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The Importance of Organisational
Issues in Systems Development
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Abstract: A survey of senior and influential IT managers explored the related
questions of why some senior IT professionals perceive organisational issues to be
more important than technical issues, and whether this has a concomitant impact on
the treatment of organisational issues. An overall response rate of 63% was achieved
from a combined survey of two distinct groups. The results show that there are
significant differences in managers’ perceptions about the importance of organisational
issues which can, to some extent, be explained in terms of organisational size, and to a
lesser extent by the favoured development approach. However, these differences in
perception appear to have no identifiable relation to the significant differences in the
approaches adopted for treating organisational issues. It is suggested that this is due
to the difficulties in treating such issues and further research to resolve these
difficulties is proposed.
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INTRODUCTION

Organisations of all shapes and sizes are having to embrace information technology
enthusiastically if they wish to survive and hopefully thrive in an increasingly
competitive environment. Consequently, the level of penetration and sophistication of
information technology is growing rapidly, and with this goes a concomitant increase in
the level of organisational impact. For example, the move from a number of stand-
alone applications to the introduction of a fully integrated and distributed environment-
wide information system is likely to have a significant impact on an organisation’s
culture, structure and working practices. Moreover, it is important to anticipate the
nature of this organisational impact prior to systems implementation, as often a certain
system cannot function within the organisational environment unless the system, the
organisation or both are modified (Wijnhoven and Wassenaar, 1990).

Historically, information systems design has been preoccupied with technical issues at
the expense of organisational issues. This is a dangerous strategy because there is a
long stream of evidence to suggest that the treatment of organisational issues is
perceived as more important than technical issues in determining the successful
outcome of systems development projects (Lucas, 1975a; Long, 1987; Hornby et al,
1992, Ewusi-Mensah & Przanyski, 1994). Unfortunately there is also much evidence to
suggest that organisational issues are still not properly addressed during the systems
development process (Eason, 1988; Hornby et al, 1992, Clegg et al, 1997). Despite the
recognised importance of organisational issues, there has still been very little empirical
research in this increasingly important area. To help fill this gap a research project was
initiated to explore the relative importance of organisational issues and to investigate
the approaches that are typically adopted for their treatment. The preliminary results of
this project summarising the importance of, and treatment approaches for,
organisational issues have already been published (Doherty and King, 1998) . This
paper presents a more sophisticated analysis of an extended data set exploring the
factors affecting senior IT managers’ perceptions of the importance of organisational

issues.

The next section discusses the concept of organisational issues before the research
method and objectives are discussed in section three. The research results are
presented in a series of tables which are discussed in the fourth section and their
importance is assessed in the final section.
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CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

This section seeks to establish a definition for the term ‘organisational issue’, then to
review the perceived importance of such issues in the systems development process
and finally to review the typical approaches applied to the treatment of organisational
issues. In so doing the justification for this piece of research will be established.

What are Organisational Issues: A Definition

Concern with the topic of the treatment of organisational issues in the systems
development process and consequently the origin of the term ‘organisational issue’ has
come almost exclusively from the research conducted into the causes of information
systems failure ((Ewusi-Mensah and Przasnyski, 1994), (Lederer and Nath, 1991),
(Lyytinen and Hirschheim 1987)). Despite the growing body of research in this area
and increasing recognition of the importance of this topic, there have been few
attempts to explicitly define the term ‘organisational issue’. Typically, organisational
issues have been defined by providing examples of ‘non-technical’ aspects of systems
development, which might have an impact on the ultimate success or failure of a
project (Eason, 1988; Clegg et al, 1989).

The absence of an explicit definition for the term ‘organisational issue’, has proved to
be something of a hindrance when developing research frameworks and instruments,
and has motivated the authors to propose the following:

‘An organisational issue (in the context of information systems
development) is any distinct area on the interface between a technical
system and either the characteristics and requirements of the host
organisation or its individual employees, which can lead to operational
problems within the organisation.

The above definition is a generic definition and encompasses a wide variety of ‘non-
technical’ issues which need to be addressed during the systems development
process, which other researchers have classified as organisational, behavioural,
managerial, human or economic issues. Given the above definition it is immediately
possible to classify issues such as: the impact of a system on an organisation’s culture,
working practices, or performance, and similarly, its impact on a user’'s motivation or
performance, as organisational issues. However, other organisational oriented aspects
of systems development such as the need for user participation, or the importance of
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senior management commitment would not be classified as organisational issues, as
they are general approaches, rather than specific issues. Consequently, whilst active
user participation, for example, may be of great importance to the treatment of a range
of organisational issues, it cannot be classified as specific organisational issue in its
own right.

Although the definition of organisational issues presented above helps in identifying
specific issues that can be classified as organisational in orientation, it is important that
the definition is tested in practice so that a definitive and widely accepted list of
organisational issues can be established.

The importance of organisational issues

Concern with the relationship between information systems failure and organisational
issues is not a new phenomenon. Henry Lucas (1975a) wrote a classic book over
twenty years ago, in which he suggested that: ‘the primary cause for systems’ failure
has been organisational behaviour problems’. There is much recent evidence to
suggest that organisational issues are now becoming even more important and will
become even more critical to the successful development and implementation of
information systems than they were when Henry Lucas wrote his book. For example,
Long (1987) has identified the fact that whilst only 10 per cent of failures in
administrative applications are due to technical problems, 90 per cent can be
accredited to organisational and managerial issues. Similarly Ewusi-Mensah &
Przanski (1991) conclude that when it comes to the factors that contribute to the
abandonment of IS development projects it is ‘organisational issues which are the most
widespread and dominant of factors’. The contention that organisational issues are a
major contributor to systems development failure or under performance is also
supported by Kearney (1990); Buchannan (1991), Hornby et al (1992), Clegg et al
(1997) and Ahn & Skudlark (1997).

Whilst many researchers have highlighted the importance of organisational issues,
there is still a requirement for more empirical research, especially with regard to the
relative importance of specific issues.

Page 4



The treatment of organisational issues

Given the recognised importance of organisational issues, it is somewhat surprising
that much recent research suggests that organisational issues are still not properly
addressed during the systems development process (Eason, 1988; Hornby et al, 1992;
Lim et al, 1992). This is probably because the systems development process is still
primarily a technology driven process (Clegg et al 1997). Poulymenako and Holmes
(1996) concur with this view, suggesting that the typical response to the problem of
poorly performing systems has been to apply ever more rigorously the principles of
engineering to the process of systems development. The technical orientation of
systems development methodologies has typically resulted in the approach of
implementing a system, and then trying to cope with its organisational implications.

Eason(1988) notes that the structured design methods, which are the most common
means of developing complex and centralised systems, are typically devoted to the
design of technical systems and give very little recognition or support to the range of
organisational changes that also have to be designed. The work of Hornby et al (1992)
supports this finding, in that common development methodologies, such as SSADM,
Yourdon and SSAD, are still very technically oriented, with their treatment of
organisational issues going very little beyond urging developers to involve the users.
What is more, organisational issues are often completely ignored during systems
development projects because there is a commonly held belief that organisational
issues are not the concern of systems professionals (Newman, 1989; Hornby et al,
1992).

One obvious solution to the problem of technically oriented systems development
methods is through the introduction of more participative, socio-technical methods.
Enid Mumford has, for example, demonstrated impressive results with her ETHICS
method (Mumford, 1986), whilst Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (1997) are strong
advocates of the soft systems method as a way of ‘incorporating the human, social and
subjective elements of systems development’. Hirschheim et al ( 1997), Axtell et al
(1997) and Avison and Taylor (1997) also suggest ways in which the organisational,
human and social aspects of systems development can be addressed through the use
of more participative methods. Unfortunately, the use of the more technically-oriented
methods still predominate (Clegg et al, 1997), and as Mumford (1997) recently noted
there are strong cultural barriers which still need to be broken down before participative
methods become more widely adopted.
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Since it has been established that the treatment of organisational issues in commonly
used systems development methodologies is at best patchy, there is need for empirical
research to explore how, if at all, organisational issues are addressed.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

To investigate the views and perceptions of a wide range of senior IT professionals on
the importance of organisational issues, and how they are addressed in practice, a
survey-based approach was adopted. The survey was ultimately distributed to senior IT
professionals in UK-based organisations in two phases. The choice of senior IT
professionals as the ‘key informants’ (Venkatraman, 1988) was justified on the basis
that they would be able to provide information on group or organisational attitudes and
behaviour. Following the first phase a descriptive summary of IT manager's
perceptions of the importance of organisational issues and the approaches adopted for
their treatment was produced (Doherty and King, 1998) . The aim of the second phase
of the survey was to increase the number of responses so that it would be possible to
conduct a more sophisticated analysis of the results. This section describes: how the
guestionnaire was designed and validated; the execution and summarised results of
the first phase of the survey; and the rationale for, and the execution of, the second
phase of the survey.

The Design and Validation of the Questionnaire

The research instrument was developed through an iterative process of review and
refinement. The questionnaire was split into four major sections, the first of which
sought to collect background information about the respondent’s organisation, whilst
the other three all focused on different aspects of the treatment of organisational
issues. Table | summarises the important features of the questionnaire and indicates
the primary sources from the literature that were used in its creation. These include
both those which helped motivate the question, as well as those which aided in the
operationalisation of variables.

Take in Table |

The questionnaire was validated by a series of interviews and pre-tests with senior IT
professionals which focused on issues of instrument clarity, question wording and
validity. The pre-tests resulted in a number of important enhancements being made to
the survey before it was distributed. In particular, it was possible to classify and extend
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the list of specific organisational issues. This classification with five categories is
presented in table II.

Take in Table |l

The targeting, execution and summarised results of the first phase of the survey

The research instrument was distributed to a sample of 88 named individuals in a
variety of UK-based organisations, all of whom had a high degree of managerial
responsibility for systems development projects. Furthermore, all of the 88 targeted
were individuals with whom the researchers had existing teaching, research or
consultancy links, and therefore response rates could be expected to be high. A total of
64 valid responses were ultimately received, a highly encouraging response rate of
73%. From these responses it was possible to produce some descriptive statistics with
regard to IT managers’ perceptions about the importance, and treatment of
organisational issues, but there were insufficient responses to conduct any explanatory
analysis. The results of this research can be summarised as follows:

e The Treatment of Organisational Issues: A surprisingly high proportion of the
responding organisations, treat organisational issues explicitly (42%), either during
the feasibility study, requirements analysis or through an independent organisational
impact analysis. Those organisations which only treat organisational issues implicitly
is still, however, the largest single category with 49% of the responses, and a
worrying 9% of the responding organisations rarely consider such issues.

e The Importance of Organisational Issues: The majority of the respondents (56%)
perceived that organisational issues were either ‘the most important issue’, or ‘more
important than technical issues’, whilst a further 38% felt that organisational issues
were ‘of equal importance to technical issues’. Therefore, only 6% of the
respondents considered technical issues to be of more importance than
organisational issues. Figure 1 provides a full break down of the responses to this
question.

e The Treatment of Specific Organisational Issues: As might be expected, the
frequency of systems development projects in which specific organisational issues
are treated varies greatly. Some issues such as performing a cost-benefit analysis,
or the need to consider systems interfaces are addressed in the vast majority of
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development projects, whilst others, in particular the distribution of power and the
consideration of health & safety issues, are rarely addressed.

e The Relative importance of Specific Organisational Issues: The relative
importance of the 14 specific organisational issues is highly correlated to the
frequency with which they are treated. More specifically, the issues which have been
categorised as organisational contribution issues (see table II) are all highly ranked,
whilst those categorised as organisational alignment are all lowly ranked.

A more detailed discussion of the development and validation of the questionnaire and
a discussion of the full results of the descriptive analysis were reported in Doherty and
King (1998). Whilst the results summarised above present some interesting insights
into the treatment and importance of organisational issues, they don’t look for
relationships between different variables to answer why different managers perceive
the importance of organisational issues and their treatment differently. To conduct a
more sophisticated analysis a greater number of responses would be required, and
consequently a second phase of questionnaire mailings was initiated. The aim,
therefore, of this paper is to present the results of a more sophisticated analysis of the
extended survey responses, by addressing the following three objectives:

O To use a second sample to verify the results of the initial survey, and in so
doing ensure that there is no bias in the combined sample.

® To investigate the factors which motivate some managers to perceive
organisational issues to be of more importance, i.e. organisation size or type

of project.

© To investigate whether managers who perceive organisational issues to be of
more importance treat such issues in a more focused and frequent manner.

The Targeting and Execution of the Second Phase of the Survey

To conduct a more detailed analysis of the data it was necessary to generate more
responses. Unfortunately, identifying a source of named senior IT professionals from
which a random sample could be derived proved to be impractical and, consequently,
the following surrogate approach was adopted. The contents of computing trade and
professional journals were carefully scrutinised over a period of three months in order
to identify senior IT managers who were named in articles. Every senior manager who

Page 8



was named in an article was ultimately included in the sample, and therefore there was
no bias introduced by selecting the type of article or the views expressed. It was felt
that this was an appropriate way to collect a random sample of leading and influential
IT managers. Ultimately, the second tranche of questionnaires was distributed to a total
of 92 senior IT managers, none of whom were previously known to the researchers.
This second survey resulted in a total of 43 usable questionnaires being returned, a
highly encouraging response rate of 47%. Table Il provides an analysis of the level of
response to the two mailings of the survey and provides a summary of the combined
sample.

Take in Table Il

The response rate for the second phase of the survey distribution is particularly good
as the sample was completely random, and there was no prior relationship between the
researchers and the respondents. It may very well be that this very high response rate
is indicative of the interest in, and perceived importance of, this research.

RESEARCH RESULTS

The 107 usable questionnaire responses ultimately received were first entered into a
spreadsheet, prior to transference to the statistics package SPSS, where a variety of
analytical techniques were applied. This section presents a description of the
application of the analytical tools, in addition to a detailed discussion of the results of
the analysis. To make the discussion more meaningful the research findings are
related to the three specific research objectives proposed earlier.

Verification of the results of the initial survey

The two samples were thoroughly evaluated to ensure that the assumption that they
are both drawn from the same population could be tested. The following discussion of
the comparison of the two samples concentrates on those variables which are utilised
in the analysis of objectives 2 and 3.

Two primary tests were employed for this purpose: first, the chi-squared test was used
to compare the distributions of ‘categorical variables’, whilst the t-test for independent
variables was used for the ‘numerical variables’. Table IV presents the results of all of
the chi-squared tests that were conducted to test the similarity of the two samples.
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Take in Table IV

It will be noted from the degrees of freedom that in some cases it was necessary to
combine categories in an appropriate manner, in order to ensure that there were at
least 5 observations in each cell. The results clearly demonstrate that the two samples
can be considered together, since there is no evidence to suggest that the samples
come from different populations, apart from in the case of the organisational sector
variable. The reason that the distributions of the organisational sector variable differ is
that the initial survey targeted a dis-proportionate number of manufacturing
organisations and this imbalance was rectified in the second survey where a higher
proportion of service organisations was targeted. Consequently, this result is of no
great importance, as the combined sample is now more representative of the
population at large.

When it came to comparing the distributions of the numeric variable ‘the treatment of
specific organisational issues’ within the two samples, a t-test for independent samples
was employed. The equalities of the means of all 14 specified variables were tested
and the most significant t-statistic recorded was only 1.50 (d of f = 104; significance =
0.136), whilst all the rest were lower than 0.92, which suggests that there is no
evidence, at the usual level of confidence, to support the hypothesis that the two
samples come from different populations.

In summary, none of the results of either the chi-squared tests, or the t-tests, provide
any significant evidence that the two samples come from different populations.
Consequently, for the remainder of the paper, the two separate samples will be treated
as a single combined sample of 107 cases. Furthermore, it should be noted that the
high response rates for both of the two independent samples and the differences in
sampling methods provide added confidence that the combined sample is unbiased.

Factors affecting perceptions about the importance of organisational issues:

One of the most interesting results from this survey concerns the relative importance of
organisational and technical issues when it comes to determining the ultimate success
or failure of an information systems development project. Whilst much previous
research has indicated that most systems development methodologies focus on
technical issues at the expense of organisational issues, a significant majority of the
respondents to this research felt that organisational issues are more important than
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technical issues. The majority of the respondents (56%) perceived that organisational
issues were either ‘the most important issue’, or ‘more important than technical issues’,
whilst a further 38% felt that organisational issues were ‘of equal importance to
technical issues’. Therefore, only 6% of the respondents considered technical issues to
be of more importance than organisational issues. Figure 1 provides a full break down
of the responses to this question, and also graphically illustrates the similarity of the
distribution of responses between the two phases of the survey.

Take in Figure 1

The data presented in figure 1 indicates that there is variability in senior managers’
perceptions of the importance of organisational issues. The aim of this section is to
investigate whether there is an independent variable which is affecting, and may
possibly explain, the differences in perception. More specifically, a chi-squared
analysis was conducted to investigate whether there is a relationship between the size
of an organisation, or the sector in which it operates, or its favoured development
approach and the resultant perceived importance of organisational issues. In some
cases of these analyses there were one or two missing values, leading to sample sizes
of 105 or 106 instead of 107.

Organisational size: It might be hypothesised that senior IT managers coming from
larger, and typically more sophisticated organisations might be more likely to perceive
organisational issues to be of more importance. To investigate this supposition, a chi-
squared test was conducted and the results are presented in table V (the numbers in
upright type in the table are actual values, and those shown in italics are the expected
values for each cell).

Take in Table V

The results of this chi squared test are significant and the figures presented in table V
clearly indicate that those IT managers coming from larger organisations are likely to
perceive organisational issues to be of more importance, whilst those from smaller
organisations are more likely to perceive them to be of equal or less importance than
technical issues, which confirms the hypothesis.

Development Approach: It might be hypothesised that senior IT managers

overseeing the implementation of packages might be more likely to perceive
organisational issues to be of more importance than those who develop tailor-made
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solutions. The reasons for this hypothesis could be twofold. First, most technical issues
have already been addressed by the original software designers so there are fewer
technical issues to concern the user of the package and therefore organisational issues
predominate. Conversely it could be that when using packaged software the scope for
matching the software to the organisation is reduced and therefore it is necessary to
match the organisation to the software, and therefore organisational issues
predominate.

Take in Table VI

The results of the chi-squared test, presented in Table VI, indicate that there is a very
mild relationship between the systems development approach favoured and the
perceived importance of organisational issues. More specifically, an inspection of the
data suggests that organisations which favour packaged software are more likely to
perceive organisational issues as being important, whilst those that favour tailor-made
systems are less likely to perceive organisational issues as being more important than
technical issues.

Organisational Sector: A chi-squared analysis to explore the relationship between an
organisation’s sector and the perceived importance of organisational issues was also
conducted. As might be expected, there was no traceable relationship between the
two.

Given that the differences in managers’ perceptions about the importance of
organisational issues can be explained in terms of organisational size and to a lesser
extent the favoured development approach, one would expect this to be translated into
differences in the treatment of issues. This assumption is tested in the following
section.

Factors affecting the treatment of Organisational Issues

The approaches adopted for the treatment of organisational issues, as summarised
earlier, suggest that there is high degree of variability. The aim, therefore, of this
section is to investigate whether there is any relationship between the perceived
importance of organisational issues and the treatment approach adopted.

The Overall Treatment Approach: All respondents to the survey were asked to
identify which of a range of approaches to the treatment of organisational issues best
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matched the one that they typically utilised. The range of options offered included,
‘rarely considered’ and ‘implicitly considered’, as well as a selection of explicit
approaches to their treatment. It was envisaged that those IT professionals who
perceived that organisational issues are of greater importance than technical issues
might be motivated to adopt more explicit approaches to their treatment. Consequently,
a chi-square test was employed to test this hypothesis.

Take in Table VI

Somewhat surprisingly, the results of the chi-squared analysis presented in table VII
indicate that different perceptions of the importance of organisational issues are not
translated into the adoption of different approaches to their treatment, and the splits
between these differences are independent.

The Frequency of Treating Specific Organisational Issues: In addition to indicating
the overall treatment approach that is typically adopted, respondents were also asked
to comment on the proportion of systems development projects in which specific
organisational issues are typically treated. More specifically, for each of the 14
specified issues (for example: ‘the impact of the system on organisational culture’, or
‘the consideration of user motivation’), the respondent was asked to highlight on a five
point scale, ranging ranging from l=never to 5=always, the proportion of systems
development projects in which the issue would be routinely addressed.

A summary of the results for each of the 14 specified issues is shown in table VIII. This
table shows the overall average score (on the whole sample) for each specified issue
in the second last column and the issues are arranged in descending order of these
scores. Although not central to the purpose of this section, the table also shows the
averages on each of the two samples from the first and second phase. In addition, in
the final column, it shows the category that each issue belongs to as previously defined
in table II. It is striking how well the categories and the overall order match up. This
point and the comparison of the two sets of rankings will be considered in the
discussion section.

Take in Table VI

In trying to explain the variations noted earlier, it was envisaged that those IT
professionals who perceived that organisational issues are of greater importance than
technical issues might be motivated to treat organisational issues in a higher proportion
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of systems development projects. In this instance, the scores for each of the 14
specified organisational issues were averaged, and a comparison of means, using the
independent samples t-test, was conducted to investigate this hypothesis.

Take in Table IX

The results of the comparison of means test presented in table IX indicate that whilst
the average score for the group of managers who believe organisational issues to be of
more importance is higher, indicating that they treat them in a higher proportion of
projects, the difference is not, however, statistically significant, and therefore it can not
be concluded that the two sets of responses come from two different distributions.
Consequently, it can be inferred that senior IT managers who perceive organisational
issues to be of more importance than technical issues when it comes to determining
the successful outcome of systems development projects, are no more likely to treat
organisational issues in a higher proportion of systems development projects, than
those who believe that organisational issues are only of equal or lesser importance to
technical issues.

As the results of these tests of the relationship between the importance and treatment
appeared counter intuitive, it was decided to initiate a final set of analyses to explore
whether the differences in perceptions about the overall importance of organisational
issues has any impact on their frequency of treatment when they are broken down.
Rather than test each specified issue on its own, which could lead to a high chance of
one of the 14 issues appearing significant purely randomly, it was thought better to split
the 14 issues into the 5 discrete categories, as identified in table Il. The average scores
given in table VIII show a remarkable consistency within each category, with only two
of the 14 out of place when they are put in descending order of the average score.
This suggests that there is some validity to the categories and that it is appropriate to
consider them together. This is further demonstrated in table X which shows the
issues grouped by category and displays the overall category average. Apart from the
two issues already alluded to, the variation between the issues within each category is
less striking than that between the categories.

Take in Table X

To pursue the assumption that differences in perceptions about the overall importance
of organisational issues might have an impact on their frequency of treatment, it was
decided to test whether there might be significant differences for one or more of the 5
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categories, even if the overall means were not significantly different. Consequently, a
comparison of means, using the independent samples t-test once more, was
conducted to investigate this hypothesis.

Take in Table Xl

The results presented in table Xl indicate that in four categories out of five the mean for
the group of managers who perceive organisational issues to be of more importance
are higher. When the test statistics are investigated, however, the difference in means
is clearly not significant in all but one instance. In the case of the organisational
contribution category, the higher mean for the group who perceive organisational
issues to be of more importance, is mildly significant.

Hence, even when the frequency of utilisation is broken down into its constituent
categories there are still no major differences between the actions of senior IT
managers who perceive organisational issues to be of more importance than technical
issues when it comes to determining the successful outcome of systems development
projects, and those who believe that organisational issues are only of equal or lesser
importance to technical issues. Thus there appears to be no significant relationship
between the perceived importance of organisational issues and the way in which these
issues are treated. This surprising finding is considered further in the following
discussion.

DISCUSSION

Although not one of the three major objectives of this paper, the results presented in
table VIII are important. The table shows the average scores reported for the
frequency of treatment of the 14 specified organisational issues, both overall and for
the two samples generated in the two phases. The issues are arranged in descending
order of the averages (based on the combined sample) and alongside the averages for
each of the two constituent samples the ranking of the scores in descending order is
given. This shows that both the scores and even the rankings are very consistent
between the two samples. The first seven issues and the last one are in the same
order in both samples. Those numbered between 8 and 12 are still consistent since in
sample 2 there are three simple reversals by one position compared to sample 1. Not
only does this lend weight to the argument that the samples are consistent and can be
combined, but it also shows that this set of issues leads to stable scorings, with quite
noticeable variations between the issues.
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It is also encouraging to see that these frequency scorings tie in with the categorisation
suggested earlier for the 14 specified organisational issues. These categories were
derived from consideration of their content and so it is encouraging that respondents
unaware of this categorisation nevertheless scored them in a way very consistent with
the categories. Apart from the Training and Education requirements issue and the
organisational structure issue, the issues all group together by their category when
ranked in order of frequency. This strengthens the validity of these categories and
suggests they could be used in further research. It is important to note that the overall
scores confirm the sample 1 results which showed the differences in the frequency
scores. In particular, the four issues in the Organisational Contribution category have
high scores indicating they are nearly always considered whereas the issues in the
Organisational Alignment category, which many authors argue are also critical for
success, receive scores which indicate they are rarely considered.

The finding that there is no relationship between the perceived importance of
organisational issues, and their treatment is obviously worrying as it suggests that
many managers who perceive organisational issues to be of more importance than
technical issues, in determining the successful outcome of systems development
projects, are only treating those issues implicitly, or in many cases not at all. This result
can probably best be explained in terms of previous research which suggests that IT
professionals haven't the time, the tools nor the expertise to effectively address
organisational issues (Hornby et al, 1992; Clegg et al, 1997), no matter how important
they think they are, and consequently their treatment is often woefully inadequate.
Consequently, in too many cases, their treatment is left to chance.

This view is supported by many of the respondents who accepted the opportunity to
provide supplementary comments, which helped to throw more light on their survey
answers. From these comments it was possible to establish that many senior IT
professionals accepted that organisational issues are often given a low priority and
only ‘lip service’ is paid to their treatment, because they are generally difficult to
address. The reasons respondents gave for this included their intangible, ambiguous
and politically sensitive nature. As a result, no one is keen to take the responsibility for
their treatment and inevitably it often ‘falls down the gap’ between the IT professionals
and the user managers. Furthermore, because of the tight time and cost constraints
within which systems are developed, it is likely that organisational issues will be
ignored in the interests of developing a technically sound system on time and within
budget. It also was interesting to note, from respondents comments, that in a number
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of cases even where they treated organisational issues explicitly, this had later been
qualified by the observation that they do not find it possible to treat all of the issues
explicitly.

Despite the concerns about the treatment of organisational issues, a number of
constructive suggestions were volunteered. These included: the need for integrated IT
and user development teams; organisational ownership of systems from an early stage
in the development process; and the importance of formal change management
programmes, whose focus should spread well beyond the boundaries of the technical
system. The most significant point, perhaps, was the recognition that both the user and
IT communities must grow closer together and become far more aware of each others’
requirements and motivations. This last point highlights the need to initiate far broader
programmes of awareness, education and training for all participants in the systems
development process.

CONCLUSIONS

The research presented in this paper addresses an increasingly important subject,
namely the importance and treatment of organisational issues during the systems
development process. The primary conclusions are that there continue to be significant
variations in the perceptions of senior IT managers about the importance of
organisational issues in the successful development of information systems, and also
significant variations in the way in which these issues are treated. Whilst the
differences in managers’ perceptions about the importance of organisational issues
can, to some extent, be explained in terms of organisational size and, to a lesser
extent, by the favoured development approach, this has no significant impact on the
approach they adopt for their treatment. This last point is perhaps the most important
finding from this piece of research, and the implications discussed earlier need to be
carefully considered by senior IT professionals.

The results from the research show the benefit of defining a range of specific
organisational issues. The 14 specific issues used in this paper have been shown to
achieve stable scores for frequency of use over different samples of IT specialists.
Further, this work indicates the usefulness of categorising organisational issues and
proposes 5 robust categories which link those with similar concerns and which achieve
similar scores over a wide ranging sample. It is suggested that this categorisation may
be a useful tool for future research.

Page

17



This research confirms the continuing importance and increasing awareness of
organisational issues and highlights the need to address them explicitly during the
systems development process. There is, however, much further detailed research that
needs to be undertaken to explore how organisational issues are treated, both in terms
of methods and timing, who is responsible for conducting their treatment, the resultant
success of such treatments and the factors which are inhibiting the effective treatment
of organisational issues. More importantly, however, it is essential that any research is
translated into the development of a range of practical tools, methods and strategies
which will support the systematic and integrated consideration of organisational issues
during the systems development process.
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Table I: Variable Operationalisation

Variable

Measure

Primary Sources

Organisational size

Favoured development
approach

Overall treatment
approach

Relative importance of
organisational issues

The treatment of specific
organisational issues

The relative importance
of specific organisational
issues

A four point scale, measuring organisational size
by the number of employees.

A three point scale to identify the primary sector
that the organisation operates in

A six point scale to measure the percentage of IS
projects which deliver ‘tailor-made’, as opposed
to packaged software.

A six point scale to identify the primary approach
to the treatment of organisational issues.
Options included ‘rarely considered’, ‘implicitly
considered’ in addition to a selection of explicit
approaches.

A five point scale to measure the relative
importance of organisational issues, as opposed
to technical issues, in determining the ultimate
success of systems development projects.

A five point scale, ranging from always to never,
to measure the proportion of projects in which
14 specified organisational issues are treated.
The 14 specified objectives were sub-divided into
five categories, as highlighted in Table II.

A ranking scale to explore the relative
importance of the same 14 specified
organisational issues.

Eason (1988); Sauer

(1993)

Ewusi-Mensah &
Pryzanski (1991);
Buchannan (1991)

Eason (1988); Clegg et
al (1989); Hornby et al
(1992)

Eason (1988); Clegg et
al (1989); Hornby et al
(1992)

ITP Version 2

16 March 1998



Table II: The categorisation of organisational issues

Category Title & Definition Organisational issues
1. Organisational contribution:
Those issues which focus on ensuring that a proposed Cost-benefit analysis
system will make a positive contribution to some part of IS strategy alignment
the organisation. Prioritisation of deliverables
Future needs of the organisation
2. Organisational Alignment:
The group of organisational issues which need to be Impact on organisational culture
considered in order to ensure that the proposed system  Impact on organisational structure
and its host organisation are well matched. Impact on distribution of power
3. Human Issues:
These are issues which have a discernible impact upon Identify training needs
the working practices and conditions of individual Health and safety / ergonomic impact
employees who interact directly with the system Level of user motivation
Redesign of jobs
4. Transitional issues:
This category includes issues which relate to practical Level of organisational disruption
organisational issues which need to addressed to ensure Timing of implementation
that the transition from old to new system is problem
o free
5. Systems integration issues:

These are issues which have a direct impact on the
dissemination and use of information.

Interfaces to existing systems

Table Ill: Summary of Survey Responses

Phase Surveys Posted Responses Response Rate

Phase 1 79 64 73%

Phase 2 92 43 47%

Total 171 107 63%
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Table IV: Results of chi-squared tests comparing the two samples

Chi-square test statistics

Variable Value D. of F. Significance
Organisation Size 0.27 1 0.60
Organisation Sector 9.51 2 0.01
Favoured Development Approach 0.11 1 0.74
Overall treatment approach 2.27 2 0.32
Importance of organisational issues 1.15 1 0.28

Table V: The relationship between the size of an organisation, and the perceived importance of

organisational issues

Org. issues of equal, or
less, importance than

Org. issues more

Ditd important than Totals
Organisation size technical issues technical issues
Organisation < 1000 16 11 27
Employees 11.1 15.9
Organisation >= 1000 28 52 80
Employees 32.9 47.1
Totals 44 63 107

Result significant at the 5 % level; ¢2 =4.91 > 3.841 = ¢2 (0.05), 1df.

Table VI: The relationship between the development approach favoured, and the perceived
importance of organisational issues

Org. issues of equal, or

Org. issues more

less, importance than important than Totals
technical issues technical issues
<50% of IT systems 20 38 58
tailor-made 23.8 34.2
>50% of IT systems 23 24 47
tailor-made 19.2 27.8
Totals 43 62 105

Significant at the 15 % level; c2=2.24 > 2.072 = c2 (0.15), 1df.

Table VII: The relationship between the perceived importance of Ol, and their treatment in the
systems development process

Org. issues of equal, or

Org. issues more

less, importance than important than Totals
technical issues technical issues
Org issues treated 24 31 55
rarely or implicitly 22.83 32.17
Org issues treated 20 31 51
explicitly 21.17 29.83
Totals 44 62 106

Not significant at the 50% level; c2=0.213 < 0.455 = c2 (0.50), 1df.
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Table VIII: The frequency with which individual organizational issues are addressed

Organizational Issue Sample 1 Sample 2 Combined | Category
(64) (43) (107)

Ave. Rank | Ave. Rank Ave.
Consider System’s Interfaces 4.4 1 4.4 1 4.38 5
Undertake Cost-benefit Analysis 4.1 2 4.2 2 4.16 1
Align with Information systems strategy 4.1 3 4.1 3 4.11 1
Assess Training and education requirements 4.0 4 39 4 3.99 3
Prioritize work to focus on critical areas 3.8 5 3.8 5 3.80 1
Consider future needs of the organization 3.6 6 3.8 6 3.67 1
Review timing of implementation 3.6 7 3.8 7 3.67 4
Consider level of organizational disruption 34 8 3.2 9 3.31 4
Re-design jobs to suit system 3.2 9 3.3 8 3.24 3
Assess impact on organizational structure 3.0 10 3.1 11 3.00 2
Assess the system’s impact on user 2.9 11 3.2 10 3.00 3
motivation
Consider health and safety / ergonomic 2.7 12 2.6 13 2.65 3
issues
Assess impact on organizational culture 2.6 13 2.7 12 2.65 2
Evaluate the impact on the distribution of 2.0 14 2.0 14 2.00
power

Table IX: The relationship between the perceived importance of Ol, and the frequency of their
treatment in the systems development process

Org. issues of equal, Org. issues more T-test Signif-
Frequency of or less, importance important than statistic icance
Utilisation than technical issues technical issues (d of f)
Overall Means 3.33 3.46 -1.17 0.244
(101)
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Table X: The frequency with which organizational issues are addressed by category

Organizational Issue Category Individual Category
Average Average

Undertake Cost-benefit Analysis 1 4.16

Align with Information systems strategy 1 411

Prioritize work to focus on critical areas 1 3.80 3.94
_Consider future needs of the organization 1 367 .
Assess impact on organizational structure 2 3.00

Assess impact on organizational culture 2 2.65 2.55
Evaluate the impact on the distribution of 2 2.00
_power
Assess Training and education requirements 3 3.99

Re-design jobs to suit system 3 3.24

Assess the system’s impact on user motivation 3 3.00 3.22
_Consider health and safety / ergonomicissues 3. ____ 265 .
Review timing of implementation 4 3.67
_Consider level of organizational disruption .~ 4 331 ¢ 349
Consider System’s Interfaces 5 4.38 4.38

Table XI: The relationship between the importance of organisational issues and the treatment
of different categories of organisational issue.

Org. issues of equal, Org. issues more T-test Signif-
Frequency of or less, importance important than statistic icance
Utilisation than technical issues technical issues (d of f)
Organisational 2.47 2.61 -0.77 0.445
Alignment (97)
Human Issues 3.14 3.27 -0.91 0.367
(97)
Transitional 3.48 3.50 0.12 0.901
Issues (94)
Systems 4.32 4.42 -0.62 0.540
Interfaces (78)
Organisational 3.83 4.01 -1.57 0.120
Contribution (96)
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Figure 1: The Relative Importance of Organisational Issues
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