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Abstract 

It has become conventional wisdom that infonnation systems have the capacity 
to transfonn the workings of organizations and large numbers of infonnation 
systems are being developed on that premise. As infonnation systems move to 
center stage in making possible organizational activity, the capacities for 
organizational analysis of those developing these systems has come into question. 
Calls have been made for systems developers to acquire "refined skills in 
organizational analysis" (Kling 1993, p. 72) and similar appeals for the develop
ment of "hybrid" managers have been made in the UK. This paper argues that 
much of existing technique in requirements analysis is based on limited organiza
tional theory and that moves to enrich that theory by means of improved 
techniques for organizational analysis are themselves problematic for three 
reasons. They abstract and simplify organizational theories while downplaying 
critiques of those theories; second, those techniques move unquestioningly from 
descriptive organizational theory to prescriptive practices; and third, they neglect 
the practices of systems developers that may embody sophisticated organizational 
awareness but which are not apparent in explicit development techniques. Finally, 
the paper argues that focusing on the practices of system developers suggests that 
developers actively construct representations of organizations that are rational, 
coherent and amenable to computerization and, by implication, they are not just 
engaged in passive representation. From this perspective, calls for "refined social 
analytical skills" are misplaced as developers are constituting the organizations 
they seek to develop infonnation systems for and what will be fruitful is 
investigation of the practices of developers themselves. 

W. J. Orlikowski et al. (eds.), Information Technology and Changes in Organizational Work
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Without a disciplined skill in analyzing human organizations, computer scientists' 
claims about the usability and social value of specific technologies is mere 
opinion, and bears a significant risk of being misleading. Further, computer 
scientists who do not have refined social analytical skills sometimes conceive and 
promote technologies that are far less useful or more costly than they claim. 
Effective CS [Computer Science] practitioners who "compute for the future" in 
organizations need refined skills in organizational analysis to understand 
appropriate systems requirements and the conditions that transform high
performance computing in high-performance organizations. [Kling 1993, p. 72, 
emphasis added] 

There appears to be a paradox in the current development of advanced computerized information 
systems. On the one hand, it is recognized by academics and practitioners that these information 
systems have the capacity to transform the workings of an organization (Keen 1991; Scott 
Morton 1991; Tapscott and Caston 1993; Zuboff 1988). This produces greater efficiency and 
effectiveness and the likelihood of novel forms of working that may lead to new organizational 
opportunities in different markets (Porter and Millar 1985). On the other hand, there is unease 
that those developing these systems and, in particular, those developing the software do not have 
the requisite skills and techniques in organizational analysis that may enable them to attain the 
expectations of organizational transformation through the deployment of information systems. 
Much of the literature on organizational transformation using information technology ignores the 
issue of how organizational transformation is to be accomplished. Indeed, it is easy to fall for 
some form of technological determinism that the deployment of advanced information systems, 
of itself, will transform/revolutionize organi7lltional practices and structures. Although this 
argument may propel senior managers to invest in information technology, the introduction into 
organizations and the outcome of its deployment is not clear-cut as well publicized information 
systems failures demonstrate. Taking a different position, we argue that, in systems development, 
the role and nature of technology and of organization is constituted. Neither technology nor 
organization have an essential quality so that we can talk about social and technical factors. 
Rather, what becomes social and what becomes technical is an outcome of a systems development 
process. 

In this paper, I wish to focus on the techniques available for organizational analysis that 
developers can call on so as to construct systems that "transform organizations." In the field of 
requirements analysis for software development, public soul-searching is evident so as to improve 
techniques of requirements analysis and their adoption by development practitioners (Davis and 
Hsia 1994; Hsia, Davis and Kung, 1993, 1994 ). The need for "refined skills in organizational 
analysis" as proposed by Kling seems to be a pressing concern. The aim of this paper is to 
explore this issue in three areas: first, to examine those current techniques in organizational 
analysis and their inadequacies within requirements specification; second, to consider two novel, 
less widely used approaches to orr.anizational analysis that draw on organizational theory and 
assess the problems they raise; third, to consider the import of this appeal for improved 
organizational analysis when a constructivist approach to systems development is adopted. The 
thrust of this paper is to enter into a critical appraisal of current techniques and practices within 
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systems development in the spirit of calls made by Preston ( 1991) for a questioning of problems 
posed within MIS. Therefore this paper does not seek to present a "better" approach to 
educating systems developers in organizational analysis; rather, it points to the difficulties that 
beset such a venture and how it downplays the considerable tacit skills in organizational analysis 
that developers use in making new systems work. Of course, it is tempting to see systems 
developers as being the key players in IS development; this is often far from the truth as many 
other groupings are involved but we wish, in this paper, to consider their role in particular. 

2. IS ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS A PROBLEM? 

The short answer for systems developers appears to be yes. An issue that haunts software and 
information systems development is the continuing problem of failure. The cases of Taurus in the 
City of London and SOCRATES in France are but two high profile examples; many projects do 
end in failure even though there remains scholarly disagreement as to how many (Davis et a!. 
1992; Lyytinen and Hirschheim 1987). The question is how many of these failures can be laid at 
the door of inadequate organizational analysis? Hsia, Davis and Kung, in a review of 
requirements engineering' have few doubts on this matter: 

Many large projects have failed in spite of using modern requirements-engineering 
techniques. Currently, there is no convincing evidence that modern requirements 
engineering improves productivity and quality, although the goal of understanding 
user needs early is obviously a worthy one. [ 1993, p. 76] 

A second difficulty is the paucity of material on organizational analysis for those training to be 
computer scientists or, more importantly, software engineers. This point has been made 
eloquently by Kling although there are courses that attempt to address this problem.2 A more 
pressing aspect from this perspective is the numbers who develop information systems but have 
limited or no formal training in this area at all. 

A third perspective on this issue comes from those engaged in research into information systems 
(IS). It has been recognized for many years (cf. Mumford et al. 1985) that IS researchers have 
tended to emulate canons of scientific method in their research and the fruits of this approach 
have permeated the formulation of methodologies of IS development (Orlikowski and Baroudi 
1989; Hirschheim and Klein 1992). The widespread appeal of this approach has fostered the 
development and use of quantitative techniques for requirements elicitation and representation 
which has been shown, using a well known framework in sociological analysis (Burrell and 
Morgan 1979), to be a subset, albeit a significant one, of a plethora of approaches to organiza
tional analysis (cf. Hirschheim and Klein 1989). This has led to the explicit formulation of 

'I propose that organizational analysis can be equated with requirements analysis as both are concerned with the 
collection and analytical formulation of information relating to an organization or organizations. 

'For example, in the UK, there are several innovative courses that link computer science and social science ( 
Murray and Woolgar 1991, p. 21). The socio-technical approach to organizational analysis is a notahle exception to 
a lack of organi7.ational theory for computer scientists. 
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methodologies that use differing forms of organizational analysis (Hirschheim and Klein 1994; 
Nissen, Klein and Hirschheim 1991). 

Finally, academics who teach systems analysis are troubled. A recent panel was summed up by 
the succinct statement, 

We [academics] teach c**p" and the observation that "more on business, 
organizations and people [is needed] in our courses .... Systems analysis is the most 
important thing we should be teaching our students about otherwise they will be 
coding a lot of rubbish. [Galliers 1995] 

These issues point to a problem with organizational analysis within systems development. 
However, the identification of a problem is one thing, the resolution of that problem is quite a 
different matter. The next section explores some of the common techniques currently used in 
organizational analysis in the development of IS before moving on to novel techniques that are 
being proposed. 

3. ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES: 
CURRENT ORTHODOXY 

Pick up any textbook on requirements analysis or systems development and an assortment of 
similar techniques meet the eye; in the newer editions, it object oriented analysis while the older 
ones (and often discretely inserted in the newer editions) present structured analysis based on one 
or several well known methodologies (Davis 1990, 1993; Fircsmith 1993; Laudon and Laudon 
1994; Layzell and Loucopoulos 1989). It was not always so; indeed a convincing argument could 
be made that requirements analysis itself was "invented" in the late sixties from a position when 
the purpose and requirements of a proposed system was seen as self evident or, if not, could be 
gleaned from managers (Ackoff 1967; Daniels and Yeates 1969; Friedman 1989; Hirschheim and 
Klein 1992). Variants of structured analysis (cf. DeMarco 1979; Gane and Sarson 1979) 
probably remain the dominant technique and certainly they are the techniques best known by 
those practicing systems development. 

Structured analysis sets out to analyze an organization in terms of its information processes and 
its information usage. Commonly, it seeks to link these two activities with overall objectives that 
have been set for the organization. Usually data flow diagrams are used to successively 
decompose an overall function of an organization into discrete subfunctions that ultimately may 
be expressed in algorithmic form using pseudo-English or decision tables. Information usage 
generally proceeds from a different basis. Entity relation diagrams are constructed from 
information on data used in specific functional areas of an organization. An overall pattern of 
information usage and relationship can be produced by merging the specific entity relationship 
diagrams, a process known as view integration with the removal of homonyms and synonyms. 
The representations of both techniques may be matched by cross tabulating entities and processes 
to form life histories of information entities. 

As a technique of organizational analysis, structured analysis clearly focuses on functions. It 
represent.~ an organization in terms of information entities and the processes that occur to these 
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entities. The assumption is that these processes are systematic, that is, they form (or should form) 
a coherent whole in which all processes and data interlock to perform the requisite functions that 
enable the (knowable?) objectives of the organization to be attained. At the same time, it is 
assumed that each process is algorithmic and can be explicitly represented as such without 
recourse to the skills or expertise of those who perform these procedures. In short, these 
techniques conjure up a tidy world of functionality, harmony and clarity in which Occam's razorl 
holds sway; one that is far removed from the muddle, conflict and short-termism so common to 
much experience in systems development (Curtis, Krasner and Iscoe 1988) let alone organizations 
in general. This helps explain its attraction to management and systems developers and also its 
prime failing (Boland 1987). In a review of industrial sociology (now more fashionably called 
organizational analysis), Brown ( 1992) describes the 1950s as the decade of the application of 
systems theory to organizations. It appears no coincidence that this is the period when computers 
first found their application outside the military. However, this phase of organizational analysis 
floundered on two key points. First, there appears to be no a priori reason why an organization 
should be systemic. Second, and perhaps more crucially, systems theory fails to explain the 
conflicts and differing objectives that appear to be endemic in descriptions of organizational life 
(March and Olsen 1976; Mintzberg 1989). 

The emerging move toward object-oriented analysis, though radical in its implications for 
programmers and analysts, has many more similarities than differences as organizational analysis 
when contrasted with structured analysis. Object oriented analysis seeks to describe the 
organization in terms of entities that may be subdivided using detailed inheritance criteria. Each 
entity has specified activities that it may initiate or be subjected to and these actions are assigned 
to individual entities. Hence the encapsulation of data and process in objects (entities) and the 
potential for the abstraction of complexity in analysis giving an equivalent to decomposition from 
the general to the specific as found in structured analysis. 

When we move beyond the textbook examples of lift control mechanisms and library renewals, 
do we fmd much difference in organizational analysis? Well, not really. In this representation, 
the organization is composed of discrete entities that may be combined if needed and which 
perform specific (and algorithmic) actions. We have substituted a world of entities and processes 
for one akin to a complex game of billiards where the moves allowable and the properties of each 
ball are essentially knowable. The belief in the systemicity of the organization is retained and the 
expectation of an objective and mechanistic organization is taken for granted. In other words, 
we have a change in the formulation of the analysis but the rules of the game remain the same. 

These techniques are powerful and cannot be dismissed lightly even though their analysis of 
organizations does not accord with representations of organizational life drawn from other 
sources such as ethnographic accounts. In fact, it is precisely this appeal to the analysis and 
uncovering of objective structures of entities, processes and the like that is their greatest strength 
(Bloomfield and Vurdubakis 1994). These techniques appear to cut through the muddle of 
organizational contingency and show management what is "actually" happening by representing 
the organization in a rational, structured form. The deployment of these techniques in any 

'Occam proposed that "entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity. 
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organizational context will always come up with an analysis. They are techniques for all seasons. 
The downside of this universality of application is that their representation of the organization 
does not, and can not, map out how to reach this objective state of grace. Put differently, a 
mechanistic and holistic conception of an organization has nothing to say about activities that are 
non-algorithmic and that relate to tacit knowledge or "forms of life." Hence the difficulty in the 
implementation of computer systems when a move is made from objective analysis to the 
deployment of these systems into the bustle and muddle of organizational life. 

In general, these "orthodox" forms of analysis have come under attack on two flanks; on one, 

there are those arguing for more sophisticated forms of organizational analysis that reflect 

changes in social theory while, on the other, there are those decrying the laxity of currently used 

techniques. Let us tum to the latter assailant and leave the former to the next section. 

Within software development there is a vociferous lobby that rails against programming which 

cannot be formally proven through mathematics and extends this critique to nonformal 

approaches in the analysis of organizations (Hoare 1984). Arguably, the end point of their 

approach leads from a formal requirements specification to the largely automated production of 

the requisite computer systems (cf. Couger, Colter and Knapp 1982; Balzar 1985). In 
requirement~ engineering, a recent review makes this case plain. 

Formal methods are used to ensure an unambiguous description of requirements. 
Without them, requirements engineering will remain an ad hoc practice [p. 9] .... 
What industry uses extensively are the methods developers think are modem 
(structured and object-oriented analysis). Projects that rely on either of these 
technologies for requirements engineering will probably increase the likelihood of 
failure. [Hsia, Davis and Kung 1994, p. 8, emphasis in original] 

This is strong stuff and takes the assumption of organizations being capable of description as 
objective, rational, unambiguous and consistent entities to its logical endpoint where it wrestles 

with the difficulties of the divergent practices of requirements engineers. As Hsia reports 

elsewhere: 

Sadly, today we [software engineers] report only the success stories and bury the failures 
[p. 14]. ... Can we enforce better practices through process engineering? Can we change 
common practices through software-engineering education? Can we modify a software

engineer' behavior through better tools? The answer to all these three questions is yes, 

but only to a certain extent. But the real answer is to change the hearts of software 
professionals. [Hsia 1993, pp. 16-17, emphasis added] 

This contemporary formulation of the confessional is unexpected in the midst of formalist 

concerns but gives an insight into the difficulties that formal approaches to software development 

and, in our case, organizational analysis, tind themselves. A more positive and upbeat alternative 

comes from reformers on the other flank of orthodox technique in which they seek to apply more 

recent forms of organizational analysis to information systems development. 
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4. DEPLOYING RECENT ORGANIZATIONAL 
THEORY IN IS DEVELOPMENT 

163 

One point has to be made clear early on. An orthodoxy in organizational theory does not exist 
and many competing forms of theory are to be found that vary from abstruse formulations 
deriving in part from philosophical considerations to more pragmatic varieties of analysis 
(Tsoukas 1994). Anyone seeking to apply different forms of organizational theory to IS 
development faces an immediate difficulty in determining which theory to use followed by the still 
more difficult problem of how to package that theory in the form of practical technique. Perhaps 
fortunately, few seem to work in that methodical fashion and the application of social theory in 
systems development has tended to be less self conscious of its origins and remit. 

Order 

Funcionalism Social 
Relativism 

Objectivism •------+------.,... 

Radical 
Structuralism 

Conflict 

Neohumanism 

Subjectivism 

Figure 1: Information Systems Development Paradigms 
(after Hirschheim and Klein 1989, p. 1202) 

A popular point of departure has been to critique existing theorization and practice in systems 
development mining a similar vein to the previous section. Many regard the existing orthodoxies 
in organizational analysis as "positivistic," "Cartesian," "functionalism," or "scientistic" (Ehn 
1988; Hirschheim and Klein 1989; Klein and Lyytinen 1985; Orlikowski and Baroudi 1989)., 
although, as we will argue later, the practices of systems developers in organization analysis are 
more accomplished than their techniques would imply. Apart from this critique, a well known 
approach has been to use classilicatory systems that demonstrate the partiality of current 
theorization. Orlikowski and Baroudi drawing on Chua ( 1986) use a tripartite division of 
positivist, interpretivist and critical to show that most research work in IS is in the first category 
to the detriment of the, by implication, other two equally important categories. From this 
approach, it follows that organi.?.ational analysis is similarly suspect as retlecting but one of three 
possible viewpoints. A differing analysis but using a similar technique has been adopted by 
Hirschheim and Klein (1989, 1992, 1994). They use Burrell and Morgan's well known 
classification that categorizes social theory by its epistemological (way in which it produces 
knowledge) and ontological (it.~ assumptions about reality) premises. A neat four boxed diagram 
can be produced (Figure I) in which the majority of current theorization and once again, by 
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implication, current practice is found in just one quadrant labeled functionalism.4 But if a space 
is made to legitimate other social theory/organizational analysis, which one is to be chosen? 

In this paper, I wish to focus on two contenders, "neohumanism" and ethnography, to exemplify 
the difficulties in applying social theory and developing "refined skills in organizational analysis." 
The nub of the argument is that operationalizing social theory to develop organizational analysis 
runs risks in, first, abstracting and limiting the theory that is appropriated through its incorpora
tion in technique and, second, that well founded critiques of the deployed theory will be ignored. 
In conclusion, an incorporation of novel forms of organizational analysis into IS development is 
at the mercy of the technique that it is encapsulated within and there is no guarantee that the 
usage of that technique will be in accordance with the intentions of those deploying this 
organizational analysis. Let us examine this argument in relation to those examples, "nco
humanism" and ethnography. 

Hirschheim and Klein ( 1994, p. 1 09) propose that 

[The] neohumanist paradigm seeks change, emancipation, and the realization of 
human potential and stress the role that different social and organizational forces 
play in understanding change. It focuses on barriers to emancipation - in 
particular ideology (distorted communication), power and psychological 
compulsions, and social constraints -and seeks ways to overcome them. 

In this formulation, the neohumanist approach is both descriptive in characterizing organizations 
in terms of ideology, power and so on as well as being prescriptive in "seeking change." 
Hirschheim and Klein ( 1994) draw on the work of Habermas ( cf. 1984) as critical social theory 
and on Alvesson and Willmott (1992) for its application to organizations. To make the move 
from grand social theory a Ia Habermas to its use in IS development, Hirschheim and Klein 
formulate an emancipatory methodology that seeks to institute this form of organizational 
analysis. Hirschheim and Klein appear to be aware of the tightrope they walk when they seek to 
institute self reflection and self transformation as part of their approach toward awareness of the 
power relations in organizations. However, the solutions remain unconvincing, relying on 
essentially technical means (diary keeping and possibly electronic meeting systems [p. 88 note 2]) 
to support these activities. 

A second example is found in "perform[ing] a diagnosis to assess the degree to which distortions 
are present in a given situation" (Hirschheim and Klein 1994, pp. 89-90). This form of 
organizational analysis sets out a checklist of four conditions and uses a rationalist basis to assess 
power relations; that is, is x present and so on. However, while presuming that an IS "help to 
overcome communicative distortions" (Hirschheim and Klein 1994, p. 88), this institutionalization 
of rational discourse relies on the curious mix of methodological caveat and the presence of an 
enlightened steering group and facilitator. It is arguable that the technical forms imposed by the 
methodology could lead away from communicative rationality as expected and foster technical 
rationality: the very opposite of what is being sought. In other words, it appears likely that the 

'This classification has itself been critiqued (cf. Hassard and Pym 1990) as being too simplistic and by others 
(Tinker and Yuthas 1994) as being overly philosophical. 
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methodological encapsulation of the emancipatory form of social theory can lead to a limiting of 
its potential through the institution of specific forms of power relations. 

Turning to the second issue, Hirschheim and Klein do point towards critiques of the emancipatory 
form of organizational analysis and in particular the presumption of an "ideal speech situation" 
where no power distortions are present (1984, p. 89, note 3) though they conclude that the 
exploration of these critiques is "beyond the scope of this paper." However, the critiques of this 
approach to social theory are many and have formed some of best known debates in the social 
theory literature without, as one might guess, either side winning the argument (cf. Dallmeyr 
1991). It is unlikely that the user of this methodology will be aware of these debates let alone 
their detail and yet they go to the heart of the analyses that Hirschheim and Klein propose. For 
instance, one key issue is whether an interpretative approach, which recognizes that an individual 
has prejudgements in whatever situation that individual interacL~ within can be reconciled with 
the explicitly rationalist forms of argumentation and resolution that Habermas proposes (cf. 
Francis 1994).5 

The use of ethnography forms our second example. Ethnography, that is, the use of participant 
observation of organizational life, is becoming better known in IS development and this is in part 
due to the work of Suchman (1987) and the CSCW movement. Within IS development and the 
field of organizational analysis, ethnography promises to give insight into the micropractices of 
everyday working life and to shed light on the tacit knowledge and "ways of life" of users and 
potential users of IS systems. Randell, Hughes and Shapiro ( 1991) provide a useful introduction 
to ethnographic practice in requirements analysis. They consider that ethnography describes an 
organization not simply in terms of tasks hut shows the skills that those in organizations bring to 
work, the ways in which those skills are utilized and the ways in which "patterning of interests" 
is manifested in organizations. This careful use of ethnography makes it difficult for those not 
skilled in ethnographic work to accomplish this activity. Indeed, Randell, Hughes and Shapiro 
use of ethnography within a multidisciplinary team with representation from both sociologists and 
computer scientists/software engineers. In this example, a nuanced approach such as ethnography 
cannot, it appears, be framed in a technique that IS professionals can use but, even so, the 
shortcomings of ethnography may not be evident to those professionals when they work along 
side others using ethnography. It cannot be taken as a method without a careful awareness of the 
problems it raises within social theory in general and anthropology in particular in which it has 
been the dominant form of fieldwork (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Fabian 1991; Hammersley 
1992). There is an increasing recognition that ethnography does not provide an unvarnished 
picture of an organization and that ethnography, leaving aside critiques raised from a quantitative 
viewpoint (cf. Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead 1987), faces difficulties of its own. Essentially, 
these arise from the reliance on an author presenting an ethnography of a situation and critiques 
center on issues of who chooses what to present, what to leave out and how this is chosen -
issues about which ethnographic texts are often silent. A second problem derives from the 
structural issues: how was access gained and under what conditions; how is confidentiality to be 
reconciled with presenting a complete picture? In social science and organizational analysis, the 

'Habermas' proposition that both labor and power are extralinguistic categories, and therefore separate spheres 
from interpretative process, gives the possibility of "real factors" being present but this defense is also vigorously 
disputed (cf. Dallmeyr 1991, pp. 15-24). 
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role of ethnography is being reappraised (Hammersley 1992; Brewer 1994) and ironically this 
appears to be occurring just as this form of analysis is gaining adherents within IS development 
(Sommerville et al. 1993). 

These two examples show some of the difficulties that were faced in attempting to import novel 
approaches from organizational and social theory into IS development. It is not easy to 
encapsulate within a technique new approaches from organizational theory especially when those 
who will use it arc likely to apply them uncritically as a resource no different than data flow 
diagrams. A different path out of this impasse is to use multidisciplinary teams for the analysis 
and development of information systems. Such an approach has much to commend it and is 
recommended by some within requirements engineering (Potts 1993) and by those in the social 
sciences interested in this area (cf. Murray and Woolgar 1991). Its major advantage is that it 
assumes that specialists within the team are familiar with the techniques and skills within their 
own discipline and are unlikely to misuse an approach to, say, organizational analysis. But it also 
shares a problem with the call for those within IT to develop refined skills in organizational 
analysis, namely, that no matter who performs the analysis, a social theory must be transformed 
into an analytical tool and an IT system must be predicated on basic consent from those that will 
usc it. In other words, no matter what other objectives are present, the thrust behind developing 
an IS is to construct a system that users will use even if they use it to disagree. To reach this 
point, an analysis has to take place to transform current discourse into one that may take place 
using the IS. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The argument so far has centered on the relative poverty of existing techniques of organizational 
analysis, within IS development and the difficulties that arise in the deployment of novel forms 
of analysis. However, despite the calls for development of skills in organizational analysis those 
arguing that technology transforms organizations have retained quite simplistic models of 
organizational activity (Scott Morton 1991 ). For example, Hammer (1990) argues that the 
automation of existing practices is part of the problem; what is required is a thorough analysis of 
the processes that the organization must undertake. In other words, detailed user participation 
and nuanced social theory is unnecessary for organizational analysis, the main analytic tool is a 
focus on organizational processes that is not dissimilar to process analysis in current systems 
analysis coupled with an awareness of the capabilities of technology. Scott Morton (p. 18) goes 
further and proposes that new technologies change organizational structures completely with a 
move toward "networking" organizations that rely on IT to link groups of workers to perform 
specific projects. In this approach, the role for organizational analysis is limited once an 
organizational strategy has been put in place because the ways that the organization will work in 
future will be qualitatively different. 

A common thread running through all these forms of organizational analysis, be they traditional, 
nove~ or attempting "transformation," is a limited or nonexistent consideration of the activities 
of systems analysts. The performance of analysts and their understanding of organizations is 
generally richer than the analysis techniques would indicate. Hsia (p. 14) decries this gap between 
theory and practice: "The truth is that most companies have two sets of practices; one real, the 
other recommended." We can argue that this is actually a positive accomplishment and that 



Transforming organizations through systems analysis 167 

systems analysts are not simply engaged in analyzing an organization (using traditional or refined 
tools) but use analysis as a resource to construct a representation of the organization that requires 
the use of an information system.6 1bis implies that systems development is actively constituting 
the organization while analyzing requirements. Any analysis technique arrives at a representation 
of the organization that, by definition, is different from prior understandings of it and the 
application of a technique creates an ordered representation in place of other understandings of 
the organizational members. The efficacy of the analysis is governed not by intrinsic "refinement" 
in the technique but by the ability of those applying it to convince others that the analysis is 
correct. This requires those being persuaded to accept the need for a particular technique, to 
acquiesce to requirements being formulated in this format, and for subsequent alteration to occur 
in that format. So, for example, a manager has to be convinced that data flow diagrams are a 
valid technique for organizational analysis (by appeals to its widespread use, previous successes, 
its rigor and so on) and then for requiremenL~ to he expressed in this form and alterations to be 
restricted to amending the data flow diagrams. 

An important appeal by those using organizational analysis techniques is to the "rationality" of 
the organization (Bloomfield and Vurdubakis 1994) and the resulting analysis often requires 
existing practices to be reformulated in a systematic form. For example, the introduction of 
resource management (mediated through IS) in the UK National Health Service has led to 
clinicians being required to classify their medical diagnoses and interventions in a standard 
national format. Likewise, nurses are in the process of producing a classification of their practices 
(Westrup 1994). Those proposing that organizations be transformed through IS require similar 
changes. For instance, Haeckel and Nolan (1993) propose that the future for organizations is to 
computerize their functions so that they may "fly by wire" like jet fighters, but to do this they 
consider that the enterprise model of the organization, a result of organizational analysis, should 
be in a "business language" and that "a common business language is required" (p. 132, emphasis 
added). 

A constructivist perspective does not take either the organization or technology for granted hut 
proposes that they are constituted and reconstituted through the activities of various agents. The 
problem for IS developers is to constitute the organization in such a way that the a new 
technology may be introduced, stabilized and utilized so that it becomes successful. Resources 
that persuade others of the efficacy of and need for IS are important for IS developers. 
Techniques for organizational (and requirements) analysis are important resources that are 
deployed in this regard and what becomes interesting is not just the strengths or weaknesses of 
the techniques themselves hut the practices of developers in utilizing these resources in 
developing IS and convincing others of the need for information systems. 

From this, several consequences flow. First, the concern of academics teaching systems analysis 
techniques can be reformulated. The problem is not one of the techniques being inadequate per 
se, rather it is encapsulated by a rhetoric plea of an academic at ECIS: "how to become relevant 
once again in how we [academics] approach the subject of analysis" (Cornford 1995). We can 
see such a call for relevance as going to the heart of the issue of how to produce analyses that 

'This is not meant as a pejorative statement that condemns developers for their instrumentality. Instead, it points 
to an exploration of how IS practitioners actually enable IS systems to work in different situations. 
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demarcate roles for organizations (and technologies) which are plausible and therefore convincing 
to others, particularly managers. To do this, developers seek to link analysis techniques with 
current formulations of the organization and in this process they may claim to be capable of 
putting flesh to the bones of"organizational transformation" concepts. For example, a senior IT 

consultant working for one of the big six consultancy firms put it like this: 

How do business and IT systems analysis relate? .... Management are disinterested 
in business processes ... their eyes go blank [when they are discussed and] ... the 
processes are soft, if you touch it, it moves .... [With] data it is difficult to be 
precise .... There is a need to integrate business and IT analysis .... There is no silver 
bullet [and] no seamless link between the enterprise analysis domain and the IT 
analysis domain. [Braithwaite 1995] 

In this respect, disappointment with existing techniques is misplaced. Techniques are necessary 
otherwise, in the absence of accepted forms of accreditation, how are we to recognize systems 

analysts? So, analysis techniques are useful to analysts in demonstrating their role and expertise 
as analysts. But the search for "relevant" techniques continues. 

Second, what is a relevant and therefore useful analysis technique? We can see that relevance is 
relative; different parties in systems development may have differing perspectives. In this case, 

calls for relevance are not directed to the "needs" of systems developers, or users for that matter, 
but to management Bj{3rn-Anderson (1995) makes this clear in a recent rallying call: "Our [IS 

academics/IS developers' challenge is to identify our role in relation to management strategies 
on the route to the 21st century organization" (emphasis added). 

From this we would expect that "better" techniques are those that persuade managers more fully 

and that they must be congruent with current managerial ideas of the primacy of strategy and of 
organizational transformation. Hence the curiosity of managers aware of the "pivotal role" of 
information technology and the scramble for techniques by systems developers that represent 

themselves, organizations, and technologies in those terms. As Bj{3rn-Anderson put its: "We [IS 
academics/developers] have not been good at capturing organizational strategy" (emphasis 
added). 

Third, a constructive approach casts light on the roles of actors in the systems development 

process. The very idea of a process of systems development is questioned. Arguably, the 

construction of a process of development with timescales, resource inputs and deliverables is very 

much an accomplishment by developers using methodologies as technical resources. The creation 

of a plan of development, a systems development process, is an initial and important step that 

creates a representation of what will happen and what will be regarded as normal in a specific 

situation.7 As we know, this creation of order is important for management control so that there 

is something to manage with specific inputs, outputs and timescales. This leads to a second point 

that, paradoxically, rather than management (and other actors) becoming able to exercise their 

'So, for instance, it may become normal for developers to work through the night to meet specific deadlines set by 
the representation of the development process - the project plan. See Boland ( 1979) for a discussion of the work of 
systems designers and the construction of organizational worlds. 
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roles in this process through these techniques, their roles are actually constructed through 
techniques and, of course, systems developer practices. 

Put differently, prior to "systems development," no users or developers are to be found; their 
roles are constructed in relation to a development process. So, to talk about user participation 
already implies a development process in which certain parties have been construed as users. 
User participation is, in a sense, a tautology as to become a user involves a role that requires a 
relationship with computers and therefore participation is already implied. We may find in 
different situations that users are being "configured" in systems development (Woolgar I 99 I). 
For example, Woolgar shows how activities in the design of personal computer hardware 
configure certain roles for users. To be a user involves using a keyboard and mouse but does not 
include changing hardware cards, which is done by maintenance engineers, and so on. 

Developers must also construct their role. They have to be seen as authoritative, competent, 
experienced and practices will be used to create these impressions. This will come as no surprise 
to academics who encounter situations where they have to speak with authority about issues they 
know little about. For systems developers, one knack is an ability to translate "problems" into 
development activities that they can undertake and produce swift results. Management may 
appear to be a different category than either developers or users because the expertise of 
management is always with us in modern organizations. Nonetheless, a similar argument holds. 
In systems development, management is often constituted in relation to the project through the 
creation of management teams and the like. The literature abounds in stories of management who 
become "project champions" and so create glittering careers for themselves and also make the 
project a success. In other words management roles in relation to a project are constructed and 
then enacted so that success in one is linked with success in the other. Even if management is not 
set up for a specific systems development project, the practices and rhetoric of systems 
development lead to a reinforcement of their role of managers. For example, witness the primacy 
accorded to management and managerial decision making in relation to IS deployment for 
organizational transformation in texts such as Scott Morton's. 

In short, a constructive approach to systems development does not take the roles within systems 
development as given, which even much empirical work in information systems would lead us to 
believe. Rather, a consequence is that we should treat these roles as accomplishments and look 
to the resources mobilized by systems developers and others so that these groupings are produced 
and related. 

As a fmal point, a consequence of a constructive approach is a questioning of the tenets of much 
of the empirical work in systems development. We have already argued as much above, but let 
us illustrate this with a different example. Most empirical work, such as a processual approach, 
tends to presume a division between context and content. Once again, a proposal of a 
constructive approach is that these are constructed rather than pregiven (Calion and Law 1991). 
In developing information systems, developers must do considerable work to create a context in 
which they may "develop" the information system. Management may have to be made a context 
rather than content so that they may only become involved in certain instances. From this 
perspective, system development plans do not simply enable managerial control but, for 
developers, it enables them to restrict managerial involvement to certain predefined situations 
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when they may review deliverables. In other words, management is moved from the content of 
the project into a context of development work for much of the time. Conversely, one of the 
developer's worst nightmares is continual managerial involvement/interference which breaches 
this division between context and content. Similarly developers strive to construct stable 
requirements as a context for the development work. When requirements are acknowledged to 
be continually in flux, then that division between the content of the project and the context of 
organization is removed and development is put in jeopardy.8 

6. CONCLUSION 

Despite confident assertions that information systems transform organizations, how this is to be 
done remains problematic. We have notable successes and many unsung failures. In this paper, 
we have sought to show that a search for "refined social analytical skills" runs the risk of turning 
into a Holy Grail for systems development distracting attention from the affairs of those engaged 
in development. This claim was illustrated in three ways. First, we concur that conceptions of 
organizations in much of current methodology is problematic but consider that the simplicity of 
organizational representation is often an asset, not a weakness. It provides an apparently rational 
mirror for management to see its domain reflected but it is less forthcoming as to how 
organization may be transformed. Second, we argue that deploying novel approaches drawn from 
organizational and social theory is not a simple answer. In particular, encapsulating social theory 
as refined analytic technique is fraught with difficulty. Is it possible to shoehorn the complexity 
of often descriptive social theory into technique? Which organizational theory should be chosen 
and why? How are critiques of these approaches within the social sciences to be accommodated 
in systems development technique? What certainty is there that these techniques will be applied 
as intended in their use? To illustrate these concerns, we briefly considered two recent examples 
that use neohumanism and ethnography within systems development. 

Third, we argue that a constructivist approach to systems development is useful in focusing 
attention on the practice of systems developers and how they utilize techniques as resources to 
construct organizational representations, be they traditional, novel or "transformatory." The 
activity of systems development is one in which organizational and technological identities are 
constructed that demonstrate the requirement for information systems. Nowhere is this clearer 
than in current debates and exhortations to use information technology to transform organiza
tions. Adopting a constructivist stance to systems development may lead to several advantages 
though it is unlikely to afford the luxury of yet a "better" technique of systems development. 
Arguably, it shows how all forms of systems analysis are useful in development despite the 
handwringing of academics teaching this material. The relevance of techniques becomes 
important and not regarded as self evident and how analysis techniques are made relevant by 
systems developers becomes an important question. A constructivist approach opens up the 
complexities of development by not assuming roles in this process are pregiven. Instead, it 
becomes interesting to see how the roles themselves of managers, developers and users are 
constructed and sustained in development. In a similar vein, this approach questions some of the 
accepted wisdom of other empirical approaches such as the division between the content and 

'Cunis, Krasner and lscoe, in their study or system development processes, illustrate many or these issues. 
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context of systems development. Finally, it alerts researchers to what developers no doubt have 
known all along: that the practices of development are complex and skilled accomplishments that 
seek to produce stable relationships while constructing technologies and organizations. 
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