the choice of the older sociotechnical systems approach, over
more recent sociotechnical approaches, was its principal focus on foregrounding the
inconsistencies and conflicts in organisational functioning, explained earlier. These key
features recommended the adoption of the sociotechnical systems approach over other

sociotechnical frameworks in this study.

The next section will review the limitations of the existing mode of theoretical
analysis adopted by the IS sociotechnical systems approach, and identify ways in which
it can be developed to deal with the emergent nature of organisational functioning. The
claboration undertaken will also encompass a review and discussion of systems thinking
as applied in the IS and operational management fields. The whole aim of this section is

to establish explicit requirements to be fulfilled in the formulation of a new analytical
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framework, for use in illuminating the emergent nature of IT based work practices from

a sociotechnical systems standpoint.

2.3.1 Limitations of Sociotechnical Systems Approach

The fundamental postulate of the IS sociotechnical systems approach is that the
effectiveness of a company’s use of IT, within a particular operational environment, is
contingent on the degree of success its members have at collectively negotiating and
managing key inconsistencies, tensions or dilemmas that are inherent to the organisation
of human and technological resources within its unique operational domain (Mumford,
1996). 1t is thus essential that an analytical framework formulated for this approach
should preserve its central trait: an ability to foreground and elaborate the contradictions

and tensions implicated in the use of IT by organisations.

The sociotechnical systems approach also advocates, as described in the earlier
review: (i) taking an integrative, systems thinking perspective in the analysis of IT use
in organisations; and (ii) treating the interaction of social and technological components
in conjunction (Bikson, 1996). These fundamental features constitute the sociotechnical
systems approach. Besides retaining these features, a new framework for extending this
approach should also aim to rectify certain key limitations ascribed to this school of
thought. Despite impressive methodological contributions in IS development practices,
the sociotechnical systems approach has failed to articulate an adequate theoretical basis

(Fincham and Rhodes, 1992). Its shortcomings are elaborated next.

The sociotechnical systems approach has not been equipped conceptually to deal
with longitudinal changes in technology usage (Lin and Cornford, 2000; Roberts and
Grabowski, 1999). Its existing analytical instruments, such as the ETHICS methodology
(Adman and Warren, 2000; Mumford, 1996), are pivoted on the use of such concepts as
a ‘fit’ between the social and technical aspects of a ‘primary task’, and the reduction of
‘variance’ from a prescribed target. This conceptual basis has meant that the approach
has only been capable analytically of addressing pre-defined functions in organisations.
This is an inherent limitation of a cybernetic systems framework (Ciborra, 1987), which
influenced the original theoretical foundations of the approach. This conceptual basis

has precluded a treatment of the way in which the use of IT, over an extended period of
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time, occasions the bricolating of new functions, meanings, or strategy in organisational
activity. The IS sociotechnical systems approach is thus currently in need of conceptual
modification or innovation to tailor its relevance and applicability to the complex and

dynamic nature of contemporary firms (Mumford, 1997).

This is also a need for extending the sociotechnical systems approach beyond
the largely prescriptive and normative orientation it has hitherto displayed (Garrety and
Badham, 2000). This past orientation is tied to a focus on the design of organisational-
technology interaction, rather than comprehension of this interaction through theoretical
analysis. This orientation has meant that the approach is significantly restricted in its
ability to offer critical understanding of the interaction between institutional properties
and IT use. There is a keen need for theoretically advancing the sociotechnical systems
approach as a tool of understanding, besides one of design (Griffith and Dougherty,
2001). A significant direction in which this IS approach may therefore be extended is
what Walsham (1993) has termed a ‘constitutive process’ theory. An analytical basis is
required that can engender rich understanding about the form and constitutive elements

that characterize the process of organisational IT deployment and usage.

Sociotechnical systems theory has been criticised for offering too ‘naive’ a view
of social organisation (Spender, 1996; Scarbrough, 1995). It has failed to take sufficient
account of the influence of institutional properties in organisations on the development
and use of IT. Silverman (1970) imputed the weakness of this school of thought, in
addressing the complexities of organisations, to its underlying basis in ‘functionalism’.
This particular systems based sociological framework, rooted in an analogy of viewing
organisations as biological organisms, is deemed by Silverman to have over-simplified
the complex nature and outcomes of organisational functioning in response to change
(e.g. the introduction of an IT system). It is seen to reduce such complexity to merely a
matter of finding the right ‘balance’ of fulfilment, in the organisation, of the ‘objective
needs’ of its members. Accordingly, studies in the sociotechnical systems stream have
been relatively unsophisticated and under-elaborated in their analysis of organisational
functioning, neglecting to treat key aspects of social organisation such as political

activity and power structures (Garrety and Badham, 2000).
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Along with criticism of its unsophisticated treatment of social organisation has
come criticism of its treatment of the nature and capacity of technology. The approach’s
traditional stance of a strict division between the social and technical, and its ascription
of IT as a component of the technical system, has resulted in a failure of due recognition
of the social nature of technology. IS studies have demonstrated, in contrary to the
classical sociotechnical categorisation, that IT is as much a social as a technical form or
practice, since it stipulates functional arrangements which reproduce social orderings or
values, and since its use is subject to human evaluation and interpretation (Kling, 1996;
Orlikowski, 1991). The sociotechnical systems approach has been limited thus by a
propensity to treat the capacity of technology as inherently unproblematic, as claimed
by Grint and Woolgar (1997, p. 15), who stated the approach has “[carried] the implicit
assumption that the nature and capacity of technology remained beyond the remit of
sociological analysis; in effect, the nature and capacity of technology has been treated
as given, objective and unproblematic.” Hence, there is a need to equip this systems
based approach with a more comprehensive treatment of the social dimensions that are
implicated in the way the capacity of IT systems are put to particular uses in various

organisations.

These existing limitations in the approach suggest two additional requirements
in a new framework to extend the sociotechnical systems approach. It should enable a
more comprehensive account of the social dynamics and institutional forces that exist
within firms, and which come into play in determining the nature and capacity of IT use
in organisations. Furthermore, the old form of systems thinking that has characterised
the approach would have to be significantly revised, or substituted by an alternative. It
is thus essential to review current understanding of systems thinking, in order to identify

a more appropriate basis of underpinning for sociotechnical systems analysis.
2.3.2 Contemporary systems thinking

Systems thinking refers to the use of ideas and concepts from systems theory as
a means of analysis and theoretical engagement. There exist several varieties of systems
theory at present, bred within different theoretical fields: all versions, however, draw
selectively from a common pool of concepts or principles that originated in the ideas of

general systems theory, the work of a biologist, von Bertalanffy, in the 1940s (Skyttner,

60



1996). Those common concepts include wholes, components, relations and boundary:
common principles include the notion of an adaptive, organized assembly of parts that
serves to fulfil purposes or goals; layered structure; emergent properties; a mechanism
for preserving integrity/identity; the inter-relationship of parts and whole; and control
and communication between components (Checkland, 1999; Angel, 1990). New types
of systems theory, such as autopoesis (see Mingers, 1989) and complexity theory (see
Lycett and Paul, 1999), are expanding this classical stock of concepts and ideas which is

informing contemporary systems thinking.

In general, systems thinking is characterized by the pursuit of an ideal of being
comprehensive and integrative in analysis, a focus on relationships between elements
under scrutiny, and a strong concern over the defining of boundaries (Midgley, 2000).
Midgley (2000, p. 36) asserts that the gist of systems thinking is to portray a rich and
complex picture of organisational domains by including as much informative detail as
possible, but without undermining the coherence of the analysis through over-inclusion.
Lazlo (1972, p. 19) described systems thinking as: “... thinking in terms of facts and
events in the context of wholes, forming integrated sets with their own properties and
relationships.” Checkland (1981) described the goal of contemporary systems thinking
as organized complexity. Systems ideas and concepts are used as mental aids to achieve
a coherent, integrative ordering of understanding regarding real-world phenomena, that

are typically characterised by intricacy, messiness and ambiguity.

Systems notions and principles constitute the foundation for two IS frameworks:
the sociotechnical systems approach described hitherto, and soft systems methodology,
or SSM (Checkland, 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990). SSM however, possesses a
well elaborated, newer philosophy of systems thinking which is substantially different
from the older form of systems theorising that characterises the existing sociotechnical
systems approach. With the exception of SSM, most of the ideas of newer, modern
forms of systems thinking have not been adapted for use in the study of organisational
IT practices, as noted by several IS and management researchers who recommend such
an application (Checkland, 1999; Galliers, Mingers and Jackson, 1997; Klein, 1996).
There was thus an apparent opportunity for formulating a new sociotechnical systems
analytical framework with a revised, new form of systems thinking. The key differences

between the older and newer generations of systems thinking are described next. These
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distinctions, and the evolution from older to newer forms, have been asserted by several

researchers along similar lines (e.g. Midgley, 2000; Checkland, 1999; Jackson, 1992).

The first generation of theorising with the use of systems concepts, termed by
Checkland (1999) as hard systems thinking, was pre-dominant in the 1950s and 1960s.
This older form of systems thinking was characterised by a realist ontology. It assumed
that organisations are systems, and that they can be engineered, much in the way of
logical machines, to achieve stated goals and efficiencies. Hard systems thinking was
rooted in ‘functionalism’ (Silverman, 1970), which, as mentioned earlier, was an older
sociological framework which held that the operations of the social system could be
likened to the behaviour of a biological organism operating within its environment. This
approach accordingly posited that a social system had ‘needs’ which were objectively
defined, and that the most important focus of analysis was the way in which a change
process could satisfy those needs and maintain the ‘equilibrium’ of the system. Another
informing stream of work for hard systems thinking was cybernetics (Wiener, 1961),
which introduced concepts like self-regulation, control, communication and variances.
The sociotechnical systems approach, despite transcending certain perceived limitations
of functionalism (e.g. by incorporation of subjectivity), belonged to this first generation
of systems thinking (Midgley, 2000; Silverman, 1970). This is reflected in the way its
traditional methods of analysis possess a functionalism-oriented outlook, and a realist
ontology. For example, the ETHICS methodology (Mumford, 1993) holds that the
needs of separate social and technical sub-systems can be defined and fixed, and that a
suitable fit that balances those two sets of needs may be engineered, to meet established

organisational objectives.

A new generation of systems thinking, designated by Checkland (1999) as soft
systems thinking, came about in the 1970s and 1980s. Checkland (1999, 1981) himself
was largely responsible for this innovation in form. This second generation of systems
thinking holds that systems are not objectively given, and that social organisations are
much more complex and ill-structured than had been assumed by earlier approaches.
The distinguishing feature of this new systems approach is the insight that the process
of inquiry itself can be organized as a system (Checkland, 1981). Systems thinking is
thus seen to constitute a processual, learning process undertaken by a person or groups

of persons. Systems ideas and concepts are viewed as mental constructs or cognitive
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mappings that aid such observers to frame an understanding of a particular human
situation or organisational domain (Checkland, 1999; Flood and Jackson, 1991b). SSM
formalised this learning process into systematic steps, in which provisional formulations
of real-world circumstances could be reflected upon, discussed among stakeholders, and
collectively refined, so as to provide a guide for intervention by researchers or analysts

in organisations (Checkland and Scholes, 1990).

Another variant of the contemporary form of the systems approach came into
prominence during the late 1980s, called critical systems thinking (Ulrich, 1988; Flood
and Jackson, 1991 a,c). Some researchers call this the third generation (Midgley, 2000;
Jackson, 1992). Critical systems thinking is set off from other forms of systems thinking
by an explicit commitment to a core set of values, including human emancipation, and
critical and social awareness (Jackson, 1992). This approach advocates the need for
systems practitioners to reflect closely on the social consequences of their actions in
organisational interventions, and for them to reveal and clarify their implicit normative
assumptions and commitments, so that the legitimacy of an intervention project can be

subjected to unconstrained and open debate by all organisational members concerned.

The formulation of soft systems thinking has engendered the transformation of
the systems approach in contemporary IS and organisational studies. The adoption of a
systems philosophy or the use of systems concepts may now be undertaken in research
studies with explicit recognition that they are only language aids to support description
and understanding (e.g. Lycett and Paul, 1999). Checkland (1981) describes three basic
motivations for the adoption of a systems thinking framework: firstly, in a sociological
role, where the aim is to use systems ideas and concepts to ascertain if an intelligible,
insightful description of organisational phenomena is viable; secondly, in a managerial
role, where the aim of description using systems concepts and ideas is to carry out some
form of problem solving; and thirdly, in a designer role, where the aim of description is

to facilitate changes in reality.

However, given the considerations posed by the need for advancing the IS
sociotechnical systems approach in its treatment of the emergent nature of IT use, the
above review of the current status of systems thinking in the IS and management fields

raised a particular problem. A significant need had been painted for extending this IS
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approach towards being a constitutive process theory. The necessity had been stated for
sociotechnical systems analysis to be made an instrument of theoretical understanding
rather than design. However, a strong interventionist orientation in the application of
systems thinking in the IS and operational research fields appears to have restricted the
development of its resources for use in theoretical description. SSM, for instance, the
most prominent analytical instrument of IS systems thinking, “is not itself a social
theory but an action-oriented methodology. Its primary purpose is to facilitate taking
action in the world in order to bring about change, rather than explaining how the world
is,” (Mingers, 1984, p. 98). The resources of systems thinking in the IS field, namely
soft systems thinking and critical systems thinking, have been almost fully focussed on
issues of design and intervention (i.e. in the managerial and designer roles identified by
Checkland, in the previous paragraph). IS systems thinking appeared to be inadequately
articulated at present for the role of germinating social theory, or supporting insightful

theoretical explanation of the nature of social organisation.

This particular lack of development in the IS systems thinking tradition posed a
difficulty for the requirement to develop a new framework of sociotechnical systems
analysis for illuminating the emergent nature of IT based operations in organisations.
However, a deeper scrutiny of the IS literature, and an expanded search of theoretical
literature outside the fields of IS and organisational studies, eventually revealed an

avenue for overcoming that shortfall. This potential obtained from two observations.

Firstly, a marked similarity was perceived between the contemporary form of
systems thinking and the theoretical approach of hermeneutics, which is concerned with
the study of the interpretation of meaning, or signification, of texts or human action
(Boland, 1991). This suggested that hermeneutic theory could supply the required
conceptual resources for elaborating systems thinking in the (new) role of theoretical
description and analysis of the use of IT in organisations. This correspondence between
systems thinking and hermeneutics had been previously noted in the IS literature, but
not developed in any manner, by Tranfield (1983). In a review of core philosophies that
inform research efforts in the IS field, he had remarked (1983, p. 88): “Like the systems
approach, hermeneutics is essentially integrative. It is a philosophy concerned with the
study of whole situations. It outlines the inextricable interconnectedness of social

variables.” Tranfield (1983) also asserted that Checkland’s notion of systems thinking,
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outlined earlier in the account of soft systems thinking, is fundamentally consonant with
hermeneutic philosophy. Hence, there appeared to be a significant amount of scope for
marrying systems thinking in the IS field with ideas from hermeneutic theory, to form a
platform for theoretical analysis of IT innovation and use. Such interpretive application

of systems thinking would complement its interventionist orientation in the past.

Secondly, the field of semiotics, concerned with the study of signification (Eco,
1976) was perceived to offer potential resources for meeting the requirements described
earlier. Following the work of its founder, Saussure (1974 [1916]), and contributions by
linguistic theorists like Hjelmslev (1961) and Halliday (1978), this field has developed a
framework of systems thinking that is oriented towards description, not design (since it
is concerned with the explanation of signification and practices of language use). This
orientation is reflected in a statement by Hjelmslev (1961, p.8): « ... for every process,
there is a corresponding system, by which the process can be analysed and described by
means of a limited number of premises.” This suggestion that a system is a means of
understanding mirrors Checkland’s ideas earlier. Moreover, through the direction set by
its founder, the semiotics field has focussed on developing analytical tools to support its
primary aim: to foreground and illuminate the oppositions and polarizations of meaning
and significance in discourses and social practices (Coward and Ellis, 1977). Hence,
resources from the semiotics field were seen as potentially conducive for forming a new
sociotechnical systems framework to address the incompatibilities and inconsistencies
in IT use. They would be complementary with theoretical resources from hermeneutics,

since both those fields address the study of interpretation and signification.

The preceding review of the evolution in systems thinking thus suggested that a
new analytical framework, for the study of the emergent nature of IT use, would benefit
from adopting a more current form of systems thinking than the old, functionalism-
oriented framework which has traditionally underpinned the IS sociotechnical systems
approach. That older form of systems thinking was perceived (in sub-section 2.3.1) to
be responsible for certain critical shortcomings in this approach at present, such as an
inability to address the emergent nature of IT use in firms, as well as an unsophisticated
treatment of the social complexity of organisations and IT capacity. The contemporary

form of systems thinking, which encompasses the use of systems concepts as a learning
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process for arriving at useful descriptions, provides a more appropriate underpinning for

a new sociotechnical systems framework for elaborating the emergent nature of IT use.

2.3.3 Requirements for a new framework

The preceding survey of the IS sociotechnical systems approach (2.3.1) and the
evolution of systems thinking (2.3.2) has thus generated key requirements to be met by
a new analytical framework for supporting systems based sociotechnical inquiry into
the emergent nature of IT use in firms. These specifications consist of the ability to: (i)
offer tools of analysis of organisational functioning that especially foreground the
contradictions or tensions implicated in IT based operations; (ii) furnish a contemporary
framework of systems thinking useful for comprehending the emergent nature of
organisational functioning; (iii) enable a more inclusive account of the social dynamics
and institutional forces at work in shaping the capacity afforded by the use of IT. Given
this need of formulating a new sociotechnical systems framework for investigating the
emergent nature IT based work operations, a review is required next of the current state
of IS knowledge on the empirical context of call centres, in which, as explained in the

first chapter, the theoretical development and application of this framework is proposed.

24  CALL CENTRE OPERATIONS

IT-enabled call centres represent new technology-based forms, the product of an
innovative union of digital information and communication technologies that became
commercially available in the late 1980s and early 90s. This section first elaborates the
particular reasons for the choice of these work sites as this study’s empirical setting. It

subsequently reviews previous studies of call centre work environments in IS literature.

The work environment of call centre operations was selected as the empirical
setting for carrying out the study and illumination of the emergent nature of IT based
work practices. There were two key reasons for this, besides the more general ones
educed in the first chapter. The first reason had to do with the opportunity these centres
presented for illuminating, through the use of an approach based on systems thinking,
the manner in which factors and circumstances within the broad scope of a domain of

operations shapes the emergent nature of IT based work practices in companies. A call
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centre’s operations constitute the immediate boundary between an organisation and its
customers (Frenkel et al., 1999). Work activity at a centre usually involves interactions
with its host or parent organisation, termed for convenience in the rest of this thesis as
the ‘corporate interface’, as well as interactions with the customers, designated as the
‘customer interface’. To respond effectively to inquiries, CSRs need to be supported by
relevant information resources, workflows and channels of inquiry linking the centre to
the operations of its parent organisation. Moreover, to respond effectively during direct
dealings with customers, work processes at a centre and the parent organisation must
constantly adapt to their shifting needs. Thus, call centre operations are significantly
influenced by the internal context of the parent company, and the external environment
of customer interactions. They offered an appropriate site for studying the influence of
broad contextual factors and forces IT based work domains. The focus on an integrative
and inter-relational analysis central to the systems thinking perspective appeared highly

conducive for illuminating the inter-linkages in call centre operations.

The second reason for the choice of call centres as the empirical setting had to
do with the opportunity they offered for studying contradictions and tensions implicated
in IT based work practices. Call centres represent the frontline of an organisation’s
operations (Frenkel et al., 1999). The boundary-spanning nature of employee roles and
work processes at such centres constitutes a ripe environment for inconsistencies and
tensions to take root. For example, customer service staff often find themselves poised
between two conflicting sets of injunctions in fulfilling their duties. They are caught
between, on the one hand, satisfying the performance expectations of the supervisory or
higher-level management staff they work under, and on the other, satisfying the needs
of the customers they serve (Bateson, 1985). Such potential incongruencies within the
work environments of call centres were seen to offer a particularly conducive empirical
setting for developing and applying a key feature of this study’s sociotechnical systems
framework: the foregrounding and elaboration of contradictions and tensions inherent to

the use of IT systems in organisations.

As highlighted in the opening chapter (section 1.3.3), the IS field has witnessed
only a few studies on call centre work environments. Four of those studies have been
quantitative assessments of different aspects regarding the impact of IT use on the work

environment of employees. Turner (1984), in a study of 620 claims representatives in a
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US Social Security service centre, investigated the impact of the introduction of IT on
perceived task environment characteristics. He found that users experienced increased
performance, greater task demands, higher mental strain and absenteeism, and lower job
satisfaction. Similarly, Kraut, Dumais and Koch (1989) studied the impact of the
implementation of an IT system on 485 customer service representatives (CSRs) at a
large public utility service centre. They found that CSR productivity at routine work
tasks was increased by the computerisation; however, productivity levels in non-routine
tasks decreased. Irving, Higgins and Safayeni (1986) investigated the level of impact of
computerized monitoring. They compared the job perceptions of 50 workers at a centre
that had computerised performance monitoring facility, with the perceptions of 94
workers at three other identical sites that did not have this feature. Their results linked
computerized job performance monitoring with perceived productivity increases, higher
organisational control, and increased accuracy and comprehensiveness of performance
evaluation procedures. Negative outcomes included increased work stress, decreased
job satisfaction, and diminished quality of employee relationships with their managers
and team-mates. Subramanyam and Krishnan (2001) examined the business value of
call centres. They investigated the state of the call centre operations of the IT division in
a large American university, before and after the introduction of an enterprise customer
relationship management (CRM) system. They analysed quantitative data from 25,000
customer service calls over pre and post implementation stages. The results indicated
that the centre’s performance at providing customer support improved after the
implementation of the CRM system (i.e. the rate at which customer calls were solved
increased by 2.66%). They also suggested that the benefit of CRM enabled workflows

was higher when customer-reported calls were complex and difficult to solve.

Two other existing IS studies of call centres have been qualitative in nature, with
a process-oriented focus. Orlikowski (1996 a,b) studied the use of a Lotus Notes system
at a call centre staffed by IT specialists providing support for software users. Findings
indicated that specialists’ work practices within the centre, over the two years following
the implementation of the system, altered significantly in several aspects. This included
the quality of knowledge being utilised, the patterns of collaboration, the distribution of
work, as well as the accountability, coordination and control mechanisms in force. In a
study of the process of implementation of a new call centre, Boddy (2000) assessed the
applicability of Orlikowski’s structurational model in comparison with the technology
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imperative model and the strategic choice model. He found the notion of interpretive
flexibility in the structurational model gave it the edge of the other models in explaining
insightfully the events and circumstances surrounding the management decisions of the
centre and the actions of its service staff, during the period from the pilot to the full
implementation of the new centre. The characteristics of the implementation process of
the call centre were seen to emerge from the interactions between users, technology and
the institutional properties of the organisation. The centre’s operations at the time of full

implementation were observed to be very different from those anticipated at the pilot.

As the above review indicates, and as Boddy (2000) affirms, there is a dearth of
IS studies of call centres that trace the contextually shaped nature of IT based operations
in this new, ubiquitous organisational form. The need to improve empirical treatment of
call centres appeared significant. Moreover, in regard to the research potential identified
and discussed earlier, there appeared to be much scope for studying the way call centre
operations are shaped by factors and interactions in the context of the host organisation
and customer environment that they are established in. An investigation of the emergent

nature of IT enabled call centre operations thus appeared highly forthcoming.

2.5 FORMULATION OF RESEARCH INQUIRY

A recapitulation of the preceding developments will serve for formulating this
study’s research question. The review of the research literature on the emergent nature
of IT use had indicated that there were two key areas in which existing IS understanding
may be advanced. There has been a significant lack of attention on (i) the influence of
structures and conditions within a broad scope of an organisation’s operational domain
in shaping the emergent nature of its IT based work practices; and (ii) the illumination
of contradictions and tensions in the contextual shaping of such operations. The use of a
framework specifically based on systems thinking was seen to offer strong potential for
addressing such limitations. The development and application of a new contemporary
framework of sociotechnical systems analysis was seen as an appropriate way to fulfil
these requirements, and it was perceived that the fields of semiotics and hermeneutics
appeared to afford compatible theoretical resources for developing or formulating such

a framework. A review of past IS research on call centre operations evinced a lack of
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understanding of the emergent nature of work operations in this IT based organisational

form, as broadly conditioned by the organisational context and external environment.

2.5.1 Statement of Research Question

Given the preceding observations, it was concluded that a significant need exists
for further theoretical illumination of the emergent nature of IT based work operations
in organisations, using an approach based on systems thinking, and that an investigation
of call centre work environments as an empirical setting appeared conducive to this end.

Accordingly, the following research question was formulated to direct this study:

= How can concepts and methods from semiotics and hermeneutic theory be used
to help make sense of the emergent nature of IT enabled call centre operations

from a systems thinking standpoint?

The goal of this study was to develop a way of accounting, from a contemporary
systems thinking standpoint, for the emergent nature of IT based operations in firms. In
other words, this research sought to demonstrate the utility of the systems perspective in
research on this important topic area. Though conducted within the setting of call centre
work environments, the empirical focus of this research was more methodological than
substantive. The study’s focus was on developing a new framework of systems based
sociotechnical analysis that could illuminate the emergent nature of IT based practices
in call centre operations, in terms of broad contextual structures and conditions, and in
terms of the incompatibilities and conflicts that could arise in such operations. The open
tone of the research question reflects this study’s exploratory approach. This inquiry did
not seek to test existing propositions, but to develop new conceptual understanding and

explication. Its direction was set by four major themes of inquiry.

2.5.2 Themes of inquiry

The goal of this research was the formulation of a contemporary methodological
framework of sociotechnical systems analysis for illuminating the emergent nature of IT
based work operations in organisations. The development and application of this new

framework, within the setting of call centre operations, enabled a particular focus on
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four principal themes of inquiry, identified from the foregoing review of IS literature as
inviting further theoretical development. The order in which these themes are described

next is not meant to imply any order of precedence: they were of equal interest.

One major theme of this research was to assess the comparative utility of the
systemic emphasis, in relation to the situated enactment and political actor emphases, in
accounting for the emergent nature of IT based organisational work operations. The
systemic emphasis has been theoretically under-specified in previous IS theorising. Its
development and elaboration in this study was thus undertaken through the application
of a new framework of systems thinking. The second theme which took up this study’s
attention concerned the relationship between information technology and organisational
functioning, which has been a primary area of debate in contemporary IS research on IT
based work operations. The implications of salient features or properties of IT tools for
employee agency and organisational transformation as seen in the preceding review has
strongly engaged IS researchers in theorising such interactions. This research presented
the opportunity to study the way in which the use of features and capacities of IT in call
centre work activities sheds light on the nature of technology-organisation interactions.
It also offered the opportunity to study the processual integration of this new technology

based organisational form to the parent company at a macro level.

The third major theme of inquiry for this study was the theoretical extension of
the IS sociotechnical systems approach, through the formulation of a new systems based
analytical framework. The ability of this framework to augment the traditional focus of
this approach, as well as to compensate for its significant weaknesses hitherto, will be
discussed. The way the utility of the sociotechnical systems approach is promoted by
this inquiry will also be considered. The fourth principal theme of this study concerned
the feasibility and benefits of mounting the formulation of a new framework of systems
thinking, for use in the contextual investigation of IT based organisational functioning.
The undertaking of this study offered the opportunity to introduce key innovations into
the systems thinking method, to enhance its application in IS research. The theoretical
and methodological advances that the adoption of a systems thinking based method of
inquiry thus brings to IS research will be considered. In conclusion, the main aim of this
research inquiry have been identified. The next chapter elaborates the new framework

of sociotechnical systems analysis adapted and developed for this study’s purpose.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3. INTRODUCTION

The aim of this research, as established in the previous chapter, was to develop a
way of illuminating the emergent nature of IT based organisational work practices from
a systems thinking perspective. A review of the research literature had engendered the
proposal that the sociotechnical systems theoretical approach was well suited as a basis
on which to undertake this inquiry. This approach encompasses the following features:
(i) taking a systems thinking perspective in the analysis of IT based work practices in
firms; (ii) identifying key tensions and contradictions implicated in such practices; (iii)
considering the interaction of social and technological elements in conjunction. The aim
of this chapter is to elaborate the new framework of sociotechnical systems theoretical
analysis formulated to support the undertaking of this research inquiry. This theoretical

framework is designated as the ‘systemic appreciation framework’.

The systemic appreciation framework merges the use of socio-semiotic concepts
and schema with hermeneutic principles and ideas, thereby offering a novel method of
sociotechnical systems analysis for elucidating the emergent nature of IT based work
practices in organisations. The theoretical resources that constitute this framework were
obtained from the work of Paul Ricoeur (1991, 1984), a major hermeneutic theorist, and
Algirdas Greimas (1990, 1987), a leading semiotician with a focus on social structure.
Ricoeur’s work in hermeneutic theory was introduced to the IS field by Boland (1991).
His ideas have informed the research methodology of recent IS studies (e.g. Sarker and
Lee, 1999). However, his ideas introduced here have not been used in other IS studies.
Greimas’ work encompassed a fundamental concern with the meaning and structure of
human action (Gottdiener, 1995). His ideas have been directly unknown, hitherto, in the
IS field: however, a small portion of his work has been indirectly appreciated, as his
concept of actants was adapted by Latour (1987), in a restricted and modified form, in
the conception of actor-network theory. Greimas’ ideas on the structural organisation of
human activity were seen as relevant to IS research concemns since, as Orlikowski and
Robey (1991) stipulated, studies of IT use in organisations ought to be informed by an

underlying theory of social organisation.
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The concepts and ideas that comprise the systemic appreciation framework have
been selectively adapted and modified, to a certain extent, from their original form by
Ricoeur (1984) and Greimas (1987). Greimas’ ideas have been adapted from his works
that dealt with the study of social practices (Greimas and Rastier, 1968; Greimas 1987),
organisations (Greimas, 1990) and from presentations by other researchers on the use of
his techniques in the study of texts and text-analogues (Titscher et. al, 2000; Fiol, 1990).
Section 3.1 next sets out a preliminary background of ideas to facilitate the introduction
of the framework proper, which occurs in 3.2 and 3.3. Section 3.4 will elaborate how

these ideas further develop and augment systems based sociotechnical inquiry.

3.1 BACKGROUND IDEAS AND ASSUMPTIONS

The systemic appreciation framework is comprised of theoretical concepts and
analytical methods adapted from the work of Ricoeurean hermeneutics and Greimassian
socio-semiotics. Its purpose is to support systems based sociotechnical analysis of the
emergent nature of IT based practices in organisations. Since its concepts and method
have not been previously introduced in IS studies, their novelty obligates some
preparatory groundwork. This section elaborates fundamental ideas and assumptions
necessary for the explication of the framework in the later sections. These preliminaries
comprise descriptions of: (i) the general approach of the framework; (ii) the conjunction
between hermeneutics and systems thinking; (iii) the use of narrativity as a mode of
analysing organisational functioning; and (iv) the role or function of this new analytical

framework.

3.1.1 General approach

This framework is grounded in a contemporary systems thinking approach that
is hermeneutic in orientation. Its general approach may be explained with reference to
certain ideas from Vickers (1983, 1970). One of these is the application of his notion of
‘appreciation’ (Vickers, 1970) to the task of theoretical analysis. This notion may be
described as a hermeneutic conception of understanding. Vickers (1970) had noted that
analysts are pre-conditioned by the backgrounds of knowledge or values they have

gained from previous experiences in their appreciation (i.e. reading) of situations. He
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also observed that these appreciative settings do not only condition new interpretations,
but are also modified by them in turn, in a series of circular or recursive qualifications
over time that engender improved understanding. These conclusions are key tenets of
phenomenological hermeneutic theory (Gadamer, 1989; Ricoeur, 1981). Butler (1998)
noted that while increased interest in the use of such insights from hermeneutic theory
has been created in the IS field by prominent researchers (e.g. Boland, 1991; Lee 1999,
1994; Myers, 1995), there is a paucity of exposition on the application of hermeneutics
as a method for supporting empirical analysis. It was perceived in this study however,
that Ricoeur (1984) had provided a well-articulated exegesis of the hermeneutic reading
of action and events. His ideas were thus adapted and incorporated in this framework, to
inform it with an explicit treatment of the process of appreciation in theoretical analysis.
This framework is thus grounded on phenomenological hermeneutics. The relevance of

this methodological grounding will be elaborated shortly, in sub-section 3.1.2.

Another idea asserted by Vickers (1983) was that human activity differed from
machines in that the establishing and maintenance of relations over time, rather than the
achievement of goals, constituted the paramount concern. He thus defined a system as a
‘net of relations’. Accordingly, he rejected the goal-seeking models of earlier cybernetic
based systems theory, asserting instead that organisational activity typically gives rise to
“multiple and mutually inconsistent courses” of action (cited in Checkland, 1981, p.
262). Analysis of such activity should thus give strong prominence to the understanding
of ongoing relationships between the resources or factors relevant to the undertaking of
different purposes. His ideas are consonant with the theoretical emphasis of this study’s
framework, and reflect another primary aspect of its underlying perspective. The central
focus of analysis of this framework is on identifying nets of relations that integrate
heterogeneous elements, events and factors into a comprehensive, composite picture of
organisational functioning. Systems thinking is used as a tool of inquiry to illuminate
key relations between different organisational components and features: relations that
may be associative or contradictory, supportive or nullifying. In order to determine
these relations underlying emergent IT based work practices, the framework undertakes
an analysis based on examining organisational activity through the theoretical lens of
narrativity. This will be explained shortly, in sub-section 3.1.3. First the relevance of the

hermeneutic method for systems thinking is clarified.
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3.1.2 The hermeneutic method and systems thinking

This section seeks to clarify the particular relevance of Ricoeurean hermeneutics
for underpinning the theoretical framework to be introduced shortly. This relevance
stems in general from the treatment of the relationship between the parts and the whole
central to hermeneutic thought, and in particular from the union Ricoeur proposed
between the hermeneutic method and structural analytic techniques. Phenomenological
hermeneutics theory (Gadamer, 1989; Ricoeur, 1981) asserts that understanding is
constituted by a dialectical process of articulation between the parts and whole of a
phenomenon under study. Gadamer (1989) formalised this tenet in the concept of the
hermeneutical circle: the signification attached to the whole of a particular phenomenon
is envisaged by referencing the significance/meaning of its constituent parts or details,
and conversely, the signification attached to the constituent parts is anticipated by
reference to the whole. This circle of congruence between the parts and the whole is
never closed. Its coherence is constantly dissolved by inconsistencies or shifts in focus
of attention, giving rise to fresh interpretation. This circular referentiality reflects a
principle of organic harmony, in which coherency of translation between the whole and

its parts is the underlying logic by which significance is constructed.

Ricoeur (1991) may be said to have significantly augmented the methodological
productiveness of phenomenological hermeneutics for informing sociotechnical systems
analysis. Firstly, as noted by Boland (1991), a principal contribution made by Ricoeur
has been to theoretically propose and develop the argument that human action may be
‘read’ or analysed as a ‘text’ (Ricoeur, 1971). By demonstrating that the challenge of
interpreting the meaning of human action and phenomena is similar to that of written
text, Ricoeur established the applicability of hermeneutics for the study of IT based
work practices in organisations (i.e. by treating such phenomena as text-analogues).
Secondly, Ricoeur (1971) extended the notion of the dialectical basis of interpretation
by adding hierarchical classification to the idea of the hermeneutic circle. He noted the
understanding process involves promoting to a primary, or relegating to a subordinate

status, the significance of various components of the phenomenon under analysis.

Thirdly, and most importantly, Ricoeur (1991) added another dimension to the

circle of understanding through the notion of the hermeneutic arc, in which the process
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of theoretical comprehension is conceptualised as a metaphorical arc made up of two
poles, understanding and explanation. He theorised that the act of interpretation arises
from a dialectic between two movements on this arc: a movement from understanding
to explanation, and a movement from explanation to understanding. Elaborating this, he
proposed that the act of interpretation arises from a fusion between synthetical thinking,
that seeks to infer or grasp a coherent whole out of the various parts of a phenomenon,
and analytical thinking, which encompasses the use of instruments of structural analysis
(though not of an Humean cause-and-effect type) to integrate the parts of a phenomenon
into a coherent whole (Ricoeur, 1991). By thus elaborating the theoretical basis for (and
endorsing) the use of structural analysis to join understanding and explanation, Ricoeur
achieved a key methodological advancement, as noted by Butler (1998). Ricoeur paved
the way in this thesis for productively merging the hermeneutic method with the use of
analytical concepts and tools that support systems thinking. Some researchers may be
led to view systems thinking and hermeneutics as being ontologically incompatible, but
this important advancement by Ricoeur has articulated the dialectical basis by which an

integration of these two theoretical approaches can prove fruitful.

The congruence between hermeneutics and systems thinking was also noted in
the discussion in the previous chapter. Its combination had been sought in this study’s
framework. The emphasis in hermeneutic thought on the relationship between the whole
and the parts of a phenomenon, especially as developed by Ricoeur, was seen to be
compatible with the parts-whole treatment of systems thinking and its aim of ‘organised
complexity’ (Checkland, 1981). The use of Ricoeurean hermeneutic theory for instilling
heightened methodological awareness of the parts-whole dynamic appeared especially
warranted in this study, given that it aimed to develop the systems thinking method for
illuminating the emergent nature of IT based activity. Ricoeur’s ideas thus underpinned

this framework, augmenting its interpretive application of systems thinking.
3.1.3 A narrative mode of analysis

This section introduces ideas related to the use of ‘narrativity’, as proposed by
Greimas (1987), as an analytical means to organise an understanding of the significance
and of the relations between the miscellany of actions, events, factors and circumstances

that constitute the domain of an organisation’s functioning around the use of IT tools.
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Greimas’ concept of narrativity may be defined as the capacity to apprehend or perceive
social phenomena in the form of narrative structure. This concept is related to the notion
of narratives, which refers to storied accounts of experiences and events that are framed

by an intelligible signification, or ‘plot’ (Boje, 2000).

Greimas’ (1987) interest in narrativity, as a mode of apprehension for use in the
analysis of social action, extended to a much deeper level than the surface manifestation
of narrative tales or stories in organisational activity®. He was interested in narrativity as
the primary structural mechanism for the ordering of the intelligibility of collective or
individual action. Greimas conceived of narrativity as the “common structural level
where vast fields of signification are organised,” (1987, p. 64). This meant that relations
between heterogeneous entities like humans, events, circumstances or artefacts are only
established, maintained or evaluated when they are perceived within particular narrative
accounts. Ongoing transformations in work activity and performance in organisations
are held to be understandable only within particular narrative ‘frames’ of signification.
Greimas (1987) asserted that individual or collective human action is fundamentally
teleological: activity derived its significance from its projected end. This is consonant

with a narrative mode of apprehension and analysis (Carr, 1997; Crites, 1997).

Greimas’ assertion that narrative structures underlie the intelligibility of human
action and events receives support from recent studies. Bruner (1990) asserted that the
process of human understanding is underpinned by two basic and universal structures of
cognition. One of these is the logico-scientific mode, which seeks for universal truth
conditions. The other mode, which corresponds to Greirhas’ thesis, is that of narrative
reasoning. This mode of apprehension looks for connections in actions, circumstances
and events, that allow for the accommodation and integration of those experiences into

meaningful episodes. A recent study of decision making behaviour of jurors in criminal

* Greimas concern with narrativity is to be distinguished from research interest in the organisational studies field on stories and
narratives as important features of workplace domains. Studies in that field have highlighted the role of stories and narratives in
sustaining a community memory of valuable knowledge (Orr,1990) and a sense of collective achievement (Corvellec, 1997), as well
as in facilitating collective sense-making (Boje, 1991). The most significant development of that stream of inquiry, and the one that
comes closest in approximation to the method advocated by Greimas, has been a recent study by Deuten and Rip (2000). In an
investigation of the product creation processes at a bio-technology firm, they found that employees engaged in narrativizing in order
to cope with the complexity and ambiguity they encountered in the course of their work. However, their analysis incorporated a
significant advancement over previous studies. While earlier studies had not gone much beyond elaborating and analysing the
stories garnered in various workplaces, Deuten and Rip (2000) attempted to forge a ‘meta-story’ from the various accounts they had
collected. They termed this the narrative infrastructure of the product innovation process at the firm. The primary elements of the
rudimentary narrative infrastructure they presented were typical narrative ‘characters’ that recurred over different stories, such as
‘hero’ and ‘ally’. Deuten and Rip acknowledged that their analysis was very loosely inspired by the work of Greimas.
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courts (Bennett, 1997) supports this assertion. The study’s results suggested that certain
archetypal narrative forms are innate to human thought. People were seen to rely upon
these when called upon to occupy the jury seat and assess cases. Those archetypal
narrative forms helped them perform their jury role in three key areas: identifying
significant occurrences to be explained; construing interpretations that could account for
and interrelate all recalled facts and impressions; evaluating different explanations of

the case evidence for consistency, coherence and completeness (Bennet, 1997).

The work of Boland (1999; 1993; Boland and Schultze, 1996) in the IS field has
also illuminated the role of narrativity in organisational functioning. In a study on the
decision-making processes of accounting managers (Boland, 1993), he found that it was
incorporated into their decision-making in a very essential manner. The managers were
observed in the way they made decisions on promoting other accounting staff members,
on the basis of the budget reports submitted by those staff. The managers were observed
to have construed their assessments through an elaborate narrativizing. From the sparse
budget figures, they elicited storied interpretations of the capabilities, performance and
backgrounds of candidates. The influence of narrativity went beyond the framing role
associated with cognitive schemas. Boland concluded that narrativity was at once the
route and the driving momentum of managers’ interpretations. He issued a call in the IS
field for new “tools of representation and vocabularies of analysis™ that can disentangle

and elucidate the narrative structures of organisational activity (1999, p. 45).

Due to his theoretical focus on narrativity, Greimas developed analytical tools
that were based on the notion of perceiving the significance of social activities in the
structure of a narrative. These analytical tools were seen by this study to be useful for
supporting the hermeneutic process of appreciation in an investigation of organisational
functioning, and for organising the understanding that is gained in terms of a system of

signification. These tools will be introduced soon in sections 3.2 and 3.2.

3.1.4 The role and function of the framework

This section clarifies the use of the systemic appreciation framework that will be
introduced next. This analytical framework is meant primarily for use by IS researchers

or organisational analysts, in order to help them arrive at an understanding of emergent
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outcomes related to the IT based operations of an organisation. Organisational analysts
refer to those in managerial, executive or consultancy positions who are given a remit to
analyse the organisation’s activities and then carry out interventions aimed at achieving
improvements to those operations. The understanding and insights that this framework
assists in forming may serve different purposes. For a researcher, it is likely to provide a
basis for further theoretical elaboration (or formulation) of the relations and interactions
between organisations (or people) and information technologies. For an organisational
analyst, the understanding or insights can be used to guide and inform the interventions
they undertake to improve the effectiveness of work operations of their organisations or
clients. This framework is not meant, in general, for the use of individual organisational
actors who do not have the capability to authorise changes or to make interventions to
work practices (e.g. those in non-managerial positions, such as lower-level staff), since
the utility of this framework in providing insights and rich understanding of emergent
outcomes will be negated if those who use it are not able accordingly to introduce any

necessary changes (or to make a difference) in work practices or the use of IT tools.

It is also to be noted, as stated at the beginning of this thesis, that the use of this
framework (to be introduced next) does not produce an account of the emergent process
of organisational functioning and IT use from a first-person, enacted perspective i.e. it
does not elaborate an account of emergence from the insider’s viewpoint of the social
actors involved. Instead, it provides the concepts and means by which an IS researcher
or organisational analyst, such as myself in the case of the research reported here in this
thesis, may arrive at useful understanding or insights regarding the emergent properties
of an organisation’s operations. In other words, this framework is to be used by an IS
researcher or analyst to secure a third-person analytical viewpoint of the functioning of

an organisation around the use of IT i.e. an ‘outside looking in’ perspective.

3.2 THE PROCESS OF INQUIRY

Information technologies are seen as designs for organisational action (Couch,
1996). It is thus important to gain a comprehensive understanding of the specific form
and outcomes of social action around the use of IT in particular organisations. Ricoeur’s
(1984) exegesis on the hermeneutic reading of human action was found to be amenable

to adaptation for the purpose of methodologically illuminating the process of carrying
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out a sociotechnical systems analysis of IT based work practices, proposed in this study.
His elaboration focussed on the manner in which events and human experiences are
made sense of in terms of narrativity. This exegesis centred on the Aristotelian concept
of muthos, which he translated as emplotment. This section will elaborate the part of
this study’s theoretical framework, formulated from the adaptation of Ricoeur’s ideas,

that encompasses the aim and activities of an analysis of IT use.

3.2.1 Concept of emplotment

The focus of analysis in this sociotechnical systems framework is represented by
the pivotal notion of emplotment. Emplotment is defined as a descriptive schematisation
(or set of schematisations) by which a researcher or analyst, who is attempting to make
sense of a particular domain of IT based work operations as a ‘whole’, can unite into a
coherent order of signification the miscellany of actors, events, actions, techniques and
circumstances which constitute that domain. An equivalent way of stating this is: the
emplotment by which an IS researcher or organisational analyst evaluates the use of IT
in a particular firm is constituted by one or more thematic descriptions that synthesise or
integrate, into an illuminative pattern of signification, the ‘“circumstances, ends and
means, initiatives and interactions, the reversals of fortune, as well as all the unintended
consequences issuing from human action” (Ricoeur, 1984, p. x). Correspondingly, the
notion of emplotment has been referred to by Ricoeur as a configuration, or a signifying

matrix.

The notion of emplotment is derived from the root term, plot, which is variously
described by Ricoeur (1984, p. ix, 64) as “a work of synthesis”, “a congruence in the
organisation of events”, “the means ... [by which] goals, causes, and chance are brought

% ¢

together within the temporal unity of a whole and complete action”, “a synthesis of the
heterogeneous”. A plot is thus seen to designate a particular plan or schematisation by
which someone ‘reading’ a set of actions, events and circumstances can invest them
with significance/meaning and coherence. The notion of a plot was first elaborated by
the Aristotle as a schematisation of significance regarding the occurrence of multiple
events and actions in a narrative with a definite beginning, middle, and ending (Boje,
2000). In speaking of the plot of a story, it is to be noted that the plot does not imply all

events or actions covered in the story: only certain consequential events and actions by
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which the story’s outcomes gain in significance. Ricoeur, following Aristotle, points out
that a plot typically involves some form of predicament or dilemma in a state of affairs
being narrated in a story, a problem that needs to be resolved. Ricoeur (1984) went
beyond Aristotle however, in extending the application of the notion of a plot beyond
the literary domain of fiction and art works, to encompass also the interpretive study of
historical events and social activity. Uncovering the plots characterising human events

and affairs is seen to be a hermeneutic problem: a function of interpretive engagement.

Following Ricoeur (1984), the concept of emplotment is preferred to that of plot
in formulating this framework because it is particularly suited for studying the emergent
nature of organisational functioning and transformation. This is because the notion of a
plot implies a ‘closed’ set of completed events, actions and circumstances that are under
consideration. In contrast the notion of emplotment is simultaneously open and closed.
It is open, in that it implies a consideration of an active, ongoing set of events, actions
and circumstances that have a past, present and future, or trajectory (Ricoeur, 1984). It
thus reflects the processual, evolving nature of IT based work practices in organisations,
an ongoing operation with no end. At the same time, the notion of emplotment implies a
temporal closure, in that it represents a summary assessment or evaluation by an analyst
or researcher of the state of an organisation’s operations at a particular point or stage in
time. Thus it may be said that in contrast to a plot, the notion of emplotment refers to an
assimilation of heterogeneous factors and elements (e.g. events, actions, means) within
a signifying schematisation not characterised by permanence or closure. The concept of
emplotment used in this study’s framework represents only a provisional formulation by
a researcher (or analyst) of a coherent, revelatory pattern of understanding that he/she
has arrived at regarding an organisation’s IT based operations. The validity or utility of
such a schematisation does not have indefinite currency. New circumstances can unfold

that may disrupt its coherence as a form of understanding of an organisational domain.

The implicit notion of a plot (i.e. in emplotment), suggested as characterising a
researcher’s or analysts’ understanding of an organisation’s use of IT, is to be strictly
differentiated from that of a literary work of fiction. As Ricoeur (1984, p. 164) points
out, the plot that is perceived (through hermeneutics-based research) to characterise a
set of human practices, over a period of time, is not to be confused with the invention of

an author in a work of art. Instead, it represents an interpretation objectively validated
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through methodological procedures. Moreover, an elaboration by a researcher or analyst
of his/her emplotment of understanding regarding an organisation’s use of IT is meant
to inform and enrich an appreciation of the inter-relations of heterogeneous phenomena
highlighted by such a scheme of signification. In this sociotechnical systems framework
the central elements of interest, in an elaboration of a researcher/analyst’s emplotment
of a domain of IT based operations, are the oppositional (i.e. contrary) or contradictory

relations that are implicated in such work operations.

Most importantly, the elucidation of the emplotment of IT use in organisations is
highly compatible with the use of system thinking. Ricoeur asserted that the notion of
emplotment formulated by Aristotle is most accurately construed as “the active sense of
organising the events into a system,” (1984, p. 33) [italics added for emphasis]. Thus,
emplotment refers to a ‘system’ of signification by which a particular IS researcher (or
analyst) organises into an analytical ‘whole’ the various significances or meanings of a
set of heterogeneous elements that compose a domain of IT based work operations. The
compatibility of an analysis of emplotment with the use of systems thinking is evident
on two key dimensions. Firstly, it is congruent with the use of systems concepts as the
means to carry out that organising. Secondly, the notion of emplotment strongly implies
an integration, and a focus on the inter-relations, between the parts and the whole of a
process. Thus, the signifying schematization that characterises IT emplotment may be
viewed as a systems description, that is formulated by a researcher or analyst through a

means of analysis based on the use of systems concepts.

This notion of emplotment is central to the systemic appreciation framework
proposed here. The gist of this theoretical framework is that IT based work organisation
and performance in an organisation is characterised by conflicts or inconsistencies, and
that a researcher/analyst’s description of his/her emplotment of understanding regarding
such a domain of operations should foreground those conflicts or contradictions. The
elaboration of this approach will be made in section 3.3. A set of analytical tools will be
introduced, to support the application of systems thinking in elucidating the emplotment
of a domain of IT based operations from the standpoint of conflicts and incoherencies.
Before this elaboration however, a treatment of the hermeneutic basis of understanding
regarding an organisation’s use of IT is made next, to establish the methodological basis

of this framework.
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3.2.2 The cycle of interpretative engagement

The process of elucidating the emplotment of IT based work practices in a firm
may be analytically distinguished, following Ricoeur (1984), into three overlapping and
unfolding phases of representation, or ‘mimesis’: mimesis;, mimesis;, and mimesiss.
These three phases constitute the circle (or spiral, as Ricoeur termed it) of hermeneutic
engagement between an analyst (or analysts) and the actions, events and circumstances
that are pertinent to the use of IT systems in an organisation under study. These phases
are described next, in order to anticipate the function of the analytical tools introduced
subsequently. The first phase, mimesis;, involves prefiguration; the second, mimesis;,

involves configuration, and the third, mimesiss, involves refiguration.

Mimesis;, or prefiguration, is concerned with understanding the networks of IT-
related employee actions occurring over time within the organisation, made up of such
elements as the agents, motives, technological means and uses, goals, circumstances,
intended and unintended consequences etc. This phase of an analysis is concerned with
identifying the material and symbolic resources that organisational actors draw on or
implicate in the course of their work performance. Those symbolic resources include
the institutional structures of legitimisation, power, and motivation active within that
domain. The orderly discrimination of such networks of action permits the identification
of structural linkages and features relevant to aspects of performance in organisation,
such as success, failure, cooperation or conflict. In the next section, certain concepts,
namely narrative programs and boundary qualifications, will be used to elaborate how

this understanding may be obtained.

Mimesis;, or configuration, represents a key phase in an analysis, characterized
by the process of emplotment. Ricoeur (1984) describes this phase as a configuring act,
an operation that seeks to mediate between the understanding of heterogeneous actions,
events, experiences, technological uses and circumstances, obtained during mimesis;,
and the understanding and theoretical awareness that the analyst obtains through further
learning and contemplation in mimesis;. This mediation is aimed at producing a form of
synthesis (i.e. emplotment) between an understanding gained of the various factors and

contingencies in mimesis;, and the theoretical awareness gained during mimesiss, into a
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comprehension of the whole situation. Through this “configurational arrangement”, the
plot of a set of events and circumstances can be understood in terms of salient themes or
points (Ricoeur, 1984, p.64). In this mimesis, phase, the analyst attempts to come to
terms with several things. He/she has to put together and analytically accommodate, a
multitude of heterogeneous elements recognised in the mimesis; phase. He/she will also
need to identify inter-relationships between problems faced by the organisation, and the
key contradictions or incompatibilities these difficulties reflect. He/she will then have to
mediate the inter-relations between those various factors, and the plot that is forming of
the organisation’s functioning and transformation as a whole. Together, the resolution
of these challenges will lead to an understanding of the emplotment of IT use in an
organisation. In the next section, a figurative device to be used to depict and elaborate
the conceptualisation of emplotment arrived at by the analyst, called the semiotic

square, will be described.

Mimesiss, or refiguration, pertains to the phase in which the analyst is immersed
in further information gathering and learning regarding the IT based operations of the
company being studied, besides further reflection, reading of theoretical literature, and
discussion with other analysts/researchers — all activities that may reframe and cast new
light on the heterogeneous events and circumstances under analysis. This learning phase
inevitably results in a new understanding of emplotment. The mimesis; movement does
not mark an end to the analysis process, but is only an intervening stage in an ongoing
spiral of engagement. This descriptive model of interpretive analysis thus represents the
process by which a researcher arrives at an appreciation of the emergent nature of IT
based organisational functioning. Further elaboration of the methodological basis of this
framework will take place in the next chapter. Given the preceding description of the
hermeneutic method, what is required consequently is a set of analytical concepts and
instruments congruent with this process, and with the use of traditional systems notions
like components, boundaries, relations etc. The ideas and concepts of Greimas (1987)

were found to satisfy these conditions. They are elaborated next.

3.3 CONCEPTS AND TOOLS OF ANALYSIS

For Greimas (1987), as explained earlier, all socially situated human behaviour

was analogous to a narrative. His work was concerned with developing techniques of
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socio-semiotic analysis for use in elucidating the underlying ‘plot’ structures of texts
and social practices (Gottdiener, 1995). The notion of a plot used here is similar to that
held by Ricoeur (i.e. a descriptive schematisation that frames and integrates the various
actions, means and events in an organisation’s functioning into a form of significance
and coherence). Greimas however, sought to elaborate these plot structures in terms of
opposing relations of contrasts and contradiction between elements of social practices.
Greimas was influenced by, and worked within, an active tradition of systems thinking
in the linguistics field (e.g. Hjemslev, 1961). His ideas and techniques are here adapted
and modified, to support a sociotechnical systems analysis of the emergent nature of IT

based work practices.

The chief focus of his method of analysis was on identifying key ‘oppositions’,
or states of disagreement and change, seen to characterise texts and social practices, and
shape their unfolding ‘plot’ (Gottdiener, 1995). The general form of analysis he created
involves extracting a series of abstract structural units, called narrative programs (NPs),
from accounts of social practices, and using them to elucidate the ‘oppositions’ that are
implicated in those practices. The underlying aim is to reduce the complexity of social
practices to a few umbrella themes that can account for the primary forces shaping their
structuring. The term ‘oppositions’ used by Greimas and semiotic theorists in general
encompasses a much broader range of meaning than its popular usage, referring to both
differences of association as well as disassociation (Barthes, 1968). In adapting its use
in this study, this term is replaced by the concept of ‘boundary qualifications’. Narrative
programs and boundary qualifications represent key heuristic concepts in this study’s
framework. They are elaborated next, along with two analytical tools by Greimas: the

actantial schema and the semiotic square.

3.3.1 Narrative programs

Greimas (1987) introduced the heuristic notion of a narrative program as a way
for a researcher or analyst to organise an understanding of social practices (i.e. the use
of IT tools by organisations) as processes of value creation. A narrative program (NP) is
a conceptualisation of a sociotechnical scheme or course of action. It represents an
abstract schematisation of the inter-relationship of a set of activities, interactions, means

(i.e. technological or otherwise) and events, that are perceived by a researcher or analyst
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to be relevant to a process of action and change in a particular domain. Essentially, a NP
is a framing concept for linking together an understanding of heterogeneous social and
technological factors/elements involved in an undertaking aimed at achieving a specific

transformation in a company’s operations.

A NP, it must be stressed, is only a heuristic notion to be used by a researcher or
analyst for organising their understanding of the multiple, and sometimes inconsistent,
courses of action that constitute an organisation’s functioning (i.e. noted by Burns and
Vickers, in earlier mentions). The identity or composition of a NP is not given, and is to
be established by empirical investigation rather than a priori assumption. There is no
specific ‘cookbook recipe’ to identify particular NPs that characterise an organisation’s
operations. They are to be extrapolated from data and descriptive accounts gathered by
an analyst (i.e. through interviews with employees) on the work practices and the socio-
historical context of an organisation, as a means to best construct an understanding of

its operational domain.

An analysis of IT based work operations in an organisation will typically evince
one overall or over-arching NP, termed as the macro narrative program. The macro NP
is made up of several sub-units, known as micro narrative programs. These micro NPs
represent smaller courses of action that occur concurrently or in sequence, with some
overlap. The transformation in the macro NP is dependent on the transformations being
effected within its constituent micro NPs. The number of micro NPs perceived within
the macro NP is dependent on the level of resolution an analyst brings to the analysis, as
well as the degree to which he/she can account for the various courses of action that will
reflect the complexity and evolution of organisational functioning in the use of IT tools.
The various NPs that are perceived in an analysis will serve for identifying ‘boundary

qualifications’: this will be clarified in the next sub-section (3.3.2).

The composition of a NP is represented by the actantial schema. This schema
was developed by Greimas (1987) to take into account the various possible structural
relationships linking all heterogeneous elements (i.e. individuals, groups, ideas, norms,
events, contextual forces, IT tools or features etc.) that are of particular relevance within
a course of action. This schema is depicted in Figure 1. It consists of six actants, which

refer to abstract structural roles, on which a narrative apprehension of a set of social
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actions and circumstances is organised. These actants represent “a fixed distribution of

roles” that may be seen to underlie the varying actors, actions, circumstances and events

that comprise social activities (Greimas, 1983, p. 173). These abstract roles or positions

are occupied by various elements and factors pertinent to the undertaking of a NP. The

different actant positions are described next, in pairs.

)

)

legitim isation
SENDER OBJECT RECEIVER
-VALUE
motivation
AUXILIARY SUBJECTS OPPONENT
power

Figure 1: Actantial schema of a narrative program

Subject - Object-Value: The subject might be individual or collective. A collective
subject could for example be an organisation, a specific department or a workgroup.
The subject is the principal figure (or group of figures) in a NP. The subject is
motivated by, and acts in order to achieve, a certain purpose or goal. That purpose is
represented by the object-value. With regard to the case of IT use in organisations,
the object-value might be an ideal or state being aspired to, or the achievement of a
change in the work environment. The success of the NP is constituted by the subject
achieving the desired object-value, and failure by the subject not doing so (i.e. as
determined in the evaluation stage of an NP). The relation between the elements in
the subject and object-value actantial positions represents the plane of motivation in

social practices.

Sender - Receiver: The sender refers to individuals, groups, abstract ideas, or social
norms that generate or provoke the action, as well as regulate it. The sender does
this by transmitting or communicating to a receiver, the desire or obligation to act.
The sender is the influencing or controlling force in the scheme of action, instituting
the set of values with which the subject must act. The receiver refers to the person

or group that the sender provokes to act. When the receiver obtains an obligation or
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desire to act from a sender, the receiver is transformed into the subject of the NP.
The relation between the elements in the sender and receiver actantial positions
represents the plane of legitimization in social practices. Individuals or groups that
occupy the auxiliary actant position may agree, and those in the opponent actant slot

may disagree, with the influence exerted on the subject by the sender.

(3) Auxiliary — Opponent: The auxiliary refers to any individuals, groups, ideas, social
norms, artefacts, techniques or material features that help the subject achieve the
desired object-value. The opponent is any of the above that impede the subject’s
attempts to fulfil the narrative program (i.e. obtain the object-value). The relation
between the elements in the auxiliary and opponent actantial positions represent the
plane of power in social practices. The asymmetrical distribution of power in an NP
determines its progress and outcome i.e. success or failure. The notion of power is

thus characterised in an inter-relational way (congruent with systems thinking).

Each actantial role might be occupied concurrently by more than one element.
Hence, each NP may have several different entities or factors in the sender, receiver,
auxiliary, opponent, or subject positions etc. A NP may moreover occupy the auxiliary
or opponent actantial position of another NP, insofar as the undertaking of the former
promotes or thwarts the course of the later. In this way, a micro NP may be embedded
within another micro NP. The heuristic concept of a NP (and actantial schema) brings

several key advantages to analysis of the emergent nature of IT based operations.

The concept of narrative programs augments the task of sociotechnical systems
analysis. It was highlighted during the review of literature in the previous chapter that
organisations are increasingly recognized as makeshift assemblies of various courses of
action, which are exclusively pursued along quite different principles and motivations.
Significantly, Burns (1981, p. 3) had noted that analytical instruments are needed that

(13

can illuminate this pluralistic constitution of organisations: “... there is a pervasive
pluralism affecting the organisations we work in and study, a pluralism which affects
their make-up and which our perceptions and analytical apparatus have tended to pass
over.” The notion of NPs fulfils this need directly. It permits a researcher (or analyst) to

analytically disengage the different schemes of action that comprise an evolving domain
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of IT based work operations. The individual courses of action can then be considered in

terms of their interactions with each other, and as a whole (i.e. the macro NP).

The notion of an NP is well suited for the application of systems thinking to the
task of sociotechnical analysis of organisational functioning. Systems thinking, as stated
in chapter 2, has been defined as: ... thinking in terms of facts and events in the context
of wholes, forming integrated sets with their own properties and relationships,” (Lazlo,
1972, p. 19). The heterogeneous actions, events and factors that constitute a domain of
organisational functioning can thus be analytically distinguished as separate NPs, that
represent particular ‘wholes’ of such elements, with their own characteristics. Thus, the
notion of a NP supplies this study’s framework with a construct for discriminating the
integral ‘components’ of an organisational ‘system’. Micro NPs can be seen to represent
the courses of action in an organisational system which may give rise to tensions in
interaction with each other, within the larger enterprise represented by the macro NP.
The heuristic notion of a NP is important as a framing or linking analytical device, as it
expresses a recognition that structures of power, legitimacy or motivation draw their
significance from coinciding roles within specific courses of action. The features or
tools of an IT system may be seen as being valorised (i.e. assigned value) through their

incorporation within certain NPs (i.e. schemes of action).

The notion of a NP aids an analyst in determining the extent and implications of
a course of action, in relation to questions of who is requiring or motivating it, and what
entities or elements are involved and what factors relevant, as well as how is the scheme
helped or hindered etc. It offers a way to order an understanding of the actions, means,
contextual circumstances and influences that comprise or affect a broad domain of work
practices related to the use of IT systems. It is suited for addressing the emergent nature
of organisational functioning because it enables the consideration of events, actions and
circumstances within a coherent frame of inter-relations across a period of time. The
actantial schema is used in the mimesis; phase of analysis, when a researcher, intent on
an ordered discrimination of networks of actions and events that structurally elaborate
the uses of IT in a company, is challenged by the complex heterogeneity of elements
and circumstances that constitute typical work environments. The actantial framing (or
role patterning) of social action supplies a means for comprehensively discriminating

the evolving domain of organisational activity into macro and micro schemes of action.
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3.3.2 Boundary qualifications

One of the steps in the analysis method formulated by Greimas, for elaborating
the shaping of social activities or texts, essentially involved identifying contrastive pairs
of descriptive values, that designated opposing ‘states’ (or conditions) of the activities
which were undergoing a process of change or negotiation (Greimas, 1987; Gottdiener,
1995). These contrasting descriptive values serve to frame an understanding of social
activities (or other text-analogues) in counterfactual terms. This approach was adopted
in this study’s framework of interpretive inquiry. The use of IT in companies typically
involves investments of resources and effort, and ongoing negotiation by stakeholders.
Barley (1986) concluded that the use of IT tools ‘opens up’ change or negotiation in
social practices. The social negotiations and investment of resources may be generally
characterised as being aimed at securing specific changes of state in different features of
work organisation and performance, such as employee roles procedures, and rules of
behaviour (Bloomfield and Vurdubakis, 1994; Zuboff, 1988). Central to these processes
of transformation or negotiation are the evaluations of various stakeholders regarding
the extent of the desirability, acceptability or format of the changes occurring in work
practices. By considering the assessments or opinions of such stakeholders, an analyst
would be able to formulate descriptions of the desired changes of state in terms of pairs
of contrasting values. This approach appeared congruent with contemporary systems

thinking in one key respect.

Churchman (1971, 1979), who was instrumental in bringing about the change to.
contemporary systems thinking described in the previous chapter, established the prime
importance of the concept of boundaries in analysis. He revised a central assumption of
older systems thinking, that held that such boundaries are ‘given’ in reality (i.e. seen in
traditional sociotechnical systems analysis, which assumes clear boundaries between the
social and technical constituencies of a system). He argued that boundaries, on the
contrary, are only social or individual constructions of what the definition of a situation
should encompass. Checkland (1981) likewise maintained that boundaries are inter-
subjective judgments among organisational actors regarding what is pertinent to a focus

of analysis for clarifying the understanding of a problematic situation. Midgley (2000)
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asserted that boundary judgments (i.e. what elements are to be included or excluded in

assessments of a situation) lie at the heart of systems thinking.

The contrastive descriptive values identified in an examination of the evolving
transformation of an organisation’s operations may be seen to represent qualifications
of the ‘boundaries’ of transformation: the change in state of a set of work practices,
from one condition to another (e.g. from the state of inefficiency to state of efficiency).
In line with Greimas’ thinking, the traditional meaning of the concept of a boundary in
systems thinking is thus reformulated to fit the purpose of this study’s framework. The
notion of boundary will designate a differentiation of value (i.e. the difference between
two states, for example, efficiency and inefficiency in a work operations) rather than a
material distinction (e.g. difference between automated and manual work processes). In
other words, the notion of boundary will refer not to the peripheral limit demarcating
what is to be included and excluded within a scope of analysis, but to the margin of
signification separating opposing descriptive valuations of the condition (or state) of IT
related work practices. This reformulation paves the way for introducing the heuristic

concept of boundary qualifications.

Boundary qualifications are defined as a pair of contrastive descriptive values,
designating opposing states of a social practice that is being re-defined through ongoing
investment of resources or negotiation by stakeholders. These descriptive qualifications
reflect an analyst’s perception of the boundary judgments of key stakeholders regarding
the extent of desired or negotiated change in IT based work practices. The identification
of significant boundary qualifications in a study is achieved through a consideration of
the narrative programs (NPs) that have been extrapolated from the data gathered on an
organisation’s operational environment. By examining the transformation in each NP
(i.e. course of action), an IS researcher or analyst may determine one or more sets of
descriptive terms that qualify the boundaries of change or negotiation in work practices
represented by that NP. Thus, in this study’s framework of systems inquiry, the focus of
analysis is not on discriminating a single peripheral, material boundary (i.e. perimeter),
but on the discernment instead of several descriptive, abstract boundaries that reflect the
essential ‘axis’ of change in the evolution of an organisation’s IT based operations. The
boundary qualifications derived in a certain study by a researcher or analyst will be used

to structure and inform the emplotment of understanding he/she arrives at regarding an
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organisation’s use of IT. The derived boundary qualifications can aid in discerning an

overall pattern of change, as will be illustrated in the upcoming case study analyses.

3.3.3 Relations of signification

Greimas was interested in identifying and systematically elaborating various
relations of signification (i.e. association, contrariety or contradiction) that characterize
the interaction of constitutive elements of social practices and texts. He used the notion
of a system as a framing device for elaborating contrary or contradictory relations in the
structuring of significance in human activities. Such contrary or contradictory relations
were, for Greimas, fundamental features of a ‘system of signification’ that organised the
value of elements in socio-cultural activities (1987, p. 52): “By definition, a system’s
rules of injunctions describe compatibilities and incompatibilities (a system without
incompatibilities would not be an ordered system).” Using ideas from the field of logic,
he created an analytical device, termed the semiotic square, to express the formulation
of relations within a system of significance. The canonical formulation of the semiotic

square is shown in Figure 2.

Key to Relations
Contrary: €< =~==>>
Contradictory: <>

Implication: - e wwa-a.

eg BLACK S WHITE

€--=-=---=-- ———==>
(-S.) (-S1)
eg. NON-WHITE S NON-BLACK
(or both Sy and S (or neither Sq nor S;
e.g. colouredness) e.g. colourlessness)

Figure 2: The semiotic square (adapted from Greimas, 1987)
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The semiotic square is used in an analysis of social activities to indicate salient
contrasts in a framework of selection or embedding. This figurative device offers a
means to elaborate a thematic description of the key relations between heterogeneous
elements and factors that comprise the domain of IT based work practices in specific

organisations (e.g. norms, values, events, means, circumstances, orientations etc.).

This mechanism enables a more comprehensive analysis of binary conceptual or
thematic oppositions by permitting an explicit enlargement of their implications beyond
an either/or dimension (Jameson, 1987; Chandler, 2001). The upper comers of the
square, S; and S,, may represent the opposing terms of a particular concept or theme, S.
In the example shown in Figure 2, the position S could represent the concept ‘absence
of colour’. Two terms that might constitute opposing descriptions of this concept are
‘Black’ (S;) and “White’ (S;). The lower corners of the square, -S; and -S; respectively,
are negations, in a transverse direction, of the two terms on the upper axis (S; and S,).
In the example shown in the figure, -S; represents ‘Non-White’, while its opposing
position, -S;, represents ‘Non-Black’. Both these bottom corners represent opposing
poles of the position -S, which might suitably be taken to refer to the concept ‘presence
of colour’. It can be seen at once that the terms on the lower axis of the square, -S; and -
S, depict implicative positions not accounted for by the oppositions on the upper axis.
In the depicted example, for instance, ‘Non-White’ encompasses much more than
‘Black’ (i.e. a range of colours). Alternatively, the two corners of the lower axes of the
square may represent another set of binary oppositions, namely: (i) both S; and S; (e.g.
colouredness); and (ii) neither S; nor S; (e.g. colourlessness). The vertical axes of the
square (i.e. S; to -S; and S; to -S;) might also be labelled with other designations of
thematic or conceptual categories. Thus, this visual device may be invested with a range
of inter-related thematic labels applicable to the analysis and explication of a particular

topic or case study under investigation.

Different types of relations are represented by the various axes of the square.
The two horizontal axes (e.g. S; to S;) represent ‘contrary’ relations. Contrary relations
refer to strong oppositions between the thematic elements in the opposite corners of
those axes. The two diagonal axes (e.g. S; to -S;) represent ‘contradictory’ relations.

Contradictory relations refer to an essential inconsistency or incompatibility between
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the elements in the opposite corners of those axes (i.e. the transverse corners). The two
vertical axes (e.g. S; to -S;) represent ‘implicative’ (or associative) relations, which
designate an essential presupposition between thematic elements in the opposite corners
of those axes (i.e. ‘non-white’ implies or pre-supposes ‘black’). Thus, both contrary
relations and contradictory relations represent relations of opposition between elements,

although contrary relations designate more forceful oppositions than contradictory ones.

The application of the semiotic square as a tool to support analytical descriptions
in organisational and social studies has been well elaborated by Jameson (1987; 1981).
Describing it as a visual device that could be used to articulate a series of relationships,
Jameson asserted that it has heuristic value as a tool to support interpretive research. Its
main use is to provide a means to map out inter-related nodal themes or diagnostic
interpretations encountered in the course of a study. Jameson (1987) asserts that logical
accuracy in contrasting or opposing theme-headings is not so important when adapting
the use of this device. Its canonical formulation (as described above) may be subverted
to particular theoretical ends. The primary value of this visual device is that it can help
to clarify interpretive analysis, or even to ‘generate’ understanding (i.e. Schon, 1967),
regarding significant relationships between heterogeneous factors or elements under
consideration. Jameson suggested, however, that an involved period of study or research
must precede its use, in order for its heuristic value to be catalysed. The semiotic square
has been used to support theoretical analysis in a few non-IS studies of social practices
(e.g. Fleming, 1996; Floch, 2000). The potential perceived for adapting this conceptual
mechanism for the elaboration of IT usage in organisations was part of the motivation

for its inclusion within this study’s theoretical framework.

Following Greimas (1983), the semiotic square device may be used in either of
two ways. Firstly, as a ‘configurational model’, it can be used to theoretically illuminate
the systemic nature of emergent social practices. The various positions on the square
may be used to depict key themes or factors at stake within an organisation’s broad
domain of operations over a given period of time (Fiol, 1990). This device is ideally
suited thus for supporting analysis within the sociotechnical systems approach, since, as
discussed in the preceding chapter, this IS school of thought views incompatibilities and
conflicts as being fundamental to the unfolding social configuration of IT based work

operations in organisations.
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The semiotic square may be used to descriptively elaborate the functioning of an
IT based organisation in terms of a kind of tensed unity, or gestalt, constituted by
various sociotechnical elements or factors in relations of contrariety, contradiction or
implication. Secondly, the square may be used as a ‘transformational model’. In this
mode of usage, the various positions on a square represent states that are used to
designate a temporal sequence in a process of change. Thus, an initial state of an
organisational unit might be represented by a particular position (e.g. S;), while the
intermediate and final states of the transition this unit undergoes may be represented by
other positions on the square (e.g. Sy, -S;). Thus, the semiotic square may also be used
to illustrate an analytical description of an emergent pattern of change characterising a

set of IT based work practices.

The semiotic square is thus adapted here for use, in the systemic appreciation
framework, as the primary means of facilitating an elaboration of the emplotment of IT
based work practices from a systems thinking standpoint. Its usage is congruent with the
mimesis; phase of the process of analysis described earlier. This device permits an
understanding of the macro and micro NPs gained during the mimesis; phase to be
organised and presented inter-relationally. The boundary qualifications identified from
the various NPs will be summarised to form descriptive values on the semiotic square
depictions, that are used to support the theoretical elaboration. A broad and integrative
understanding may thus be derived of contextual factors shaping the emergent nature of
IT based operations. Organisational functioning may thus be discerned, from a systems

thinking standpoint, as a “net of relations”, advocated by Vickers (1983).

3.4 EXTENDING SOCIOTECHNICAL SYSTEMS INQUIRY

The preceding sections have described several concepts and analytical tools for
carrying out an interpretive study of IT based work practices within the sociotechnical
systems approach. The main concept of emplotment in this framework enables emergent
organisational functioning around the use of IT to be described and explained from the
perspective of systems thinking. The notion of narrative programs allows for IT based
operations in organisations to be analytically disengaged and examined, by a researcher,

as multiple courses of action that come about in response to various circumstances or
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events in the organisation’s operational domain. The elements and factors implicated in
these courses of action can be examined as ‘wholes’ (i.e. integrated sets with their own
properties and relationships). The notion of boundary qualifications may thus be used in
an interpretive systems analysis to frame an appreciation of organisational operations in
counterfactual terms. The schematic device of the semiotic square supports an analytical
illumination of the emplotment of IT based work operations in organisations, in terms
of inter-relations (i.e. contrary, contradictory and associative) between various factors
and courses of action that make up the domain of those practices. Hermeneutics has
been elaborated as a methodological underpinning for using these various concepts and

tools.

The hermeneutic process of sociotechnical systems analysis encapsulated in this
framework is depicted in Figure 3. The prefiguration phase of analysis (mimesis;), in
which the analyst seeks to break down the complexity of the domain of a company’s IT
based operations into smaller blocks of coherence, is undertaken with the use of the
actantial schema, and results in the identification of narrative programs and boundary
qualifications. A preliminary understanding of the emergent nature of an organisation’s
operations is thus formulated. The configuration phase of analysis (mimesis;), involves
the use of the semiotic square to synthesise and organise the preliminary understanding
gained in mimesis; into a thematic explanation of the nature of emplotment of the IT
based operations in the organisation. The understanding of the researcher or analyst is
thus transformed from an episodic coherence in mimesis; to a synthetic coherence in
mimesis;. The knowledge and intuition needed to formulate an interpretation of that
understanding of emplotment would be lacking without the adoption of such measures
as: a comprehensive effort of learning about the history and the nature of IT based
operations in the organisation being studied; sustained reflection; as well as a recourse
to theoretical literature and collegial discussions with other IS researchers or analysts.
These activities constitute the refiguration phase of analysis (mimesis;). This phase will
result in a new appropriation and reorganisation of the understanding gained from the
previous phases (i.e. mimesis; and mimesis;) that will either augment or challenge that
earlier form of interpretation. This process continues in a circular, iterative manner,
until the researcher or analyst attains a coherent, insightful and stable interpretation (i.e.

emplotment) of the state of IT based work practices at the organisation.
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is organised

by
| TuU
(mimesisi) (mimesis2)

Focus: forming understanding of Focus: forming explanation that
actions, events and resources synthesises understanding
of IT based operations ofa domain of IT based

Means: actantial schema operations as a whole

Output: understanding framed Means: semiotic square
by narrative programs, Output: elaboration of emplotment
boundary qualifications Sociotechnical

augments or (mim esiS3) depends
challenges upon

Focus: forming an ordered
appropriation of understanding
about IT based operations

Means: learning, reflection, theoretical
literature, collegial discussions

Output: deeper awareness, new
(re) focus and perception
of patterns

Figure 3: A framework for interpretive sociotechnical systems analysis

The systemic appreciation framework is aimed at fulfilling those requirements,
stipulated in the literature review of the preceding chapter, for an analytical framework
to extend the theoretical capacity ofthe IS sociotechnical systems approach to deal with
emergent phenomena. Those specific requirements had comprised the need to: (i) offer
tools of analysis of organisational functioning that foreground the contradictions and
tensions implicated in IT based work operations; (ii) furnish a contemporary framework
of systems thinking more suitable for illuminating the emergent nature of organisational
functioning; and (iii) enable a more comprehensive account of the social dynamics and

institutional forces that come into play in shaping the capacity afforded by the use of IT.
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The concepts and analytical tools introduced earlier may be said to extend the IS
sociotechnical systems approach in the direction of being a ‘constitutive process’ theory
(Walsham, 1993). They may be used to engender insights on the emergent nature of IT
based organisational work activity. This carries the sociotechnical systems approach -
beyond its previously normative or prescriptive orientation, as well as its past focus on
IS development practices. The use of ideas from hermeneutic theory also extends the
methodological basis of the sociotechnical systems approach, which in the past has been
mainly dependent on the use of action research methods, involving direct intervention
by researchers in workplace environments (Fincham and Rhodes, 1992). The notion of
NPs and the use of the semiotic square are highly fitting for the task of identifying and
elaborating the inconsistencies and tensions implicated in IT based work performance.
They augment the sociotechnical systems analytical method with a form of “theoretical
logics that can account for contradiction in [organisational] phenomena” that has been

called for by Robey and Boudreau (1999, p. 172).

This study’s framework thus extends and fortifies the IS sociotechnical systems
approach, while maintaining its traditional analytical concerns and orientation. The
concepts of this new framework also equip that approach with the ability to deal with
changes in IT based operations. These transformations may be analytically traced with
the notion of narrative programs. The approach’s hitherto static notion of achieving a
‘fit’ (or match) between social and technical factors, in relation to pre-defined functions
or goals, is substituted by the more appropriately dynamic concept of emplotment,
which is elaborated in regard to evolving goals and activity. The notion of emplotment,
and the analytical tools thus introduced for illuminating its expression, equips this IS
sociotechnical systems approach to deal theoretically with the emergent uses of IT in

organisations, and to portray the complexity of their operational environments.

The framework of concepts and tools thus presented endow the sociotechnical
systems approach with a contemporary basis of systems thinking. The systems concepts
in this framework have been explicitly grounded in hermeneutic methodology, so that
they may serve to frame a richer appreciation of IT based organisational activity. The
use of the socio-semiotic concepts of narrative programs and boundary qualifications
advances the use of systems thinking in the study of signification in social organisation.

The old form of systems thinking, traditionally implicit to the sociotechnical systems
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approach but now replaced in this framework, was more appropriate for the study of
biological entities and machines, than social organisation, because of its severe inability
to deal adequately with the problems of meaning, power and legitimacy that are bound
up in human agency (Morgan, 1986; Silverman, 1970). The use of ideas and analytical
tools from hermeneutics and socio-semiotics to form the basis of systems thinking in
this framework however, furnishes the IS sociotechnical systems approach with greater
theoretical capability to engage with the complexities of human signification in work

organisation and performance.

Most importantly, the use of the actantial schema equips the IS sociotechnical
systems approach with an analytical tool for addressing the institutional context and
political sphere of organisational functioning and the use of IT. The neglect of those
particular aspects of organisational functioning has been a serious shortcoming of the
traditional sociotechnical systems approach, as pointed out during the literature review
in chapter three. The utilisation of the actantial schema focuses analytical attention on
the context of legitimacy, motivation and power that is bound up in the various schemes

of action undertaken to utilise the capacities afforded by the use of IT in organisations.

The plane of legitimacy underlying social action, represented by the interaction
between entities or factors in the sender-actant and receiver-actant roles, has been found
in previous IS research to be a significant feature of organisational functioning in the
use of IT tools (Kling and Iacano, 1984). Key elements that may be seen to occupy the
sender-actant role, in typical organisational schemes of action, are social ‘institutions’.
Institutions refer to ingrained systems of premises, patterns of action and expectations,
or regulative structures, that provide the basis of validity for, as well as that shape, the
manner in which organisational members perceive and act (Avgerou, 2000; Scott, 1995;
King et al., 1994). Economic, social and cultural institutions active in organisational
domains have been found to exert a potent influence on the way in which IT systems are
used in work environments (Robey and Boudreau, 1999). They induce normative or
cognitive pressures on individuals and groups in organisations to perform their work
activities in particularly acceptable ways (Scott, 1995; Zucker, 1987). Courses of action
in organisations (i.e. NPs) are thus not only initiated by the need to uphold or promote
particular institutions. The progress and evaluation of such schemes of action is also

regulated by those institutions (i.e. reflecting the sender-actant role of institutions). The
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deeper awareness of institutional properties that the systemic appreciation framework

brings to the fore thus extends the traditional sociotechnical systems method of analysis.

The plane of motivation underlying organisational activity has traditionally been
a strong focus in the sociotechnical systems approach. Since work has been conceived
of as a chief source of enrichment for human growth and expressive needs (Cummings
and Srivasta, 1977), the mobilization of employee motivation, particularly through the
promotion of their participation in IS development projects, has been a fundamental
concern for theorists of this school (i.e. Mumford, 1996, 1993; Land and Hirschheim,
1983). The use of the actantial schema proposed in this framework however, shifts
analytical attention away from motivational concerns in individual job design, or the
execution of technology based work tasks, to issues of asiairation implicit within larger
schemes of action in organisational functioning. The actantial schema draws attention to
the manner in which individuals or groups (i.e. belonging to the subject-actant role)
undertaking a course of action are ‘installed’ in relation to the goals or ideals they aspire
to (i.e. the object-value actantial position) by the context of legitimacy (i.e. the entities
or factors occupying the sender-actant position) that has invoked and is regulating the
activities involved. The use of the schema also draws attention to the context of power
by which such motivation, and the effort that materialises, is encouraged or diminished.
The systemic appreciation framework thus reflects, but also concurrently expands, the
traditional concern of the IS sociotechnical systems approach with issues of motivation

in organisational work environments.

The plane of power implicated in work practices that are based on the use of IT
has been seen to wield a considerable influence on the manner and outcomes of such
practices (i.e. Kling, 1980). The use of the actantial schema proposed in this framework
correspondingly brings analytical focus in the sociotechnical systems approach to the
identification of conflicting institutional forces or contextual elements that promote or
obstruct the process of change (i.e. that occupy the auxiliary or opponent-actant roles in
NPs). The existence of such conflict, explicit or covert, often leads to unexpected (i.e.
emergent) outcomes. As highlighted in the literature review of the previous chapter, the
soctotechnical systems approach has traditionally been restricted by the inadequate
theoretical attention it has given to the influence of power distributions in organisational

activities. The use of the actantial schema thus increases the theoretical awareness of the
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approach in dealing with the influence of power distributions on work organisation and

performance in companies.

The theoretical framework developed in this study has thus been described and
presented as a theoretical augmentation and extension of the IS sociotechnical systems
approach. The applicability of the framework’s concepts and analytical tools will be
demonstrated in their use for illuminating the data on IT enabled call centre operations
gathered in two case studies in this research inquiry. The next chapter elaborates the

methodological basis on which this research was conducted.

101



CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH DESIGN

4. INTRODUCTION

This research set out to develop a methodological framework of analysis for
illuminating the emergent nature of IT based work operations in firms from a systems
thinking standpoint. This effort engendered the formulation of the systemic appreciation
framework described in the preceding chapter. The development and application of this
contemporary interpretive systems framework was undertaken within the context of two
case studies that focussed on the shaping of call centre operations at two UK based
organisations. The conduct of these case analyses acted as a catalyst for the conceptual

adaptation, specification and evaluation of this new analytical framework.

This chapter elaborates the major choices underlying the methodological design
of this study. Section 4.1 clarifies the research approach that informed this inquiry. The
notion of research approach (or research strategy, as it is otherwise termed) is generally
distinguished from that of a research method in IS studies (Cavaye, 1996, p. 227). A
research approach refers “a way of going about one’s research”: it embodies particular
philosophical assumptions about the nature and study of phenomena. A research method
in comparison usually designates “a way to systemise observation, describing ways of
collecting evidence and indicating the type of tools and techniques to be used during
data collection.” The clarification of this study’s research approach is followed by the
description, in section 4.2, of several research methods used in the IS field, and the key
reasons for the selection of the particular research method that was used in this study.
This research method, the interpretive case study, is subsequently elaborated in section
4.3, in terms of the data-gathering techniques and process of data analysis employed in
this research. A discussion of major methodological issues regarding the conduct and

reporting of this study will then occur in the concluding section, 4.4.

41 RESEARCH APPROACH

The research approach refers to the set of implicit philosophical assumptions

and beliefs that is held by and shapes the actions of a researcher in the investigation of
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organisational phenomena (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). It is vital and necessary for
IS researchers to reflect upon, and make explicit report of, the particular philosophical
stance they hold in the conduct of a study (Walsham, 1995a). This section therefore
contrasts the main research approaches that are active within the IS field, and identifies

the one that informed my conduct of this study.

4.1.1 Principal IS research approaches

Three broad research approaches, namely the positivist, interpretive and critical
traditions, are generally distinguished in the IS field (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991),
although these classifications are acknowledged to be contested, since the distinctions
drawn between them do not always make for a neat categorisation of IS research studies
(Klein and Myers, 1999; Walsham, 1995b). These three principal research approaches

are oriented differently on ontological and epistemological dimensions.

The positivist approach embodies the traditional model of western science that
has dominated in the natural sciences. It is characterised ontologically by an assumption
that a physical or social world exists independently of the researcher, and that the nature
of this world or reality is amenable during the process of inquiry to being apprehended,
measured and described in a factual and objective manner. Meaning structures in social
activity are held to be unproblematic and given (Spender, 1989). The epistemological
stance of this approach is represented by the following key precepts (Walsham, 1995a;
Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991): inquiry is value-neutral; scientific knowledge consists
of facts, rules and law-like generalisations, that are independent of a social context or
historical setting; the interactions between the various elements that constitute the world
(or reality of phenomena) can be identified analytically through hypothetic deductive
logic, and expressed in the form of uni-directional cause-effect relationships. In the light
of these characteristics, the general aim of a positivist research approach is to generate
formal laws and truths, that can be used to support predictive knowledge of IT related
organisational phenomena. The positivist approach has been the dominant perspective
in the IS field (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991).

The interpretive approach has grown in reaction to these entrenched assumptions

of the positivist approach. Ontologically, the interpretive research approach holds that
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physical and social reality is neither given nor unproblematic. Rather, it is a complex
construction of the social actors and the researcher who are constantly trying to make
sense of it. This construction of reality can take the form of either one of two polar
positions (Walsham, 1995a). On the one hand, in what is termed as internal realism, the
nature of reality is considered to be a shared, inter-subjective construction of the various
actors and the researcher involved. At the opposite pole of an interpretivist ontology, in
what is termed as subjective idealism, reality is considered to be entirely a subjective
construction of the individual person. Researchers working in the interpretive approach
thus seek to gain understanding of organisational phenomena by eliciting the meaning
structures and significance that organisation members attach to those objects of inquiry.
The epistemological stance of the interpretive approach is thus characterised by a denial
of the possibility of full, objective or factual knowledge of phenomena and reality. The
social world or reality is held to be a social construction, constituted by the meanings
that various social actors within it give to it. All knowledge of social phenomena is thus
relativistic, and is only accessible to an IS researcher by ‘getting inside’ the subjective
viewpoint of organisational members (i.e. regarding the phenomena under study), and
understanding the various social artefacts they use in natural settings such as language,
documents, tools (Klein and Meyers, 1999; Burrell and Morgan, 1979). The subjective
viewpoint or bias of the particular researcher is openly recognised as being implicated

in the social construction of knowledge regarding IS phenomena (Walsham, 1993).

Given these ontological and epistemological assumptions, researchers within the
interpretive approach rejects the positivist emphasis on mechanistic causal explanations
or predictive generalisation in the social sciences. Instead, interpretive researchers seek
to capture the accounting process of social actors (i.e. they employ methods to elicit the
accounts by which people make sense of their world), and to generate understanding of
social phenomena based on those accounts. Studies within the interpretive approach are
thus geared towards understanding the complexity of human sense-making regarding
phenomena of interest within a particular socio-cultural context. The aim of interpretive
studies is to illuminate the theoretical ‘deep’ structures of those phenomena they are
investigating (Klein and Meyers, 1999; Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). The context-
specific understanding that is gained is not used to generate cause-effect rules and law-

like generalisations such as in the positivist approach, but to contribute towards building
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a deeper and richer understanding of IS phenomena that can be used to inform related

studies in other settings (Walsham, 1993).

The third principal research approach, known as the critical approach, may be
viewed as a sub-stream of the interpretive approach. It is characterised by a generally
similar ontological and epistemological stance, with one distinguishing epistemological
feature. This primary, distinctive characteristic is an overt emphasis on social critique
and an emancipatory focus (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). The general aim of critical
studies is to expose orthodox or conventional assumptions regarding organisations and
information systems, so as to challenge unfair or oppressive ideological positions and
distributions of power, and thereby improve the capacity for a greater attainment of
human potential. The three approaches just described thus constitute the main research

philosophies in the IS field.

Besides the ontological and epistemological dimensions identified and discussed
above, the research approaches in the IS field (and the social sciences in general) are
also viewed by Burrell and Morgan (1979) to be differentiated on two other dimensions:
‘human nature’ and ‘methodology’. The human nature dimension concerns the way the
researcher views the relationship between humans and their environment. This has two
polarities. On the one hand, the deterministic (or structuralist) view holds that humans
are strongly controlled by social structures, or stimuli received from their environments,
so that they behave in an almost mechanical manner. On the other hand, the voluntarist
(or individualist) view holds that humans have wide latitude to behave freely, exercising
their own will and creativity, and correspondingly ‘enacting’ or creating an environment
by their perceptions and actions (i.e. rather than mechanically responding to an imposed
one). With regard to the methodology dimension, two different forms of meta-theory
are seen to characterise social science research. Nomothetic theory advocates the search
for universal laws that govern phenomena. Ideographic theory promotes the gathering
and analysis of the subjective accounts of human actors as they seek to interpret and
understand their worlds. On the basis of the four dimensions of ontology, epistemology,
human nature and methodology, Burrell and Morgan (1979) identify four ‘paradigms’
of approaches taken in the study of IS, organisational or social phenomena: functionalist

sociology, interpretive sociology, radical humanism and radical structuralism.
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4.1.2 Approach taken in this study

This study was informed by the philosophical assumptions of the interpretive
approach. This was the perspective that I as researcher had come to prefer and espouse,
during the course of training as an apprenticeship researcher in a doctoral program. The
type of interpretive approach that I hold to as researcher was that of the internal realism
kind described earlier, in which the nature of reality and social phenomena is considered
to be a shared, inter-subjective construction of the various participants in the inquiry,
including myself. This approach underlay the general strategy selected for conducting
this inquiry. This involved seeking a mediated understanding of the phenomena under
study (i.e. the emergent nature of IT based work operations), through the elicitation of
subjective accounts from relevant organisational members and the examination of social
artefacts, that enabled me to understand this subject through the eyes of the participants
in a natural setting with a unique historical and social context. The knowledge gained in
this research, namely an illumination of the emergent nature of IT use from a systems
thinking perspective, was thus an inter-subjective construction: it obtained from the
interaction between the theoretical concepts and method that I as a researcher brought to
this inquiry, and the experiences and opinions of the social actors whose viewpoints I

had sought.

A central focus within the interpretive approach is on achieving fresh, insightful
perspectives into phenomena under study (Spender, 1989). This necessities a constant
self-questioning and challenging of assumptions on the part of a researcher, in carrying
out research, and engaging with his/her empirical investigations. This approach requires
a researcher to incalculate a considerable degree of openness to being ‘led’ by his/her
field data, and to iteratively modifying his/her initial assumptions, use of concepts and
methods, as well as theoretical orientation, until such time as an insightful theoretical
exposition of the data is arrived at and crystallised (Walsham, 1995a, Spender, 1989).
This fundamental character of the interpretive approach shaped the aim and conduct of
this research. This study’s objective of demonstrating the applicability and utility of a
contemporary systems thinking approach for illuminating the emergent nature of IT
based work operations required the undertaking of such an insight-seeking, perspective-

forming track of inquiry.
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Another key feature of the interpretive approach that I adopted as a researcher
was evident in the aim and conduct of this inquiry. Since the reality of a phenomenon is
held to be socially constructed within the interpretive approach, it follows that such a
reality is contextual in nature (i.e. rooted to a socio-cultural and historical setting), and
that a focus on context is fundamental to this approach. Walsham (1993, p. 4-5) had
noted that the interpretive research effort is “aimed at producing an understanding of the
context of the information system, and the process whereby the information system
influences and is influenced by its context”. This focus was reflected in the main themes
of this study: to elaborate the systemic viewpoint, in regard to the contextually shaped
nature of IT based work operations; and to foreground, in accordance with the focus of
the sociotechnical systems approach, the contradictions and tensions implicated within a
domain of IT based work operations. Thus the interpretive research approach informed

this study’s aims and undertaking.

This approach thus corresponds to the ideographic approach specified by Burrell
and Morgan (1979), as described earlier. In regard to the human dimension (Burrell and
Morgan, 1979), my assumptions fall in the middle of the spectrum between an extreme
determinist (structuralist) viewpoint and extreme voluntarist (individualist) viewpoint.
While I do not ascribe to a view that human agency is strongly or strictly controlled by
social structures, I also do not also ascribe to the view that humans can behave so freely
in thought and actions as not to be shaped/influenced by regulative social structures or
the conditions of their environment. In advocating a systems thinking based approach, I
hold to a strongly inter-relational view of agency, structure and conditions. Given the
preceding philosophical assumptions or principles that guided my inquiry, my approach
may be said to lie in the interpretive sociology paradigm’ (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).

4.2 RESEARCH METHOD
This section defends the choice of the interpretive case study method used in

this study, through a consideration of alternative research methods that are used in the

IS field, and an elaboration of the reasons for selecting the case study method in this

* This may bear some clarification. By taking a systems thinking approach in this study, some might interpret my approach to
reflect a structuralist/determinist stance, since Burrell and Morgan (1979) had classified systems theory under a deterministic label,
and as a part of functionalist sociology. However, they were referring to traditional or first-generation systems theory (see section
2.3), while this study, in strict contrast, was informed by the interpretivist stance of second generation systems thinking (see 2.3.2).
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inquiry. The general features of the case method are described to provide a background
for the elaboration of the specific details in the next section (4.3), regarding the conduct

of the case studies undertaken in this research.

4.2.1 Alternative methods

The aim of this study was chiefly methodological: to enable an illumination of
the emergent nature of IT based work operations from a systems thinking perspective,
through the development of a framework of interpretive sociotechnical systems analysis
that would support this illumination. Several IS research methods were considered in
terms of their suitability for achieving this particular objective. Three methods, namely
theorem proof, laboratory experiment and forecasting were excluded from consideration
at the very beginning. Adopting Gallier’s (1991) taxonomy as a general criterion, they
were seen to be strongly unsuited for this study’s purpose of developing methodology
(i.e. a systems thinking framework). Following Gallier’s (1991) recommendations, the
range of choices for an appropriate IS research method in this study was narrowed down
to the following principal options: field experiment, survey, simulation, action research,
and case study. The selection of a suitable method among these options was accordingly
determined by the degree of compatibility between the method and: (i) the requirements
set by the objectives of this study; (ii) the philosophical assumptions of the interpretive
research approach which I held. These various considerations underpinning this study’s

choice of a research method are reviewed next.

The field experiment method involves manipulation and measurement of clearly
defined variables by IS researchers in natural settings (Galegher and Kraut, 1990). The
survey method also involves the manipulation and measurement of variables, but such
as are identified from the responses of a target human population, obtained through
questionnaires distributed and collected by hand, the post, the internet or the telephone.
Simulation differs from the field experiment and survey methods in being based on
observations drawn from an artificial environment rather than a natural, human setting.
It involves the use of automated tools (such as software based queuing models, cellular
automata and multi-agent models) to generate projected random interactions between

pre-defined variables, so that these interactions might be observed, measured and
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generalised into predictive rules. These three methods (i.e. field experiments, simulation

and survey) were found to be unsuited for this study however, for three main reasons.

Firstly, these three IS research methods, originating from empirical approaches
used in the natural sciences, are all limited in their ability to address the richness and
complexity of the human or socio-historical context in which the use of computerised
technologies in organisations occurs (Walsham, 1993). The procedure encompassed by
these methods invariably involves reducing the complexity of the domain of IT use to a
limited set of representative variables: the conclusions drawn from measurements of the
interactions of those variables are consequently strongly limited in their correspondence
or applicability to real-world environments (Galliers and Land, 1987). This inadequacy
was held to strongly disqualify those methods from use in this study, since a key focus
of this research was to ascertain the way in which IT use in firms is shaped by the larger
organisational and environmental context in which it is embedded. Such a contextual
focus is a prime characteristic of systems thinking (Checkland, 1981; Emery and Trist,
1960). The methodological development of an analytical systems thinking framework
undertaken by this study thus required a method with a congruent contextual emphasis.

The field experiment, survey and simulation methods were also found unsuitable
for a second reason. Due to their basis in the empirical-analytic approach of the natural
sciences, these methods employ statistical measurements and observation as the mode
of analysing empirical data (Galliers and Land, 1987). This mode of analysis might
perhaps have qualified those methods for use in research where the objective is to assess
an existing methodology or to compare alternatives ones: the interactions arising from
the use of one or more methodologies might then be measured, and their validity or
effectiveness evaluated correspondingly, through the use of these methods. However, in
the case of this research, the objective was to develop a new methodological framework
of analysis rather than compare or evaluate existing ones. Hence, this study required a
research method geared towards conceptualisation rather than measurement. This was a
feature lacking in those three methods. Moreover, the development and application of
the new systems thinking framework sought in this study was seen to entail a research
method that approached the task of understanding the use of IT tools in organisations as

an ‘inward-forming process’ (Boland, 1991), involving considerable interpretation and
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learning. This introspective focus eluded the scope of those three methods, which all

emphasise direct observation as the basis of comprehension.

Last but not least, the methods of field experiment, simulation and survey were
seen to be inappropriate for use by this study for a third reason. The three methods were
deemed much more consonant with a positivist research approach than an interpretive
one, since they all bear an implicit assumption that the meaning-structures of variables
can be fixed independently of their particular organisational context, and that the effect
or ‘impact’ of selected variables on other variables can be objectively measured and
generalised (i.e. independent of a specific context) to other settings (Spender, 1989). In
the interpretive approach, the meaning-structures (i.e. patterns or forms of signification)
that are active within a particular organisational domain are seen as problematic, and
represent the focus of inquiry. Thus, in the light of the key reasons just adduced, the use

of the field experiment, simulation and survey methods were rejected in this study.

A fourth research method, namely action research, was also judged unsuitable
for adoption in this study, despite possessing all the characteristics identified as lacking
in the field experiment, simulation and survey methods. Action research involves the
conduct of research in the course of undertaking a particular organisational intervention:
the researcher is thus not merely a neutral observer/investigator, but one who is actively
involved in organisational improvement efforts: he/she collaborates with organisational
employees to achieve an understanding of a research topic through active participation
and mutual learning. The reason that the action research method was rejected had to do
with a problem identified during the literature review in chapter two (section 2.3.2).
Much of the past theoretical development regarding the application of systems thinking
in the IS field has focussed on organisational intervention efforts and IS design. This
has been coupled with the use of action research as research method by systems
practioners (e.g. Checkland and Scholes, 1990; Mumford, 1996, 1993). However, this
strong interventionist orientation has resulted in a lack of development regarding the use
of systems thinking as a means of theoretical description (or explanation) of the nature
of social organisation. The action research method was consequently rejected from use
in this study, as its interventionist orientation would have detracted from a fundamental
focus on formulating and applying a framework of systems thinking in the role of

insightful theoretical description and illumination.
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The fifth option, namely the case study method, was subsequently assessed to be
the most suitable research method in the light of this study’s objectives, and was thus
selected for use in this inquiry. The general features of the case study method, and the
discriminations made between various types of case studies in the research literature,
are reviewed next, followed by identification of the particular type used in this inquiry,

and the reasons for its adoption.

4.2.2 The case study method

In the case study method a researcher goes about gathering, in a systematic way,
in-depth information about certain aspects of or occurrences within a particular social
situation (e.g. an organisation’s work operations, or the progress of a project). The case
study method is used to “investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life
context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident;
and in which multiple sources of evidence are used,” (Yin, 1994, p. 23). The aim of this
is to provide a comprehensive elaboration of the variety of components that comprise
the case (i.e. the social phenomenon) being studied, as well as to generate inductive
explanations for the features or dynamics that uniquely characterise it, on the basis of a
detailed and holistic understanding derived of its nature and context (Walsham, 1995a).
The subject of the case study may alternatively be comprised of an individual/group, a
chronicle of occurrences, a critical incident, a set of decisions, an organisation, a social
institution, a process, or a project (Walsham, 1993; Yin, 1994). The multiple sources of
information used to build up a description of the case includes interviews, documents,
archival records, artefacts, participant and non-participant observations. Adopting a case
study method may involve undertaking single or multiple case studies, at numerous
levels of analysis (Walsham, 1993). Single case studies are used to obtain a detailed
contextual understanding of, and in-depth insights into, a phenomenon. Multiple case
studies (i.e. involving two or more cases) can help researchers to gain expanded insights
into phenomenon under investigation through the understanding of variations across

different settings or contexts (Yin, 1994).

The case study method is used for researching phenomena that are inextricably

linked to social-historical contexts or natural settings (Walsham, 1993). This method is
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seen to be especially useful for investigating ‘how’ and ‘why’ type research questions
(Walsham, 1995a; Yin, 1994; Benbasat et. al, 1987), in which little is understood about
the phenomenon in question. A basic distinction has been drawn in IS literature between
the positivist case study method (Yin, 1994; Benbasat et. al, 1987) and interpretive case
study method (Walsham, 1993). These two case study categories are distinguished by
the epistemological and ontological assumptions, described earlier in section 4.1.1, that
are held in their conduct, and by methodological criteria (e.g. validity, generalisability)

on which they are evaluated (to be discussed shortly in section 4.4).

Another primary distinction has been made in IS literature between intrinsic and
instrumental case studies (Walsham, 1993; Stake, 1994). In an intrinsic case study, the
social phenomenon under investigation is of primary concern, and is studied for its own
sake. This type of inquiry may occur, for instance, in the event of the remarkable
success or failure of a particular organisational project, or in the event of a critical
incident, when producing an understanding of the dynamics of such phenomena would
be of particular interest to management staff or policy makers. In an instrumental case
study, a social situation or set of events is documented and analysed, in order to elicit
specific insights into one or more issues, or in order to develop and refine a particular
theoretical framework of concepts and ideas (Butler, 1998; Walsham, 1993). The case
itself is seen to be of secondary interest, playing a supportive role in the attainment of

the theoretical aims of this inquiry.

The process of inquiry in a case study is focussed by a research question, and is
shaped by its relation to theoretical knowledge in the field (Eisenhardt, 1989). Walsham
(1995a) describes three ways in which the case study method is related to IS theory. An
IS researcher may focus on assessing (i.e. confirming or disconfirming) existing theory
through case based inquiry. In this mode, he/she will rely heavily on established theory
for guidance in establishing constructs and data collection procedures, and for the use of
conceptual frameworks in evaluating the case data. Alternatively, the researcher may
focus on developing new theory as a final product of the case investigation, as may be
seen in studies adopting a grounded theory approach (e.g. Orlikowski, 1992). A third
variant is where the researcher develops new theory as part of an iterative process of
data collection and analysis. In this mode, the formulation of theoretical frameworks is

undertaken through the dual use of case data for concept generation/adaptation as well
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as empirical substantiation: the data is used to adapt existing or invent new concepts,
and to refine them by testing their applicability. For instance, Kallinikos (1999, p. 268)
explained the use of this strategy in a study: “the case study was thought to contribute to
assessing the relevance, and to developing and further specifying the theoretical ideas,
by allowing empirical observations to enter into a kind of structured dialogue with

them”.

The case study method selected for this study was that of the interpretive type,
and specifically, of the instrumental kind. The primary reasons for the selection of this
research method are as follows. Firstly, the use of the interpretive case study method
was congruent with the exploratory form of research required by this study, aimed at
developing a hermeneutic systems perspective for illuminating the emergent nature of
IT use. This method was compatible with the ‘how’ type orientation of the research
question set in this inquiry. Secondly, the use of the interpretive case study method was
congruent with the contextual focus that was a critical goal of this research: the need to
ascertain the way in which IT use is shaped by the organisational and environmental
context in which it takes place. Thirdly, the use of the interpretive case study method
accorded with my philosophical assumptions as a researcher, as were described earlier

in section 4.1.2.

Fourthly, the choice of an instrumental-type interpretive case study method was
consonant with this study’s focus on the adaptation of a new theoretical framework for
addressing the emergent nature of IT use in organisations. The case study investigations
of call centre operations at two firms undertaken in this research were of secondary
interest. Their fundamental role was to provide a context for empirical engagement with
the domain of discourse (i.e. sociotechnical systems thinking), in which the adaptation,
application and refinement of the ideas and concepts of Greimas and Ricoeur could take
place. These investigations enabled the systemic appreciation framework, as described
in the previous chapter, to emerge from a recursive process of data collection and
analysis. This fieldwork process provided a means to challenge the limitations of the
researcher’s thinking and existing knowledge, as well as a means to catalyse the
inventive adaptation of an appropriate set of theoretical ideas that could be used to
illuminate the case data from an insightful alternative rationality. The case study

method used in this inquiry thus aided in the formulation of systems based theoretical
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concepts and analysis, and the demonstration of their applicability. The relation of this
study’s case method to theory was that of the third variant noted by Walsham (1995a)
above: the emphasis was on evolving new theory through an iterative process of data

collection and analysis.

A multiple-case study strategy, involving case studies of call centre operations at
two different organisations, was adopted. This decision to undertake two case studies
was made in order to increase the ‘fertility’ of the empirical grounding being sought for
the ideas developed in this inquiry. Pursuing two cases invoked a contrastive research
environment in which differences in the features of the call centre operations across the
two sites was perceived to help stimulate the search for relevant theoretical resources in
this study, that could be adapted/refined to account for (or be compatible with) such
differences. Eisenhardt (1989, p. 546) had likewise asserted that: “Attempts to reconcile
evidence across cases, types of data, or different investigators ... increase the likelihood
of creative reframing into new theoretical vision,” (italics added for emphasis). Through
this approach, the scope of applicability of the systems thinking framework developed

for illuminating the emergent nature of IT use was also thought to be further ensured.

4.3 DETAILED RESEARCH DESIGN

This section describes the procedures that were used, and explains key choices
that were made, in the collection and analysis of case study data in this research. This
data obtained from separate case studies carried out on the call centre operations at two
UK organisations. In general, the collection of case data occurred from the use of semi-
structured and unstructured interviews, non-participant observation, and an examination
of company-related documents. The hermeneutic method (Butler, 1998; Ricoeur, 1981)
constituted the overarching methodological vehicle for engaging analytically with the

collected case study data, and using it to serve this inquiry’s purposes.

4.3.1 Site selection

The primary focus of this research in undertaking two case studies of call centre
operations was, as mentioned earlier, methodological (i.e. formulation/application of a

framework of systems thinking for illuminating the emergent nature of organisational
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IT use) rather than substantive (i.e. the nature of call centre work environments). Hence,
no special considerations governed the choice of sites for performing the case studies
other than the ability to obtain the necessary access. Towards the end of the year 2000,
approaches were made to the managers of the call centre / customer service department
at several UK companies, through the use of letters, phone calls and informal contacts.
Permission was solicited from these managers to study the way in which information

technologies were used at their call centres to support their customer service operations.

The call centre management at two organisations responded positively to these
approaches: Boots the Chemist, and Capita Business Services, the leading call centre
outsourcing vendor in the UK at that time. The running of the call centre operations of
the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) had been outsourced in the previous year
(1999) to Capita: thus, the BBC’s permission was subsequently obtained to study those
operations. Initial visits to the Boots and the BBC’s call centre’s evinced that they were
suitable environments for conducting the case studies. Both Boots and the BBC are
well-established organisations that had introduced new call centre operations recently as
a means of restructuring their customer service functions. The potential was perceived
for using an investigation of their call centre operations to elaborate the sociotechnical
systems approach. The call centre operations at Boots and the BBC belonged moreover
to an identical general category. Both organisations operated inbound, inquiry/feedback
handling centres, whose role is that of providing or processing information in response
to incoming telephone calls, letters or emails from customers i.e. this role contrasts with
that of other call centre category types, such as outbound call centres, whose staff make
unsolicited calls to members of the public to promote products/services (Datamonitor,
1998). Thus the understanding gained of call centre operations, though of primary value
to this study as empirical grounding for developing a new framework of sociotechnical
systems inquiry, was also perceived to be broadly applicable (as IS knowledge) to other

organisational sites that operated this general category of call centres.

4.3.2 Overview of case inquiry

The fieldwork involved multiple site visits at the case organisations, carried out
over a period of three and a half months from February to May 2001. The fieldwork at
Boots (i.e. the Boots call centre) and the BBC (i.e. the BBC Information call centre)
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began around the same period (i.e. within two weeks of each other in February), and the
case investigations at both sites were conducted in parallel. The process of inquiry in
those investigations may generally be divided into two broad phases, that corresponded
with an evolutionary shift in the focus of the study over the fieldwork period. This shift
has to be understood in the context of research issues that occupied me over the course

of this research.

The research focus that I held at the inception of this inquiry had been shaped by
a period of extensive reading of theoretical literature within the sociotechnical systems
(STS) school of thought, and motivated by recent calls of the school’s leaders (e.g.
Mumford, 1997) for its further development. These readings had led me at an early
stage to focus on role theory, as emphasised by STS theorists, as a way of developing a
behavioural framework of IT use in service work environments. This initial direction of
this research is reflected in a separate earlier research study involving an analysis of
secondary data on call centre work environments, as reported in Corea (2000)°. Hence
the case study investigations of call centre operations at Boots and the BBC were
undertaken initially with a focus on understanding the interaction between the roles
played by staff members and by information technologies in the carrying out of service
work activities, with a view to identifying the socio-technical factors that influenced the
effectiveness of the call centre’s information systems. In the first ‘phase’ of fieldwork
thus characterised by this early focus, the case investigations focussed on understanding

the nature of the individual staff work roles and IT use at the centres.

As greater understanding accrued of the work environment of both call centres,
a shift in focus of this inquiry came about, bringing the study into a second ‘phase’ that
resulted in the present form reported in this thesis. This shift in focus, which occurred
over a period in late March and early April, was engendered by two factors. Firstly, 1
had became increasingly aware as the investigations progressed that the nature of work
activity, staff roles and IT use in both centres was significantly contextualised in an
evolutionary (i.e. emergent) manner by historical and current circumstances within each
call centre’s parent organisation and its external customer environment. Secondly a

combination of my reading and reflection over theoretical literature, and discussion with

* the focus of research at this initial stage of the inquiry was different from the final research focus as reflected in the research
question and themes developed and identified in chapter two, and this thesis in general
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my colleagues, with regard to his increased understanding of call centre environments,
suggested that a promising avenue for developing the sociotechnical systems approach
consisted in reformulating the systems thinking perspective underpinning this school of
thought to address the emergent nature of IT based operations. These developments
shifted my focus of inquiry in the two case investigations to such issues as: the way the
centre’s operations interfaced with the rest of its parent company (i.e. information,
benefits inter-changed), the way each centre had evolved since the start of operations,
and the manner in the operational challenges it faced pertained to particular features of
its parent company and customer environment. In summary, as depicted in Table 3, the
earlier phase of the case study investigations in this research served to establish
understanding of the nature of work activity and IT use at the centres, while the latter
phase, building on this foundational knowledge, sought to ascertain the factors within
the socio-historical context of each centre that shaped its evolution and the form and

effectiveness of its activities.

1 February - Obtaining an understanding ofthe nature = Antecedent research goal ofstudying the
March, 2001 of each call centre's work environment effectiveness of IT use in call centre work
(i.e. individual staffroles, use of IT, environments
customer service activities, operational
goals, performance targets)
11 April - May, Ascertaining the ways in which each (i) Recognition from ongoing analysis of
2001 centre's activities were linked to its data that the nature of work activity, staff

parent firm and customer environment,
and the ways in which factors and
influences within the parent company

roles and IT use in both centres was
significantly shaped in an evolutionary,
contextual and unanticipated manner by

and customer environment had shaped historical and current circumstances in the

the evolution ofthe centre's operations parent firm and customer environment;

(ii) Perception ofpotential for developing
systems thinking perspective in IS
sociotechnical systems approach

Table 3: Phases of case study investigations

43.3 Data collection

The primary source of data for this research was 22 semi-structured interviews
with members of staff from the call centres and customer service departments of Boots
and the BBC (note: the study of the BBC call centre operations also entailed interviews
with staff members from Capita, the outsourcing company). This was supplemented by

data from non-participant observation, informal conversations and reviews of company-
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related documentation. A list of staff members interviewed at both call centres is shown
in Appendix A. 1. Each interview lasted up to an hour. These semi-structured interviews
were used to obtain a sufficiently well-informed comprehension of the nature of each
centre’s work activity and operational environment, so as to engender and support the
formulation of a systems thinking framework and perspective sought in this study. The
management at Boots and Capita early on indicated an unwillingness for interviews to
be recorded on tape. Hence, short hand written notes were taken for all the interviews

conducted, and written up into fuller text within twenty-four hours.

Demographic Information: job designation, number of years at company, M, CS, S |
major responsibilities

Description ofjob role and work duties, including goals and priorities M, CS, S I
The challenges faced in performing job role, and meeting performance goals M, CS, S I
(and that of the work team, if applicable)

Structure of staff organisation and service workflows M I
Customer service culture/ethos of call centre and company as a whole M 1
Factors contributing to successful call centre operations M I
Challenges currently being faced in achieving goals of the call centre, and M, S |
fulfilling customer expectations

Preferences and dislikes injob role CS 1
Challenges in fulfilling customer expectations, and those of management CS I
Types of IT systems used at the centre, and description of their uses M, S I
Perceptions of the effectiveness of IT systems, in supporting individual work M, CS, S I
duties and the provision of customer service

Problems faced in the use of IT systems M, CS, S I
Description of employee training, and work performance/quality monitoring M I
process

Nature of information supplied to the call centre by units from the parent M, S 11
company, and the manner in which it is used in the centre’s activities

Nature of information obtained about/from customers by the call centre M, S I
Nature of information supplied to units in the parent company by the call M, S I
centre, as well as the benefits it provides

Means by which information to and from the parent company is transferred M, S I
Key factors/circumstances that have shaped the nature of the call centre’srole M I
and activities since its start

Key changes in the call centre’s operations since its inception, and the effects M 1}
of those changes

Key challenges that were faced in the call centre operations since its M I
beginning, and measures that have been taken to address them

Major changes in the composition of the call centre’s IT systems since the M 11

start of operations, and effects of those changes on service performance

Table 4: Interview guidelines

* The interview items were tailored to the job roles of interviewees, listed in Appendix A.l under 3 group categories: management
staff, CSR staffand support staff. The abbreviations are: ‘M’ for management staff, ‘CS’ for CSR staff, ‘S’ for support staff.
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An interview guideline, laying out a general format of the items (i.e. the topics
and issues) to be covered, was prepared in advance of each meeting. The question items
in the guidelines were used to loosely structure the interviews. The items were phrased
typically in the form of ‘what are’ or ‘what for’ type, open-ended questions. The format
of interview items was customised to the roles of three categories of staff: management
staff, CSR staff (i.e. agents/supervisors who interact directly with customers) and
support staff (e.g. staff who acted as a liaison between the centre and the parent firm, IT
staff etc.). The aggregated interview items and particular staff categories they pertained

to 1s shown in Table 4.

Though an interview guideline acted as an initial structure for conducting each
interview, the process of questioning typically progressed along different paths for each
interviewee, since the technique ofprobing (Rubin and Rubin, 1995; Ziesel, 1984) was
used to expand interviewee responses to the questions set by the guideline, into the
extent and depth of detail sought for. Probes are verbal or non-verbal cues directed at an
interviewee to encourage him/her to continue elaborating a response: they also serve to
clarify an interviewee’s response, or to indicate that the interviewer is paying attention
(Rubin and Rubin, 1995). Ziesel (1984) distinguished between seven forms of probes,
summarily described in Table 5. These different probe structures, especially those ofthe

general and transition kind, were used frequently during in the course of interviews.

General probes To encourage further elaboration or clarification e.g. Interviewee: “The system
has not been very reliable”; Interviewer: “In what way?”

Addition probes To promote elaboration and flow of expression by interviewees e.g. verbal
encouragement and body language - “I see” or a nod of the head

Reflecting probes To induce elaboration in a non-directive manner e.g. echoing the interviewee’s
response, or responding to his/her question by repeating it back

Transition probes To extend the range of the topic e.g. by moving on to a related issue, or
expanding an issue that had been mentioned earlier but too briefly - “that
reminds of something you stated earlier” or “that brings up the issue of...”

Situation probes To introduce specificity e.g. referring to a particular event, or an artefact (e.g. a
company document) to establish precisely what the interviewee is talking about,

Emotion probes To increase the depth of response e.g. “what do feel about this?”

Personal probes To contextualise a response in terms of personal experiences e.g. “did that relate

to some previous experience you’ve had?”

Table 5: Types of interview probes
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The focus of data collection shifted with the evolutionary change between the |

o

i

two broad phases of the case inquiry described in the preceding section. In the earlier -

phase of the case inquiry, the focus of data collection activity was on understanding the
nature of staff work roles, use of IT systems, customer service activities and operational
goals, at both the call centres. This was obtained by holding semi-structured interviews
and informal conversations with staff, and by spending several half-days at each centre
shadowing a number of CSRs (3 at Boots, 2 at the BBC, nominated by each centre’s
manager) as they performed their work duties (i.e. this involved listening in to their call-
handling activity over headphones). As greater understanding was obtained of the work

environment and IT use, a diagram summarising the factors that appeared to affect the

effectiveness of call centre information systems, seen in Appendix A.2, was used in the :

interviews as an aid for eliciting and provoking further comment and understanding. "

The company-related documents that were reviewed to obtain additional understanding
of the nature of work operations at both centres consisted of company documents, press
articles, annual reports, and standard operating procedure manuals used by staff. In the
latter phase of the case study investigations, data collection activity consisted of semi-
structured interviews with management and CSR supervisory staff. These interviews
probed the manner in which the nature of work activities and IT use at each centre had
evolved since the beginning of operations, and the ways the problems and challenges
encountered in the centre’s work activities and the use of IT were related to historical

and existing circumstances within the parent organisation and customer environment.

4.3.4 Data analysis

This section elaborates how the data collected during the case investigations was
analysed and used in support of this study’s aim. The mode of analysis adopted was that
of the hermeneutic method. Hermeneutics, or the study of interpretation, originated as a
field concerned with the interpretation of written religious and literary texts (Palmer,
1969). The use of hermeneutics as a methodological strategy for engaging analytically

with empirical data has been promoted by prominent IS researchers (e.g. Boland, 1985,

1991; Lee, 1994; Myers, 1995). The application of key ideas from hermeneutics to

analysis of data on IS phenomena (e.g. individual/group behaviours, IT use, actions,
events, instituiions) is based on the idea of ‘reading’ such phenomena as text-analogues,
as first proposed by Ricoeur (1971), and introduced to the IS field by Boland (1991).
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The general aim of hermeneutic analysis is to make sense of organisational text-
analogues (i.e. accumulated in such forms as interview data, artefacts, or experiences of
a researcher) as a coherent whole (Lee, 1999; Myers, 1997a): an ordered appropriation
is sought that comprehensively integrates the parts (e.g. people activities, technologies)
of social phenomena being studied, through the identification of interlinking relations.
This effort at appropriation is characterised by a primary struggle against ‘distanciation’
(Ricoeur, 1991): the estrangement of meaning which a specific text-analogue presents
to a researcher. The adoption of a hermeneutic mode of analysis requires the researcher
to engage in a substantial process of ‘interrogation’ with his/her empirical data, aimed at
developing an explanatory framework that illuminates the particular ‘structure’ of the
phenomena evident in the text-analogue. He/she will need repeatedly to closely examine
the acquired empirical data, teasing out potential layers of signification, and integrative
relations or themes, which then, along with their implicit assumptions, become the
object of subsequent critical questioning and revision, within an evolutionary, iterative
process of engagement. This process extends to numerous cycles, until such time as a
relatively ‘stable’ construction of understanding (not final or closed) is forged regarding
the phenomena (i.e. the text-analogue) as a whole and its various parts (Butler, 1998;
Sarker and Lee, 1999).

This process of interpretive engagement, identified as the ‘hermeneutical circle’
(Gadamer, 1989) in the previous chapter (section 3.1.1), provided the dynamic basis for
the specific theoretical innovation sought in this study: the development and application
of a systems thinking framework for illuminating the emergent nature of organisational
functioning. The ‘distanciation’ posed by the case study data on call centre operations at
Boots and the BBC spurred a search for appropriate theoretical resources that could be
used to illuminate the systemic relations between human and technological elements,
and so achieve an insightful appropriation of the nature of call centre operations at the
two companies. Correspondingly, the process of sense-making and analysis was carried
out simultaneously in conjunction with the collection of case data: this ensured that the
ongoing collection of data was responsive to the developing themes that were surfacing
from the concurrent analysis. Interview notes and case evidence were studied repeatedly
in order to consider how possible meanings could fit in with potential emerging themes.

The adaptation of concepts and ideas by Greimas (1987) and Ricoeur (1984), modified
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and joined to form the systemic appreciation framework described earlier, came about
only after the first phase of the case investigations i.e. after sufficient understanding had
been gained of various elements comprising the unique nature of call centre operations
at the two companies, and especially after a recognition had crystallised regarding the
need for a systems viewpoint, through repeated close readings of the collected data. A
search had been undertaken at that point for appropriate theoretical resources that were:
(1) consonant with illuminating the case study data from a contemporary sociotechnical
systems thinking viewpoint; and (ii) particularly conducive for evoking key themes and
patterns of signification that were beginning to form in my perceptions regarding each
organisation’s operations. This search resulted in the selection of the ideas and concepts
of Greimas and Ricoeur which were seen, as the latter phase of the case investigations
developed, to offer a particularly promising avenue for meeting those criteria. These
ideas and concepts were subsequently adapted and modified, to enrich their ability to
support an interpretive sociotechnical systems analysis of the emergent nature of IT-
enabled operations in a company. This adaptation, which resulted in the formulation of
the systemic appreciation framework (described in the preceding chapter, section 3.4),
occurred by applying those concepts and ideas to the case data on call centre operations,
and refining them appropriately to enhance their ability to foreground and clarify the

unique features of each organisation’s case data.

The development of the method of hermeneutic analysis proposed in this study’s
systemic appreciation framework, and its application to the case study data, occurred
towards the end of the two case study investigations, once it was deemed that sufficient
data had been collected to support an elucidation of the emergent nature of call centre
operations from a systems viewpoint. Before undertaking this framework’s process of
analysis, a comprehensive description was first written of the call centre operations at
each company. Consonant with other IS studies that have used the hermeneutic method
of analysis (e.g. Butler, 1998; Sarker and Lee, 1999), these case descriptions comprised
the ‘text-analogues’ on which the method of analysis was applied. This analysis process
involved an iterative engagement with the text-analogues, aimed at producing a stable,
integrative understanding of the contextual shaping of each company’s IT based call
centre operations. As described in the foregoing chapter, this analysis process took the

form of a repeating cycle of three phases, with the following means and output:
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(1)

(ii)

(iii)

prefiguration phase (mimesis;): the case text-analogues were broken down into
structural blocks of narrative coherence (i.e. narrative programs - NPs), by the
use of the actantial schema. Boundary qualifications were then extrapolated
from each NP. When seen in aggregation, these qualifications helped to identify
certain organic patterns of contradiction or conflict that characterised each case
text-analogue (i.e. each firm’s operations). The key transformations represented
by the NPs, and conflicts/oppositions represented by boundary qualifications,

provided the basis for understanding the themes implicit in each text-analogue;

configuration phase (mimesis;): the boundary qualifications were summarised,
providing counterfactual terms which used to form semiotic square depictions:
these were used for elaborating the primary themes and relations of signification
(i.e. contradiction, contrariety, association) that integrated the various parts (i.e.
NPs) and elements of each company’s operations into a whole, under the central

concept of emplotment;

re-figuration phase (mimesis;): the resulting awareness of potential thematic
patterns and systemic relations from the configuration phase, in addition to
additional understanding gained from consultation of theoretical literature and
discussions with colleagues, triggered a new pre-figuration phase, in which my
previous understanding of the NPs and boundary qualifications characterising
the text-analogues were reframed and revised. This consequently induced further
cycles of interpretive analysis (i.e. prefiguration — configuration — refiguration),
until the time that my conception of the emplotment of call centre operations at
the two organisations attained a relatively stable and satisfactorily incisive state

of understanding.

This cyclical process of analysis, applied to the acquired case data, resulted in an

elaboration of call centre operations at Boots and the BBC from the vantage-point of a

contemporary systems thinking perspective, which this study had set out to formulate.

The concepts and form of analysis that constitute the systemic appreciation framework

were adapted and refined through their application in illuminating the emergent nature

of call centre operations in the two case studies.
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44 METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

A key issue in an interpretive study (such as this) pertains to the lack of widely
recognised conventions or norms for conducting and evaluating IS interpretive research
(Klein and Meyers, 1999). The long period positivism has enjoyed as a methodological
paradigm in the natural and social sciences has enabled positivist researchers to develop
a set of established rules and widely shared norms by which to structure the conduct,
and assess the quality, of studies in their research tradition. In contrast, the interpretive
approach, which has only gained critical mass and recognition as a vital component of
the IS research field over the past two decades, has lacked such shared methodological
conventions. Recent studies by Walsham (1995b, 1993) and Klein and Meyers (1999),
offering a valuable set of principles and criteria for evaluating interpretive field studies,
represent important efforts aimed at addressing this situation. Such issues of evaluation,

in relation to this study, are discussed next.

Walsham (19952) recommends that interpretive researchers have a clear view of
their role in the undertaking of an interpretive study. Hence, clarification is forthcoming
on my perception of my role as researcher. As stated earlier in this chapter, the focus of
an IS investigator in the interpretive approach is the accounting process: he/she seeks to
register the accounts by which social actors render their world sensible. The purpose in
this is not to give those accounts primacy, but to go beyond and analytically illuminate
the underlying ‘structures’ that explain them (Klein and Meyers, 1999; Orlikowski and
Baroudi, 1991). The application of existing, or the creation of new theory, is critical for
achieving that task of transcendence or disclosure. If the first-hand descriptive accounts
of social actors are considered to represent ‘primary’ accounts, then the role of the IS
interpretive researcher, as assumed in this study, is to articulate a secondary, meta-.
account: one that succeeds in reconciling and descriptively illuminating those primary
accounts, but from the higher-level perspective of an integrative, selective framework

(i.e. a meta-account).

This meta-level account/framework is inevitably selective and removed, because
it is informed both by the privileging role of theory, and the biases of the researcher.
Every theory (chosen by a researcher) incorporates a particular vocabulary and means

of analysis that privileges (Ricoeur, 1991): it highlights certain dimensions or aspects in
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the generation of actors’ primary accounts, to the exclusion or de-emphasising of others.
Moreover, the subjectivity of the researcher plays a key part in integrating the accounts
of actors under a theoretical meta-account, because he/she is the research instrument by
which empirical data is assimilated, interpreted and represented. The unconscious or
conscious subjectivity, and the intuition of the researcher, is instrumental in the act of
grasping the significance of the collected accounts of actors (Walsham, 1993; Ricoeur,
1991). Correspondingly Spender (1989) had described the act of analytically ruminating
on empirical data and appraising their significance as a kind of creative day-dreaming,
in which the unconscious and intuitive aspects of a researcher’s mind assist in deriving
new structures of meaning from primary accounts, and in translating their episodic
coherence (i.e. the separate, disjointed nature of those accounts) into a structural (i.e.
theoretical) coherence. It is thus acknowledged in this study that although I played the
role of an outside observer in collecting data on call centre operations, my subjective
biases, brought about by such innate factors as my life-experience, epistemological and
ontological beliefs, and theoretical interests®, played a part in filtering the nature of my

interpretative engagement with, and the presentation of, the case data and its analysis.

The acknowledgment of such biases in the explanation of social phenomena is
fundamental to the interpretive approach (Walsham, 1995a). Positivist studies seek to
completely disassociate explanation from interpretation (Ricoeur, 1981), by claiming
methodological procedures that guarantee ‘objectivity’ (i.e. value-free analysis), and the
minimising of researcher’s bias, in explanatory procedures. In contrast, the hermeneutic
method which informed this study and the interpretive approach in general (Klein and
Meyers, 1999; Boland, 1991), regards the generation of knowledge of social phenomena
as the dynamic product of a fruitful dialectic between the subjectivity of a researcher’s
perceptions, and the ‘objectivity’ of a text (or text-analogue) as it has been promoted by
certain methodological and analytical procedures — where objectivity in this sense refers
specifically to the structural consistency and appropriateness that analytical concepts
and explanatory elements bring to the process of explanation (Ricoeur, 1991; Walsham,

1993), and not to the claim of value-free analysis as held by positivism. Since the key

*ie. strong interests in systems thinking, sociotechnical systems theory, hermeneutics and semiotics. Alvesson (1996) makes an
argument for such inclinations, asserting that it is important for researchers to employ primarily theories “with which they are
intellectually familiar and for which they feel an emotional preference,” since the discursive nature of interpretive studies (in
contrast to positivist research) calls for a much deeper feel or understanding of adopted theoretical frameworks, that can only come
through personal identification and in-depth study.
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methodological criteria that have generally governed the evaluation of IS research, such
as validity and generalisability, have long rested on the notion of value-free objectivity
central to its dominant positivist research tradition, the rise of the interpretive research
approach in the IS field has brought about a need for different concepts of validity and
truth-claims (Klein and Meyers, 1999). A discussion of the primary criteria that may
apply in the evaluation of IS interpretive research is undertaken next in terms of their

applicability to two areas: (i) conduct of the research; and (ii) results of the research.

The evaluation of the conduct of interpretive research is marked by contention
over what criteria to adopt (Klein and Myers, 1999). The viewpoint of Spenser (1989) is
representative of one side of this debate. Spenser claimed that the fundamental value of
the interpretive research approach is to be found in the very nature of its methodological
‘openness’, and its lack of rigid conventions. He clarified the value of this approach by
setting it off in contrast to the ‘closed’ conventions of the positivist research approach,

which he described thus:

“The positivist researcher shares extensive ground with his audience because both agree to a
common rationality, that is a commitment to science generally, and to a shared definition of the
research objective and methods in particular. The positivist researcher states a hypothesis,
which logically entails an observable consequence. He chooses an established method to make
the proposed observation. His argument is based on shared premises, shared method and
deductive logic. He can say ‘if you accept this hypothesis and this method, then you must
accept this conclusion’ ... [he] never goes beyond the discipline’s accepted research rationality,
objectives and methods ... he engages in incremental rather than critical science” (p. 70).

Spender ascribed the corresponding lack of methodological convention (i.e. a ‘common
rationality’) in the interpretive research approach to its principal value of developing

and advancing an insightful, alternative rationality:

“... [The interpretive researcher’s] objective is to encourage the sceptical listener into a new way
of looking, into an unfamiliar rationality which probably includes unfamiliar premises and
objectives. He is trying to educate the unconvinced. Consequently, there is no common ground
on which he can stand and say ‘because you accept this, you must accept this.” He must limit
his demands to logicality alone. ... we begin to understand only after we have grasped the
[interpretive] researcher’s decision premises, objectives and patterns of causality. The nature of
that understanding is different, involving a novel rationality ... [often] this type of understanding
comes suddenly as a holistic experience, an ‘aha’, a ‘shock of recognition’. ... The interpretive
scientist’s research result is an unfamiliar rationality,” (p. 71).

Spenser thus argued that the methodological openness of interpretive approach

was the basis of its strength, permitting researchers to be unhampered in their efforts by

the application of pre-determined criteria applied in a mechanistic way (as characteristic
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of positivist research), and enabling them to achieve ‘critical’ knowledge. This accords
with the position of some interpretive IS researchers, who feel that the institutionalising
of criteria and principles for evaluating the conduct of research inquiry will curb the
productivity of its ‘emergent’ basis (Klein and Myers, 1999). Such researchers may also
view the institutionalisation of methodological procedures as contrary to a sense of
maintaining 'authenticity’ in the conduct of inquiry: where the notion of authenticity, as
described by Probert (1997, p. 53), refers to “a protest against the blind, mechanical
acceptance of an externally imposed code of values.” On the other hand, there are other
IS researchers who hold the position that interpretive research ought to be rooted in the
‘common ground’ (i.e. discounted by Spenser) of a widely shared and accepted formal

methodology.

A third position, that of the middle way, is adopted by Klein and Meyers (1999).
In a recent proposal of key principles and criteria for evaluating IS interpretive research,
they concurred on the idea that the conduct of interpretive inquiry should not be bound
by the mechanical observance of a set of pre-determined norms and rules; however,
they also argued that this does not imply that such research should have no standards at
all for the guidance of its conduct and evaluation. They proposed a set of key principles
whose systematic consideration by interpretive researchers, they stated, was likely to
improve the quality of research, especially that with a hermeneutic orientation, as in this
inquiry (they also recommend that not all principles need apply in every study). Some
of these key principles informed the conduct (i.e. data collection and analysis process)
of this research. The first and most fundamental principle they identified was that of the
hermeneutic circle (Klein and Meyers, 1999). This principle, as explained previously,
constituted both the methodological strategy for engaging analytically with empirical
data, as well as the methodological framework that informed this study’s theoretical
perspective (i.e. systems thinking). Other key principles stated by Klein and Meyers that
were observed in this research were: (i) critical reflection over both the socio-historical
background of fieldwork, and the interdependent construction of reality between the
researcher and the employees studied; (ii) a heightened sensitivity to any emerging
discrepancies between the research design and the evolving course of inquiry, and

between multiple interpretations of similar events and circumstances.
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In the preceding quoted passages, Spender had identified the principal aim of
interpretive research to be the achievement of fresh, insightful perspectives into social
phenomena (albeit of an initially unexpected novelty), and that the requirement for a
researcher to adopt unusual, unconventional or unfamiliar premises and objectives in
order to accomplish this necessitates that the primary criteria for assessing the validity
of results of an interpretive study is the logicality of the arguments it presents: the
degree to which the mustered arguments are sufficiently compelling to convince a
sceptical audience. This claim is consonant with that of key IS interpretive researchers
(Walsham, 1995; Galliers, 1991), who assert that the validity of an IS interpretive study
is to be judged chiefly by its persuasiveness and insightfulness (i.e. not the criteria of
objectivity in positivist studies, with their concomitant attention to statistical validity
and rigour). Walsham (1993, p. 15) grounds the validity of the interpretive case study
method, as used in this study, “on the plausibility and cogency of the logical reasoning

used in describing the results from the cases, and in drawing conclusions from them.”

This research took primarily a perspective-forming track of inquiry: its aim was
to formulate, and to demonstrate the theoretical need and importance of, a contemporary
systems thinking perspective, in sociotechnical analysis of the emergent nature of IT
based organisational functioning. Thus the validity of results of this interpretive study,
concordant with the criteria above, hinges mainly on the strength of its arguments, and
the insights it provides as an alternative, novel approach, in comparison to existing IS
theoretical approaches aimed at elucidating the emergent nature of IT based operations.
A secondary qualification that Walsham (1993) makes to the validity of an interpretive
research study has to do with the reporting of the study. He states that the process by
which a researcher arrives at the results of a study must be made transparent, in order
that the credibility of the research is established in the eyes of its audience. This thesis
has sought accordingly to elaborate the conduct of this research inquiry according to the

recommended details of interpretive case studies outlined in Walsham (1995a).

Another common methodological criteria for evaluating the results of a research
study, that is closely related to its validity, is the generalisability of the obtained results.
The notion of generalisability in IS interpretive studies however, having been decoupled
from the idea of statistical predictability that dominates positivist research, has been

comprehensively defined in more germane terms by Walsham (1995a). He lists four
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overlapping types of generalisation that can be associated with the results of interpretive
case study-based research such as this study: development of concepts, generation of
theory, contribution of rich insights, and drawing of specific implications. The first two
types of generalisation are characteristic of this study. To support the application of a
contemporary form of systems thinking in elucidating IT use in organisations, this study
has sought to adapt and develop new concepts. The central key concept of ‘emplotment’
introduced in this study’s framework may be cited as an example of a concept that may
be generalised for use in this domain of inquiry. In addition, this study’s results may
also be seen as contributing to the generation of new theory. The use of a contemporary
systems thinking approach in this study has been invoked by a recognition of existing
gaps in IS theory regarding the emergent nature of IT based operations in organisations

(identified in the literature review of chapter two).

Thus, in summary, the design and execution of this study was characterised by:
(1) the ontological and epistemological assumptions of the interpretive approach, and (ii)
the adoption of the interpretive case study method as the means of data collection and

empirical engagement. The upcoming chapters elaborate the case studies conducted.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CASE STUDY I

5. INTRODUCTION

Two case studies were conducted in the course of this research. They involved
an investigation of the call centre operations at two major companies in the United
Kingdom: Boots the Chemists, and the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Call
centres, as introduced in the first chapter, are work environments based fundamentally
on the capacities of technology systems. The focus of inquiry in both case investigations
were: (i) to illuminate the emergent nature of IT based work operations in a firm (i.e.
their evolutionary, context-based and unanticipated character); as well as (ii) to extend
the theoretical capability of the sociotechnical systems approach for foregrounding the
tensions and contradictions involved in those work practices. These case investigations
were instrumental in the development of the systemic appreciation framework that was
described in chapter three. They provided a substantive context for formulating and
specifying the features, and for assessing the applicability, of this framework’s concepts
and method. The case study of the call centre operations at Boots is elaborated in this

chapter, followed by that of the BBC in the next.

Each case study report adheres to an identical format, consisting of an initial
descriptive account and a subsequent analysis portion. The Boots case study report is
outlined as follows. The aim of the initial case descriptions is to support the subsequent
illumination of the evolutionary, contextual and unanticipated nature of IT based work
operations. The descriptive accounts of each call centre depict the operational context of
their work practices. The accounts were compiled from semi-structured interviews and
informal conversations held with staff members at each centre. Certain words or phrases
used by staff in their interview responses are stated within single quotation marks (in
sections 5.1 and 5.2), to preserve the tone of expressed viewpoints. The descriptions are
structured as follows. A historical background of the parent firm’s corporate strategy
and customer service orientation is first related (section 5.1). This is succeeded by a
description of the factors that had influenced the company’s decision to implement call
centre operations (5.2.1). Subsequently, an elaboration of the form of work organisation
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