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ABSTRACT

The focus of large-scale e-business development has shifted to the large ‘blue-chip’
corporations. However, large companies not only have to tackle a new technology that
could permeate the entire organisation and along its supply chain, but they have to
deal with new business models, revised processes, additional marketing channels,
mounting cost pressures, and heightened service expectations from customers. This is
particularly difficult for large multinationals that span the globe with their rigid
bureaucratic structures, elaborate power networks, and ingrained cultural properties.
Hence, the aim of this research is to investigate how the introduction of e-business
interacts with the existing structures of a large established company. Structures are
interpreted as rules and resources, which are the medium and outcome of human
actions.

It is argued that the introduction of e-business constitutes a significant technology-
driven organisational change and a review of the literature reveals an absence of such
studies in e-business. In order to capture a comprehensive and dynamic
understanding of how organisations undergo such a change, this research applies
structuration theory as a meta-theory to explore the relationship between agents and
structure, using an interpretive qualitative paradigm. An extensive longitudinal case
study examines the establishment, operation and termination of a special-purpose e-
business unit, named ConsumerConnect-Europe (CCE), at the European corporate
headquarters of the Ford Motor Company.

This thesis provides a narrative of the entire life cycle of CCE, focusing on its
business-to-consumer division. The narrative is analysed in detail using structuration
theory with its concerns for the dimensions of signification, domination and
legitimation. The discussion initially addresses the research sub-questions related
directly to the case study and then turns to the main research question: how does the
introduction of e-business interact with the existing structures of large established
companies? In answering this, it examines the broader natures of e-business, human
agency in organisational change, organisational structures, and the duality of
organisational change. These natures form the content of contributions and are linked
to the theoretical and practical contributions of the thesis. Methodological
contributions are primarily in the operationalisation of structuration theory.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

While the dust has largely settled on the boom and bust of the dot-com ‘revolution’ (Howcroft
2001), e-business remains a very important area of activity. Businesses continue to invest
heavily in both business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) applications and
the number of transactions continues to increase. Governments around the world are
embarking on ambitious e-government applications (Dutton 1999) and the Intemet and Web
remain the bedrock of current information systems (IS) development and operational activity.
Unlike previous technology, e-business presents a more pervasive potential within the
organisation and has attracted both a fascination and a willingness to experiment with the

industry.

While many of the early dot-com companies have disappeared, the focus of large-scale e-
business development has shifted to the large ‘blue-chip’ corporations. At the height of the e-
commerce boom, these old ‘dinosaurs’ were derided by many commentators, who continued
to talk up the hype (and the share prices) surrounding their nimble dot-com competitors.
Large corporations have had to make significant organisational changes in order to assimilate
e-business into their existing structures, processes and cultures, while competing with
dynamic dot-com companies against a backdrop of very mixed fortunes for e-business as a
whole. E-business is not just a new technology that has the potential to permeate the entire
organisation, and to reach beyond the organisational boundaries to customers and suppliers,
but also brings with it new ways of working, new cost pressures and a new channel for

interacting with customers, whose expectations have grown.

Large organisations not only have to implement the technology and associated systems and
applications; in many cases they also have to develop new strategies and development
processes and possibly change their entire structures and cultures. Although formal
organisational structures are man-made and can be (and often are) changed by senior
management in the face of changing circumstances, the other, more subtle, social structures of
interpretive schemes, domination and legitimation (Giddens 1984) require much more than

just re-drawing the organisational chart.
Most organisations have already faced, or are currently facing, significant organisational

changes as a result of e-business, and these changes are inherently more complex and difficult

for large organisations.
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1.1  State of Current Research

At the time of writing, e-business encompasses ‘something old and something new’ (Clegg et
al. 2004). In other words, there is a recognition that, while e-business offers new business
potential, most of the traditional concerns that have occupied researchers in business,
organisational, human and technological sciences remain relevant. Despite this, much of the
e-business literature can be categorised as ‘star-gazing’ or highly prescriptive and normative.
Much of the empirical research available comprises relatively limited surveys, often of
student users, and material that is more suitable for developing marketing strategies, rather

than organisational change.

The implementation of e-business, a highly generic and pervasive technology that is relevant
for both intermal and inter-organisational systems, is a much larger problem than the
implementation of conventional information systems. As such, for most organisations, e-
business can be classified as a technology-driven organisational change (or ‘technochange’ —
Markus 2004) in a high risk, high reward situation. It therefore requires rather different
change management to traditional IS project management. Consequently, in order to study
and capture the richness of the implementation of e-business, a strong organisational change

perspective is needed.

Such a perspective is lacking in the current literature and there are few studies of the
relationship between organisational change and e-business, possibly because the dot-com
phenomenon stole the early limelight. There is thus a real gap, in terms of inadequacy and
incompleteness, in the information systems literature and, in particular, a dearth of detailed
case studies. For that reason, the research area of this thesis is e-business and organisational

change.

Organisational change is a long-standing research topic and a chronic problem in practice,
which is mainly the preserve of organisational behaviour. Researchers in that field have
mostly adopted one of three themes: content, context and process. The content approaches
provide useful insight in terms of the type of changes being made, but they mostly adopt a
fairly static approach that fails to address the complex dynamics of change or the interactions
among the various factors. For their part, the process approaches focus on action and address
many of the failings of the content approaches, but at the cost of neglecting the context of the
change. Meanwhile, researchers following a more contextual approach tend to emphasise the

structural constraints on change, while downplaying the power of human agency. I argue that
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a combination of these themes is needed to provide a comprehensive understanding of change

and its dynamics.

1.2 Structuration Theory

In my view, structuration theory (Giddens 1979, 1984) provides the desired combination of
approaches to understand the process of technology-driven organisational change (in my case,
e-business) and its interaction with the existing structures of organisations. This theory
attempts to resolve a fundamental division within the social sciences between those
researchers who give primacy to the power of human agents to influence social phenomena
and those researchers who emphasise the power of social structures to influence those same
phenomena. Rather than regarding agency and structure as independent and conflicting
elements, Giddens treats them as a mutually interacting duality whereby people draw on
structures for their actions and interactions but, in so doing, produce and reproduce those
social structures. In other words, agents build, use and reproduce social structures through
their actions but those actions are enabled and constrained by the structures. Furthermore, he
regards structuration (i.e. “conditions governing the continuity or transformation of structures,
and therefore the reproduction of social systems”(1984, p.25)) as a continuing process rather
than as static properties of social systems. This fits with the notion of change as an ongoing
process. Hence, I use structuration theory as my primary theoretical model as it also forms a
valid meta-theory that resolves the weaknesses of the content, context and process
approaches. Furthermore, this theory is pitched at the appropriate conceptual level to

understand the complex and neglected area of e-business and organisational change.

With this theoretical basis and the research area of e-business and organisational change, the

main research question becomes,

“How does the introduction of e-business interact with the existing structures of
large established companies? Why does the introduction of e-business pose major
challenges to organisations?”

E-business here represents any business activity where the key organisational functions (e.g.
sales) take place predominantly on the Internet or other computer network, (Castells 2001).
My interpretation of structures is much richer than mere organisational charts. I adopt
Giddens’s conception of structures, discussed at length in Chapter 3. He views them as the
rules and resources that are instantiated only in action and that are the medium and outcome

of the reproduction of actions. Giddens distinguishes three dimensions of structure:
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signification, domination, and legitimation. These are mediated by three modalities
(interpretative schemes, facilities and norms) respectively, drawn on by human agency in its
constitution of interaction (i.e. communication and the application of power and sanctions),

which in turn reproduces and changes the social structures.

The main research question captures Giddens’s fundamental conception of duality. The word
‘interact’ refers to the mutual interaction between the human agents’ attempts at
implementing e-business and the existing organisational structures. These structures can
enable or constrain the attempts of human agents, yet human agents can also change and
reproduce these structures. The second part of the question serves to sharpen the focus by

explicitly seeking explanations for the problems.

Another important concept in Giddens’s theory is his distinction between structural
contradiction and conflict. The former arises from tensions within and between social
groupings and contains the potential for conflict, while the latter refers to the actual struggles
between actors or groups. Structural contradiction and conflict tend to be particularly relevant

in an organisational change context.

1.3  Research Methodology

Since the epistemological and ontological base of interpretive research match the basic
principles of structuration theory, this research adopts an interpretive paradigm,. In effect, the

fundamental aim of interpretive research is to:

“understand how members of a social group ... enact their particular realities and
endow them with meaning, and to show how these meanings, beliefs and intentions of
the members help to constitute their social action” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991,

p.13)
In addition, the adoption of an interpretive paradigm fits my personal beliefs and matches the

approach of other structurational researchers.

Like much interpretive qualitative research, the main research embraces a strategy based on
the deployment of an in-depth interpretive case study. The distinctive need for conducting a
case study arises out of the desire to understand a contemporary complex social phenomenon
in which the variables are largely unknown. Case studies are the preferred research strategy
to answer “how?” and “why?” questions and to gather data from multiple perspectives and

multiple sources.
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Yin (1994) recommends a single case study if the case is of revelatory nature (i.e. when the
researchers have the opportunity to access phenomena that have not been previously
observed). I had the unique opportunity to access Ford Motor Company (FMC), one of the

oldest and largest global car manufacturers, to study its large-scale introduction of e-business.

This is a fascinating case study. It started at the height of the e-commerce boom, when the
CEO of FMC, Jac Nasser, decided to heavily promote e-business throughout the organisation,
as he expected this technology to transform the industry and to change the company from
being manufacturing-led to consumer-led. To achieve this end, Nasser created a new business
unit, named ConsumerConnect, to serve as the central cross-brand provider of e-business
solutions. ~ With its creation began the story of my main episode: Life Cycle of
ConsumerConnect-Europe (the European division of ConsumerConnect). This life cycle
encompasses three stages: establishment, operation and termination. The story can be

summarised as:

Driven by the then CEO, Jac Nasser, ConsumerConnect-Europe (CCE) began with
some sense that there was an urgency to integrate e-business within Ford and that a
radical change/intervention into Ford’s existing business strategy, processes, and
culture was required in order for Ford to retain its future competitive position and
market share in the automotive sector. CCE started with grand agendas within
agendas, but it had a hard time creating a local practice of e-business, as there was a
lack of experience, understanding and detailed strategy for e-business. The agendas
implied creating synergies, which other parts of the organisation were not prepared
for, but were forced to comply with. The specific way in which CCE went about
creating synergies created a lot of conflict. In effect, the problem came to be the
intervention itself and hence, when Nasser’s position weakened, CCE was eventually
eliminated. (From Section 5.2 Overview of the Life Cycle of CCE)
The main episode started in June 2000 and ended on December 31%, 2002, when CCE was
officially closed down and the remaining parts reabsorbed into traditional departments. For
the case study, I made frequent visits to CCE from August 2001 to January 2003 and although
I was not present during CCE’s establishment, I was able to gather recent accounts from my

interviewees in the early stages of my fieldwork.

As CCE entered more turbulent times and was heading towards its termination, and as my
principal sponsor was replaced, my access became restricted to CCE’s business-to-consumer
operation, Drive (later renamed E-ssembly). Consequently, the scope of my study was split
into two interrelated levels. At a macro level, I studied the general life cycle of CCE and, at a

more specific level, I focused on the Drive/E-ssembly operation and the departments with
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which it worked (Ford of Europe Marketing, Ford IT, Volvo, Land Rover, Ford of Britain,
etc.). Such a case study of FMC’s e-business endeavours not only holds both intrinsic and
instrumental value but also offers prospects to generate specific implications and contribute

rich insights.

In terms of research techniques, I applied semi-structured interviews, observation and the
examination of documentation. In designing the interview questions, I derived four research
sub-questions from the main research question. These four research sub-questions are

directly associated with the case study:

i. What was it about the structures of Ford Motor Company that made
ConsumerConnect-Europe’s intervention vulnerable to collapse?

ii. What was it about ConsumerConnect-Europe’s own structures that made it
vulnerable to collapse?

iii.  What was it about the management initiative (i.e. the process) used to introduce
e-business that made the intervention vulnerable to collapse?

iv.  What was it about the dynamic outer context that helped to turn these
vulnerabilities into a downward spiral?

This bridging of the main research question and interview questions through research sub-
questions, together with the ultimate simplification of interview questions into layman’s
terms, were critical in capturing the essence of the story and the data required for analysing
the mutual interaction between structures and human actions. Consequently, the interview
questions were not worded in the vocabulary of structuration but, depending on the
interviewees’ responses, the answers often encapsulated several elements of structuration

theory. These were extracted and analysed.

1.4  Objectives of the Research and Target Audience

Evidently, the aim of this thesis is to answer the main research question and the research sub-
questions delineated above. Through addressing these questions, this thesis hopes to make a
contribution to the understanding of the problematic issues concerned with technologically-
driven organisational change and to diminish the gap in the literature of e-business related
organisational change. It hopes to enrich our comprehension of the nature of organisational
structures (interpreted in Giddens’s terms) in large established organisations, the nature of
agency in organisational change, the nature of the duality of organisational change, and the
nature of e-business. Through the stucturational analysis of the case study, this research aims

to generate specific implications relevant to other organisations and other contexts, and to
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reveal intrinsically interesting rich insights. With increased awareness and appreciation, this
research aims to provide some practical contributions and approaches to resolving the

difficulties.

Furthermore, through the application of structuration theory, this research also hopes to build
and extend the operationalisation of this theory. It is a supplicating aspiration that this
research would assist other researchers in their task of developing intellectual tools for the
study of IS and organisational change. As part of such a development, this research wishes to
also contribute methodologically to IS research, through the manner in which the research
techniques are deployed. In particular, it emphasises the importance of sensitivity to
interviewees and of the careful construction of interview questions in order to maximise the
interview sessions. Moreover, it hopes that other researchers would find benefits from
replicating the narrative structure and the descriptive ‘multivoiced’ style employed in this

research to effectively recount a complex episode in a coherent fashion.

Hence, the target audience of this research has a wide range. Those who may find this thesis
relevant include academics and practitioners interested in technology-driven organisational
change. In particular, those who are specifically interested in e-business implementation in
large established organisations should find this research insightful. Researchers interested in
a case study of a large blue-chip organisation, of an automotive manufacturer, or of Ford
Motor Company and its e-initiatives would see the relevance of this research. In addition,
researchers considering the employment or operationalisation of structuration theory should
find this research beneficial. Finally, researchers conducting case studies in large established

organisations should appreciate the methodological considerations.

1.5  Plan of the Thesis

This thesis follows the preceding series of elements: Chapter 2 is the Literature Review;
Chapter 3 is the Theoretical Framework (structuration theory); and Chapter 4 is the Research
Methodology and Design. Due to the length and complexity of the case study, the Findings
are split into two chapters. First, Chapter 5 recounts the prior events and the establishment of
ConsumerConnect-Europe (CCE). Second, Chapter 6 narrates the operation phase of CCE,
with an emphasis on its B2C operation. It describes the problematic issues encountered and
the contemporaneous and related events, and the perceptions of the various stakeholders.

Chapter 6 concludes by recounting the contemporaneous events that accompanied the
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termination of CCE and its eventual termination. It also follows the views of the stakeholders

regarding the termination and briefly alludes to later events beyond the main episode.

Chapter 7, the Analysis, provides a detailed structurational analysis of the case study. It
analyses each phase of the CCE life cycle chronologically. In the establishment phase, it
examines the structural contradictions among the various stakeholders. In the operation
phase, it investigates the emergence of conflicts arising from the structural contradictions in
terms of the following issues: centralisation versus decentralisation; matrix structure;
chargeback model; empowerment; relationship building; management of acquisitions and
joint ventures; consulting; IT and business gap; octopus-nature of e-business; and finally e-
business gap with traditional IT and traditional business. In the termination phase, it analyses
how CCE’s initial structures contradicted the traditional structures of FMC and, when the
opportunity arose, the traditional structures were returned with a vengeance to close down

CCE. It ends with a summary of the failures and achievements of CCE.

Chapter 8, the Discussion, moves the analysis to a higher level of abstraction. Still using
structuration theory to analyse the case data, the chapter addresses each research sub-question
before turning to the main research question. In answering the latter, it uses structuration
theory to discuss the natures of e-business, of human agency in organisational change, of
organisational structure, and of duality of organisational change in general terms. The chapter

concludes with an evaluation of my experience of using structuration theory within this study.

The final chapter, Chapter 9, the Conclusion brings the thesis together by summarising the
whole document and highlighting the contributions of the research, in terms of content
(including theory), methodology and practice. Finally, it concludes by addressing the

limitations of the study and proposing avenues for further research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

Despite its chequered history, witnessed by the boom and bust of the dot-coms, e-business
remains an important new technology that continues to receive considerable attention from
entrepreneurs, executives, investors and academics. This chapter reviews the literature on e-
business, concluding that e-business should be viewed more as an evolution than a revolution
or just plain hype. Nevertheless, e-business clearly has significant implications for the
operation and structure of organisations (and entire industries), and its assimilation constitutes
a major challenge to traditional businesses. As, at one level, e-business can be regarded as an
information system, I review the key literature on information systems implementation in
organisations. Since, however, its importance and pervasiveness suggest that e-business can
also be regarded as a major organisational change, I then compare the literature on
organisational change with some of the important issues concerning the introduction of e-

business.

2.2 Definition and Potential of E-business

The early history of the Internet and the World Wide Web, from their origins in Arpanet and
the development of HTML (hypertext markup language — Berners-Lee et al 1994), has been
recounted elsewhere (Berners-Lee 1996; Leiner et al. 1997; Braa et al. 2000). As is
commonly known, since the introduction of the first browser in 1993, the Internet has grown
very rapidly and has facilitated, in addition to e-business, the creation of online communities,
electronic bulletin boards, electronic mail, electronic file transfer, personal broadcast
networks, etc. Access to the Web (or the Net) has evolved beyond personal computers to
cellular telephones, personal organisers and videogame consoles, as well as to home

appliances, vending machines, and automobiles.

In its early days, the Internet had a certain revolutionary or anarchic culture, captured nicely
by Coyne (1998):

“The dominant ethos is now romanticism: a focus on subjectivity, a new metaphysics
of proximity, a revival of the early socialist dream of community, a disdain for the
constraints imposed by the body, embracing the holistic unitary patterning of chaos
theory, the representation of the object world, a hope for its ultimate transcendence
through the technologies of cyberspace, and a quest for a better, fairer more
democratic future” (p.349).
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However, the Internet quickly became commercialised as business focused on the
considerable potential for electronic commerce (Dos Santos and Peffers 1998). E-commerce
can be defined as “the buying and selling of information, products, and services via computer
networks” (Kalakota and Whinston 1996). I prefer to use the term ‘e-business’ as it represents
a broader concept: “support for any kind of business transactions over a digital infrastructure”
(Bloch et al. 1996 — see also Wigand 1997 and Castells 2001). This notion of e-business
seems more relevant to organisations and implies “the use of networks and Internet
technology for communications and transactions between various groups of stakeholders”
(Watson et al. 2000), emphasising the central role of electronic networking (Straub and
Watson 2001). In introducing some of the potential of e-business in the next paragraphs, I
follow the usual categorisation of business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business
(B2B).

Consumer markets were the first to experience the pressures of e-business. The promises in
these markets fuelled the dot-com boom of the late 1990s and the failure to realise these
promises contributed greatly to the following bust. Nevertheless, the computing and
communication capabilities of the Web offer (Berthon et al. 1997; Maddox 1998; Ranchhod
and Gurau 1999; Strausak 1998):

e High speed information transfer and high levels of interaction

e New information products (e.g. MP3 music) and new applications, such as
comparison engines (for comparing prices and recommendation technologies, used by
companies like Amazon to suggest books to consumers (Kauffman and Walden
2001))

These capabilities in turn offer attractive potentials for businesses operating in consumer

markets (Riggins 1999; De Kare Silver 2000; Bakos 2001):

e A new marketing channel

o Automated service delivery and lower marketing costs

¢ Elimination of the limitations of physical space and time

e One-to-one marketing, mass customisation and real-time pricing

e Increased control of the channel and better customer relationship management

¢ Opportunities to transcend local markets into regional, national, and global markets
¢ New business models (e.g. electronic auctions)

e Disintermediation or opportunities for electronic intermediation

With the B2C market failing to yield the expected profitability, attention shifted to the B2B
(business-to-business) market. It was believed that this market was larger and that
organisations would be quicker than consumers to adopt the technology. There was certainly

a demand for a low-cost efficient interorganisational network. During the 1990s, considerable
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attention was focused on coordination between organisations as outsourcing and globalisation

produced lengthy global supply chains.

“The revolution of the 1990s is driven not by changes in production and
transportation, but by changes in coordination. Whenever people work together, they
must somehow communicate, make decisions, allocate resources, and get products
and services to their right place at the right time” (Malone and Rockart 1991, p.128).

Thus, supply chain management, with its increased emphasis on interorganisational
relationships (Holland 1995), became a major preoccupation of organisations. Improvements
in information technology have reduced such coordination costs (Malone et al. 1987)
according to transaction cost economics. This includes the widespread use of electronic data
interchange (EDI) for supply chain management in the 1980s and 1990s in particular
industries (Reekers and Smithson 1996). However, EDI suffers from standards problems
(Whinston 1997), an inherent rigidity and high costs (Economist 1999).

The Internet, on the other hand, offers a global information network, based on simple open
standards, that fits the demands of most supply chains (Strader 1999). Firms can connect into
each other’s business processes flexibly and cheaply (Economist 1999). Effective use of this
technology promises much for supply chain management and B2B e-business in general (see
also Lucking-Reiley 2001):

e Improved integration and new and improved relationships with suppliers and
customers based on shared information (Clegg et al. 2004)

e Global supply chains, open 24-hours
New business models (such as ‘build-to-order’ to eliminate inventory, used by Dell
Computers and also a key target of the automotive industry (Howard et al 2003))

e Reduced coordination and transaction costs by simplifying processes or moving them
to trading partners (e.g. customers inputting their own orders). British Telecom
claims that buying goods and services online reduces the direct costs by 11% and the
transaction costs by 90% (Economist 2000)

¢ Reduced inventory costs through improved coordination
Reduced errors in orders and invoicing. Cisco reports its error rate fell from 25% to
2% when it switched to online ordering, saving the company $500m (Economist
2000)

e Increased speed (e.g. real time updating of catalogues and the use of a single data
source (Clegg et al. 2004)

e Lower distribution costs for certain products or services. For a bank, the marginal
cost of a transaction over the Internet is only a cent, compared with 27 cents via a
cash machine, 52 cents by telephone, and $1.14 by bank teller (Economist 2000)

The architecture initially favoured for B2B e-business was based on public exchanges, but
these had trouble realising the volume and liquidity levels predicted. They were scarred from

price wars, poor quality, sensitive timing of deliveries, problems of customisation,
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painstaking efforts to sift through many tenders from unknown suppliers, and additional costs
of paying an intermediary (Wise and Morrison 2000). Furthermore, supply chains continued
to suffer from coordination problems between stakeholders (Howard et al 2003). However,
according to recent reports, B2B exchanges are now making a comeback through private
exchanges (invitation-only networks that connect a single company to its trading partners) as
firms continue to prefer building longer-term relations with a limited number of suppliers
(Hoffman et al. 2002; The Economist 2004).

As noted above, e-business as a technology offers certain potential benefits in both the B2C
and B2B markets. However, e-business and everything related to the Internet, became sucked
into the dot-com boom of the late 1990s, fuelled by grandiose claims, such as this one by Bill
Gates (1996, p.181):

“The Internet will extend the electronic marketplace and become the ultimate go-
between, the universal middleman...often the only humans involved in a transaction
will be the actual buyer and seller...this will carry us into a new world of low-
friction, low-overhead capitalism.”
There followed a spiral of myths concerning the Internet and heavy speculative investment in
e-business. Because of its importance in influencing the business and investment climate at

the time (and for some years afterwards), I address the issue of whether e-business should be

considered a revolution, evolution or hype in the following section.

2.3 E-business: Revolution, Evolution, or Hype?

An OECD report, “Measuring Electronic Commerce” (OECD 1997), made a systematic
inventory of the different reports concerning the market size and growth of electronic
commerce. This found that the predictions ranged wildly for the year 2000 from $580m to
$775bn.

Many stock analysts, entrepreneurs and technology vendors, choosing the upper end of this
range, convinced hosts of investors that an economic miracle was under way and the
valuation of “virtual” firms was driven to the level of an Internet bubble (Perkins and Perkins
1999). Analysts valued Amazon.com Inc. at a stunning $18.3bn in April 2000, even though
the company claimed a mere $1.6bn in annual revenue and had yet to earn a profit. Similarly,
eBay Inc.’s market capitalisation was $19.6bn, despite its unremarkable $11m profit from just
$225m in 1999 revenue. To put these valuations in perspective, consider the valuation of

Sears, Roebuck and Co. in 1999, which was a mere $14.2bn even though it earned more than
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$1.3bn in net income on an annual revenue exceeding $32bn. Likewise, Federal Express
Corporation, a traditional “heavy asset” company, was valued at only $10.9bn, despite
garnering almost $700m in profits from nearly $18bn in sales (Figueiredo 2000). This
incredible market capitalisation was not limited to companies whose business models were
rooted in the Internet (e.g. Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, Priceline), but also extended to IT
suppliers (e.g. Intel, Microsoft, AOL, IBM, Cisco). It seemed that investors preferred to own
a small and unprofitable e-commerce company rather than a well-established and significantly
more profitable company (Figueiredo 2000). This situation persuaded some established firms
to seriously assess whether they would lose out to these upstarts that were leveraging their

lofty valuations into tangible capabilities through acquisitions (Venkatraman 2000).

Many commentators supported the notion of an e-business revolution (Coltman et al. 2001).
The Web was a breakthrough that allowed users to access information in a standard and user-
friendly way across various technical platforms and connected “islands of information
intensive networks” (Scheepers and Damsgaard 1997). The rhetoric of e-business often
claimed to be reshaping almost all industries, to the extent that we were witnessing a
paradigm shift (Wigand 1997; Howcroft 2001) and we were set to move into ‘hyper growth’,
with trade over the Internet reaching trillions of dollars (Coltman et al. 2001).

However, in spring 2000, the Internet bubble began to burst. The 80% rise in the NASDAQ
index in slightly over a year was never likely to be sustainable (Coltman et al. 2001) and, by
March 2001, the NASDAQ was back to its pre-bubble level (Howcroft 2001). Investors
scaled back drastically and intense pessimism loomed (Grover and Saeed 2004): “just as the
hyperbole of the 1990s was clearly overblown, the pessimism of 2001 is also an overreaction”
(Coltman et al. 2001, p.57). I now turn to a brief examination of the myths that were the

medium and outcome of the dot-com bubble.

2.3.1 Understanding the Myths of E-business

It is important to recognise that the notions of the Internet driving e-business and, conversely,
of e-business propelling the use of the Internet imply an inherent technological determinism
(Howcroft 2001). In a similar vein, Dos Santos and Peffers (1998) suggest that the activities
of a firm’s competitors, as well as those of technology vendors influence e-business adoption
decisions. Such determinism assumes both that technology drives societal change and that
those concerned (organisations and consumers) will accept the technology. This disregards

the practical problems for organisations of developing business strategies that employ the
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technology effectively (Hawkins et al. 2000). Utilising the technology is much more difficult
than obtaining it and, while the Internet may represent a revolution in communication, this is
not the same as a revolution in the conduct of business. Such determinism also disregards the
long history of difficulties in implementing sophisticated information systems (see below), as

well as the particular characteristics of different industries.

A revolution “can be defined by the breadth and depth of the changes it makes in the
everyday lives of individuals” (Coltman et al. 2001, p. 58). Predictions of e-business being a
revolution were mostly based on espoused theories (i.e. what people said about the
technology), rather than theories-in-use (i.e. how people actually used the technology)
(Argyris and Schon 1978). I follow Howcroft (2001) in using the term “myths” (c.f. Coltman
et al.’s (2001) “hypes”). As a by-line, many of these myths were used to manage and
motivate IT personnel (Tapia 2004).

2.3.1.1 Myth of the New Economy

Many believed that e-business was one of the three pillars of the ‘new economy’ (or
weightless economy - Quah 1997), together with knowledge management and partnering
strategies (Moore 2000). However, others remained unconvinced, arguing that in their
industry, “e-business will at best be a long time coming, and the ‘old economy’ approaches

[would] succeed for a number of years.” (Moore 2000, p. 25).

This ‘new economy’ was associated with many changes from the ‘old economy’ (adapted
from Coyle and Quah 2002):

Economy-wide characteristics

o from stable to dynamic markets

from national to global competition

from hierarchical to networked organisational form

from manufacturing core to services core structure

from raw materials and physical capital to human and social capital as sources of
value

Business

e from mass production to flexible production

e from capital/labour to innovation/knowledge as key drivers of growth

e from mechanisation to digitisation as a key technology driver

e from lowering costs through economies of scale to innovation, quality, and speed
along the whole supply chain as sources of competitive advantage

from low-moderate to high importance of research/innovation

from arms-length relations with other firms to alliances, collaboration and
outsourcing
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Consumers
e from stable to rapidly changing tastes

¢ from job-specific skills to broad skills and adaptability

e from a craft skill or degree education to lifelong learning

e from adversarial to collaborative workplace relations

e from stable employment to one marked by risk and opportunity
Government

e from the government imposing regulations onto businesses to the government
encouraging growth opportunities

e from command and control to market tools and flexible regulation

e from ‘nanny state’ to enabling state government services
This ‘new economy’ tended to be equated with information and communication technology
(ICT) and its consequences in particular sectors (Shu 2001), which brought up the problem of
measurement. Coyle and Quah (2002) warn against applying conventional measures to the
‘new economy’; growth accounting techniques do not capture the totality of social and
economic change. They argue that it is extremely hard to measure productivity in the service
sector and especially to construct price indices when the quality of goods improves
drastically. Similarly, there are severe problems in measuring intangible capital and
improvements in well-being, particularly at the macro level. Traditional growth accounting
assumes that the physical capital stock is the relevant measure and that the impact of a
technological improvement occurs in the same year as the increase in capital. It makes no
allowance for the slow percolation of new technologies (a more evolutionary view). In short,
Coyle and Quah maintain that the current statistical system was designed to measure
productivity in the old standardised mass economy and that this is a poor measure of the new
economy. They suggest an alternative approach: through the demand-side rather than through
the supply-side. They believe that current changes have little correlation with supply-side
productivity; rather, changes are related to the consumption side. Thus, they offer a range of
indicators' to measure the wider impact of new technology upon consumers, business, and the

macro-economy.

Whether we are in the ‘new economy’ remains part of a heated debate. New economy
supporters proclaim that the Internet is altering the world so radically that the old economics

textbooks needed ripping up, while sceptics argue that computers and the Internet are not

! Such indicators include searching for employment online, financial services online, flexible work
patterns, computer literacy, availability of venture capital, corporate outsourcing, inward and outward
foreign direct investment, employment growth by skill level, skills and earning inequality, government
R&D spending, the uptake of broadband Internet, and government online.

24



remotely as important as steam power or electricity. In their view, IT stands for “insignificant
toys” (The Economist 2000). Although the extent of global and weightless activities is
increasing, these activities do not represent a significant threat (Cameron 1998 in Howcroft
2001) and it remains to be seen how technological advances will bring about significant
social, cultural and political changes (Freeman and Louca 2001). The reality probably lies
somewhere in between (The Economist 2000). The economic benefits of the Internet and e-
business could be large, but like the telegraph in the 1830s, e-business has hardly turned
conventional economics on its head. It is not within the scope of this thesis to proceed further
with this debate; its mere existence is indicative of the situation of e-business over the last

five years.

2.3.1.2 Myth of Success

Commercial success is conventionally based on profit making but this seems to have been
forgotten in the early days of e-business, as many stock market analysts preferred empty
promises of potential success on a massive scale. Webster (2000) argues that, although rapid
change was taking place, this variance was “for the most part a matter of the continuity,
consolidation, and extension of established relations” (p.70). He asserts that history matters
and repeats itself, observing that the dot-com ‘revolution’ was similar to other speculative
bubbles, such as the South Sea Bubble, the Railway Mania of the 1840s, and the Wall Street
crash. Similarly, Ferguson (2001) notes the many superficial resemblances between the dot-
com bubble and the over-optimism about the new automobile and refrigeration technology of
the 1920s. “Success was an outright postulation” (Howcroft 2001, p.197). As Coltman et al.
(2001) argue, many of the fundamental rules that have governed businesses for centuries (e.g.
supply versus demand, market competition, segmentation, pricing, contracting, and the nature
of governance in the firm) remain as pertinent now as they were when Adam Smith depicted

the workings of a pin factory.

2.3.1.3 Mpyth of the Entrepreneurial Geek

This myth is based on the assumption that e-commerce enables technologically savvy
individuals to enter new and exciting markets and secure considerable wealth quickly
(Howcroft 2001). This anti-establishment concept was romanticised in the hacker as a
counter-cultural hero in the early 1990s (Ross 1990 in Howcroft 2001). Similarly, Carmel
(1997) praised this entrepreneurial spirit for contributing to an American hegemony in
packaged software. However, the publicity of such ‘rags to riches’ tales is ironic, given the

increase of monopolistic corporate power (Freeman and Louca 2001). As in the old economy,

25



a large proportion of new e-businesses fail within the first few years (Howcroft 2001). This,
combined with the lack of business experience within many Internet start-ups meant that the
failure rate for dot-coms was always likely to be high. The deconstruction of the
entrepreneurial geek does not imply that there are no opportunities for such people within
cyberspace, but that enthusiasm for technology often results in the neglect of commercial

realities.

2.3.1.4 Myth of First Mover Advantage and Winner-Takes-All

Despite the rhetoric of first mover advantage (Howcroft 2001), it is commonplace for
‘followers’ to capitalise on the mistakes of innovators. In a highly dynamic and uncertain
technological, commercial and financial environment the probability of making such, often
strategic, mistakes in innovation is very high. Many pioneering efforts may prove poorly
guided, leaving opportunities for others to capitalise on the experience (Tellis and Golder
1996). The related claim that digital markets would be less forgiving than traditional ones
and that the “winner takes all” is equally dubious (Coltman et al. 2001, p.70).

Nevertheless, Grover and Saeed (2004) found that mature® pure Internet companies (i.e. those
with significantly longer history that accrued resources from the Internet boom) have been
more successful than late entrants (see also Parthasarathy and Bhattacherjee 1998). These
mature companies had ample access to capital and high media coverage to build brand image,
and were given slack resources to learn, experiment and improve business infrastructure and
processes. However, the success of Amazon and e-Bay must be balanced against the failures

of e-Toys, Boo.com, Clickmango and Boxman (amongst many others).

2.3.1.5 Mpyth that Brands Would Die

This myth suggests that the low set-up and distribution costs of e-business would enable the
virtual storefront of a one-person business to reach as many customers as bigger firms, and
hence, that brands would die. However, evidence suggests that the role of the brand has
retained its importance. Commercial surveys report that consumers regard brand names as a
significant factor in their online buying decisions and Internet pure plays have invested
heavily in traditional brand-building. According to Bellman et al. (1999), brand names can
act as substitutes for information gathering, help online buyers locate specific products,
communicate trust and security, and offer expectations of quality. This is especially

important for the time-starved and wired-lifestyle (Bellman et al. 1999). Furthermore, there is

? In contrast to risky, moderate, and novice companies
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little evidence that individuals use the Web to search more exhaustively, despite its lower
search costs. This has been attributed to cognitive lock-in (i.e. once a customer has invested
in learning how one site works, there is little incentive to incur the costs of learning others)
(Coltman et al. 2001) and the effective customer interfaces of online stores (Lohse and Spiller
1998). This is more prevalent among bigger brands as SMEs lack resources to invest in
effective websites (Levy et al. 1998). Consequently, the strength of the brand continues to be
significant. Moreover, major traders with expertise and power in specific markets have led
some of the most significant e-business applications. The earliest corporate promoters of e-
commerce were mostly already involved with EDI and were in a strong position to implement
e-business. This, together with their market visibility and brand power, put them in a

commanding position (Hawkins et al. 2000).

2.3.1.6 Myth of Level Playing Field

This myth suggests that scale is irrelevant as “the virtual marketplace enables small firms to
compete on the same terms as larger players as the consumer shifts to cyberspace” (Howcroft
2001, p.198). Internet would create a flatter, more competitive landscape and online firms
would be less pressurised to grow and gain from economies of scale. However, this brings
similar advantages for large firms and there is little evidence that smaller firms can reap
disproportionately larger savings. The “amount of strategic, physical, and monetary resources
a company can bring to the competitive arena” (Coltman et al. 2001, p.68) remains critical.
Grover and Saeed also found that scale matters, as e-business requires considerable initial
investment. Levy et al. (1998), in a multiple case research study, reveal a reluctance among
SMEs to spend on technology beyond the ‘bare minimum’ for basic administration and
transaction processing as they often lack time to indulge in future business developments,
including the exploitation of technology. Moreover, the cost of gaining and maintaining a
significant Web presence is beyond the financial and technological capabilities of many
SMEs. The claim that ICTs produce more open and dynamic market structures and lower
barriers to entry seems misguided, since it discounts the costs involved in creating and
maintaining business relationships, establishing trust, adapting to different operational
routines, and founding interpersonal relationships that help to resolve difficulties and

misunderstandings with clients (Hawkins et al. 2000).

2.3.1.7 Myth of the On-Line Shopping Experience
This myth alleges that the Internet would impact all forms of business and that the greatest

impact would be in consumer markets. This myth “presumes that the future of shopping is
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on-line” (Howcroft 2001, p.201). However, despite the convenience of purchasing online,
only a small proportion of consumer spending has migrated onto the Internet. The
participation of women, who are the primary traditional shoppers, was slow to materialise in
the virtual market-place (Howcroft 2001). As women increasingly return to work, the notion
of online shopping may be appealing, but it has failed to emerge in reality. Indeed, for many
consumers, the process of shopping is in itself a social and cultural leisure activity rather than
a dreary necessity. Furthermore, the profile of the typical Internet user should be compared to
that of traditional mail order buyers. While the former are university-educated, thirties males,
commanding substantial salaries, the latter are mostly low-income females aged 25-44
(Howcroft 2001). Although increasing numbers of women are using the Internet, Bhatnagar et
al. (2000) found that long-term web users (primarily males) were far more open to online
purchasing. However, an online pilot project for a national department store (Sauer and
Burton 1999) failed to attract younger technologically competent men or older professional

men and the store’s key customer segment remained off-line professional women.

2.3.1.8 Myth that Prices Would Fall

This myth suggests that increased competition and improved price discovery would transform
market efficiency and thus dramatically reduce the price of goods and services traded online
(Coltman et al. 2001). Despite high hopes, perfect competition is more the exception than the
norm in the electronic marketplace as the assumptions of perfect competition (i.e. no barriers
to entry; many buyers and sellers, none of whom can individually influence the market price,
homogeneous products; and perfect information) do not hold (Whinston 1997). Grover &
Ramanlal (1999) demonstrate how IT and the Internet can be used by suppliers to extract
consumer surplus through price discrimination and market segmentation, in addition to
strategies of customer ‘lock-in’ and aggressive pricing to wipe out the competition. In many
markets, entry barriers remain and, following the demise of many dot-coms, markets tend to
become oligopolistic. Although the networked economy can provide opportunities for lower
prices, the same infrastructure can also be used to collect customer and competitor
information that maintains an incumbent’s oligopoly power. Differentiated (branded) goods
remain important and perfect information is lacking due to the inefficiency of search engines,
information asymmetry and bounded rationality. Oorni (2003) casts doubt over the economic
efficiency of electronic markets for travel services. Certainly some categories of goods (e.g.
books, CDs) lend themselves more readily to online shopping and are therefore more
susceptible to e-based competition. However, e-retail continues to present relatively minor

risks to established physical retailers (Rosen and Howard 2000).
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2.3.1.9 Myth of Disintermediation

This myth suggests that through Internet technology, every manufacturer would be able to sell
directly to the public and traditional intermediaries would be eliminated (Coltman et al.
2001). While it is likely that intermediaries who fail to add value will disappear, the
phenomenon of disintermediation is a complex one that varies considerably between
industries and extends to re-intermediation and infomediation (Hagel & Reyport 1997; Picot

et al. 1997, Chircu & Kauffman 2000) depending upon circumstances and market structure.

2.4 Discussion

Having explored the myths, it is relevant, in seeking to judge the revolutionary aspects of e-
business, to consider the actual outcome of e-business in economic terms. It might be
expected that now, in 2004, appropriate statistics would be available to compare against the
forecasts and to answer the question of revolution, evolution or hype definitively. However,
this is not the case as can be seen from a consideration of Table 2.4-1, a brief list of example
forecasts concerning the online market for the USA, and Table 2.4-2, figures from the US
Census Bureau. The forecasts from reputed commentators vary considerably and are very

difficult to compare with national economic statistics.

For both forecasts and actual outturns, everything depends upon what is included, how it is
counted and the assumptions underlying the growth projections. This problem is also
highlighted by The Economist (2004) which argues that it is unclear in many cases whether
such huge ‘markets’ as financial services, EDI, ticket sales, pornography, online dating, eBay
and a host of other services (e.g. tracing ancestors, gambling - worth perhaps $6bn
worldwide) are included. The impact of this ‘counting’ problem is enormous. This difficulty
at the national level echoes the problems of the ‘productivity paradox’ (Brynjolfsson 1993;
Brynjolfsson & Hitt 1998) where the impact of IT investment on national productivity is unclear.

Even at the firm level, the evaluation of the outcomes of IT investment is also a chronic
unresolved problem (e.g. Land 1976; Powell 1992 & 1999; Farbey et al. 1995; Smithson &
Hirschheim 1998) as it is extremely difficult to identify and value the consequences of IT
implementations. Similarly, the evaluation of websites, Net-based systems and other aspects of
e-business remain problematic (Koufaris 2002; Palmer 2002; Straub et al. 2002a; Straub et al.
2002b). Furthermore, while there have been some failures in e-business projects, provided that a
company survives and learns from its experience, this can be an intermediate step to future

success (Huang et al. 2003).
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Table 2.4-1 Forecast Figures for USA

Year Forecast Made Forecast Figures Sector Statistical Source
2004 $316bn by 2010, B2C Forrester Research (Aug 2004)
12% of US retail sales
22% of consumer | B2C
electronics sold via | consumer
Internet electronics
2003 $721bn by end 0 2003 | B2B eMarketer (April 2003)
$1.01tr by end of 2004
1999 $20.2bn by end 0f 1999 | B2C Forrester Research (Sep 1999)
$184bn by 2004
$100bn by 2002 B2C Forrester Research
(Economist 1999)
1998 $350bn by 2002 B2C Forrester Research
-Net gain in economic (Business Week June 1998)
output $10bn to $20bn
by 2002;
-Savings of 5-10% of
sales
-Inventories shaved by
$350bn
Table 2.4-2 Actual Figures from US Census Bureau (in billions)
Value of Sales in USA (in billions of USD)
2002 2001 2000 1999 1998
Description | Total E-com | Total E-com | Total E-com | Total E-com | Total E-com
Retail
Trade 3,230 44 | 3,157 34 | 3,070 28 | 2,879 15 | 2645 5
(mostly
B2C)
[)
f;' o %of | 136% 1.08% 0.91% 0.52% 0.19%
Merchant
Wholesale
Trade 2,742 319 | 2,701 286 | 2,744 248 | 2,540 209 | 2,380 174
(mostly
B2B)
[7)
E-com % of | 11.63% 10.59% 9.04% 8.23% 7.31%
Selected
Service
Industries 4,863 41 | 4,756 36 | 4,640 36 | 4,264 24 | 3,930 14
(B2C &
B2B)
0,
f)' o % of | 0.84% 0.76% 0.78% 0.56% 0.36%
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There are two important issues here: firstly, even taking the lower-level estimates, e-business
is still a very significant technological development and, secondly, the ‘hype’ that
accompanied the higher-level estimates significantly coloured the business climate during the
late 1990s. While now, five years later, it may be clearer to distinguish the real from the
rhetoric, it should be remembered that, at the time, decision-makers in industry had no

reliable way to gauge even the most extravagant claims for e-business.

Although the developments in interconnectivity represent a major technological innovation
and a ‘revolution’ in communication, it is not so clear that they constitute a paradigm shift in
the way business is conducted. As Castells (1996) argues, a true technology revolution is not
only one in which new technologies are induced, but also one which is characterised by the
pervasiveness of these technologies into all domains of human activity. In other words, a
revolution is not just an exogenous source of impact, but it is also the fabric in which such
activity is woven — besides introducing new products, it is process oriented. In short, a
revolution is a historic transformation in the deliberation and consideration of quotidian life
and is brought about through the diffusion of transforming catalysts, which are either ideas or
technologies. It is not the catalysing technology that is in itself revolutionary, rather, it is the
complementary development of an ability to distribute and embed the benefits of this
technology throughout the economy that makes is revolutionary — an ability that is social

rather than purely technological (Coltman et al. 2001).

Since many of the myths discussed above have failed to materialise, it is hard to argue that a
paradigm shift has occurred. For some industries, the Internet has brought important new
business models (Hedman & Kalling 2003; Seddon et al 2004) and considerable changes
(Venkatraman 2000); for example, the MP3 format in the music industry. Similarly, Amazon
is more than an electronic bookseller while electronic auctions, electronic share trading (e.g.
eTrade), online grocery shopping (e.g. Tesco) and B2B exchanges are growing steadily.
Clearly some industries and some countries (e.g. USA) are more affected by e-business than
others. Some have seen, or are seeing, stepwise changes while most are going through more

gradual evolutionary changes.

The above discussion of e-business myths helps explain the exuberance that drove the Internet
investment boom and also the reason for which many traditional companies jumped, more or
less blindly, into e-business investment. Without doubt, these myths are rooted in some aspect
of reality and some change is clearly underway. However, myths also tend to shape the future

and problems arise when people base their decisions solely upon myths (Howcroft 2001).
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Nonetheless, most companies were eager to experiment with e-business: “driven by a

combination of fashion and fear” (Clegg et al. 2004).

Based on the available evidence, I would reject the charge that e-business is mere hype. E-
business has now been around for ten years and has been widely implemented. However, it
does not seem to meet the criteria to be judged as a ‘revolution’; at least, not yet. The impact
of e-business does not merit comparison with that of the steam engines of the Industrial
Revolution on social and economic life in the 18" and 19" centuries. Perhaps the kindest
point to be made in this debate is the significant time lag between the initial employment of
the steam engine and the full impact of the Industrial Revolution. In other words, it could be
argued that ‘the jury are still out’ regarding the revolutionary aspects of e-business. Hence, it

should be considered as an incremental, yet rapid, evolution.

Nevertheless, having discounted (at least for now) the notion of a revolution, one still needs to
recognise the pervasiveness and importance of e-business. Not only can it provide a new
distribution channel or a new way to communicate, it can also be applied in many other ways:
as a marketspace, as an information system, and as a tool for manufacturing goods and
services. “E-business is a bit like an octopus: it has tentacles in all your operations” (Clegg et
al. 2004). These tentacles spread throughout the organisation and along the supply chain to
suppliers (Howard et al. 2003) and customers (Richmond et al. 1998; Hoffman and Novak
1997). It can facilitate the everyday activities of managers, from locating a new supplier to
coordinating a project and collecting and managing customer data. Each of these potentials,
in turn, impinges on corporate life in many different ways. It has been argued that the
changes that e-business brings are more pervasive, radical, and varied than previous
information technologies (Elliot and Loebbecke 2000; Kickul and Gundry 2001; Clegg et al.

2004), while Lyytinen and Rose (2003) refer to e-business as a ‘disruptive innovation’.

2.5 E-business: Where are We Now?

Since the bust of the dot-coms, the focus of large-scale e-business development has mostly
shifted to the large ‘blue-chip’ corporations, with profitability mainly stemming from an
extension of traditional business strategies (Coltman et al. 2001). Nevertheless, the rise of e-
business has created a challenging environment for innovative organisational behaviour
(Kickul and Gundry 2001) as markets and the technology can change even while the product
or service is still under development (Iansiti and MacCormak 1997). Porter (2001) and Amit
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and Zott (2001) observe that e-business can provide unique possibilities for value creation by

firms.

However, unlike the nimble dot-coms, large companies not only have to tackle a new
technology that could permeate throughout the entire organisation and beyond -- to their
customers and suppliers, but in many cases also have to deal with new business models,
radically revised processes, new channels for marketing and sales, new cost pressures, and
heightened service expectations from consumers. This is particularly difficult for large
companies that span the globe with rigid bureaucratic structures, complicated power
structures, and ingrained cultural traits. Large corporations have to implement significant
organisational changes in order to integrate e-business into their existing structural, power,
and cultural properties. According to Daniel and Grimshaw (2002), the additional complexity
of large companies means that the adoption of e-business may require additional
considerations such as formal e-commerce strategy development processes (Daniel et al.
2001; Chaffrey 2002), the development of an appropriate culture (Boddy and Boonstra 2000;
Coates 2001), and organisational restructuring (Gulati and Garino 2001).

According to Venkatraman (2000), Internet strategies range from using e-business as an
information provider to adopting it as a technology platform, and from enhancing customer
service to integrating the physical and digital infrastructure into the provision of a seamless
service. The importance of innovation is emphasised by many writers (Swanson and Ramiller
1997; Cummings and Oldham 1997; Oliva 1998; Hodgetts et al 1999; Swanson 2002).
Kickul and Gundry (2001) explore the changes in managerial roles and practices in the e-
business environment, including the need for a diversity of people to channel creative
assessment of e-commerce opportunities. The opportunity to tap into this diversity to foster
innovation and organisational change has been noted by other authors (e.g. Amabile 1998;
Cummings and Oldham 1997; Woodman et al. 1993).

In terms of prescriptions, Kickul and Gundry (2001) advocate the development of innovative
internal management relationships through the employment of unusual and creative ways to
recruit, retain and reward employees. They also advocate the formation of innovative
relationships with key suppliers, customers and competitors (see also Morino 1999). Kelley
and Rice (1999 in Kickul and Gundry 2001) found that the rate of alliance and inter-firm
formation was directly related to the speed of new product introductions in new firms. El
Sawy et al. (1999) argue that organisations should consider innovative enterprise architectures

and IT infrastructures.
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The design of websites and its impact on consumer behaviour remains an important research
area (Moe and Fader 2001; McKinney et al 2002; Winter et al 2003) as does the adoption of
e-business by SMEs (Brown & Lockett 2004). Within both B2C and B2B markets, the notion
of trust is becoming increasingly important (Van der Heijden et al. 2003). Worries also

remain concerning individual rights, legal safeguards and privacy.

At the time of writing, e-business encompasses ‘something old and something new’ (Daniel
and Wilson 2003; Clegg et al. 2004). In other words, although e-business can bring about
new and enhanced business capabilities, traditional concerns of business, organisational,
human, and technological issues are equally pertinent. According to some writers ‘best
practice’ entails certain dynamic capabilities, which roughly equate to “simple, experiential,
and iterative approaches” (Daniel and Wilson 2003, p. 282). Zhu et al (2004) find that
technology competence, firm size and scope and levels of competitive pressure are the key

adoption drivers in e-business.

Nevertheless, it is likely that most organisations will face significant organisational changes
due to e-business, if they have not already done so. In particular, changes will be much more
complex and difficult for large organisations and yet there is very little in the literature on e-
business and organisational change (c.f. Sauer and Yetton 1997; Galliers and Newell 2001;
Chatterjee et al. 2002; Butler 2003). Hence, this research addresses the challenges in
assimilating e-business in large established organisations. By itself, technology is without
value; it is up to the business to adopt organisational changes to complement the technology.
However, before considering major organisational changes, it is pertinent to consider e-
business as ‘just’ another information system that needs to be implemented. Thus, I will

briefly review the information systems implementation literature.

2.6 Information Systems Implementation

During the 1970s, an increasing number of information systems ran into difficulties during
implementation, not for technical reasons but due to organisational and social problems,
typically manifested as some form of resistance to change by potential users. While most IS
practitioners focused their attention on ways of improving the reliability and accuracy of the
underlying code (through, for example, the development of software engineering principles)
and the management of unwieldy development projects (through improved project

management techniques) little attention had been paid to the users. The latter, faced with
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radical changes to their jobs and working environment from the new technology, proved to be

not as malleable as the technology.

In order to address these problems, various researchers started work in this area, which
became known at the time as implementation research (now — social and organisational
issues) and formed the focus for the IFIP Working Group TC8.2. It was realised that the
implementation of information systems often involved a significant organisational change as
the structure, processes, skills and knowledge base of the organisation had to change to
accommodate the new technology (Lucas 1975). This was organisational change induced by
the implementation of the technology and in order to find appropriate theories and
explanations for this resistance, researchers largely looked in the organisational change
literature from organisational behaviour. The relationship between the two fields remains very
strong (Robey and Boudreau 1999; Dewett and Jones 2001; Orlikowski 2001).

Much of the early implementation research focused on various aspects of the organisational
context into which the information system was being implemented. Organisational politics
were frequently cited as a problem (e.g. Keen 1981; Markus 1983; Franz & Robey 1984).
Bardach (1977) outlined counter-implementation strategies used by users to delay or derail IS
projects while Keen (1981) responded with a range of counter-counter-implementation
strategies designed to force the project through. Markus (1983) found three basic causes of
resistance: the internal psychological factors of the users, poor system design, and the
interaction between the system and the users. Researchers became aware (e.g. Knights and
Murray 1994) that, rather than being an unfortunate problem that crops up occasionally,
organisational politics is an inescapable part of organisational reality. Politics is an important
part of the construction, negotiation and reappraisal of self, collective, and organisational
interests through which the fragile reality of an organisation is sustained, reproduced, and

changed.

The relationship between the technology (and the developers) and the users (the rest of the
organisation) was also examined in structural terms (Scott Morton 1991; Ferioli and
Magliarese 1996; Truex et al. 1999; DeCanio et al. 2000; Peppard 2001; Schwarz 2002).
Failures could thus be attributed to a mismatch between the new system and the existing
organisational structure. Markus and Robey (1988) distinguish between IT structure driving
organisational structure, organisational structure driving the structure of IT systems, and an
interdependent emergent process. Much of the structure debate hinges on the concept of

centralisation and decentralisation of both activity and decision-making (King 1983). This
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became particularly relevant with the onset of end-user computing in the 1980s, when users
began to purchase and develop their own systems relatively independently of the IS function
(Gerrity & Rockart 1986). George and King (1991) argue that rather than IT causing either
increased centralisation or decentralisation, the relationship is filtered through an

organisation’s history, context, and power structure.

Nonetheless, IT has been hailed as an important tool in changing traditional control and
coordination processes in complex pan-national organisations (Finnegan and Longaigh 2002;
DeCanio et al. 2000), as IT helps such organisations overcome barriers to the exchange of
information among spatially and temporally separated entities. In addition, IT has facilitated
tighter central control and a depersonalization of coordination mechanisms in these large

multi-national corporations (Finnegan and Longaigh 2002).

With the growth of profit and cost centres and other sophisticated management accounting
practices, the relationship between the IT function and users is no longer solely political or
structural. It also has a financial aspect, depending upon the type of chargeback system
employed (i.e. how to bill user departments for IT products and services) (Drury 1982). This
does not just concern the amount (if any) charged, but also the extent to which user
departments can negotiate the charges or shop elsewhere, that changes the nature of the

relationship (Ross et al. 1999).

An alternative way of regarding the often tortured relationship with users was in terms of
organisational culture, where this is understood as a collection of beliefs, behavioural norms
and myths, based on a shared history. The troublesome gap between the information systems
function and the rest of the business has been well documented (e.g. Taylor-Cummings 1998;
Peppard 2001; Sabherwal and Chan 2001; Willcoxson and Chatam 2004) and has often been
attributed to different cultures (Schein 1992; Ward & Peppard 1996; Schoenberger 1997;
Reich and Benbasat 2000).

Over the years, as the technology became more sophisticated and more institutionalised, the
development of new information systems often became part of a (larger) planned
organisational change, rather than provoking an often unplanned change. Examples of this
trend include the significant visibility of information systems in business process re-
engineering (Hammer 1990) and, more recently, in improved supply chain management
(Strader 1999). A further example of the implementation of sophisticated information

systems as part of a planned organisational change concerns new organisational forms (Fulk
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and DeSanctis 1995). Regardless of IT, the design of an organisation’s structure in order to
deliver optimum control, coordination and efficiency has been a longstanding problem, and
many organisations have used IT to implement network forms of organisation (Dijksterhuis et
al. 1999; Miles and Snow 1992; Rockart and Short 1991) including virtual organisations
(Mowshowitz 1997; Cooper & Muench 2000) and boundaryless organisations (Kickul and
Gundry 2001). Authors such as Drucker (1988) see IT as a strong driver for such
restructuring.

While benefiting organisations, some change initiatives that involved IT were ostensibly
aimed at improving the quality of working life of employees. For example, the notion of
empowerment implies delegating decision-making power to lower-level staff, which in turn
relies on appropriate information systems to supply the information on which to make those
decisions (Psoinos and Smithson 2002). Similarly organisational learning (Argyris & Schon
1978) presupposes an effective mechanism for distributing and sharing knowledge (Argyris
1977). In a similar vein, Zuboff (1988) distinguishes between ‘automating’ and ‘informating’,

where the latter uses IT to supply appropriate information to provide enriched jobs.

In terms of recommendations for practice coming from this research, many of the mainstream
prescriptions seemed a mixture of the ad hoc, common sense, and tactics for winning the
political game (e.g. Ginzberg 1978; Alter 1980; Lucas 1981). For example, Parr et al. (1999)
link IS implementation failure to the lack of an IS champion or change agent, while Ginzberg
et al. (1981) and Kydd (1989) trace it to the shortage of management support. A more
substantive trend was pressure for user participation based on socio-technical principles (Land
1982; Land and Hirschheim 1983; Ives and Olson 1984). Ideas for bridging the gap between
developers and users, and thus aligning the business and IS, have been put forward by many
authors (e.g. Rockart et al. 1996; Feeny and Willcocks 1998; Peppard 2001) but the gap
remains significant in many organisations. Scheepers (2003) identifies five key interrelated
roles in the implementation of an intranet: the technology champion, to initiate the technology
into the organisation; the organisational sponsor, to nurture the infant technology and the
change agents; the intranet coordinator, to engage in organisation-wide coordination; the
intranet developer, for advanced applications of the technology; and finally, the content

provider, to create a critical mass of relevant content.
Currently used mainstream models within IS implementation research include the Technology

Acceptance Model (Davis 1989) and variants of innovation diffusion theory (Rogers 1995;

Swanson and Ramiller 1997; Swanson 2002). Studies based on context remain important
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(Avgerou 2001). However, over the years, many researchers have widened their horizons in
terms of looking for appropriate theories to explain the problems of IS implementation. Some
have adopted institutional theory (Suchman 1995; Avgerou 2000) while others have used
structuration theory (Walsham 1993 & 2002; Scheepers and Damsgaard 1997); actor network
theory (Callon 1986; Latour 1991; Monteiro 2004); critical theory (Howcroft and Trauth
2004); Foucault’s power-knowledge-discourse (Foucault 1977; Orlikowski 1991),
phenomenology (Heidegger 1962; Ciborra 2004); and Habermas’s communicative action
(Habermas 1979; Cecez-Kecmanovic 2001).

After nearly thirty years of studying IS implementation, researchers have built up a significant
body of knowledge, and practitioners have similarly amassed considerable experience in
dealing with these problems, albeit without discovering a ‘magic bullet’ that prevents the
problems reappearing. However, this knowledge and experience are mostly related to the
implementation of individual systems, even though many such systems have been very large

indeed.

Recently, Markus (2004) identified the use of IT for triggering significant organisational
change in high risk, high reward, situations as being a special case, which she termed
‘technochange’ (for technology-driven organisational change). She argues that such situations
need a different type of change management from the traditional project management
approach to IS implementation (or conventional organisational change management). E-
business would seem to fit squarely into this category. I would argue that e-business
implementation, with its tremendous pervasiveness through the whole organisation and along
the supply chains, is a problem of much greater magnitude than conventional IS. Hence, large
e-business initiatives should be considered, not as an isolated information system but as
technology-driven organisational change. It is thus pertinent to turn our attention to the

broader literature on organisational change and relate this to e-business implementation.

2.7 Organisational Change

Organisational change is a long-standing chronic problem that has been studied with various
theoretical lenses. Lewin and Volberda (1999) identify the perspectives of sociology,
economics, and organisational theory.

In sociology, they note the two dominant views:

® population ecology (Aldrich and Pfeffer 1976)
o institutional theories (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 1991)
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From the economics lens, there are many approaches:

industrial organisation (Porter 1980, 1985)
transaction costs economics (Williamson 1975; 1996)
behavioural theory of the firm (Cyert and March 1963)
evolutionary theory (Nelson and Winter 1982)
resource-based theory (Teece et al. 1993; 1997)

Lastly, from the organisational theory lens:

e contingency theory (Burns and Stalker 1961)

e managerial/strategic choice (Child 1972; Mintzberg 1979)

e life cycle and punctuated equilibrium (Tushman and Romanelli 1985)
Certain views are more inclined towards the role of managerial intentionality in organisational
change, such as industrial organisation, behavioural theory of the firm, and strategic choice.
Conversely, other angles, such as population ecology, institutionalism, and, to some extent,
evolutionary theories, reject the ability of organisations to self-consciously change themselves
significantly. Many of these single lens approaches tend to focus on a particular aspect of the

problem, offering little assistance in combining multiple lenses.

Evidently, there are many angles from which to study organisational change and to
comprehensively capture all of them in this review is impractical. For the sake of clarity, I
follow the structure of a recent review by Armenakis and Bedeian (1999). They identify three
overarching research themes that are common to all organisational change efforts: content,
context and process (c.f. Pettigrew 1985; Walsham 1993). They also add a fourth theme, the
nature of criterion variables, which relates to the assessment of change outcomes. I have
commented above on the problem of evaluation in both e-business and information systems
and consider this area outside the scope of this research. This section is thus organised around

the following three themes:

Content issues - the substance of organisational change (i.e. the “what” of change)
e Context issues - conditions in an organisation’s external and internal environments
(i.e. the “why”, “where”, or “target of change”)
e Process issues - actions undertaken during the execution of an intended change (the
“how” of change)
Within each theme, only the more significant or recent contributions from organisational
behaviour are reviewed together with relevant issues from e-business. This is then followed

by a discussion of the merits and drawbacks of each theme.
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2.7.1 Content Issues

According to Armenakis and Bedeian (1999), this theme refers to the substance of the change,
or the ‘what’ that is being changed. They focus on the two models described below and refer

to Burke (1994) for a review of earlier models.

Burke and Litwin (1992) attempt to predict organisational performance through a 150-item
diagnostic model. They explicitly distinguish transformation and transactional elements,
which require long-term and short-term attention respectively. Transformational elements
require new employee behaviour as a consequence of environmental pressures. These include
leadership, culture, mission and strategy. By contrast, transactional factors focus on the
psychological and organisational variables (e.g. management practices, structure, systems and

individual skills/abilities) that influence the everyday motivation and performance of staff.

Vollman’s (1996) model of the so-called transformation imperative illustrates the magnitude
of the change process through an eight-by-six matrix specifying the myriad considerations
involved in a change effort. The rows of the matrix consist of strategic intent, competencies,
processes (and their measurement), resources, outputs, strategic responses, challenges, and
learning capacity. These are set against six columns: three related to organisational
dimensions (culture, configuration (i.e. structure) and coordination) and three related to
organisational resources (people, information and technology). An analysis of columns

against rows is intended to reveal the magnitude and linkage of a proposed transformation.

Both these models aim to define an organisation’s overall character, mission, and direction,
and both are comprehensive and appropriate for conducting organisational diagnoses. Their
comprehensiveness, in terms of scope, fits nicely with the pervasive character of e-business. I
would argue that e-business has both the transformation and transactional elements of Burke
and Litwin’s model and most of the 48 cells of Vollman’s model are relevant to e-business.
Examples from the e-business literature include the involvement of both senior and middle
management, training and awareness (Chan and Swatman 1999) and the need for technical
knowledge (Nambisan and Wang 2000).

In a slightly different vein, Corbitt (1997) discusses uncertainty and equivocality in the
context of e-business implementation, where uncertainty refers to “the absence of
information” (Corbitt 2000, p.120) and equivocality refers to the “existence of ambiguity and

the existence of multiple, conflicting interpretations about a given organisational situation”
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(Corbitt 2000, p. 120). The resolution of uncertainty requires e-business managers and users
to be equipped with appropriate knowledge, while the resolution of equivocality requires
discussions so that the stakeholders can agree on a common interpretation. For example,
equivocality from management, demonstrated by a lack of commitment to e-business,
combined with pressures from the environment, can intensify uncertainty and negatively

affect e-business initiatives.

2.7.1.1 Criticisms

This type of analysis, like any type of factor-based analysis, is attractive as it posits a simple
causality, open to the use of straightforward surveys and the statistical testing of relationships
between variables, leading to a simple model of adoption that can be readily translated into
practical guidelines (Kurnia and Johnston 2000). Although a list of elements/factors can
provide useful insights, the sheer number of possible factors, and the complexity of their
interactions in real situations, limits the usefulness of this approach (Tornatzky and Fleischer
1990; Damsgaard and Lyytinen 1998). While this approach recognises the human and social
aspects of implementation, it has a rather static feel to it, with no consideration of the
dynamics of the process of implementation (Walsham 1993). It assumes that the same state
remains throughout implementation and that organisations are passive victims of technology,
their own limited capability, and their external environment. In other words, there is no notion

of emergence.

Attempts to address some of these concerns can be found in the process themes discussed
below but, before addressing these themes, I will turn to an examination of contextual

research.

2.7.2 Contextual Issues

As noted above, contextual research gives pre-eminence to the role of the environment in
enabling and constraining change initiatives. However, Walsham and Waema (1994) note that
content “can be regarded as an aspect of the organisational context at any particular instant”
(p.153) and so the distinction between content and context is not always easy to maintain, as
they are very interlinked: the context feeds into the content of change and the content attempts

to change the context.

The context is traditionally divided into ‘inner’ (the organisation) and ‘outer’ (the industry or

region) and concerns the conditions existing within these environments. The scope of the
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inner environment depends upon the scope of the change itself; i.e. small-scale changes take
place within a single department while large scale changes demand the consideration of the
whole organisation or industry as a context. Thus inner conditions typically include the
organisational structure, politics, and culture, while external conditions include governmental

regulations, technological advances, and forces that shape marketplace competition.

The following review concentrates primarily on the internal organisational environment,
which is more aligned to the scope of this research. My main themes comprise:
organisational shape and size (i.e. structure); power and politics, and culture. It is important
to note, however, that these three themes are very interrelated and are only separated for

descriptive clarity.

2.7.2.1 Size and Shape of Organisations

Organisational size and shape, also referred to as organisational structure, is a long-standing,
chronic problem (Taylor 1911; Fayol 1984 [1949]; Rapert and Wren 1998) especially for
large corporations. The need to ‘arrange’ thousands of managers and employees, often split
between numerous locations and functions across the world, in an effective and cost-efficient
fashion is a non-trivial problem (Applegate 1994). Traditional hierarchies, especially
‘machine bureaucracies’ (Mintzberg 1979) suffer from inherent rigidity while divisionalised
forms can be suboptimal and matrix organisations tend to be over-complex with built-in
conflict (Mintzberg 1980; Applegate 1994; Harris and Raviv 2002). Furthermore, through
natural evolution and change, the actual structure of an organisation may be different from the
most recently produced formal organisation chart (Leifer 1989). Organisations have
experimented with ‘adhocracies’ (Mintzberg 1983) and other new organisational forms (see
above) but organisational structure remains a problem, especially for large organisations. In
addition to the serious problems of coordinating and controlling large organisations that span
the globe, there are considerable pressures on firms to grow in order to realise economies of

scale and to develop internal resources, as well as to increase market power and profits.

A popular growth strategy is through mergers and acquisitions (Inkpen 2000) pursued for
financial, managerial or even psychological (on the part of senior managers) motives
(Houghton et al. 2003). However, despite the potential, many such mergers and acquisitions
fail to achieve that potential (Kode et al. 2003; Vermeulen and Barkema 2001). Houghton et
al. (2003) note the prevalence of a reduced fit with the acquiring organisation and top

management in acquired firms developing a crisis management attitude. The concept of
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cultural compatibility in the merger and acquisitions process is often discussed in terms of
acculturation (i.e. “the merging of two distinct or autonomous cultures as the result of
prolonged contact” - Houghton et al. 2003, p.102). Acculturation represents the dynamic
interaction/contention between cultural differentiation (i.e. the desire to maintain a separate
and distinct cultural identity) and organisational integration (i.e. the need for the two
organisations to work effectively together). When these forces are of equal and significant
strength, acculturative conflict occurs (i.e. employees of the acquired firm attempt to maintain
their distinct cultural identity despite the need for integration) and is likely to lead to declining

organisation performance over time (Houghton et al. 2003; Elsass and Veiga 1994).

An alternative to mergers and acquisitions for increasing size, competence and resources, is
some form of temporary strategic alliance or joint venture (Johnstone & Lawrence 1988;
Kanter 1992; Child 2002). Broadly defined, strategic alliances or joint ventures refer to
“interfirm cooperative arrangements aimed at pursuing mutual strategic objectives” (Das and
Teng 2000, p. 77). Such a strategy is less risky and burdensome in financial terms, although
the temporary nature can produce unwanted uncertainty. Various researchers (e.g. Buchel
2003; Schuler 2001; Pearce 2001) have discussed the problems inherent in such strategies,
ranging from ambiguity in the roles and capabilities of the partners to changes in the market.
Despite the attractions of joint ventures in strategic, economic and technological terms, they
also constitute a social, psychological and emotional phenomenon (Tallman and Shenkar
1994; Peng 2002) similar to mergers and acquisitions, and require significant relationship

skills from managers.

Where the perceived problem is a shortage of specialist expertise, a widely used alternative
strategy is the use of external consultants (Bloomfield and Danieli 1995; Sturdy 1997). While
apparently much less expensive than appointing permanent experts to the staff, the use of
such consultants is not problem-free (Caulkin 1997; The Economist 1997; Shapiro et al.
1993); for example, “the jibe that a consultant is someone who borrows your watch to tell you
the time” (Jones 2003). Successful consulting relationships require clarity, commitment and

professionalism on both sides (Ozley and Armenakis 2000).

The arrival of e-business, with its multi-disciplinary nature and organisational pervasiveness,
represents a fresh jolt to the problem of organisational structure (Afuah 2003). Some authors
suggest that radical innovations (Anderson and Tushman 1990; Christensen 1997) cannot be
developed within existing organisation structures (Christensen 1997) because the uncertainty

and competence destruction inherent in such innovations tend to strengthen inertia and
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resistance. Yet, separating the innovating units can hinder them from making use of valuable
resources and capabilities in existing organisations. So, other authors suggest that firms can
and should be able to innovate within existing organisational structures (Brown and
Eisenhardt 1997; Iansiti 1997). While some large companies have spun-off the e-business
division or created completely autonomous innovating units, others have followed a more
integrated approach Chavez and Leiter 2000; Westerman 2002). The need for e-business
expertise has led many organisations to enter into strategic alliances and joint ventures, as

well as the extensive employment of consultants.

Lynn et al. (1999) found that smaller companies took advantage of their flexibility to make
more use of new media, such as the Internet, for contacting their customers. This greater
flexibility stems from simpler processes, structures, and systems, despite their limited
resources, compared to larger firms (Chang and Powell 1998; Pollard and Hayne 1998;
Keeling et al. 2000). Daniel and Grimshaw (2002), found that smaller companies adopted e-
business for responding to competitors, providing enhanced customer services, and improving
relations with suppliers, while larger businesses sought operational efficiency through e-

business.

2.7.2.2 Power and Politics

A common definition of politics in the (especially older) management literature is the
unsanctioned or illegitimate use of power to achieve unsanctioned or illegitimate ends
(Mintzberg 1983; Mayes and Allen 1977; Gandz and Murray 1980; Enz 1988). It implies that
this use of power is dysfunctional and aimed at thwarting initiatives intended to benefit the
organisation for the sake of self-interest (Hardy and Clegg 1996). Gandz and Murray (1980)
see organisational politics as subverting formal organisational goals, as well as being
associated with conflict. This view is echoed by many writers (Pfeffer 1981; Pettigrew 1973).
In many cases, disruptive political behaviour is a consequence of previous exercises of power
that have failed to secure the appropriate support from others. Grievances may then be
expressed by individuals or groups through denying consent and resisting official goals of the
organisation. However, as I noted above, Knights and Murray (1994), amongst others, argue
that politics is the norm within organisational life, rather than the exception, and should be
regarded accordingly. I would subscribe to the latter view. In either case, organisational
politics takes place within a strongly delimited set of conditions that include formal and

informal rules and accepted customs.

Power and politics are typically enacted through (and influenced by) the organisational
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structure, which is the normal basis of decision-making and resource allocation power.
Organisations need to maintain a continuously shifting balance between conflicting pressures
to centralise and to decentralise, and between the attractions of concentrating specialist
functions together as opposed to facilitating cross-functional coordination. The maintenance
of product (or brand) and project organisations, as well as regional (geographical) structures
adds a further dimension to the problem (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1995). It is hard to combine
flexibility (to today’s changing markets) with cost minimisation (Ferioli and Migliarese
1996).

Those in favour of decentralisation received a boost in the early 1990s through the
empowerment movement (Wilkinson 1998). Psoinos and Smithson (2002) define
empowerment “as the decentralisation of decision-making authority”. Like other such trends
at the time, empowerment was sometimes little more than management rhetoric for removing
a layer of lower/middle management and giving the employees increased responsibility and
workload with little extra reward. As Argyris (1998) aptly comments, empowerment is a goal
which organisations can work towards and approximate but may never quite reach. He
asserts that empowerment still remains an ‘illusion’ and that its failed fruition is attributed to
traditional management systems and their contradictions with the empowerment philosophy
(e.g. to rhetorically empower but unable or unwilling to relinquish control) and to change
programmes that were meant to introduce empowerment but that instead amplified these

contradictions.

E-business, with its perceived importance and pervasive potential, represents a new piece of
territory ‘up for grabs’ and thus open for political squabbles. It is liable to affect the
distribution of resources and the centralisation/decentralisation of decision-making power. It
also conceivably renews the potential for empowerment (Duane and Finnegan 2003), through
increased information dissemination, communication, integration and collaboration (Coates
2001) — ideally, equipping employees with information necessary to make decisions.
According to Ash and Burn (2001) successful e-business implementation requires employee
empowerment, in addition to knowledge management, relationship building, and learning
capacity. Dhaliwal (2001) argues that large organisations should nurture ‘“electronic
commerce intrapreneurship” (i.e. corporate entrepreneurship within IT units to promote e-
business) to reduce established firms’ tendency to stick with the familiar and delay/resist full-
fledged commitment in the face of uncertainty (Day and Schoemaker 2000). However, the
technology could equally be used as a control mechanism to monitor employees and

centralise decision making (Psoinos et al. 2000). Thus, e-business implementation confronts
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both the managerial and technical contradictions arising from the illusions and goals of

empowerment.

2.7.2.3 Culture

Although anthropologists have studied societal cultures for more than a century, interest in
taking a cultural perspective on organisations surfaced mainly in the late 1970s and early
1980s. Although several studies of organisational culture pre-date this period (e.g. Selznik
1957; Crozier 1964; Clark 1972), there was a burst of popular interest in new models of
organising and managing, and accompanying it, a rebirth of managerial interest in corporate

culture, partly inspired by the apparent success of Japanese organisational culture.

Five different themes of culture in organisational behaviour research are identified by
Smircich (1983a): cross-cultural (or comparative) management, corporate culture,
organisational cognition, organisational symbolism, and unconscious processes and
organisation. In the first two streams, culture is viewed as a critical variable, something an
organisation Aas, and researchers are concerned with establishing its relationship with other
variables to help organisations manage their culture. In the last three streams, culture is a root
metaphor for organisation (c.f. Morgan 1986 - organisations as cultures), something an
organisation is, and researchers see it as an epistemological device with which to frame the

study of organisation as a social phenomenon in a broadly interpretive discourse.

Moore (2000) suggests that e-business has its own distinctive ‘e-culture’. He argues that this
distinctiveness grew from the increased speed of operations, its global reach, its dynamic and
responsive strategy to new business models, its 24-7 environment, its technological
awareness, and its integration with partners along the entire value chain. E-business seemed
to necessitate a new breed of IT/business people (Moore 2000; Kanter 2001). With its roots
in the anarchism of the early Internet culture, e-business culture differs from traditional IT
(which is more engineering based). The initial ‘e-business culture’ was dynamic but unstable,
based around a new technology with significant but uncertain implications. Arguably, in most
organisations, this culture has not yet been reinforced and institutionalised like other IT or
business functions; there is therefore a potentially problematic culture gap with the traditional

parts of the business.
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2.7.2.4 Criticisms

Contextual research is highly insightful in that it systematically considers the variations in the
organisational (and broader) context in which organisational change takes place. The above
contextual themes of organisational topology, power and politics, and culture are intricately
interrelated. For example, the creation of a joint venture may resolve the problem of
increasing organisational size, compared to an acquisition, but it can lead to problems in the
distribution of resources and complicate cultural problems. This interrelatedness in itself

demonstrates the significance of context in the organisational environment.

Nonetheless, contextual analysis can fall into a uni-directional trap by allowing the context to
enable and constrain actions but neglecting the potential of human actions to change the
context. In essence, the contextual epistemology fits within the structuralist notion, which
emphasises the predominant influence of social structures on social phenomena. Attempts at
addressing the role of human actions in enabling change will be discussed next under process

research, which gives primacy to human action in influencing social phenomena.

2.7.3 Process Issues

The process theme generally addresses actions undertaken during the enactment of an
intended change (Dawson 1997). Such actions take place at the level of the external
environment, firm and individual. Process designs generally use longitudinal or repeated
measures in order to explain how a process, such as implementation, unfolds over time and is

guided and affected by changes in related variables (Markus and Robey 1988).

2.7.3.1 Phases in Implementing Change

Research into the change process largely stems from Lewin’s (1947) seminal work, which
depicts a multi-phase model (i.e. unfreezing, moving and freezing) through which change
agents progress as they implement change. However, this model seems unrealistic in a
turbulent environment with almost continuous change, both to the system under review and
collateral changes. The following section is based on Armenakis and Bedeian’s (1999)
review of recent process models in organisational behaviour; firstly, models for change agents
to achieve change and, secondly, models for understanding change recipients’ response to

" change.

A typical example of a 1990s model is Kotter’s (1995) eight step model:
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1. “establishing a sense of urgency by relating external environmental realities to real
and potential crises and opportunities facing an organisation;
ii.  forming a powerful coalition of individuals who embrace the need for change and
who can rally others to support the effort;
iil.  creating a vision to accomplish the desired end-result;
iv.  communicating the vision through numerous communication channels;
v.  empowering others to act on the vision by changing structures, systems, policies, and
procedures in ways that will facilitate implementation;
vi.  planning for and creating short-term wins by publicising success, thereby building
momentum for continued change;
vii.  consolidating improvements and changing other structures, systems procedures, and
policies that aren’t consistent with the vision; and
viii.  institutionalising the new approaches by publicising the connection between the
change effort and organisational success.” (Armenakis and Bedeian 1999, p. 301)
A similar model is that of Judson (1991), while another attempt to offer guidelines for
successfully implementing change is Galpin’s (1996) nine ‘wedges’ of a wheel model, which

focuses more on generating and implementing recommendations.

Armenakis et al. (1999) articulate a model that emphasises the need to convert the change

constituencies into change proponents. Their model comprises five components:

i.  “discrepancy (i.e. we need to change);
ii.  self-efficacy (i.e. we have the capability to successfully change);
iii.  personal valence (i.e. it is in our best interest to change);
iv.  principal support (i.e. those affected are behind the change); and
v.  appropriateness (i.e. the desired change is the right one for the focal organisation)”
(Armenakis and Bedeian 1999, p. 302).
In general, the above process models consider either one or both of two broad aspects of the
change process: (1) creating readiness for change so that resistance is minimised and (2)
facilitating the adoption and institutionalisation of the desired change. The operational

mechanism underlying both change aspects is to convey the change message.

2.7.3.2  Stages in Understanding Change

Besides studying the change process from the change agents’ perspective, another approach is
to examine this process from the change targets’ perspective. Isabella (1990) proposes a
model of how organisational members interpret events as change initiatives develop. The
model offers four stages: (a) anticipation — the assembly of rumours and tidbits of
information by individuals into a construed reality; (b) confirmation - the standardisation of
events into a conventional frame of reference used to establish logical associations reflecting
understandings that have seemingly worked in the past; (¢) culmination — the contemplation

of results from a comparison of conditions before and after an event, at which time managers
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amend their frame of reference to include new information and omit invalid information; and
(d) aftermath — the review and evaluation of the consequences of change by focal managers.
Isabella’s (1990) analysis is useful in understanding resistance to change as it not only
identifies the construed reality of each stage, but also describes the processes that influence

change targets. The model is similar to that of Jaffe et al. (1994)

By examining the potential reactions to change, these models offer guidance regarding the
likely experience and reactions of change targets and offer insight into possible responses by
change agents. For example, if organisational members are inadequately prepared for the

change, then denial and resistance are more likely.

2.7.3.3 Criticisms

The above models are similar to those used within IS implementation. They emphasise the
steps within the change process, based on the assumption that efforts to bypass steps seldom
yield a satisfactory result and that mistakes in any step can slow the implementation efforts

and negate hard-won progress.

These models incorporate some form of on-going process but present a linear perspective of
change and are oriented towards a synoptic account of organisational change (Tsoukas and
Chia 2002). Such accounts view change as an accomplished event whose key features and
variations, and causal antecedents and consequences, need to be explored and described.
They approach change from the outside and take the form of stage models in which the entity
that undergoes change has distinct states at different points in time. They are useful insofar as
they provide snapshots of key dimensions of an organisation at different points in time and

explanations for those trajectories that organisations follow.

However, as Walsham (1993) argues, such a process focus provides a limited view of
organisational change (in particular, the implementation of computer-based information
systems), which involves the complex interaction of stakeholder groups and runs all the way
through strategy development, investment evaluation, and systems development. In addition,
process research has focused on a narrower range of variables than the content approaches.
Supporters of the process approach claim to have found a consistent (albeit indirect)

relationship between the quality of the implementation process and its final success.

Process research does not do justice to the open-ended micro-processes that underlie the

trajectories described; it does not capture the distinguishing features of change — its fluidity,
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pervasiveness, open-endedness, indivisibility, reflexivity, and emergent nature (Tsoukas and
Chia 2002). Change is “the reweaving of actors’ webs of beliefs and habits of action to
accommodate new experiences obtained through interactions” (Tsoukas and Chia 2002,
p.567). Tsoukas and Chia envisage change as inherent in human action and organisations as
sites of continuously evolving human action. Even routines themselves can be a source of
change (Feldman 2000; Pentland and Rueter 1994) and thus change is a continuous process as
actors try to make sense of and act coherently in the world. Furthermore, change often
incorporates improvisation (Orlikowski 1996; Weick 1998) rather than predetermined plans.
In this sense, the pervasiveness and continuity of organisational change can be seen as
organisational “becoming”, while, in another sense, the organisation itself is a secondary
accomplishment. In other words, organisation is “the attempt to order the intrinsic flux of
human action, to channel it towards certain ends by generalising and institutionalising
particular cognitive representations” (Tsoukas and Chia 2002, p.567). At the same time,
organisation is a pattern that is constituted, shaped and emerging from the change itself.
Thus, organisation aims at stemming change, but in the process of doing so, it is generated by
it (Tsoukas and Chia 2002).

Such research gives primacy to human agents and their actions to influence organisational
change without thoroughly considering the role of context in enabling and constraining those

very options open to the human agents.

2.7.4 Concluding Remarks

The above review serves to identify the major strengths and weaknesses of each of the three
organisational change themes. Although content approaches can provide a list of elements
that can offer practical insights, their usefulness is limited in real situations by the sheer
number of possible factors and the complexity of their interactions. Also, content tends to
blur with context. Such approaches have a rather static feel, with little consideration of the
dynamics of the process of change. On the other hand, the process approaches address the
‘static’ failings of content research but tend to present a rather superficial perspective of
change, neglecting the influence of the context. Conversely, the context theme, albeit
valuable in considering the variation in contexts in which organisational change takes place, is
itself a partial viewpoint, placing a heavy emphasis on the structural aspects of change while
discounting human agency. In summary, the content theme lacks an emergent perspective;
the process theme needs to be more ongoing and consider the structural aspects; and the

context theme needs to address human agency. Thus, in order to capture a more
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comprehensive and dynamic understanding of why and how organisations undergo change, a

combination of the themes is required.

Structuration theory (Giddens 1979, 1984) attempts to resolve the fundamental division
within the social sciences between those who place their emphasis on the subjective influence
of human agents and human action on social phenomena and those who place their emphasis
on the exogenous objective influence of the structure of social systems on social phenomena.
He views agency and structure not as independent and conflicting elements, but as a mutually
interacting duality whereby the structure is drawn on in human interactions but, in so doing,
social structures are produced and reproduced. Furthermore, he emphasises that structuration
(i.e. “conditions governing the continuity or transformation of structures, and therefore the
reproduction of social systems”(1984, p.25)) is an ongoing process rather than seeing
structure as a static property of social systems. This complies well with the notion of change
as an ongoing process. Hence, the primary theoretical model of this thesis is based on
structuration theory and is discussed in the following chapter. This theory will be the meta-
theory used in understanding the complex and neglected area of e-business and organisational

change in large established organisations, which this thesis attends to.

2.8 Summary

This chapter reviewed a large amount of literature in the fields of e-business, information
systems implementation and organisational change. The review suggests that e-business,
without being a fully-fledged revolution, is a significant development in current business and
can be viewed as technologically-driven organisational change. However, there are few
studies in the literature that address the introduction of e-business into a large well-established
organisation in such terms of organisational change. Thus there is a significant gap in the

literature.

The review also suggests that information systems implementation remains a thorny problem,
as does organisational change. The organisational behaviour literature concerning
organisational change can be viewed in terms of content, context and process themes but each
theme taken by itself is very limiting. Thus an approach that tries to combine these themes
would be advisable. Such an approach is structuration theory, which is the theory I have
adopted for this study of e-business and organisational change in large established companies

and which I describe in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3: STRUCTURATION THEORY

3.1 Introduction

As discussed at the end of the previous chapter, in order to understand the challenges faced by
large established organisations in assimilating e-business, and the interaction of major new
technologies with existing structures, a meta-theory that provides an emergent perspective and
gives equal emphasis to both human action and structural properties is needed. Any theory
illuminates certain aspects at the expense of others; however, among the various potential
theories, structuration theory seems to provide the closest match to the objectives of this
study. The main plank of this theory is to view human action and structure not as two
independently given sets of phenomena but rather as a duality, whereby structure facilitates
and constrains human agency, but in so doing structure is itself produced and reproduced.
Another fundamental concept is structuration theory’s ongoing perspective, in which
structures are instantiated only in action; otherwise, they persist only as memory traces in
human minds. The structures are drawn on by human agents as they act and interact in
specific time-space settings and are themselves the outcome of those actions and interactions.
This emergent perspective is especially useful in understanding the process of organisational

change.

Other approaches were considered. The phenomenological approach (Introna 1997) seems
too wrapped up in cognitive aspects, rather than structures, while the cybernetic approach
(Flood and Jackson 1988) seems to focus excessively on systems and structures. Other
candidate theories heavily used in information systems research include Circuits of Power
(Clegg 1989), Institutional Theory (DiMaggio and Powell 1991), Actor Network Theory
(Latour 1991, 1999; Callon 1986), and Contextualism (Pettigrew 1985; Walsham 1993).
Circuits of Power provides useful tools for examining power structures but some elements
(e.g. circuit of system integration) require highly detailed empirical research that would
excessively constrain the scope of the study. Institutional Theory offers a solid approach to
explaining long-term structures but is less forthcoming in explicating the sudden dramatic
changes occurring as a result of e-business. In other words, it is more applicable to cases in
which e-business has been institutionalised, to reflect on how it became instituionalised or the
the kind of institution it became. Institutional theory is relatively quiet on agency and is more
focused on the context and the process of instituionalisation. Actor Network Theory offers
the notion of enrolment but seems to lack the cultural aspects relevant to the organisational

change required for the implementation of e-business. It does not fit the excitement, the highs
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and lows of e-business and its application can be somewhat mechanical due to its stages of

enrolment.

Contextualism (Pettigrew 1985; Walsham 1993) describes the interlinked nature of content,
context and process in organisational change. Although the preceeding chapter reveals that
each theme (content, context, process) alone is insufficient and a more comprehensive
theoretical outlook is needed, contextualism only fulfils part of the requirement. Structuration
theory offers a more comprehensive, sophisticated, dynamic, and powerful theory, compared
to contextualism. Not only does structuration theory, as will be clarified below, incorporate
the interlinked nature of content, context and process, it surpasses contextualism through its
notion of duality between structures and agency and its wide range of sophisticated concepts,
including structural dimensions, contradiction and conflict, reflexive monitoring and
unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences. It also incorporates this ongoing
and emergent perspective of change and stability. As such, structuration addresses the

weaknesses of content, context and process themes posed in the Literature Review.

Hence, I decided to use structuration theory, which I describe in more detail below. This
theory focuses on structure as well as process, takes the production of structure via action as
much into account as the enablement/constraint of action from structure, and deals
simultaneously with power, cognition, and legitimacy issues as interrelated aspects of the
process with which organisational change and stability are constituted. While several lines of
theory have been further developed towards a more sophisticated integration of structure and
process as well as different aspects of social life’, they lack some of the balance and

comprehensiveness that structuration theory offers.

Although structuration theory is a meta-theory in which to locate, interpret and illuminate
other approaches, this thesis does not combine it with any of the above theories as one of the
essential contributions of this research is in the operationalisation and application of
structuration theory in the IS field. It is the first time that structuration theory has been
applied at this depth in this e-business and organisational change research area. Evidently,
any theory illuminates certain aspects and is relatively silent on others (Walsham 2002), and
structuration theory is no exception. Nonetheless, it is ontologically strong and enables a

comprehensive, insightful, sophisticated and ongoing and emergent examination of e-business

3 Perhaps more than others, neo-institutional theory has been developed towards an end which is
similar to structuration theory (e.g. Powell and DiMaggio 1991); however, significant differences
remain (Barley and Tolbert 1997). The same applies to most recent advances in (co-)evolutionary
theories (e.g. McKelvey 1997).
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as organisational change, facilitating the analysis of heterogeneous systems of meaning,
power relations and norms, while offering a rich understanding (including history, content,
process and context) and overcomes the decontextualisation of organisational change. As
discussed below, structuration theory lacks a clear step-by-step methodlogy and has been
criticised in its epistemology. Furthermore, it has little to say concerning individual cognitive

processes.

This chapter begins by offering a brief background to structuration theory, followed by a
sketch of Giddens’s (1984) work. Then it examines the application of structuration theory in
information systems and criticises its use within IS. Finally, it concludes with ways in which

the theory can be operationalised in the context of IS.

3.2  Background

Structuration theory emerged as an important development in European sociology in the late
1970s. However, its origins can be traced back, according to Urry (1982), to the notion of the
mutual constitution of society and the individual from Berger and Luckman (1967). Urry
(1982) also identifies several different strands of structurational analysis including the work
of Bourdieu (1977), Bhaskar (1979) and Giddens. Yet, in the IS discipline, only Giddens’s
work has received any significant attention; for this reason, his conception of the theory will
be my primary focus. Note though that this theory is a general theory of social organisation
rather than a theory specific to IS. Moreover, as discussed later, Giddens has never directly
discussed IS issues in his writings. To the extent, however, as Jones (1999) emphasises,
“...that IS are seen as social systems, existing in social and organisational contexts that
influence their development and use, and are also implicated in sustaining and changing these
contexts, then structuration theory offers potentially significant insights on IS phenomena”
(Jones 1999, p.103). Jones offers a comprehensive review of structuration theory and its use

in IS and much of the following discussion builds on his work.

3.3  General Overview of Giddens's Structuration Theory

Structuration theory is set out by Giddens in three main works, New Rules of Sociological
Method (Giddens 1976, second edition 1993), Central Problems in Social Theory (Giddens
1979), and The Constitution of Society (Giddens 1984), and is also discussed in A4
Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (Giddens 1981, second edition 1994). One
of the principal aims of structuration theory is to resolve a fundamental division within social

sciences, between those social theories, such as interpretative sociologies, which place their
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emphasis at the level of human agents and human action to subjectively influence social
phenomena and those, such as structuralism and functionalism, which emphasise the structure
of social systems as having an exogenous objective influence on social phenomena. Giddens
attempts to resolve this agency/structure debate by viewing agency and structure not as
independent and conflicting elements, but as a mutually interacting duality whereby structure
is drawn on in human interactions but, in so doing, social structures are produced and
reproduced. In other words, social structure is seen as being drawn on by human agents in
their actions, while the human actions in social contexts serve to produce and reproduce the
social structure. Social structure is a resource that can be deployed by human agents in their
actions; this structure can be enabling as well as disabling. Hence, at the heart of the theory is
the attempt to treat human action and social structure as a duality rather than a dualism. So
rather than seeing human action taking place within the context of the “outside” constraints of
social structure (a dualism), action and structure are seen as two sides of the same coin or as

two aspects of the same whole (a duality).

This fundamental concept of structuration theory can be further illuminated by a schematic
chart illustrating the analytical dimensions of the duality of structure as shown in Figure 3.3-
1. In this diagram both social structure and human interaction (human actions amongst
people) are broken down into three dimensions and are interlinked by three modalities. The
three dimensions of structure are signification, domination, and legitimation, drawing from
earlier works of Durkheim (1982), Marx (1970), and Weber (1978) respectively. These
dimensions are mediated by the three ‘modalities’ (i.e. the inherent association between
structure and interaction) of interpretative schemes, facilities, and norms. Interpretative
schemes are standardised, shared stocks of knowledge that agents draw on to interpret their
own and others’ behaviour and events in order to achieve meaningful communication (implies
verbal and non-verbal interpretation and communication). Facilities represent agents’ access
to or command over resources (material and human), which are the means through which
intentions are realised, goals are accomplished, and power is exercised. Norms are the rules
and values governing appropriate conduct and therefore articulate, sustain, and sanction
(approve or disapprove) the established normative order. Norms range from deeply
embedded (strongly held) to “normal” day-to-day practices. In my study, which end of the

continuum a particular norm fits into should be clear within the context.
These modalities are drawn upon by actors in their constitution of interaction, but are equally

the media for the reproduction of institutional properties of social systems. Hence, actors

draw upon interpretative schemes in order to make sense of actions; standards of morality in
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order to make judgements, and material and human resources in order to effect desired

outcomes.

Figure 3.3-1 The Duality of Structure (Source: Giddens 1984)
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It is important to note that the separation of these dimensions is simply for analytical
convenience, since they are in practice intimately interlinked. For example, the operation of
norms depends upon power relationships for its effectiveness and is deployed through

symbolic and linguistic devices.

The actor’s communication of interpretative schemes reproduces or challenges the
Weltanschauung (worldview) of a social system, the use of power reproduces or challenges
the mode of domination, and the exercise of moral judgement reproduces or challenges the
order of legitimation. Together, the three modalities provide the macro-micro linkages
between the levels of the organisation and its environment and the level of interpersonal
interaction. As Giddens would describe it, the introduction of the level of modality provides
“the coupling elements” whereby the bracketing of actors’ strategic conduct or the properties
of social systems are “dissolved in favour of an acknowledgement of their interaction” (1984,
p.28). Hence, structuration theory provides a sophisticated relationship between action and
structure. It is concerned with the way in which social practices both contribute to the
production and reproduction of social structures and how these practices are themselves

shaped by those structures.

3.4  Key Issues in Structuration Theory

3.4.1 Duality of Structure

For Giddens (1979), the duality of structure refers to the “essential recursiveness of social life,

56



as constituted in social practices: structure is both medium and outcome of the reproduction of
practices” (p. 69). His emphasis is on structuration as an ongoing and emergent process
rather than structure as a static property of social systems. In order to stress this, Giddens
adopts quite specific and non-standard meanings for certain key terms (1984, p.25):

e Structure: rules and resources, or sets of transformation relations, organised
properties of social systems

e Systems: reproduced relations between actors or collectivities, organised as regular
social practices

e Structuration: as explained above, conditions govermning the continuity or
transformation of structures, and therefore the reproduction of social systems

3.4.1.1 Structure

Structure consists of rules and resources, and exists in a manifest form only when it is
instantiated in action; otherwise, it persists only as memory traces in human minds. Agents
draw upon these rules and resources as they act and interact in specific time-space settings

and these structures are themselves the outcome of those actions and interactions.

Social structures are not material entities. While human beings produce, reinforce and
monitor these structures, they may not always be aware of omnipresent opportunities for
change, as explained by Giddens, due to two types of consciousness: practical and discursive.
The former relates to our ability to act in a knowledgeable way and the latter concerns our
ability to explicitly describe actions and motivations. Giddens emphasises the former since
human beings are seen to be more knowledgeable than "what they can say". However, the line
between discursive and practical consciousness is fluctuating and permeable, both in the
experience of the individual agent and between actors within a given context, as well as
different contexts of social activity. Furthermore, humans cannot determine exactly the way in
which structure is produced and reproduced due to unacknowledged conditions or unintended

consequences of intentional action.

3.4.1.2 Practical and Discursive Knowledge and Unintended Consequences

Giddens regards human agents for the most part as knowledgeable about their actions. This
may include “unconscious sources of cognition” (1979, p.5) as well as discursive levels of
cognition, at which they are able to provide explanations (1984, p.7). This knowledgeability
of social actors does not imply that agents are always in control of action, as Giddens
emphasises the unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences of action. Thus
“the production or constitution of society is a skilled accomplishment of its members, but one

that does not take place under conditions that are either wholly intended or wholly
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comprehended by them” (1993, p.108).

Agents are purposive and knowledgeable. They know a great deal about why they act in the
way they do. In their reflexive monitoring of their own and others’ actions, agents rely on
both their discursive consciousness, which is concerned with being able to explicitly describe
actions and motivations, and practical consciousness, which is the implicit stock of
knowledge about how to act and how to interpret events and the actions of others. Both the
discursive and practical consciousness are influenced, but not overwhelmed, by a primary
need for a sense of security lodged in the agents’ unconscious. However, although many of
the consequences of agents’ behaviour are intended and known, other consequences may be

both unintended and unknown.

Nonetheless, the agent in structuration theory has the capacity to intervene and to thereby
“make a difference” in an ongoing course of social practices, activities and events. Even in
instances in which outcomes are achieved through the actions of others, subordinate agents
maintain at least some minimal capability to “act otherwise” and are thus able to deflect,
resist, or influence the activities of their superiors who depend upon their cooperation.
Giddens refers to this complementarity of relations between subordinate and superior agents,

as the “dialectic of control”.

The above description implies that social action can reproduce existing structure but also
produce new structure. The model of human agency in this theory regards human beings as
being able to monitor their conduct and its results in a reflexive way, which together with the
inevitability of unintended consequences of intentional human conduct, implies that all action
carries within it seeds of change; hence, all actions can both transform as well as reproduce
existing structure. Reflexivity is seen as the “continuous monitoring of action which human
beings display and expect others to display” (Giddens 1984, p.3). This reflexive monitoring
of action depends upon rationalization, whereby actors, routinely and for the most part
without fuss, maintain a continuing ‘theoretical understanding’ of the grounds of their activity
(Giddens 1984, p.5)

3.4.1.3 Agency and Constraint

A number of authors (e.g. Bhaskar 1979) have criticised that structuration theory assumes an
inappropriately voluntaristic view, not mentioning the unacknowledged conditions and
unanticipated consequences of human agency. This criticism comes from Giddens’s

contention that, unless drugged and manhandled by others, human agents always have the
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possibility of doing otherwise. His critics suggest that structural constraints can more than
simply put limits upon the feasible range of options open to an actor in a given circumstance.
For example, they argue that landless peasants at the start of the capitalist era had effectively
only one feasible option if they wished to survive: selling their labour. However, Giddens
(1984) argues that no matter how oppressive and comprehensive (even up to the threat of
death) these constraints are, they carry no weight without the acquiescence of those threatened
with them, in this case the individual’s wish not to die. Hence, the seed of change is present
in every act, which in turn contributes towards the reproduction or transformation of social
life (Giddens 1984).

Other critics question Giddens’s view that social order is produced and reproduced entirely
through individual action. For example, Harré (1983 in Jones 1999) suggests that in well-
ordered institutions, such as monasteries, social rules may dominate social reproduction and
that individual structurational agency is thus insignificant or even absent. Furthermore, some
have also argued that all aspects of structure may not be equally amenable to agency,
implying that there may be a differentiated and limited topography for the exercise of agency
rather than ‘the endless recursive plain’ (Storper 1985 in Jones 1999) or that some structural
constraints may be relatively independent from agency (Layder 1987 in Jones 1999). As has
been noted, Giddens would reject such views due to the distinctive character of structuration;

IS analyses need to be sensitive in using Giddens’s particular perspective.

3.4.1.4 Rules

The particular meaning of rules in this context is subjected to further elaboration (1984, p. 17-
23) in which Giddens distinguishes between rules of social life and formulated rules. The
former are techniques or generalisable procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of
social practices and the latter, such as those of a game or a bureaucracy, are “codified
interpretations of rules rather than rules as such” (1984, p.21). Thus, formal organisational
structure in the traditional sense can be seen as a set of formulated (bureaucratic) rules that
overtly define certain power relations, but can take on various qualities through rules of social
life.

3.4.1.5 Resources
There are two types of resources: allocative resources, which involve “transformative
capacity generating command over objects, goods, or material phenomena”, and authoritative

resources, which involve “transformative capacity generating commands over persons or
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actors” (1984, p.33).

One particular implication of Giddens’s conceptualization of structure relevant to IS research
is that it is a “virtual order of transformative relations...that exists as time-space presence,
only in its instantiations in practices and as memory traces orienting the conduct of
knowledgeable human agents” (1984, p.17). Giddens argues, even in the case of the
apparently material allocative resources such as land, which might seem to have a ‘real
existence’, they only become resources when incorporated within processes of structuration.
The rules and resources constituting structure exist only in the agents’ heads. To speak of
structure as being inscribed or embedded in artefacts is therefore inconsistent with Giddens’s
views, as it fixes one half of the duality in which action and structure are seen to be

inseparably linked.

3.4.1.6 Systems

The social systems, in which structure is recursively implicated, comprise the “situated
activities of human agents, reproduced across time and space” (1984, p.25). Analysing the
structuration of social systems means studying the modes in which such systems (which are
grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated actors who draw upon rules and

resources in the diversity of action contexts) are produced and reproduced in interaction.

34.1.7 Time

Time, for Giddens, consists of three intersecting planes of temporality in every moment of
structuration: durée (i.e. the temporality of daily experience), Heidegerrian dasein (i.e. the
temporality of the life cycle, being-unto-death), and Braudel’s longue durée (i.e. the
temporality of institutions). In this way, structuration ties together the individual and

institutional levels of social practice and points to the recursive nature of social life.

3.4.1.8 Routinisation

The notion of structure being continuously produced and reproduced through action also leads
to another key aspect of structuration, routinisation. As Giddens argues, routine is integral to
the continuity of the personality of the agent as agents derive their ontological security
through their engagement in predictable routines and encounters. Since these encounters are
also constitutive of social institutions, they enable the continuity of social life. In other
words, although structuration theory appears at first sight to be focused on the reproduction of

structure in the mind, the broader social structures within societies are reinforced through

60



routinisation. However, as mentioned earlier, Giddens also emphasises human
knowledgeability and the way in which human beings reflexively monitor their own actions,
those of others, and consequences, both intended and unintended, the latter providing

examples of the basis for social change as well as social stability.

3.4.1.9 Social Integration and System Integration

In addition, relevant to this routinisation is Giddens’s concept of ‘integration’, which can be
understood as involving “reciprocity of practices (of autonomy and dependence) between
actors and collectivities” (1984, p.28). He distinguishes between two types: social integration
and systems integration. The former concerns systemness, in terms of the definition given
above, at the level of face-to-face interaction, and the latter refers to systemness at the level of
relations between social systems or collectivities. Apart from the distinction between micro
and macro spheres of analysis, the mechanisms of system integration presuppose those of
social integration and highlight the significance of space and presence in social relations.
From an IS perspective, this is particularly significant in view of the role of IT in the changing

temporal and spatial character of organisations.

3.5 Structuration Theory in IS

Giddens himself has written very little that discusses IS directly except for a brief reference to
the role of IT in time-space distanciation where he suggests that email and video may
substitute to some extent face-to-face interaction in achieving social integration. However,
there is a particular problem for structurational IS research which is not as prevalent in
organisational research, and that is the material property of technology. Evidently,
technology should not be understood simply as material artefacts only, but all computer-based

IS have some component that has a physical existence.

Nonetheless, many IS researchers have made reference to structuration in their work. Jones
(1999) provides a detailed survey of the main IS contributors and their differing applications

of the theory; a selection of which are discussed next.

Although not explicitly an IS article, Barley’s publication (1986, later extended in Barley
1990) is generally viewed as among the first to address IT using structuration theory. He
examines the introduction of CT scanners into the radiology departments of two hospitals and
how the same equipment resulted in very different organisational outcomes in two nominally

similar environments, arising from the different social process or structuring that occurred in
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each case. His paper traces the relationship between action and structure over time and how
the introduction of the new technology disturbed the process of routinisation at the level of
action, leading to changes in social structure. In essence, he shows how roles and social
networks mediate technology’s ‘structural effects’, arguing that technically driven social
change is likely to be rooted in a technology’s material constraints, but that these must be
transformed into social forces if technology is to have a significant effect on social
organisation. Furthermore, he introduces temporal boundaries (i.e. the start of each phase is
delineated by significant changes in circumstances that led to contextual changes) in the
structuration process, which is utilised below in the analysis chapter. Barley’s application of
structuration theory uses a rather limited version of the theory in its empirical analysis
(Walsham and Han 1991).

Other writers have contributed to the use of structuration theory in IS. Among the most
prolific have been Walsham and Orlikowski. Walsham’s work includes a review of the
application of structuration in IS research (Walsham 1993; Walsham and Han 1991), analyses
of case studies in various domains applying structurational concepts (Walsham 1993;
Walsham and Han 1993), and the use of structuration as a sensitizing device in studies that
employ other analytical approaches (e.g. Walsham and Sahay (1999) applied ANTI). His
1993 work locates structuration within a synthesized analytical framework for the
interpretative study of IS and organisational change. This is used to analyse the linkage
between context and process in multiple case studies of IS strategy, design, and policy
development (Han 1993; Han 1994).

One of Walsham’s latest works (Walsham 2002) finds that a structurational analysis provides
a deeper examination of cross-cultural working in IS than other contemporary studies, which
are mostly dominated by a Hofstede-type analysis. He also brings forth the discussion of
Giddens’s conflict and structural contradiction. Conflict refers to actual struggles between
actors or groups, while contradiction refers to the potential basis for conflict, arising from
“divergent modes of life” within and between social groupings. Contradictions do not
inevitably lead to conflict unless actors feel that the differences affect them negatively and
they are able and motivated to take action of some sort. In effect, Walsham’s emphasis on
structurational concepts of conflict and contradiction resembles certain aspects of resistance
often found within the process-type organisational change literature. Ultimately, such
emphasis on structural contradictions and conflicts is also particularly pertinent to my

research focus of organisational change in large established companies.
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Orlikowski has also contributed by applying structuration theory in a number of different
contexts (e.g. Orlikowski’s (1991) study of CASE tools in a consultancy; Orlikowski et al.’s
(1995) work on electronic mail and conferencing technology in a Japanese R&D project
group; and Orlikowski’s (1995) study of Lotus Notes in two consultancies). Karsten (1995)
also employs elements of structuration in a case study of the implementation of Lotus Notes
in three organisations. Scheepers and Damsgaard (1997) apply structuration theory in four
cases of intranet implementation and highlight the importance of the structures of
signification, domination, and legitimation. They found that the theory lends itself well to
explaining the interaction of actors during implementation but, at the same time, they found it
less powerful in its predictive capability. Orlikowski and Robey (1991) discuss Giddens’s
ideas in the context of a contrast between subjective and objective treatment of IT in IS. Jones
and Nandhakumar (1993) extended this by reflecting on the strengths and limitations of the
theory and its application in empirical research. Orlikowski also applies structuration in the
analysis of genres in organisational communication (Yates and Orlikowski 1992). Her work
has employed structuration to varying degrees, from an explicit framework to a source of

useful concepts.

Among Orlikowski’s most ambitious attempts is employing structurational insights to
develop a model, the structurational model of technology, which explicitly adds a central role
for technology. In this model, “technology is created and changed by human action, yet it is
also used by humans to accomplish some action”. She coins this as the “duality of
technology”; that is, technology is seen as “interpretatively flexible” as technology influences,
and is influenced by, the social and organisational context. This characteristic, she argues, is
neglected in traditional IS, which treats technology largely as a “black box”. However, this
“interpretive flexibility is not infinite”, as it is constrained by the material characteristics of
the technology, the institutional contexts of its design and use, and the power, knowledge and
interests of the relevant actors. Her model depicts the relationships between institutional
properties (i.e. structures of signification, legitimation, and domination), human agents, and
technology. In Figure 3.5-1 arrow ‘a’ depicts the notion that the design, development and use
of technology is a product (or outcome) of human action. This fits with notions of the social
construction of technology (Bijker et al. 1987). Arrow ‘b’ demonstrates how technology acts
as a medium of human action, which facilitates and constrains that action. Arrow ‘c’ shows
the institutional (structural) properties that influence how people interact with technology and,
finally, arrow ‘d’ shows that, in certain cases, the institutional properties may themselves be

influenced by the use of technology by people.
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Figure 3.5-1 The Structurational Model of Technology (Source: Orlikowski 1992)
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However, as Jones (1999) notes, her model of technology does not fit easily with some of the
essential principles of structuration. Although she argues that her model avoids seeing
technology in exclusively material terms and emphasises its social construction, the definition
of technology as material artefact confuses its ontological status. From Giddens’s
perspective, institutional properties are ‘traces in the mind’, which are inseparable from the
human agency with which they are mutually constituted, and the material aspects are

resources only when drawn upon in processes of structuration:

“Some forms of allocative resources (such as raw materials, land, etc.) might seem to
have a ‘real existence’ in a way which I have claimed that structural properties as a
whole do not. In the sense of having a time-space ‘presence’, in a certain way such is
obviously the case. But their ‘materiality’ does not affect the fact that such
phenomena become resources...only when incorporated within processes of
structuration. The transformational character of resources is logically equivalent to,
as well as inherently bound up with the instantiation of, that of codes and normative
sanctions” (Giddens 1984, p.33).
Hence, Orlikowski’s view of technology as material entity not only creates difficulties for the
concept of interpretative flexibility but also suggests that structure may somehow be fixed
into the technology and is separate from agency. This then turns Giddens’s carefully
constructed duality back into a dualism. In her latter paper (Orlikowski 2000), she admits that
having technologies “embody” social structures is problematic from a structurational
perspective because it situates structures within technological artefacts. This is a departure
from Giddens’s view of structures having only a virtual existence that are only instantiated in
activity. Hence, to view structures as embodied in artefacts ascribes a material existence to

structures, which Giddens explicitly denies:

“...a position I want to avoid, in terms of which structure appears as something
‘outside’ or external’ to human action. In my usage, structure is what gives form and
shape to social life, but is not itself that form and shape—nor should ‘give’ be
understood in an active sense here, because structure only exists in and through the
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activities of human agents” (Giddens 1984, p.25).

Furthermore, as Jones (1999) adds, this separation of agency and structure is also apparent
from her model’s sequential view of the relationship between structure and action. Finally,
Orlikowski’s model seems to give undue prominence to technology (Jones 1999) with three
relationships, and only one with a reciprocal relation. In structurational terms, technology, if

considered at all, is but a minor aspect of social practice.

Orlikowski attempts to rectify these criticisms in her “practice lens” model (Orlikowski
2000), which aims to resolve this material issue of technology. This model, which is much
closer to Giddens’s original ideas, suggests that elements of technology (such as stored data
and public display screens), are external to human action once they have been built into a
technology. As inscribed, the properties of a technology constitute neither rules nor resources
and thus cannot be seen as structures. It is only when such technological elements are
routinely mobilised in use that we can say that they “structure” human action. In this way they
become implicated as rules and resources in the constitution of a particular recurrent social
practice. In other words, while a technology can be seen to embody particular symbolic and
material properties, it does not embody ‘structures’, in Giddens’s sense, because structures are
only instantiated in practice. Through regular engagement with a particular technology,
humans interact with (some or all of) the material and symbolic properties of the technology.
Through repeated interaction, certain properties of the technology become implicated in an
ongoing process of structuration, while other properties can be circumvented, changed, or
created. Thus users’ engagement with a technology is recursive—in their recurrent practices,
users shape the technology structure that shapes their use. Hence, technology structures are
not “out there” and external or independent from human agency; rather, they are virtual and

emerging from people’s repeated and situated interaction with particular technologies.

Orlikowski (2000) names these enacted structures of technology ‘technologies-in-practice’.
They are the “sets of rules and resources that are (re)constituted in people’s recurrent
engagement with the technologies at hand”. This is an extension of Giddens’s definition of
structure but with an emphasis on technology. Her model is tailored to the IS field and is
helpful for researchers who want to gain a deeper understanding of the constitutive role of
social practices in the ongoing use and change of technologies in the workplace. In other
words, it is helpful for researchers who want to study the enactment of properties of a
particular technology. However, it is less useful in my study of organisational change

accompanying the implementation of the technology.
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Another ambitious reconstruction of structuration theory to accommodate technology is
DeSanctis and Poole’s (1994) adaptive structuration theory (AST). However, according to
Jones (1999) and other critics, AST bears very little resemblance to Giddens’s ideas and
hence is not discussed in detail here. AST’s view of “structure within technology” and of
technology possessing “spirits”; its identification of other independent “sources of structure”;
and its concept of a dialectic of control between “the group and the technology” and of
groups taking “appropriation moves” for the adoptiong of technology are contrary to

Giddens’s principles.

IS research has also used structuration theory as a meta-theory to “locate, interpret, and
illuminate other approaches” (Walsham and Han 1991). In effect, any theory illuminates
some elements of particular case situations and not others (Walsham 2002). As noted by
Giddens (1984) himself, the use of structuration theory does not preclude the use of other
theories in tandem, depending upon the particular domain of interest. For example, Walsham
and Sahay (1999) draw on actor-network theory (ANT) to analyse elements of a GIS case.
They added ANT as a “more detailed methodological and analytical device”, incorporating
not just an emphasis on “stakeholder groups, on context and process and their linkage, and on
the view of technology as socially-constructed,” but also on novel concepts such as non-
human actors incorporated into actor-networks and the processes of translation and enrolment.
Han (1993) has also examined Kling’s web models and Pettigrew’s contextualism in

structuration terms.

Another use of structuration theory as a meta-theory, in Barrett and Walsham (1995), is as a
means of “focusing research attention on actions, mental models and processes of

reproduction and change” in their analysis of innovation in the Jamaican insurance industry.

This latter use of structuration theory is quite close to the structurationally informed IS
research, in which particular concepts from Giddens’s writings are adopted. Walsham and
Han depict concepts such as practical and discursive consciousness, routinisation, and

unanticipated consequences. In a dialogue, Giddens himself has emphasised,

“...structuration theory can’t be applied en bloc to research problems. It can only be
of some help if the researcher makes use of two or three basic concepts or uses it as a
sensitizing device” (Bryant and Jary 2001, p.230-231).

He asserts that structuration theory is not meant to be a series of generalisations about the
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world. It consists of an array of concepts that “hopefully help us understand the basic logic of

the social sciences and of how we should best analyse human behaviour” (Ibid, p.231).

3.6 Critiques of Structuration Theory in IS

Lack of specificity about technology was the focus of Monteiro and Hanseth’s (1995) critique
of structuration research in the IS field. They argue that ANT, with its explicit commitment
to the equal treatment of technological and human actors is more promising in understanding
the relationships between specific elements of IS and organisational issues. However, they
also concede that this may not be an intrinsic weakness of structuration and may provide a

more appropriate analysis of institutional influences.

Rose and Scheepers (2001) find many problems with structuration theory, despite its ability to
help sensitise and understand the social aspects. They highlight a central reservation (echoed
by other social theorists) concerning the ‘conflation’ (i.e. the problem of reducing structure to
action, or vice versa, and the consequent difficulty of documenting an institution apart from
action) of structure and agency. Archer (1990) argues that conflating structure and agency
weakens their analytical power and that in order to understand why things are the way they
are, it is necessary to maintain the analytical distinction between the ‘parts’ of society and its
‘people’. She bases her argument in the ontological grounding of Realism, in which structure
and agency are phased over different tracts of time (human actions over the short term and
structures enduring), which allows their analytical separation. Rose and Scheepers (2002)
further point out the criticism of Thompson (1989) about Giddens’s conceptualization of
structure as being “loose and abstract in comparison to the structuralist tradition of social
thought, where structure has a much more tangible function in constraining human action”.
Thus, victory is offered to knowledgeable human action while, structures, as pre-constituted
and relatively autonomous or determinant of action, is undermined. This debate is an
ontological one. As mentioned earlier, at the very heart of Giddens’s rationale for
structuration theory is to resolve the fundamental division between functionalist and
interpretivist views, to propose a duality, rather than dualism, between social structure and
action. To criticise that he gives victory to subjectivism is to neglect certain concepts, like

that of routinisation, in his theory.
Another criticism, raised by Stinchcombe (1990), is how the theoretical base explains

historical change. This critique is further developed by Archer (1990), in which structuration

does not offer direct answers to why some social reproductions succeed and become
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institutionalised, while others do not. However, another central theme of Giddens is that of
time. Although social structures are constantly being instantiated, each moment in time is
part of three intersecting planes of temporality: durée, dasein, and longue durée. The latter
constitutes the temporality of institution, and in this way, structuration ties together the

present moment with history and its institutionalised parts.

According to Rose and Scheepers (2001), there are three main problems with structuration
theory:

e inaccessibility of the theory to IS researchers and practitioners

e the absence of specific theories of technology

e Giddens’s own uninterest in the practical uses of his work
These are valid problems. The role of information systems in structuration, which is still
evolving in the IS field, must be better understood. The theory does need to be more
accessible to IS researchers; that is, it needs to be embedded in our discourse rather than that
of social theorists. Orlikowski’s (2000) practice lens model is a valuable effort in that
direction. Furthermore, the theory does operate at a rarefied theoretical level and a bridge is

needed to link the theory to the conduct of empirical research (see also Gregson 1989).

Similarly, Giddens’s focus on the ontological content of social theory and his lack of a
“methodological scalpel” and thus “failure to present a viable epistemology” (Hekman 1990
in Rose and Scheepers 2002), leaves empirical researchers in difficulty. In addition, Rose and
Scheepers highlight Bernstein’s (1989) criticism that structuration theory does not provide
any base for developing a ‘critical’ stance (in the Habermasian sense), that is, for developing
normative models of how things should be, as opposed to how they are. The theory then risks
becoming a ‘categorisation system’ (Turner 1990) for the purpose of analytical comparison

with the world.

In fact, Giddens does show a certain ambivalence towards the application of the theory
although he does provide a ten-point summary of the key features of structuration (1984,

p-281-4) that he argues suggest “guidelines for overall orientation of social research™:

i.  All human beings are knowledgeable agents.
i1.  The knowledgeability of human agents is always bounded on the one hand by the
unconscious and on the other by the unacknowledged conditions/unanticipated
consequences of action.
iii.  The study of day-to-day life is integral to the analysis of the reproduction of
institutionalised practices.
iv.  Routine, psychologically linked to the minimising of unconscious sources of anxiety,
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is the predominant form of day-to-day social activity.

v.  The study of context, or of the contextualisation of interaction, is inherent in the
investigation of social reproduction.

vi.  Social identities, and the position-practice relations associated with them are
‘markers’ in the virtual time-space of structure.

vii.  No unitary meaning can be given to ‘constraint’ in social analysis.
viii.  Among the properties of social systems, structural properties are particularly
important, since they specify overall types of society.

ix.  The study of power cannot be regarded as a second-order consideration in the social
sciences.

X.  There is no mechanism of social organisation or social reproduction identified by
social analysts which lay actors cannot also get to know about and actively
incorporate into what they do.

Giddens in his later work (1989) describes four features of a ‘structurationist programme of
research”; in Giddens (1991, p.311), he simplifies the ten principles of 1984 to just three (i.e.
contextual sensitivity, the complexity of human intentionality, and the subtlety of social
constraint) and mentions four aspects of structuration that are most generally relevant to
social research (i.e. reproduction of practices, dialectic of control, discursive penetration, and
the double hermeneutic); and in Giddens (1983; 1984, chapter 6; and 1991, p. 213-18), he

discusses various attempts by researchers to use structuration in empirical research projects.

At the same time, Giddens often underlines that structuration is not intended as a concrete
research programme (Giddens 1983, p.77; 1990, p.311) and that his principles “are essentially
procedural and do not supply concepts useful for the actual prosecution of research” (Giddens
1990, p.311). He is also critical of those who have attempted to import structuration theory as
a whole into their research, preferring those “in which concepts either from the logical
framework of structuration theory, or other aspects of [his] writings, are used in a sparing and
critical fashion” (Giddens 1991, p213). In fact, another favoured description of the role of
structuration in empirical research is to use its principles as “sensitising devices” or to
“provide an explication of the logic of research into human social activities and cultural

products” (Giddens 1991, p.213).

Hence, as Giddens would agree, structuration theory is best considered as a meta-theory, a
way of thinking about the world, rather than as an empirically testable explanation of social
behaviour. It is a meta-theory in the sense that other theoretical approaches can be related to
it and located within it. It is a meta-theory within which to locate, interpret, and illuminate
other approaches (Walsham 2002). Despite the criticisms above, I would argue that
structuration theory is potentially valuable in carrying out empirical studies in IS

implementation and its interaction with social and organisational structures.
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3.7 Operationalising Structuration Theory in IS

Scheepers and Damsgaard’s (1997) paper analyses how intranet implementations shape and
are shaped by social structures. They view Giddens’s structures of signification as reflecting
the “shared understanding of the function of an information system by a group of people”
(Sheepers and Damsgaard 1997, p.11). They argue that a shared understanding of the
intranet’s function between actors (e.g. management and developers) is essential for
successful implementation. If users fail to perceive the intranet as a useful resource, then
resistance may occur. At a more micro level, users need a shared understanding of the
intranet’s functionality in order to use it effectively for communicating information. In terms
of Giddens’s structures of domination, they highlight the resources allocated (or withheld)
towards intranet implementation, the importance of management support, and management’s
command over actors (developers and users) involved with the intranet. They found a variety
of modes and methods through which domination is exercised in the implementation of
intranets; for example, when management intervene in direct support for the intranet or when
the working group has to “sell” the intranet concept to management to gain their support.
Gaining this support facilitates developers in their actions while at the same time reproducing
the domination structure. Finally, in the case of intranet implementation, structures of
legitimation include aspects such as its justification (e.g. more informed action and
interdepartmental coordination), its conformance to organisational norms and directives
regarding implementation and use (e.g. the information to be included). The existence of
challenges to organisational structures of legitimation is based on contingency factors such as
homogeneity of the organisation, earlier technology introduction, and management traditions
of the company. For example, some intranets start as “skunk work” projects by technical staff

and this may lead to management intervention since they were not previously sanctioned.

Sydow and Windeler (1998) apply structuration theory in their evaluation of interfirm
networks. Similar to Scheepers and Damsgaard (1997), they emphasise the duality aspects of
the theory but unlike Scheepers and Damsgaard, they further elaborate the two sides of the
duality (i.e. the structural and interactional dimensions). They show how structures of
signification enable/restrict agents to make sense of the context they act in and to
communicate this meaning and their views of ongoing practices to others. For example,
network activities between the satellite and hub firm are regulated by formal procedures,

some of which are incorporated into information technology. Agents in the network refer to
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these rules of signification via interpretative schemes and use these interpretative schemes
when communicating with other agents. Next, structures of legitimation, to which the same
agents refer via norms, imply a normative component whereby “those who do not confine
themselves to the procedures, schedules, and priorities agreed upon and inscribed into the
information system will neither be granted access to interorganisational committees nor
rewarded in any other way” (Sydow and Windeler 1998, p.271). Such rules also enable and
constrain agents to act in their own interest as well as that of the network. Finally, structures
of domination, comprise the means of production like knowledge, information technology,
and access to relations with other economic actors. These resources, which agents mobilise to
execute their particular purposes and to which agents refer via facilities, restrict and enhance

the ways in which time and priority rules are followed in the network.

With respect to the interactional dimension, agents exercise power by applying facilities they
have access to contextually and individually: be they allocative (e.g. money, information,
knowledge, means of production) or authoritative (e.g. power over other agents). These
facilities, which are actively selected, combined and used, enable network agents to
powerfully recreate or transform interaction sequences. Hence, the agents’ access and use of
facilities not only reproduces the structures of domination, but they also qualify themselves as
(knowledgeable) agents (i.e. as actors who take into account what happens around them, what
motivates their actions, etc.., even if they cannot acknowledge all the conditions under which
they act or control all the consequences). Next, agents simultaneously communicate in
interaction where they reflexively apply interpretative schemes and draw upon rules of
signification. By referring to these schemes in interaction, agents are able to make accounts,
offer reasons, and give interpretations of behaviour, events, etc., and thereby reproduce the
rules of signification. Finally, agents sanction behaviour, events, etc., by applying norms
which are derived from rules of legitimation and, in their view, are suitable for articulating
and sustaining what they, in a particular interorganisational context, consider right or wrong,
legitimate or illegitimate. However, what is judged as right or wrong (or legitimate or
illegitimate) is not always clear cut, as much depends on the status of the agent or branch in
the network and its access to network resources and its influence in (re-)producing network
rules. In essence, Sydow and Windeler (1998) argue that the reproduction of interfirm
networks is a recursive process which is “constituted in and through interorganisational
practices via the duality of structure” (p. 272). Again, aspects of this analysis of interfirm

networks can be transferred to the context of e-business and organisational change.

In addition to the underlying duality notion of structuration theory, some authors also pinpoint
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specific concepts from structuration theory that can be applied in IS research. For example,
Walsham relates resistance to information systems to structurational concepts of structural
contradiction and its relation to conflict. Structural contradiction refers to a disjunction
between principles of system organisation (e.g. differences in the perception of IT governance
-- centrally or divisionally controlled), while conflict is the real activity arising from the
structural contradictions. In other words, contradictions include divergent modes of life, such
as cultural differences as highlighted in Walsham’s (2002) cross—cultural study of software
production and use. Contradictions may result in conflict when agents feel that they are
adversely affected and are able to take actions. For example, in Walsham’s analysis of a
Jamaica-India software development case, structural contradiction arose from the different
cultural backgrounds. Although the occupational cultures of both teams originated in
software development, the local work cultures were significantly different. The norms of an
Indian software house include high productivity and profitability and the software
development is driven under strict project deadlines. Conversely, the norms of the insurer’s
MIS department in Jamaica involved application development by MIS personnel working
closely with end users with application backlogs seen as being acceptable. This contradiction
led to actual conflict as the participants had the ability to act in support of their perceived
position. The Indian management team recognised their authority to control the project and to
make the rules such as deadlines, while the Jamaican team were able to resist by giving

reasons why more time was needed.

Furthermore, Walsham brings forth Giddens’s emphasis on human knowledgeability and the
way in which human beings reflexively monitor their own actions, those of others, and both
intended and unintended consequences. The latter provides an example of the basis for social
change as well as social stability. If an agent takes action and subsequently views the
unintended consequences as negative, then it is likely that a different action will be taken in
similar circumstances in the future, with a related changed structure in mind. This was
evident in the Jamaica-India case, in that there was increasing recognition by all sides that
cross-cultural issues were important and that they needed to be managed effectively. This
resulted in various actions to mitigate the problems, including the removal of the Indian CEO
and giving increased responsibility to users in the Jamaican MIS group. These actions not
only reflected a pragmatic interest in getting a better job done, but they also embodied the
changed attitudes, or in Giddens’s terms, changed structures in the mind stemming from

agents’ reflexive monitoring, on the part of the Jamaican and Indian participants.

Continuing with the application of human knowledgeability, which is strongly linked to what
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agents are able to “do” rather than what they can say. This distinction, in Giddens’s terms, as
referred earlier, is between practical and discursive consciousness. Drawing a parallel to the
socio-technical school (Mumford 1987), the implication of this for system design and
development is that designers should not merely ask people what they do, but should also
work with them in a direct way over a period of time in order to capture their
knowledgeability. Furthermore, central to socio-technical design is changing what people do
and this, in structuration terminology, involves disrupting the routinisation, which is a key
element in an agent’s sense of security. The implication of this is that organisational change
is more complicated than some system design approaches would imply and that
structurational concepts of knowledgeability, practical and discursive consciousness, and

routinisation could be valuable ways of conceptualizing the basis of organisational change.

Recently, Poole and DeSanctis (2002) also attempt to operationalise structuration theory by
delineating sever interlocking requirements and two modes of analysis. These are expanded

in the following Methodology chapter.

Another IS issue where structuration concepts can be applied concerns IS strategy. Much
strategy literature is prescriptive and based on rather simplistic models whereby strategy is
generated within an organisation (Walsham and Waema 1994). Mintzberg (1978) coined the
term “strategy formation” to depict the emergent nature of this process, grounded in the
realities of organisational life. Strategy formation is particularly aligned to the underlying
tone of structuration theory, where existing structure at both the organisational and societal
levels conditions the actions of individuals concerned in the strategy formation process and
these in turn produce and reproduce structure over time. At the level of action, the
knowledgeability of stakeholders is balanced by the unanticipated consequences of intentional
conduct, which are especially important in strategy. Skilled stakeholders are aware of this
and incorporate reflexive monitoring in the complex process of IS strategy formation. Thus,
structuration theory provides a potential theoretical basis for understanding IS strategy

formation.

Finally, as mentioned earlier, Giddens himself specifically refers to information systems in
the context of information storage permitting time-space distanciation and reproduced
structures of domination and tying together various sorts of resources. The vastly increased
capacity for information storage and retrieval due to advances in computer and
telecommunications technologies permits not only much greater co-ordination of control

across time and space, but also serves as an authoritative resource. This latter fits well with
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Foucault’s (1982) ideas (also supported by Zuboff 1988) of an electronic panopticon, which
describes the phenomenon of increased information and visibility, brought about by
computerised information systems, leading to improved monitoring of work and
corresponding increases in efficiency, but also leading to contentious issues such as
surveillance and control. Information systems are thus critical in the context of time-space
distanciation and in their application as an authoritative resource under structures of

domination in structurational terms.

Evidently, the use of specific structurational concepts in IS needs to be related to the overall
theme of structuration theory. The above examples highlight ways in which authors have
adapted structuration theory in the IS context. The specific way in which this research
operationalises structuration theory continues this work and is further detailed in the

Methodology and Analysis Chapters.

3.8 Summary

This chapter describes the background and key concepts of structuration theory, focusing in
particular on the aspects relevant to this study. It also reviews earlier applications of the
theory in information systems research, showing how other researchers have operationalised

the theory.

I have outlined the main criticisms of structuration theory but I would argue that its strengths
outweigh the weaknesses, especially in the context of the current study, and this justifies my
choice of the theory. The key strength of the theory lies in its emphasis on the inter-linked
nature of human action (including interaction between people) and structure and its provision
of operational concepts such as the three dimensions of structure and interaction via inter-
linking modalities. Its main contribution remains the duality of agency and structure, and the
(partial) operationalisation of appropriate linkage mechanisms. In a longitudinal case study, it
allows not only for a description of the processual nature of the development of information
systems, but also for the mutual unfolding between action and structure. The value of
structuration theory as a meta-theory lies in its subtle view of human society. It is built upon
a synthesis of a large body of earlier literature in social science and enables other approaches,
both theoretical and empirical, to be located within it. Finally, it can be effectively transferred
into the context of e-business and organisational change to provide an insightful method of

analysis.
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Hence, to refine the research area presented in the Literature Review chapter (i.e. to
understand the complex and neglected area of e-business and organisational change in large

established companies), the main research question of this thesis becomes:

How does the introduction of e-business interact with the existing structures of
large established companies? Why does the introduction of e-business pose major
challenges to organisations?
As described in the Literature Review, e-business here represents any business activity where
the key organisational functions take place predominantly on the Internet or other computer

network (Castells 2001). Structures (organisational) are interpreted in Giddens’s terms of

signification, domination, and legitimation.

This main research question captures Giddens’s fundamental conception of duality. The
wording ‘interact’ connotes Giddens’s mutually interacting duality between the human
agents’ attempts in implementing e-business and the existing organisational structures. These
structures can enable/disable the attempts of human agents, yet human agents can also
reproduce/change these structures. The second part of the main research question sharpens

the focus of the first part, by explicitly seeking explanations for the problems.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

4.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present the research paradigm underlying this thesis, the
research strategy, the selection of case study organisation, the research scope, and the research

techniques. The chapter ends with a discussion of data analysis and presentation.

The research paradigm underpinning this thesis originates in the interpretive tradition. This
entails a subjective epistemology and the ontological belief that reality is socially constructed.
The research strategy adopted is a single embedded in-depth case study of a large established
automotive company. Fieldwork began as part of my Masters programme in the summer of
2000 and continued more intensively and extensively as part of my doctoral research, from
August 2001 to January 2003. The research techniques applied are those traditionally
associated with interpretive qualitative case study research in information systems: the

inspection of documentation, observation, and semi-structured interviews.

This chapter is divided into five main sections. First, it examines the interpretive research
paradigm and this paradigm’s linkage to structurational research. Second, it discusses the
research strategy, incorporating the assumptions and characteristics of case studies and the
selection of the organisation. Third, it presents the research techniques used and examines
more deeply the range of respondents, the rapport building process, and the design of
interview schedules. Fourth, it discusses the steps undertaken for qualitative data analysis,
including data preparation, coding, and interpretation. Fifth, it outlines the narrative structure

and the voice of descriptive realism applied to the presentation of my findings.

4.2  Research Paradigm

The design of a study begins with the selection of a topic and a paradigm. Paradigms, in the
human and social sciences, enable us to understand phenomena. They serve to advance our
assumptions about the social world, about how research should be executed, and about what
constitutes legitimate problems, solutions, and criteria of ‘proof’ (Creswell 1994, p.1).
Consequently, each paradigm implies certain ontologies®, epistemologies®, theories, and

methods.

* Ontology refers to the underlying assumptions made about phenomena under study (i.e. theories of
reality (Cornford and Smithson 2004).
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In information systems, three paradigms dominate our field. They are the positivist, critical,
and interpretive (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; Myers 2004; Flynn and Gregory 2004),
otherwise classified by Guba and Lincoln (1989) as conventional, critical and constructivist,

respectively.

A positivist paradigm implies the belief that, ontologically, reality exists objectively and
independently from human experience. Epistemologically, “positivists are concerned with the
hypothetic-deductive testability of theories” (Chen and Hirschheim 2004, p.201) and maintain
that “scientific knowledge should allow verification or falsification and seek generalisable
results” (Chen and Hirschheim 2004, p.201). Consequently, a causal relationship is usually
displayed and a tight coupling among explanation, prediction and control is exhibited
(Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). Methodologically, positivists assert that in order to test
hypothetic-deductive theory, researchers need to adopt a value-free position and employ
objective measurement to collect evidence. Typical positivist methods include quantitative
surveys, laboratory experiments, field experiments, forecasting, and simulation (Galliers
1991).

In contrast, within a critical paradigm, researchers believe at an ontological level that society
is grounded on certain deep-seated structural faults that need to be explored (Orlikowski and
Baroudi 1991; Ngwenyama and Lee 1997; Cornford and Smithson 2004; Howcroft and
Trauth 2004). Epistemologically, critical researchers strive “to critically evaluate and
transform the social reality under investigation” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, p.19), while
positivist researchers are content to predict the status quo. In other words, critical research
aspires to be emancipatory, in that it strives to eliminate the causes of unwarranted alienation
and domination and to thereby enhance the opportunities for realising human potential
(Alvesson and Wilmott 1992a & 1992b; Hirschheim and Klein 1994). Ideologies that can fit
within the critical paradigm include feminism (Wajcman 1991) and Marxism (Marx 1974)
and are based on the philosophical positions of writers such as Foucault (1979), Bourdieu
(1990) and Heidegger (1953).

Reviews of IS papers (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; Chen and Hirschheim 2004) have found
that positivist research still dominates (as much as 81 percent) published empirical research,

while Flynn and Gregory (2004) found that a very small (1 percent) proportion of papers

* Epistemology refers to the type of (valid) knowledge that can be obtained about a phenomenon under
study (Cornford and Smithson 2004).
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adopted the critical paradigm. Instead, the interpretive paradigm and the use of qualitative
methods has grown increasingly over the past twenty years. These are discussed in detail next

as they form the ontological, epistemological and methodological base of this research.

In addition to the three traditional paradigms, Mingers (2001) recommends a pluralist
paradigm of mixing research methods from different paradigms, but this approach seems
neither advisable nor feasible in this case. The research is of an exploratory nature and
structuration theory does not easily lend itself to pluralism. In addition, positivism with its
assumption of a uniformity of nature across time and space, contradicts a fundamental
structurational notion -- an agent’s ability to ‘act otherwise’. Furthermore, it is not the

intention of the researcher to produce generalisable laws nor to change social reality.

4.2.1 Interpretivism

The paradigm of interpretivism is grounded in classical hermeneutics® and phenomenology.
The fundamental principle of the hermeneutic circle suggests that all human understanding is
achieved by iteratively considering both the interdependent meaning of parts and the whole
that these parts form. This principle is fundamental to all other underlying principles of
interpretive research (Klein and Myers 1999). Interpretivists claim that social phenomena
must be understood in their own social context (i.e. contextualisation), which itself is
constructed and reproduced through its own activities. The understanding of social action
must then include the meaning that social agents assign to their deeds. Interpretivism is thus
opposed to the natural science methods of inquiry that assume that the world is ordered by
immutable laws. Interpretivism is an alternative to natural science research, which
presupposes that social and cultural life is governed by laws external to social agents. While
natural science attempts to explain phenomena, interpretivism attempts to understand human
action through making sense of the meanings underpinning those actions (Walsham 1995).
The practice of such an interpretive approach has extended the “taxonomy for IS research...
and illustrates the point that the scientific paradigm [i.e. positivist paradigm] is not the only,
nor indeed always the most appropriate basis for our research” (Galliers and Land 1987, p.
902).

Ontologically, interpretivism assumes that social reality is constructed through the negotiated

meanings that actors give to their actions and situations. Epistemologically, interpretivism

¢ Hermeneutics concentrates on the problem of interpreting texts and experiences from other cultures
and from different historical periods.
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holds that knowledge is the result of everyday concepts and meanings. Consequently, it
implies that social actions should be accounted for by the same social actors (Orlikowski and
Baroudi 1991). Researchers working under an interpretive lens approach the social world to
grasp daily meanings and concepts and then try to reconstruct them in the language of their
scientific discipline. Researchers thus require critical reflection on how the research materials
and data were socially constructed through the interaction between the researchers and
participants. They need to be sensitive to possible differences in interpretations among the
participants as such interpretations are typically expressed in multiple narratives of the same
sequence of events under study. Undeniably, they also need to be aware of possible biases

and systematic distortions (Klein and Myers 1999).

Furthermore, researchers need to relate the idiographic details revealed by the interpretation
of the data through the application of principles of hermeneutics and contextualisation to
general theoretical concepts that describe the nature of human understanding and social
action. In other words, researchers need to have the ability to abstract and generalise.
However, researchers are also required to be sensitive to possible contradictions between the
theoretical preconceptions guiding the research design and the actual findings with
subsequent cycles of revision. Recently, Klein and Myers (1999) identified seven principles

in conducting interpretive field studies in information systems (adapted from p.71-78):

e The fundamental principle of the hermeneutic circle — requires considering iteratively
both the interdependent meaning of the parts and the whole that these parts form, in
order to fully achieve human understanding.

e The principle of contextualisation — requires critical reflection of the social and
historical background of the research setting, so that the intended audience can see
how the current situation under investigation emerged.

e The principle of interaction between the researchers and the subjects — requires
critical reflection on how the research materials and data were socially constructed
through the interaction between the researchers and participants.

e The principle of dialogical reasoning — requires sensitivity to possible contradictions
between the theoretical preconceptions guiding the research design and the actual
findings with subsequent cycles of revision.

e The principle of multiple interpretations — requires sensitivity to possible differences
in interpretations among the participants as are typically expressed in multiple
narratives or stories of the same sequence of events under study.

e The principle of suspicion — requires sensitivity to possible biases in and systematic
distortions of the narratives collected from the participants.

e The principle of abstraction and generalisation — requires relating the idiographic
details revealed by the data interpretation to general theoretical concepts that describe
the nature of human understanding and social action.

This last principle of abstraction and generalisation is elaborated in more detail in the

discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of case study research. However, the essential
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point is that in interpretive research, theory is used more as a ‘sensitising device’ to view the
world in a certain way (Walsham 1995b), rather than as in positivist research, in ‘refuting’ or
‘validating’ a theory. Such an application of theory as a ‘sensitising device’ matches
Giddens’s own words in his proposition of how structuration theory should be applied. It is
not meant to test the status quo (the positivist paradigm), nor is it meant to criticise and

transform social reality (the critical research).

4.2.2 Structuration Theory and the Interpretive Paradigm

For the purpose of this research, an interpretive approach is selected as appropriate to the
conception of e-business and organisational change as a duality. This conception implies that

organisational change needs to be understood within the interpretive principles listed above:

“the aim of all interpretive research is to understand how members of a social group,
through their participation in social processes, enact their particular realities and
endow them with meaning, and to show how these meanings, beliefs and intentions of
the members help to constitute their social action” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, p.
13).
This underlying goal of interpretive research matches the innermost principle of structuration
theory, in which agents shape their social structures and are in turn enabled and constrained
by these structures across the various dimensions of time (i.e. the temporality of daily
experience (durée); of the life cycle; being-unto-death (Heideggerian dasein); and of

institutions (Braudel’s longue durée)). These assumptions influenced the selection of an

interpretive paradigm.

Many researchers who have employed structuration theory have also adopted an interpretive
paradigm (see for example Barley 1986, 1990; Walsham 1993, 2002; Walsham and Han
1991, 1993; Barrett and Walsham 1995; Scheepers and Damsgaard 1997). Moreover, as
exemplified in these examples and confirmed by Poole and Desanctis (2002), the most
common empirical method used by structuration researchers is the interpretive qualitative
case study. This method is expanded in greater detail below. Flynn and Gregory (2004) found
that structuration theory ranked second (after actor network theory) among the most
frequently used social theories in IFIP WGS.2 conference proceedings over the past twenty

years.

Although there have been criticisms of the application of Giddens’s structuration theory in
empirical research, there have been further attempts at operationalising the theory. Most

notable has been Poole and Desanctis’s (2002) attempt. They argue that a full-blown
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programme of structurational analysis should address the following seven interlocking

requirements:

i.  Identification of structures;
ii.  Relationship of structures and their contradictions;
ili.  Analysis of the system, including effects of context;
iv.  Identification of structuring moves: production and reproduction of structures;
v.  Effects of process on context;
vi.  Analysis of actors and their roles;
vii.  Analysis of power dynamics and social ideologies.
Furthermore, they argue that a structurational analysis should incorporate one of two modes
of analysis: functional analysis and constitutive analysis. The former examines “systems
from the outside, from the perspective of the observer interested in understanding the factors
that cause system behaviour and that yield outcomes” (Ibid, p.15). The latter attempts to
obtain more of “an inside perspective on the system, to study the interpretations that give
meaning to events and the actions and interactions that constitute the system, its processes,

and actor responses to exogenous influences” (Ibid, p.15). This research generally adhered to

these interlocking requirements and mostly employed the constitutive mode of analysis.

4.3  Research Strategy

The main strategy of the present research is an in-depth interpretive case study in one
organisation. What follows is firstly a discussion of what is understood by an “interpretive
qualitative research”. Secondly, the meaning of a case study and its taxonomy are developed.
Thirdly, the ways in which the case study as a research strategy have been applied in
information systems are discussed. Fourthly, the limitations of the case study as a research
method are examined and contrasted to the conditions where case studies are the most
appropriate method. Finally, the motivations and circumstances that influence the selection of
the organisation for the case study are described, followed by an overview of that

organisation, the research techniques and the research plan.

4.3.1 Interpretive Qualitative Research

The word interpretive is not a synonym for qualitative; qualitative research may or may not be
interpretive, depending on the underlying philosophical assumptions of the researcher (Myers
1997). For example, according to Chua’s (1986 in Klein and Myers 1999) classification of
research epistemologies into positivist, critical, and interpretive, qualitative research can be
conducted in any of these epistemologies. As mentioned above, this research can be

considered as interpretive, since it assumes that knowledge of reality is gained only through
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social constructions such as language, consciousness, shared meanings, documents, tools and
other artefacts. Interpretive research does not predefine dependent and independent variables,
the way positivist research does. Rather, interpretive research focuses on the complexity of
human sense-making as the situation emerges (Kaplan and Maxwell 1994) and attempts to
understand phenomena through the meanings that people assign to them (Boland 1991;
Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991).

In the case of this thesis, since there is little written information on e-business and
organisational change, as shown in the Literature Review Chapter, Creswell (1994)
recommends applying an interpretive qualitative paradigm. The variables for this study are
largely unknown — unlike positivist quantitative studies, in which variables are known and
theories may exist that need to be tested and verified. Additionally, in contrast to positivist
quantitative research and as alluded to under Klein and Myers’s (1999) principles of
conducting interpretive field studies, interpretive qualitative researchers operate under six
main assumptions (Merrian 1988 in Creswell 1994, p. 145) (See Table 4.3-1).

Table 4.3-1 Six Assumptions of Interpretive Qualitative Research

Ontological assumptions:

i. Interpretive qualitative researchers are interested in meaning — how people make
sense of their lives, experiences, and their structures of the world. Reality is
context-driven, subjective and multiple.

ii. Interpretive qualitative research is descriptive in that the researcher is interested in
process, meaning, and understanding gained through words or pictures.
Epistemological assumptions:

iii. The interpretive qualitative researcher is the primary instrument for data collection
and analysis. Data are mediated through this human instrument, rather than through
inventories, questionnaires, or machines.

iv. Interpretive qualitative research involves fieldwork. Researcher interacts with that
being researched.

Methodological Assumptions:

v. Interpretive qualitative researchers are concerned primarily with process, rather than
hyptothesis-driven outcomes or products.

vi. The process of interpretive qualitative re<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>