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1 Introduction

(Marcus Wallenberg [1899-1982J hasplqyed agreat role in building todqy's
Sweden. His knowledge was not restricted to Sweden. He seemed to have an
unlimited capacity to take in information about anything of importance which
concerned industries from the four corners of the earth. In addition he had the
ability to organize the material in a wqy that enabled him to build a strong line

ofaction to work from. "

Former Swedish Prime Minister Tage Erlande?

1.1 What Is All This About?

(([CJapacity to take in information" and ((ability to organize the material" in order to

((build a strong line ofaction to work from " can be seen as fundamental aspects of

a general manager's work. An underlying assumption is that a goal of manage

rial work is to achieve some form of action and to accomplish some form of

results. Conditions for managerial activities vary both regarding personal skills

and experiences, as they do, for example, regarding informational conditions

in terms of reporting routines and contents. The study at hand investigates

managerial work in form of management processes.

The amount of information available for managerial work is for all practical

purposes infinite. A great deal of a general manager's work can be described

in terms ofhandling information. To support the work, managers use different

types of supporting processes and structures, such as information platforms
with different types ofreports, routines for meetings, etc. The managerial work

then consists of allocating time, which often is perceived as a scarce resource

given the workload, to deal with different issues on an explicit or implicit

agenda for the work.

An information perspective is a starting-point for the study. Information

processing is an important part of managerial work (e.g. Mintzberg, 1994) and

managers are sometimes described in terms of information workers, like crafts

persons whose raw material is information (McCall and IZaplan, 1990, p. 16).
Managers' use ofinformation includes n1any types ofinformation and different

information sources, which are used in combinations to supplement each other

From the back-cover of Segerstedt et al (1982) and in my own English translation.
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(McKinnon and Bruns, 1992). The situation can be described in terms of an
information mosaic (ibid) , illustrating how pieces ofinformation ofdifferent kinds
and from various sources together form a picture.

In this study, development of managerial information platforms to support
managerial work is seen as an example of how conditions for managerial work
are improved. Managerial information platforms support managerial activities
and consist for example of different types of reports on a regular basis. Given
close links between information and managerial work, it is both a difficult and
a complex task to determine a manager's information requirements (e.g.
Davenport, 1997). It is necessary to understand managerial behavior in order
to understand information needs (ibid, p. 120). In order to take these close
links between information and general management into consideration, infor
mation is here seen in its managerial context.

Managerial work has been investigated in a large number of studies over many
years (e.g. Barnard, 1938; Stewart, 1967/1988; Mintzberg, 1973; IZotter, 1982),
including a Swedish tradition (e.g. Carlson, 1951; Tyrstrup, 1993; Jonsson,
1996; Sjostrand, 1997). Several previous studies of managerial work have
focused on what managers do and how they spend their time (e.g. Mintzberg,
1973). One stream ofresearch describes managerial work in terms of activities
to execute a number of issues on an explicit or implicit agenda (e.g. IZotter,
1982). The explicit or implicit managerial agenda influences or guides manage
rial activities in order to achieve suitable action and results.

One perspective on managerial work is to view the activities through a process
lens and view managerial activities in terms of management processes (e.g.
Davenport, 1993; Garvin, 1998). Tllis process perspective on managerial work
offers a view which emphasizes the linkage between different activities to
produce desired results (Garvin, 1998). Managerial work can be seen as a
limited number of key management processes (e.g. IZotter, 1982) and the
management process concept will be elaborated in section 4.2.3 below.

I will conclude this little "overture" by suggesting one possible answer to the
question asked in the headline, i.e. what all this is about. This sturfy is about an

informationperspective on managerialwork seen as managementprocesses) where information
isput in its context.
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Challenges facing managers regarding their information is an old phenomenon.
Daniel (1961) talked about (~anagementinformation c17sis" and problems facing
organizations in the beginning of the 1960s. The problem described was not
a lack of data, but their relevancy (ibid, p. 111). Daniel quoted Stanley F. Teele,
Dean of the Harvard Business School at the time, speaking about the process
of change in years ahead: UI think the capacity to manage knowledge will be still more
important to the manager. [ ..] The manager will need to increase his skill in deciding what
knowledge he needs" (ibid, p. 119). A decade later, in the beginning of the 1970s,
Dewhirst (1971) talked in terms of an (~·nformation explosion", and yet another
decade later Wildavsky (1983) discussed problems linked to the production of
more data but too little ordered information. Interesting to note is that these
examples of comments on difficulties related to information for managerial
purposes were all made in the beginning of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, long
before present IT solutions and the Internet.

A general manager is continually seeking, receiving, processing, and sending
information (McI<.innon and Bruns, 1992, p. 105). Basically a general manager
searches for and receives information in order to make sense of it (cf. Weick,
1979, 1995), and then based on this, forms a line of action and accomplishes
something through own actions, through people and through information
(Mintzberg, 1994). (TheJ'ob ofmanaging isfundamentallY one ofprocessing information"
(ibid, p. 17). Information is collected from different sources, through various
media, including communication with, for example, board-members, subordi
nates, customers, suppliers, and other external contacts, as well as with external
peers (e.g. through the manager's own board assignments). Given this, it may
be hard for a general manager to describe when and where information is
collected as it is an integrated part of the managerial work.

Nevertheless, there have been different types of attempts at determining
information requirements for so called Executive Information Systems (e.g.
Watson and Frolick, 1993), attempts to understand the informational context
of the systems. The idea ofusing information technology to build a computer
based information infrastructure for managers is an old idea by now. There
have been several different concepts over the past decades: from Management
Information Systems (MIS) in the 1960s (e.g. Ackoff, 1967), to Decision
Support Systems (DSS) (e.g. IZeen and Scott Morton, 1978), and to Executive
Information Systems (EIS) (e.g. Rockart and De Long, 1988). New concepts
have emerged over time as previous ones have not been as successful as
intended in their attempts to support general managers in their work.
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One reason for the limited success in using information technology to support

general managers could be the difficulties in determining general managers'
information requirements, given the amount of information available (e.g.

Rockart, 1979; IZotter, 1982, p. 76; Davenport, 1997, pp. 136-140). The task
of understanding the informational context of the systems is not an easy one, '

given the nature of managerial work. In some respect it may be quite obvious
that formal executive information systems have not turned out to provide

applicable information for most managers, given the complexity of their work
(Davenport, 1997, p. 120). One key to success is understanding how executives

work (Watson and Frolick, 1993, p. 267) - that is, to understand the wider

context of the information and the systems (cf. Roberts and Scapens, 1985, for

a discussion on the importance of organizational contexts of accounting

information systems).

Given the difficulty supporting managerial work with information systems and
information described in previous research, the idea here is to focus on the

wider context of information in managerial work expressed in terms of man

agement processes. The wider contexts can be seen in two steps: first to put

information systems in a context and to understand information needs; second

to put information in a context and to understand managerial work. Previous

work on supporting general managers with information systems has often tried
to put the systems in an informational context. Given close links between

information and managerial work described above, there is a need to put the
information in its context too, and to focus on managerial work.

Information can have several different purposes in managerial work (e.g.

Martensson and Mahring, 1992, pp. 116-119) and there are many approaches

to the different roles of information in managerial work: what information
managers actually use (McI<innon and Bruns, 1992), what information manag

ers truly need (Drucker, 1995), political aspects of information (Davenport et

aI, 1992), reasons for using accounting information Gohansson and Ostman,

1995), information as gossip (March and Sev6n, 1984), information for sym
bolic purposes (Feldman and March, 1981), etc.

In order to help put information in its wider managerial context, one important

theoretical foundation for the study is the concept of logical types (e.g. Bate

son, 1972) and following from this, the multilevel approach to information and
communication (e.g. Watzlawick et aI, 1967; Lundeberg, 1993, 1996). Another

theoretical foundation that will be used in the study is the conce pt of single

loop and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974), which bear a resem

blance to the multilevel approach in information and communication processes
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(more about this in section 4.1.3). By applying theoretical foundations from the

field of information management, the intention is to allow for new explana
tions of old problems concerning managerial work.

1.3 Underlying Views and Perspectives

This study has one starting-point in the area of information management.

Another starting-point is my own view of science. I will elaborate on this issue

in detail in section 3.2, including the fundament that I view reality as sociallY
constructed (cf. Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Based on these points ofdeparture
there are two views underlying the study.

First there is an underlying process view, which implies a focus on how work is
done, in contrast to an emphasis on what is done (Davenport, 1993, p. 5). In

terms of this study it means, for example, a stronger focus on how information
supports managerial activities, as opposed to what specific information is

included. The main implication from this process view is that managerial work
will be seen through a process lens in terms of management processes, as will

be elaborated in more detail later.

Second there is an underlying cognitive view in the study. As described above

there is a view of managers as information workers processing information,

which is in line with previous research on managerial cognition (cf. Walsh,

1995). There is a growing interest for cognitive views in research shown for
example in organizational research on "the thought-full enterprise", how

people in organizations think and their cognitive frameworks (Hellgren and
Lowstedt, 1997,2001). The cognitive view in the study refers to an organiza

tional context and specifically managerial work, and not to cognitive psychol
ogy in general, which would go beyond the scope of this study. I will not focus

on cognitive aspects per se, but rather have a cognitive view on the topic at
hand.

Given these underlying views, there are four specific theoretical perspectives

applied when findings are discussed in the study:
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The first theoretical perspective applied is a specific information perspective. A

fundamental approach in this study is the focus on information and aspects
related to information.2

The second theoretical perspective applied in the study is an agenda perspective.
In practice this means that I to a large extent will describe and discuss manage

rial work in terms of issues on different agendas (cf. Kotter, 1982).

The third theoretical perspective is a communication perspective. This perspective

will be applied when focusing on information use in managerial work to
achieve action. I will view information use as part of communication processes

and theories on communication will be used when trying to explain the phe
nomena (e.g. Watzlawick et aI, 1967)

The fourth theoretical perspective is a developmentperspective. The implications
of this perspective include special attention to development of management

processes, as well as use of theories on development processes (e.g. Lunde

berg, 1993).

1.4 Research Question and Specific Purposes

As previous research has shown, general managers can be described as infor

mation workers where information processing plays a significant role. A
starting-point in information management opens the possibility ofbuilding on

theoretical foundations from an information tradition and applying these

foundations in the area ofmanagerial work. The combination ofthe theoretical

areas of information management and managerial work offers a potential to
enhance the understanding of managerial work - both in terms of how mana

gerial work can be described and how the work is carried out.

The overall research question (RQ) for this study is:

RQ How can an information perspective contribute to the understanding ofmanage
nal work?

As discussed above there is a process view underlying the study and managerial

work is accordingly seen in terms of management processes.

2 I here refer to a theoretical information perspective in a more specific meaning than in the
subtitle of the book. There the expression rather refers to an overall view from the area of
information management on the topic at hand.
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In order to address the research question, the study has three specific pur
poses:

PI. To describe ageneral manager's work seenfrom aprocess and cognitive view, ry
appfyingfour theoreticalperspectives ~·nformation) agenda) communication and

development) to managementprocesses.

The first purpose (P1) has an empirical and descriptive emphasis and aims at
giving a rich picture of a general manager's work in terms of management
processes. In addressing P1 the four theoretical perspectives described in the
previous section will specifically be taken into account (i.e. information,
communication, agenda and development). Linked to P1 is a discussion on
different types of management processes.

P2. To discuss and explore patterns in a general manager's work (based on the

descnption from PI).

The second purpose (P2) has an explorative emphasis and aims at exploring
the description from PI. Alternative interpretations of the descriptions will be
elaborated in discussions of patterns.

P3. To discuss and propose conceptual frameworks for understanding a general

manager's work (rooted in findings from PI and P2).

The third purpose (P3) aims at the construction of general conceptual frame
works. Here theoretical foundations from the area ofinformation management
will be applied for investigating ways of describing and discussing managerial
work.

1.5 Some Definitions and Delimitations

The following paragraphs briefly describe a nUITlber ofexpressions used in the
study.

Generalmanagers is the expression used for persons conducting managerial work
and refers to {'individuals who holdpositions with some multifunctional responsibilityfor

a business (or businesses)" (I<:'otter, 1982, p. 2). The general manager in focus in
this study is the managing director, or the "CEO", of the organization. Ac

cordingly, the person referred to as the financial director in this study is, the
"CFO" of the organization. I have chosen to not use the expressions CEO and

CFO as these often refer to a group management level.
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Information is a concept that will be discussed in detail in section 4.1.1. In short,
I base my usage on an information management tradition (cf. Langefors, 1973;
Lundeberg et aI, 1995) where information is the result of an interpretation
process by an individuaL Traditionally a clearer distinction was made between
the two concepts data and information, but today the word information is used

in a more general way. I adjust my use of the word to common use of lan
guage, which I will elaborate belo"," When I talk about "information used in
managerial work" this means use of information in a wide sense. That is,
information is seen for example as part of communication processes with

different purposes in managerial work, e.g. to send different signals (c£ Feld
n1.an and March, 1981, p. 179; Winograd and Flores, 1986, pp. 58-60).

Informationplatform is an expression that refers to structures and processes that
aim to provide information support to activities. Structures can consist of

reports with varying content and regularity, and processes can be different
reporting routines. The underlying purpose of information platforms is to
improve conditions for managerial work, for example by reducing uncertainties
perceived by a manager.

Managerial agenda is an expression used to describe a set of issues attracting the
general manager's attention. Agenda formation (or agenda setting) is based on
the description of ('the process through which strategic issues gain decision makers)
attention and are legitimated in the organization)) (Dutton, 1986, p. 3).

Management processes will be discussed later, first based on previous work and
then also based on empirical findings. The expression will be used for viewing
managerial work through a process lens, which will be elaborated further
below (see section 4.2.3).

The following paragraphs will briefly summarize some foundations and
limitations of the study.

The empiricalbasis for the study consists of empirical findings from Scandinavia
in the 1990s. The organizational setting for the empirical work is an organization

which is part of, and owned by, a large service group operating worldwide. The
organization consists ofabout 600 employees and its main activities are located

in Scandinavia even if there are also activities in a few other countries. Their
business activities could be described as retail trading, which differs from the
activities of most other parts of the service group. The organization has its
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own board of directors, i.e. the managing director3 reports to the board. The

organizational setting for the empirical parts is described in section 3.6.2.

The longitudinal approach in the study implies an aim to study processes and

development over time. The empirical basis for the study covers a period of

five years. Implications of the longitudinal approach are discussed below in

section 3.5.

The main unit ofanalYsis is a general manager's work seen in terms of manage

ment processes. A number ofdifferent types of management processes can be

distinguished, as will be discussed in section 4.2.3 belo w. In the case study a

number of specific processes will be included, such as building information

platforms, recruiting management-team members, and tendering for contracts.

My intention is to use these (and other) examples as illustrations ofmanagerial

activities. The specific processes could be interesting to study per se, but my

aim with this study is to use specific examples as illustrations. That is, my focus

is on a general level of managerial work as management processes. The point

of this approach is to identify general patterns which can then be applied to

other specific examples not included here. Even if the main focus is on the

managing director, work of the entire management team is included in the

study, as well as perspectives of board members. In the still larger context, the

entire organization is included to a limited extent, even though the focus is on

the managing director and his management team.

Managerial work takes place in many different arenas. In this study the focus

is on arenas in a business context, i.e. managerial activities taking place in

different types of business meetings, at offices, etc, rather than managerial

activities taking place during informal dinners, in queues at airports, or at

birthday receptions, etc. The study does not explicitly address roles of emo

tions, intuition, and aesthetics in managerial work. The reason for this is to

limit the scope of the study and it should not be interpreted as a statement

about the importance of these aspects in managerial work. Furthermore, the

powerperspective related to information is not explicitly included in the study. As

mentioned above there are political aspects related to information use. Political

motives behind using and sharing information in a managerial context to

exercise power are interesting aspects but beyond the scope of this study.

3 The general manager in focus in the case study has the title managing director. He will therefore
be referred to as managing director which can be seen as one type of general manager.



10 Management Processes

At this point I have tried to reveal some of the intentions and perspectives

underlying the study. Implicitly these also reveal some of my own background
and interests, but I will say a few words explicitly about myself.

1.6 About Myself

One underlying assumption in this study is that people matter, and when
studying management processes, it is important to take into consideration the
people involved. In accordance with this assumption (which will be elaborated
in the discussion on my view of science, see section 3.2), and to give the reader
a picture of the person behind this dissertation, I will give a brief presentation
of myself and the nature of my interest in this topic.

One important part of the background to this study is a project reported in my
licentiate thesis (Martensson and Mahring, 1992). In that project, which took
place between 1989 and 1992, we focused on information from staff to execu
tives, with an emphasis on written reports. We interviewed executives in seven
different organizations and a number of controllers working as their informa
tion providers. We also formed a reference group with controllers from 15
large Swedish organizations.4

I learnt a lot from this project - both about the topic information support
from staff to executives and about approaches to research. The n1eetings with

the reference group were interesting and instructive. I decided that I wanted
to have close links to practice in my doctoral project, which resulted in a
clinical research approach. I also decided that I now wanted to take a starting
point in managerial work, rather than in information providers' work. This
resulted in the focus on a managing director's work in the study I began in
1993.

The combination of research and practice is important to me. I believe that
academic research can gain from this combination, and I also believe that

persons working in "practice" can gain from collaborations with people
conducting academic research. In my view a key success factor is mutual

respect and openness for different perspectives. In my work I have tried to
accomplish this link between research and practice through the clinical re

search approach as well as a reflective dialogue, which I will explain later.

4 It should be noted that the organization included in the study at hand did not participate in this
previous project.
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The "wider context" is important for me. I often try to put things in their

wider context with the purpose that this may help understanding the phenom
ena of interest. When I first came across the idea of logical levels I found an

analytical tool to help put things in their wider contexts. This view has then
influenced my work both explicitly and implicitly: The idea of logical levels is
described and discussed below:

My view that people matter is shown in the focus for this study. Personally I

think the issues at hand in the study are really interesting. (Otherwise, I would
not conduct the study in the first place.) I enjoy working with change and
development processes, as well as with learning processes. An underlying
reason for this is my aim at trying to make things a little bit better, to develop
new knowledge, and to help people develop themselves as well as their activi
ties (applied for example in different types of teaching and coaching situa

tions).

1.7 Outline

The book consists of the following parts and chapters:

Part L· Foundations

Chapter 2 gives a brief description of the case stutfy. Here a summary of the case
study from the organization called Omega is presenteds. A longer chronologi

cal version of the case study is found in Appendix H. Empirical findings will
be further described and discussed in chapters 5-7. The aim with this chapter

is to give the reader a flavour of the empirical material before reading about
methodological and theoretical aspects.

In chapter3, I will present and discuss my methodologicalapproach. I will elaborate
on my own view of science and then present arguments for my longitudinal
case study approach. I will also present and discuss strengths and weaknesses
with the clinical approach. One part of the collection of empirical material has

been through a reflective dialogue with the managing director in the organiza
tion where the case study is conducted. I will discuss this type of empirical
source, as well as the entire research process.

5 The name of the organization as well as the people in the case study are kept anonymous for
reasons discussed in the chapter on the methodological approach.
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Chapter 4 is on theoretical foundations and previous research. Here I first present

theoretical foundations for the study and give an account ofprevious research

relevant for my purposes.

Part 11: Empirical Discussions

In chapters 5-7 empiricalfindings are described and discussed according to different

types ofmanagement processes: processes focused on preparing, performing,
and evaluating efforts respectively. The descriptions in these chapters include

quotations (with cross references to the chronological version ofthe case study

in Appendix H) in order to give the reader a better flavour of the atmosphere

in the situations.

Part Ill- Concluding Discussions

In chapter 8 there is a discussion in light ofprevious work where I will discuss my

empirical findings in light ofprevious research. This chapter can be seen as the

counterpart to chapter 4. This chapter concludes with a summary of the main

findings from the study (see section 8.7 on page 301).

Following from that, in chapter 9, the methodology is revisited, which can be seen

as the counterpart to chapter 3. This means that I discuss the methodological

approach in retrospect and comment on evaluation of quality.

Finally, in chapter 10 there are concluding remarks wh.ere I reflect on how I have

addressed my research question and purposes. This chapter can be regarded

as a counterpart to the first chapter and I try to put the study in its broader

context. I discuss implications for practice, and finally I conclude with a
presentation of some ideas for further research.

Figure 1 gives an overview of the chapters of the book and their different foci.
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Part I: Foundations

This first part consists of three chapters. In chapter 2 there is an overview of

the empirical material and a brief summary of the case study to give the reader

a flavour of the empirical setting. Then there are methodological discussions

in chapter 3. Following from this, there are discussions on theoretical founda

tions and previous work in ch.apter 4.

One aim of Part I is to build a firm basis for the discussions to come in

remaining parts. Another aim is to put the study in its larger methodological

and theoretical context.



2 Empirical Material in a Nutshell

The aim ofthis chapter is to give an overview ofthe organization ofthe empin·cal

maten·a4 and to present a brief chronological summary of the case study. An
extensive chronological case-study descnption is found in Appendix H. The
empin·calmaten·alwill be described and discussed in more detail in chapters 5-7.

2.1 Organization of Empirical Material

TIle empirical basis for this study is a longitudinal case study with a clinical ap

proach, including a reflective dialogue with the managing director. The meth

odological approach will be described and discussed later. Facts and figures

about the empirical material are found in Appendix B.

I have organized the material as follows. In this chapter (section 2.3) there will

be a brief summary of the case study to give a chronological overview. Then

after discussions of methodology and theoretical foundations, I will describe

and discuss empirical findings in more detail (including a number of quota

tions) in chapters 5-7.

The reader interested in an extensive chronological case-study description will

find this in Appendix H. This appendix is included in order to offer possibili

ties for putting the empirical discussions in chapters 5-7 into their larger

chronological contexts.

The summary in this chapter aims at giving the reader an overview of the case

study before reading about methodology and theoretical foundations.

2.2 Aspects on Empirical Focus

In accordance with the research question described in the previous chapter, the

study investigates managerial work seen from an information-management

point of vie\\!. In order to investigate various aspects of management pro

cesses, those processes need to be linked to specific events in a general man

ager's work. Therefore, there will be descriptions of events like building an

information platform, recruiting new management-team members, and tender

ing for contracts (as illustrated in Figure 2 below). When the empirical material

will be described and discussed in more detail in chapters 5-7 these types of



16 Management Processes

examples will be used as specific examples of general phenomena such as

communication in a general manager's work.

It should be noted that the focus for the study is on managerial work seen as

management processes on a general level, and the specific examples are used

as illustrations of activities. That is, the study is not about how to specifically

handle tendering processes, etc. Figure 2 illustrates the general level and

specific examples.

Management
Processes

Focus General
Level

_____----------~A'-------------__.
( \

Building
Information
Platforms

Recruiting
Management

Team
Members

Tendering for
Contracts

Etc.
Specific

Examples

Figure 2 General Level and Specific Examples

As shown in Figure 2 the main focus is on management processes on a general

level, rather than on the specific examples per se. Different perspectives on

management processes will be described and discussed, as presented in section

1.3.

In the following section (2.3) I will give a brief overview of the case study seen

in terms of specific examples, with the purpose of giving the reader a picture

of the context. That is, when different perspectives of management processes

are discussed later, the specific context is the one briefly described belo~

2.3 A Brief Summary of the Case Study "Omega"

The case-study description starts in January 1993 and ends in January 1998. It

is divided into a number of phases that to a large extent are aligned to a time

line. As pointed out above, an extensive chronological case-study description

is found in Appendix H.
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2.3.1 The Entry of A New Managing Director - "Setting the
Stage"

In January 1993 a new managing director, MD6
, takes office in the Scandina

vian organization here called Omega, which consists of about 600 people and
is in the retail trading business. The organization is own by the large (more
than 10,000 employees) worldwide service group here called the Alpha Group.

Omega has its own board of directors and is one of the more profitable units
within the entire Alpha Group, and is therefore considered as more important
than its relative size in numbers of employees implies. This is illustrated by the
fact that the CEO for the Alpha Group is the chairman of the Omega board.

The Omega organization consists of four geographical regions and a number
of support departments (purchasing and Logistics, Finance and IS, Business
Development and Personnel). The business activities are mainly located in
Scandinavia, but there are activities in a few other European countries too.

The organization of Omega (as of 1993) is described in Figure 3.

Managing
Director

MD

I

Western
Region

WR

Personnel
PM1

Purchasing
and Logistics

PL

I
Southern
Region

SR

Finance/IS
FD

Business
Development

BD

I
Easte rn
Region
(ERF)

I
Northern
Region

NR

Figure 3 The Omega Organization 1993

6 The people are named by abbreviations in the description. In Appendix E there is a list of the
people mentioned in the text in alphabetical order, where the reader can find the person's
position, in case this is not evident from the text.
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The people mentioned in the organization chart above, plus the personal

assistant of the managing director, form the management team of Omega.7

Omega is doing financially well, but previous years have seen a number of

unsuccessful investments. The organization has invested in new projects to

broaden its businesses, but several of these efforts have failed. The board has

now decided that it is time to withdraw from these unsuccessful investments.

When the new managing director enters the organization there are huge

expectations on him. The board members have tasked him to, among other
things, wind up prior unsuccessful investments.

2.3.2 Investigating the Present Situation - "What's Up?"

The last couple ofyears in Omega have been a time for expansion. The former

managing director could be said to has focused more on new projects than on

cost control. This means that the organization is in a situation where new ideas

for business opportunities have been more appreciated than control in detail.

When MD starts investigating the situation in Omega, he finds an organization
where the business activities are quite decentralized. The different regions are

in a number of respects rather independent. MD finds this decentralized
situation combined with a system of control, which in his opinion is insuffi

cient.

Furthermore, MD finds that a nun1ber of persons have left Omega. Some of

them had aimed at the position as new managing director and resigned when
it was announced that MD was appointed. One of the persons who has left

Omega is the former manager of the Eastern Region

Strategically MD discovers that he cannot see a clear strategy for Omega's

business expansion. The former managing director had invested in new

projects in various areas, but from MD's point ofview, the strategy behind the

investments has not been clear. Related to this issue, MD enters a situation
where the work with the board members is a bit tense because of the prior

unsuccessful investments in new business opportunities.

7 This means that the management team in Omega consists of MD, FD, BD, PM1, PL, WR, SR,
NR, and MD's personal assistant PA. ERF is first acting head of the Eastern Region and then
replaced in the management team by the new regional manager ER. The management team is
later expanded with a business controller BC. When PMllater leaves Omega he is replaced with
PM2.
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MD wants to change a lot in Omega, for example the control structure and

information flows, and he wants to introduce more work in projects. He also

needs to recruit some key persons, including a new manager for the Eastern

Region.

There are many complaints about the management information that the

management team and the board of directors receive. MD is not happy with

the present situation regarding the reports to the management team either. He

therefore initiates a project to change the situation regarding the management

information at an early stage when he has been in office for a couple of

months.

MD perceives an urgent need to get a grasp of the situation and does not feel

he receives sufficient support from the present information platform. Further

more, MD wants to send the signal to the organization that there is a change

in the organization no'\V: One first step of the process to improve the informa

tion supporting the managerial work is to investigate different persons' percep

tions on information needs.

FD, as the financial director, is responsible for the study which takes place

between June and October 1993. The investigation reveals great disappoint

ment regarding the information to the management team and the board. The

present information situation is described in negative terms. For example, the

information does not allow for comparisons, it is largely descriptions of

historical data with no links to actions and it is difficult (or even impossible)

to get a picture of causes and consequences etc.

The reporting processes are also objects for severe criticism. The processes are

described as time-consuming, supported by old information systems and an

insufficient dialogue between reporting units and central staff.

There are strong driving forces among the members of the management team

and the board members to change the present situation. Tb.e investigation of

the present situation also reveals great expectations concerning change efforts

in the organization with MD as the new managing director. Some members of

the organization are awaiting a new order with the new managing director.

Other members on the other hand are afraid that the new era in Omega will

be more boring with less expansion.
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2.3.3

Management Processes

Building an Information Platform - "Getting the Grip"

In the next phase the managing director, together with several other people in

the organization, starts building a new information platform for managerial

work. The monthly report to the management team and to the board is rede

signed regarding both contents and form. The new report incorporates such

changes as: new key ratios are introduced, there are more graphic presentations

in the report, the written comments by the different reporting units are better

calibrated between different units, and comparisons between different regions

are made easier, both through graphic presentations and by written comments.

The process to change the report is rather unproblematic and takes place in an

atmosphere with a positive climate for change. Regarding the perceived

information needs there is a broad consensus about what to include in the

report. There are discussions on different key ratios, but there is overall

agreement on the information needs an10ng different parties.

In October 1993 the first version of the new management report is introduced.

A general impression is that things have become better from an information

point of view, but the managing director wants to get a better congruence

between the written reports and the management meetings held in conjunction

with the reports. He perceives that the effects of the new reports are not

enough. In December 1993 MD therefore initiates a task force (with himself

in charge) for changing the agendas for the monthly management meetings.

The underlying purpose of this work is to establish new structures for meet

ings that are more in harmony with the information in the monthly reports.

The managing director involves himself more in this change process than he

did when the report was changed. The tempo in the process is increased and

within a few weeks the content of the fixed agendas become fairly clear. They

are now more in harmony with the new report, including a heading "topic of

the month" to build in some flexibility in the meetings (as well as the reports).

InJanuary 1994 the new fixed agendas are introduced and there is an improved

focus in meetings. But still MD has the feeling that this is not enough. During

the work in the task force for the fixed agendas there are problems revealed

concerning the communication between people at the Finance and IS depart

n1ent and people at the reporting units. A problem concerning a perceived
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imbalance benveen accounting control and business control8 is revealed. At

present MD thinks there is a focus on accounting control, while he perceives

a need for further analysis of the figures presented in reports. The imbalance

is, according to MD, a central problem for the improvement of the informa

tion and thus for the support to managerial activities.

With the new report and the new agendas introduced, MD looks back at a first

year with activities like winding up old investments, efforts spent on improving

the information platform to support the n1anagerial work and on improving

the cost control in the organization, and a number of problems that have been

revealed in the change processes during the year. Among other things he now

perceives a need to strengthen the management team.

2.3.4 Strengthening the Management Team - "Teaming Up"

The managing director identifies a need to supplement the information plat

form with the recruitment of some new key persons. In the beginning of 1994
MD declares that he wants to focus on business control and that he intends to

establish a new function for business controL The work during his first year

at Omega has pointed to the importance ofstrengthening the organization and
one part of this is to recruit a business controller to the management team.

MD involves himself heavily in the recruiting process of a new business

controller. This process proves to be sensitive. The establishment of a new

business-control unit is perceived as a threat to the financial director, and MD

spends a considerable amount of time tryil1g to settle the perceived problems.

It is not only the recruitment of a business controller that attracts attention

from the managing director. When the person, BC, has been recruited, MD

spends much time introducing him to the organization and on finding a form

of co-operation benveen the business controller and the financial director.

In addition to the business controller, a new regional manager is recruited to

the management team. Here MD chooses a person to add structure and

stringency to the work in the management team.

Furthermore, an IT-controller is recruited. As the number of IT-related issues

dealt with at meetings in the management team has started to increase, there

is a perceived need to recruit a person for IT-controL This recruitment has the

8 Accounting control was seen as focused on production of figures with an emphasis on history
and present state, while business control was regarded as analysis of figures with a focus on
present state and the future, including action planning. The terminology is the one used by MD.
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purpose ofstrengthening the organization regarding the handling ofIT-related

issues, and the IT-controller is located at the Finance and IS department and

is not a member of the management team.

2.3.5 Dealing with Issues on the Managerial Agenda - "Every
day Life"

When the managing director has been in office for about eighteen months, fall

of 1994, a number of processes that have been running since his start in the

organization are concluded. His work enters a new phase. The old unsuccessful

investments, which he inherited, are now wound up and the information

platform in the form of reports and reporting procedures are in place. There

have been some recruitments to strengthen the organization and a business

control unit is established. To make a long story short, he perceives that he

now has built a solid base for future managerial work.

The managerial agenda includes a number ofdifferent issues, including formal

izing goals for different units, winning an important contract in one of the

regions, and communicating strategies to the entire organization. The manag

ing director spends much of his time in different meetings and time for work

on his own is very limited. Besides his duties in Omega he is also a member of

some external boards outside the Alpha Group.

Regarding all the activities MD is involved in, he is focusing on a few major

issues at the time and keeps other issues in the background. Overall he enjoys

his work and thinks that he has found a working style that works quite well,

even though he sometimes perceives a loneliness in his work. Omega produces

very good financial results, which of course is positive in some respects. The

willingness to change in the organization is however sometin1es limited as

people do not see the need to change, given the profitability.

2.3.6 Tendering for a Contract - "A Big Game"

One of the main things on the managing director's ag enda during the fall of

1994 is a tendering process for a very important contract. Now MD faces a

major challenge and several members of the management team spend much

time working with this tendering process during the fall of 1994.

MD, as well as the business controller and the financial director, involve

themselves in the work from the very beginning. People from different regions

are also involved, as well as different external expertise. The work in the group

includes long hours for many people in the organization during the process.
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At a board meeting in early November, MD presents the status of the tender

ing process. He informs the board that things work fine and that the tender

will be submitted in late November. The board members express their view

that t11e contract is extremely important for the organization.

The work is divided between different subgroups focusing of different parts

of the tender. There are, for example, financial issues in the tender, there are

issues linked to purchasing and logistics, to personnel, etc. Complex simulation

models are built with the purpose of clarifying how different factors are

related. At the final stage these models play a significant role when the bottom

line level is decided, i.e. the final decision on what level they should place their

tender. But the tender is not only the bottom-level, they also have to show the

trustworthiness in their tender. Therefore, they carefully formulate and docu

ment how they will handle the situation if they win the contract.

The participants in the work are grateful for the careful planning they did in

the beginning. The different pieces of the complex tender fit nicely together

when they are combined at the end of the process. In spite of the planning of

the process, the group working with the tender literally works night and day

during the final period in order to complete their work. MD is involved all the

time.

The tender is handed in one of the last days of November. The outcome of the

evaluation of the different tenders is to be announced before Christmas. MD

and the other members of the management are all very happy with the tender,

and confident that they will win.

Four days before Christmas 1994 MD is informed about a press-release saying

that the ABC Corporation won the contract. Omega lost.

2.3.7 Evaluation After a Loss - "What Now?"

The lost contract turns out to be both a major problem and at the same time

an important wake-up call for people in Omega in general and for the manage

ment team and MD in particular. After the loss of the important contract, MD

initiates an investigation in order to get a better picture of different people's

views of the present situation in Omega. Spring of 1995 is a time for evaluating

the effects of the loss and starting to look forward. Many new activities are

launched to compensate for the loss.

There is an anxiety in the organization, and at the same time there are people

who think there is more of a focus no\\1. The organization is facing a major

challenge, and people realize that there is a need for changes, even if the
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financial results for 1994 turn out to be very good. The situation after the lost

contract leads to a tense situation in the organization. Tb.ere are different

arguments between departments etc.

Regarding the information, the managing director is pleased with the situation,
but perceives a need to get a better overview of all new activities. In the

organization questions are raised about needs for better information on the

state in the organization and activities to compensate for the loss. There are

voices describing a gap between the management team and the rest of the

organization.

Now when MD has been in office for two years and the organization is facing
major challenges after the lost contract, people in the organization start making

comparisons between MD and his predecessor. There are different types of
complaints both from members of the management team and other members

of the organization. The decision-processes in the organization are perceived
to be slow, and different types of frustration are described.

MD is facing challenges in his work as the managing director.

2.3.8 A Crowded Managerial Agenda - "Lots of Items"

After the contract is lost, many activities are started. From MD's perspective

it is important to get the organization going after the loss and to involve many
people in different activities. There are numerous projects running in the

organization, including a large TQM-project (Total Quality Management) and
several IT-related projects. The managerial agenda is getting crowded and it is

becoming challenging to handle all the issues in the fall of 1995.

The managerial agenda includes issues such as: to develop and explore new

business opportunities to compensate for the lost contract, to increase the

competence in the organization, to develop a strategic plan for the next few

years, and to develop the business activities. MD stresses the importance of
building a common base for the future.

As part of this work he wants to place higher demands on persons in the

organization and at the same time he wants to step back a little bit to let other

people in the organization take greater responsibilities. This turns out to be a
challenging process.
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2.3.9 Working with all the Issues - "Busy As a Beaver"
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During 1996 a large number of activities are running following from initiatives

to compensate for the lost contract. The number ofprojects is increasing. MD

perceives difficulties in getting an overview of all activities and the business

controller is assigned to put together a catalogue of all projects in order for the

management team to get a better overview: As MD wants to keep better track

of the progress in different projects, he becomes more demanding with the

different project leaders. This turns out to be easier said than done.

The number of issues on MD's agenda is increasing. He often sees his role to

monitor things and make sure that they progress according to plan. The

number of IT-related issues on his agenda has increased and there are several

projects focussing on the use IT for developing the businesses. The framing

of IT-related issues has changed as they now are more offensive, as compared

to earlier when IT-issues more often were about projects that either were

behind schedules and/or over budget.

Given the number ofactivities running in the organization there is a weariness

with projects. Late spring 1996 both the members of the management team

and other people involved in projects are really tired. There is hard work with

all issues on the agenda yet at the same time Omega is still doing financially

well. The good thing with the firm financial base is that all different change

efforts and projects can be carried on without any financial problems.

By now the information platform developed earlier is well established. The

monthly report works well, but there are still some discussion of key ratios

now and then. The tension between the Finance and IS department and the

Business Control and Support unit has more or less disappeared.

MD finds it difficult to reach the entire organization with messages. In his

opinion everyone makes their own interpretations and what is obvious for the

person sending the message is not at all obvious for the receivers. In MD's

attempts to let people take greater responsibilities, he wants to change the way

people in the management think and act, but he finds this difficult. He de

scribes it in tern1S of working like a beaver to get them to work differently.

2.3.10 Tendering for a New Contract - "Do or Die?"

It is now time for a new very important tendering process, and this contract

is even more important than the previous Oost) one. This time the organization

cannot afford to lose the contract, but the situation is complex and the compe

tition is tough. As in the previous tendering process, the managing director and
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several other members of the management team spend much time and effort

in this process, which mainly takes place during 1997, even ifpreparation starts
in 1996.

One factor discussed at great length at this time is whether Omega should
tender for the contract on their own, or work together with a business partner.

Cooperation would increase the chances ofwinning the contract as the tender
could be stronger and the number of competitors would be reduced by one.

On the other hand tendering alone would increase the profitability for Omega

and the possibility of strengthening Omega's position.

After a careful evaluation the management team decides, not without hesita

tion, to take the chance and tender for the contract on their own. They know

that with this decision they increase the risk, but on the other hand they open

the door to better profits from the contract. They are well aware that they

cannot afford to lose this contract.

When they work with their tender, they discover several questions about the

conditions for the tendering process, which in turn make the process even
more difficult. Some of the questions can be solved and some of them they

have to tolerate. They know from previous experiences that the complexity of
this type of contracts means that there are often discussions about possible

interpretations of conditions etc, after a contract is won.

In December 1997 the final tender is submitted on the final day. MD and the

other people who have been involved in the tendering process celebrate the
end of their hard work with the tender. They celebrate moderately though, as

they have learnt from earlier experiences not to gloat too soon. The results of

this tendering process are expected in January 1998. Now, they just have to
wait and see - do or die?

2.3.11 An Epilogue - "A Happy (?) Ending and New Challenges"

In January 1998 Omega receives the good news that they won the contract.

That is, the answer to the question about "do or die?" turns out to be "do".

Given this outcome of the tendering process, MD and the other members of

the management team are very happy that they chose the path to tender for the
contract on their own. Now they are much more independent than they would

have been otherwise. There will later turn out to be some problems with the

contract, and the tendering process proves to be far from finished when the

contract is awarded. As usual there are discussions of details and different
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possible interpretations. This time the problems are rather difficult, but things

are finally settled.

One result of the TQM-project is a major reorganization of Omega. There is

an increased focus on processes and many responsibilities are transferred to

the headquarters. The regions now become much less independent and the

entire organization becomes more centralized. Several of the members of the

management team either change positions or leave the organization.

MD leaves Omega in August 1999 after about six and a half years.



3 Methodological Approach

In this chapter I discuss the stucfy from a methodologicalpoint of view. First)
there is a briefoverview ofthe research approach and ageneral discussion on my
view ofscience in order to put this research into its larger context and reveal some

ofmy own positions regarding research. I then discuss the research approach in
more detail. Followingfrom this) there is a descnption about how I have con
ducted the longitudinal case stucfy. The research process is then descn'bed before
the chapter ends with a summary ofthe methodological approach (see page 71).

3.1 Overall Research Approach

One way to start discussing a piece of research is by looking at what kinds of

questions are being asked. The questions can be categorized in terms of
"how", "why", "what", "where", "how many", or "how much" etc. Following

fron1 this, one can then start thinking in terms of different research strategies
for different types of research questions (cf. Yin, 1994, figure 1.1, p. 6). The

research questions in themselves determine to a large extent the research
method (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 36).

In addition to distinguishing types of questions that are being asked, another
division is between quantitative and qualitative research approaches9

• This

dichotomy between quantitative and qualitative is rough, but can still be useful.
By qualitative research I mean {'aJry kind ofresearch thatproducesfindings not arrived

at lry means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990, p. 17). This is a very broad definition, and instead of trying to
find the exact and narrow definition of qualitative research, a more fruitful

approach is to find characterizations of this type ofresearch. Miles and Huber

man (1994) suggest the recurring features of qualitative research described in
Table 1 belo\\T. The reason for including these different features is that, in my

opinion, these characterizations are very much in line with my overall research
approach, which will be described and discussed in this chapter.

9 I talk about approaches rather than methods, as qualitative research is more ofan approach than
a particular set of techniques (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 499),
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a. Qualitative research is conducted through an intense and/or prolonged
contact with a 'field' or life situation. These situations are typically 'banal' or
normal ones, reflective of the everyday life of individuals, groups, societies,
and organizations.

b. The researcher's role is to gain a 'holistic' (systematic, encompassing,
integrated) overview of the context under study: its logic, its arrangements,
its explicit and implicit rules.

c. The researcher attempts to capture data on the perceptions of local actors
'from the inside', through a process of deep attentiveness, of empathetic
understanding (Verstehen), and of suspending of 'bracketing'
preconceptions about the topics under discussion.

d. Reading through these materials, the researcher may isolate certain
themes and expressions that can be reviewed with informants, but that
should be maintained in their original forms throughout the study.

e. A main task is to explicate the ways people in particular settings come to
understand, account for, take action, and otherwise manage their day-to
day situations.

f. Many interpretations of this material are possible, but some are more
compelling for theoretical reasons or on grounds of internal consistency.

g. Relatively little standardized instrumentation is used at the outset. The
researcher is essentially the main 'measurement device' in the study.

h. Most analysis is done with words. The words can be assembled,
subclustered, broken into semiotic segments. They can be organized to
permit the researcher to contrast, compare, analyse and bestow patterns
upon them.

Table 1 Features of Qualitative Research (Miles and Huberman, 1994, pp. 6-7)

My overall methodological approach is a qualitative one, but what is the reason

for choosing such an approach? Just as the research topic reflects one's personal
ity (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p. 50), I think also that the methodological approach
reflects one's personality. Before discussing alternatives let me be more specific
about what approach I have actually chosen.

Regarding the content of the objectives there are no doubts that the topic and
the research approach are highly influenced by my own personality. The topic
has its background in my own interests in these issues, and the methodological
approach is in line with a way of working that I perceive as suitable.

The aim of the research approach is to produce knowledge of a certain quality
which could be useful in different contexts (questions ofgeneralization will be
discussed in chapter 9). When generating new knowledge I regard the follow-
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ing three components as very important: to interpret, to act, and to reflect. Alvesson

and Sk6ldberg (1994) stress the importance of reflection in qualitative research

approaches, and that reflection is to interpret one's own interpretations. That

is, the authors stress the importance of interpretation and reflection in the

research process.

I want to add the third component, to act, which is in line with my view of the

importance of a closeness between the researcher and the area studied (see

section 3.2.1 below), and can also be linked to learning processes (e.g. IZolb,

1984). In Figure 4 I illustrate the three components to interpret, to reflect and

to act.

Interpret •
•
Act

Reflect

Figure 4 To Interpret, to Act, and to Reflect

The figure is presented in a form used by Lundeberg in his descriptions of

process phases (1993, pp. 120-129). There is a direction in the figure, as

illustrated by the arrow from left to right, in the sense that interpretation must

precede reflection, where reflection means to interpret one's own interpreta

tions as discussed above. In the process there are iterations with several actions

which influence the process of interpretation and reflection, as illustrated by

the vertical arrow:

To summarize my overall research approach, it could be described as a qualita

tive approach where I base my empirical work on a longitudinal case study

with a clinical and interpretive research approach. In the remainder of this

chapter I will elaborate this approach and in different terms describe its

implications for my actual research.
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3.2 View of Science
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Research is in my opinion something personal and I believe that a piece of

research is highly influenced by the person conducting it. Therefore, I think it

is important to present my view of science to the reader (cf. Miles and Huber

man, 1994, p. 4). In this section I will give a brief account of my view of

science and I will start by describing my view of my own role as researcher.

Then I will continue with a discussion of rigor and relevance. Following from

that, I will say a few words on different sets of assumptions concerning the

subjective - objective dimension and how I relate my view of science to these

sets of assumptions.

3.2.1 Role of the Researcher - "My Role"

Personal values, preferences and skills influence the choice of research area

and methods. I see the researcher as part of the researching system and

therefore influencing the results. One can ofcourse argue that this depends on

the method chosen. But I argue that the influence from the researcher is

always present, even though the way and perhaps the extent to which the

researcher influences the research situation may differ between different

methodological approaches.

Stake (1995) expresses the close links between the researcher and the research

in relation to qualitative case studies, which is applicable in my case:

(Qualitative case stucfy is highlY personal research. Persons studied are studied in
depth. Researchers are encouraged to include their own personalperspectives in the
interpretation. The wqy the case and the researcher interact ispresumed unique and
not necessarilY reproduciblefor other cases and researchers. The quality and utility of
the research is not based on its reproducibility but on whether or not the meanings
generaterh l?J the researcher or the reade1j are valued. Thus apersonal valuing ofthe
work is expected. JJ (Stake) 1995) p. 135)

The case study I conduct will be unique, as it is not possible for someone else

to reproduce it. First, the situation cannot be repeated. Second, even if that

would be possible, another person would conduct the case study differently.

I make my interpretations and I include my perspective in the case study.

Given this, it is important to try to be as explicit as possible regarding different

possible interpretations.

In interpretative research approaches the researcher cannot assume a value

neutral stance, but is implicated in the phenomena studied as prior

assumptions, beliefs, values and interests intervene to shape the investigations
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(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991, p. 15). One question is to what extent prior

beliefs and values influence the investigation and the results. Weick argues that:

((Whatpeople (see' when thry use various methods is largelY afunction oftheirprior
beliefs or what thry expect to find" (lVeick, 1984, p. 129)

I agree that my own beliefs and values influence what I choose to study, how

I study these phenomena, and also to some extent what I "see". One could

argue about to what extent findings from my research are "largely a function"

of my prior beliefs or what I expect to find. It may be more interesting to

review consequences of the point made by Weick above. For me one major

consequence is the importance ofbeing as clear as possible with what I see and

try offer alternative interpretations to my findings.

To give an example of what my beliefs and values include, I will declare that

I view a closeness between research and practice as important. The main

reason for this is that closeness, in my opinion, contributes to an understand

ing of the phenomena studied. But the closeness in itself is not enough. The

closeness needs to be combined with distance (Repstad, 1993). I regard the

alternations between working close to the phenomena of interest and observ

ing and reflecting with distance as important. To summarize my view on this

matter: I am lookingfor afurther understanding, and in my opinion increasing the closeness
and combining it with distance is a wqy to achieve this understanding.

In order to achieve the closeness between research and practice, I have applied

a clinical research approach, which will be described and discussed below (see

section 3.4). Over time I have been involved in different ways in the research.

In some phases I have conducted many interviews and spent much time in the

organization (cf. closeness), while I merely have been an outside observer in

other phases (c£ distance). The researcher can take different roles. Warneryd

(1985) describes four types of researchers in terms of different degrees of

dependence, see Table 2, and expresses his sympathies for the semi-detached

and the detached researchers.
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The attached researcher
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Description

Operates solely for the interest of a certain
group of decision makers.
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The semi-detached researcher Accepts the idea of carrying out research for
specific purposes, but has some degree of
independence toward the interests the research
serves.

The detached researcher

The aloof researcher

Is inclined to do research that is in the long run
practice oriented, but does not accept attempts
toward influencing the research strategies.

Is the strict scientist in the classical sense of
the word and searches for "truth" and is not
interested in if the results can be used.

Table 2 Four Types of Researchers (Warneryd, 1985, pp. 15-16)

When trying to position my own role, I am inclined to say that my role could
be seen as a combination of a semi-detached researcher and a detached re
searcher. I work from time to time with a close relationship to practice but I

am at the same time independent of the organization. That is, I choose my
research direction myself and do not accept any attempts from the organiza
tion to influence my research strategies or procedures of research.

Besides describing different types of researchers in terms of dependence
between research and practice, researchers can also be seen in ter ms of their
different roles in the research work. Stake (1995) describes different roles for
researchers conducting case studies. The roles include teacher, advocate,
evaluator, biographer, theorist, and interpreter. He presents seven role choices
that every researcher conducting case studies, deliberately or intuitively, has to

make, see Table 3.

a. How much to participate personally in the activity of the case?

b. How much to pose as expert, how much comprehension to reveal?

c. Whether to be neutral observer or evaluative, critical analyst?

d. How much to try to serve the needs of anticipated readers?

e. How much to provide interpretations about the case?

f. How much to advocate a position?

g. Whether or not to tell it as a story?

Table 3 Role Choices for Case Researchers (Stake, 1995, p. 103)
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In my own case I have chosen to participate personally in the activities in the

organization (a). I have done so in a role where I have helped the people in the

organization with interpretations from various perspectives (c) rather than

being in an expert role (b). The two choices presented as (b) and (c) in the list
above seem to be closely interrelated. Given that my case study is part of this

doctoral dissertation, I try to serve the anticipated readers by a use of language

and length that could be suitable in this context (d) and to separate the case

description from my own interpretations of it (e). Regarding to what extent I

try to advocate a position (t) I would say that I rather try to describe processes

in an organization with the purpose to increase the understanding. Finally, I

have chosen to describe the case study in the form of telling a story and

discuss it in different sections (g).

When writing the case study, I am a combination of a teacher (teaching the

contents of the case) and a biographer (describing especially the managing

director in the organization). In the analysis phase I am more ofa combination

of an evaluator (giving attention to merits and shortcomings) and an inter

preter (offering alternative interpretations of courses of events in the case).

Finally, at the end one could say that I have a theorist role when trying to

conclude the discussion and aiming at producing new knowledge in the light

of previous theories. That is, I think that a researcher, and here I focus on a

case researcher, moves through different roles during the research process

rather than adopting a static role.

3.2.2 Rigor and Relevance

Two concepts sometimes used when discussing research are rigor and relevance,

(e.g. IZeen, 1991; Robey and Markus, 1998). The relevance can be described in

terms like interesting, applicable, current and accessible (Benbasat and Zmud,

1999). In the debate on rigor and relevance there are arguments saying that the

relevance aspects need to be valued by researchers in the field whether they

conduct relevant research themselves or not (Davenport and Matkp.s, 1999).

There is no conflict between rigor and relevance, but instead it is possible and

desirable to fulfil both directives and produce consumable academic research, i.e.

rigorous academic research that is consumable for practitioners (Robey and

Markus, 1998, p. 9). It is worth noting is that the balance between rigor and

relevance varies among different professions (cf. Schon, 1983, p. 42). IZeen

argues that:

(Relevance must drive rigor. Until relevance is establishe~ rigor is irrelevant. When
relevance is cleat; rigor enhances it. " Keen (1991) p. 47)
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In my work I try to increase the relevance of the research by achieving a

closeness to an organization and its people through a clinical research ap
proach I apply (see section 3.4). In order to work together with the persons in
the organization, my topic and work have to be perceived as relevant to them.
Regarding the rigor ofmy research, this is achieved by the academic handicraft
in the research process. This chapter on the methodological issues is one
attempt to be explicit about dimensions in the research process influencing

ngor.

Robey and Markus (1998) suggest four different strategies for combining rigor
and relevance in research, see Table 4.

a. To pursue practitioner sponsorship

b. To adopt new models of research

c. To produce consumable research reports

d. To support non-traditional publication outlets

Table 4 Strategies for Conducting Research that is Both Rigorous and Relevant
(Robeyand Markus, 1998)

The first strategy (a) is not applicable in my case, in accordance with the
discussion on attached and semi-detached researchers (see Table 2 above).
That is, I want to conduct the research from a position that is financially

independent of practitioners. The second strategy (b) is more in line with my
approach as I combine a clinical research approach with a reflective dialogue
(see sections 3.4 and 3.6.5 below), which is a combination I have not seen
applied earlier. The final two strategies (c and d) are more concerned with the
publication of the research results which in my case to a certain extent is

defined by the format ofa doctoral dissertation, but can be supplemented with
other forms ofpublications. The writing style, though, is defined by the author.

3.2.3 The Subjective - Objective Dimension

Having stated that my aim is to produce academically rigorous research which
is relevant for practitioners, I will turn to my assumptions about the nature of
social science. When doing so, I will use a framework with four different

aspects of the subjective - objective dimension (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).
The four aspects discussed in the dimension between the subjectivist approach
and the objectivist approach to social science are: ontology, epistemology,
human nature, and methodology (see Figure 5).
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The subjectivist
approach to
social science

Management Processes

The objectivist
approach to
social science

Nominalism I+- ontology --+1 Realism

Anti-positivism I+- epistemology --+1 Positivism

Voluntarism I+- human nature --+ I Determinism

Ideographic I+- methodology --+ I Nomothetic

Figure 5 The Subjective - Objective Dimension: A Scheme for
Analysing Assumptions About the Nature of Social Science
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 3)

Burrell and Morgan argue that all researchers in social sciences (~pproach their
su!?ject via explicit or implicit assumptions about the nature ofthe social world and the wqy
in which it mqy be investigated" (ibid, p. 1). In the following few paragraphs I will

try to be explicit about some of my assumptions in terms of the four different

parameters.

The first set of assumptions concerns ontology, or assumptions about the

essence of the phenomena studied, or in other words, assumptions about

reality. Here I recognize the possibility to discuss my view of reality at length,

but given the purpose of this section I will simply declare that I regard reality

as a social construction (cf. Berger and Luckmann, 1966). This means that

along the subjective - objective dimension I can be found rather close to the

subjectivist approach to social science (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 492).

Expressed differently, I believe that the empirical world is subjective and exists

through actions of humans (cf. Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991, p. 7) and that

the social world is not given, but subject to different interpretations.

The second set of assumptions concerns epistemology, or assumptions about

the grounds of knowledge, in other words assumptions about how knowledge

can be developed and evaluated. The area of epistemology has a rich historical

tradition (see e.g. Hirschheim, 1985, for a historical perspective) and assump-
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tions about epistemology are sometimes expressed in terms of hermeneutical

vs positivistic research (e.g. Warneryd, 1985) or interpretivism vs positivism

(e.g. Walsham, 1993). The spectrum concerning the epistemological assump

tions is sometimes perceived to be the same as between qualitative and quanti

tative research approaches, which is a misunderstanding as both approaches

can be used for both ends of the epistemological spectrum (\X!arneryd, 1985,

p. 8). Differences between the scientific goals ofpositivistic and hermeneutical

research can be described in the following terms:

(Theprimarygoal ofscience in apositivistic sense is to create order amongfacts. [ ..)
To hermeneuticists the aim ofscience is to increase understanding with the implication
that understanding refers to holistic) not to particularized relations. " (Wdrneryc£
1985) pp. 5-6)

In positivistic research there are first "facts" that can be observed, and then

these facts can be arranged in order to find patterns. In hermeneutic, or

interpretative, research there is the aim to understand a holistic picture, an

understanding that then can be used for different purposes. In my work, I

stress the importance ofdifferent interpretations and one ain1 is to increase the

understanding of the phenomena, or socially constructed reality, that I study.

This means that on the epistemological spectrum I am close to the anti-positiv
ism, or subjectivist, end (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 492).10

The third set ofassumptions concerns human nature. At one extreme, volunta

rism, the view is that human beings are completely autonomous and free

willed. At the other extreme, determinism, the view is that human beings and

their actions are completely determined by the situation or the environment;

they are like responding mechanisms (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 495). My
own view of human nature is much closer to the former than the latter. That

is, I believe that human beings interpret their environment, are influenced by

it and create their realities in accordance with the social construction of reality.

The fourth set ofassumptions concerns methodology and is highly influenced

by the previous three sets of assumptions. That is, the assumptions one makes

concerning ontology, epistemology and human nature have implications for

the methodological assumptions. One approach is the ideographic research

approach where the view is that the social world can only be understood by

obtaining firsthand knowledge of the subject, and it stresses the importance of

10 One can also argue that the positivist and interpretive approaches could be integrated. Lee (1991)
integrates the two approaches into a single framework and focuses on different levels of
understanding: subjective, interpretive and positivist understanding.
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'getting inside' situations (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 6). The nomothetic

research approach on the other hand has a focus on the process of testing
hypotheses in accordance with scientific rigor and often includes use ofquanti

tative techniques for analysis of data (ibid, pp. 6-7), although the techniques
used can be applied in various contexts as described above (Warneryd, 1985).

Given my view that closeness to the phenomena under investigation is impor
tant (as described in section 3.2.1 above), my methodological assumptions are

very much in line with an ideographic research approach.

3.3 The Interpretive Research Approach

An ultimate aim of this piece of research is to produce new knowledge and in
this section I will elaborate on my epistemological assumptions. One can argue

that interpretation is a major part of every piece of research (Stake, 1995, p. 9).
As I have described above my view of science is more in line with the subjec

tivist approach as opposed to the objectivist approach, or in epistemological
terms I am closer to interpretivism than to positivism.

In practice this means that in my case study I will try to understand the phe
nomena studied through accessing the meanings that participants assign to

them, as opposed to a more descriptive piece of work where the researcher
rather presents objective and factual accounts of events (Orlikowski and

Baroudi, 1991, p. 5). In other words, I will try to understand the phenomena

and different interpretations of them, as all different persons have their own

social constructions of reality, in line with the discussion on ontology above.
Understand these subjective experiences ofindividuals is a central aspect of the

interpretive approach (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 253).

In order to understand the different interpretations of the phenomena, my role

as an interpreter and gatherer of interpretations is central (Stake, 1995, p. 99,
also see the discussion on different roles on page 34 above). I will search for

different people's interpretations of situations and then try to offer different

own interpretations of these interpretations. My way of doing this in practice

is to conduct an in-depth case study, which is often the vehicle for interpretive
investigations (Walsham, 1995a, p. 74). This approach means frequent visits

to the field site over an extended period of time, as will be described later (see
section 3.5) but first I will describe and discuss the clinical research approach.
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3.4 The Clinical Research Approach
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I apply a clinical research approach in my work. In this section I will describe

this approach and present some reasons why I have chosen a clinical approach.
There will also be a brief discussion of some possible alternatives.

With a clinical research approach the researcher adopts a helping role in the
organization and during parts of the process focuses is on helping the client
(Schein, 1987, 1991, 1992). By doing so, the researcher can collect empirical
material during the process, without focus on the collection all the time. As the

researcher is perceived as someone who is there to help people in the organiza
tion, the incentives to answer questions, share experiences, describe situations

increase, although there may be different personal motives involved. The idea
behind this approach is to gain a good understanding of the complex system
studied through the helping role. One could say that a clinical research ap
proach helps researchers generate relevant empirical material and obtain

insights into what is really going on while at the same time also helping manag
ers (Schein, 1991, p. 28).

In order to establish situations where the clinical approach is suitable, it is
essential to identify a client, in my case a general manager, who perceives a
need for help concerning the area of interest in the study. This means that the
selection criteria to some extent will be governed by access to a general man
ager who perceives suitable needs (see section 3.6.2).

In the background of the clinical research approach one finds IZurt Lewin's

view that one cannot understand a human system without trying to change it
(Lewin, 1947; Schein, 1991). That is, the clinical approach involves both the
researcher and the client in the research process (cf. Argyris and Schon, 1974).
Roots to the clinical research approach can also be linked to Roethlisberger

and his work at the Harvard Business School (cf. Roethlisberger, 1977). There
is also a Swedish clinical research tradition (Berg, 1974; Bjorkegren, 1986).

Schein (1992) describes types of research approaches in terms of the involve
ment of different parties, see Figure 6.
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Level of Researcher Involvement

Level of Subject
Involvement

Low to Medium

Quantitative

High

Qualitative

Demographics;
measurement of "distal"
variables

Minimal

Partial

Maximal

[ Ethnography; participant
[ observation; content analysis
~ of stories, myths, rituals,
~ symbols, other artifacts....................................................+ .

Experimentation; [ Projective tests; assessment
questionnaires, ratings, 1::: centers, interviews
objective tests, scales

.....................................................+ ~

Total quality tools such as 1 Clinical research; action
statistical quality control; [ research; organization
action research Idevelopment

Figure 6 Research Approaches and Levels of Involvement (Schein, 1992, p. 29)

As shown in Figure 6 the clinical research approach means a high degree of
involvement both for me as a researcher and for the "subject", which is the
managing director and other people in the organization. The quantitative and

qualitative aspects included by Schein in Figure 6 can be questioned, as meth
odological approaches are not necessarily linked to researcher involvement.

As described above, I value closeness to the phenomena studied in order to

deepen understanding. I find the helping aspect of the clinical approach
attractive. In my view, the fact that I am in an organization not only for my
own research interest but also to help the persons in the organization, im
proves the quality of my empirical material in terms of understanding pro
cesses in the organization. The concept of quality can of course be discussed,
but given the concept of rigor and relevance (see section 3.2.2) this approach
seems suitable. Quality aspects will be elaborated in chapter 9.

I have chosen the clinical research approach for several distinct reasons:

I wanted to work closely with a general manager in order to get a good
understanding of managerial work.

• I wanted to create a situation where the people I met in an organization
would gain something from it themselves, as I thought this would improve
their willingness to share their views with me.
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• I was curious about a methodological approach that stresses relevance

aspects.

Furthermore, the combination ofaction and concrete work in the organization

with reflection and partly more abstract work in the research process can be

seen in the light of my own learning process.

When discussing some possible alternatives to the clinical research approach,
I will focus on two alternatives: action research and ethnographic research. I

start with a brief discussion on the differences between clinical research and
action research.

The term action research was coined by IZurt Lewin in the 1940s when he de

scribed a particular kind ofresearch that combined the experimental approach

of social science with programs of social action to address social problems

(Schwandt, 1997, p. 1; Lewin, 1946). Even if the concept was coined quite

some time ago there is still no tight definition that is agreed on (Checkland,
1991, p. 398). In action research the researcher gets involved in the process of

action and the process of change itself becomes the subject of research
(Checkland, 1981, pp. 151-154). From a positivist view, action research may

seem inappropriate, but with a more interpretative approach action research

can be seen as more fruitful Gonsson, 1991, p. 393).

Both clinical research and action research are approaches where the researcher

is highly involved in the process. There are also helping aspects in both ap

proaches. In short, there are close links between clinical research and action

research, but there are also differences. Action research often concerns run

ning a project or similar activities in an organization. The project per se may
also be part of the phenomena studied. That is, the work with the helping role

is at the same time part of the phenomena studied. In a clinical approach the

helping role is a means of increasing an understanding of the phenomena,

whereas the actual work in itself may not necessarily play the same role in the
research.

Another difference concerns the starting-point for the research. In clinical

research a client perceives a need (Schein, 1991), while action research often

starts with a research design which is then carried out in the context of an

organization. In other words the helping role can be seen to be pushed a bit

further in a clinical approach compared to an action research approach. This
also means that the driving force for the study is more focused to the re

searcher in an action research approach than in a clinical approach, where
there is a need for a substantial driving force from the client.
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The second alternative to clinical research that I will say a few words about is

ethnographic research. To some extent the clinical research approach can be
related to an ethnographic role. One important difference between the alterna

tives is the degree of involvement, see Figure 6 above. In ethnographic re

search the people in the organization are not involved but only studied.

Another difference between clinical research (and action research for that

matter) and ethnographical research is the view of a helping role vs under

standing. In ethnographic research the understanding is in focus, while the

helping role is in focus in clinical research (Schein, 1987, p. 35). In contrast to

this view, I see different phases ofhelping and understanding. I see the helping

role as a vehicle for increasing understanding. In some parts of the process the

focus is on the helping role, as this at a later stage will help increasing the
understanding. I believe that this combination of a h_elping role and an under

standing leads to a higher degree of understanding than would be the case if

the focus would be on the understanding at all points in time during the

process.

In order to carry out this combination of the helping role and the understand

ing of the process, there is a need for a rich description of the events in the

field (cf. Schultze, 2000). Here, methodological traditions from ethnographic

research can be useful, where the writing part is crucial to the process (Van
Maanen, 1988).

In practice, the clinical approach has meant that from time to time I have been

involved in processes to help the organization, and not only to collect my

empirical material. In other words, I have done work for them which at the

same time has helped me with my collection of empirical material.

One example of this occurred in the very first phase of the case study in 1993
when I surveyed opinions of information needs among members of the

management team and members of the board. The purpose of this survey was

to investigate different perspectives on the present management reports and

different opinions on what information was needed by the members of the

management team and the board members respectively. The newly appointed

managing director initiated this survey as he wanted a better picture of the

present state of information support for the management team and the board

members.

This purpose of the survey can be seen from two perspectives. First, it can be

seen from the perspective of the organization. Here, the purpose was to help

the managing director to improve his understanding of different opinions of
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the present information and of information needs. Second, the survey can be

seen from my own perspective as a researcher, where the purpose was to get
a picture of different perspectives on information and information needs, and

to collect material for my study.

The persons I interviewed in this first survey were all aware that I did this to

help them to improve the information support for their managerial work, i.e.

an area where they perceived problems. In my opinion, this gave me as a

researcher good opportunities to collect empirical material and to get a good

understanding of the phenomena studied. The people I interviewed were

concerned to give me as much and relevant information as possible, as they

saw this as an opportunity to improve their own informational situation11
•

They were not just "being nice to a researcher that wanted to ask some ques
tions".

Another example of the clinical approach in practice is the reflective dialogue

with the managing director (see section 3.6.5). During this dialogue there have

been discussions with the managing director where he has seen the opportu
nity to use these discussions as a part ofhis own learning. He has regarded this

dialogue as part ofhis personal development, an opportunity to learn from his

own work and experience, and therefore he has been willing to spend time on

reflection and discussion.

3.5 The Longitudinal Case Study

My aim is to answer the following three questions in the discussion below:

• Why a case stu4J?

• Why one case study?

• Why one longitudinal case study?

I base my use of the term "case study" on a definition by Benbasat et al (1987)
who in turn draw their definition from several different sources discussing use

of case studies in different disciplines including marketing, management
accounting, and organizational behavior. Their definition of case study is:

11 I once received one comment from one of the people I interviewed that she thought it was a
weakness that I was there to help them - that they were not capable of handling the issues by
themselves.
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(~ case stucfy examines a phenomenon in its natural setting) emplqying multiple
methods ofdata collection to gather information from one or afew entities (people)
groups) or organizations). The boundaries ofthephenomenon are not clearlY evident
at the outset ofthe research and no experimental control or manipulation is used. "
(Benbasateta4 1987)p. 370)

Regarding my first question on why I have chosen a case study approach, Yin
argues that a case study is suitable when (~ (how' or (wf?y' question is being asked

about a contemporary set ofevents over which the investigator has little or no control" (Yin,

1994, p. 9). Given my research question (see section 1.4) the case study ap

proach seems to be suitable on an overall level.

This does not really answer the question about why I have chosen a case-study

approach. I did not formulate my research question, to see that it was a "how"

or "why" question and therefore choose the case-study approach. Instead I

would refer an explanation to the previous discussion on my view of science

in section 3.2. Given my view that closeness between research and practice is

important, my aim to combine rigor and relevance and my subjectivist ap

proach, I found a case-study approach suitable. This approach is also very

much in line with my interpretive and clinical research approaches. As I stated

above, I believe that every piece of research is highly influenced by the re

searcher and in my case my own personal preference for a case-study approach
was part of the decision. There was no objective evaluation of all possible

methods. Instead I considered different combinations ofmethods all ofwhich

I found to be in line with my view of science (see section 9.1.6 for later reflec

tions on alternatives).

In order to elaborate a bit on the appropriateness of the case study approach

I will relate my view of the approach to key characteristics of case studies that

Benbasat et al (1987) list based on a literature survey (see Table 5). The list

shows eleven items described as key characteristics in case study research.
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Phenomenon is examined in a natural setting.

2 Data are collected by multiple means.

3 One or few entities (person, group, or organization) are examined.

4 The complexity of the unit is studied intensively.

5 Case studies are more suitable for the exploration, classification and
hypothesis development stages of the knowledge building process; the
investigator should have a receptive attitude towards exploration.

6 No experimental controls or manipulation are involved.

7 The investigator may not specify the set of independent and dependent
variables in advance.

8 The results derived depend heavily on the integrative powers of the
investigator.

45

9 Changes in site selection and data collection methods could take place as
the investigator develops new hypotheses.

10 Case research is useful in the study of "why" and "how" questions because
these deal with operational links to be traced over time rather than with
frequency or incidence.

11 The focus is on contemporary events.

Table 5 Key Characteristics of Case Studies (Benbasat et ai, 1987, p. 371)

For me it was natural to examine the phenomena studied in the natural setting
(1) given my view on the subjective - objective dimension (see Figure 5). In
order to get a rich view of different perspectives I also found it natural to

collect empirical material (2) from different sources (see section 3.6.3). I chose
to focus on a managing director and his management team (3) and wanted to

study this complexity intensively (4) in accordance with my interpretive ap
proach, which is in line with the explorative character of the research (5).
Regarding experimental controls and manipulation (6) my view with a clinical
approach requires involvement in the process to a certain extent. Here I find

my role as more involved than the item on the list indicates. As for (7) I have
not specified a set of variables in advance. My results depend heavily on my
integrative powers (8) and changes in methods for collection of empirical
material (9) have been a natural part of the combination of different sources
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(2). The last two items (10) and (11) seem to come from Yin as discussed
above. 12,13

Now to the second question asked in this section:

Why one case study?

This was a tougher question than the first one about wry I have used a case

study approach. The trade-off between the deep understanding of a particular
social setting and the benefits of comparative insights is critical (Dyer and

Wilkins, 1991). In an ideal world one would like to have both the deep under

standing and the benefits of comparative insights, but in this sense the world

is not ideal as there are practical limitations within the scope of a doctoral

dissertation. My choice was to stress the deep understanding over the possibil

ity to make comparisons. I think this choice can be traced back to my view of

science (see section 3.2) where closeness and understanding are stressed.

I do not think it is possible to say that a single-case study approach simply is

better (or worse) than a multiple-case study approach, even if one can find

arguments in these terms (e.g. Dyer and Wilkins, 1991). Instead of arguing for
the best solution I think it is more fruitful to realize that there are advantages

(and disadvantages) with both approaches. Lee (1989) points to four method

ological problems with single case studies: how to make controlled observa

tions, how to make controlled deductions, how to allow for replicability, and

how to allow for generalizability. Given my approach to the case study I do

not perceive these problems as severe. The need for controlled observations

and replicability are for example more important in a positivistic tradition.

Generalizability is still of importance, and it will be discussed in chapter 9.

Yin (1994, pp. 38-41) points to three rationales for a single-case study: (a) a

critical case for testing a well-formulated theory, (b) an extreme or unique case,

and (c) a revelatory case. In my situation I see the third rationale, a revelatory

12 Benbasat et al from 1987 do not, for obvious reasons, refer to Yin from 1994, but instead to the
first edition of Yin's book published in 1984.

13 In Table 5 the sixth and seventh items can be seen as based on a more positivistic approach. This
is an indication of a complexity underlying every discussion on research methodology. A
discussion of specific methods and their applicability often takes epistemological assumptions
for granted. That is, one has to be careful when basing a methodological discussion on other
research with different fundamental assumptions. Yin (1994) for example, which I make use of
above, has a positivistic view. This means that when I base my arguments on this research I have
to consider whether the differences in underlying assumptions affect the applicability of the
arguments.
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case, as most appropriate. When I began my case study and found a way of
working together with a general manager over time I saw opportunities to
come "under the surface" in a revelatory sense, and I then decided to focus on

one case study.

As I have chosen to conduct one case study with a longitudinal approach this
means that there is a description of several settings at different points in time.
This means that the borderline between single and multiple-case studjes is not
as sjmple as jt may appear. Eisenhardt (1991) points to the fact that a single
setting (an organization for example) does not necessarily mean that there is

a single-case study. There may be different possible ways to make comparisons
and replications. I see several ways ofmaking comparisons within a single-case
study, such as described in Table 6.

Type of Comparison

Over time

Between sub-divisions

Different perspectives

Description

To make comparisons between different points in
time

To make comparisons between different sub
divisions, where there may be more sub-divisions

To make comparisons by viewing the case-study
from different perspectives

Table 6 Different Types of Comparisons in a Single-Case Study

In my case I apply at least two of the types of comparisons. I make compari

sons over time in accordance with my longitudinal approach and I make
comparisons between djfferent perspectives.14

Now jt is time for the thjrd question to be addressed in this section:

• Why one longitudinal case study?

I base my definition of a longitudinal case study on a definition oflongitudinal

organizational research by Kimberly (1976):

"Longitudinalorganizationalresearch consists ofthose techniques, methodologies and
activities whichpermit the observation, descnjtion and/ or classification oforganiza
tionalphenomena in such lVery thatprocesses can be identified and empirical!J docu
mented. JJ (Kimber!J, 1976, p. 329)

14 A classical example of the latter type of comparison is Allison's (1971) case study on the Cuban
missile crisis seen from different perspectives.
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Given this definition, one could still ask: "how long is longitudinal?" This is
a tricky question and I see it as the same type of question as: "how long is a
piece of string?" The question has in some sense the answer: "it depends",
which is hardly an answer. It depends on what process one is studying. An
other way of addressing the question is to look at the number of points in time
for collection of empirical material and the intervals between these points in
time (Kimberly, 1976, pp. 334-338). Instead of trying to define a specific
number of occasions for collections of empirical material and a specific
interval between the occasion (i.e. to specify the means), it might be more

fruitful to view the question in the perspective of the understanding of a
process (i.e. to specify the goal). In Figure 7 the time frame and the purpose
are described in a framework by Franz and Robey (1987).

Time frame

Purpose Single period Multiple period

Discovery

Testing

Observe current state 1 Observe on-going processes

(generate ideas for factor ~ (generate ideas for process

..~~~~~i.~~~ t~~~~~~~~ .
Test static associations 1 Test dynamic changes

(correlational analyses) I(cause and effect)

Figure 7 A Typology for Research Strategies (Franz and Robey, 1987, p. 210)

My purpose is to discover rather than to test, and my focus is rather on pro
cesses than on a current state. Given the goal to understand a process, I found
a longitudinal approach suitable, even though I did not define the number of
occasions for collection of empirical material in advance. In the context of my
study, managerial work, there are arguments for longitudinal field-based studies

(e.g. Kotter, 1982, p. 150) and examples of this kind of research approach (e.g.
Tyrstrup, 1993). I also saw the potential ofpossible contributions coming from
this research approach as interesting (c£. Kimberly, 1976, pp. 344-345) and
found this approach well in tune with the interpretive approach (Walsham,

1993, p. 14). Furthermore, I chose to conduct a longitudinal case study as I
saw this approach as suitable for mapping information about individual
differences over time (Agnew and Pyke, 1982, p. 139), which is in line with my
process focus.
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3.6 Unfolding the Research Process
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In this section I will try to unfold the research process in order to give the

reader a picture of the journey from collection of empirical material to the

written case study, including the analysis of it.

3.6.1 Unit of Analysis and Context

The starting-point for the research process is in some sense the overall pur

pose with the study (see section 1.4), which gives the context for the study.

The research questions help to focus the unit of analysis (Yin, 1994, p. 21). In

my case this can be explained in terms ofmanagement processes in managerial

work, with a special focus on information and communication factors. It is
important to take the context of the study into consideration, and it can be

expressed in terms of different levels (cf. Strauss and Corbin, 1990, pp. 161

164).

The primary unit of analysis is the managing director and his work. In order
to view the managing director and his work in a wider context, the manage

ment team is the next level of analysis. To extend the context yet another step,

the next level of analysis is the entire organization. One could go on and

extend to wider contexts in form of different levels of the environment, but

I have not included these. Briefly the primary unit of analysis is the managing

director and his work seen as management processes (with a special focus on

information and communication), and the next levels of analysis are the

members of the management team and their work.

3.6.2 The Case-Selection Process

My aim here is to answer the question:

• Why one longitudinal case study in this particular organization?

I will start answering this question by presenting some of the criteria used in

the case selection process (see Table 7)
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Type of Criteria

Size

Autonomous unit

Type of manager

Previous link

Management Processes

Description

I wanted an organization which I thought I could
grasp, but which at the same time retained some
complexity. I settled for 500-1,000 persons.

I wanted an autonomous unit and if it was part of a
larger organization, it should have its own board of
directors.

I wanted an organization with a general manager,
with total responsibility for the organization, i.e. not
only a function.

I wanted to conduct the case study in an organi
zation which I had no previous links to through
earlier research projects or the like in order to start
with no prior assumptions.

Table 7 Criteria Used in the Case Selection Process

Along with the criteria presented in Table 7, I also took my general impression
of the first contacts into consideration. This very soft criterion could be

expressed in terms of my general impression of the possibilities to learn from
the case study. In a study like this one, the aim to maximize what one can learn
is an important criterion (Stake, 1995, p. 4). I also considered to what extent
the general manager of the organizations seemed to find the topic of the

research interesting, and last but not least I perceived a genuine need in the
area, in accordance with the clinical research approach (see section 3.4).

Based on the criteria given above I identified eleven organizations that I
contacted. Some of the organizations had been involved in projects at the

research institute earlier, but I had no previous links to any of the organiza
tions. I sent a letter to the managing director in each of the organizations. (The
letter is found in Appendix A). The initial contacts by letters resulted in
meetings in six of the eleven cases (see Figure 8).

Letters to
organizations:

11

Meetings in
organizations:

6

Openings in
organizations:

4

Chosen
organization:

1

Figure 8 The Process to Contact the Company for the Case Study
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From these six meetings with the managing directors it turned out that there

were some interest and possible openings for me in four of the organizations.
All these four cases met the criteria described in Table 7. There were mainly

two reasons for choosing Omega. First, the timing was more or less perfect in
this organization as the managing director felt an immediate need to work with

the issues of interest and I could start my work together with them at once.

Second, my general impression after the first contact was that this was a case

which I could learn a lot from (cf. Stake, 1995, p. 4) and my gut feeling said
that the contact with the managing director could work well.

I chose an organization with about 600 people, which is part of a larger
organization but has its own board of directors and its own financial responsi

bility. I had no previous links to the organization (but to the larger group

which it belongs to) and the managing director seemed to be interested in the

matters at hand. In short I found an organization and a managing director that

seemed to be suitable for the case study.

3.6.3 Sources of Empirical Material

An overview of the empirical material is found in Appendix B and I will base
this presentation and discussion on six sources of evidence listed by Yin:

documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant
observation, and physical artifacts (1994, p. 80).15

(1) Documentation. I have used different forms of documentation in the case

study: written reports (both regular reports and reports for special events),

minutes from all meetings in the management team and from all board meet

ings during the time period, internal memos etc. There are also internal maga

zines and annual reports that have been useful for the case study. The
documentation has been used both to provide different facts, and to help

validate information from other sources (triangulation, see Yin, 1994, pp. 90
93, and section 3.6.7 below). In order to overcome some of the weaknesses I

have included all minutes from the meetings in the management team and the

board (cf. selectivity) and thanks to the clinical approach I have had total

access to all documentation (cf. access) and even help from people in the

organization to find suitable documentation (cf. retrievability). My own un

known bias I cannot say anything about (cf. reporting bias)!

15 Even though my epistemological assumptions are not exactly the same as those ofYin's, I still
regard the classification of different sources of empirical material as useful.
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(2) Archival records. I have not used this type of source to the same extent as

documentation (1). Some archival records that I have used to a limited extent
is organizational charts, phone lists and internal survey data.

(3) Interviews. This source has been the most important source of empirical
material in the study. I have held 105 interviews and booked meetings with the

managing director, with the other members of the n1anagement team and with

a number of other people in the organization. The interviews have been of

different types: both focused interviews and more open-ended interviews. I

have also used a special type of interviews which has been in the form of a

reflective dialogue with the managing director (which will be described in

section 3.6.5).

(4) Direct observations. This is another important source of empirical material in

the case study. In my case I have used direct observation linked to my own

participation at those meetings where I have been a passive participant and
observer. I have also made field notes when I have spent time in the organiza

tion. I have made my direct observations with no use of any formal protocols.

One weakness with direct observations is said to be that it is time-consuming

(Yin, 1994, p. 80). In my case I have spent a considerable amount of time in

the organization and therefore also have had the opportunity to make observa

tions of different events. I hope to compensate for the weakness regarding

selectivity with the long period of time I have spent time in the organization

and therefore hopefully reaching a broad coverage.

(5) Participant-observation. This has been a more frequently-used source of

empirical material than direct observations. I have been a participant in meet

ings and discussions, and on some occasions I have presented findings from

interviews in the organization. Yin (1994, pp. 87-89) points to three problems

linked to bias in participation-observation: first, that the investigator has less

ability to work as an external observer; second, that the participant-observer

may become a supporter of the organization; and third, that it may require too

much attention which might reduce the quality of notes, etc. I have tried to

tackle these problems in the following way: First, I have been participant

observer at certain time periods in order to change between an internal and an

external perspective of the organization; second, I have been aware of the risk

of becoming a supporter and at all times tried to find both positive and nega

tive angles on matters; third, I have carefully taken notes from all formal and

informal meetings and discussions. Immediately after every occasion I have

rewritten my notes and supplemented them with details from my memory,

with the distinction between what is from my notes and from my memory.
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•

(6) P!?Jsical artifacts. This source includes for example technological devices or

tools and has not been a significant source of empirical material in my study.

The only applicable source of information in this context which I can see is

that I have seen some information systems in use in the organization for my

case study.

As described above I have used several sources as a basis for the case-study

description. In short, the empirical description will be based on the following,

including references to the sources referring to Yin (1994):

Documentation from 105 meetings or interviews with the managing director

and other people in the organization (mainly from the management team).
The meetings have been focused semi-structured interviews or more open

ended unstructured discussions. In total the documentation from these

meetings and interviews consists of about 700 pages (cf. Yin (3) interviews).

Field notes and reflections from time spent in the organization beyond the

meetings described above. This documentation consists ofabout 100 pages

(cf. Yin (4) direct observations and (5) participant-observation).

• Minutes from all meetings in the management team (monthly 1-2 days-meetings)

during the time period. This means minutes from about 60 meetings and

about 1100 pages in total, plus my own written summaries based on the

minutes of all meetings (cf. Yin (1) documentation).

• Minutesfrom all board meetings (quarterly) during the time period. This means

minutes from about 15 board meetings and about 200 pages in total, plus
my own written summaries based on the minutes of all meetings (cf. Yin

(1) documentation).

Other types ofinternal documents which consist of about 500 pages (cf. Yin (1)
documentation and (2) archival records).

• A considerable amount of more public documents, such as internal maga-

zines) annual reports etc. (cf. Yin (1) documentation).

Regarding the meetings and interviews, about halfof them have been meetings

or interviews with the managing director (alone or together with someone

else). The other meetings or interviews have been mainly with other members

of the management team. Furthermore, I have attended a nun1ber of meetings

and have had a large number of informal discussions with people on different

levels in the organization.
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Further facts and figures about the empirical material are found in Appendix
B.

As illustrated in this list of different sources of empirical material, I have used

"multiple sources of evidence" (Yin, 1994, p. 90), or expressed differently, I
have used a variety of different sources supplementing each other. The most

important source, however, has been interviews and these have been supple
mented with studies of different types of written documents and records, as
well as with observations in different forms.

3.6.4 Interviews as a Central Source

As my interviews form a very important source of empirical material, I will
here present my view of interviews in more detail. I find interviews an impor
tant source of knowledge in light of my interpretive approach. An interview

situation helps to increase the understanding of different people's interpreta
tions of different events of interest for the topic at hand. The interviews can

be said to be "rea/zty-constructing} meaning-making occasions" (Holstein and Gub
rium, 1995, p. 4).

Interviews can be described in different terms and in accordance with several
types of classifications. Perhaps the most common one is between unstruc
tured, semi-structured, and structured interviews, see Table 8.

Type of Interview

Unstructured or Informal
Interviews

Semi-structured or
Focused Interviews

Structured or Formal
Interviews

Description

The interviewer initiates a discussion with a few
questions in mind.

The interviewer gUides a discussion by asking
questions in accordance with a set of questions.

The interviewer has a set of specific questions
which can be answered specifically.

Table 8 Three Types of Interviews (partly based on Rubin and Rubin, 1995, pp. 5
6)

According to the classification in Table 8 most interviews in my case study
have been semi-structured or focused. I have had a guide for the interviews

saying what areas to cover and some specific questions that I want to make
sure to include during the interview. In the reflective dialogue (see section
3.6.5) the interviews can be seen more as unstructured or informal.

I have tried to create an open atmosphere during the interviews in order to
make the communication as open as possible (cf. Holstein and Gubrium, 1995,
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p. 8). Here I feel that my clinical approach has been helpful, as the interviewees

have all been aware that I am there to help them, not only to collect material

for my own research. My approach to interviews, including my intentions to

form a relationship with the interviewees and not trying to be a neutral re
searcher, can be seen as a type of ((qualitative interviewing" (Rubin and Rubin,

1995). This type of interviewing is built up from three types ofquestions (ibid,

pp. 145-158):

• main questions to begin and guide the interview

• probes to complete or clarify an answer or ask for further examples

• follow-up questions to pursue implications of answers to main questions

I have found this type of interviewing fruitful in my case study, in accordance

with the described applicability ofqualitative interviewing: {{to unravelcomplicated
relationships and slowlY evolving events" and {{whenever depth ofunderstanding is required"

(ibid, pp. 51-52). Alternative ways of describing, in my opinion, similar ap

proaches to qualitative interviews are in terms of active listening (cf. Athos and

Gabarro, 1978, chapter 9; Bjorkegren, 1986, p. 20) or active interview (Holstein

and Gubrium, 1995).

I see a common ground in these approaches in that the interviewer tries to

understand the interviewee's perspective through active listening and by using

probes and follow-up questions in order to get a deeper understanding of the

situation. For me this is very much in line with the interpretive research

approach.

Qualitative interviewing design is described in terms of flexible) iterative, and

continuous (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p. 43) which means that to some extent the

design is governed by the situation and the interaction between the interviewer

and th.e interviewee. I have designed interview guides before my interviews (see

Appendix C) and used them as guidelines, but I have paid a considerable

amount of attention to the process during the interview, where the interview

ees are more like conversational partners than objects of research (Rubin and

Rubin, 1995, p. 11).

One may ask what the difference is between an interview as described above

and a conversation. My answer is that an active interview, or qualitative inter

view, is like a conversatioll but with a guiding purpose or plan (Holstein and

Gubrium, 1995, p. 76). Atkinson gives the following description in his work

on life-story interviews:

(:An interview is like a conversation) but it is not a conversation. An interview
should be informal and loose) like a conversation) but in an intervie~ the other



56 Management Processes

person is the one doing the talking. YOu are the one doing the listening. " (Atkinson,
1998,p.32)

Before leaving the topic of interviews I will say a few words about the use, or
non-use, of tape-recorders. I have not used a tape-recorder during my inter
views. The advantage of using a tape-recorder would naturally be that it
provides a full description of what is said during the interview, even if this
advantage should not be overestimated (Stake, 1995, p. 66). The main disad
vantage of using a tape-recorder during interviews is that the respondent may
be seriously inhibited by it in case of confidential and sensitive matters
(Walsham, 1995a, p. 78), which often has been the case in my interviews 16

.

Schein (1991) gives an example of this disadvantage:

"My co//eague reported a particular instance where the manager JJJhom he was to
interview said: 'Doyou want to hear the official story or doyou want me to tellyou
what reallY happened?' My colleague replied that he ofcourse wanted to knOJJJ what
reallY happened. The manager then said, 'In that case you better turn that tape
recorder off.)}} (5chein, 1991, p. 2)

I had a similar experience in a previous project when I interviewed a eEO,
together with a colleague of mine, and we used a tape-recorder. During the

interview we had to change the tape, and there was a small break when we did
not use the recorder. During these couple of minutes he told us the most
interesting parts during the whole interview. He changed tone and spoke more
directly to us and shared his experiences. I am aware that this is just one piece

of anecdotal evidence, but nevertheless it has influenced my usage of tape
recorders.

Of course, there is no single right answer to the question of using a tape
recorder during interviews. It depends on the situation and the people in

volved. It may be more appropriate to record interviews where there are less
confidential material, and relatively large amounts of "hard" data, which might
be hard to capture in written notes. In my interviews the topic has been more
closely related to the people and can be regarded as more sensitive, which have
resulted in my decision not to use a tape-recorder during the interviews. But
I have used a tape-recorder in my own work though.

16 As an illustration of the perceived sensitivity of the empirical material the managing director
carefully checked that I treated all material and notes in a perfectly safe place. For example, he
wanted to make sure that I did not store any files accessible on a computer network, etc.
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I have used a tape-recorder immediately after a number of the interviews.

Usually, I have rewritten my notes directly after an interview or meeting, and

supplemented my notes with details from my memory (carefully distinguished

from the notes taken during the interview). Here, I sometimes have used a

tape-recorder to go through the notes and add some oral comments. What I

have found useful in this approach is that it is easier to make a large number

of comments orally than to capture them in written notes, and that it can be

useful to go back to the tapes and listen to them at a later stage when reading
the notes from the intervie~

3.6.5 The Reflective Dialogue

In this section I will first describe what I mean by a reflective dialogue, then

how I have used it, and finally why I have found it useful. I will start by trying

to answer the question:

• What is a reflective dialogue?

When I had been involved in the organization for slightly more than one year,

I had presented some of my first findings to managing director and the man

agement team and knew the managing director in the organization quite well.

I then introduced the idea of trying a new form of dialogue as a complement

to our contacts through interviews and meetings in the organization. We

decided to start meeting on a regular basis for a dialogue, and that this dialogue

should be held outside the organization. The idea was to have these meetings

for a while and then evaluate them to see if we wanted to continue (which we

later decided to do).

One intention behind the idea to start this dialogue was to introduce a series

of meetings, or unstructured interviews, with the managing director in order

to learn more about managerial work, and especially the development of

managerial work over time. I saw this dialogue as an opportunity to add a

perspective to the findings from other interviews and meetings in the case

study. Given my clinical research approach (see section 3.4), I wanted this

dialogue to be valuable for him and not only for my research purposes. The

following quotation from an interviewee in Rubin and Rubin (1995) illustrates

what I wanted to achieve with the dialogue:

U! '11 tellyou one thing. It has been a very interesting conversation withyou because
I think in the course ofconversation it'sgiven me the time . .. to riflect . .. on what
we are doing and how we are doing it. ... It hasgiven me agood opportunity. " (An
interviewee in Rubin and Rubin) 1995) p. 1)
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This is more or less what the managing director in my case study has expressed

more than once regarding our dialogue. Given the important element of

reflection during this series of unstructured interviews, I have called our

meetings for a reflective dialogue. 17

The next question is how I have used the reflective dialogue in my study. I have

met with the managing director at my office about once every month. We

found Friday afternoon a suitable time. To spend 1-2 hours after the workload

of the week was finished, turned out to be a valuable time for us to meet for

discussion and reflection. The week was almost finished and it was easy to

relax, which is important for this type of open interview situation (cf. Atkin

son, 1998, p. 31).

Every meeting has been different from the other. We have discussed the

situation in the organization linked to managerial work in general, and to

different aspects related to information and communication in particular. Over

time there have been several foci in the dialogue: general discussions on what

is going on in the organization, issues concerning what is on the managerial

agenda and what he pays attention to, including how to handle different types

of issues, such as communication issues in the organization.

The contents of our reflective dialogue llave been on a different level than

when we have met in the organization (where it usually has been more focused

on specific topics). In the reflective dialogue there has been more reflection on

the managerial work in itself, and sometimes on broader issues too (cf. life

story interviews, Atkinson, 1998). This means that I have seen the empirical

material from the unstructured interviews in the reflective dialogue as valuable

supplements to the material from all other interviews and meetings.

Usually I have been entirely involved in the discussions during the meetings

and hardly taken any notes. Instead I have spent quite some time immediately

after every meeting to take notes about what we have discussed and other

types ofobservations regarding the process. I will give a very short description

of what a typical meeting in this dialogue could look like:

It is Fridqy afternoon. The personal assistant to the managing director called earlier
todqy and said that MD was a bit behind schedule todqy and asked ifwe couldput
offthe meetingfor an hour and start 4.30p.m. instead of3.30p.m. Now MDJust
calledfrom the car and said that he would be at my office in about 15 minutes.

17 The name is inspired by Schon's (1983) discussions on the reflective practitioner.
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When he arrives, we get some cr!ffee and sit down in the large conference room. MD
takes a breather and sqys 'Phew, what a week. It is reallY nice that it is Fridqy".
We start the discussion about what isgoing on in the organization atpresent and if
there have been atry specific issues on the agenda during the week. We both describe
what we have been up to and what is occupying our minds atpresent. Ifthere are atry
specific matters to be discussed, wefocus the discussion on these matters and try tofirst
see theproblemfrom differentperspectives and then to generate different alternatives
for how the situation at hand could be handled.

During the meetings none ofus takes atry notes. (This onlY happens when we, for
example, have listed a number of items to include in a coming presentation etc.)
Instead we usuallY use the whiteboard activelY during our discussions. Atthis meeting
I have some questions about use ofdifferent information sources in the managerial
work that I am interested in. During the discussion I bring these issues up and link
them to specific situations that we discuss. This wqy there are few questions and
answers, but instead much more discussion.

59

We conclude the meetingjust before 6 p.m. with a short discussion on our respective
agendas in the nearfuture. When he has lift, I immediatelY sit down and make some
notes about the meeting, both about the content, i.e. what we talked about, and about
the process.

The reflective dialogue meetings cover significantly different topics, but taken
together they form a rich picture for the collection of empirical material, and

thus for my understanding. Appendix F is a specific example of a reflective
dialogue.

I will conclude this section with a discussion on wf?y I have used a reflective

dialogue. The dialogue has given the managing director an opportunity to
reflect on his work, and has given me as a researcher an opportunity to learn
more about managerial work. For me one purpose of the dialogue has been to
meet for discussing and reflecting on matters in a broader perspective. We
have not necessarily focused on matters linked to specific topics of the interest
for the study, but merely used the dialogue as a means of sharing each other's

perspective to aid reflection and learning (see Table 9).
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Perspective

Practitioner perspective

Researcher perspective

Management Processes

Perceived Value

Opportunities to:

take time to reflect on the work, something that is
often not prioritized if not planned

discuss and try ideas with a person who is
outside the organization and independent

learn from an external perspective

Opportunities to:

learn more about the practitioner's situation (in
this case to learn about managerial work)

learn from an internal perspective and learn more
about how the practitioner thinks

add an empirical source which runs over a longer
period of time and enriches the findings

Table 9 Perceived Values of the Reflective Dialogue from Different Perspectives

In short, the general purpose of this reflective dialogue has been twofold.

From the manager's perspective, he has used the dialogue as a source for
reflection in his work and as an arena for trying out ideas. From my perspec

tive, I have used the dialogue to collect empirical material and to lear n more
about management processes in a general manager's work, often with a special

focus on aspects related to information or communication. This means that
the reflective dialogue has been a means for increasing the understanding of
a general manager's work and how a general manager thinks in his work (cf.

Isenberg, 1984). At the same time we have worked with various issues where

I have had knowledge about the situation at the company er knew the people,
etc.). Furthermore, I have added an external perspective and helped the

manager reflect on his own work as I have been not directly involved in the
matters in the organization.

A possible disadvantage with the reflective dialogue is the risk that the relation

ship between the managing director and myself will inhibit my analysis. In
other words that we will be such good friends that I would not be able to carry
out an objective analysis of the empirical material as some of the findings
could put my "friend" in unfavourable light. Another possible disadvantage is
that I have been heavily influenced by the managing director's perspective. I

am aware of these risks and try to compensate for them in my analysis by
looking at my material and try to find different alternative interpretations. I

cannot say that my analysis is "unbiased". But on the other hand I believe that
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every analysis is influenced by the person conducting it and that every analysis

in that sense is "biased". The difference here is that the possible bias is more

obvious than in many other possible cases.

Overall, I regard the reflective dialogue as one way of improving my possibili
ties for interpreting the different events in the organization, in accordance with

the interpretive approach (see section 3.3).

3.6.6 Collection and Interpretation of Empirical Material

When describing collection ofempirical material different types ofmore or less

appropriate metaphors are often used (e.g. Alvesson and Sk6ldberg, 1994, pp.
362-366; Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, pp. 83-89). One common metaphor is for

example ({the field" (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, p. 84). That is, the researcher

goes to the field for a field study, making field notes etc. I use this metaphor

when talking about the notes I have taken during my time in the organization,

which I refer to as my "field notes". My point here, is to stress the importance

to be careful with the usage of metaphors, as they may have implications for
the view of the research. For example, if a person interviewed is referred to as

an interviewee, a research object, a research subject, an interview victim, or a

conversational partner, it will most likely influence and reveal the view of

research.

Above I have described how I collected my empirical material and what

sources of empirical material I used. Here I will describe how I have dealt with

the material. Miles and Huberman (1994) stress the importance of keeping

track of the empirical material for qualitative researchers (as well as for quanti

tative researchers, where the importance of data management may be more

natural)18. In my case I have kept track of my material in the following way.

My empirical material can be seen as three different categories:

• Type A: my own documentation from interviews and meetings (notes from

enquiriniJ

• Type B: my own field notes, including descriptions of the process (notes

from e:xperienciniJ

18 Miles and Huberman talk about qualitative data, and data management for qualitative material,
but I prefer talking about qualitative empirical material instead. This is in accordance with my
previous discussion on careful usage of metaphors, as I think "data" as a metaphor for empirical
material indicates more of a quantitative approach.
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• Type C: documents from the organization, including my own written

summaries of them (notes from examininiJ

The links to the three modes enquiring, experiencing and examining follow Wolcott

(1994, p. 10). In terms of the categories of different empirical sources dis

cussed above I have photocopies or written sumn1aries of the documentation

(1) and archival records (2). From my interviews (3) I have my own documen

tation (and in some cases tapes from when I have rewritten my notes, see page

56). The direct observation (4) and participant observation (5) are included in

my own documentation and my field notes. The empirical material has become

rather extensive and I have kept both paper-based copies of the material as
well as electronic copies (except for photocopied material).19

My own documentation from interviews and meetings has been rewritten

immediately after interviews and meetings, where I have made my own reflec

tions on the interview or meeting which I have added as a separate section at

the end of the documentation ofeach interview. This means that there is some

interpretation in the process of refining the documentation. When the docu

mentation from interviews and meetings has been collected and refined,

including my own immediate comments after the occasion, I have combined

the different files into master-files according to the chronological order of the

interviews and meetings.

The next phase of the interpretation of the material has been to code the

empirical material (e.g. Rubin and Rubin, 1995, pp. 238-241; Miles and Huber

man, 1994, pp. 55-69; Strauss and Corbin, 1990, Part 11). There are several

different parameters one can code on (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p. 238), and my

coding scheme is presented in Appendix G. The coding scheme was developed

during the process. I started with a scheme with a number of main categories,

and then the coding scheme evolved according to the needs I perceived during

the process (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, pp. 239-240).

In my process I coded after having collected the empirical material. According

to Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 65) the coding procedure ought to be done

during the collection of the empirical material. That is, the notes should be

coded after each visit at the research site. Instead I have chosen to code the

material at the end of the process. Even without coding the material, the

interpretation process starts earlier when documentation is rewritten, etc. With

19 Facts and figures about the empirical material are shown in Appendix B.
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a coding procedure at this early stage I see a risk of, intentionally or uninten

tionally, limiting the focus of the collection of empirical material too narrowly.

Given that I coded my empirical material at a later stage of the process, there

was a rather extensive amount of empirical material. Hence I had to be careful

not to let the coding process become a mechanical activity (Coffey and Atkin

son, 1996, p. 37). In my work I simply split the work into different sections

(according to the chronology) and mixed the coding work with other types of

work in order to prevent the coding procedure from become something

carried out on "autopilot".

I started the collection of empirical material in April 1993 and have collected

some empirical material after January 1998, but this material refers to the time

period included in the description. During some periods I have spent a

considerable amount of time in the organization, and during other periods I

have merely kept in touch through the reflective dialogue. When I have

collected empirical material through interviews and participation in different

meetings and discussions, my notes have included aspects of both the content
of the meeting and the process. That is, I have documented both the issues that

have been discussed, as well as how and by whom the issues have been dis

cussed. As a consequence to this, my field notes include data on several levels

(meta-data).

Over the years I have come to meet a large number of people from different

parts of the organization. There are some individuals that are the key persons

for the study and the collection of the empirical material. Th.ese include first

of all the managing director himself, then the financial director, the business

controller, and last but not least the personal assistant to the managing direc

tor.20 In Appendices D and E there are accounts of people I have interviewed

in the study.

I will end this passage with a very short description of a typical day at the

organization for me as researcher when working with this case study:

I am sitting in my car driving to the headquarters ofthe organization on the outskirts
ofStockholm. In my mind there are a number ofthoughts about what is going on in
the organization, questions I havefromyesterdqy 's work etc. Once I have reached my
destination, I first hope to find that I am earlY enough to get agoodparking space,
and then I pass the security control. After a slow ride with the ele vators I enter the
rightfloor andgo straight to ('tJry" room. ActuallY, it is the small conference room

20 The personal assistant has played a significant role as she is responsible for keeping a number of
different internal records in the organization which have been useful for me in the research work.
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right outside the managing director's office which he usesfor some ofhis meetings. For
allpracticalpurposes it is (~y" room when I am there working with, for example)
interview documentation) reviewing different types ofdocuments or minutes) etc. I]eel
fortunate to this opportunity for several reasons. First) I have a great working
environment. 5econc£ I am close to the activities concerning the managing director and
have an opportunity to see and hearsmalldetails that help my understanding ofwhat
isgoing on in the organization. There are usuallY some discussions over coffee-breaks
and lunch involving differentpeople) and if the managing director is in his office he
usuallYpops infor a chat some time during the dqy. Ifthere is a specific question that
comes to mind when going through my records or my writing) I try to see ifI canfind
theperson involved to resolve my confusion as soon aspossible. Before I leave for the
dqy) I complete myfield notes about what I have done during the dqy, and whether
there have been af!)! specific discussions that I want to follow up in some wqy. In the
car back home I am usuallY filled with impressionsfrom the dqy and trying to sort
out what I have seen - and not seen - during the dqy.

3.6.7 Triangulation

Even if the techniques for handling the empirical material are important, one

main thing in a qualitative research approach is a consciousness of and an

ability to deal with different dimensions of interpretation, or in other words:
((Good qualitative research is not a technicalpro/ect) but an intellectual one" (Alvesson

and Skoldberg, 1994, p. 369). In this section I will describe how I have treated

the concept of triangulation in order to reflect on my findings and not just

follow a number of steps in a research procedure.

The concept of triangulation can be traced to the ancient Greeks and the

action of making a triangle (Denzin, 1989, p. 234) and is described as derived
from celestial navigation (Stake, 1995, p. 109). By comparing different types of

information, in the case ofnavigation maybe lights from different light towers,
it is possible to determine one's own position. Worth stressing though is that

the aim of the triangulation is to add breadth or depth to the analysis - but not
to finding an "objective" truth which of course differs drastically from the

classical (geometric) usage (Fielding and Fielding, 1986, p. 33). In the case of
a research process one can see triangulation from several different perspectives

as described in Table 10.



Type of Triangulation

1. Data triangulation:

a. time

b.space

c. person

Methodological Approach

Description

Searching for several different data sources:

investigating a phenomenon over time

investigating a phenomenon in different spaces

investigating if different persons interact
differently
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2. Investigator triangulation Different persons looking at the same
phenomenon

3. Theory triangulation

4. Methodological
triangulation:

(a) "within-method"

(b) "between-method"

Applying different theoretical points of view

Applying different methodological approaches to
the phenomenon:

Applying multiple strategies within one method to
examine empirical material

Combining different methods to illuminate the
same phenomenon

Table 10 Different Types of Triangulation (based on Denzin, 1989, pp. 236-246)

Given my belief in social construction of reality (see section 3.2.3) it is fairly

obvious that I regard triangulation as a means for alternative interpretations
rather than a search for a single "true" reality (cf. Stake, 1995, pp. 114-115). In

my research process I have applied triangulation in the following way. Con
cerning data triangulation (1) I have combined a number of different sources
as described above (see section 3.6.3). Through my longitudinal approach I
have investigated the phenomenon over time (1 a) and to some limited extent
the interaction between different persons (lc). I have conducted the study
alone and thereby have not used any investigator triangulation (2). As I try to

apply some different theoretical points of view in my study I make attempts
at some theory triangulation (3). Regarding the fourth type of triangulation
about methods (4) I use a case study approach and include a reflective dia
logue, as described above.

The data triangulation is the most widely used type of triangulation in my
research process. Here it is once again important to stress that the triangulation
is a means to find alternative interpretations and not to find an "objective"
truth. By combining several different data sources over time there are different

opinions expressed in different contexts by different people, which help both
to see alternative explanations and to evaluate different sources.
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3.6.8

Management Processes

The Analysis and Writing Processes

When does the analysis start and when does it end? One could say that the
analysis begins while the interviewing is still under way (Rubin and Rubin,
1995, p. 226), or that there is no particular moment when the analysis begins

but it is both to give meaning to first impressions as well as to final compila
tions (Stake, 1995, p. 71). It is hard to say precisely when the analysis begins
and when it ends, and I doubt if it even would be fruitful. I view research as
a process where there are different stages which are to some extentinterlinked.
But even if the different stages are interlinked, it may be important not to blur
the stages and for example mix the collection of empirical material and the

analysis (cf. Feldman, 1995, p. 64). My attempts to separate the different stages
are illustrated by my coding after the empirical material had been collected.

Wolcott (1994) distinguishes between three major concepts in work with
qualitative data, see Table 11.

Term

Description

Analysis

Interpretation

Description

addresses the question, "What is going on here?" Data
consists of observations made by the researcher and/or
reported to the researcher by others.

addresses the identification of essential features and the
systematic description of interrelationships among them - in
short, how things work. In terms of the stated objectives,
analysis also may be employed evaluatively to address
questions of why a system is not working or how it might be
made to work "better".

addresses processual questions of meanings and contexts:
"How does it all mean?" [sic] "What is to be made of it all?"

Table 11 Description, Analysis and Interpretation (Wolcott, 1994, p. 12)

I agree with the three main dimensions described in Table 11, but I regard the
interpretation as something that is part of both the description and the analy
sis. In order to prepare a description and address the question "what is going
on here?" one has to make a number of different interpretations based on the
empirical material and one's own different types ofexperiences, or "theoretical

sensitivity" (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, pp. 41-47). One could say that there are
interpretations processes in different stages.

First, there are interpretation processes (IPO) when different empirical sources
are interpreted, which results in documented empirical material. Then there is

an interpretation process (IP1) based on empirical material which results in an
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empirical description. Following from this, there is an interpretation process
(IP2) based on the empirical description and theory resulting in an analysis
description. The next stage is an interpretation process (IP3) based on empiri
cal description, theory and analysis description which results in conclusions.
This discussion is summarized in Table 12 below:

Interpretation

Interpretation (IPO)

results in

Interpretation (IP1)

results in

Interpretation (IP2)

results in

Interpretation (IP3)

results in

Description

Interpretation process based on Empirical Sources.

Empirical Material

Interpretation process based on Empirical Material.

Empirical Description

Interpretation process based on Empirical Description
and Theory.

Analysis Description

Interpretation process based on Empirical Description,
Theory and Analysis Description.

Conclusions

Table 12 Interpretations in the Research Process

With my interpretive research approach it is natural to think in terms of
interpretation processes, as described above. In every interpretation process
the frames ofreference of the persons making the interpretations influence the
outcomes of the processes, as will be elaborated later in theoretical discussions.
I have tried to be specific with a number of different types of interpretations

as the term may be used in different contexts with slightly different meanings.
The same warning applies to the term analysis, which can mean many different
things for different people. Wolcott (1994, p. 27) lists some sixty odd different
uses of "analysis". The term analysis can be combined with the method used,
the context, who is carrying out the analysis ete. When I use the term analysis,
I mean my interpretation process based on the empirical description and

different theories, that is, IP2 in Table 12 above.

The writing part of the research process is important, not least because of the

interpretation processes involved, as described above. In the remaining part of
this section I will give a brief description of my writing process.

The writing process is central in qualitative research where the researcher
presents tales from the field (Van Maanen, 1988) or tells stories from the field
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(Schank, 1990). When producing the tale or the story, the reader has to make
several decisions regarding the crafting and developing of a storyline (e.g.
Stake, 1995; Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1997). When describing how I have
worked I will relate to ten different ways to approach the description of the
empirical material suggested by Wolcott (1994), see Table 13. The list is used
as one example of different ways of organizing and present a description.

Different Ways to Organize
and Present Description

1. Chronological order

2. Researcher or narrator
order

3. Progressive focusing

4. Day-in-the-life

5. Critical or key event

6. Plot and character

7. Groups in interaction

8. Follow an analytical
framework

9. The "Rashomon Effect"

10. Write a mystery

Explanation

Events related in the order that they occurred,
or related in reverse chronological order.

The story in the order it is revealed to the
researcher.

Slowly zooming from broad context to the
particulars of the case, or vice versa (or a
combination of the two).

To communicate a "feel" for the setting, for
example by presenting the scene of the action
of the first day of fieldwork.

Focus on one or two aspects instead of trying
to tell the whole story (which is not possible).

Staging a play by introducing characters and
telling the story and guiding the audience.

To create distinct group identities to
emphasize differences in a case.

Developing a narrative around a framework
which imposes structure on the description.

From Akira Kurosawa's film "Rashomon": To
describe the story thorough the eyes of
different participants.

Organizing and presenting the qualitative
study as a mystery novel.

Table 13 Ways to Organize and Present Description (based on Wolcott, 1994, pp.
17-23)

My basic approach in the description of the empirical material is an overall
chronological (1) presentation. The main reason for choosing this approach is
to give the reader a sense of the process which starts at one point in time and
ends at a later stage. This approach is combined with some of the other

approaches presented in Table 13. First of all the chronological presentation
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is combined with a presentation according to a framework (8). This gives the

reader options for how to read the description: a full chronological presenta

tion which is found in Appendix H, a brief chronological summary in chapter

2, and a presentation according to a framework in chapters 5 to 7.

To some extent I use what Wolcott calls "day-in-the life" (4), which means that

I present situations, or even examples of days, in my work as a researcher at

the research site. I also use a considerable number of quotations, which also

have the purpose of conveying a feeling for the setting. Furthermore, I focus

on some key events in the description (5) rather then trying to cover every

thing. Finally, I also use a sort of groups of interaction (7) in the sense that I

give some descriptions of different perspectives in the case study.

One question in every writing process is: "who is the reader?" In my case the

main audience for this piece of research is found in academia. But even if the

reader is depicted as a member of the academic society, there are different

ways of writing, and it is important to find one's own way of writing and

presenting a case study (Stake, 1995, p. 128). My personal approach is to write
in such a way that it should be possible for someone outside the academic

community to read the text. This is at least my aim. I try to write in an accessi

ble style (cf. Robey and Markus, 1998, p. 11), like for example frequently using

bulleted lists and summary tables, use of first person, and hopefully a fairly

clear and simple writing style. The way of telling a story and the way of sharing

the author's (i.e. my) biases, involvement with a particular setting, and the

larger context are all important aspects in case study research (Dyer and

Wilkins, 1991, p. 618).

In the actual work with writing the case study, I have used the coded empirical

material. In practical terms I have split my computer screen into two windows:

to the left the documentation (in Swedish) with the colour-coding on, and to

the right the case-study description (in English). I have moved up and down

through the different documents and translated bits and pieces and then

rewritten larger sections in the case-study description.

I have chosen to present my case study with the organization kept anonymous.

I am aware that there are contexts where this is not accepted, for example

journals that do not publish anonymous case studies (Liebenau and Smithson,

1993, p. 239). Nevertheless, I find it important not to reveal the name of the

organization or the persons involved. The main reason for this is that I see a

potential problem in that the description would be negatively influenced by the

fact that persons are presented with their real names. There might be implicit

or explicit filters which make it harder for the people interviewed to reveal
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details, if the case description is not kept anonymous. On the other hand, one

problem with anonymous case studies is that they are said to be "entirely

uncheckable work" (ibid). This is a matter of trust and I would argue that there

is an issue of trust in case studies where the name of the organization is

revealed too. In those cases it is hard to check to what extent the description

is filtered, and as in every case study there are several levels of interpretations

in the process towards a final case-study description which are very hard to

check. This means that the trust in the researcher is important in any case

study, whether the names are revealed or not.

3.6.9 Action and Reflection in the Research Process

The final part of this section on the research process concerns action and

reflection. Here I will simply stress that I believe in combining these two

concepts in the entire research process.

In the relationship between theory and practice, a researcher in an interpretive

approach never assumes a value-neutral stance (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991,

p. 15). One implication ofthis is the importance ofbeing observant about how

one's own prior beliefs, values and interests influence the research process. For

me a way of being observant of these issues is to take time for reflection in the

research process, and to ask myself what I see and what links there may be to

my prior beliefs and interests. That is, I try to combine action, in the form of

conducting interviews, attending meetings, writing, etc, with reflection, which

is an important part of the research process in itself (cf. Alvesson and Skold

berg, 1994, p. 369).

In practice this has meant, for example, that I have ended the documentation

ofeach interview with the two headings "Reflections" and "Questions". Under

the first heading I have documented immediate reflections on the contents or

the process during the interview, as well as general reflections at that point in

the process. Under the latter heading I have listed questions that con1e to my

mind regarding specific contents, process or people. By documenting my own

reflections carefully during the process, I can then go back to them in retro

spect and try to identify patters and hopefully improve the quality of my

interpretations (cf. Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, pp. 191-192).

When Schon (1983) discusses the context of managers' work he describes

reflection-in-action:
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(1t consists in on-the-spot suifacing) criticiZing) restructuring) and testing ofintuitive
understandings of experienced phenomena; often it takes the form of a reflective
conversation with the situation. ,) (Schiin) 1983) pp. 241-242)
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I think there are many parallels with research work, and my aim has been to

include moments of reflection in the research process, at least to some extent

on a regular basis.

3.7 Summary: Methodological Approach

In summary this study is built on a view that reality is socially constructed. The

study is conducted through an interpretive approach and a longitudinal case

study of a managing director's work has been carried out with a clinical re

search approach. This means that I have adopted a helping role in the organi

zation hoping thereby to increase the quality of the empirical material. The

importance of closeness between the researcher and practice has been high

lighted, as well as the need for a combination of rigor and relevance in re

search.

The longitudinal case-study description covers the period from January 1993

to January 1998. It is based on multiple sources of empirical material, where

interviews have played a significant role (105 interviews and booked meetings).

A summary of the empirical material is found in Appendix B. In addition to

traditional sources of empirical material I have used a reflective dialogue. This

series of unstructured or informal interviews with the managing director has

been a valuable empirical source, as well as a forum for reflection on the

process (see Table 9, page 60). Different interpretation processes have been

described in the chapter, as well as how the n1ethodological approach has been

carried out in practice.



4 Theoretical Foundations and Previous
Work

This chapter willpresent and discuss theoreticalfoundations andprevious work

relevant to the sturfy. First there will be a discussion concerning information and
communication which are two fundamental concepts in the sturfy. IlJen I will

present and discussprevious research on managerial work) with a specialempha

sis on managementprocesses. Following this) I will combine the first two parts

and focus on aspects of information and communication in managerial work.

FinallY the development perspective is described and discusse~ and the chapter

ends with a short summary on page 156.

4.1 Information and Communication

This section begins with a discussion of the concept of information and then

continues with a discussion of the concept ofcommunication. In the third part

of the section I present a theoretical foundation for the study, the theory of

logical types. Con1munication is seen from an action perspective in the fourth

part, while the fifth and final part of the section discusses a holistic approach

to information management, information ecology.

4.1.1 The Concept of Information

(~ word in search ofa definition JJ (U7urman) 1989) p. 37)

Definitions ofInformation

There are many different definitions or usages of the word information and no

single dominant definition. Some authors simply state that they use the infor

mation in a very broad sense (e.g. Shapiro and Varian, 1999), but more often

the word is used without any definition or comment, but simply referred to as

"information". The word "information" can be traced to the Latin word

"informare" meaning the action of forming matter (Wurman, 1989, pp. 37-38)

and is said to have entered the English language in its present form in the

sixteenth century (ibid). Table 14 below illustrates three fundan1ental defini

tions of information, i.e. definitions other authors often base their own defini

tions on (e.g. Boisot, 1995).
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Information is a difference which makes a
difference.

Information is any kind of knowledge or
message that can be used to improve, or
make possible a decision or action.

Information is a measure of one's freedom of
choice when one selects a message.

Bateson (1972)

Langefors (1973)

Shannon and Weaver (1949)

Table 14 Examples of Fundamental Definitions of Information

The examples of definitions presented in the table above have their roots in

different areas. Bateson comes from anthropology, communication and
psychiatry; Langefors has roots in theoretical philosophy and systems theory;
and Shannon and Weaver represent the areas ofmathematics and communica
tion. Bateson's definition focuses on the difference information makes, i.e. in
relation to status quo. Langefors' definition on the other hand is more focused
on how the information can be used. The Shannon and Weaver definition

clearly has roots in signal transmission and is more focused on information's
role of reducing uncertainty. These examples are three different angles from
which the concept of information can be viewed: information to make a difference,
information to use in action, and information to reduce uncertainty.

The concept of information has been elaborated and new words have ap
peared, such as for example "informate" derived from "automate" (Zuboff,
1988). Information is also often referred to as a resource (Eaton and Bawden,
1991) and the concept is furthermore used to name an age - "the information

age" (Checkland and Holwell, 1998, p. 4). The list of examples of definitions
and usage of information could be made much longer. The point made is that

information is a concept which can be viewed from a number of different
perspectives. Although it is a concept commonly used in various contexts (and
sometimes even giving name to our time) the meaning of the word is often
neglected. By making clear how the term information is used, misunderstand

ing could be avoided.

For my purposes I use the definition of information offered by Langefors:

((Information is a'!Y kind ofknowledge or message that can be used to improve, or
makepossible a decision or action. " (Langejors 1973, p. 319)
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The primary reason for using this definition is that it puts infor mation in its

context and links inforn1ation to its use. Langefors elaborates on this in "the

infological equation".

The Infological Equation - A tribute to Biirje Langefors

Langefors expresses the relations between data and information in the info

logical equation (Langefors, 1973, p. 248):

where inforn1ation (I) is a function of the interpretation (i) of data (D) by a

person with the frame of reference (S) and the time (t) available. It is thereby

a person's interpretation which determines what is information and gives

meaning to the data. In the context of this study this means, for example, that

when a general manager uses written reports, the value of the report to a large

extent depends on that manager's interpretation of the data in the report, and

the interpretation in turn depends on the frame ofreference and time available

for interpretation.

The infological equation may look like a rational approach as it is expressed in

a mathematical language. Langefors, being an engineer with roots in philoso

phyand systems theory, used a mathematical language he found useful for the

purpose. For those not so familiar with this language, it is a challenge to see

beyond the expression of a formula to what it actually says. Although the

equation clearly takes the personal aspects ofinterpretation into account, there

is a danger that the language used may be misconstrued and Langefors' ap

proach judged to be more rational than it actually is.

The distinction between data and information expressed in the infological

equation plays a central role as it illustrates the importance of the people who

interpret data. One implication of the infological approach is that information

is a relative concept (Lundeberg et aI, 1995). That is, the concept information

is dependent on context and interpretative processes and, thus, cannot be

defined in absolute terms.

Following Langefors, the word data ought to be used more frequently. A

written document, for example, is really data, and not information until a

person has made an interpretation of the data. Seen from this perspective the

information age could be seen as an "explosion of data" rather than of infor

mation (\Xlurman, 1989, p. 38).
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I will, however, follow common usage and employ the word information for

what strictly speaking should be referred to as data in light of the infological

equation. Nevertheless, the point (following from the equation) that every

person makes his or her own interpretation and meaning into information, is

of importance for this study.

Before continuing the discussion on the concepts related to information, such

as data and knowledge, I will say a few words about related information

concepts as defined by Langefors.

One such concept is "information system" which is frequently used in various

contexts. Langefors (1973, p. 195) defines an information system as:

(~ .rystem ofinformation sets neededfor decision and signalling in a larger .rystem
(ofwhich it is a sub.rystem) containing sub.rystemsfor collecting, storing) processing)
and distnObuting information sets. JJ

The concept "information system" was introduced by Langefors at the third

International Conference on Information Processing and Computer Science,

held in New York in 1965 (Langefors, 1995, p. 52). The idea behind the
concept was that it should be a system ofinformation defining botll the system

(computer-based or not) and the information. Langefors saw the term as useful
for describing the scientific area that could develop in the "business data field"

(ibid). The term information system has become widely used, but the concept
Langefors had in mind has not (ibid). Instead information system has become

an expression most often used for describing a program to run on a computer.
The intentions Langefors had in mind with systems of information were

broader in scope and he saw the information system in its wider context. The
inlportance of considering the wider context links to another cornerstone in

Langefors' work: thefundamentalpnonciple of.rystems work (Langefors, 1973, pp. 51

53). Here Langefors lays a foundation for working with systems of different

kinds, not only computer-based ones.21

21 Regarding the computer, Langefors "invented" the Swedish term for computer, dator(Hakangard
and Nilsson, 2000). He was looking for a term describing the information-processing machine
and in accordance with the infological equation, the machines really processed data. Therefore,
he introduced the term dator which was an attempt to use the word data and at the same time
alliterate to words for other machines, such as "motor" and "tractor" (motor and traktor in
Swedish). In my humble opinion, dator is at least as good as computer and I think that the Swedish
language here, through Langefors, could have contributed to the English language, as it did with
smorgasbord and ombudsmano
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Dat~ Knowledge, Wisdom?

Management Processes

The discussion of information could be seen in more shades than simply data

and information. There are other concepts that occur in discussions of infor

mation, such as knowledge, wisdom, etc. One example of a "chain" is de

scribed as data-information-knowledge-understanding-wisdom (Ackoff, 1989)
and another is data-capta-information-knowledge (Checkland and Holwell,
1998). Common to these chains, or rather continua as the elements are difficult

to distinguish absolutely, is an increase in human involvement as one move

along each continuum (Davenport, 1997, pp. 8-10). The human involvement

can be expressed in terms of value added in various ways, like for example

contextualizing, categorizing, calculating, correcting or condensing (Davenport

and Prusak, 1998, p. 4)

Three fundamental parts of a continuum are data-information-knowledge

(Davenport, 1997). The distinction between data and information is addressed

in the infological equation. We can distinguish between information and

knowledge in that "information is a flow of messages, while knowledge is

created and organized by the very flow of information, anchored on the

commitment and beliefs of its holder" (Nonaka, 1994, p. 15). I<nowledge is in

this view said to be more action-oriented than information (ibid).

In the infological equation, data are interpreted by a person with her/his frame
of reference during available time in order to obtain information. A nun1ber

of years after the formulation of the equation, usage has changed. The

information-knowledge pair now seems to be more similar to data-information

in the infological equation. When Nonaka says that knowledge is "anchored
on the commitment and beliefs of its holder" (1994, p. 15) there are parallels

to the infological interpretation by a frame of reference expressed by Lange
fors decades earlier. The same parallel could be seen when N onaka says that

knowledge is more action-oriented, as Langefors linked information to action

in his definition (see page 73 above). One consequence of this is that the

argument that information is a relative concept (Lundeberg et aI, 1995) is

strengthened. There are interpretation processes including various forms of

commitment and beliefs that play a central role when using data or informa
tion.

"Information Theory"

The term "information theory" is a bit puzzling (or even confusing) as it is

often used for what could be described as "signal transmission theory" (Check

land and Holwell, 1998, p. 93). The background to this was the work of
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communication engineers on a quantitative statistically-based theory of infor

mation transmission and the problem arose from their referring to this as
information theory (ibid). The research done by Shannon and Weaver in the

1940s took its starting-point in signal transmission theory, i.e. how signals
could be transmitted from point A to point B with a minimum of noise
(Shannon and Weaver, 1949). Weaver himself recognized that the name
"information theory" was misleading, and he stressed the importance of not
confusing information with meaning (Shannon and Weaver, 1949, p. 8).
Shannon and Weaver talked about their findings in terms of a "mathematical

theory of communication", which has subsequently been commonly referred
to as information theory.

Information theory could also be seen from a totally different perspective,
coming from theories of evolution and order. Here information has a much

broader sense than it has in signal transmission theory. From this perspective,
traditional information theory has "gotten us into trouble" as "information is

a dynamic element, taking center stage" (Wheatley, 1992, p. 102). Seen from
this perspective, information is "the creative energy of the universe" (ibid)
which is quite a bit from noise reduction when transmitting a signal from a
sender A to a receiver B! There is something interesting in this "new science"

approach to information as the contrast between the traditional view of
information as flows of messages is challenged and information is seen from
new perspectives. One example is that information can be seen as the contents
ofour DNA, that is information is making sure that we remain rather constant

over generations (ibid, p. 103).

These two perspectives on information theory, from signal transmission theory
to new science of evolution and order, point to the need to reflect on the
context of information. The understanding of the phenomenon called infor
mation will depend on how widely the context is defined. In a narrow sense
information can be seen as the transmission of signals and in a broad sense the

information can be seen as the "creative energy of universe". In this study the
scope falls somewhere between these two approaches. The infological equation
will be one guiding principle with the frame of reference of the person high
lighted, as well as the time available. Given the importance of the persons

involved, information is seen holistically and in a human centered way (infor
mation ecology), as will be described below (see section 4.1.5). Furthermore,
information is viewed in the context of managerial work (management pro
cesses) and it will be seen as part of communication processes.
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4.1.2

Management Processes

The Concept of Communication

((We are in constant communication) andyet we are almost completelY unable to

communicate about COl1tmunication. JJ (W"at~awicket a~ 1967) p. 36)

Definitions ofCommunication

As with information, communication is a term used with different meanings.
\"X7atzlawick et al (1967) use the term communication as the overall term for

various units ofhuman communication. They specify parts of communication

as: message, which is a single communicational unit; interaction, which is a series

of messages exchanged between people; and patterns of interaction, which is a
higher-level unit of human comn1unication (ibid, p. 50). Farace et al (1977)
refer to communication as "the exchange of symbols that are commonly
shared by the individuals involved, and which evoke quite similar syn1bol

referent relationships in each individual" (ibid, p. 26).

Both these definitions take a starting-point in the exchange of something (a

message or symbols) between two people. Bateson expresses the core of

communication in the following way: "The essence and raison d'etre of commu

nication is the creation of redundancy, meaning, pattern, predictability, infor

mation, and/or the reduction of the random by 'restraint'." (Bateson, 1972, pp.

131-132). Here the comn1unication is put into a context of intentions. This is

important as "a phenon1enon remains unexplainable as long as the range of

observation is not wide enough to include the context in which the phenome

non occurs" (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, P 20).

For my purposes in this study I will refer to communication, and related
concepts such as message and interaction, in line with the proposed usage of

the terms by Watzlawick et aI, 1967. These authors also state five communica
tion axioms, with their roots in work of Gregory Bateson.

Five Communication Axioms

The first communication axiom is: ((One cannot not communicate. JJ (Watzlawick et

aI, 1967, p. 51). An implication of this axiom is that activity or inactivity, words

or silence, all have communication value. The communication processes are

always there.

The second communication axiom says: ('Every communication has a content and a

relationship aspect such that the latter classifies theformer andis therefore a metacommunica

tion. JJ (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 54). There is communication taking place both

in form of messages and in form of n1etamessages (Bateson, 1972, pp. 247-



Theoretical Foundations and Previous Work 79

248). The implication of this axiom is that it is necessary to consider context,

in form of the metamessage, when trying to understand any comn1unication
process. The importance of metacommunication can be found in various

fields: when communicating about statistics n1etadata are important in order

to interpret the numbers correctly (Dippo and Sundgren, 2000); computers

need both data and instructions about the data and how to process them

(Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 52). Another example of metacommunication is

when someone says for example that "I am only joking" and thereby commu
nicates about the communication (ibid, p. 53).

The third communication axiom states: (The nature ifa relationship is contingent

upon the punctuation if the communicational sequences between the communicants."

(Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 59). Even if an outside observer sees an uninter

preted sequence of interchanges, the participants in the interaction always

introduce "punctuation of the sequence ofevents" (ibid, p. 54). An implication
of this axiom is the need to get under surface when trying to understand

communication processes, and thereby reveal punctuation.

The fourth communication axiom reads: 'Human beings communicate both digitallY

and analogicallY. Digital language has a highlY complex and poweiful logical {yntax but
lacks adequate semantics in the field if relationship, while analogic language possesses the

semantics but has no adequate ryntax for the unambiguous definition if the nature if
relationships." (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 66). A digital message is of higher

complexity and abstraction whereas analogic communication could be seen

more as nonverbal communication (ibid, pp. 62-64). In other words language

is digital, and kinetics and paralinguistics are analogic (Bateson, 1972, pp. 372
374). An implication from this axiom is that there is a need for understanding,

and making use of, both digital and analogic communication. This is obvious
in, for example, communication with animals as the animals merely understand

the wealth of analogic communication that accompanies speech (Watzlawick

et aI, 1967, p. 63).

The fifth communication axiom says: ((All communicational interchanges are either

rymmetrical or compleJJzentary, depending on whether thry are based on equality or differ

ence." (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 70). Symmetrical interaction is characterized

by equality and minimization of difference, while complementary interaction

is based on maxin1ization ofdifference (ibid, pp. 68-69). An implication of this

axiom is the importance to understand the relationship between the communi

cants, persons involved in the communication process, and whether the

relationship is based on equality or difference. In the first case the people tend



80 Management Processes

to mirror each other's behavior and in the second case their behavior comple

ments one another's (ibid, p. 68; Bateson, 1972, p. 68).

Syntax, Semantics, and Pragmatics

Three aspects of communication which can be distinguished are syntax,

semantics, and pragmatics (Carnap, 1942; Shannon and Weaver, 1949; Watzla

wick et aI, 1967). Syntax refers to how accurately symbols are transmitted in the
communication. Semantics refers to how precisely the transmitted symbols

convey the desired meaning. Pragmatics refers to how effectively the received

meaning affects conduct in desired way.

In early information and communication theory with roots in signal transmis

sion theory, there was an emphasis on task-related communication but there

has since been a move to broadening the scope (Farace et aI, 1977, p. 6).
When, for example, building information systems (computer-based or not) it

is important to take all three aspects of communication into consideration,

separately and through their interaction (Sundgren, 1992, p. 26). In the context

of this study the three aspects of communication are important in order to

investigate communication from different perspectives (accuracy in transmis

sion, precision in conveying meaning of messages, and effectiveness in affect

ing behavior). This will be accomplished by including the context of the

communication, and thereby presenting a rich picture of the communication

processes in managerial work.

4.1.3 Logical Levels

(There is agu!!between context and message JJ (Bateson) 1972) p. 247)

The Roots to Logical Types and Levels ofAbstraction

The basic idea behind the theory of logical types is that there is a discontinuity

between a class and the members of a class (Whitehead and Russell, 1910). This

could for example be illustrated by the class means oftransportation with mem

bers like train, car and boat. The class and its members are different logical types

(ibid). They are on different levels ofabstraction (Bateson, 1972, p. 202, 280-283).

This means that a class cannot be a member of itself.

The theory of logical types has its roots in the philosophy of logic where

Bertrand Russell developed the theory to help explaining paradoxes (White

head and Russell, 1910). Based on this work Gregory Bateson worked together

with a number of colleagues toward a theory of schizophrenia where the levels
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of abstraction were used to describe and treat people with pathological com

munication patterns (Bateson, 1972, pp. 201-227).

There is a thread from Russell via Bateson to Watzlawick in the usage oflevels
of abstraction to understand different situations, from logical mathematical
situations to communication situations (Engquist, 1994, p. 147). Applied to the
area of communication, the theory of logical types has proved to be useful as
it helps to reveal paradoxes in this context too (Watzlawick et ai, 1967). One

can distinguish between three types of paradoxes, where a paradox is defined
as a "contradiction thatfollows correct deduction from consistentpremises" (Watzlawick

et ai, 1967, p. 188). The different types of paradoxes are elaborated and dis
cussed in more detail elsewhere (ibid, pp. 187-229; Engquist, 1994, pp. 75-81).
Here I will just describe them briefly. First there are logico-mathematicalparadoxes
(Watzlawick et ai, 1967, pp. 190-192). These logical paradoxes, sometimes
called Russellian paradoxes after Bertrand Russell (Whitehead and Russel,
1910), are due to confusion of logical types, or levels of abstraction. A class of

something cannot be a member of itself. The second type of paradoxes is
paradoxical definitions (Watzlawick et ai, 1967, pp. 192-194). In these semantic
paradoxes, inconsistencies of language rather than logic are the roots to the
problems and a famous example is the statement "I am lying". The third type

of paradoxes is pragmatic paradoxes (ibid, pp. 194-211). These paradoxes are
usually from a more interactional context. Examples of this type of paradoxes
are the statement "Be spontaneous!" and the sign which says "Ignore this

. I"SIgn..

Applicability ofLogical Types and Levels ofAbstraction

Given the applicability of logical types and levels of abstraction in different
contexts, one could ask: "How many levels are there?" (Bateson, 1979, p. 224).
The answer is that no one can know; It depends on the definition ofwhat one
is studying and because the observer is part of the system at a certain level, one
cannot know the outer limits of the system (ibid). This way of thinking be

comes clearer if I describe some examples of applications of the basic idea of
logical types or levels of abstraction.

Bateson has used levels of abstraction to construct a typology of cultures. In
doing so his emphasis shifts from characterization of cultural configurations

to characterizations of people, the members of the cultures, which led him to
questions about processes. He proceeded from a classification to a study of
processes that generated the differences summarized in the typology (Bateson,
1979, pp. 207-208). From this the next step was different types of processes.
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He found that when the logical types were applied to real biological events (as

opposed to the purely logical context used by Russell) "the hierarchy is not
only a list of classes, classes of classes, and classes of classes of classes but has

also become a zigzag ladder ofdialectic between form andprocess" (ibid, p. 211).

Bateson suggested that this zigzag pattern between form and process could

help model learning, and the social world in more general (Bateson, 1972, pp.

283-306; Bateson, 1979, p. 211). In this zigzag patterns structures and pro

cesses influence each other. that is, levels of abstraction where every second

level is a classification (structure) and every second a process.

The zigzag pattern between form (or

classification) and process has been ela

borated and applied in the area of in

formation management in the develop

ment of models for understanding and

handling change processes (Lundeberg,

1992; Lundeberg, 1993, pp. 60-74).

Here the logical types or levels of ab

straction help put information technol

ogy in its wider context and thereby

further the understanding of change

processes, for example.

Persons I____________I

Information Systems I
------------I

Physical Data I
-----------I

Business Activities I
-----------I

Business Results I-----------I

..... .s.e.h.a.V.io.r ..1

Information I
------------I Figure 9 presents seven typical levels in

a business context (ibid). The logic be

hind the levels can be described as fol

lows. Persons act through their behav

ior in order to achieve business results.

The results are accomplished through

business activities of different kinds.
Figure 9 Seven Typical Levels in a

Business Context (based on To support these activities there are
Lundeberg, 1993) different types of information, which

in turn derives from different forms ofinformation systems, which in turn uses

physical data. The structures (persons, business results, information, and

physical data) and the processes (behavior, business activities, and information

systems) influence each other.
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Business Results / Activities

Persons / Behavior I In Figure 10 the typical levels are sim

plified into three basic levels: per

sons/behavior, business results/ac

tivities, and information/information

systems (including physical data).

Information / Info. Systems I Another area where the idea of logical
I types and levels of abstraction is ap-

plied is in the field of N euro-Linguistic

Programming (NLP) (e.g. Dilts, 1990,
Figure 10 Three Basic Levels (based on pp. 1-23,209-212). Here logical levels

Lundeberg, 1993)
(in their terminology) are used when

modelling human thinking (Neuro), and the analysis of language patterns

(Linguistic) is used for strategies to transfer skills and change belief systems

(Programming) .

What one can observe from examples ofapplying the thinking of logical types,

levels of abstraction or logical levels (whatever terminology used) is that once

the thinking is applied, levels seen1 to influence much of the work both explic

itly and implicitly. Structures of presentations tend to be arranged in accor

dance with some sort of levels (even if they are not explicitly identified as such)

and figures tend to be drawn with links to different levels. There seem to be

some fundamental factors underlying the thinking in logical levels (which will

be the one expression I will be using). When I look to myself, the thinking in

different types of logical levels influences my work in different ways. One

example is that both interview guides and coding schemes in the work with the

case study are partly influenced by logical levels. Not that this matters per se,

but it is an indication of the profound influence that the thinking of logical

levels can have.

Thinking in Terms ofSystems

There are no "true" levels, but one chooses what to view as levels. This is in

accordance with the systen1s approach where one chooses what to view as a

system (e.g. Checkland, 1981; Churchman, 1979). Here it is worth noting that

when I talk about the systems approach I refer to a wider view than the

systems approach contrasted with the action approach by Silverman (1970, pp.

38-41; also discussed by Bjorkegren 1986, pp. 270-273). The systems approach,

or systems thinking as suggested by Checkland (1981), offers a broader view

for understanding a context instead of the view that reality is objective with

little room for actors' influences.
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The systems approach with this broader view has been used in different

contexts, such as handling change processes, where a number of models have

been developed for use in change processes (Lundeberg, 1993). Worth noting

is that these models include actors and stress the in1portance of taking differ
ent perspectives into consideration. That is, this is far from the more narrow

view of a systems approach where reality is considered something objective
and the actors' roles are limited (cf. Silverman, 1970). One example is a general

model for describing task and person (relationship) aspects ofprocesses, called
the X-model, see Figure 11.

Relationship

Task

Input

Person
Preconditions

Task
Preconditions

Process

Behavior

Task
Processes

Output

Person
Outcomes

Task
Outcomes

Figure 11 The X-model Describing Properties of a Process (Lundeberg, 1993, p.
109)

In the X-model two fundamental levels related to persons and task are de

scribed. The model basically says that there are both person-related and task

related aspects of a process.

Another example of the application of a systems approach in a broader sense

is organizational learning (Senge, 1990). In this context systems thinking has

been used to understand complex phenomena and to understand interrelation
ships between different parts of the system, and the persons involved in the

processes are highly included in the picture. One idea here is that an essence
of systems thinking lies in a shift of mindset where interrelationships rather

than cause-effect chains are profiled, and processes of change are fore

grounded rather than snapshots (ibid, p. 73).

In the context of communication theory Bertrand Russell, Gregory Bateson

and Paul Watzlawick are all examples of researchers with a systems approach

to communication (Engguist, 1994). Thinking in terms of different levels in

communication is an exan1ple of an atten1pt to bring structure to complex

communication processes. A systems approach can help in understanding a
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complexity by offering ways to view the complexity in terms ofdifferent parts

with relationships among the parts. Abstraction, for example in the form of

logical levels, is a way for the human mind to deal with complexity (Argyris,

1982). In communication processes one can say that effective communication

includes communication on different levels (Engquist, 1994, p. 162). In the

following, the focus will be on what one achieves with communication.

4.1.4 Communication for Action

((Don't Shoot the Dog!" (Pry00 1984)

Communication from a Change Perspective

So far the discussion on communication has focused on the concept of com

munication per se and logical levels related to communication. Now it is time

to turn to underlying intentions for communication and how communication

processes are used to accomplish something. In an organizational context

communication processes can be seen as processes for gathering, processing,

storing, and disseminating the communication that enables organizations to

function (Farace et aI, 1977, p. 4). Here the focus will be mostly on communi

cation for action, or communication for change of some kind, rather than the

entire picture of how an organization functions. Communication can be seen

as a process to convey a message, an understanding, or a meaning. That is,

communication as trying to create an understanding ofmeaning and intentions

among other people (Grice, 1957).

I will point to three central issues in communication for change: to meet the

other person where he or she is (the congruence aspect), to allow for a requisite

variety in the communication (the flexibility aspect), and to see the situation at

hand through different frames of references (the riframing aspect).

The congruence aspect of communication is the need to meet the other person

wliere he or she is when establishing any form of communication. This is

described and discussed in terms ofa congruence model (Andersen et aI, 1994,

pp. 110-114; Lundeberg, 1993, pp. 176-178) where one key point is to establish

a communication process with another person by starting a discussion with

something that the other person is willing to discuss. The congruence aspect

can also be expressed in terms of communicative steps: inform each other,

exchange opinions, make use of each other's opinions, and create new ideas

together (Andersen et aI, 1994, pp. 117-119). The initial phase of a communi

cation process builds a basis for further communication and helps create
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conditions for achieving intended outcomes from the communication process,

for example in the form of changes.

Theflexibility aspectofcommunication is the need to be flexible in a communica

tion process. This aspect is related to the first aspect about congruence where

there is a need to meet the person where he or she is. The theoretical back

ground to this aspect of communication can be found in area of cybernetics

and industrial process controL Ross Ashby formulated the "Law of Requisite

Variety" (Ashby, 1956, pp. 202-218) which basically says that "only variety can

destroy variety" (ibid, p. 207). This may sound a bit destructive, but transferred

to a communicational situation it means that the ability to be flexible, or show

variety, is a key to successful communication. A greater degree of flexibility is

more likely to result in intended outcomes.

The riframing aspect of communication is the importance of framing and re

fran1ing the situation where any communication is used to achieve changes

(Watzlawick et aI, 1974, pp. 92-109; Watzlawick, 1978, pp. 118-126). Reframing

is here referred to as changing the "conceptual and/or emotional setting or

viewpoint in relation to which a situation is experienced and to place it in

another frame which fits the 'facts' or the same concrete situation equally well

or even better, and thereby changes its entire meaning" (Watzlawick et aI,

1974, p. 75). The reframing could also be expressed in terms of bisociation
where a situation is not only associated to one context, but bisociated with two

(IZoestler, 1964, pp. 35-36). One example of reframing, or bisociation, is

humor where the punchline often presents the facts through a new frame

(IZoestler, 1964). In accordance with the systems approach (as described

above) the domain for change has to be defined (e.g. problen1 solving in a

system or ofa system), which in turn is closely related to the communication

to achieve change (Watzlawick et aI, 1974, pp. 1-12). In communication

processes it is important to reframe situations in order to see new patterns

when viewing a situation through another frame.

These three aspects, congruence, flexibility and riframing, are important when

communicating to accomplish change. In this section on a change perspective

on communication I have focused on process aspects in general and overall

aspects of communication. That is, I have not included what one needs to

communicate in order to accomplish change, like for example the need to

communicate a change vision, etc. These aspects are discussed in detail in

literature on change (e.g. IZotter, 1996). Here I merely have had the intention

to point to general aspects of communication processes. From this I will move

on to the role of language in communication processes.
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Communication and Language

87

When discussing the use of communication for accomplish action, or change,

it is important to say a few words about the use oflanguage in communication.

As this study is merely about inforn1ation and communication in a managerial

context and not in the area of linguistics, there will only be a brief discussion

of some aspects of the use of language in relation to communication and

action.

Conversations to find out what the possibilities for actions are, and conversa

tions for achieving action are both essential parts of managerial work (e.g.

Winograd and Flores, 1986; Shotter, 1993). Language is ofessential importance

in these conversations. As long as the communication is about things that can

be classified and named, language is well developed, but when the communica

tion is more about intangible objects and nonstandardized objects, things get

much more difficult (March and Simon, 1958, p. 164), even if tb.e communica

tion process may display knowledge that we cannot recognize, or tacit knowl

edge (polanyi, 1966, p. 5).

When language is used in communication processes for achieving some sort

of action, the use of language is part ofa relationship between two persons and

about interpersonal behavior (e.g. Athos and Gabarro, 1978). This means that

the use of language needs to be seen in its wider context where the use of, for

example, body language and listening skills are taken into account, and not

only the meaning of the words (ibid). The latter factor is of course of central

importance though and has attracted a considerable amount of interest. One

example is in the field of Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) where three

general mechanisms for committing the error of mistaking the n10del for the

reality are outlined: generalization, deletion, and distortion (Bandler and

Grinder, 1975, pp. 14-16). These three concepts have then. formed basis for a

set of questions to clarify and enrich perceptions in relation to change pro

cesses (Lundeberg, 1993, pp. 91-100). Another example of studies of the use

and meaning of words is found in speech act theory.

Speech Acts

In speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969, 1975; Winograd and Flores,

1986) the focus is on use of language and the context of language. The per

spective is to view the use of language as a part of a process performed by

persons in a social setting. The use of language is viewed as a trigger for

interpretations rather than just an act for conveying information. This is in line
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with research illustrating the wider role of information in organization than
simply for decision-making (Feldman and March, 1981) and in line with the
research approach in this study to include the wider context of information
and communication in managerial work.

The name "speech act" comes from the view that language is used to perform
different types of acts, like making a statement, asking a question, explaining
something and so forth. All linguistic communication involves some sort of

linguistic acts, which was the background to speech acts (Searle, 1969, p. 16)
and the different acts were named "illocutionary acts" by Austin (1962) and

can be seen as "the minimal complete unit of human linguistic communica
tion" (Searle, 1998, p. 136). Searle built partly on the work ofAustin and found
that there are only a rather limited number ofbasic things we do with language:
tell people how things are, try to get them to do things, commit ourselves to
doing things, express out feelings and attitudes, bring about changes through
our utterances (Searle, 1975). He proposed that there are five and only five

different types of illocutionary acts and suggested a taxonomy (Searle, 1975,
1998) which is shown in Table 15 below:

lIIocutionary Acts

Assertives

Directives

Commissives

Expressives

Declarations

Explanation

To commit the hearer to the truth of a proposition

Examples: statements, descriptions and explanations

The utterance can be literally true or false

Attempts to get the hearer to do something

Examples: orders, commands and requests

The utterance cannot be true or false, but denied etc.

To commit the speaker to undertake some action

Examples: promises, vows and guarantees

The utterance cannot be true or false, but kept etc.

To express a psychological state of affairs

Examples: apologies, thanks and welcomes

The truth taken for granted but sincerity varies

To bring about a change in the world by representing
it as having been changed

Example: "War is hereby declared"

Changes in virtue of the performance of the speech

Table 15 II10cutionary Acts (Searle, 1975, pp. 354-361; 1998, pp. 146-152)
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One implication of speech act theory is the importance to "listen[ing] to the

background" (Winograd and Flores, 1986, pp. 54-58; cf. Athos and Gabarro,

1978, chapter 9) or in other words trying to understand the context ofa speech

act in order to interpret it. Listening to the background stresses the significance

of interpretative processes where individuals have different frames of refer

ences when making an interpretation (cf. the infological equation, see page 74

above). Winograd and Flores go one step further and argue that "nothing

exists except through language" (1986, p. 68). This could be seen as a more

radical parallel to the arguments made by Ogden and Richards that the relation

between a symbol and a referent is only indirect via a thought or reference in

the so-called triangle of reference (Ogden and Richards, 1923, p. 11).

The use of metaphor is another example of an indirect relation in the sense

that there is a distinction between what the speaker means by uttering the

words and what the words mean. Metaphors have attracted a significant

interest in different areas, for example in describing organizations (Morgan,

1986) or information systems development (IZendall and IZendall, 1993). It

seems that possible richness in the interpretation processes, and the differences

between what someone means by saying some words and the meaning of the

words per se, captures something both fruitful and important.

The speech act theory presented above has met critique in the sense that it

works at a level that is too microscopic, and it is too abstract to be useful

(Sillince, 1999, p. 486). Sillince (ibid) suggests instead that ideas from theory of

political language could be useful when studying the role of language in

organizational-change processes. There is however at least one important

difference in the setting between political use of language and leaders use of

language in organizational-change processes. Political leaders meet the public

at large and smaller groups with an underlying purpose, to gain political

support. In an organizational setting this may be one factor and intention, but

in the setting ofan organizational-change process there is usually an additional

purpose, to achieve some results. Sillince points to significant shortcomings in

usefulness of speech act theory, but to solve the problem by applying the

theory of political language may be to move to a type of setting where the

conditions for change processes are fundamentally different. I will therefore

stick to speech act theory when analyzing use of language to influence persons

and try to handle the abstractness by linking the classification to concrete

examples from the setting where it will be applied.
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Communication and Reinforcement

What about the dog? This section was introduced with the quote "Don't Shoot

the Dog!". The discussion has then dealt with a change perspective on com

n1unication and the role of language and speech acts in particular. What does

this have to do with a dog? And why should the dog be shot? The book where

the quote is taken from is about behavioral training and reinforcement theory

(pryor, 1984) and has parallels to communication in managerial work to

achieve change or action. Basically one can distinguish between two types of

feedback processes: reinforcing (or amplifying) and balancing (or stabilizing)

(Senge, 1990, pp. 79-88). In using reinforcement to change behavior, Pryor

outlines eight different methods of getting rid of unwanted behavior (1984).

The author uses examples from the field of training dogs among other things.

If you have a dog which barks in the night and you want to get rid of the

barking there, are according to Pryor, eight methods of doing so: (1) "Shoot

the animal", (2) Punishment, (3) Negative reinforcement, (4) Extinction Oetting

the behavior go away by itself), (5) Train an incompatible behavior, (6) Put the

behavior on cue (and then never give that cue), (7) Shape the absence (rein

force what is not the behavior), and (8) Change the motivation (ibid, pp. 107
152). By shooting the dog the barking definitely stops, but the method obvi

ously has side-effects too.

The eight reinforcement methods to change behavior suggested by Pryor could

be applied in managerial situations. What to do with a subordinate who for

different reasons does not work well in the management team? At one end of

the spectrum of methods would be "to shoot the person" which in this case

could mean to fire the person. That is, to get rid of the problem by getting rid

of the person. At the other end of the spectrum would be to change the

motivation through positive reinforcement, that is, to change the motivation

by finding some part of the person's behavior that works well and reinforcing

this type of behavior.

Pryor (ibid) argues that the best way of changing behavior is to change the

underlying motivation and furthermore she argues that:

((the important impact of reinforcement theory on our society will be not to change
specific behaviors or institutions but in the effect on individuals ofpositive reinforce
ment itse!f Reinforcement is information - it's information about whatyou are doing
that is working. "(Pry00 1984) pp. 171-172).

Linking back to the introduction quote, the challenge is (~on 't shoot the dog" and

instead changing the motivation to accomplish the sought-after change. In
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doing so there is first a need to understand the motivation among the persons

concerned, which in turn points to the need to include the wider context of the

information and communication used. There is a need to include a holistic

picture.

4.1.5 A Holistic Approach to Information and Communication

':5tructures ofwhich we are unaware hold us prisoner. " (5enge, 1990, p. 94)

The Wider Context

When discussing information and communication, I have used the expression

"the wider context" a number of times. I have stressed the importance of this

wider context in various respects. In this section I will come back to "the wider

context" and take a closer look both on what it really means as well as conse

quences for this study.

One reason for stressing the context ofinformation and communication is that

communication processes in organizational settings often are described too

simplistically, and there is a need to view these processes in their organizational

contexts (Sjostrand, 1987, pp. 214-219). In order to understand the informa

tion and communication processes it is necessary to understand the context

and therefore necessary to analyze the whole picture, the holistic picture. This

could be compared to thinking in terms of systems and with field theory,

which stresses the importance of analyzing a situation as a whole (Lewin,

1942).

Another reason for including the wider context is the importance of including

different perspectives. The use of different perspectives can be described as a

case of binocular vision where the differences between the different perspec

tives add new information and an extra dimension (Bateson, 1979, pp. 73-74).

An explicit example of the importance of different perspectives concerning

information is, for example, that corporate library staff, information systems

professionals, function-specific knowledge workers and executive assistants

represent different information management roles and are most likely to focus

on different contents and formats of information (McGee and Prusak, 1993,

pp. 108-113).

The value of different perspectives is related to the view of reality. Given a

basic assumption of social construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann,

1966) and that reality is a mental phenomenon, the value of including different

perspectives is significant (cf. Lundeberg, 1993, pp. 75-87). By finding ways of
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including both your own perspective, other perspectives and combined per

spectives, one may increase the ability to perceive different aspects of reality

(ibid).

Information Ecology

One metaphor used for holistic approaches in information management is

information ecology (Davenport, 1997; Nardi and O'Day, 1999), where

information ecology is described in terms of"holistic management ofinforma

tion" or "human-centered information management" (Davenport, 1997, p. 11).
An example of an alternative metaphor used for holistic approaches to infor

mation management is architecture (McGee and Prusak, 1993). I will use the

ecology metaphor, which is also used in organizational theory (perrow, 1986,

p. 208), and is built on the science of understanding and managing whole

environments. This is a metaphor that is closely linked to human beings and

better suited in the case of information than metaphors related to machines

(Davenport, 1997, pp. 10-11) as persons are important when discussing

contexts of information, given the interpretation processes described above.

A key point in an ecological approach to information is that humans are put

at the center of the information world (ibid) as opposed for example to putting

information technology at the center. I will mainly base the information

ecological approach on Davenport (1997), where four key attributes of infor

mation ecology are stressed: (1) integration ofdiverse types ofinformation, (2)

recognition ofevolutionary change as information ecologies constantly change,

(3) emphasis on observation and description as there is a need to first under

stand the present situation before future plans are made, and (4) focus on

people and information behavior, as opposed to previous attempts to focus

almost exclusively on production and distribution of information and more or

less ignore what the recipients have done with the infor mation (ibid, pp. 29

33).

In his description of an information environment Davenport (1997) includes

six critical components: information strategy, information politics, information

behavior and culture, information staff, information processes, and informa

tion architecture. Based on Davenport (1997) the six critical con1ponents of

information ecology could be described as the following. Information strategy
concerns decisions about what to do with information in the organization.

Information politics deals with the power information provides and the gover

nance responsibilities for its management and use. Information behaviorandculture
are about how to use, modify, share and disclose information. Information steif/
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concerns content specialists, designers, and facilitators, etc. Information processes
focus on how information work gets done and include processes to determine
requirements, capture, distribute and use information. Information architecture is

a guide to the structure and location of information within the organization.

As the focus of this study is on the environment of the information in manage

rial work, the six aspects ofinformation ecology will be seen from the perspec
tive of information in managerial work. That is, information strategy for

example will focus on information strategy regarding information in managerial
work, not information in the whole organization. The same goes for the other

five aspects. There are ofcourse links between information behavior regarding
information in managerial work, and information in general in an organization,
but these similarities and differences will not be in focus of this study.

The different components of information ecology as described by Davenport

(1997) llelp to encompass a number of different dimensions in the holistic
view of information. In my opinion the main thing is to get a rich picture and

include several dimensions, not necessarily exactly these dimensions. One
major argument for an information ecological approach is that there is a need

to focus more on the persons involved and to include aspects of information
usage (ibid). In this study this means putting the general manager in the center
and seeing the use of information in its wider context, i.e. managerial work.
This context also includes viewing information as part of communication

processes as information often is used to influence other persons.

The entire organization can be seen as a communication system with certain

information-handling rules, such as characteristics of the information taken
into the firm, rules for distributing and condensing input information, rules for
distributing and condensing internally generated information, and characteris

tics of the information leaving the firm (eyert and March, 1992, p. 127). By

understanding these rules applied in an organizational context, the information
ecology in managerial work can be better understood as mechanisms of the

wider organizational context are revealed.

To See the Wood as Well as the Trees

I have argued that the wider context is important and a holistic approach is
fruitful. To be more specific it is important to see both the holistic view as well

as the smaller parts of the big picture. Expressed differently one could say that
it is important to see the wood as well as the trees, which could be seen as a

key to management in a nutshell (Watson, 1994, p. 215). A challenge though
is to see the wood and not just lots of trees, or maybe just a few of our favorite
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trees. To meet this challenge, systems thinking may be useful in helping to deal

with the complexity (Senge, 1990, pp. 127-128). The information ecology
described above is another approach for dealing with complexity and helping

to see the wood as well as the trees and to move between the different frames

of the wood and the trees respectively, which is a form of reframing (cf.

Watzlawick et aI, 1974).

I began this section with a quote: (:Structures ofwhich we are unaware hold us pris

oner." (Senge, 1990, p. 94). In the context of this study, structures concern

information and communication in managerial work. One challenge is to

identify the hindering structures which we may be unaware of. In practice this

might mean for example different reporting structures and communication

patterns. In order to identify these structures a holistic approach such as

information ecology may be useful (as well as systems thinking in general). By

looking at the activities from different perspectives as well as in different

dimensions, structures may be revealed, which in turn can be seen as a first

important step towards improving the situation.

In the discussion of information and communication in the chapter so far, the

context has been described as important. Now it is time to look at the context

of information and communication in this study, nan1ely n1anagerial work.

4.2 Managerial Work

Research on managerial work is a well-worn path. There are some "classical"

and often cited pieces of research within the area of managerial work, e.g.

Barnard (1938), Carlson (1951), Stewart (1967/1988, 1976), Mintzberg (1973)

and IZotter (1982). There is also a Swedish research tradition in the area.

Besides Carlson's (1951) famous study, there are more recent pieces of re

search presented by e.g. Forsblad (1980), Holmberg (1986), Tyrstrup (1993),

Jonsson (1996), and Sjostrand (1997). Here I will present and discuss previous

research related to three questions ofinterest for this study: "What do manag
ers do?", "How is the agenda formed?" and "How do managers learn?". But

before addressing these questions I will say a few words about the question

"How to study managers?".
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(We cannot learn what someone's theory-in-use is simplY try asking him. " (/irgy

ris and 5chiin) 1974) p. 7).

Many Different Approaches

Managers' work has attracted considerable interest among researchers over a

long period of time (Hales, 1986). The scopes of the studies have varied; some

have focused on observed behavior and resulted in different types ofclassifica

tions (e.g. Mintzberg, 1973), and some have worked with "second order con

structs", that is with an aim to further the understanding of the observed

behavior (Hales, 1986, p. 96; e.g. }Cotter, 1982). Much research evidence on

managerial work has traditionally focused on managerial role performance

(Hales, 1986, p. 109). IZotter (1982) and Stewart (1976) could be seen as

examples of studies where the behavior of the managers is studied in wider

contexts (Hales, 1986, p. 109).

The ingenuity in the research approaches has varied; some researchers have

broken new ground (e.g. Carlson, 1951) and some have replicated previous

studies and research approaches (e.g. IZurke and Aldrich, 1983). In a retrospec

tive commentary on an earlier article, Mintzberg makes the comment that

"many studies have been carried out over the last 15 years, but the vast major

ity sought to replicate earlier research [...] we remain grossly ignorant about the

fundamental content ofthe manager's job and have barely addressed the major

issues and dilemmas in its practice" (Mintzberg, 1990, p. 175).

The list ofdifferent methods used in studies on managers' work could be made

very long and some examples are: the diary method (e.g. Carlson, 1951),

structured observation (e.g. Mintzberg, 1973), unstructured participant obser

vation (e.g. Dalton, 1959; Watson, 1994), open-ended interviews (e.g. Stewart,

1982). In most studies different methods are combined.

The time-frame for the studies of managerial work differs considerably, from

studies where managers have been studied during only one week (Mintzberg,

1973), to studies where the persons have been studied during a month (Carl

son, 1951), to studies which have collected empirical material over a few years

(IZotter, 1982; Tyrstrup, 1993), and even to studies based on about ten years

field work (Dalton, 1959). The length of the time period is interesting as it says

something about the intentions behind the different studies. In studies where

interviews and periods of observation are carried out during a very limited

time-period, the results can say something about a "snap-shot" of managerial
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work and can, for example, add knowledge about classifications. In studies

covering a longer time-period however, the results may help increase the

understanding of the managerial activities in a process-related context.

Underlying Intentions and Intrinsic Problems

There is an epistemological stance underlying each study which to some extent

is revealed, explicitly or implicitly, in the aim of the particular study. Dalton,

for example, says about his study that "the aim is to get as close as possible to

the world of managers and to interpret this world and its problems from the

inside" (Dalton, 1959, p. 1). Given this interpretive approach to the study, one

goal is to provide a rich description and to further the understanding of

n1anagerial work in its context.

When studying managers' work the attention paid to the wider context of the

work varies between different studies. Carlson argues that "we shall only come

to a full understanding of executive actions if we observe them in relation to

the simultaneous actions of other people in the organization" (Carlson, 1951,
p. 118). In other words, in his opinion the context is necessary for an under

standing of managerial work. In my opinion I would say that whether or not

it is necessary depends on the scope of the phenomenon we want to under

stand.

When addressing the question "How to study managers?" there are some

intrinsic problems. First, a manager's work is not easily defined (Hales, 1986,
p. 109). Second, the possible access to managers may be limited given the

nature of their work (at least as far as we know from studies conducted, see

below). Third, even with possible access to managers, it may be difficult to

study the work as it can be difficult for a manager to describe it and for an

observer to interpret the actions that can be observed.

The third issue could be described in terms of Argyris and Schon as in the

quote in the introduction to this section: "We cannot learn what someone's

theory-in-use is simply by asking him. We must construct this theory-in-use

from observations of his behavior." (Argyris and Schon, 1974, p. 7). Applied

to studies of managerial work, this means that it is not enough to simply ask

a manager what he or she does, but one has to construct this from observation

ofbehavior. This may offer one explanation ofwhy many studies on managers'

work employ, at least to some extent, some sort of observation.
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Before discussing the actual results of research on managerial work, I will say

a few words on what type of results one can find an10ng the huge number of

studies of managerial work. First, there are mall_y different types of classifica

tions, and second, there are results to be found on two different levels.

A number of studies on managerial work have resulted in different types of

classifications. The most famous type of classification is perhaps the one into

different managerial roles by Mintzberg (1973 ). These roles have attracted a
considerable amount of interest in research over the last decades, in spite of

the limited tin1e period covered in the empirical parts of the study (as referred

to above). Other examples ofclassifications are different functions by Barnard

(1938) and different categories of activity by Sayles (1964). These classifica

tions, as well as other types of classifications from other studies in the area,

influence the way we understand the field of managerial work, as well as what

studies are conducted (cf. Bowker and Star, 1999). When constructing classifi

cation systems "differences" are of fundamental importance (ibid, pp. 231,
281) as the design decides in what dimensions differences are highlighted,

which in turn influences our understanding of the phenomena classified. (This

could be compared to the importance of differences in Bateson's definition of

information, see Table 14 above.) Worth noting when discussing classifications

is that these are all socially constructed (cf. Berger and Luckmann, 1966) as

there are no "true" classifications from my point of view.

The results from studies of managerial work can be seen on two levels. First

there are studies resulting in descriptions and analyses of actual managerial

behavior, or literally speaking results on what managers do, like for example:

they make x phone-calls per day, they spend on average y minutes without

interruptions, and they attend Z meetings per week. These could be seen as

results of the first order. Then there are studies resulting in descriptions and

analyses of managerial behavior where there are attempts to explain the actual

behavior ofmanagers, like for example: they make a number ofphone-calls per

day in order to maintain their internal or external network, they spend a limited

time without interruptions because of vertical and horizontal communication

processes, and they attend both internal and external meetings every week in

order both to learn about the organization and to convey their messages. The

latter could be seen as results of the second order, "whereby observed behav

iour may be understood" (Hales, 1986, p. 96), like for example the study by

IZotter (1982).
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4.2.2 What Do Managers Do?

(The picture that emergesfrom studies ofwhat managers do is ofsomeone who

lives in a whirl ofactivity, in which attention must be switched everyJew minutes
from one su1?ject, problem, andperson to another; ofan uncertain world where

relevant information includes gossip and speculation f ..l It is apicture, too, not

ofa manager who sits quietlY controlling but who is dependent upon ma;rypeople,
other than subordinates, with whom reciprocating relationships should be created

f ..l In short, it is much more human activity than that commonlY suggested in

management textbooks." (Stewart, 1983, p. 96)

Fragmentation - Information - Communication

Rosemary Stewart's eloquent description of a manager's work in the quote

above is one answer to the question about what managers do. Another answer

could be related to the following keywords: (1) fragmentation: managerial work

consists of a large number of items apparently about anything and they do not

spend much time on one issue before they change into something else or are

interrupted, (2) information: a manager deals with huge amounts ofinformation,

for different purposes and with different intentions, and (3) communication: an

important part of managerial work consists of communication with other

persons.

There are different ways of measuring the fragmentation of managerial work

(Stewart, 1988, p. 52). For the purposes of this study it is enough to note that

previous research has shown that managerial work is fragmented, even if this

is shown with different types of measurements, for example in number of

periods spent alone, number of fleeting contacts, and number of entries in the

diary (Stewart, 1988). Regarding how time is spent in managerial work, it has

among other things been shown that much time is spent together with other

persons in conversations (IZotter, 1982, pp. 79-81). Another dimension of time

in managerial work is the manager's orientation toward time, which is an

important part of the behavior (Thoms and Greenberger, 1995). Time orienta

tion includes both the way in which the manager perceives events (temporal

alignment) and the particular skills in dealing with time (temporal skills) (ibid, p.

275). Regarding how much time is spent on the managerial work, previous

studies show different results as some studies suggest that managers work long

hours (Carlson, 1951, p. 75; IZotter, 1982, p. 81) and some that they do not

(Stewart, 1988, p. 32).

Information could be seen as the fundament for managerial work, and managers

could be seen as information workers (McCall and IZaplan, 1990, p. 16). When



Theoretical Foundations and Previous Work 99

using information, managers act both as receivers and senders of information

(e.g. Mintzberg, 1973) and they combine information from several different

sources (McI<.innon and Bruns, 1992). The use of information in managerial

work could be seen from a number of different perspectives as will be dis

cussed in section 4.3.

The third keyword about what managers do is communication. According to

previous research, conversation with other persons is a main task for managers

(e.g. Carlson, 1951; Mintzberg, 1973; Hales, 1986). For a manager communica

tion is taking place constantly, intentionally or unintentionally. This is in

accordance with the first communication axiom described above (see page 78)

which says that ((One cannot not communicate." (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 51). As

a consequence of this, a manager cannot avoid acting: (:-4.1 every momentjyou are

in aposition ofauthority, andyour actions qffect the situation. IfyouJust sit therefor a time,

letting things go on in the direction thry are going, that in itse!fconstitutes an action, with
effects thatyou mqy or tJJqy not want. You are (thrown' into action independent ofyour will. "

(Winograd and Flores, 1986, p. 34). This quote illustrates the close link be

tween communication and action, which will be elaborated upon in the discus

sion on management processes for action.

The Manager as a Rational Human Being - and Not

The view of managers as rational human beings spending the days making a

lot of important decisions has been questioned by research into managerial

work over a long period of time (e.g. Carlson, 1951; Dalton, 1959; Mintzberg,

1982; I<otter, 1982; Stewart, 1983; Tyrstrup, 1993). Instead the picture is rather

one of persons making decisions together with many other things, and often

the decision-making is embedded in other managerial activities. The less

rational, or irrational, aspects of managerial work have been expressed in

different terms, for example non-logical processes (Barnard, 1938) and quality

ofgood judgement (Vickers, 1967). Even if managerial work is not conducted

with a rational approach, it is not totally irrational either, but instead there are

both rationalities and irrationalities in a manager's work (Sjostrand, 1997).

When looking closer at rational and irrational aspects ofmanagerial work there

are different types ofclassifications developed in previous research. Managerial

work has been seen in terms of roles, functions and processes.

Different Roles

Even if the picture of the manager as a decision-maker has been adjusted,

decision-making has played a significant role in research on managers' work,
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and sometimes used as synonymous with managing (Simon, 1960). Worth

noting though is that there are different definitions of decision-making and
sometimes the entire process, finding the occasion for making a decision

(intelligence), finding possible alternatives (design), and choosing among the
alternatives (choice), is included in the decision-making (ibid, pp. 1-2). Besides

focusing on the actual decisions, another approach is to view the situations in
terms ofdifferent levels ofambiguity (e.g. Dalton, 1959; McCaskey, 1982). The

ability to live with ambiguity links to the timing of decision-making, i.e. when
to make a decision. This is an important part of decision-making and is ex

pressed in the following way by Barnard: "Thefine art ofexecutive decisions consists
in not deciding questions that are not now pertinent) in not deciding prematurelY, in not

making decisions that cannot be made iffective, and in not making decisions that others

should make." (Barnard, 1938, p. 194, italics in original). In attempts to support

managerial work with IT-based solutions, the decision-making role in manag

ers' work has often been emphasized, which will be elaborated below (see

section 4.3.5).

Mintzberg (1973) distinguishes between ten managerial roles: three interper

sonal roles (figurehead, leader, liaison), three informational roles (monitor, dissemina
tor, spokesman), and four decisional roles (entrepreneur, disturbance handler, resource

allocator, negotiator) (ibid, chapter 4). Other roles in managerial work have
emerged in more recent studies, such as for example:

the roles as designer, steward or teacher in relation to learning in an

organization (Senge, 1990, pp. 339-357),

the roles of vision setter, motivator, analyzer, and task master (Hart and

Quinn, 1993),

the role of a coach (Waldroop and Butler, 1996), and

the role of the exemplar (Hunt and Laing, 1997).

Here it may be a matter of semantics how different roles are interpreted. In

Mintzberg's terms the exemplar, for example, could be described as a figure

head and/or leader. My point here is rather to illustrate that the notion of

different roles is one approach for describing managerial work, which has
attracted a considerable amount of attention. This notion illustrates the num

ber of nuances possible discernable in a manager's work. Research has shown
that the ability to handle and combine different roles has a positive effect on

performance (Hart and Quinn, 1993). This finding is not surprising as the roles
most likely often are combined. I would rather say that it may even be difficult

to separate different roles. In Mintzberg's (1973) study for example, the

different roles suggested (and frequently cited in research) are not easily
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separated in the empirical descriptions. Given the difficulty of separating

different roles and that the roles likely are combined, I will not use roles as the

main perspective in my study.

Different Functions

Another perspective on what managers do is to express their work in terms of

different functions (e.g. Barnard, 1938). This description of managerial work

is perhaps the most classical classification, for example often used in textbooks

when discussing what managers do (Carroll and Gillen, 1987). The functions

suggested by Fayol in the beginning of the century (1916) are often referred to

as the classical view ofmanagement. These functions are: planning, organizing,

commanding, coordinating, and controlling (ibid). When Mintzberg studied

managerial work by observing what managers do, he found that the traditional

functions were of limited use in explaining what managers really do (Mintz

berg, 1990). I find this argument compelling. In nlY study of a general man
ager's work I will not therefore not use tb.e traditional functions as the main

perspective.

Different Processes

A third perspective on what managers do, beyond roles and functions, is to

view managerial work as different processes. IZotter distinguishes three differ

ent key processes in managerial work on an overall level: agenda setting,

network building, and execution in the form ofgetting networks to implement

agendas (IZotter, 1982). With a process view of managerial work, it is more

natural to include a temporal perspective in the descriptions compared to roles

and functions. Furthermore, a process perspective is likely to help capture both

intentional development efforts as well as unintentional evolution in manage

rial work. Given the focus for this study, the process perspective is of particu

lar interest when trying to depict what a manager does. I will therefore use a

process perspective in this study, and there will be a separate section on this

perspective below (see section 4.2.3).

Ok, But What Do Managers Really Do Then?

Before discussing processes in managerial work in more detail I will return to

the questiol1 asked in this section: what do managers do? In the beginning of

the section I pointed to the three keywords: fragmentation, information and

communication, when describing managerial work. As briefly described above

there are many different ways of addressing the question about what managers
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do (cf. different roles, functions, and processes). That is, managers could be

said to work in a number ofprocesses where thry act in different roles to fu!fill different
functions in order to reach differentgoals. The three concepts ofprocesses, roles and

functions could be seen as different perspectives describing the same manage

rial work, and of course the choice of perspective has consequences for our

descriptions and understanding.

When trying to answer the question about what managers do, or to capture the

essence ofmanagement, Eccles et al (1992) found three elements to be the key

factors: using and understanding rhetoric, taking action (robust action) and

recognizing individual identities (ibid, pp. 8-12). They applied an action per

spective as they saw managerial work as filled with different types of action

(ibid, p. 47) and its ultimate goal is to accomplish action. This perspective in

turn could be seen from three perspectives: to manage action directlY, to manage

people to take action, and to manage information to influence people to take

action (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 15).

I see the attempt to capture the essence of management, as an attempt to move

from one level to another level. That is, in my view the question about what

managers do can be addressed on different levels. One level is to focus on

what time is spent on in managerial work, as illustrated in a number of studies.

Another level is to see the managerial activities in their wider context and

explain the work in its context.

This could, for example, mean that managerial work that seems to be very

fragmented on one level, could be much more coherent when seen on another

level. IZotter's view that managerial work consists of three main processes

(agenda setting, network building and execution in the form of getting net

works to implement agendas, as described above) may help explain specific
managerial activities. Even if the activities per se seem to be fragmented and

uncoordinated, taken together they may help build the network or execute the

agenda. That is, if the specific pieces of activities are put in a context, it may

be easier to understand and explain managerial work. One may even go further

and argue that it is difficult to investigate managerial work without identifying

the purposes behind specific actions like telephone calls and conversations

(Carroll and Gillen, 1987, p. 43). One implication that this view holds for this

study is the importance of seeing different specific managerial actions in the

wider context, and thereby trying to further the understanding of managerial

work.
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What about Scandinavian Managers?
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Just as there are personal differences between managers, there might be
differences in managerial work between countries or geographical areas. As

this study is conducted in a Scandinavian setting, the question is whether there

are any particular patterns in managerial work here? In a study of Swedish

business leaders,]onsson (1996) found that the core ofa Swedish management
style seen1ed to be ((a tendenry towards quick implementation after a rough and reaefy

analYsis) and then informaland teambased controloftheprocess) learning under wqy n (ibid,
p. 161). Furt11ermore, he found that the reliance on trust allows Swedish

multinational organizations to manage complex control structures with matri

ces of country and product as the main pattern (ibid, p. 183). A possible threat

to the Swedish style of management was identified in the form of the domi
nance of American consultancy firms with recipes from a different culture

(ibid, p. 183).

It is beyond the scope of this study to focus on cultural differences between

management in different parts of the world (cf. Zander, 1997). Still it is worth
bearing in mind that there may be significant cultural differences between the

settings of different pieces of research used in the study. I therefore have the
aim to include studies on managerial work conducted in different cultures, or

rather from an American as well as from a European perspective.

As mentioned above there is a Swedish tradition studying managerial work

running from Carlson (1951) to studies like the following: Forsblad (1980),

Holmberg (1986), Tyrstrup (1993), ]onsson (1996), and Sjostrand (1997).
Notable is the strong empirical bases these studies often show in an interna

tional comparison. Even if there is a Swedish tradition studying managerial

work, there is a predominance of research from North America published in

business research journals (Engwall, 1996). This means that a considerable

number of the references used in this study are from an American setting,

where cultural differences to son1e extent may influence the applicability,

which has to be taken into consideration in the discussion of findings.

What Will Managers Do in the Future?

What are the trends in n1anagerial work? Even if it is beyond the scope of this

study to analyze trends in managerial work per se, there are some significant

patterns that have implications for the study at hand. One trend that has been

identified by some researchers indicates that there is a need for top managers

to move beyond strategy, structure, and systems to a view which also is built

on purpose, process, and people (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1994, 1995; Ghoshal
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and Bartlett, 1995). Research on managerial work also shows a greater interest

in factors related to processes and interactions, as opposed to earlier research

more oriented towards planning and analysis, which can be explained by

today's more turbulent and complex environment (Sjostrand, 1998, p. 28). This

is of particular interest in this study as there is a process perspective and an

attempt to capture the individual perspectives (people) in the processes de
scribed and discussed.

Another trend is the increased interest in investigations ofunrecognized arenas

for managerial work (Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001), i.e. managerial activities

are not only taking place in traditional contexts like executives offices. Parts of

managerial activities could be described as being "invisible" (ibid).

Finally one can assume that both what managers do and what n1anagers will do

is, at least to some extent, a reflection of their own personal interests and

experiences (Stewart, 1988, p. 119). They can, within certain limits, choose
what to do and what not to do (cf. Stewart, 1982). There are also, of course,

a number of restrictions placed on general managers. One obvious restriction

is from the owners. Here recent work has pointed to the risk that too narrow

a focus on shareholder value places demands on general managers which may
result in a focus on short-term activities, at the expense ofactivities to develop

the business activities in a long-term perspective (Brodin et aI, 2000).

4.2.3 Managerial Work in Terms of Management Processes

((ClearlY) aprocessperspective has much to offer. "(Garvin) 1998) p. 48)

The Process View

Managerial work will be seen from a process point of view in this study, as

described above. Processes can be defined as (:rpecific ordering of work activities

across time andplace) with a beginning) an en~ and clearlY identified inputs and outputs:

a structurefor action" (Davenport, 1993, p. 5). The process view in general, and

especially in relation to business processes, attracted much interest in the

beginning of the 1990s when Business Process Reengineering (BPR) was
introduced (Davenport and Short, 1990; Davenport, 1993; Hammer and

Champy, 1993). One main idea was to focus on processes in businesses and
to innovate, or "reengineer", these processes. The BPR-wave increased the

focus on processes in organizations.

The process movement has met with criticism as there is often an underlying

assumption of processes as work-flows with clearly identified inputs and



Theoretical Foundations and Previous U70rk 105

outputs (IZeen, 1997, p. 17). As there are many types of processes with other

characteristics, an alternative process definition suggests that a process is ((atry

work that meets these four criten'a: it is recurrent; it cifJects some aspect iforganizational

capabilities; it can be accomplished in different wqys that make a difference to the contribu
tion it generates in terms if cost, value, service, or quality; and it involves coordination JJ

(IZeen, 1997, p. 19). This broad definition opens the process concept to a wide

range of different applications.

Managerial work differs in several respects from business processes, but there
are arguments for the usefulness of applying a process perspective in knowl

edge work, which could be seen as one description of managerial work (Dav
enport et aI, 1996). The inputs and outputs of n1anagement process are not as

tangible as those from business processes, but given the process definition
suggested by IZeen (1997) above, a process view can help structure a complex

ity in the form of managerial activities. In theory development in the area of

managerial work, there has been a shift from a focus on planning- and analysis

oriented theories, towards more process- and interaction-oriented theories

(Sjostrand, 1998).

When looking at activities from a process perspective, the number ofprocesses

identified may be very large (cf. IZeen, 1997, chapter 3 about the "process

swamp"), but may also be limited to a set of core processes (cf. Davenport,

1993, p. 28). The number of core processes depends on the definitions of

processes, ranging from a few broad and general processes to a larger number
ofnarrow and n10re specific processes. One has to bear in mind that processes

are socially constructed (cf. Berger and Luckmann, 1966) and we choose what

we want to see as processes and how we define the differences between them

(cf. Bateson, 1972).

Earl (1994) distinguishes between four different types ofprocesses: coreprocesses

(central to business functioning), supportprocesses (back-up of core processes),
business network processes (beyond the boundaries of the organization), and

managementprocesses (plan, organize and control resources). Here the focus is on

management processes, including different ways to look upon these processes.

Management Processes

Managing can be described as a social process: social because it is principally

concerned with relations between people, and as a process because it com
prises series ofactions that lead to the accomplishment ofobjectives (Newman

and Warren, 1977, p. 11). Several authors (e.g. Davenport, 1993; Champy,
1995; Garvin, 1998) have described management processes, and one example
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ofa description is: (Managementprocesses involveplanning, direction setting, monitoring,

decision making, and communicating with respect to afirm's kry operationalprocesses and

assets." (Davenport, 1993, p. 275). Given this overall description of manage

ment processes, the author lists a number of key managen1ent processes:

strategy formulation and strategy decision-making, planning and budgeting,

measuring performance and reporting, allocating resources, managing human
resource, communicating with stakeholders, and infrastructure-building

processes (both human and technical) (ibid, pp. 285-296).

In the same way as the number of core business processes depends on the

definitions of the processes, the number of key management processes obvi
ously depends on the definitions. On an overall level IZotter (1982) points to

three key processes, as described above on page 101 (i.e. agenda setting,
network building, and execution in the form ofgetting networks to implement

agendas), Sjostrand (1987, pp. 203-209) makes the distinction between two

major types of management processes: strategic processes and operative

processes (cf. Anthony, 1965), and Garvin (1998) divides managen1ent pro
cesses into three different categories: direction-setting processes, negotiation

and selling processes, and monitoring and control processes. Perrow (1986)
describes eight groups of aspects of organizations based on Likert (1967),

which can be seen in terms of management processes: leadership processes,
motivational forces, communication processes, interaction-influence processes,

decision-making processes, goal setting or ordering, control processes, and

performance goals and training. Other examples of classifications of manage

ment processes (or managerial work processes or processes carried out by the

manager) are presented by for example Mintzberg (1973, 1994) and Champy

(1995). General managers are also involved in different processes in relation
to owners (cf. Larsson, 1989).

These atten1pts to define different fundamental processes in managerial work,

i.e. key management processes, can be seen in light of a general plan-act

evaluate model (Lundeberg, 1993, section 4.3; cf. intelligence-design-choice,

Simon, 1960; cf. test-operate-test-exit, Miller et aI, 1960). These three basic

factors are also expressed for example in relation to different types of control
in terms of input control, behavior, and output control (Sjostrand, 1987). The

control aspects will be elaborated later (see section 4.3.9).

As described above, different authors describe management processes with

different terminologies. This lends itself to some sort of classification. As

discussed above (see page 97), "differences" are of fundamental importance

when constructing classifications (Bowker and Star, 1999, p. 231, 281). The
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design decides what dimensions are highlighted, which in turn influences our

understanding on the phenomena classified.

When trying of classify management processes I take a starting-point in the

general plan-act-evaluate model referred to above. The different specific

management processes described by different authors can be seen as aiming

at planning, acting, or evaluating in various ways. The expression "acting" is
problematic in the sense that it may be misleading in terms of being a more

general expression, i.e. it could include all other activities. An alternative
expression is "performing".

The three types ofmanagement processes aiming at planning, performing, and
evaluating capture three fundamental aspects of management activities. From

a temporal perspective these types of processes describe before-during-after
in an overall sense. Distinguishing between management processes for plan

ning, performing, and evaluation offers aspects rooted in general theories of
processes, and at the same time a simple overall division. The expression

preparing will be used instead of planning in order to avoid the interpretation

that all activities are planned. It is worth noting that the different types of

processes are socially constructed (cf. Berger and Luckn1ann, 1966) and the
three types of processes can be regarded as managerial work seen from differ

ent perspectives. That is, there is no "true" division ofmanagement processes.

One can distinguish between differences in aims of activities: activities aim at

preparing, performing, or evaluating:

• processesforpreparingexpressed in terms like agenda-setting, network building,

direction-setting, strategic planning, goal setting etc;

processes for peiforming expressed like execution of agendas, operative,

decision-making, communication, etc;

• processesfor evaluating in expressed in terms like monitoring and control, etc.

There is a sequential dimension to these three types ofmanagement processes.

It should therefore explicitlY be noted that this does not implY a view ofmanagerialactivities

as certainplanned steps in a sequence. There may, for example, be processes focused

on performing without any preparing in advance, or any evaluating afterwards,

etc. The three categories are presented and used with the purpose of structur

ing different managerial activities in terms of management processes.
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Processes Concerning Preparing

The cluster of management processes with the ultimate goal of preparing for
managerial activities in a wide sense has been described in various terms by

different authors, like for example: agenda setting (}(otter, 1982), planning and

direction setting (Davenport, 1993), goal setting or ordering (Likert, 1967),
defining (Champy, 1995), and direction-setting (Garvin, 1998). These processes
are mainly described as focusing on task-related aspects in terms of the frame

work for perceiving processes described and discussed above (see Figure 11,
page 84).

There are, however, also processes concerned with preparing efforts more
focused on person-related aspects. }(otter (1982) for example describes the

building of networks (for execution of the agendas) which can be viewed as

preparing for person-related aspects of processes. Examples by other authors

are for example: human infrastructure building (Davenport, 1993), mobilizing

in terms ofbringing people to accept direction and vision (Champy, 1995), and

negotiation and selling in terms of obtaining needed support for the direction

(Garvin, 1998). That is, previous works point to processes concerned with

preparing both regarding task-related aspects and person-oriented aspects.

One important aspect of processes for preparing is setting of an agenda. This

agenda-setting (or agenda-building) can be seen in different respects. There is

an overall agenda-setting for goals of the organization, which is most often in

focus in literature as referred to above. There is also agenda setting on a more

specific level for managerial work, what issues to include on the agenda and to

pay attention to. Agenda formation will be elaborated below in section 4.2.4.

Processes Concerning Performing

The cluster of management processes concerned with performing in a broad

sense is often highlighted when discussing managerial work, expressed for

example in terms of processes related to decision-making (e.g. Davenport,
1993) and different types ofcommunication processes in managerial work (e.g.

Davenport, 1993; Champy, 1995). In IZotter's terms the key management

process here is called execution by getting networks to implement agendas

(IZotter, 1982).

Managen1ent processes concerned with performing relate to decision-making

(choosing what to act on) and communication (influencing the people in the
network). There are parallels between these two types of processes and the

framework for task-related and person-related aspects ofprocesses (see Figure



Theoretical Foundations and Previous Work 109

11, page 84), as was the case with the processes concerned with preparing

above. Decision-making processes can be seen as more task-oriented (even if

the processes obviously can concern persons), while communicating processes

can be seen as more person-oriented.

The role of decision-making processes has been elaborated in the discussion

of what managers do (see section 4.2.2). Communicating processes on the
other hand can be characterized by the dimension in which communication is

taking place: vertical communication processes (e.g. between superiors and
subordinates) or horizontal communication processes (e.g. between individuals

within different units) (e.g. Johansson and Qstman, 1995, pp. 17-19), and will
be elaborated below in section 4.3.8.

Regarding din1ensions of communication processes, the primary focus in this
study is on the vertical dimension, i.e. between the managing director and his

reporting managers, as well as the communication between the general man
ager and the board of directors. The horizontal dimension will be included to

a limited extent, describing communication processes between managers of

different regions and units.

Communication processes are often taking place at meetings ofdifferent kinds

(cf. MclZinnon and Bruns, 1992, pp. 109-118), but there are also other arenas

where, often informal, communication processes (cf. Sjostrand and Tyrstrup,

2001), such as con1municating while waiting at an airport or on a golf course.

Oral communication is found to be an important source of information for

managers (e.g. MclZinnon and Bruns, 1992, p. 109), and the study by MclZin

non and Bruns also reveals that once managers capture information they are,

in general, anxious to distribute it as soon as possible to those in the organiza

tion who might need it (ibid, p. 125). There is thereby a driving force for

communication processes to distribute information in the organization, which

in turn is a way of achieving action in the organization.

Processes Concerning Evaluating

The third cluster ofmanagement processes aims at evaluating in a broad sense.

These processes are called, for example, monitoring (Davenport, 1993),
measuring (Champy, 1995) and monitoring and control (Garvin, 1998). Once
again one can observe the pattern that managen1ent processes mentioned

mostly are focused on task-related aspects. Control aspects are elaborated in

a separate section below, see section 4.3.9.
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Those management processes for evaluating which focus more on person
related factors could deal with reflection or learning. This type of processes
seems to be less in focus than task-related processes in literature on manage

ment processes. I will elaborate on person-related management processes in
the section on how managers learn in section 4.2.5 below:

An Attempt at a Synthesis ofManagement Processes

Three overall types of management processes have been described above, i.e.
management processes concerning preparing, performing and evaluating. In
the discussions of these types, or clusters, of management processes I have

pointed to a distinction between processes mainly focused on task-related or
person-related factors (cf. the earlier discussion on different aspects of pro

cesses, see Figure 11 above). By combining the three overall types of manage
ment processes with task-related and person-related aspects, a framework as

described in Figure 12 is derived.

MANAGEMENT
PROCESSES

Processes for
Preparing

Processes for
Performing

Processes for
Evaluating

Person-focused
Processes

Person-focused
processes for
preparing

Person-focused
processes for
performing

Person-focused
processes for
evaluating

Task-focused
processes for
evaluating

Task-focused
processes for
preparing

· .....................................•.........................................................................,· .· .· .
~ Task-focused ~

i processes for j
i performing ~

Task-focused
Processes

Figure 12 A Framework for Two Levels of Management Processes

In Figure 12 six fundamental different types of management processes are
depicted. The different types of processes can be illustrated by examples of
management processes suggested by different authors (as discussed above), see
Figure 13.



Theoretical Foundations and Previous Work 111

MANAGEMENT Processes for Processes for Processes for
PROCESSES Preparing Performing Evaluating

Person-focused For example: For example: For example:
Processes Network building Communicating Reflecting

Human
with stakeholders

Learning
infrastructure Managing human

etc.
building resources

Negotiating and Negotiating and
selling to gain selling to gain
support support

Training Informal

etc.
communication

etc.
.................................... .................................. ......................................

Task-focused For example: For example: For example:
Processes Agenda setting Decision-making Monitoring

Planning and Execution or Measuring
direction setting implementing performance

Budgeting
agendas

Reporting

Technical
Monitoring and

etc.
infrastructure

control

building etc.

etc.

Figure 13 Examples of Management Processes

The examples of management processes included in Figure 13 are taken from
examples by different authors, and illustrate the different basic types of pro

cesses according to the classification suggested in Figure 12. Worth noting is
that some examples overlap as different authors use different terminologies.

The classification suggested in Figure 12 illustrates that classifications are
socially constructed (cf. Berger and Luckmann, 1966), as discussed above (see

page 97). That is, there are no "true" classifications, which is illustrated in
Figure 13. Management processes can be seen from different perspectives.
There are processes that from one perspective can be seen as one type of
process, and from another perspective as another type. One specific example

is monitoring and control-processes. From one perspective these processes can
be seen as focused on performing in the sense that these activities may be an
important part of what a manager carries out. From another perspective
monitoring and control can be seen as focused on evaluating in the sense that
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the activities aim at evaluating some sort of activities. Another example is

negotiating- and selling-processes for gaining support. From one perspective
these processes can be seen as processes focused on performing, i.e. a manager

performs the negotiating and selling. From another perspective they can be

regarded as processes focused on preparing as they aim at improving the

conditions for some sort of activities.

These examples illustrate different perspectives and interpretations of specific

management processes. Different interpretations can also be seen in light of

different levels of abstraction (see section 4.1.3 on page 80). That is, on one

level every management process could be seen as performing in the sense that
they involve some sort of action. On another level one can distinguish the aim

of the action, for example to prepare or evaluate something.

When I use the suggested framework, I will take a starting-point in the aim of

different processes. This means that activities will be classified accordin.g to

aim of preparing, performing, or evaluating. The purpose of the framework

suggested in Figure 12 is thus to provide an overall structure for management
processes and thereby to help further the understanding of content and

meaning of managerial activities.

In literature on management processes it seems that task-focused management

processes tend to be emphasized more than person-focused processes. A
possible explanation for this is that these processes are (at least perceived) as

more concrete and action-oriented. Person-focused processes, on the other

hand, may be perceived as more abstract, which in turn may influence the

likelihood of someone paying attention to this type of processes (see discus
sion on agenda fornlation, section 4.2.4, below). IZotter's study (1982) is one

example of a study where there is nlore of a balance between person-focused

and task-focused processes. (That study, on the other hand, highlights manage

ment processes concerning preparing and performing rather than evaluating.)
The classification suggested in Figure 12 offers an overall structure for man

agement processes and can be fruitful for capturing different aspects of
managerial work.

Different processes are sometimes described as requiring different critical skills

(Garvin, 1998). In processes for preparing, for example, synthesis and priority

setting are said to be inlportant, while questioning and listening are seen as
more important skills in processes for evaluating (ibid). One has to be careful

though, not to allocate different critical skills to different types of processes,

as both the processes and thereby the skills are most likely to be integrated.

That is, in an activity mainly ainled at preparing of some sort, it is likely that
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the person is listening and learning about what has happened earlier (evaluating

process). This means that the overallframework ofdifferent types ofmanagementprocesses
has the intention to clarijj the discussion ofmanagerial activities. One has to bear in mind

that managementprocesses are intertwinedandin some sense occursimultaneouslY. To view
managerial work through a process lens is an attempt to capture dynamic

aspects of managerial work and the synthesis of management processes
described in Figure 12 is an attempt to capture different aspects of the dynam
ics in managerial work.

The discussions of the empirical material in this study will be structured

according to a framework based on the classification ofmanagement processes
discussed above. As information-related aspects are of special interest in the
study, the task-related dimension will be divided into business- and
information-related aspects. This division follows the three basic levels de
scribed earlier (see Figure 10 on page 83). The framework derived is illustrated
in Figure 14.

MANAGEMENT
PROCESSES

Person
focused
Processes

Processes for
Preparing

For example:

Network building

Processes for
Performing

For example:

Communicating

Processes for
Evaluating

For example:

Reflecting

Business
focused
Processes

Information
focused
Processes

····································t················· ! .
For example: 1 For example: ! For example:

Agenda setting i Agenda execution i Monitoring

::,:::~~;:_T:~;;::~:::_T:::::i::/~f::
platforms ~ platforms ~ platforms

Figure 14 A Framework for Three Levels of Management Processes

The purpose for using this framework derived from a combination ofdifferent
classifications (e.g. Garvin, 1998; Lundeberg, 1993) is to apply a structure to
the discussions of the empirical findings which is in line with the process view

in the study. The framework may also help to capture different aspects of the
empirical findings in order to present a holistic picture.
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4.2.4

ManageJJJent Processes

How Is the Managerial Agenda Formed?

(: ..managing is notmerelY a series ofmechanicaltasks buta setofhuman interac
tions. JJ (Tea4 1996) p. 36)

Managerial Agendas and Their Purposes

A manager's work can be viewed in terms of the execution of an agenda

(IZotter, 1982). The agenda concept can be used in various forms, ranging

from an overall description of the long-range goals for the organization, to a

list of issues to deal with during a meeting. The forms of agendas can also vary

considerably: "subconscious mental notes, scribbled scraps of paper, and

elaborate lists and charts" (Barry et aI, 1997, p. 26). More specifically agendas

can be seen to differ in four fundamental ways: size, focus (tin1e and task),

specificity and prioritization (ibid, p. 28).

The agenda perspective provides a view that assumes that new issues on the

agenda are dependent on the set of issues that have already caught the man

ager's attention (Dutton, 1986, p. 15). This view in turn builds on the assump

tion that time and attention of managers are critical and limited resources and

allocated to different issues according to different forces (Dutton and Ashford,

1993).

This may sound like a rational description ofmanagers with a number ofissues

that nicely are fit on an agenda according to some rules for prioritizing. The

reality is, of course, much more complex. There are political forces trying to

convince managers to include different issues on their agenda, issues are "sold"

to managers (Dutton and Ashford, 1993) and there are types of issues that

cannot be divided between different persons, but included on the manager's

agenda (cf. discussion on division of managerial work by Tyrstrup, 1993). As

the introductory Teal quote indicates: even if an agenda consists of different

tasks, it is mainly a matter of human interactions.

Different Types ofAgendas

The concept "agenda" is used in different contexts: strategic agendas (Dutton,

1986), agendas for general managers (IZotter, 1982), life agendas (Carroll and

Gillen, 1987), etc. One view of any type of agenda is to see it as an array of

issues at any point in time (Dutton and Duncan, 1987). Agendas can be linked

to a person (a manager in this context) or to an organization. Given the scope

of this study the focus will be on agendas for managers.
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Personal agendas can be divided into life agendas focused on personal goals like

career goals and concerns about families etc (CarroU and GiUen, 1987, pp. 45
46) and managerial agendas (CarroU and GiUen here talk about "managers' work

agendas"). The managerial agendas can, in the perspective ofpersonal agendas,
be regarded as means to fulfil parts of the life agendas.

Managerial agendas can be divided into goal agendas focused on a set of desired

future states (CarroU and GiUen, 1987, p. 45) and task agendas (ibid, p. 46). The

goal agendas correspond to the agenda concept as used by IZotter (1982). The
task agendas are more specific agendas with tasks serving as means to fulfiU the

goal agenda and can thus help the manager both to focus on the issues of

central concern and to help the manager with the schedule on a day-by-day

basis (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 14). An overaU purpose with agendas in managerial
work is to help managers cope with job realities (Barry et aI, 1997).

Formation ofAgendas

A key question is how the agenda is formed? According to agenda building

theory the issues and the organizational contexts determine what issues are

included on the agenda (Dutton, 1986). Agenda building is here referred to as

"the process through which strategic issues gain decision makers' attention and
are legitimated in the organization" (Dutton, 1986, p. 3), where a strategic issue

is seen as "a forthcoming development, either inside or outside of the organi

zation, which is likely to have an important impact on the ability of the enter

prise to meet its objectives" (Ansoff, ,1980, p. 133). In the context of this
study general managers are the "decision makers". Dutton summarizes the

factors influencing whether an issue is included on the agenda or not in the

model shown in Figure 15 below.
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Figure 15 The Issue Context and Its Effect on Agenda Building (Dutton, 1986, p. 8)

Dutton points to two components in the issue context influencing the agenda

building: the perceived attributes of an issue (issue salience), and the political
foundation ofan issue (issue sponsorship). The influence ofthese components

depends on the size and variety of the agenda (agenda structure). As shown in
Figure 15 above there are also components in the organizational context

influencing the agenda building (strategy and culture).

Once again this may sound like a rational description where a number of

factors easily can be described which then, according to son1e implicit or
explicit rules, result in a managerial agenda. Reality is more complex. Manage

rial agendas are influenced in various arenas through interaction with various

persons, often in form of informal small talk (cf. Sjostrand and Tyrstrup,

2001). That is, a managerial agenda is developing over time, influenced by a
social context. There may also be specific events in the environment causing

dramatic changes in the managerial agenda, such as a hostile takeover bid (c£
Sjostrand, 1997).

This means that when discussing the forn1ation of managerial agendas, factors
regarding specific issues are of importance (how issues are presented etc), but

the context of the agenda formation is also of vital importance. The context
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can be seen in a social dimension where interactions with other persons, both

within and outside the managers' own organization, are of importance. The

context can also be seen in an environmental dimension where events, which

cannot easily be influenced, themselves influence the formation of managerial

agendas.

Managing Agendas

In the model ofagenda formation presented above in Figure 15 there are eight

different factors in the issue context that influence the likelihood that issues

are included on the managerial agenda. These factors are related to an issue's

salience (magnitude, abstractness, simplicity and immediacy), sponsorship

(issue attachment and strategic location) and the agenda structure (size and

variety). Different examples of tactics linked to the eight factors are illustrated

in Table 16 below.

Factors

Issue salience

Magnitude

Abstractness

Simplicity

Immediacy

Issue sponsorship

Issue Attachment

Strategic Location

Agenda structure

Size

Variety

Modifying Tactics

Magnify the issue vs. Minimize the issue

Cloud the issue vs. Narrow down the issue

Tie the issue to other concerns vs. Go to the heart of
the issue

Make the issue pressing vs. Play down the issue

Alter issue attachment e.g. build personal
commitment

Alter strategic location of issue sponsor e.g. expand
bases of power

Alter agenda size

Alter agenda variety e.g. committee membership

Table 16 Tactics for Influencing Agenda Building (partly based on Dutlon, 1986)

As shown in Table 16 there are different factors that could be influenced when

trying to manage the agenda. The different factors are often combined when

trying to increase the managerial attention paid to an issue. For example
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someone can try to "sell" the issue to the manager by fran1ing the issue in a

certain way (cf. Dutton and Ashford, 1993).

The framing aspect of issues is important because framing influences the

understanding of issues (Fairhurst and Sarr, 1996). Different language forms

can be used to build frames of issues: metaphors (likeness), jargon and catch

phrases (familiar terms), contrast (opposite), spin (positive or negative light),

stories (more real) (Fairhurst and Sarr, 1996, p. 100). The use ofmetaphors has

attracted a considerable amount of interest (e.g. Morgan, 1986) and can be

analyzed in terms of different usages of language, but these factors will not be

elaborated here as this would be beyond the scope of this study.

The managerial agenda is constantly changing as new information is received

and new opportunities arise (Carroll and Gillen, 1987, p. 45). Here general

managers actively search for information from different sources, which then

in turn influences the formation of their own agendas (I<:'otter, 1982, pp. 60
67). The personal network is thus closely related to the dynamics of the

agenda. According to I<:'otter (1982), a personal network is used not only for

executing the agenda, but also plays an important role in the dynamic forma

tion of the managerial agenda (c£ Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001). Yet another

aspect influencing the dynamics of agendas is the entrance of new individuals

to the organization, who may open the door for radical changes concerning

issues on the agenda (c£ Dutton, 1986, p. 15).

4.2.5 How Do Managers Learn?

('It is impossiblefor a man to learn what he thinks he alrea4J knows. " Epictetus

(50-130 AD) (from Wurman) 1989)p. 158)

Single-Loop and Double-Loop Learning

In some sense trying to answer the question about how managers learn is an

impossible task. Nevertheless I will address the question here in light of the

evaluating processes in managerial work (cf. discussion on management

processes in section 4.2.3). As discussed above (see section 4.2.1) managerial

work is not easily observed in general. This also applies to n1anageriallearning,

particularly as such mental processes are not easily observable and thus not

subject to study by observation alone (Carroll and Gillen, 1987, p. 46). In my

study I include some aspects on managerial learning in the interpretation of

different types of behavior, although the focus per se is not on the mental and

learning aspects. I will limit the discussion to a few theoretical foundations

which I will use later.
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One view of learning is to distinguish between two types of behavior learning:

single-loop and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974, 1996; Ashby,

1952). Single-loop learning refers to "instrumental learning that changes

strategies of action or assumptions underlying strategies in ways that leave the

values ofa theory ofaction unchanged" (Argyris and Schon, 1996, p. 20), while

double-loop learning refers to "learning that results in a change in the values

of theory-in-use, as well as in its strategies and assumptions" (ibid, p. 21).

Expressed differently one could say that single-loop learning means learning

within given setting and frames, while double-loop learning means changing

the setting and moving beyond the frames. One example used to illustrate

single and double-loop learning is a thermostat (Argyris, 1994). On a single

loop level the thermostat measures the temperature and adjusts the heat source

according to a standard setting; on a double-loop level the setting for the

temperature is challenged, and the heat source could be questioned, as well as

why the current setting was chosen (ibid). That is, double-loop learning means

questioning, not only facts in the situation, but also reasons and motives

behind the situation (ibid). Argyris and Schon have borrowed the concepts

single-and double-loop learning from Ashby's distinction between different

feedback-loops (Ashby, 1952).

It is interesting to note that we might have a situation which almost seems like

a paradox here (cf. Argyris and Schon, 1996). Behavioral strategies that are

perceived as effective in managerial work (at least in a short term) might

increase the likelihood of learning only at a single-loop learning. This means

that effective routines for corrections in managerial work may reduce the

likelihood of questioning the behavioral actions, and thereby the likelihood for

double-loop learning. Correspondingly, according to this line of reasoning, an
ineffective behavioral action could actually increase the likelihood for double

loop learning as this behavioral action could cause situations where the actions

have to be questioned.

The distinction between these two types of learning (single and double-loop

learning) can be expressed in different ways. Vandenbosch and Higgins (1996)

for example discuss learning aspects in terms of mental model maintenance and

mentalmodel building, where mental model maintenance is similar to single-loop

learning, and mental model building is similar to double-loop learning. The

point here is to illustrate that there is a distinction between learning within a

given setting ("single-loop" or "maintenance") and learning which changes the

given setting ("double-loop" or "building") as described in Table 17 below,

rather than to give a full account of different types of distinctions in a learning

context.
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Type of Learning

Double-loop learning

Single-loop learning

Management Processes

Explanation

Learning and changes of given settings

"Beyond existing frames"

Learning and changes within given settings

"Within existing frames"

Table 17 Single and Double-Loop Learning (partly based on Argyris and Sch6n,
1974)

Single-and double-loop learning can be seen in terms of a general model with

not only two different states. Bateson (1972, p. 293) distinguishes between Zero
learningwhich is characterized by specificity ofresponse which - right or wrong
- is not subject to correction. Learning I which is a change in specificity of
response by correction of errors of choice within a set of alternatives. Learning
II which is a change in the process of Learning I, e.g. a corrective change in the
set of alternatives from which choice is made, or it is a change in how the

sequence of experience is punctuated. Learning III which is a change in the
process of learning Il, e.g. a corrective change in the system of sets of alterna
tives from which choice is made. Learning IVwould be change in Learning Ill,
"but probably does not occur in any adult living organism on this earth" (ibid).

This view of different types of learning is in line with the discussion on hierar
chies of classifications (see section 4.1.3 on logical levels).

Besides individual learning one can also talk about organizational learning (e.g.
Senge, 1990), which can be seen as a wider context to individual learning in

managerial work.

Organi'liltional Learning

Organizational learning has attracted a considerable research interest (Huber,
1991; Miner and Mezias, 1996) and the topic has been approached from

several different disciplines (Easterby-Smith, 1997). There are many different
definitions for the concept organizational learning (see Tsang, 1997, for a
review of definitions) and different typologies of organizational learning
systems (e.g. Shrivastava, 1983).

Given the information and communication perspective in this study, the study
on organizational learning by Daft and Huber (1987) is of special interest
because they propose a communication framework for analyzing how organi
zations learn. In their view organizations must solve two problems in order to

learn: to acquire and distribute information and to reduce equivocality, devel-
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oping a shared interpretation ofmessages (ibid, pp. 10-11). In other words they
suggest that there are two potential problems for an organization to learn: a

logisticproblem concerning the amount ofinformation available, and an interpreta
tion problem concerning the equivocality of information.

This approach to organizational learning can be seen in the light of the info

logical equation (see page 74 above). That is, the potential logistic problems are
linked to the "Data" in the equation and the potential interpretation problems
are linked to the "Frame of references". The linkage between the communica
tion framework suggested by Daft and Huber (1987) and the infological
equation is another view of the link between individual and organizational
learning (cf. Kim, 1993).

Learning and Reflection in Managerial Work

One aspect of learning in managerial work is to relate it to reflection in a
manager's work (cf. Schon, 1983). Given a manager's type ofwork (see section
4.2.2 above), the time available for reflection is limited (c£ Carlson, 1951, pp.
71-74) with the result that many managers do not reflect carefully on their
actions (Senge, 1990, p. 303). Still reflection can be seen as an important source

for learning, and the responsibility for taking the time for reflection rests on
the managers themselves (Daudelin, 1996).

In order to include reflection, and thus learning, in managerial work, reflection
in-action becomes important (Schon, 1983). This means finding ways to reflect
in managerial action, and not only reflect on action, where the reflection is
taking place before or after some activities. Sometimes reflection-in-action is

triggered by uncertainty and may raise a question like "This is puzzling; how
can I understand it?" (ibid, p. 241). Reflection-in-action can sometimes be
regarded as improper or even dangerous as the reflecting would interfere with
doing things (cf. ibid, chapter 9). The point is, however, that reflecting while

acting can mean only split-seconds, like for example when a tennis-player plans
the next shot (ibid). The reflection skills often start with recognizing leaps of
abstraction, that is to move between different levels of abstraction (Senge,
1990, p. 192). Reflection is one aspect of learning, and it is important to bear
in mind that different persons have different learning styles (cf. Kolb, 1984)
with different emphases on reflection in the learning process.

Learning in managerial work can be related to difficulties, illustrated for
example by defensive actions which inhibit learning (cf. Argyris, 1982, p. 230).

Nevertheless, learning is an important part of managerial activities and the
knowledge base could be said to be one key factor in the performance of
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managers (Carroll and Gillen, 1987, p. 46). Learning is not only important for

a manager's own learning processes, but a manager also plays a significant role

for the learning among other persons in the organization (Senge, 1990). A

manager can, for example, take different roles in relation to learning among

persons in the organization (as mentioned in section 4.2.2): as a designer to

design the learning processes; as a steward to give meaning to the vision and to

put the vision in a larger meaningful context (e.g. by story telling); as a teacher
to foster learning for everyone (ibid, pp. 339-357). The managerial work thus

influences the learning culture in an organization (Schein, 1992, chapter 18).

4.3 Information and Communication in Managerial
Work

This section brings together the two fields ofinformation/communication and

managerial work that have been discussed so far in the chapter. When discuss

ing information and communication in managerial work, there are several

questions that are important to address both regarding the information per se
(such as: What types of information? What sources of information? What

media? etc) and regarding the use ifthe information (such as: What are the triggers

for using the information? In what context is the information used? How

frequently is the information used? etc). First, this section will focus on the

former issue in terms of information to support managers. Then, it will focus

on the latter issue in terms information and communication use in manage

ment work. Finally, it will discuss previous work with a special focus on

information for management control and action.

4.3.1 Information Needs and Requirements - What to Find?

(7t is also difficult to know what information is needed and how to get it. And

there isJust so much potentiallY relevant information. JJ (KotteJ) 1982) p. 76)

(7nformation has economic value ifit leads to the satisfaction ifhuman desire. JJ

(Dertouzos) 1997) p. 236)

As the first quote above illustrates, previous research has pointed to the

difficulties in detern1ining general managers' information needs (e.g. I<otter,

1982; Davenport, 1997). And as the second quote illustrates, information has

a value if it meets some needs (Dertouzos, 1997). The question is how to

determine information needs of managers?
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The information requirements cannot easily be caught in short interviews given

the complexity ofmanagers' work and their information environment (Daven

port, 1997, p. 120). Determining information requirements of managers is a

complex task as information plays many different roles in a manager's work.

Davenport raises the question that perhaps the real issue is not to find the

information needs, but to make sense of the business world and understand

the managerial work (ibid, p. 138). This means that the real issue may be to

learn more about managerial work and the actual use of information in order

to understand information needs (cf. Mintzberg, 1973, p. 150). Research has

long pointed to and discussed difficulties in determining general managers'

information needs, and that it seldom is successful to simply ask executives

about their information needs (e.g. Daniel, 1961). One reason is that executives

usually do not know what information they really need (e.g. Ackoff, 1967;

Wetherbe, 1991)

Nevertheless much attention has been paid to different techniques for deter

mining information requirements (e.g. Byrd et aI, 1992) including in a manage

rial context (e.g. Watson and Frolick, 1993). In research on determining

information needs in managers' work, often with the purpose to build informa

tion systems, there seems to be an underlying, explicit or implicit, rationale

built on decision-making, even if there are exceptions (e.g. Ims, 1987). Al

though research on managers' work has shown that decision-making is only

one aspect of many in managerial work as discussed above (see section 4.2.2),

attempts to capture information needs still seem to take their starting-point in

decision-making activities.

In spite of difficulties, the determination of executives' information needs is

important for building useful management information systems, which also has

been known for a long time (e.g. Daniel, 1961, p. 113). The importance does

not automatically mean that the determination of information needs is carried

out successfully. Most information systems - formal or informal- to support

managers, do not meet executives' needs (Wetherbe, 1991).

Several attempts have been made to find useful methods for determining

executive information needs, and successful attempts are aid to provide

insights into how managers work (Watson and Frolick, 1993). One method

which has attracted a considerable amount of interest is the critical success

factors (CSF) method developed at MIT (Rockart, 1979). This method focuses

on individual managers and on each individual manager's current information

needs (ibid, p. 85). The roots of this method could be found in work by Daniel
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(1961) who introduced the concept "success factors". Basically CSFs could be

described as a few key areas where things must go right (Rockart, 1979).

Furthermore it is shown that there are significant benefits to be had from

taking the time to reflect on critical factors for each general manager in an

organization (ibid, p. 88). It is worth noting that Rockart talks about "data

needs" instead of "information needs", which could be seen in light of the

previous discussion on the infological equation (see section 4.1.1).

Information needs for general manager are shown to be challenging. One

explanation is suggested in terms of the manager's position as "the neck of an

hourglass" (Mintzberg, 1973, p. 48). That is, there are information flows to him

or her from various external contacts and the same goes for internal contact.

Contrary to this argument one could argue that the same line of argument

could be applied to quite a few members of an organization - not the least in

light of the information technology offered for communication purposes.

In spite of the process of determining information needs having been de

scribed as difficult, Peter Drucker addresses the issues in an article (boldly)

called "The Information Executives Truly Need" (Drucker, 1995). In addition

to suggesting four basic types of information an executive needs (foundation

information, productivity information, competence information, and resource

allocation information), he makes the following comment on the nature of

information that an executive needs:

(~n adequate information .rystem has to include information that makes executives
question [ ..) assumption[s). It must lead them to ask the right questions) notJust
feed them the information thry expect. "(Drucke0 1995) p. 61)

This comment points to the issue that a general manager may need informa

tion that makes him or her ask questions, which in turn may be a result of not
always get the information one wants. The pursuit of information needs may

be a trap. To a certain extent general managers may need information which

rather n1akes them challenge assumptions and ask questions as Drucker points

out in the quote above (cf. double-loop learning).

4.3.2 Information Search and Scanning - How to Find?

(Most managers spend half their time trying to get the information thry need"

(Wetherbe) 1991)p. 51)

Basically inforn1ation can be acquired in two fundamental ways (cf. Vanden

bosch and Higgins, 1996): by scanning (Aguilar, 1967) and by focused search
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(Huber, 1991). The two ways could also be seen as proactive mode and reactive

mode of acquiring information (El Sawy and Pauchant, 1988).

In the first type of information acquisition, managers' proactive scanning of
the business environment for information, Aguilar (1967, pp. 19-22) distin
guishes between four different modes of environmental scanning, see Table
18.

Type of Scanning

Undirected Viewing

Conditioned Viewing

Informal Search

Formal Search

Explanation

general exposure, no specific purpose

directed exposure, sensitive to particular data

active search, limited effort with specific purpose

deliberate effort to secure specific information

Table 18 Four Modes of Environmental Scanning (Aguilar, 1967, pp. 19-22)

Which mode of scanning that is used is determined by the situation: which
information is needed and available, which resources are available to obtain the
information and what other issues there are to pay attention to (see Sproull,

1984, for a discussion on managerial attention). One example of a type of
scanning given a popular name is "management by wandering around" or
simply "MBWA" (cf. Peters and Waterman, 1982, p. 122).

The second type ofinformation acquisition, managers' reactive focused search,
means to "activelY search in a narrow segment ofthe organization's internal or external

environment" (Huber, 1991, p. 97). There are difficulties trying to draw a distinct

border between scanning and focused search, as the latter could be regarded
as one special case of scanning. One rather could see the information search

activities as a spectrum from undirected viewing to formal search (to use the
terminology suggested by Aguilar, 1967).

Correspondingly there are difficulties trying to separate information acquisition
from interpretation and action based on the information, as the processes are
reciprocal (Thomas et al, 1993, p. 240). All these processes could be seen as
being part of a general "sensemaking" process (cf. Weick, 1979, 1995) where
the manager is trying to make sense and learn in order to take action (cf.
Kuvaas, 1998). This could be seen in a wider organizational context, where

organizations can be seen as interpretation systems and the following are
suggested to be fundamental steps: scanning (data collection), interpretation
(data given meaning) and learning (action taken) (Daft and Weick, 1984).
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These steps can be compared to general models for development processes

discussed below (see section 4.4.1)

The concept of scanning is closely related to the person and can be elaborated

into different types of scanning and different information scanning styles.
Martin and Martin (1989, pp. 394-396) found that general managers tend to

lean toward different information scanning styles, and identified four different
styles: seeking style, sensing style, waiting style and delegating style. In their
conclusions, Martin and Martin stress that '~·nflrmationgathering is a poweiful
executive communication strategy" (ibid, p. 397) and that the combination of differ

ent styles is important in the process ofinformation acquisition. Their conclu
sion illustrates that the way managers search for information sends signals and

influences other persons in the organization (cf. Maxtensson and Mahring,
1992).

Even if different types of scanning and seeking styles can be derived as de
scribed above, the different archetypes are most likely to be combined into

different patterns and evolve over time. Previous research has for example
suggested that organizational newcomers tend to be proactive in their informa

tion seeking (Morrison, 1993).

A quote from an interview with a top executive illustrates the difficulties in

mapping information search and scanning in managerial work:

'This is a difficult suqject to talk about because it is so much a part of everydqy
goings-on that one does not think about it. It is as ifyou were asking someone how
he walks. He wouldprobablY tellyou that heputs onefoot infront ofthe other. ..and
find it difficult to sqy much more. JJ (a top executive quoted in Aguila1J 1967) p. 18)

That is, a large proportion of managerial activities consists of searching and
scanning for information - with or without a specific purpose. The discussion

in this section has pointed out that this embedded part of managerial activities
can be structured according to different classifications. Nevertheless, in

managerial activities the different types of search and scanning are likely to be
mixed and combined in various ways depending on the situation and people
involved.
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(:4 weekdqy edition rifThe New York Times contains more information than

the average person was likelY to come across in a lifetime in seventeenth-centure
England JJ (U7urman) 1989) p. 32)

McI<innon and Bruns (1992) describe the information managers use in terms
ofan information mosaic, illustrating how pieces ofinformation ofdifferent kinds

and from different sources together form a picture for the manager. They
conclude that there are five major sources of valuable management informa

tion: observation, their own work, other people, information repetitive reports,
well-designed periodic reports (ibid, pp. 195-197).

General managers use a number of different sources of information for

handling different issues on their agenda. During the last decade, research,

mainly from the field of management accounting and control, has introduced
a number of different models trying to capture different dimensions of infor
mation. One example is the so called ((balanced scorecardJJby IZaplan and Norton

(1996) with four different perspectives of information: financial perspective,

customer perspective, internal-business-process perspective, and learning and
growth perspective. Anoth.er example of how different perspectives on infor

mation together form a rich picture for the manager is ((levers rif controlJJ by

Simons (1995). Here the author presents four different parts of control sys

tems: beliefs systems (to inspire search for new opportunities), boundary

systems (to set limits on opportunity-seeking), diagnostic control systems (to
motivate, monitor and reward), and interactive control systems (to stimulate

organizational learning) .

A common pattern for these kinds of models is that they try to capture a rich
picture of different types of information that managers use in a structure or

n10del. These models can be used as tools when designing systems for the
information flows and when changing the structures for contro1.22 The differ

ent examples also illustrate that triangulation (cf. discussion in the methodolog
ical chapter, see section 3.6.7) seems to be in1portant in relation to information

use in managerial work. That is, different pieces of a puzzle, or mosaic, are put

together to give a good picture. How are the pieces chosen then?

Previous research on the characteristics of information perceived as useful in

managerial work has found that the three most important characteristics of

22 Another common pattern in the examples mentioned above is that they all have roots in Harvard
Business School.
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information in order to be valuable are: timeliness, accurary, and relevance (McI<in

non and Bruns, 1992, pp. 197-201). In another study the most important
characteristics were found to be: accurary, timeliness, accessibility, engagement,

applicability, and rarity of information (Davenport, 1997, p. 117). Taken to
gether, these characteristics show that one main factor for what pieces of

information managers choose for their information mosaic depends on the
information itself and its characteristics.

There is another main factor influencing the choice ofinformation sources and

that concerns the specific situation. Research has for example shown differences

between the choices of information sources at different stages in a decision

process (Saunders and Jones, 1990). Another aspect of the situation is related

to the political power of information (illustrated by the characteristic of rarity
above, i.e. information is perceived as more useful when it is rare). Information

flows in organization have political dimensions and it is of importance for
managers to harness the power ofinformation politics (Davenport et aI, 1992).

There are also information flows, like gossip, which is of importance to take
into consideration (cf. March and Sevon, 1984).

Regarding choices of information sources it has been found that a manager's

background, in terms of education, etc, plays a role (McI<innon and Bruns,

1992, pp. 206-208). Managers with an accounting degree for example tend to
view financial information as more useful than those without an accounting

degree (ibid). That is, a third main factor is related to the individual.

To summarize the choices of information sources, one could say that there are

three main factors influencing the choices:

the information

the situation

the individual

Basically one could say that these three factors influence the choice of infor
mation sources, but it is worth bearing in mind that ultimately managers value

information that they perceive as trustworthy and useful in their work (McI<in

non and Bruns, 1992, p. 193). Following from this, two of the most important

sources from the list above are personal observation and management work
itself (ibid). A third important source is other people - when they have estab

lished themselves as reliable providers of information (ibid). The importance
of human sources of information has been stressed in various studies (e.g.

IZeegan, 1974).
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': .. neitherproviders nor users ofinformation have a well-developed sense oflvhat
media are appropriatefor whatpurpose" (Davenport, 1997, p. 127)

Much research has been conducted on media choices (a compilation of previ
ous research is found in Carlson and Davis, 1998). One line of research which
has attracted a considerable amount of interest in previous work on informa
tion media choices is the information-richness theory (Daft and Lengel, 1984;

Daft el aI, 1987). The theory, originally proposed as a prescriptive model,
basically says that different communication media have different information
richness, like Table 19.

Communication Media

Face-to-Face Communication

Telephone

Written, Personal

Written, Formal

Numeric, Formal

Information Richness

highest

high

moderate

low

lowest

Table 19 Media and Their Information Richness (Daft and Lengel, 1984, p. 196)

The richness is defined as the potential information-carrying capacity of data
(ibid) and research has shown that managers prefer rich media for ambiguous
communication and less rich media for unequivocal communication (Daft et

aI, 1987). One strength of the theory is its simplicity, that is, the theory explains
and illustrates rather complex phenomena in a simple way. The simplicity is
also its main weakness. The theory has opponents arguing for a need to take
more social factors into consideration, and not only describe communication
processes in terms of rational comparisons between objective characteristics
of media and contents of messages (e.g. Webster and Trevino, 1995).

Recent research has included even more harsh statements about information
richness theory showing that there is no support for the proposition that
matching media richness to task equivocality improves performance (Dennis
and I<:inney, 1998). Arguments have also been raised calling for new theories

that better explain performance effects when new media are used, instead of
adapting theories from old media (ibid).

In investigations of the use of new media, such as electronic mail, different
theories have been used in order to explain choices of media, like for example
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critical social theory (Ngwenyama and Lee, 1997). It is worth noting that in

spite of new electronic media in the communication area, business travel

continues to increase, which suggests that face-to-face meetings are important

in a manager's choice of media (Webster and Trevino, 1995). On the other

hand, it has also been shown that rich communication can take place through

electronic communication (Lee, 1994) and that messages sometimes are sent

tlirough more than one medium (cf. Markus, 1994; Martensson and Mahring,

1992).

As research has shown, there are social factors influencing choice of media

besides rational factors (e.g. Webster and Trevino, 1995). One example is that

choices of media in themselves may send symbolic signals (or cues) and a

manager can influence social meaning attached to different media through

statements and actions (cf. ibid).

In research on media choices it has been found that reasons behind choices

vary between managers on different levels: senior managers tend to choose

media based on effects on themselves (ease of access and ease of use), while

managers on lower levels tend to choose media based on effects both on

themselves and on others (relationship-oriented and communication partner

oriented concerns) (Carlson and Davis, 1998). This finding is of particular

interest when studying general managers on a senior level, as the ease ofaccess

and ease of use are highlighted as important factors. In light of this, the

richness of a medium may not be that iniportant, as long as the medium is

accessible and easy to use. This discussion also points to reasons to be careful

when applying information-richness theory as there are complex issues where

different social factors may play significant roles in the choices of media, as

discussed above.

4.3.5 Use of IT to Support Managers

('I'd stand on my hands two hours a dqy ifI were convinced that it would make

this compatry more succesiful. " (an executive quoted in Boone, 1991, p. 2)

(~ttempting to automate top-management information !Jstems is the wrong wqy

to tackle the problem." (Dearden, 1964, 134)

There has been a large amount of research focusing on use of information

technology to support managers in their work. The idea that conlputers could

be useful tools for managers has been explored over a long period of time: the

Management Information System (MIS) concept in the 1960s (e.g. Ackoff,

1967), to the Decision Support System (DSS) concept (e.g. IZeen and Scott
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Morton, 1978), and to the Executive Support System (ESS) or Executive

Information Systems (EIS) concept (e.g. Rockart and De Long, 1988). EIS has

become the most common expression for this kind of systems lately, although

the systems first were called ESS.

The basic idea has been to build computer-based systems to support manage

rial work, but attempts often have failed (e.g. Rainer and Watson, 1995). The

two quotes introducing this section illustrate the situation: the first quote tells

us that managers are willing and interested in using any tool that may help

them in their job; the second quote that attempts to automate information

systems may not be th.e right way to go. Since Dearden wrote about the issues

in th.e 1960s the technological development has advanced tremendously, but

the key issue here is to continue questioning the strong belief in technological

solutions. One of Dearden's points was that:

(([!vI]ost companies can improve their management information DJStems considerablY.
In nearlY every case) these improvements are in no wqy dependent on the use of a
computer. JJ (Dearden) 1964) p. 135)

The introduction of computers did not radically change the work of general

managers (Dearden, 1983). More recent research has also pointed out that

although technology can be part of a solution, technology alone is not a

guarantee for better information for managers (e.g. McI<innon and Bruns,

1992, p. 194). As shown in research on building computer-based information

systems in general, one important part of the process is to define information

needs of potential users of the systems (e .g. Lundeberg and Andersen, 1974;

Sundgren, 1996). In the context of managerial work it is difficult to define

inforn1ation requirements, and there is a need to learn more about the context

(Davenport, 1997, pp. 136-140).

When developing a computer-based information system to support managers

it has been shown that a major problem is to identify executives' information

requirements (e.g. Watson and Frolick, 1993; Watson et aI, 1995). Much

research on the development of executive information systems (EIS) has been

focused on different techniques for determining information requirements of

managers (e.g. Watson and Frolick, 1993). Both systen1s analysts and research

ers have shown an interest in identifying information requirements for EIS,

and research has shown that information needs for an EIS seldom can be

determined by using one single method (ibid).

Much research has been built on underlying assumptions that information

needs in managerial work are rather static and that it is valuable to build
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information systems to support managerial work, often expressed in terms of

decision-making (e.g. Wetherbe, 1991). Based on these assumptions, the
reasons that information requirements are difficult to determine are presented,

as well as solutions to the problems (ibid). There is also research pointing to
variations in information needs, and thereby also the need to design systems

to support decision-making which are flexible and possible to adopt to chang
ing information needs (e.g. Leidner and Elam, 1995; Sundgren, 1996). The

wider social context of the systems to support managerial work is often not

taken into consideration to any greater extent.

Attempts to support managers with computer-based information systems have

been made over a large number of years. In spite of many attempts, the

number of successes has been limited. In a working paper on "Executive
Information Support Systems" Rockart and Treacy (1980) wrote that:

(:Aj the top executive level in most corporations there is very littleperceptible impact
from three decades ofcomputer technology. " (Rockart and Treary) 1980) p. 4)

In a study of use of EIS in Sweden it was found that less than 20% of the 200

largest companies in Sweden had an EIS in 1995, and in these companies the
top managers were not always the main users of the systems (Thodenius, 1996,

pp. IV:5-8).

In spite of the difficulties in relation to development of IT-based support for

managers and the limited number of success stories, there are managers who

use computer-based information systems. Boone (1991) studied the use of

computers among twelve top managers. Her findings include the need for the
managers themselves to participate in the developn1ent process in order to

design systems in accordance with business goals and information needs (ibid,

p. 277). In other words, the knowledge about managerial information needs is

a crucial factor when building computer-based information systems for mana

gerial work, and it is very difficult for people designing these systems to know

enough about the managerial environment.

Besides the critical factor of information needs, a number of additional critical

success factors for executive information systems have been identified (Rainer

and Watson, 1995). There are critical factors identified both in the develop

ment of the systems (e.g. executive sponsor, definition ofinformation require

ments, and top management support) and in the operation of the systems (e.g.

timely information, efficiency improvements, and accurate information) (ibid).

When motivating expensive development efforts of an executive information
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system, one main argument is often to provide easier and faster information

(Watson et aI, 1995).

The perceived usefulness of computer-based support to managers does not

only depend on the systems and the process to develop them, but also on the

managers themselves. Not all managers find an EIS to their taste, even if the

technology is available (Rockart and Treacy, 1982). One possible explanation

may be found in tllat information systems driven by decision rationality may

not be supportive in action rationality or narrative rationality (cf. Weick, 1995,

p. 178). That is, underlying assumptions in computer-based support are not

entirely in tune with managerial work, and there is a need to know more about

what is supported (ibid, p. 179). In other words there is a need to focus on the

fit between the information systems and their organizational contexts of use,

the organizational validity (cf. Markus and Robey, 1983). Concerning decision

rationality vs. action rationality, there have been arguments raised that an

information system designed to provide objective, precise and comparable

information may help to increase understanding, but not necessarily be totally

adequate for taking action (Argyris, 1980).

In a study by Vandenbosch and Higgins (1996), learning aspects in relation to

information systems for executives were investigated in terms ofmental model

maintenance (reproductive thought, assimilation, accretion) and mental model

building (productive thought, accommodation, structuring). Their findings

show that information scanning (cf. section 4.3.2 above) can lead both to

mental model maintenance and building, whereas the focused search rather

implies mental model maintenance. Among their conclusions was that execu

tive support systems contribute more to mental model maintenallce than to

mental model building (ibid, p. 210). These findings were later extended to

claim that executive information systems contribute more in efficiency than to

gains in effectiveness (Vandenbosch and Huff, 1997).

When summarizing previous work on use of IT to support managers there

have long been indications that the practical potential of such systems seems

to be limited, as described above. From a research perspective there have been

voices saying that the field is in need of researching itself and needs to broaden

its assumptions (preston, 1991). Research in the area is said to be focused

more on practical than on theoretical issues (ibid).

In spite of perceived difficulties, much attention still has been paid to this kind

of systems. The technological solutions can offer many possibilities, but the

link to the activities they are supposed to support is not always prevalent.
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There seems to be underlying forces driving such systems and these underlying

forces could be seen from different perspectives:

technological drivingforces: from a technological perspective the potential in

computer-based information systems for managerial purposes is seen in

terms like the {)lstems have all thisfunctionality and offerall thesepossibilities. Exam

pIes of people representing these driving forces are vendors of software or

consultants developing such systems.

supporting dnOving forces: from a supporting perspective the potential in

computer-based information systems for managerial purposes is seen in

terms like the DJstems offers possibilities to retrieve and combine information from
various sources. Examples of people representing these driving forces are

information providers like controllers at central staffs.

• pilot-using drivingforces: from a user perspective the potential in computer

based information systems for managerial purposes is seen in terms like it

is interesting to explore what these DJstems can offet; ifaf!Jthing. Examples ofpeople

representing these driving forces are managers interested in experimenting

with new technology or in sending the message to other persons that they

use new technology.

One possible explanation for the efforts put into the development of

computer-based information systems for managerial use could be found in

driving forces from a combination of these technological, supporting, and

pilot-using perspectives. There seems to be a vision that possibilities offered

by information technology ought to be put to practical use in managerial work.

The dimensions of driving forces suggested above could help describe at

tempts to achieve this vision, which in some cases may turn out to be utopian.

4.3.6 Managerial Information Processing

(([TJhejob ofmanaging isfundamentallY one ofprocessing information) notablY
lry talking and especiallY listening.)) (Mintzberg) 1994) p. 17)

Traditionally, providers of information to managers have focused on produc

tion and distribution of information, with limited notice of how the informa

tion is used (Davenport, 1997, p. 32). Even if there are different possible

approaches to information in managerial work, these include human informa

tion processing when the information (or data) is interpreted into meaningful

knowledge, and form a basis for different types of actions (Schroder et aI,

1967). In human information processing a combination of different types of

information reveals new patterns and contributes to a better understanding (cf.
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Bateson, 1979, chapter 3), which makes it natural that a manager continually

searches for information (McI<innon and Bruns, 1992).

There are links from this discussion to the question of wl?J managers perceive

needs for information. One answer to this broad question is that they try to

reduce perceived uncertainty in managerial work (cf. Sjostrand, 1997). Coping

with uncertainty is in some sense the essence of administrative processes and

a fundamental problem in organizations (cf. Thompson, 1967). Following

from this, the question is whether more information actually reduces uncer
tainty or instead leads to another type ofuncertainty sometimes called ambigu

ity based on large amounts of information (Weick, 1995). It is beyond the

scope of this study to try to answer this question in full, but in the following

I will discuss some aspects of information processing in managerial work.

The managerial information processing not only has implications for the

managerial work per se, but also for the organization in a wider sense. Manag

ers can influence mental flows for acquiring and processing information in an

organization as part of their managerial activities to accomplish shared visions
of the organization as well as of the environment (Hellgren and Lowstedt,

1997, p. 27).

When discussing information processing in managerial work, political aspects

of information need to be included (cf. Davenport et aI, 1992). Control of
information plays an important role in mobilizing power in decision-making

situations (pettigrew, 1973). Often different kinds of executive summaries are
used in the context ofdecision-making. From an information-processing point

ofview these executive summaries are described as clumsy tools for manufac

turing new information patterns (Macdonald, 1995).

Cogn.itive aspects of managerial work are closely related to the information in

n1anagerial work (e.g. Walsh, 1995). These aspects can be regarded as internal

information-processing aspects of managerial work (cf. Anderson, 1990). In
some sense the question "how do managers think?" is impossible to answer

simply. On the other hand there is some previous research that has tried to

capture cognitive aspects on managerial work, like for example in studies by

Isenberg (e.g. 1984, 1986).

Isenberg takes a starting-point in how managers do not think: it is hard to

pinpoint if or when decisions are made, and they seldom think in ways that

may be called 'rational', i.e. systematically formulating goals, assessing their

worth, evaluating probabilities of options, etc (Isenberg, 1984, p. 82). Instead,
senior managers tend to think about two kinds of problems according to
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Isenberg: how to create effective organizational processes, and how to deal

with one or two overriding concerns, as managers often are preoccupied with

a limited number of general issues (ibid). These findings are in line with

}Cotter's findings regarding main activities of general managers, as described

above.

Intuition is one word to describe how senior managers think, at least to some
extent, and is something based on extensive experience and not the opposite

of rationality (Isenberg, 1984, pp. 85-86). This means that the underlying
experiences could be based on rational and logical analyses. One implication

from the use of intuition in managerial work is that "thinking" is inseparable

from acting (ibid, p. 89).

In a study illustrating both the close link between thinking and acting, and the

use of information in these situations, there was a comparison between how

experienced managers and students solve a business case (Isenberg, 1986). The
findings included huge differences about how the two groups used the infor

mation they were provided. The managers did not collect all available informa
tion but came up with ideas for solutions before they had all infor mation or

had done a thorough analysis. Furthermore, they used their experience rather
than additional case inforn1ation to interpret the information presented and

limited their search for information heavily (ibid, pp. 783-784). The way the
managers acted in this study could be explained in terms of intuition, or rather

a personal bank of experiences. In terms of the infological equation (see page
74) their frames of reference differ considerably from those of the students.

Managerial information processing influences the formation of the agenda.
One reason for this is differences in perceptual filters, which an1plifies relevant

information and attenuates irrelevant information (Starbuck and Milliken,

1988, p. 41). For example, one person could perceive an increased importance

of an issue when it is presented abstractly; while someone else could perceive

it the opposite way, see the discussion on agenda formation in section 4.2.4.

The nlanager has been described in terms of an "information worker", a

craftsperson whose raw material is information (McCall and IZaplan, 1990, p.

16). One can distinguish a number of different distinctions in relation to

information for managerial work. For example, there is a distinction concern

ing sources: information from prepared information platforms and informa
tion from information improvising (from various sources). A second distinc

tion concerns the formality of information: formal information and informal

information. Third, there is a distinction concerning the degree of planning:

information from planned activities and from unplanned. A fourth distinction
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concerns the information contents: hard inforn1ation ("objective" in some

sense) and soft information ("subjective" in some sense).

All these dimensional pairs express possibilities for corrLbining two parts: to

combine two contradictory terms, and not to rely on one or the other. How

a manager combines both rational and irrational approaches in his or her

leadership has been described with the use of the metaphor of the double

faced god Janus (Sjostrand, 1997). This metaphor can be used to illustrate the

importance of combining two types of information in managerial work, not to
rely on one or the other, but rather to use a combination where both parts are

needed.

In managerial information processing one aspect worth noting is that people

tend to think differently when understanding a problem vs. when taking action

(Argyris, 1982). In terms of the infological equation discussed above (see

section 4.1.1) a person makes interpretations, which then form the basis for

actions of different kinds. One alternative view, which highlights the process

factors, is to talk about sensemaking (Weick, 1995). The sensemaking in turn

could then result in different frame-of-reference shifts (c£ IZoestler, 1964; El

Sawy and Pauchant, 1988), which may result in different types of actions. The
results of the actions taken can then have both intended and unintended

effects (cf. Schon, 1983, p. 153).

4.3.7 Information Overload?

(Managers are continuallY seeking) receiving) processing) and sending informa
tion. JJ (McKinnon and Bruns) 1992) p. 105)

Managers use information from different types of scanning and searching

activities, as discussed above (see section 4.3.2), and they create a sort of
personal information system for their own use (MclZinnon and Bruns, 1992).

One driving force for the search for information is the need to reduce uncer

tainty, as discussed above.

The huge amount of information available is often described in terms of an

information-overload problem (e.g. Shapiro and Varian, 1999, p. 6). But the

question is to what extent this really is perceived as a problem in managerial
work? In a study of73 managers by MclZinnon and Bruns no evidence for the

phenomenon called information overload was found, as none of the managers
interviewed complained ofinformation overload (MclZinnon and Bruns, 1992,

p. 209). Instead the authors found managers using "enormous quantities of
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data and information" (ibid). There was perhaps unwanted information, but

this does not mean that there is an information-overload problem.

Development of information technology has offered new possibilities to

produce information for manager, but the an10unt of information has long

been described in terms ofproblems. The situation was for example described

as an "information explosion" in 1971 (Dewhirst, 1971) and a decade earlier

the problem with inadequate data and a "management information crisis" was

described (Daniel, 1961). Yet another decade earlier Carlson reported that the

number of pages in reports to managers had a tendency to grow more and

more (Carlson, 1951, p. 89). That is, the perceived problem with the amount
of information was discussed before the advent of today's information tech

nology. Once again the question is whether there is a problem with informa
tion overload for managers?

One possible explanation is that there are differences in perspectives between
persons describing the information situations and a managerial perspective. As

the study by McI<innon and Bruns (1992) described above showed, there was
no evidence at all of an information-overload problem among the managers

in their study - in spite of huge amounts of information. Another possible

explanation could be found in the information-processing capacity. It has been

found that managers with limited information-processing capacity tend to

interpret situations as more threatening (Thomas and McDaniel, 1990). The

information-processing capacity may also influence the speed of decision
making processes, which according to some studies has emerged as an impor

tant issue in organizations' management processes (Davenport, 1993, p. 282).
That is, a limited information-processing capacity may both make situations

perceived as more threatening, and slow down decision-making processes

(which may be a result of the perception of threats). It can be noted that

accelerating decision-making involves not only information-processing aspects,

but also confidence to decide as well as group dynamics if taking place in a

group context (Eisenhardt, 1990).

This discussion may be interpreted as if information use by managers take

place in rational processes aimed at decision-making. It is worth stressing that

much information use (and non-use) is the result of political processes. That

is, there are different political reasons for using and sending information

(Davenport et aI, 1992), and there is gossip which cannot easily be ignored

(March and Sev6n, 1984). Information is a source of power (e.g. Galbraith,
1973; Pettigrew, 1973) and the use of information can thereby also be a tool

in a social context where actors use the information with different underlying
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purposes. As an implication of this there are psychological costs for asking for

information (Dewhirst, 1971) which may influence the use of information.

4.3.8 Information in Communication Processes

(I[TJhe essence ofwhat managetJJent is all about: the ifJective use oflanguage to

get things done JJ (Eccles et a~ 1992) p. 211)

(I] have no illusions about how hard it is to communicate clearlY and quicklY to

tens ofthousands ofpeople around the world. [' ..J You don't inform) you over

inform. " (perry Barnevik quoted in Tqyl00 1991) p. 104)

Information use in managerial work is often part of communication processes

as managers often are anxious to get information they have captured into the

hands of other people as quickly as possible (McI<innon and Bruns, 1992, p.

125). There is a long research tradition to investigate communication aspects

ofmanagerial work (e.g. Barnard, 1938; Carlson, 1951; Galbraith, 1973; IZotter,
1982) which is hardly surprising, as research has shown that communication

plays significant roles in n1anagerial work (Hales, 1986), especially unplanned
instant communication (Mintzberg, 1973, p. 36). In spite of previous research

there are still arguments for more intensive studies to increase the knowledge

of information use in managerial work (e.g. Ims, 1987).

Recent research efforts have investigated informal and invisible aspects of

managerial work, which reveals that informal small talk is of significant impor

tance in managerial communication (Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001). One

possible reason for this could be that mangers have preserved the orality of

their culture (Zuboff, 1988, p. 178). From an authority perspective this has
been described as a way to protect "the opacity of their know-how" (ibid).

Communication takes place both for the functioning of an organization (e.g.
March and Simon, 1958) and for the functioning of relationships (e.g. Schein,

1999). In other words there are needs for communication both in a task

dimension, as well as in a relationship dimension (cf. Figure 11 on page 84).
When talking about "needs" for communication, these needs could be seen in

light of the importance of good communication for in1proving performance

(cf. Argyris, 1994).

Basically managerial work includes communication relationships with three

groups: superiors, subordinates, and persons outside the unit he or she man

ages (e.g. Mintzberg, 1973). The communication processes can be seen in two

dimensions: vertical communication processes between superiors and subordi

nates, and horizontal communication processes between members ofdifferent
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units providing input to or receiving output from each other (cf. Johansson
and Qstman, 1995).

Information use in vertical comn1unication processes is based on information

needs by superiors or subordinates and may be driven either by the superior

making demands on the subordinates, or the subordinates requiring dialogue

about demands (ibid, p. 17). Depending on the direction of the information
flows in the vertical communication it is either downward or upward commu

nication (I<.atz and I<.ahn, 1978, p. 440), and one type of vertical communica

tion which has attracted research interest is betwe~n general managers (or

CEOs) and board of directors (e.g. I<.imberly and Zajac, 1988). In this type of

dialogues there are different perspectives regarding aspects like for example the

time horizon (e.g. Brodin et aI, 2000).

The content ofthe vertical communication from superior to subordinates have

been described to be of five basic types (I<.atz and I<.ahn, 1978, p. 440):

job instructions (specific task directives)

• job rationale (understanding of the task and its relation to other tasks)

• procedures (information about organization procedures and practices)

feedback on performance

• values (information of an ideological character, indoctrination of goals)

In attempts to influence subordinates, managers use different tactics (e.g.

Lamude and Scudder, 1995). Here rhetorical theory can help explaining

managerial activities (cf. Mlillern and Stein, 1999). When trying to understand
information use in dyadic communication processes one has to include control

aspects and political aspects of communication. That is, communication is

used to signal the degree of influence people have over another, which is

known as relational control through communication (Farace et aI, 1977, p. 53).

As described above, communication plays a significant role in managerial

work. That is, time is spent 011. con1munication in different directions, with

different stakeholders, and with different purposes. In con1munication pro

cesses there are misunderstandings, as communication is not always taking

place without problems, and one problem in vertical communication processes

is the tendency to evaluate and to misunderstand without really hearing the

message (Rogers and Roethlisberger, 1991).

The complexity of communication processes in managerial work can be

explained by the need to view the communication in its social context. Pieces

of information in communication are used, intentionally and unintentionally,
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as signals and symbols in a social context (cf. Feldman and March, 1981). This

means that communication processes need to be seen in their wider context

and informal small talk could help explain the communication processes (cf.

Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001; Sarbaugh-Thompson and Feldman, 1998).

The communication processes could take place both when persons are physi

cally present and absent, as it is possible to be available and unavailable in both

cases (Sarbaugh-Thompson and Feldman, 1998). Here new information

technology has opened for new possibilities, for example through electronic
mail (ibid). A concept introduced with a purpose to increase the understanding

ofcommunication in organizations is "communicative genres" which draw on

rhetorical theory and structuration theory (Yates and Orlikowski, 1992). A

communicative genre is described as types of communication actions that are

enacted by members of a community with a social purpose (ibid).

New technology changes communication in managerial work and new theoret

ical concepts help explain communication processes in managerial work. Not

only does communication play important roles in managerial work, as de

scribed above, but the importance of communication increases when the

nature of managerial work changes over time. According to some research

there is a shift taking place from managing through specific rules, instructions,

to managing through ideas and visions (e.g. Sandberg and Targama, 1998). The
role of managers to get subordinates to make their own judgements and

decisions is becoming more important. This in turn places demands on com

munication processes, and the managerial role often becomes a more consulta

tive role (ibid).

4.3.9 Information for Management Control

(Managers do not see themselves aspuppets) but matry worry about whether thry

are sufficientlY in contro~ or indeed know what is going on below them. " (Stew

ar0 1988) p. 118)

Management control is used here according to the following definition:
(Management controlis theprocess try which managers assure that resources are obtainedand

used effectivelY and efficientlY in the accomplishment if the organization's oqjectives" (An
thony, 1965, p. 17). Anthony made a distinction between management control

(implementing a given strategy on organizational level) and operational control

(controlling specific operations). The control in itself aims at providing means

to compare performances witl! norms, forecasts and goals (Vickers, 1967, p.

27).
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Behavior control and output control are two basic modes of organizational

control which are not interchangeable, but rather are independent of each

other (Ouchi and Maguire, 1975). These basic modes could be compared to

the dimensions in the model for describing aspects ofprocesses (see Figure 11,

page 84). Behavior control could be seen as focusing on the relationship

dimension, whereas output control focuses more on the task dimension. Sjo

strand (1987) suggests three forms of organizational control as he also distin

guishes between influencing input, in addition to behavior and output.

In control processes, managerial accounting plays a significant role and here

agency theory is of fundamental importance (e.g. Baiman, 1990). Basically,

agency theory says that there are agency relationships where one party (called

principle) engage another party (called agent) in order to delegate rights and

responsibilities for a task to be accomplished (ibid; Jensen and Meckling,

1976). The conditions in their relationship is agreed upon in some sort of

contract between the parties. The principle-agent relationship is general and

exists at every level of management in firms aensen and Meckling, 1976, p.
309), such as between a general manager and his or her subordinates, or

between a board of directors and a general n1anager (cf. lZimberly and Zajac,

1988).

One type of informatiol1 flow to managers (principles) is different types of

managen1ent reports, where a special focus of previous research has been on

accounting and financial reports together with reporting procedures. In the

beginning ofthe 1970s, when computer-based accounting information systems

were introduced, the condition for providing accounting reports changed, even

if the introduction ofcomputers in itselfdid not change decision- and informa

tion systems in organizations (cf. Ostman, 1973). Technological development
has continued and new solutions are offered, but the main purpose is still the

same: to provide information to managers, and the technology in itself does

not change the situation.

Johansson and Ostman describe four basic functions of accounting informa

tion (1995, pp. 16-19):

as direct aid for individual decision-makers (for own decisions, self-confir

mation, and learning),

as a means for vertical communication (between superior and subordinate),

as a means for horizontal communication (for example between different

units), and

as an element in the business activity per se.
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That is, accounting information for decision-making is only one example of

use of the information, and it is important to view accounting reports in their

wider contexts (cf. March, 1988, chapter 17).

The information could be seen in relation to fundamentally different mecha

nisms for coping with control: markets, bureaucracies, and clans (Ouchi, 1979).

Basic information requirements vary between the three mechanisms: they

focus on prices in markets, rules in bureaucracies, and traditions in clans (ibid).

The aim of the different mechanisms is, in different ways, to achieve coopera

tion among individuals to acconlplish partly divergent objectives (ibid). When

applied in managerial practice, the different forms ofcontrol are combined and

not mutually exclusive (cf. Holmberg, 1986, chapter 5). From an information

perspective this means that different types of information are combined into
suitable combinations, like an information mosaic (cf. McI<innon and Bruns,

1992).

During the last decade there have been several approaches to defining different

dimensions of information in management control (e.g. Simons, 1995; IZaplan

and N orton, 1996). These attempts could be regarded as ways to include a

variety of different types of information in order to give a richer picture than

just traditional financial information can offer, and in other words as attempts

to structure the information mosaic.

Besides the information contents of management control, there are other

factors influencing the design of management control systems: media and
distribution forms, routines in control processes, incentive systems, and

influence over information processes Gohansson and Qstman, 1995, p. 339).

These factors illustrate the complexity ofdesigning and implementing manage

ment control systems (computer-based or not) as there are different stake
holders involved in the processes. Two major perspectives are the general

manager perspective (information users) and controller perspective (informa
tion providers), where there are different types of controllers playing different

types of roles (cf. Olve, 1988). The relation between general managers and
information providers concerning their conlmunication and closeness has

shown to be important for the information support to managers (Martensson
and Mahring, 1992).

One particular aspect of infornlation for control is the timing of the informa

tion. Basically information can express demands in relation to expectations and

then to conduct reviews (cf. Johansson and Qstman, 1995). These reviews are

means for interventions during a process and/or means for control after a

process. That is, from a timing point of view one can distinguish between
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information for control in relation to expectations (before), to interventions

(during), and to outcomes (after). Here one can see the parallel to the basic
modes of control described above: input control (before), behavior control

(during), and output control (after). There seem to be three fundamental

phases, which could be compared to the discussion on basic types of manage

ment processes, see section 4.2.3. Another aspect of timing in management
control relates to the delay between an event and the information about the

event (c£ Nilsson, 1<.,1999). Here there is a trade-off between time spent on

producing the information (quality checks, etc) on the one hand, and the delay

in the information on the other.

Information technology has opened for new possibilities to put "power in

control systems" (cf. Bruns and McFarlan, 1987). But the information technol
ogy in itself is not the solution, as mentioned above. There are several different

factors influencing information delays in control processes (Nilsson, 1<., 1999).

IT-solutions may also turn out to cause problems in the sense that it may

become so easy to produce different types of reports that the number of

reports increases to a point when it becomes a problem. The increasing

number of reports in Ericsson, for example, became a major problem at one

point in time, according to the CE023
• Here technological solutions may

facilitate the introduction ofnew reports and cause problems. But information
technology in itself is neither the solution, nor the problem in this case.

4.3.10 Action Aspects of Information Use

(Words mqy come and go) but action is alwqys the managerial imperative. JJ

(Eccles et a~ 1992) p. 1)

(The figures should be action-oriented)} (U7allande0 1999) p. 413)

Although a number of previous sections have been on how to accomplish

action implicitly through communication or control, this section will take its
startin.g-point in previous work with the action perspective in focus. As the

first introductory quote says, from some perspectives action is the key in
managerial activities. The second quote illustrates an action-based perspective

on information expressed by Jan Wallander, a former CEO of one of the
largest commercial banks in Sweden. In his view, inforn1ation which does not

influence actual behavior should not be sent out at all (ibid).

23 See article in the Swedish newspaper Dagens Industri, 12 August, 1999, p. 7.
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There are close links between what is measured and the actions taken (e.g.

Eccles et aI, 1992), hence information in management control is related to

aspects of action. The information could be said to influence cognition as well

as motivation and commitment in order to achieve action (Swieringa and

Weick, 1987). There are differences between individuals concerning use of

il'1formation for action: some prefer a thorough analysis before taking action,

while others may have their strengths in execution Gohansson and Ostman,

1995, p. 20). The following quote by Percy Barnevik illustrates one perspective
on analysis and action:

(1 havefound that execution) not strategyper se) isprimanfy what differentiates the
winnersfrom the losers... J) (Barnevik) 1994) p. xz)

By execution he here refers to "the ways top management motivates and

mobilizes the company's many managers and front-line employees and how

management communicates with employees to achieve consensus" (ibid). To

some extent there is a need both for a strategy (or analysis) and the execution

of the strategy, but Barnevik makes the point that the execution, that is to

achieve action, is the key challenge.

The more philosophical issue about how thought effectively could be com

bined with action has attracted much research effort and been described as

having "plagued philosophers, frustrated social scientists, and eluded profes

sional practitioners for years" (Argyris and Schon, 1974, p. 3). The two con

cepts thought (or analysis) and action (or execution) are fundamental, but the

issue of combining thought and action will not be elaborated further here, as

that would be beyond the scope of this study.

Action is usually taking place in a social context in relation to other persons,

in interaction. This could be described as (inter)action to highlight the close

links between action and interaction (cf. Sjostrand, 1995, p. 22; 1998). Con

cerning social context and interaction, previous research has pointed to the

importance of small talk (Ekman, 1999; Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001). That

is, a line ofaction is agreed upon and partly achieved through informal conver

sations with persons.

Action can be managed directlY, indirectly through people, or even more indi

rectly by information through people (Mintzberg, 1994), as described above in

section 4.2.2. The representatives for the different approaches could be

described in terms of doers, leaders, and administrators (ibid). The distinction

between these three approaches can be seen as archetypes for managing action.
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In practice managers use all three approaches in various combinations to

manage action depending on the situation.

Circumstances attracting action have been described in relation to three

elements: there is a perceivedproblem, there is some sort ofexternalpressure, and

there are necessary resources to take action (1\1cCall and IZaplan, 1990, p. 41).

One can argue that the pressure does not necessarily need to be external, but
on the other hand internal pressure may derive from some sort of external

demand. Fron1 an information perspective, information flows can help to
identify a problem, to learn about different types of pressure, and to learn

about available resources of different types. As discussed above, information

plays many different roles including political ones, which may influence what

actions are taken or not.

In literature discussing managerial action there is sometimes an underlying

assumption that a manager can choose to act or not (e.g. McCall and IZaplan,

1990). One can question this assumption, as a manager constantly is acting by

sending messages as "one cannot not communicate" (cf. the first communica
tion axiom, see page 78). From a communication point of view one can

therefore argue that a manager is acting constantly. The close links between
speech and action has been elaborated above in the discussion on speech act

theory (see page 87).

When studying action there is a fundamental difference between espoused

theories of action and theories-in-use (Argyris and Schon, 1974; and recon

structed logic and logic-in-use, IZaplan, 1964). That is, a manager may for

example express one type ofaction as being important (espoused theory) while

acting in another way himself or herself (theory-in-use). Expressed differently,

one could say that the harmony between what is expressed in words and what
is expressed in action is important when trying to influence other people.

One aspect on action is to what extent action taken still allows for flexibility

in future steps, sometimes referred to as robust action (Eccles et aI, 1992). That

is, when acting the future flexibility is of importance, which in turn points to
the close links between vision and execution. I will end this section with

another quote by Barnevik illustrating the importance of viewing action (or

execution) in the context of other aspects in managerial work:

('] would argue, infac/j that the common thread among successful companies is their
leaders' combination ofvision, leadership, communication, and execution." (Barne
vik, 1994, p. xiz)
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In this section aspects of a development perspective will be discussed. First

there is a discussion on development processes of information systems and

supporting structures, with or without the use of IT. The second part is

focused on previous work on development of management processes. Finally,

there is a discussion of first-order and second-order development processes,

including ways to mishandle change and learning aspects of development

processes.

4.4.1 Development Processes - With or Without IT

('Remember our 331/1 rule: ifyouJre spending more than a third ofyour time)

eJforfy and monry on technology) youJre neglecting the other factors [ ..] - the

contenfy the organizational culture) the motivational approaches) and so forth. JJ

(Davenport and Prusak) 1998) p. 173)

Developing Supporting Structures

When developing supporting structures for managerial work one question

facing managers concerns the right balance between building information

structures that last and structures that can easily be modified (Davenport, 1997,

p. 31). On one hand, systems and structures can be built for information

support in the format of an infrastructure which is supposed to last. On the

other hand, information could be collected more informally, for example

through "management by wandering around" (peters and Waterman, 1982, p.

122). The question is how to know when to build an information infrastructure

and when to rely more on information improvising?

There is research arguing that companies overinvest in formal systems de

signed to get information to managers (McI(innon and Bruns, 1992, p. 216).

The authors argue, however, that the solution is to improve the systems rather

than abandon them (ibid). In addition to formal systems, every manager

"develops" her or his own personal information system with a balance suitable

for the individual in the particular situation (cf. McI(innon and Bruns, 1992,

p. 215). One can note that the expression "information system" is used with

various meanings in research on supporting structures for managerial work. In

some contexts, information systems are equivalent to computer-based infor

mation systems, and in other contexts information systems are more systems

of information in the original meaning suggested by Langefors when the term

was introduced (see discussion on page 75 above). In order to avoid confusion
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it is essential to distinguish between the different meanings (just like Langefors

suggested and predicted a number of years ago).

As discussed earlier (see section 4.3.5) development processes for IT-based

solutions ·to support managers often have led to results that are far from
successful. There seems to be what is sometimes called "techno-utopia"

(Davenport, 1997, p. 77) meaning: "As soon as we get the (ftll in an information
technology)) we will be able to (ftll in an information behavior)" (ibid, p. 78). An underly

ing problem here is that there is a confusion between IT-based solutions and

their usefulness in information behavior, for example in managerial work. A

development effort regarding an IT-based solution does not automatically
result in a development in behavior. This may sound trivial, but unfortunately

there seems to be confusion in these matters.

A possible difficulty in IT-development processes is that IT-specialists fail to

build sufficient trust in the process (cf. Bashein and Markus, 1997). The

magnitude of this problem is likely to increase given the nature of managerial

work with limited time to spend with IT-specialists (cf. section 4.2.2). The

possibilities for building sufficient trust in the development process may be

limited, which in turn can increase the risk of failure in the development of

supporting structures in the form of IT-based solutions for managers.

Nevertheless, the potential of IT is critical to the development of more effec

tive management processes (Rockart, 1995). Regarding the use of IT for

management processes, the general manager's vision is the key as it sets the

tone, but the general manager cannot do it all Qbid, p. 168). It is important to

emphasize, however, that the information technology per se is not the final

solution, although it is an important part in the development processes. There

is no single magic bullet to rely on in development processes (c£ Cooper and

Markus, 1995, p. 49). But what role does the general manager have to play in

development processes? To what extent can the "difficult" issues be delegated

and to what extent does the manager has to involve herself/himself?

Managerial Involvement in Development Processes

When trying to address what extent managers need to involve themselves in

development processes, one answer is, of course, that it depends on the

process and the situation in general. Much research has been conducted

investigating managerial strategies for handling information technology in
general (e.g. Earl, 1989), general managers' responsibilities regarding IT-issues

(e.g. Boynton et aI, 1992), and about general managers own involvement in IT
issues (e.g. ] arvenpaa and Ives, 1991). One reason for general managers to
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involve themselves is to help change the culture and perceived importance of

the IT-issues (cf. Schein, 1992, p. 211) as the general manager's involvement

in management of IT reflects the degree of importance placed on the issues

(cf. Jarvenpaa and Ives, 1991, p. 206). Another reason for managers to involve

themselves is to increase their own knowledge about an increasingly important

issue, sometimes seen as a fourth major resource besides people, money and

machines (Rockart, 1995).

Interesting to note is that much research in the area ofmanagerial involvement

is expressed in terms of "top management support" and is sometimes ex

pressed in terms of convincing top management of the strategic potential of

information systems (Lederer and Medelow, 1988). That is, there is a perspec

tive of convincing "them" about the importance of IT-issues (cf. the discus

sion on agenda formation in section 4.2.4), which in itself may emphasize the

differences between a general management perspective on the issues at hand

and an IT-perspective on the issues. Instead of dealing with the underlying

reasons for the differences in perspectives, techniques to overcome top manage

ment's reluctance to recognize the importance of IT are suggested (ibid, p.

529). One could question this type of "solution".

Discussions on managerial involvement in development processes concerning

IT-issues have been running for decades (e.g. Rockart and Crescenzi, 1984).
Senior executives have been described in terms of spectators in the develop

ment and use of information systems as in "it is time for top management to

get off the sidelines" (ibid, p. 3). The importance of managerial skill to ask the

"right" questions in the context of development of computer-based informa

tion systems has also been highlighted for a long time (e.g. Adams, 1972).

Focusing on how to convince general managers to involve themselves in

development processes (whether including IT-issues or not) is to place a great

focus on the means as opposed to the goals. Instead it could be seen as more

important that the results are as good as possible for the organization.

Aspects ofDevelopment Processes

The link between, and emphasis placed upon, means and goals is of in1por

tance in change processes (e.g. Lundeberg, 1993). The need to view the devel

opment process in its wider context has been emphasized in theories on

information systems development (e.g. Lundeberg et aI, 1981). Here perceived

needs in business activities can be seen as goals for development efforts

regarding information systems, which thus in turn could be seen as means to

fulfill these business needs. Different types of development efforts have been
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distinguished in the form of strategic development, process development, and

systems development in attempts to clarify how methods for development

work are interrelated (Nilsson, A. G., 1999).

In later theories on change processes, business needs in turn have been put in

their context in terms of people involved and their intentions (Lundeberg,

1993). Here th_eories of logical levels (see section 4.1.3 and Figure 9 above) can

help describe how different contexts are interrelated. In Figure 10 (see page 83)

three basic levels related to persons, business and information were described.

These three components are closely interrelated and when discussing develop

ment processes they could be viewed as three dimensions useful for depicting

development processes in a business context.

A development process can be placed in its wider context as described above.

The process can also be seen in terms of interaction between change and

evaluation (cf. Lundeberg, 1993). That is, in a planned change process one

might choose a goal, conduct different kinds of change efforts, then evaluate,

which in turn may lead to new change efforts, etc. This interaction between

change and evaluation has been expressed in different terms, such as

intelligence-design-choice in relation to decision-making (Simon, 1960) and

test-operate-test-exit in relation to studies of behavior (Miller et aI, 1960), as

described above in section 4.2.3. These atten1pts to capture dynamics in

development processes in different forms of plan-act-evaluation could be

traced to cybernetic ideas (cf. Ashby, 1956; Wiener, 1961).

When discussing planning and evaluating in development processes there are

links to the managerial roles in change processes. Many research efforts have
been focused on aspects ofleaders, roles in change processes, and much of the

results of these efforts have been published with a practical and partly norma

tive stance (e.g. IZotter, 1996). One particular aspect of leaders' roles in relation

to development processes is related to the sense ofurgency in the organization

or the climate for change (cf. ibid, pp. 35-49). Research has pointed to the

relationship between climate for change and an organization's culture (Moran

and Volkwein, 1992). Furthermore is has been shown that interventions to

change a climate need to consider patterns in the culture (ibid, p. 43).
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(([T)he nature ofknowledge work is differentfrom administrative andoperational

work and ( ..) people who peiform it resist structured approaches." (Davenport

eta~ 1996)p. 53)

Hard and Soft Aspects

This section focuses more on the development of management processes as

compared to the previous section where the discussion focused on develop

ment processes in general. Organizational change "always" requires significant

change in people according to some research (Cooper and Markus, 1995, p.

49). When focusing on changes in management processes this means that

managers must change themselves in order to achieve any changes in manage

ment processes (cf. Champy, 1995, p. 35).

As discussed above (see section 4.2.3) different management processes can be

distinguished. Some management processes are more task-focused, while other

are more person-focused (as discussed above). Nevertheless, there are argu

ments saying that every process has both task-oriented and person-oriented

aspects, and when developing processes it is important to consider both

aspects (Lundeberg, 1993).

This section's introductory quote indicates that managerial work, seen as a type

of knowledge work, is different from administrative and operational work

(Davenport et aI, 1996). But even if this type ofwork differs from many other

kinds ofwork, a process view may be helpful when trying to achieve improve

ments (ibid).

Much attention has been paid to attempts to change processes in organiza

tions, but information and knowledge oriented processes have seldom been in

focus (Davenport, 1997, p. 154). There may be two reasons for this. First,

managers are not aware of the importance of these processes, and second the

activities are difficult to address in process terms (ibid). Yet another possible

reason could be found in theories on agenda formation (see section 4.2.4).

That is, development of information and knowledge oriented processes could

be difficult to include on the managerial agenda depending on the characteris

tics of the issue (cf. Figure 15, page 116).
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Aspects of When and How

Management Processes

One question regarding development ofmanagement processes concerns when
to develop this kind of processes. Prior research on management succession

has shown how certain management processes are more in focus at an early

stage, for example building working relationships with key subordinates

(Gabarro, 1979). It has also been shown how different stages can be identified

when managers take charge (Gabarro, 1987, chapter 2). In the "taking charge
process" in an executive assignment, early choices about controlling activities

can be made in order to direct subordinates' attention to specific problem

areas (Holmberg, 1986). That is, the focus on changing certain management
processes may be ruled by intentions to send signals ofimportance ofdifferent

areas.

Managerial actions are to a certain degree guided by personal motives (e.g.

Holmberg, 1986). A consequence from this is that the timing of development
ofmanagement processes to a certain extent is influenced by personal motives

or needs. Personal preferences are likely to influence what and when manage
ment processes are changed. Some managers may have distinct plans for their

actions on a detailed level as well on a career level, while others may not have

this, or at least not explicitly (cf. Stewart, 1982). One answer to the question

about timing is that development efforts will take place when there are suffi

cient driving forces for a change. In accordance with field theory all changes

are due to forces which bring about the change (cf. Lewin, 1942).

Another question regarding development ofmanagement processes concerns

how to develop this kind of processes. Here one can find previous work with

a practical and normative approach describing how to design management

processes and offering tools for doing so (e.g. N0kkentved and Rosen0, 1995),

or more generally about how to create values by getting processes "right" (e.g.

I<.een, 1997). Trying to look beyond this type ofmore normative literature, one
can distinguish two fundamentally different avenues for developing manage

ment processes: maintaining old or building new processes (cf. discussion in
section 4.2.5 on information acquisition and mental models in relation to work

by Vandenbosch and Higgins, 1996).

These two fundamental avenues for developing management processes could

be compared to the concepts of exploring new possibilities and exploiting old
certainties, used in relation to organizational learning (March, 1991). That is,

when changing management processes there may be a focus on exploitation

in terms of improving existing processes (cf. maintenance), or there may be a

focus on exploration in terms of developing new processes (cf. building).
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These two different avenues link to the difference between first and second

order development processes.

4.4.3 First and Second-Order Development Processes

('For the more complex and uncertain challenges thryface todcry) managers must

make second order changes) rethinking the patterns connecting the pieces. 5uch
meta-level thinking is morefundamental and demanding) but it opens up corre

spondingly greater opportunities." (A1cCaskry) 1982) p. 4)

First-Order and Second-Order Changes

As indicated in the previous section, developn1ent of (management) processes

can take place on two levels, or be of two different orders. There are first

order development processes where changes are taking place within a system,

and there are second-order development processes where changes of the

system are taking place (Watzlawick et aI, 1974). The two orders could be seen

as taking place on two different logical levels (Bateson, 1972; also see discus

sion in section 4.1.3 above).

The two fundamental different types of changes have become most well

known in a learning context through the concepts of single and double-loop

learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974; see discussion above on page 118). That is,

learning within given setting and frames, versus learning by changing the

setting and move beyond the frames.

Three Ways to Mishandle Change

Watzlawick et a (1974) have suggested three basic ways ofmishandling change,

illustrated in Figure 16.
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Taken Action:

Management Processes

Necessary:

No Yes

No (6)

Yes ®

Action taken at
the wrong level

Figure 16 Three Ways of Mishandling Change (based on Watzlawick et ai, 1974, p.
39)

The three ways of mishandling change could be described as: (A) action is

necessary but is not taken, (B) action is taken when it should not be, and (C)

action is taken at the wrong level (Watzlawick et aI, 1974, p. 39). Action taken

at the wrong level could mean that there is need for second-order change

activities, but efforts are only made in terms of first-order changes. That is,

more efforts will not help such a situation, instead there is a need for a shift in

focus to change at another level. Underlying this view of change one could

trace the theories of logical levels (as discussed above).

Learning Aspects

There are natural links between first and second-order development processes

and learning aspects, as shown in the previous discussion. Beyond this parallel

to single and double-loop learning one can view development processes from

another learning point of view, that is, to see how people involved in (first- or

second-order) development processes can learn from experiences.

One way of capturing these opportunities for learning is through reflection on

action (i.e. on development efforts). In order to enhance the possibilities of

learning in relation to development processes there is a need for an ability for

"reflection-in-action" (Schon, 1983). This ability is not automatically taught in

traditional educational institutions, but call for rethinking of education and is

a challenging task for professional schools (cf. Schon, 1987).
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Educating managers in reflection-in-action can in itselfbe seen as development

of a second order. Learning could also in itself be seen in terms of two types

change: changes in cognitive structures, and changes in motivation (Lewin,

1942). In these terms educating managers in reflection-in-action could be seen

as belonging to the former type, ch.anges in cognitive structures.

Changes, and learning in relation to them, are in some respect eternal issues,

and at the same time there are trends in how both changes and learning are

viewed. In some more recent literature on change (after Lewin) organizational

change is described to be more process-centered, as opposed to being previ

ously more structure-oriented (IZeen, 1997, p. 11). This shift is in line with the

argument presented by Ghoshal and Bartlett that the role of top management

is changing beyond structure to processes (1995), i.e. to be not only about
structures, but also about processes. The need to take both structures and

processes into consideration is also expressed in theories on logical levels, as

discussed in section 4.1.3.

Literature not only points to a shift in focus, but also to a change in use of

language in change processes: from use of a language of control to a language

that is appropriate for a situation which is not possible to predict (IZeen, 1997,

p. 11). There seems to be an underlying assumption that situations are n10re

difficult to predict now, as compared to earlier situations. One could question

the extent to which this assumption is correct, but it would be beyond the

scope of this study to pursue this inquiry.

A final reflection when concluding this chapter on previous work is to ask to

what extent the expression "structures of which we are unaware hold us

prisoner" (Senge, 1990, p. 94) is applicable to research presented and discussed

here? That is, in the spirit of second-order changes, or double-loop learning,

one can ask to what extent research is developing new knowledge within the

same old rut, and to what extent new knowledge of a second-order is devel

oped? One illustration of when a researcher thinks beyond existing structures

was when Vannevar Bush in the 1940s reflected on the development in society

and how information could be stored:

(The Enryclopadia Britannica could be reduced to the volume ofa matchbox. A
library of a million volumes could be compressed into one end of a desk. " (Bush)
1945)p. 103)

His vision about the library compressed into one end of a desk is now more

or less reality, although with a new technology in the form of Internet.
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4.5 Summary: Theoretical Foundations and Previous
Work

In this chapter theoretical foundations and previous work have been described

and discussed. The first part was on information and communication. Here the

concept ofinformation was discussed and the view presented that information

is something relative which depends on the person interpreting some sort of

data. Communication axioms were described including one which says that

one cannot not communicate, that is we are all communicating all the time,

intentionally or unintentionally. The concept of logical levels was described as

well as the systems approach. A framework for change processes including

both a task-oriented and relationship-oriented dimension was discussed. The

close links between communication and action were discussed in the light of

speech act theory. The first part was concluded with a discussion on a holistic

approach to information and communication, stressing the importance of

putting information and communication in their wider context.

The second part of the chapter was on managerial work. This part started with

a discussion of how managers can be studied. Here different approaches to

studying managers were illustrated, and intrinsic problems in this type of

research were addressed. Then there was a discussion of previous work on

what managers really do. Here managerial roles, functions and processes were

discussed, and the process perspective on managerial work was highlighted.

The discussion on different types of management processes (processes for

preparing, performing and evaluating) was concluded with a suggested frame

work for management processes. Following from this was a discussion of

different agendas in managerial work and how these are formed. Among the

factors identified as influencing the formation of the agenda were the abstract

ness and perceived immediacy of issues. The second part was concluded with

a discussion on learning aspects in managerial work, stressing the distinction

between two types of learning: single-loop learning (within existing frames)

and double-loop learning (beyond existing frames).

The third part of the chapter could be seen as a combination of the first two

parts, that is information and communication in managerial work. This part started

with discussions on different aspects on information to support managers, basically

addressing the questions "what to find?", "how to find?", and "where to

find?". The information needs of managers are difficult to capture; managers

search for information more or less constantly from various sources through

various media. Previous work on supporting managers with IT-based solutions

was discussed, and many of these attempts were found to have had limited
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success. Possible explanations could be found in, among other things, difficul

ties in defining information needs and an over-emphasis of decisional aspects
of managerial work. Three driving forces for attempts to develop IT-based

solutions were identified in technological, supporting, and pilot-using driving
forces.

The third part also described and discussed aspects of information use in manage
rial work. Managerial work has been shown to be largely about information

processing from some perspectives, and managers have been described in
terms of information workers. Information overload is sometimes described

as a problem in managerial work, but that position was called into question.
One possible explanation for this was offered, that the managerial perspective

may differ from the non-managerial perspective in describing the (non-)prob
lem. Information use in communication processes was addressed, especially in

vertical communication processes. This links to the final discussions in this
part on information for management control and action, where different

aspects of previous work, with a particular focus on control and action, were
described and discussed.

The fourth and final part of the chapter addressed a developmentperspective. Here
the managerial activities were put in a development context, and that section

began with a discussion on managerial roles in relation to development pro
cesses in general, with or without IT. Here the importance ofputting develop
ment processes in their wider context was stressed, and managerial involve
ment was seen in relation to means and goals. When discussing the develop

ment of management processes one aspect of the discussion was how these
activities enter the agenda, linking back to the previous agenda discussion.

Here it was noted that the development of management processes often
encounters difficulties in entering the managerial agenda. Two types of devel

opment were described: maintaining old processes and building new processes.
The fourth part of the chapter included a discussion on the distinction be

tween development processes of first-order and second-order, which could be
seen in light of the previous discussion on single-loop and double-loop learn

ing. Finally, previous work pointing to three ways of mishandling change
(action is necessary but is not taken; action is taken when it should not be; and

action is taken at the wrong level) were described and discussed.



Part 11: Empirical Discussions

In the following three chapters I will go into more detail on the empirical

material. The discussions of the empirical material are organized according to
different management processes rather than chronology. The main argument
for this organization of the material is that it will help focus the material and
the discussions. That is, in each chapter I present empirical findings linked to

certain management processes and in relation to these findings I interpret
events, suggest alternative interpretations and point to different patterns.

When describing and discussing events from the case study in chapters 5-7 I
will do so in the past tense in contrast to the present tense in the chronological

descriptions. I will include quotations frequently (with links to the chronologi
cal case-study description in Appendix H), in order to give the reader a better

flavour of the atmosphere in the situations.

The purpose of the empirical findings is to form a basis for analysis, which will

be carried out in three major steps, in accordance with the discussion on the
analysis process in the chapter on methodology (see section 3.6.8). This n1eans

that in the first step of the analysis I will interpret the empirical findings. I will
ask the question "what is going on here?" and present different possible

interpretations. This first interpretation process, in chapters 5-7, will reveal my
own various interpretations of the empirical findings. Further steps of the

analysis will be carried out in chapters 8 and 10.

In chapters 5-7 I will basically address and summarize what happened, seen

from my point of view, as well as attempt to see possible interpretations from
different perspectives (such as for example, seen from board-members' per

spectives and management-team members' perspectives). The chapters will be
structured according to the framework for management processes discussed

above, see Figure 14 on page 113. In connection with each type of processes
(for preparing, performing and evaluating), I will point to patterns that I see
in the empirical findings.

Figure 17 offers an overview of the empirical presentations and discussions to

follow in chapters 5-7.
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Figure 17 An Overview of Empirical Presentations and Discussions in Chapters 5-7.

Once again I want to stress that the framework will be used to give an overall
structure to the discussions. The empirical findings will be described and
discussed from the perspectives of different types of management processes.

There are complementary perspectives and just where some of the empirical
findings should be discussed is open to debate. I will therefore describe my
usage of the framework more explicitly.

The perspective ofprocessesfocused onpreparing (chapter 5) includes activities aimed
at improving conditions of different kinds. In the first section (5.1) there is an
information focus, especially on building or improving an information platform for
managerial work. In the discussion with a business focus (section 5.2) I con

centrate on an agenda perspective, i.e. different aspects of agenda setting, in
order to limit the discussion. In the person-focused discussion (section 5.3) I

focus on network building, or human infrastructure building, activities. The
chapter ends with a section (5.4) where I identify a number of patterns.

In the perspective ofprocessesfocused on performing (chapter 6) I include and discuss
various activities in managerial work according to the following guidelines: in
the section with an information focus (section 6.1) I concentrate on aspects of
utilizing the information platform; in the section with a business focus (6.2) I
highlight aspects of agenda execution; and in the section with a person-focused
perspective (6.3) I emphasize communicating aspects of managerial work. The

chapter ends with a section (6.4) where I discuss patterns.
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Chapter 7 includes discussions seen from the perspective ofprocesses focused on

evaluating. In the information focus (section 7.1) I concentrate on aspects of

evaluating the information platform, including various dimensions of evaluating

inforn1ation. The business focus (7.2) is centered on monitoring and control. Here

is one example of a complication as the use of information discussed earlier

(section 6.1) is closely related to monitoring and control. My application of the

framework is that I discuss aspects closely linked to information use (e.g.

information sources, filters, feedback processes) in the chapter focused on

performing, and I discuss factors related to the business activities in terms of

monitoring and control in chapter 7. In the person-focused perspective (7.3)

I concentrate on reflection. The last section of this chapter (7.4) includes a

discussion of patterns.

A key to the application of the framework is to view the different types of

management processes as different possible perspectives which can be applied

to a general n1anager's work. In the following chapters these perspectives are

applied in accordance with the discussion above.



5 Empirical Discussion I: Processes
Focused on Preparing

In this chapter empiricalfindings on managementprocessesfocused onpreparing
will be described and discussed. There will be sections related to information)
business andperson levels respectivelY. Each section willendwith some immediate
interpretations in order to illuminate some aspects ofthe empiricalfinding~ but
also differentiate these interpretationsfrom the empiricaldescnptions. The chapter
concludes with interpretations of some patterns in the prepan"ng processes (see
section 5.4 on page 181).

5.1 Information Focus

This type ofmanagement processes

means information-focused pro

cesses for preparing. One example

is processes for building n1anagerial

information platforms in the form

of different types of reports etc.

Person

Business

Information

Prep.
Proc.

Pert.
Proc.

Eval.
Proc.

In the next few paragraphs I will
Figure 18 Information Focus on

first give brief summaries of the Processes for Preparing

perceived situation when the man-

aging director MD24 had been in office for several months, seen from three

perspectives: the managing-director perspective, the management-team per

spective and the board perspective. I will then discuss aspects of processes for

preparing related to information.

5.1.1 A Managing-Director Perspective

The newly appointed managing director (MD) was not happy with the present

situation regarding information supporting managerial activities. He wanted to

improve the contents and the form of reports, as well as the processes for

producing the reports. He expressed that he lacked an overview of the busi

ness activities and the projects that were running.

24 A list of all persons and their positions is found in Appendix E.
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Regarding content he wanted to improve the possibilities to make comparisons

between the different units, increase the graphic presentations in the reports

and improve the quality of the comments in the reports. Regarding the pro

cess, he wanted to improve the communication concerning the contents of the

reports, both within the n1anagement team and between the management team

and the rest of the organization.

5.1.2 A Management-Team Perspective

The management team consisted of a number of different persons (see above

on page 18) and thereby also a number of different perspectives. There were

some issues where most of them were in agreement. They were, for instance,

of the opinion that the monthly report was not a useful tool for managerial

activities. The reporting process was also subject to severe criticism from

several members of the management team.

There were some, although rather few, different views on what information

should be included in the reports. One view expressed by some people was

that key ratios were very important, whereas other persons thought key ratios

were difficult. (These two opinions need of course not to be contradictory.)

Another view was that the information used was perceived as useless for

achieving changes as it was too general (e.g. BD and SR).

Most of the men1bers of the management team were of the opinion that the

distance to the board was too far. They usually did not present issues concern

ing their unit at board meetings, and they hardly knew who was on the board.

In other words, they perceived a great distance to board members and felt a

need to be more involved in work with the board and wanted to present their

own projects. Some members of the management team felt dissatisfied with

the previous situation (i.e. with the former managing director), where the

board had not been informed about all details, and management-team mem

bers now wanted to make sure to include all details concerning their own

projects. Some management-team members now also saw an opportunity to

change the situation with a newly appointed managing director and wanted to

become more involved in the work on the board level.

A common view was that there were high expectations on MD and what he

would do. Some people expressed that communication within the organization

had already been improved during the first few months, but there was still

much to be done.
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5.1.3 A Board Perspective
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The board members were very dissatisfied with the information they received.

They believed that tb.ey did not get a good picture of the business activities and

that the information per se was not good enough. Their dissatisfaction was

expressed in coarse terms, like the following examples:

(The monthlY report stinks! One don'tget it. I can't manage to read it. There are no
comparisons. There is a lot ofinformation in the report, but one cannot see the big
picture in it. [ ..) Importantpieces are missing in the monthlY report: What have we
done and what consequences did it have and what scenarios do we see now? There is
no analYsis ofthe present situation. " (BMA, H-20)

('Blabla... soon I won't manage to get through this af!Jmore. I would like to know
what is profitable - not that it turned out this wqy or that wqy... Much of the
information is uninterestinginformation. Structure is important: (this Ipromised, this
has happened, this I promise now'. Furthermore, the design should be consistent so
one isfamiliar with the report." (BMB, H-20)

(There is a lack ofunderstanding among those who write the reports about thefact
that actions and intended effects have to be closelY linked. [ ..) The person who is
reporting is not a businessman, but an accountant. " (BMC, H-23)

Furthermore, the board members had long expressed their dissatisfaction, but

still nothing had happened to improve the quality of information. They were

simply very disappointed regarding the information.

The background to their disappointment was that there were several invest

ments made before MD was appointed, and these had turned out to be un

profitable. The board now wanted to get a better picture of the business

activities in Omega. They expressed that they might had been rather negative

lately due to previous experiences.

The board members expressed a perceived distance to the different managers

in Omega and suggested ways to reduce this distance (e.g. board meetings at

different units in the organization). One can note that both the board members

and the members of the management team perceived a gap between the two

groups.

The expectations on MD were very high from the board members, and after

several months they said that they had seen some improvements, although they

also expressed some questions regarding his knowledge of their business

activities per se.
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The board members' view of their own role was that they thought that Omega

had not used the potential inherent in the board's competence and experi

ences. In other words, they thought they could contribute more to Omega.

One possible interpretation of this is that this was yet another way of express

ing their dissatisfaction with the situation before MD was appointed managing

director.

One of the board members thought the issues of information flow between

the management team and the board were n1inor issues, and the main issues

instead were about business activities and the management ofthe organization.

5.1.4 An Urgent Need for Change

There was a perceived urgent need for change regarding the information

platform for managerial activities. The managing director felt a need, the

management-team members felt a need and board members felt a need. There

was thus a strong driving force for changing the situation.

It was a challenging situation, though, as the managing director did not know

the organization, and he stressed the difficulties in changing the information

before he knew the organization and the people. Nevertheless, given the

urgent need for change he decided to rebuild the managerial information

platforn1 at an early stage. He had only been in office for a couple of months

when these efforts were initiated.

5.1.5 The Initial Process of Changing Managerial Information

The process of changing the managerial information platform took place

during MD's first year in office. His aim with the change process was to

improve information support in terms of the monthly reports to the manage

ment team and the board, as well as to improve the processes for reporting.

MD hoped to include a richer picture in the information platform for manage

rial activities, i.e. to include information and measurements of different kinds,

as he expressed a danger in focusing entirely on issues easily measurable in

monetary units. Even if these "softer" measurements could be difficult, MD

wanted to include them with the argument that they are better than nothing,

and that the measurements could be in1proved over time. In other words, MD

saw the need to continuously improve the managerial information platform,

and it was not just a task to accomplish once and forever.

MD stressed the difficulties in handling soft issues as a newly appointed

managing director. He was new to the business activities and realized as time
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went by that he would learn more about them, which in turn could change his

perceived information needs. In other words, he stressed the links between the
business activities and the information, and the need to know about the

business activities in order to determine what information could be useful. In

spite of this, he wanted to start improving the quality of information before he

knew the business activities in more detail.

In the initial process there was largely a consensus in the sense that everyone

was of the opinion that there was a need to improve the present information

situation. One issue which was not discussed very much, but where there

might have been different opinions, was to what extent decisions regarding

information should be centralized or decentralized. One member of the

management team stated his opinion clearly:

HI am not a central bureaucratj but... I think it is necessary to centralize and take
better control over information than the case is todqy. JJ (En H-23)

This issue was never a big one, but what is worth noting is that the person who

stated his opinion was not one of those most involved in the reporting pro

cesses.

5.1.6 Views of Information

In the preparatory processes concerning information, there were different

views of information in Omega. However, the decisions concerning what

information to include in the managerial information platform were rather

undramatic. MD had quite a pragmatic view of information, that it is there

within the organization and it is a question ofgive-and-take, and that informa

tion is a perishable commodity, Just like milk - it turns sour quickfy JJ (MD, H-1 0).

One challenge for MD was to find the trends as early as possible. In the

information used when he came to the organization he saw the contents of the

reports much like historical descriptions, as though statements of facts and

analyses were missing. Instead there was a common view that information to
the management team and the board should be ((correctj on time) relevantj and have

been ana!yzedJJ (MD, H -11). To what extent this really was their opinion or just
an expression about how information "should be" in a general sense is difficult

to know. In the coming work to improve the managerial information platform

the keywords expressed about information did not really play a significant role

and could perhaps be seen more like some general expression about how

information should be.



166 Management Processes

Regarding the information needs among the members of the management

team and the board members, there were some discussions concerning the use

of different key ratios. Overall, however, the information needs among the

members of the management team and the board were very similar and, except

the discussions on some key ratios, the process for defining the contents of the

new reports was generally perceived as unproblematic.

A consensus held not only with regards to the contents of the information, but

also with regard to the presentation form. Everyone wanted n10re graphic

presentations. MD's argument was that graphic presentations make it harder

not to make comments on how to take measures:

('If one sees a graphic presentation with a declining curve it is much harder not to
make comJJJents on how to take measures than ifthere is onlY afigure) such as 0.3. J)

(MQ H-18)

That is, his argument for graphic presentations was to force the people pre

senting the information to explain the reasons behind the information and

what consequences for action the persons saw. He did not argue for graphic

presentations for his own use of the reports, but instead he emphasized the

importance of report writers reflecting on the contents of the reports and

making comments.

5.1.7 Continued Efforts to Change Managerial Information

The process of building and improving the information platform for manage

rial activities was obvious when the managing director was newly appointed.

The process of improving information support continued throughout the
following years however, although with less focus.

One aspect of information that caused a struggle in the organization was to

improve the information about projects ofdifferent kinds. Both the managing

director and the financial director expressed that there was a need for better

information on all projects, and not least IT-projects. As MD started to work

with a higher level of activities organized in projects, the total number of

projects increased significantly, and thereby the information needs for projects

came to play a more important role. MD said:

(There is a lack ofan overview. f ..] I would need a binder with an overallpicture
ofthe prqject. J) (MQ H-l00)

When the initial n1anagerial information platform was built, different projects

did not play such an important role. This illustrates how the organization of



Empirical Discussion I: Processes Focused on Preparing 167

the business activities had consequences for the information needs. These

changed information needs were not obvious for the people involved, but
evolved over time as discussions on different projects began to take more time

and attention at meetings in the management team. Then people started to
make inquiries for more information about the different projects.

When the change efforts continued over time to improve the managerial

information platform this meant that there were challenges for the people

involved in the reporting processes. FD, as financial director and responsible
for the reporting processes as the head of the Finance and IS department,

raised the question about how the people involved in the reporting processes
would be able to run a change process and at the same time focus on business

control etc. The comments by FD raised questions about how and when to
"freeze" the development of the managerial information platform. In Omega

there was a major redesign and development of the platform during the first
year MD was in office and then there were some changes evolving over time,

but to a limited extent.

Frustration arose when some change processes regarding the information were

not explicitly concluded. This frustration was expressed for instance by BD

when he commented that all key ratios were not completely settled. He used
the word "disaster" in the context.

Here there were different perspectives on the situation. From the managing

director's perspective the information needed to be developed over time, in
tune with his increased knowledge about the organization. From the financial

director's perspective there was a concern about how to cope with the change
processes in combination with the production of the information. From the

frustrated management-team member's perspective there was a perceived

problem that the information change process was not concluded.

In the preparing processes concerning information FD made the comment:

'1t is not onlY about a report. J} (FQ H-32)

This expression pinpoints the need to see the inforn1ation in its context. When
the initial change process concerning the managerial information platform had

resulted in a new mont11ly report to the management team and the board, MD
felt that this was not enough. Beyond his belief that the reports could be

improved, he saw the need to change the context in which information from
the reports was discussed. In other words, when the managerial information

platforn1 was changed, it was not perceived enough to change the report and
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the reporting processes. The context in which the information was used had

to be changed too.

5.1.8 Interpretations

MD decided to change the managerial information platform at an early stage

wl'len he only had limited knowledge about the organization and its people. He
did so in spite of the difficulties he anticipated. One possible explanation for

this is the very strong driving forces for change among the members both of
the board and the management team. Given that the board members were

greatly dissatisfied with the quality of information, MD may have felt an

obligation to start changing the information situation more or less at once.

The managing director wanted to improve both the content of the reports and
the processes for producing them. As a part of this process he included softer

measurements even if they could not be measured easily and were perceived

to be difficult when he was new in the organization. This in turn may have

influenced him to see an ongoing process of improvement in the information

platform for managerial activities over time when he learnt more about the

organization.

But what was the problem behind the decision to change the managerial

information platform? There were complaints about information. There were
for instance comments from board members about the information being too

general. One can raise the question whether the problem actually was an
information problem, or if the problem really was about sonlething else? The

information may be blamed as a scapegoat.

The process of defining information needs and deciding what information to

include in new reports was rather unproblematic. This could be seen in light

of the hypothesis that the information per se was not a major problem. Re

garding the form of the information it is worth noting what argument the

managing director used. He argued for graphic presentations not on the basis

of own use, but to force the people informing him to explain what was shown

in the graphic presentations. That is, he put the information into the context

of a communication process. Another possible argument could have been to

use graphic presentations to help the managing director as a user of the

reports, but instead he saw the main advantage that the quality of the informa

tion was increased by better comments from the reporting managers. The

graphic presentations could force reporting managers to make better com
ments on the information.
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At an early stage the managing director saw the need to continue the work with

changing and developing the information over time. This was exemplified with
the need to develop "softer" measurements over time. Where there any

difficulties with this intention indicating continuous improvements? From a

production perspective the financial director stressed the challenge to change

the managerial information platform over time, as the people involved in the
change efforts also had to produce the information at the same time. The

question was raised about when or how to freeze the inforn1ation?

From an information user perspective there was frustration expressed by BD

about the uncompleted key ratios. One interpretation of his frustration is that

some key ratios were of specific importance from his perspective. Another

possible explanation is that the key ratios which were not settled were merely

symptoms of other problems, such as for example trust among the members

in the management team. Yet another possible interpretation is that BD

disagreed with the pace in the change processes.

The different perspectives on the change process concerning information
could be interpreted in terms of different driving forces for change. From the

managing director's point ofview the continued change was a way of assuring
that the information was in harmony with his knowledge of the organization.

He had a driving force for continued improvements of the information. From

the financial director's point of view there was concern about how his staff

would be able to cope with the situation of both producing the information
and at the same time changing it. He had a driving force for freezing the

information changes, at least temporary. From the other management-team
member's point of view the priority was to conclude the changes, and more

explicitly he was waiting for some specific key ratios to be settled. His driving
force was to conclude the change efforts. In other words there were different

driving forces for, and against, continued change efforts regarding information.

There were changes taking place on a business level which influenced the

information as the managing director began to introduce more projects. This

in turn led to a need for more information on projects. Here, there was a

change on a business level in how activities were organized, which in turn
influenced the perceived information needs.

This need to see information as closely linked to business activities was illus

trated by the comment about the change efforts not being only about a report.

It was also illustrated when one of the board members expressed the view that
he saw the information as a minor issue while the main issues concerned

business activities and management of the organization. He shifted the focus
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from an information level to a business level. Information could be seen as a

means for carrying out business activities, and when there were perceived
problems regarding information, the main issues may have concerned the

business activities.

The different change efforts that took place during the first year the managing

director was in office, as well as continued change efforts regarding informa
tion, pointed to the need to view information in its larger context. There was

a perceived view that it was not enough to change the information and there

were opinions expressed that the problems perceived as information problems,

were not really on an information level but rather symptoms of other types of

problems.

5.2 Business Focus

Figure 19 Business Focus on Processes
for Preparing
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This type of management pro
cesses concerns business-focused

processes for preparing. There

will be a focus on agenda-setting
and direction-setting processes.

When discussing agenda-setting
processes the agenda can be seen

on different levels of detail (as

discussed earlier, see section

4.2.4). First there are specific
agendas for different meetings

etc, where foci for discussions in the management team and the board are set.

Then there are agendas focusing on certain activities, i.e. what to spend time

and effort on in the managerial work. Finally there are overall goal agendas
setting directions for the organization. The three different types of agenda

setting processes will be included in the following discussion, as they all can be

seen as management processes for preparing, although on different levels of

detail. The discussion will start with the most specific type of agendas and
move towards the overall goal agenda.
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Following from the initial work to improve the managerial information plat

form, MD perceived a need to increase the focus in management-team meet
ings. He wanted to change the context in which information was discussed and

he wanted to set the agenda for the discussions in the management team. This

type of preparing process can be seen as an attempt to harness and focus the

work in the management team. By setting a more firm agenda for the meetings,

MD had the possibility to focus the discussions on the issues he perceived as

most important.

Fixed agendas for the management meetings were established, as well as

guidelines for presentations at the management meetings. In the process of

developing fixed agendas, MD involved himself in the task force to develop

the agendas to a greater extent than in the development of the new managerial
information platform. Furthermore, the tempo in this change process was

increased as compared to the development of the managerial information

platform.

One explicit purpose of the fixed agendas was to improve the focus and quality

ofthe discussion ofinformation. Another explicit purpose ofthe fixed agendas

was to increase the level of consistency between different units. MD lacked a

structure for the meetings with the reporting units as well as for the presenta

tion at the meetings in the management team. One purpose of those structures
was to make it easier to compare different units. That is, even with the im

proved information platform, the managing director perceived a need to get

a better picture of the situation in the organization and especially to compare

the different units. He felt that the different units tended to present the results

from their units in terms that were favourable for them, and thereby the

possibilities for comparing the different units were limited, which made it

difficult for him as newly appointed managing director.

When fixed agendas were introduced, there was a genuine perception of
improvement in the focus of the discussions in the meetings, but still MD had

the feeling that this was not enough. During the work in the task force for

fixed agendas there were problems revealed concerning the communication

between people at the Finance and IS department on one hand, and people at
the different reporting units on the other hand. This uncovered a problem

concerning a perceived lack of balance between accounting control and
business control.
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The preparing process to set the agenda for n1anagement meetings was most

focused when MD was new in office. That is, the introduction of the fixed

agendas was a major step to set the conditions for the management meetings.

At that point in time there was a driving force for the change and a perceived

need for improvement. As time passed by, the foci on the management

meetings had deteriorated somewhat and after slightly more than a year there

were complaints again. MD expressed frustration over the time spent on issues

he thought should not be on the agenda and that the issues were not prepared
adequately. As a consequence of the deterioration of the focused agendas for

the management-team meetings there were many items of the agenda and not

always time enough to deal with them all, illustrated by PM2 when she said that

there were ((15 items liftfor the last 20 minutes ofthe meeting" (pM2, H -107).

Over time the focused discussions at the managen1ent meetings were blurred

and the nun1ber of issues on the agenda increased. It is worth noting that even

if the managing director felt frustration over these developments, actions to

change them were limited.

5.2.2 Specific Managerial Task Agenda

The contents on the managing director's agenda were to some extent deter

mined by the board in the beginning, as one important part of MD's assign
ment was to take care of prior unprofitable investments. This meant that one

major issue on the managerial agenda during the first year was to conclude

these investments. Another major issue was to work on overall goals and long

term strategies. Yet another major issue on the agenda was to build the mana

gerial information platform as described above.

After about one year the old investments were wound up, and MD had more

time to spend on learning more about the business activities of Omega. He

could schedule more time for meetings and visits etc. He described this

development as challenging and said that it was now up to him to take the time

to do this.

The preparing processes in setting the agenda for the managerial activities were

influenced botl1 by internal and external forces. On one hand MD had the

possibilities to shape his own agenda and decide how to spend his time. On

the other hand his assignment included a number of obligations (e.g. to
conclude the prior investments) from the board, which greatly influenced his

degrees of freedom. This could be seen both from the perspective that it made

the setting of his agenda an easier task, as some items were already necessarily

to be there, and from the perspective that his freedom was limited.
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In the process of setting the managerial agenda MD identified a need to

increase the cost control in the organization and a need to improve analyses

from a business control point ofview: These issues became important agenda

points and were deliberately given high priority on the agenda. Nevertheless,

it then turned out to be difficult to accomplish changes in the organization.

Here the preparing process to include the issues on the agenda was carried out

by the managing director, i.e. the agenda-setting process was clear, but the

execution of these issues turned out to be difficult.

5.2.3 Overall Managerial Goal Agenda

On an overall level the managerial agenda included a few major items when

MD took office: to finish the unprofitable investments made by his predeces

sor and to increase the cost control in the organization. In the minutes from

his first management-team meeting it said:

(We should not onlY stand out as an organization capable ofcreating revenues) but
also as a cost efficient organization. " (1\1D in minutes) H -11)

MD found his situation as challenging for several reasons. The first reason was

that he had to take care of the prior investments and at the same time build

new structures and processes for managerial activities. This was, however,

something he enjoyed. He said that he liked to clear up things and to bring

structures to activities where there are a lot of things to do, rather than to
administrate and maintain. Another reason for the situation to be challenging

was that he felt a need to be visible in the organization in order to reach as

many people as possible with his messages.

Consequences from this initial agenda can be seen from different perspectives.

From MD's point ofview the major items on the agenda were very clear. From

the point of view of the other management-team members the agenda was
fairly clear, as they were aware of most of the content. From the point ofview

ofother people in the organization, one signal effect was that MD spent much
of his time being invisible to them. This in turn then led to comments and

questions about where he received his information since he did not visit units

frequently etc. Different interpretations of the managerial activities were not

explicitly considered in the agenda-setting process, as the entire focus at that

point in time was to identify the most important issues and include them on

the agenda.
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5.2.4

Management Processes

The Increased Use of Projects

One significant part of the preparing processes on a business level was to

increase the usage of the project form for different types of activities. MD

started to organize different activities in the form of projects. One comment

about this was that (MD likes pro/ects" (pL, H-64), i.e. there were personal

preferences for this method of organizing activities.

Fron1 the board perspective there were some question-marks raised about the

interest in different projects. Some board members felt that projects tended to

be more fun to spend time and effort on than on core business activities, and

thereby distracted the managing director (and the rest of the management

team) from more important issues. Here it may be important to distinguish

between different meanings of the expression "project". The board members

were concerned that the core business activities did not attract enough interest.

This was expressed in terms of focus on different projects, while the form of

organization per se really did not have to do with the focus on certain activi

ties. Nevertheless, MD increased the number of projects, which in turn led to

need for new forms of monitoring activities, which will be discussed later.

5.2.5 Interpretations

MD involved himself to a greater extent in the development of fixed agendas

than he did in the development of the new monthly reports. What were the

reasons behind these priorities? One possible interpretation could be found in

his view of their relative importance, i.e. that the focus of the context of the

information was perceived as more important than the information content.

Another possible interpretation is that by the time the fixed agendas were

developed he had been in office for about one year and knew more about the

organization, etc. A third possible explanation is that the managing director felt
pressure to conclude the work with preparing processes.

One explicit purpose for develop fixed agendas for the monthly management
team meetings was to improve the focus and quality of the discussion of

information. This could be seen as an example of using structures in the form

of agendas to focus processes in the form of discussions during the meetings.

Another purpose was expressed in terms of increasing the possibilities for

comparing different units. Could there be other possible interpretations? Yet

another possible explanation is that the managing director felt insecure about

the situation in the organization and wanted to reduce his uncertainties by

placing more structures on the meetings. Increasing the structure of the



Empirical Discussion I: Processes Focused on Preparing 175

meetings, he could, at least be perceived, as achieving a greater amount of

control.

The preparing processes for setting the specific agenda for management

meetings were mostly in focus when MD was new in office. One interpretation

of this is that first the preparing processes for the management n1eeting were

in focus, then when the style of work was settled there was not so n1uch time

spent on maintaining the preparing processes. When he was new in his role it

was a natural to spend time and effort on setting the conditions for the man
agement meetings, but later it was for some reason more difficult to spend

time on the issue.

Regarding MD's own agenda there was a change after about one year and he

could schedule time to learn more about the business activities. When MD

described it as challenging to actually schedule the time to visit different parts

of the organization, this could be seen as an example of the difficulties in

scheduling time for issues not urgent for the moment. That is, to conclude old

investments, to work on an overall strategy and to build a working information

platform could all be seen as fairly tangible issues which have to be done.

When some of the initial emergent issues were settled, tb.e focus turned more

towards issues that could be regarded as more intangible, such as meeting

different groups of people in the organization in order to get to know more
about the business activities. Furthermore, the receiver of the results of the

initial tasks of the agenda was more clearly defined: the board wanted him to

sort out the prior investments, the organization wanted to know about the

strategies, and the management team and the board wanted the information

platform to be improved. The more intangible tasks of learning more about

the business activities and traveling to meet different groups served more of

an internal purpose for the managing director himself, and the usefulness of

these tasks were more indirect.

The increased use of projects could, besides reflecting personal preferences,

be interpreted as a way of increasing the overview and control. With activities

organized in a project there was one person in charge, a time plan for the

activities, and hopefully defined planned output.

From the board perspective the form of organizing activities in projects

became a symbol for focusing on "wrong" issues. Given the history ofunprof

itable investn1ents, one possible interpretation is that the word "project" also

symbolized prior mistakes in the eyes of some of the board members.
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5.3 Person Focus

Figure 20 Person Focus on Processes for
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In the discussion on person-fo

cused processes for preparing,
the focus will be on management

processes to establish the net
work. This includes both pro

cesses to build networks through

recruitment activities and pro

cesses to establish suitable condi-

tions for managerial activities.

First there are brief discussions

on initial recruitment efforts and

then on efforts to change personal preconditions at later stages.

5.3.1 Initial Recruitment Efforts

When MD first made efforts at preparing processes concerning information

(improvements ofthe managerial information platform) and then on preparing
processes concerning business activities (fixed agendas for meetings) he felt a

need to improve business control in the organization. As a first step toward
doing so he decided to strength.en the management team with a new business

controller. Regarding persons to deal with information, the managing director
felt a need for a close relation to business activities, described in following

terms:

(The one who works with iliformation needs to be close to the business activities and
not onlY deal with the information. JJ (MD, H-17)

In the process to recruit a business controller, a process which started when

MD had been in office for slightly more than one year, MD engaged himself

to an even higher degree than in the process to develop fixed agendas. MD
made the following comment on this:

('[ see it like an investment that }pillyield agood return at a later stage. JJ (MD, H
54)

In other words it was a deliberate choice to spend much time and effort on the

preparing process to recruit a new business controller, with the intention to

gain from it at a later stage. In his use of language MD drew the parallel to an

investment situation, which indicates a sort of "calculation" (in a broad sense)
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behind the decision to spend much time in the process (both in the recruit

ment and in the introduction of the business controller).

The recruitment of the business controller illustrated how matters got more

sensitive when they were closely related to the people involved. The recruit

ment process in itself led to different interpretations, which is illustrated by

FDB at the Finance and IS department:

('BCplqys in another league than FDA and myse!fregardingfinancial kry ratios.
It is sort ofan insult to us and we have asked ifit was a vote ofno confidence in us
[when he was recruited}) but it was not. I think BC is here more to relieve the
pressure on MD. n (FDB) H-69)

For quite some time there was tension between people at the Finance and IS

department and the newly recruited business controller, but after a while things

were settled. One reason for the tension was that people n1ade their own

interpretations of why the new person was recruited, like FDB above for

instance. FD as the head of the Finance and IS de partment was also curious

about underlying reason for recruiting a new person. FD suggested an internal

candidate for the position (who was later rejected by MD for being too junior)

and was curious about how MD looked at the recruitment. FD said:

((I have checked if there is a'?Y specialperson he fM-D) wants for the position) but
that does not seem to be the case. JJ (Fn H40)

Although MD tried to explain that he wanted to strengthen the control func

tion and it was not a form of "vote of no confidence", there were still several

occasions when this type of interpretation was mentioned. This can be seen as

an example of a communication process where it was not enough to simply

explain the reasons for recruiting the new person. MD did not try to force a

solution to the problen1, but instead he let the process take quite some time

and came back to the issue at a much later point. He wanted to state his

opinion through actions instead of words and was waiting for a suitable

moment.

At an early stage other key persons were recruited as well. MD recruited a new

regional manager and FD recruited a new IT-controller. The recruitment ofthe

new regional manager was an attempt by MD to bring more structure to the

management team (cf. MD, H-41). (MD was later pleased to see how ER

brought more structure and stringency to meetings.)

Through these recruitments the managing director wanted to build "his"

management team. The recruitment of a new regional manager who should
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help bringing structure to the management team was consistent with the

introduction of fixed agendas to the meetings.

MD stressed the importance of a secretary, or a personal assistant, as a "tenta

cle" in the organization as a means to catch signals of different kinds. Here he

brought his personal assistant from his previous position, which meant that he

brought a person to the organization who he knew well beforehand and who
he could trust from the very first day. This could be seen as a first step in a

preparing process regarding people in the organization.

Overall MD emphasized the importance of people in the organization, and in

the recruitment process for the business controller he argued that:

HI hold the view that in principle one can have atry form oforganization as long as
one has the rightpeople. Theperson I am lookingfor should be damn competent and
be a drivingforce." (MQ H-40)

One implication ofhis view was that there was no major re-organization when
he took office, or even during the first years. MD continued to work through

the same form oforganization, but instead changed the people in the organiza
tional structure, and began to put more activities in separate projects outside

the ordinary organizational structure.

5.3.2 Personal Preconditions at Later Stages

The preparing processes concerning the person level were important through

out the managing director's work, and not only when MD first took office.

The effort spent on setting the personal preconditions took different forms

and here I will point to a few examples.

The first example is from the major tendering process in the Southern Region

where a project group was formed. Here MD brought a controller from the
Western Region with the following argument:

HI brought this controller to the group first because he is very competent) second
because he has an externalperspective on the contract." (MD, H-50)

There might as well have been an attempt to share knowledge between regions,

as there was a similar tendering process coming up in the Western Region at
a later stage. In case this was an intention behind the action, it is yet another

aspect on setting personal preconditions.

A second example ofpreparing processes focused on setting personal precon

ditions is when MD tried to change the mind-set of members of the manage-
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ment team in the sense that he wanted to move away from the view "MD has

decided" and instead reach the view "we have decided" (cf. MD, H -79). The

organization was entering a tougher phase and MD wanted to strengthen the

commitment among the management-team members. The difficulty in improv

ing the preconditions in terms of accomplishing a mental change in the man

agement team bothered MD. He wanted to change the way people thought

and acted but did not find a good way of achieving this. He expressed this in

the following way:

(We need to get awqyfrom the wqy ofthinking that there is not so much to influence,
but instead think in terms ofthe question: Canyou influence aJrything? ( ..) One has
to get them to work differentlY. I have worked like a beaver to get them to work
differentlY. " (A1D, H-79)

He was frustrated because he did not manage to set the personal preconditions

the way he wanted.

A third example of the work concerning preparing processes for personal

preconditions concerns the difficulties in creating a climate for change in the

organization when the results were very good. Several people expressed this

difficulty, but there were severe difficulties in creating a perceived good climate

for change when the results were good. The shift in climate for change did not

take place until the loss of the contract in the Southern Region occurred. They

did not manage to generate the climate for change internally, but it was only

when an external event (here a loss of an important contract) occurred that

they achieved a new climate for change.

A fourth example ofworking with the personal preconditions was sending the

people involved in the information-support process for training when the

information platform was improved. There was an attempt to educate the

people involved in the process in order to produce better results in the form

of new reports.

These examples illustrate situations where preparing processes were focused

on achieving suitable personal preconditions. MD made an explicit comment

on the importance ofshaping suitable conditions when he made the comments

on his view that one can have any form of organization as long as one has the

right people. He also commented on the importance of shaping suitable
conditions for communication:

(Persons' ears work differentlY depending on who is sending the message. It is
important to give and shape suitable conditionsfor communication through the wqy
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one acts. In certain situations the receivers are not reacfy to hear the message. " (A1Q
H-49)

In other words, he pointed to the need for suitable conditions for communica
tion, including the importance of good timing for communication.

5.3.3 Interpretations

MD decided to recruit a business controller to strengthening the management

team. One interpretation of this is that the first improvements on an informa

tion level revealed needs for improvements on a business level, which in turn

revealed a need to strengthen the personneL Given this perspective, it could

be seen as an illustration of how changes on one level can lead to uncovered

needs to make changes on other levels as new aspects are revealed during a

change process.

The example of bringing a controller from the Western Region to the tender

ing process in the Southern Region illustrates how a preparing process con
cerning personal preconditions could be used to influence the activities. MD

explicitly added an external perspective to the process, which could be seen as

an attempt to both add value to the tendering process by adding the person,

and also to add value to the Western Region by sharing experiences.

When MD tried to change the mind-sets of the members of the managen1ent

team, he met problems. How come he did not manage? One possible explana
tion is that the way he tried to change the mind-set of the management-team

members did not convince them. Another possible explanation is that commu

nication processes within the management team did not work properly. Yet

another interpretation is that there where underlying disagreements about the
overall direction, which took the expression of "blaming" decisions on MD

instead of being part of the decisions oneself. It is worth noting that MD had
his view on how he wanted to change the mind-sets of the members of the

management team and that the change should take place on his terms.

Regarding the attempts to change the climate for change in the organization,

the managing director met difficulties as welL One interpretation of this is that

the overall atmosphere of good financial results was so influential that his

speeches about the need for change did not have any real effect. People in the

organization simply did not perceive any need for change as they could see the

financial results being very good. Speeches were not enough.

These examples illustrate the importance MD placed on the person precondi

tions, and also the difficulties in changing person preconditions. In some cases
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the conditions were changed by recruitments, i.e. new people were added to

the organization. In other cases there were attempts to change the precondi

tions by replacing people, which turned out to be difficult for different rea

sons, which might not be surprising, but was nevertheless perceived as a

problem for the managing director.

5.4 Patterns in Preparing Processes

Figure 21 Patterns in Processes for
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Here I will identify patterns in

the empirical findings on pro

cesses for preparing. I will look

at the findings concerning the

different levels: information,

business and person, taken to

gether and present patterns from

the discussion on the empirical

findings above. The patterns are

attempts to make interpretations

which may not be revealed when

investigating the different levels separately as has been the case above. Still, the

patterns in the following discussion are directly related to the empirical mate

riaL That is, the empirical interpretations will be discussed in light of previous

work later (see chapter 8).

5.4.1 Information to Business Activities to Persons

Regarding the initial managerial efforts concerning preparing processes there

was a sequence of events taking place. First, the managing director started to

improve the managerial information platform. Then when the new reports

were introduced, there was a perceived need to focus discussions where the

information was used. There was a need to change the context of the informa

tion, which led to the introduction of fixed agendas for management meetings.

A third step in the sequence concerned people and led to the recruitment of

new key members to the management team.

What at first seemed to be an information problem, i.e. a need to change the

managerial information platform in the form ofdifferent reports and reporting

routines, turned out to concern more than the information level. Soon after

the new information solution was introduced, a need to change on the business

level was revealed, which led to fixed agendas in order to change the context



182 Management Processes

of the information. Then it turned out that this was not perceived to be

enough either, but rather there was a need to achieve changes on a person

level, which was done by for instance recruiting new people. In other words,

there were changes taking place on all three levels.

This sequence information-business-person started with changes concerning

information, which in some respects were perceived as rather tangible and

politically insensitive. The change of the managerial information platform was

a rather unproblematic change process: the perceived inforn1ation needs were

defined with very few problems and there was largely a consensus on the

information leveL In the latter part of the sequence, concerning the person

level, there were more discussions, and the change efforts on this level took a

longer time, and the managing director spent more time and attention to these

processes.

Pattern: Changes on the information levelled to changes on the business level which
led to changes on aperson level. It was not enough to limit the change efforts to the
information level.

5.4.2 Managerial Involvement

Managerial involvement varied considerably between different preparing

management processes. In the processes related to information, the managing

director involved himself only to a limited extent, but rather acted in a spon

soring role. In processes on the business level his involvement and attention

increased significantly. Here he spent more time and effort in the process,

which was illustrated by his active role in the task force concerning this change

process. When the preparing processes took place on a person level he in

volved himself even more. In the work with the information support most of

the work was delegated, but regarding the agendas he was in charge himself,

and even more so in the recruiting processes.

Pattern: The level of involvement !?y the managing director increased as the change
process nzovedfrom an information focus) via a businessfocus) to aperson focus.

5.4.3 Driving Forces for Changes

The change efforts concerning preparing processes illustrate close links be

tween possibilities to achieve change and persons' driving forces for changes.

An example was when a board men1ber earlier wanted to change the informa

tion but there was not enough support for the change. When the information



Empirical Discussion I: Processes Focused on Preparing 183

situation on the other hand had reached a point when more or less everyone

was displeased with the situation there was enough driving force for change.

This pattern was also illustrated by the difficulties in achieving change when

the results were very good and there was not enough insight into the needs to

change. The situation changed drastically when the contract was lost.

Pattern: It was ea!)! to accomplish changes ofpreconditions on different levels when
there were driving forces for change) and very difficult when there was no sense of
urgent need to change) or in other words: no change until it wasperceived as necessary.

5.4.4 Changing Preparing Processes over Time

There was a focus on changing preparing processes when the managing

director took office. Fron1 one perspective this could be seen as natural

because a new managing director wants to set the stage for coming managerial

activities. From another perspective one could argue that preconditions could

best be set after a person has acquired better knowledge of an organization

than is the case in the beginning of a tenure. In this case the preconditions on

an information level were initialized first, followed by initiatives on a business

level and on a person leveL One possible explanation is that preconditions on

an information level are easier to set at an early stage. The comments made on

the difficulties of knowing what information is useful is an argun1ent against

this explanation, however. Another possible explanation is that the external

forces for changing the inforn1ation platform were profound.

One pattern that emerged seems to be that the driving force for changing the

preparing processes diminished over tin1e. Nevertheless, preparing processes

play significant roles throughout the process, and knowledge of the organiza

tion and the people could help improve the conditions for managerial action.

The importance of the knowledge of the business activities was mentioned

frequently, and some questions were raised about how much the new manag

ing director knew about the business. In order to improve managerial precon

ditions, the managing director must strike a balance between, making efforts

to chal1ge the preparing processes at an early stage and waiting until11e has a

better understanding of the organization.

Pattern: Driving forces for changing preparing processes were reduced over time)
including both internal and externalforces for change. There was a balance between
changing thepreparingprocesses at an earlY stage (like on the information leve~ and
changing them at a later stage (like on the person leve~.
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In this chapter empiricalfindings on managementprocessesfocused onpeiforming
will be described and discussed There will be sections related to information)

business andperson levels. Each section willend with some immediate interpreta

tions. Thepurpose here is to illuminate some dimensions rfthe empiricalfindings)
but at the same time differentiate these interpretationsfrom the empiricaldescrip

tions. The chapter concludes with interpretations rfsomepatterns in thepeiform

ingprocesses (see section 6.4 on page 222).

6.1 Information Focus

This type of management pro
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Figure 22 Information Focus on
Processes for PerforrTling

On an information level the new

report and its processes were

introduced as the new managerial

information platform was developed. In the following sections different

aspects of the use of information will be discussed. There will be discussions

of information use per se, information sources and filters, information pro

cesses and feedback, and there will also be a discussion where performing

processes on the information level are seen from a board perspective.

6.1.1 Information Use in a Context

One of the settings where information from the managerial information

platform was used was in the work within the management tean1. Here the

fixed agendas which were introduced helped focus the context. Given that the

team consisted of different people, there were different perspectives and

interpretations of the informatioll_ based on the individual levels of knowledge
and values.
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The managing director stressed that the information had to be put into its

larger context and that use of key ratios had to be supplemented with other
types of information. He said:

((One cannot run the business based onlY on kry ratios) one has to meet with people.
A lot ofmanagement is about interpretation ofreactions in behavio'0 bo4J language
etc. This is never caught in kry ratios or in phone-meetings. The drawback is that it
is titJJe-consuming. " (M~ H-10)

MD stressed in other words, the importance of n1eetings between individuals

and not relying exclusively on the written information in reports, or phone

meetings. But even when the members of the management team met monthly

for lunch-to-Iunch meetings there were different opinions of the quality of the

use ofinforlnation in the management team. BD said the following concerning

the use of information in this context:

(The information in the management team is lukewarm. This means that we seldoln
discuss each other)sprobletJJs. It is important to get the management team to work as
agroup. Some people bring theirproblems there) e.g. personnel. We have presenta
tions but these are rather causal. " (B~ H-27)

Here the importance of b.aving a useful context for information is stressed 

in this case the importance ofhaving a management team that is working well.

The managing director pointed to different types of information use and he

distinguished three categories of information (which could overlap): (1) Need

to know, (2) Nice to know, and (3) Information to pass on (MD, H-102). He

stressed the latter category as very important and the in1portance of knowing

enough about the business activities for information use. In his view informa

tion was here part of communication processes and there were links between

information and action. That is, the first two categories he listed were merely

for his own use, but his third category was for using information in communi

cation processes in order to influence other people and achieve some sort of

action. He stressed the importance of being aware of the possible signals and
he talked in terms of (~'nformation influences)} (MD, H-102). MD expressed this

in the following terms:

((One has to know what iffects one wants to achieve. It is a bit like an iceberg) first
youJust see the tip) but there is more under the suiface. There are several sidetracks
and there are demands for thinking in several wqys in order to use information to
inform the organization.}} (M~ H-102)

For the n1anaging director it was important to use information to achieve some

sort of action. Information use for individual needs was stressed to a more
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limited degree. MD expressed that he often asks for information in order to

send signals rather than to use the specific pieces of information. When he

used information for his own purposes he used a pen to highlight what he

thought was important with the underlying purpose of adding value if he

passed on the information. By highlighting what he found important he could

add value to the information and send signals about his view of importance

regarding different matters.

There are processes to interpret information content of reports. This was

illustrated by the, comments of the financial director regarding the previous

reports in Omega:

((It was not until I sat down at the kitchen tab le at home and went through every
thing I reallY got a clearpicture ofwhat was behind the figures... " (F~ H-19)

This points to the need to actually spend tin1e on interpretation processes.

Another example ofputting efforts in information use processes was when the

local financial manager in the Western Region was annoyed of the reporting

process and did some extra work in his own information systems order to keep

track of the situation (cf. WRF, H-21)

When looking at information use in different contexts, there was one thing

that MD came back to a number of times over time: his perceived a lack of
overvie~ In different situations he asked for a master overview 25. Even

though the managing director asked this overview several times, he did not
introduce it.

6.1.2 Information Sources

The focus of the discussion has been on written reports, which is one impor

tant information source for managerial activities. But there are several other

sources too. Regarding the relative importance ofdifferent sources, the manag

ing director was of the following opinion:

(Mqybe the mostimportantwqy to learn about the business activities is (management
fry wanden·ng around'. YOu are out and see and hear much without gunning for
arrythingparticular. " (M~ H-l02)

Another information source judged to be important was the participation in

different external boards as they were perceived as Ha wqy of catching external

25 MD often called the master overview for a "master plan". As it was an expression of a need for
a better overview of activities and not an attempt to get a "master plan" in the sense of a grand
plan for activities in a rational approach, I will use the expression overview in the description.
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signals" (MD, H-106). MD was a board member in several external boards and

perceived the time spent on these assignments as usefuL

Regarding use of so called Executive Information Systems, MD explicitly

rejected the idea that this type of information source would be useful for him.

His main argument was that he thought that this type of infor mation source

could be more useful for managers closer to the operative business activities

(cf. MD, H-76).

The list of sources used could be made very long. There were meetings with

suppliers, partners, and customers etc. There were press cuttings, different

forms of external reports etc.

6.1.3 Information Filters

In the processes for using information in managerial work, one aspect which

was highlighted in the empirical findings concerns the use of information

filters. Different types of information filers were used in selection processes

on the information level. The personal assistant's role in the use ofinformation

in the managing director's work is one example of this. MD said:

(1 am surprised to see the amount ofmail I receive those dqys PA is not here. "
(M~ H-l03)

That is, the personal assistant filtered the mails to the managing director and

the effects of this is not really obvious until the filtering of the information was

temporally removed. This type of personal filter demands knowledge of

managerial activities in the sense that the personal assistant needs to have a

good understanding both of the managerial tasks as well as of the personal

preferences of the managing director.

Another example ofan inforn1ation filter was the use ofpress cutting services.

Regarding this type of filter MD said:

(Finding the time to read everything is a dilemma. Thesepress cuttings are verygood
as thry summarize. How I use them depends on how squeezed I am. There are three
modes: 1) IfI have reallY much to do I put the press cuttings aside immediatelY. 2)
IfI have slightlY less to do I save them to read them later. 3) In other cases I skim
through the headlines at once to read more later." (M~ H-l03)

Here there was filtering in different steps. First the press cutting service only

summarized information that met certain criteria, then the use of the summa

ries was filtered according to the managerial context. In other words, first there
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was a task-oriented filtering process through the press cutting service, and then

there was a personal filtering process.

One can notice the stress-factor revealed in the quote about the press cuttings.
MD talked about a ((dilemma" concerning the information and how to find the

time to read it. He was concerned about how to deal with the external informa

tion and asked himself: What to read? and How to know what to spend time

on? (M:D, H -102).

6.1.4 Information Processes and Feedback

Behind the use of information in the form of reports there are underlying

information processes resulting in written reports and other forms ofpresenta

tions. Here people at the reporting units sometimes expressed frustration over

processes that did not work well. There were, for instance, a huge nurrlber of

forms to fill out and send to the headquarters, which SR in the Southern

Region commented upon:

(We have to send oneform eifter another. Every month myfinancial manager has to
send about 100forms. That is too much! It costs us a lot oftime. It ought to be done
electronicalfy. All this works gives us no time for anafyses. This is not acceptable. "
(SRJ H-21)

Even if the figure 100 may have been slightly exaggerated, the information

processes did not work smoothly. The different regional managers all ex

pressed this problem in different ways, and early in the process the information

systems were even referred to as "Stone Age" (\VR, H-25). They were frus

trated because their people at the local finance departments had to spend time

on the actual reporting processes instead of spending time on analyzing the

figures. NR in the Northern Region said:

('It is a huge problem that there is no time for anafyzing the figures once thry are
available. " (NRJ H-22)

The regional managers simply wanted the central Finance and IS department

to find better solutions. From a sender (region) perspective the perceived

problems concerning the information processes could be sun1marized as:

• Reporting routines that were perceived as inconvenient.

• Many manual parts in the reporting routines.

• Too little time for analyzing the material.

From a receiver perspective (central Finance and IS department) the informa

tion processes also resulted in a number of perceived problems:
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• Difficulties in receiving comments on the reported figures. Huge differ
ences in quality of the comments.

• Lack of respect for the people producing the reports at the central Finance
and IS department

• Analyses often missing in the reports.

In other words, both the senders and the receivers of the information were
frustrated. What about the final users of the information? The managing

director was not happy with the results of the information either. He expressed
problems in terms of his own involvement. He sometimes felt that he had to

involve himself too much in order to receive the information he needed. He
gave the following example:

(Todqy the basisfor decisions is not reaefy when I receive them) but I have to involve
myselfin theprocess to achieve the documentationfor a decision. I want the documents
to be reaefy including risk analYses etc. when I receive them. I do not want to take
part in the discussions andpreparation ofthe maten·a!''' (NIQ H-36)

Furthermore he said:

UI want them to try the documentationfirst and not involve me until a later stage in
the process when there is something to decide. The formalities should be done first. "
(NIQ H-36)

When trying to interpret different reasons for this situation, one of the board

members gave one plausible explanation:

(The problem with the information mqy depend on either the rystem or the people
involved. JJ (BMC) H-21)

This can be seen as a crisp concluding interpretation of the underlying prob
lems concerning the information processes. It is also worth noting that all

involved parties, the senders at the different reporting units (regions), the
receivers at the central Finance and IS department, and the final users of the

information, were dissatisfied with the situation. The producers of the infor
mation perceived problems with the information processes where reports were

produced, while the users of the information perceived problems concerning
both the results of the information processes, and the need to be involved in

the process of producing the information.

One possible explanations for why this situation had occurred is that old

routines in the information processes had been left from earlier situations like
sediment and that these routines were not easy to change. Another explanation

is that the new managing director had introduced new demands on informa-
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tion in accordance with his increased focus on cost control, and that the old

routines could not handle the new demands. Following from these explana
tions, one can ask questions regarding the dialogue between the different

parties involved in the information processes.

Even if the need for a dialogue between information users and the producers

of the information was stressed as important, there was a perceived lack of
feedback in the reporting units. The managing director emphasized that (~"t is

important to openlY explain what the information reported is actuallY usedfo1) who uses it)
and wfy it is important" (MD, H -11). Still there was a frustration that there was

no feedback on the information reported. At the Finance and IS department
FD even explicitly noted the importance of feedback:

(The reporting unitsfind it interesting when we ask questions. It shows that we use
the information that is collected. ~ ..J It is important to ask a lot. JJ (F~ H-22)

Even if the information processes in Omega were improved over time includ

ing new IS solutions, difficulties in establishing a fruitful dialogue remained.

6.1.5 A Board Perspective on Information

The board members were not happy with the information they received, as

described above. Their views could be illustrated by the follo\ving quotes by
board members:

('Some of the information to the board isjustfigures in the spreadsheet. Thry sqy
nothing about causes and consequences. Garbage-in-garbage-out. JJ (BMA) H-20)

(The question is what thefigures in the report reallY sqy? Where is thepain thresh
old? I do not know how good thry are?JJ (BMB) H-20)

(The reports should reflect the businessyou run! It should show how the business
activities work in order to achieve thegoals. The reports shouldforce those who report
to reflect and report. One has to report the criticalfactors to achieve the goals. The
reports should be a toolfor control and link the business together. ~ ..J The actions
have to be linked to what one wants to achieve. JJ (BM~ H-24)

In summary the board members were thus dissatisfied with:

• a lack of links between the information and what the management team
wanted to achieve

• a lack of "pain-thresholds" in the information, which could better help
them to judge how good the results were in relation to something

/./

• the actual quality of the board information



Empirical Discussion 11: Processes Focused on Peiforming 191

Regarding the quality of the information the board members pointed out that

small mistakes in the information raise questions and uncertainties about the
information in general. They also emphasized the close link between the

preparation of information to the board and the likelihood of achieving
intended results, illustrated by a comment fron1 one of the board members:

(The better the information [to the board) isprepareC£ the better are the chances that
the intended results are achieved [ ..} In board-meetings there is often a lot ofinfor
mation and at the saJJJe time no information: One millionfigures) but thry do not sqy
af!Ything about the overallpicture." (BMA) H-24)

The information to the board h~d been criticized, which had influenced the

board's view on the business activities. One of the board members expressed

the following:

(Mqybe the board has been too nrgative latelY regardingprqjects etc. The board has
probablY been regarded as negative. [ ..) Some issues have been illprepared when thry
have been presented to the board ofdirectors. The information to the board has been
damn unsatisfactory) both regarding contents andform. " (BMA) H-29)

MD was aware of this situation which is illustrated in the following:

(Thry [the members ofthe board) feel that thry have not been informed about the
development ofthe investments in new business activities. [ ..} ThryprobablYfeel that
thry have got their fingers burnt, which mqy characterize their perceived needfor
information on details atpresent. " (MD, H-29)

Regarding the discussion of details one of the board members made a com

ment on the usefulness of discussing details:

(The purpose ofthe board ofdirectors is not to discuss too maf!Y details) but some-
times details can sqy quite a lot about the overallpicture. JJ (BMA) H-29)

The board wanted to get a better grip on the business activities of the organi
zation, and their expressed needs for better information reflected their needs

to improve the grip of the organization in a wider sense.

6.1.6 Interpretations

When there were comments on the use of information in the management

team and some con1plaints were made, the focus shifted from information to
the work in the management team. One interpretation of this is that the

information per se is not the key issue, but the information has to be seen in
its context, which means including the business level.
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The managing director listed different types ofuse ofinformation and stressed

the importance of passing inforn1ation on to other persons. When trying to
interpret his view of inforn1ation use, it seems to be important to view infor

mation as part of a system of signals in communication processes. He also
stressed the links between information use and some sort of action, and
furthermore the ((demandsfor thinking in several wqys in order to use the information to

inform the organization" (MD, H-102). Once again the close relation between
information use and communication processes are emphasized.

Even when the information use could on the surface be seen as being for his

personal use, its actual use by the managing director was often to communi
cate. This was illustrated for example when he asked for information in order

to send messages. When the managing director used information for his own
use he highlighted text in case he would pass on the information later. Taken

together there seemed to be many arguments for the interpretation that there
are close links between information use and communication.

In the processes of using information, the importance of taking time for

interpretation was illustrated by the comment by financial director that he sat

down at the kitchen table at home. If the financial director himself expressed
the situation like this, one can raise questions about the actual understanding

of the other members of the management team? Most likely the financial
manager's preknowledge put his in a better position than several other mem

bers of the management team. At what level did they understand the reports?

Regarding the need for a master overview expressed by the managing director

there are several possible interpretations. One is that he wanted to move

beyond the information in different reports and move to an overall leveL This

in turn could be a sign of a perceived need to get a better grip. The need for

an overview could also be interpreted as an attempt to move from information

and discussions perceived to be too detailed. Given his perceived need for an

information overview, the question is why it was not introduced? One possible

explanation is that the problem was not on the level of information, but the

expressed need for information was a symptom for something else (e.g.

perceived participation in decision processes), and could not easily be solved
on the information leveL

Concerning information sources comments illustrate that written reports form

one type of information source, but its relative importance could be ques

tioned. According to the comments made by MD, there were other more

informal information sources that were judged to be important. But maybe the

question of relative importance is a misleading question to ask, as it is not a
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question about either written reports or other more informal information

sources. The comments made about other information sources should be seen

in a context where there were different written reports and otller sources were

supplementing these reports. Or vice versa if one wants.

The different sources taken together, resulted in a huge amount of informa

tion. The managing director revealed a stress-factor embedded in his dealing

with all the information when he commented on his press cutting services. A

question to raise in connection to this stress-factor is how the changing

environment, with new IT-solutions that offer new ways to collect and pro

duce information, will influence this perceived stress. In Omega the managing

director used his personal assistant to help him filtering his electronic mail.

One interpretation is that it will be even more important to know about the

context of the information both in order to value the information and to know

what information is useful and relevant in a particular situation or setting. In

this case there was a person who knew about the managing director and made

some of this evaluation.

Regarding the information processes to produce the information in the organi

zation, there were complaints, as described above. There was a lack of a

dialogue between the different parties involved. Even if there was an insight

into the importance of feedback on the information reported, this understand

ing was not transformed into action, at least not to a sufficient level, seen fron1

a perspective of the reporting units. The lack of a working dialogue between

the different parties involved could be seen as one possible reason for the

dissatisfaction some information users perceived. If so, one question is why

such a dialogue was not established as all the parties involved seem to be aware

of its importance? Either the real understanding of the importance was not

there, or the issue to establish the dialogue never became important enough to

be included on the agenda. There were perhaps underlying assumptions

regarding whose terms should dictate the information processes. Yet another

possible interpretation is that there was a built-in tension between the different

parties, and a working dialogue which pleases all parties involved was a utopian

idea.

What about the board perspective on these issues? When trying to interpret

what the board members said about information, it may be important to view

their comments in a wider perspective: a new managing director was ap

pointed, there was a need to sort out prior investments, which had not been

successful, and there was a need to increase the cost control in the organiza

tion. When looking at this picture one interpretation is that the board very
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distinctly wanted to mark a difference and stress the importance of changing

the situation, which most likely meant to improve the inforn1ation.

Their expressed needs for more details could be interpreted as a means to

make sure that the managing director and the other members of the manage

ment team were aware of the details themselves. (A parallel to this interpreta

tion is the managing director asking for more graphic presentations not for his

own sake, but rather to make sure that the reporting managers paid attention

to this information.)

6.2 Business Focus

Figure 23 Business Focus on Processes
for Performing
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The section on management pro

cesses for performing focused on

business will focus on different

aspects of execution of the man

agerial agenda. First agenda con

tents will be discussed. Then two

examples of issues on the agenda

are highlighted: tendering pro

cesses and IT-issues. Then some

board perspectives are discussed.

Following from this, contexts of

the execution of the agenda are discussed in terms of both the meetings

processes and work by the managing director. Finally aspects of the decision

processes in the organization are addressed.

6.2.1 Contents of the Managerial Agenda

There were many issues on the managerial agenda and according to MD the

number of issues on his agenda increased over time (MD, H-l0S). This means

that a major challenge in the managing director's work was to know how to

spend time on the different issues. The character of the agenda changed over

time, and MD made the following comment after his first year in office:

((During the firstyear much time has been devoted to afew issues) now when the
work is entering a newphase I will have more time to spend out in the organization
and to meet withpeople in differentparts ifthe organization. Now it is up to me to
actuallY take the time to do this. It is about scheduling time for it. " (M~ H-27)
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The issues that took much of his time during the first year were to a consider

able extent ruled by assignments from the board members. Most of the time,

MD had a few major issues on his agenda. There was more or less always time

available for these issues when trying to arrange meetings etc. That is, he gave

a few key issues very high priority. He tried to balance the agenda by working

both on these major issues and at the same time being available for smaller

issues brought up by people in the organization. He found this balance chal

lenging however.

The issues on the managerial agenda varied over time and varied from major

issues running over a long period of time, like for instance tendering processes

and a TQM-project, to issues that are limited in scope and tin1e. As MD

organized many activities in the form of projects, the nutTlber of projects

increased considerably and thereby also the number ofprojects on the agenda.

MD's personal assistant described the number of issues on the agenda:

(There are incrediblY maJry things going on right now. There are maf!)! different
prqjects running and everyone is bu.ry." (pA) H-l00)

The other members of the management team also expressed concerns about

the number of activities that went on at the same time, ER at the Eastern

Region said:

((It is hard to find the resourcesfor the prqjects. There is hardlY af!)! time left. An
other question is also about the right competence - is it available? There were alreacfy
a number ofpro/ectsfrom the beginning) now we are close to the maximum. " (ER)
H-l00)

As the number of items on the agenda increased and the number of projects

increased people in the organization started to complain in various ways. One

of the members of the management tean1, PM1, commented on the number

of projects:

(People are enormouslY tired ofprqjects. (One morepro/ect and we'll throw up' is a
common reaction in the organization. It was a tight situationfrom the beginning and
now there is a risk that the entire organization is choked " (pM 1) H -101)

Why were there so n1any issues included on the agenda? One answer is that

MD had ambitious goals that he wanted to achieve. Another answer is that

there were built-in driving-forces for including more issues on the agenda, but

no forces to remove issues, as least none that were strong enough. PM2 in the

management team offered the following explanation:



196 ManagetJlent Processes

((MD is stubborn and works hard to reach the goals, which isgoo~ but it is tiring. '
[She turns to him and sqys.) You are like a terrier. '" (pM2, H-l06)

In other words, the managing director was perceived to be demanding as there
were many different activities running at the same time. Some of these activi

ties were concluded within a limited time period, while other issues were on

the agenda for a long time. One example of the latter was the TQM-project,

which was an important issue at every meeting of the management team for
a long period of time and much time was devoted to this project which was

delayed a number of times. It is also relevant that the TQM-project had a
consultant working on the project with an explicit driving force to include the

project on the agenda.

Besides the issues on the managerial agenda concerning activities in Omega,

MD also had external issues on his own agenda in the form of external board
assignments. His personal assistant sometimes questioned whether he had the

time to spend on these assignments. MD commented on this in the following

way:

('FA has asked me if I've got the time to spend on this. And I saidyes. This is
about a drivingforce to conclude things - first to lqy down the broad outlines for
something and then to conclude the deal." (NlD, H-58)

Another reason for the external assignments mentioned by MD was that the

external board assignments helped him to catch external signals and added an
external perspective to his own work.

In the next sections I will discuss two types of issues on the agenda in more
detail: first tendering processes and then IT-issues.

6.2.2 Tendering Processes

Tendering processes were major issues on the managerial agenda and given
special attention in the organization. These were chosen as examples ofdistinct

major strategic issues on the managerial agenda and the outcomes of these
tendering processes were crucial for the business activities.

The first n1ajor tendering process in the organization during the period studied
concerned a major contract in the Southern Region. The process began in early

1994 and was the major issue on the managerial agenda during the fall of 1994.
Most of the work was carried out in a task force where MD involved himself.

Afterwards he said that he did so for two reasons, both to contribute to the

work and to show everybody the importance of the tendering process. So, he
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spent time on this issue not only because of the issue per se, but also because

of the signalling effect that he saw in his involvement in the issue.

During several months late in 1994 a great deal of time was spent on this issue.

MD commented on this in the following way:

(The tenderingprocess has taken all our time and then almost some more." (lVIQ
H-52)

The tendering processes ended with the loss of the important contract, which

was a huge disappointment for people in the organization in general, and for

MD as the managing director in particular. The outcome of the contract

proved to be an alarm-clock for the organization. Members ofthe organization

had the following comments:

(Now there is a change. A good thing happened in the Southern Region. It turned
out to be an alarm-clock. f ..l Now maJrypro/ects are started Things have to work
now. " (pIA) H-63)

(Now eifter the loss in the Southern Region there is anotherfocus) which there ought
to have been earlier too. There should not have need to be such agreat difference in
focus in developing the business eifter the loss) but the long term effects were not in
focus until now. This means that I have more to do now than bifore. " (BQ H-60)

The outcome of this issue changed the focus on often pending issues on the

agenda. Now there was a perceived need that something had to be done in the

organization. Earlier attempts by MD to create a climate for change had been

more or less fruitless, but now in this respect the management team changed

almost immediately. This became apparent at the very first management

meeting after the loss of the contract, i.e. the first meeting in 1995, when the

management team jointly put together a list of items that could be done in

order to compensate for the loss in the Southern Region. The list of activities

was publicized within the organization and was appreciated by people within

the organization. One person at the Finance and IS department said:

('It is important to bn'ng the list ofactivities in the Southern Region down to earth
and establish priorities in it. The list in itselfispositive." (FDB) H-82)

There was another major tendering processes taking place in the Western

Region which began early 1996 and lasted until late 1997. During the fall of

1997 this issue took a considerable amount of time and attention of a number

ofmerrlbers of the management team. This tendering process could be charac

terized as a do-or-die situation for the organization as it was vital to win the
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contract. When the outcome of this process was announced in January 1998
Omega was the winner of the contract.

6.2.3 IT-issues on the Agenda

During the time period included in the study, 1993-1998, the number of IT

related issues on the managerial agenda in Omega increased. The increase

began in 1995 with the activities to compensate for the loss in the Southern

Region. When these IT-related issues were presented to the board there was

a shift in the presentation of the IT-related issues. Now the issues were mostly

presented with the frame of helping to developing the business activities and

to improve profitability through exploration ofnew business opportunities etc.

Earlier IT-issues were mostly reports on projects that were often either behind

schedule and/or over budget, with limited links to business activities.

Not only had the nun1ber of IT-issues increased, the attention paid to these

issues also increased. When a project for a new information system for the

regions was presented at a board meeting in September 1996, a huge number

of questions were asked by the board members who showed great interest in

the issue. During the later part of the period 1993-1998 IT-related projects
became more offensive.

But there were also some perceived problems concerning IT-issues on the

managerial agenda. They were perceived to be difficult to handle and MD

characterized the IT-issues as follows:

(ThE!)! are very tric~. Often these issues start as very small issues) then thry suddenlY
grow to very large issues try connecting to this and that and everyone wants to be
involved. Then things grow too big and one has to reduce the issue into something
small again and then it starts growing again and so on. n (MQ H-l08)

Given the perceived difficulties in handling these kinds of issues on the

agenda, one can ask what was the driving force for including them? One was

a general perceived need to update the information systems used in the organi
zation. Another reason for the increased number of IT-issues on the agenda

was the general IT-development in society, with IT playing a more important

role in many business activities. One example of this was the growing interest

in Internet during this period in time.

In order to increase the general competence of the members of the manage

ment team they arranged a seminar for IT-training. MD said:

((It is notgood enough to get behind with IT. n (MQ H-l08)
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There were different indicators of the perceived importance of IT-issues on

the managerial agenda at Omega. Nevertheless, it was difficult to pay attention
to the issues, as MD described it:

(The IT-issues mqy have been neglected latelY. There is not time enough to give
prion"ty to everything.)) (MD, H-76)

In several ways MD expressed the difficulties in handling the issues and also

the uncertainty related to the issues. He was concerned about the IT-projects

and about how to keep track on these projects:

(Pro/ects are delqyed andpeople do not report on the delqys until very late. This is
notgood. )) (MD, H-l 05)

There was some sort of contradiction here: on one hand the issues were

perceived as very important, and on the other hand they were perceived as
difficult and also easy to neglect on the agenda. At one point in time MD

stressed the importance of regional managers holding separate meetings in

their regions to keep better track of their IT-projects (cf. MD, H-41). (At that

time IT-issues were handled differently in the different regions.)

6.2.4 A Board Perspective on the Agenda

From the perspective of the board there were at times concerns that the

management team of Omega did not focus on the right agenda items. The
board members were concerned that different projects took too much time

from core business. One of the board members said:

(Prqjects are morefun. A lot ofmonry is spent on prqjects with limited results. [ ..]
Thry waste their ammo. Things have become better latelY though.)). (BMA) H-29)

The latter part of the comment about things having become better indicates
that the focus on projects may had been a problem before MD took office as

managing director and may have been associated with prior unsuccessful
investments. Nevertheless, some of the board n1embers held the view that

"projects are more fun" and were given higher priority for that.

6.2.5 Meeting Processes

I will continue by looking at one particular context of the execution of the

managerial agenda, meetings in the management team. These meetings were
held on a monthly basis, usually lunch-to-lunch with work late into the eve

ning. As described above a fixed agenda was introduced for the meetings when

the managerial information platform was developed, which gave a general
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structure for the meetings. Included on the agenda along with the monthly

report, was an item called "topic of the month". This was an attempt to build

flexibility into the agenda and the report, i.e. to pay special attention to a

particular topic. The fixed agenda was introduced without any particular

problems.

One view among the members of the management team was that the meetings

worked quite well, for example PL:

(The management team works well now. We spend a lot rif time on the work in the
group (twenryfour hours a month). Now we need to achieve a wqy rifworking on the
next level. We have spent much time together [in the management team}." (pL) H
87)

This comment identify another challenge: to find suitable forms for handling

the agenda on the next level. There were however different perspectives on the

work in the management tean1. Another member of the n1anagen1ent tean1,

BD, thought the focus in the discussion was too internal:

(~j the meetings in the management team we use to start talking about how well the
business is doing. Then I usuallY tell them about how good our competitors are. "
(BQ H-89)

During the time period covered in the case study the organization did very well

financially, which may help explaining the comment made by BD. In the

management team there was a shift in focus during the meetings when they

had lost the important contract in the Southern Region. In the beginning of

1995 when they had received the news that they had lost the contract there was

less of a discussion on what happened and why, but instead intense work with

lists of concrete suggestions of what to do no\\1. It was as though there had

been an awakening. It was like a surprise to the n1embers of the management

team that the contract was lost as they had been fairly confident ofwinning it.

The alarm-clock effect was illustrated not only by the focus in the discussion,

but also in the written minutes from the meetings. Now there was a sort of a

fighting spirit after the lost contract. Many concrete activities to compensate

for the loss were presented and discussed, and there was also a sense of

urgency in the minutes. The minutes even had a new layout.

Over time the number of issues on the agenda for the management meetings

increased, and sometimes there was not enough time to deal with them all.

PM2 described the feeling that after a meeting there were issues that had not

been discussed enough in the group. PA described this as a frustration over

issues on the agenda that "never" disappear.
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From an external perspective ofpeople outside the management team another

view of this situation was expressed by FDA in the following terms:

'The meJJlbers ofthe tJJanagement team cannot do everything themselves. " (FDA)
H-86)

There was a view that the members of the management team could delegate

more of the work. This gap between the management team and the rest of the

organization was also illustrated by a comment that the management team was
seen as an "administrativeforumfor controllers". That is, some people held the view

that the management team was too far from the business activities and focused
too much on control issues.

6.2.6 Execution of a Managerial Agenda

Here I will discuss some aspects of the execution of the personal agenda in the

managing director's work. I will therefore take a closer look at MD's own

working conditions and how different issues on the agenda were executed.

First of all there were, over time, very nlany issues on the agenda of the

managing director. Second, the time for doing his own work was very limited
as there were short intervals where he could work on his own. Usually MD was

focusing on a few major issues at the time and keeping all other issues in the

background. The issues he focused on were usually decided by his own inter

ests and/or by external demands of different kinds.

He sometimes tried to find ways for work without breaks, like staying an extra

day when he had been to a meeting in one of the regions, just to sit there and

work on his own. Sometimes he spent a day, of half a day, at home in order to

work without interruptions in the form of phone-calls or people knocking at
the open door. He commented on one of those days:

"I realfygot a lot ofwork done during that dqy as I couldfinish what I started to do.
At the end ofthe dqy I was very pleased with myself; even though there was a small
pile with loose ends waiting at my office when I came back there the next dqy. " (Mn
H47)

MD's own comment on the flow of issues was:

'You never know what the next thing will be) onfy that there will be a next thing. "
(Mn H-59)

The number of issues on MD's agenda was huge, and his way of working

illustrates different ways of finding suitable working styles to deal with the
large number of issues. He said:
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(The problem with working at my office is that there are such short intervals. There
are interruptions all the time. One reason for this is that I meet with very matry
people and I want my subordinates to know that thry can come to me with the
questions thry want to discuss. Thry should not have to make an appointment
through a secretary to meet their superior. n (MQ H-48)

Instead of working on his own, another strategy could have been trying to

reduce the number of issues on the agenda. Here MD said:

(There are extremelY matry activities running. Many things have been started and
need to be continued now. In marry of these mqjor issues one gets a bit alone in
the sense that I am the last resort. The issues have to pass me and I have to state my
opinion. n (MQ H-l05)

MD found it difficult to reduce the number of issues and he perceived that a

large number of issues actually had to pass the managing director. PL sug

gested the following explanation to the large number of issues:

(MD easilYgets in a situation with matryprqjects as he is interested in a lot ofthings
and wants to do as much as possible. n (pL) H-77)

This explanation suggests that at least to some extent personal preferences

govern the degree of involvement in different issues.

MD spent a great deal of his time at different meetings, or in his own words:

(7 go from one meeting to another meeting all dqy long. JJ (MQ H-47)

MD generally found meetings as efficient ways to achieve action. He com

mented on all follow-up meetings that consume a considerable amount of his
time:

(:Still it is important to spend time on those meetings. JJ (MQ H-54)

MD was of the opinion that these meetings were valuable for the business

activities in the different units and they create a forum to bring up various
matters with MD. He also explained that he also attended a number of meet

ings partly to signal to the other people involved that he thought the matters
were important.

6.2.7 Decision-Processes

In the final part of this section I will discuss decision-processes and more

specifically something which turned out to be a problem in Omega: a per
ceived inertia in decision-processes. When MD had been in office for about

two years, he had introduced new models for decisions in the sense that he had
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placed new demands on analyses to be carried out before decisions were to be

made. There were different interpretations of this, and discussions on the
decision-processes were sometimes animated.

One of the members of the management team, PM1, described the situation
like this:

(The last twoyears have been characterized l:Y vagueness. Instead there has been a
focus on: cost contro~ reports to andfro and decision processes that are time-consum
ing - there is decision inertia) like a wet blanket on top ofeverything." (PM!) H
84)

Another member expressed it in the following terms:

(We never reach decisions. " (NR) H-84)

These comments illustrate that several people in the management team, and

some outside this group too, perceived a problem concerning the decision

processes in the organization. There was a frustration that decision-making

took too long. Seen from some perspectives the analyses took too long, and

there were also tougher demands on the preparation for decisions. FD at the

Finance and IS department summarized the problem in the following way:

((It is a strength that we have learnt how to investigate matters. It is a weakness that
the analYsis some times is too extensive. JJ (FQ H-84)

So, while there were people who saw the need to investigate matters more

thoroughly, there where also some who saw this additional investigation as

inertia. When this perceived decision inertia emerged, it was the first time
explicit comparisons between MD and his predecessor were heard. There were

comments like the following made by SR at the Southern Region, who offers

insecurity in decision-making as a possible explanation:

(The former managing director was not serious enough. MD is too serious.
Sometimes MD does not dare to take risks. JJ (SR) H-78)

Another member of the management team, BD, expressed the situation in

terms of the following:

(We have to anaIYze and anaIYze. I do not understand where the inability to make
decision comesfrom. Uncertainty? The underlYing documentation? Ifit was the lattet;
one has to specify exactlY what is needed to get useful documentation. The inability
to make decisions goes for both mqjor and minor decisions. " (BQ H-85)

Here the underlying documentation is mentioned as one possible reason. No

matter what the main problem was, there were different ways of handling the
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situation with the perceived decision inertia. One way was to find ways around

the demands of information, like when BD described an example from a

project in one of th.e regions:

HI exceeded my authoritiesfour times to be exact. Both the regional manager and I
thought it was agood deal. We also agreed on not telling MD or FD because that
would onlY slow down theprocess. One cannot do business that slowlY. FD still had
some questions regarding some calculations. One has to dare to make decision and
one has to dare to take n'sks. It is notpossible to investigate every n'sk. This was a
good dea~ although rather small. [ ..} Without risks one cannot make good deals. JJ

(BQ H-88)

This solution was to find an independent way and to "break" the rules. In

most cases though there were attempts to follow the rules, or demands,
although that entailed a certain amount of frustration. The frustration was

often expressed in terms of a brake. PMl said:

(Theformer managing director was totallY different: more intuitive and much quick
er. MD is more analYtical. We run out of steam when there is a needfor 40-50
pages ofanalYsis. The creativity is strangled. MD is morefor analYsis and it is like
an administrative brake. There has been a culture shock in the organization. JJ

(PM!) H-78)

But there were different views about where the brake actually was situated.

Another view was expressed by a person outside the management team, ERe:

('I do not think itJs MD thatputs on the handbrake) itJs the next level [down}. JJ

(ERe, H-85)

The metaphor with the brake was also used to illustrate the need for balance,

expressed by ERA:

('It is important to be able both to step on the gas and to put on the brake at the
same time. It is ea{J tOJust slam the brakes. JJ (ERA) H-3)

What about MD, was he aware of the irritation among the management team

regarding the perceived lack of speed in the decision processes? Yes, he

realized that this was a problem, and he could see two main reasons for slow

decision processes. First, with hindsight he saw prior investments had been

made outside of the core business, and had been unprofitable. Therefore he

wanted to be cautious. Second, the preparation documents for decisions were

often of very poor quality. In MD's opinion the slow decision processes were
also a result of insufficient communication in the management team.
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When the board more or less forced the managing director to focus on certain

issues in the beginning of his tenure, some issues became easier to spend time

and effort on, while that became more difficult for other issues. The external

driving force varies across issues and thereby also the likelihood to spend time

on different issues.

There are also examples of internal driving forces for including issues on the

managerial agenda. The external board assignments could be seen as such an

example. One reason given by the managing director for spending time on

these assignments was to catch external signals. Another possible interpreta

tion is related to personal preferences. In other words, the external board

assignments were (perhaps) interesting and fun, and thereby easy to find time

for.

Board members expressed a concern that personal preferences and what is fun

were influencing the formation of the agenda. It may be easier to allocate time

and attention to issues that are more fun, like for example projects (if as in this

case these are perceived as fun).

Concerning issues on the agenda, special attention was paid to tendering

processes and IT-issues in the empirical description. The tendering processes

were major issues on the agenda and the outcome of the first and unsuccessful

process changed the climate for change in the organization. One interpretation

of this is that a profound external force was required to achieve a sense of

urgency in the organization. Adding a large number ofissues to the agenda and

even changing the layout of the minutes could be interpreted as a perceived

need to show both the members of the management team and people in the

organization that there would be different types of actions to compensate for

the loss. Another possible interpretation is that the management team was to

some extent desperate to show an ability to take action.

The other type of issue in focus was IT-issues. Here people felt that there was

not always time enough for these issues at meetings. One possible interpreta

tion of this pattern that there was "not time enough" for these issues is that

MD and the other members of the management team found it difficult to

know how to deal with the IT-issues. Given this interpretation, one can ask

what the consequences were for neglecting difficult issues, like IT-issues (or

at least not have "time enough" for them). One step taken by the n1anaging

director was to ask the regional managers to have separate meetings for IT

issues, yet this could, from one perspective, be interpreted as a sort of abdica-
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tion concerning the IT-issues. From another perspective it could be seen as an

attempt to get the regional managers to focus n10re on the IT-issues on the
agenda. Or perhaps it was a combination of the two.

As described above, the managerial agenda became crowded. Why was this the
case? One possible answer is that there were many issues that actually had to

pass the managing director in his view. Another possible interpretation is that

the managing director found it difficult to delegate. A third, and maybe most

reasonable, interpretation is somewhere in between, i.e. there are many issues

that did have to pass the managing director and that to some extent and for

some reasons it may have been difficult to delegate.

The number of meetings on the managing director's agenda was huge. There

are several possible interpretations of this. One, suggested by the managing

director, is that he had found the n1eetings to be an efficient way of executing

the agenda and achieving action. Another possible interpretation is that the
time spent in meetings was based on less deliberate decisions and instead n10re

ruled by notices to attend meetings.

Speaking against the latter interpretation is the comment by the managing

director that he attended some meetings in order to signal the importance of

those matters. This means that the time spent on some meetings were ruled by

the meta-purpose of sending certain signals to other people in the organiza

tion. In other words, meetings were used, in part, for purposes of meta-com

munication.

Regarding decision-processes, there were several different views on reasons

why these were slo~ One view was that MD had introduced new demands on
the informational basis for decisions. These demands were not met, which in

turn delayed the decision-processes. Here one could either argue that MD was

delaying the decisions with his new demands, or that other people were

delaying the decisions by not meeting his demands. More interesting than
discussing who was to "blame" is to look for possible reasons for the delays

in the decision processes. Given the amount of frustration generated within

the organization, it seems that there was a need to solve the "problem". MD

tried to solve it by placing demands on information and not lowering these

demands when the information was not up to standard. Either the producers

of the information did not know what to do, or they knew but did not agree

that it was necessary.

One possible interpretation of the problems in the decision-processes could
be found in the communication between MD and the other men1bers of the
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management team regarding the expected quality of the analyses for decisions.

If this was the reason, how could it be explained? One reason could be that

there had not been any explicit decision on the expected quality of the infor

mation for decision-making. Another reason could be that some members did

not agree about the expected quality of infor mation for decisions, but chose

not to express this explicitly.

The strategy chosen caused a considerable amount of frustration, but the

information for decisions was eventually improved. In discussions on the

perceived slow decision-processes information factors were often identified as

the cause. The problems that at first seem to be information-related problems

may just have been symptoms of problems on other levels. Information could

sometimes be regarded as a politically safe factor in comparison to more

sensitive core issues. The real issues may for instance have had to do with

views on risks in the business activities, or views on shared responsibilities in

a management team etc. When PMl talked about a culture shock in the

organization, this may have been what was taking place: the move from a

situation with very little cost control and a great amount of creativity to a

situation with increased cost control and a great deal of analysis before deci

sions were made.

6.3 Person Focus

Figure 24 Person Focus on Processes for
Performing
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6.3.1

Management Processes

The Managing Director's Perspective

MD stressed the importance of communication processes. When he listed

important issues on his agenda at different points in time (see e.g. H-43 and H
93) there were issues like comn1unication of strategies to the entire organiza

tion and improving the internal communication on his agenda. He held the
view that management is largely about interpretation of reactions and that it

takes place in communication processes. In these communication processes
MD stressed the importance of openness:

((Openness is very important. One should not def!)! the fact that information means
an advantage. JJ (MQ H-1 04)

One specific example of how this view was expressed is that the minutes from

meetings in the management team became public for everyone in the organiza
tion. Another example of openness is that MD wanted to be available to his

subordinates, and accordingly he tried to keep his door open as often as

possible when he was in his office. As he traveled extensively, he did not want

to close his door, but be available instead. MD wanted to establish suitable

conditions for vertical communication processes and he wanted his subordi

nates to feel an openness.

From MD's point ofview he found it difficult to reach the entire organization

with messages, he said:

((It is hard to reach the entire organization. One cannot be at meetings out in the
organization as the calender quicklY getsfull. JJ (MQ H-10)

He emphasized the difficulties encountered by a sender ofmessages. He found

it easier to catch signals, illustrated by the following comment:

('It is easier to catch signals than to send them out in the organization. " (MQ H
ID)

From his point ofview everyone made their own interpretations and what was

obvious for the person sending a message was not always obvious for the
receivers of the message. He stressed that one needs to get a receipt that the

recipients really have understood (cf. MD, H -103). This in turn led to his view

of the importance of informing people directly:

('It is important to inform directlY and to tell everyone myse!f It is not enoughJust to
send a message 0J e-mail. One has to communicate and not onlYpass on information.
PM2 has very properlY pointed this out to me. JJ (MQ H-104)
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Worth noting here is that MD distinguished between to {{communicate" and to

(pass on information". He perceived the receipts of the receivers' understanding

as important. MD wanted to know that his message was not only received, but

also understood by the receiver.

The managing director perceived some problems or challenges in relation to

communication processes. He perceived the first problem when he had to

spend time on matters which were strictly confidentiaL Here he pointed out

complexities when he could not openly describe to his subordinates what he

was doing. He felt uncomfortable when he could not be open and honest

about what he was doing, and there was a risk of different interpretation about

what he was doing, i.e. a risk of unintended messages.

Another problem perceived by MD was that he was not entirely happy with

the way all members of the management team acted in communication pro

cesses to the rest of the organization. He therefore wanted to modify how

other members of the management team communicated.

One challenge perceived by MD was to achieve change in the organization.

Here he was of the opinion that one has to modify the way people think in

order to achieve any change in the organization. Therefore, his plan was to

spend a considerable amount of time on the communication process in order

to reach the entire organization. This was illustrated by the example of com

munication to people in the organization described above. He included this

work on the comnlunication process as an important agenda issue but never

theless found it challenging to allocate time on to these communication

processes. This could be seen in terms of how different agenda issues are

executed. For instance, communication process about how to change people's

thinking may not have been perceived as urgent in the short term, even though

it may be so in a longer perspective.

In the following I will present a few examples from different situations in

MD's work illustrating different types of communication processes. TIle first

type is about one-to-one communication with members of the nlanagement

team. The second type illustrates one-to-many conlmunication processes

where MD communicated to the entire management team. The third type is

about one-to-many communication to a wider group ofpeople in the organiza

tion. The fourth type illustrates communication processes on a meta-Ievel.
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Type 1: One-to-one with members ofthe management team

As a consequence of his view of the importance of communication processes
he tried to find suitable ways to communicate with each individual in the

management team. He gave the following example of a communication
process between himself and one of the members of the management team:

(This morning I was sitting andpreparingfor a board meeting when PM2 came to
my office and said that she needed some time with me, and notjustfive minutes. She
said: 7' knowyou have a board meeting soon but I don'tgive a damn about that. I
want us to sit down a while now and I wantyou to listen to me. We have rescheduled
our meetings too matry times now. ' What can one do in such a situation? I put my
papers aside and took ten minutes with her. She isgood at expressing herse!fclearlY.
This is a clear signal in communication!" (MD, H-l04)

This example could be seen as an illustration of an open communication

between MD and one of the members of the management team. It could also
be seen as an illustration that communication had not worked well. Perhaps

PM2 had reached a certain point of frustration because of a rescheduled
meeting and was therefore forced into this direct communicative approach.

MD commented generally on the dialogue between leaders and subordinates:

(There is a danger when the dialogue between a leader and his/her subordinates is
reduced both in its extent and its content) when the dialogue does not include matters
ofreal value. JJ (MD, H-49)

He stressed the importance of the vertical communication between himself
and his subordinates. One can note that he talked both about the extent and

the content. The example about the dialogue with PM2 above illustrates the
difficulties in keeping up the extent of dialogue. In this case the meeting

between them had been rescheduled a number of times, and at some point

PM2 felt that the extent of dialogue had fallen below a critical point.

Another example of this type ofcommunication processes was then when BD

was presenting a project and MD interrupted and said that he wanted BD to

present the project in more detail in accordance with the project plan, not only
give a summary of the project. MD's comment on this situation was:

(1t was notpopular but important and efficient." (MD, H-l0l)

This situation took place in front of the other members of the management

team, which means that it was also an example of the next type ofcommunica
tion processes (and of meta-level communication).
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Type 2: One-to-many with the entire management team
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An illustration of the second type of communication processes was when MD

tried to improve the work in the management team at an early stage (after

about 10 months in office). It was when the new managerial platform was

developed and a new monthly report was introduced, as described above. MD

wrote a letter the management team where he explicitly asked for better

discipline at meetings and in the preparation of issues for the monthly meet

ings. An10ng other things he wrote:

(There is a need ofgood conditions in order to meet our high ambition regarding
quality) volume and timefor ideas) creativity and thefuture. )) (l\1D in a letter to the
management team) H-32)

A month or two later he initiated work to introduce fixed agendas for these

meetings (as has been discussed earlier). The letter, th.en, did not have the

intended effect and work in the management team did not change, at least not

to the extent that the managing director had intended. At a m uch later stage

in the process MD made a comment on his own way of communicating with

his staff:

((I hardlY ever writeformal messages to my steifj; but try to deal with the communica
tion moreflexiblY. )) (l\1Q H-l03)

Either the letter at an early stage was an exception to the normal practice, or

MD had changed his way of communicating to his staff over time, given the

(lack of) effect from the letter mentioned above.

Type 3: One-to-many with a wider group ofpeople in the organization

An example of the third type of communication processes was when MD

gathered a large group of people in the organization to describe the present

situation in Omega and to share his view on where the organization was

heading. He commented on this in the following way:

((It was a success to gather so maJry krypeople at the same time andgive them all the
same information. It is very important to establish a certain amount ofcalmness and
security in the organization. )) (l\1Q H-l04)

Here the underlying intention with communication was explicit: "to establish

a certain amount of calmness and security in the organization". Given the

setting of the communication process this situation strongly resembled

"passing on information", and it was taking place in a setting where there

hardly could have been receipts about how messages were received. This could
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be seen in the light of the distinguishing between "communicate" and to "pass
on information".

Another way of informing people in the organization which MD used occa
sionally was to write in the monthly internal magazine. When the contract had
been lost in the Southern Region an article appeared in which MD tried to

reduce anxiety in the organization. Among other things the article said:

'The disappointment has passed Our target is already newprojects and ventures,
and thefocus at Omega is on the next Century. [..J To learnfrom a lost dealts also
important, and to make use ofthe lessons learntforpurposes ofdeveloping. " (from
Omega Internal Magazine, February 1995, H-72)

This can be seen as an attempt to signal to the people in the organization not
to worry too much. The effect of the article was difficult to judge as the level

of anxiety varied considerably among different people in the organization.

Another example of communicating to a wide group of people within the
organization is illustrated by an attempt to increase cost control in the organi
zation. MD and FD decided to put detailed restrictions on different types of

account. MD wanted to see how different specific accounts actually looked,
like the travel account for instance. He could see some tendencies to use

different accounts slightly creatively in parts of the organization and he there
fore wanted to take a closer look at these matters. MD described the situation:

'We sent a letter, signed ly FD, and now there has been a queue ofpeople outside
FD's room... It stirred up bad blood as the interpretation was that we want to
manage on a very detailed level and do not trust the people in the organization. "
(MD, H-56)

This message illustrates that a message can be interpreted in different ways.

MD and FD wanted to send the message that different accounts should be
handled properly and the interpreted message was in some cases that they
wanted to interfere with the activities on a very detailed level. In some cases
the interpretation was more literally that MD was interested in the accounts
per se and "extremelY detail-oriented". There were different interpretations made
by different people though, illustrated by the comments by FDB and FDA

respectively, both at the Finance and IS department:

'When MD and FD went dOlvn to specific accounts in the work Ivith the forecasts
it was a source ofirritation. But if this is the lJ!try he wants things he should make
it clear and the entire organization has to follow it." (FDB, H-69)

"MD wants to keep better track ofdetails. This is not to keep track ofthe details
per se, but to make sure that the details are kept in order. Not everybody has
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understood this, but some people think that he wants to control things on a very
detailed level. This has a signal effect which has been noticed in the work with the
forecasts. JJ (FDA, H-69)

Type 4: Communicating on a meta-level

The fourth type of communication process was illustrated for example in the

latter part of the tendering process for the major contract in the Southern

Region. MD involved himself h.eavily and participated in the work to produce

the final tender. He made the following comment on his participation:

(7 wanted to bepart oftheprocess and I wanted to show everyone how important this
work is." (MD, H-51)

He involved himself more than was actually necessary for the tendering

process itself, but instead he used the involvement to communicate the impor

tance of the tender. Communication took place on two levels: both in the

actual tendering process where MD communicated his view on matters at hand

and also on a meta-level where MD communicated the importance of the

tendering process through his participation.

In the same tendering process there was another example ofmeta-communica

tion. At a very final stage of the process MD explicitly stopped the process and

said that before the decision was made he wanted to hear the opinion of FD

and asked him if he thought this was the level they should go for. Later MD

made the following comment on this situation:

(7 did thisfor two reasons. First, I wanted to have the final opinion ofFD who is
very experienced and has been with Omegafor a long time. Second, I wanted to show
FD that he is important and that he does not have to fear atry competition between
him and BC [the business controller] as hefeared when BC was recruited" (MD,
H-51)

This occurred quite some time after the recruitment of the new business

controller. MD used this very special occasion to reduce any possible anxiety

that could still have existed.

6.3.2 The Perspective of Other Management-Team Members

Generally, n1embers of the management team saw an improvement in commu

nication processes, as illustrated by comments like the following one made by

WR in the Western Region:

(There is a better openness now when MD is here. JJ (IVR, H-27)
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What was bothering several members of the management team was that they

perceived a lack of direction in the organization, expressed by WR as:

(We need to have cleargoals that are expressed in plain terms. We need to be more
specific. Mqybe we should cooperate more with businesspartners." (lVR, H-67)

There was a need, at least among some of the member of the management
team, to increase the knowledge about the overall direction for the organiza

tion. There was a perceived communication problem, a lack of clarity in

comn1unication. It could also be seen as a problem that goes beyond commu

nication in the sense that there were questions about whether the vision was

perceived as weak and perhaps even whether there was a clear vision to

communicate. BD made a comment supporting this interpretation:

(We do not know much about what the Alpha Group wants to do with us. We
receive no feedback. I do not think that MD knows about the future either. " (BD,
H-91)

Different people had different levels of knowledge concerning the context,

which could explain the different views about how clearly the vision was

communicated. Some people were more aware of the contextual situation than

others and thereby knew n10re about how to interpret messages.

Concerning the openness in communication there was a view, at least among

some management-tean1 members, that people did not dare to express their

opinion. SR in the Southern Region said:

(People do not dare to express their opinions in the nzanagement team. But I do. [ ..]
There are human beings in the management team: what are the expectations on
them? Do thrypqy each other too much respect? Do thry dare toput theirfoot down?
There are things going on now, but there are perceizJed needsfor analYses. Just do it!
We cannot spend months informing ourselves. [ ..] We miss artists in the manage
ment team - we onlY have analYsts. That is my personal analYsis. " (SR, H-83)

So there were some perceived problems in the communication within the

management team. Worth noting in relation to this discussion is that MD

himselfhad made observations about communication in the management team

regarding people' lack of willingness to express their opinions:

((You can notice that no one has ever raised their hand to ask the question: Vamn
it MD, what are we missingfor making a decision, wry can't we make a decision
right now?' [ ..] Management-team members have to be willing to ask questions
and to standfirm, and I too have to be more clear on what is unclear or missing. "
(MD, H-85)
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The need to be clearer was summarized by WR when he said:
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(We need to be clearer in our comlnunication in order to surzJive in the long run. JJ

(U7R) H-88)

Here he dramatically put the need for clearer communication in terms of

survival. This may sound drastic but it could be seen as a sign of a perceived

desperate need to change the communication situation. If one starts asking

about why the situation was perceived in this way, ER at the Eastern Region

offered one possible explanation:

((Omega has developed considerablY. Earlier everyone knew everyone within the
organization. Now there is a sense ofnot knowing what is going on. I get signals
from my team ofmanagers in the Eastern Region that thry want to be more involved
But the time should be available. " (ER) H-72)

The organization has grown, and the time available for communicating was

perceived as limited. As a consequence, several people talked about different

types ofgaps within the organization and especially the perceived gap between

the management team and the rest of the organization. NR said:

(There is a huge gap between the management team and everyone else. On the next
level we do not spend as much time together as we do in the management team. "
(NR) H-87)

Because the management team spent lunch-to-lunch together once a month,

they had plenty of time for both formal and informal communication pro

cesses between themselves. Then on the next level the amount of time spent

on meetings was more limited, which may have influenced the perceived

feeling of a gap - a gap which the members of the management team in

general were well aware of. They were not only aware of the gap, but also saw

some consequences of it, as expressed by NR in the Northern Region:

(7t is important to communicate to the organization that there are changes in prog
ress. MD has taught us the importance of this) and now it is important that we
practice what we preach. JJ (NR) H-88)

This comment illustrates that MD had reached a certain level ofunderstanding

of the importance ofcommunication in his management team. A slightly n10re

pragmatic view of the need to communicate and inform was offered by the

business controller BC:

'You cannotget too much information. It 'S a healt!?J sign whenpeople askfor more
information. It is impossible to fulfill everyoneJs needs. J) (B~ H-88)
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It is worth noting in this context that FD, as head of the Finance and IS

department, used to provide all other members of the management team with
a copy of a manuscript for a presentation of the results (including overhead

transparencies) which could be used when the members presented results and

other major events in their part of the organization. Still information was

perceived as a problem, as one person in the Business Development depart

ment put it:

uWe receive incrediblY little information. There is hardlY any informationfrom the
management team. We have managers that are invisible. The boss sits 50 meters
awqy and I see him once a month. f ..] Often the ball is with the management team
and does not move anyfurther. JJ (BDA) H-86)

There were not only perceived gaps between the management team and the

rest of the organization. There were also perceived gaps in a horizontal dimen
sion between different regions and departments. BD at the Business Develop

ment department gave the following example:

(1 have written letters to the Finance and IS departmentfor ayear; but nothing has
happened. JJ (BQ H-71)

On one hand this could be seen as an example of a horizontal communication

process that did not work well. On the other hand, it raises the question of

whether the problem concerned the communication process or other underly

ing problems. These could concern for instance the organization of the busi

ness activities, or the people involved and their relations or values. Another

comment by BD suggested the latter:

(1 left somepapers onprqjects in the Southern Region with FD [at the Finance and
IS department] and BC [the business controller] about a month ago. I have not
received anyfeedback from themyet. I think it would be valuable ifsome people left
the figures and theirfinancialpapers for one dqy a week and did something else. "
(BQ H-61)

This formulations indicates that there are differences on a personal level

concerning values etc, which might influence the communication processes.

Another example of the tension between different units was illustrated by BD:

'1 called to get the figures for the sales in the Southern Region. A while later SR
[head rf the region] called back and asked what I needed the figures for. JJ (Bn H
24)

The communication processes between different members ofthe management

team did not work entirely without friction.
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One aspect of communication processes from the perspective ofother people

in the organization, i.e. not members of the management team, was that there

was a lack ofguidelines. FDB at the Finance and IS department expressed this

absence in this way:

((It is important to make thepurpose and overallgoals clear.
the toughest thing. JJ (FDB) H-72)

The uncertainty is

This illustrates the perceived uncertainty in the organization, at least, outside

the management team. The comments made by FDB were expressed after the

loss of the contract in the Southern Region and there was a general high level

of anxiety in the organization. One explanation for this is that there was little

time spent on the communication processes between members of the manage

ment team and their subordinates in the different regions or departments.

A number ofcommunication processes between members of the management

team and the rest of the organization were taking place unintentionally. There

were signals sent to the organization which were not planned and sometimes

not desired either. FDB at the Finance and IS department gave one example

concerning a situation when MD had chosen to include the business controller

BC in a particular project:

(There is nothing wrong with BC) but there are several otherpeople with dijJerent
experience than he has regarding the issues in theprqject. MD has to be over-explicit
on wfy he chooses BC in such a situation. There is a risk that a number ofpeople
feel as if thry are being incapable because thry have got the time to lead the pro/ect.
This is about aform ofhonesty to the personnel. The !ystetll ofsignals is notgood. JJ

(FDB) H-63)

This illustrates the possibility ofmaking different interpretations ofmanagerial

actions. FDB pointed to the risk that people may be offended if MD is not

explicit enough about his actions. In order to reduce anxiety and to signal that

management's work was not secret, MD and the other members of the man

agement team decided that the minutes from the meetings of the management

team should be public. Every person in the organization had the right to come

and read the minutes, but they could not make their own copies of them. From

the perspective ofpeople in the organization this was perceived as positive, but

there were some other negative effects that were not anticipated.

As the minutes from the meetings in the management team became public,

some details from the minutes were screened as they were confidential. This
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attempt to increase openness to people outside the management team had the

unintended effect of reducing clarity among the members of the team as some

details were omitted. To some extent the problem was handled by using

confidential enclosures. This illustrates how an intention to be more open to

the organization reduced the quality of the work in the management team. As

they started to place confidential items in hidden enclosures the positive effect

of openness was reduced as the work in the management team once again was

perceived as "secret". In spite of this unintended effect the minutes were kept

public.

In terms ofvertical communication processes, several people complained that

they often were not invited to present their own projects to the management

team. Those who complained did so in order to reduce filters. One person

from the Eastern Region expressed this like:

((We who work ought to present ourprqjects to the management team directlY. There
is a danger ifthere is afilter between the management team and the operative business
activities. Important information is lost on the wqy." (ERE) H-28)

Interestingly, members of the management team expressed the same type of

complaint, although they were complaining that they were not invited to

present their own projects to the board. The desire to present one's own issues

to the next level in the hierarchy seems to have been important to a number

ofpeople on different levels. The most commonly used argument was that this

would reduce the risk of misunderstanding or omission of important details.

Also interesting to note is that the perspectives seem to have differed from

level to level. Unfiltered presentations to the next level up were perceived as

important; those from the next level down were not perceived as important.

6.3.4 The Perspective of Board Merrtbers

This section on communication processes will end with a few comments from

the perspective of board members. One of the board members stressed the

importance of communication in a broad sense when he said:

((It is important to behave. Leaders talk to people. f ..JAn organization bears the
stamp ofits leader. J> (BMB) H-26)

In this short comment BMB summarized that leader talk to people and "be

have", which from a communicational point ofview could be seen as commu

nication through different types of action. He explored his view on the links

between a leader and the organization in the following:
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(~s a leader ifan organization one has to be very close to the business activities and
to show an interest in the business. The .rystemsfor control have to be in harmotry
with this. f ..l One has to be grounded in the business activities and to have the gut
feelingfor it - to know the business. JJ (BMB, H-26)

If one links this comment to the previous one about the importance of behav

ior, we see BMB stressing the importance of being close to the activities and

by being close to them influence the activities via behavior. Or put differently,

this could be seen as an example of a close link between learning about the

business activities and influencing those activities. In line with this view, BMB

also expressed that:

((One must dare to ask questions! Sometimes it causes laughter. JJ (BMB, H-24)

This could be seen as an argument for an. open communication, where there

sometimes could be questions which from some perspectives could seem
comIC.

The board members lacked presentations from members of the management

team other than MD and FD at the beginning of the process. This was ex

pressed by BMC:

(There is seldom atryonefrom the different units at the meetings, which means that
it is hard to express opinions to people out in the organization. JJ (BMC, H-30)

As mentioned earlier members of the management team themselves wanted

to present their own projects in order to include all relevant information. The

same wish was now also expressed from the board perspective, the board's

argument was the need to express opinions to people out in the organization.

Given the driving forces for presenting their own projects, MD changed the

situation into more frequent visits by other members of the management team

at board meetings, which was appreciated by all involved parties. This was

expressed by NR in the Northern Region who described with delight a presen

tation she held at a board meeting:

(The nearness to the board has increased with MD as the managing director. I had
a presentation for the board which was planned to take 20 minutes but was ex
panded to more than one hour. JJ (NR, H-30)

The introduction of more presentations by management-team members at

board meetings increased the direct communication between the board mem

bers and the different meetings of the management team. In that sense this

change could be seen as a part of changing the preconditions for communica-
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tion by opening a new direct dialogue between the board and different mem

bers of the management team.

6.3.5 Interpretations

The example of communication processes about the dialogue between PM2

and MD was a situation where PM2 demanded an immediate meeting with

MD as she was frustrated that their prior meetings had been postponed. Given

that the frustration reached a certain level in this situation, the question is how

other members of the management team reacted. One alternative is that all of

them acted like PM2. Another is that some people kept their frustration and

did not "force" themselves to meetings with MD, like PM2 did in this case. In

other words, there may have been frustration under the surface, which in turn

may have influenced other situations.

When MD communicated to the wide group of people in the organization, it
was more to "pass on information". Here one can raise a question about the

efficiency in the comn1unication process. MD stressed the need to receive a

receipt in a communication process, but still used a form of communication

where this was difficult. One interpretation is that he preferred informing as

many people as possible at the same time for the sake of consistency and that

the situation was more of informing, than building a dialogue.

There were some perceived problems concerning the communication pro

cesses in the management team as described above. Here one can raise the

question ofwhat the perceived problems really were about: respect? courage?

uncertainty? or something else? Another question to raise is that if it was a

problem that people did not "dare" to express their opinions in the manage

ment team, why was this problem not discussed per se? In other words, why
were there no discussions on a meta-Ievel? One possible answer is that it was

not an important problem enough. Another possible explanation is that there

were no traditions ofdiscussions on a meta-Ievel in the management team. Yet

another possible answer is that there were some obstacles preventing this kind

of discussion.

Another aspect of communication processes concerned the communication

from members of the management team to the rest of the organization. Here

one view was that people cannot get too much information and it is impossible

to fulfill all information needs. This view could be seen in the light of an

interpretation that all requests for information cannot be fulfilled with more

information. Or in other words, there may be questions on an information
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level, where the real issue is rather on another level, concerning vision and

direction of the organization, or perceived anxiety in a change process etc.

In the discussions on horizontal communication processes among members

in the management team one can note that several of the examples involved

BD at the Business Development department. There could be several reasons

for this. One possible interpretation is that BD was involved in many horizon

tal communication processes where there was some sort of tension. Another

interpretation is that BD talked more explicitly about this type of problem in

communication processes than his colleagues. A third possible explanation is

that it was the nature of the activities at the Business Development department

which made its communication processes somehow more complicated.

From the perspective ofpersons outside the management team, team members

did not communicate enough. There could be several reasons for this. One is

that the members of the management team simply did not see the point in

spending the time communicating strategies etc to the rest of the organization.

There were arguments against this interpretation as several members of the

management expressed difficulties in finding the time, although they found the

communication important. To what extent they really found the need to

communicate to the rest of the organization important is of course difficult to

judge. Another reason for the perceived lack of communication to the wider

group is that there may have been difficulties in knowing what to communi

cate. That is, the vision or strategies may not have been so clear to the mem

bers of the management team themselves.

One way of communicating, or at least improving the openness, to the group

of persons outside the management team was the introduction of public

minutes, which turned out to have a negative effect as well. Things were

interpreted as even more secret when there were confidential enclosures added

to the minutes. One interpretation of this process was that the intention to

open up the management team's work was positive. There might had been

other ways to achieve the intended openness however, like written summaries

of the main point from the meetings or information meetings with opportuni

ties to ask questions for example. It is interesting to note that the management

team continued to keep their minutes public in spite of the weakness of the

solution.

The board, in turn, highlighted the link between learning about business

activities and influencing business activities. One interpretation of this empha

sis, is that there are con1munication processes running with reciprocal influ

ences. When learning about business activities one also influences the business
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activities. And vice versa, when influencing business activities one also learns

about them.

Regarding the driving forces for people to present their own projects etc,

members of both the board and the management team expressed a desire to

reduce filters in order to send their messages. There were no arguments men

tioned about receiving messages without filters. One interpretation of this is that

both groups were n10re concerned about sending than receiving, or in other

words they wanted to influence rather than be influenced. Another is that both

groups were cautious not to be misinterpreted and wanted to make sure the

other party understood the messages. Still it was perceived as more important

to make sure that other parties understood the messages that one had sent,

than trying to understand the messages one received.

6.4 Patterns in Performing Processes

Here I will look at findings on processes for performing concerning informa

tion, business and person and present some patterns from the discussion of

the empirical findings presented above.

The patterns are interpretations

which may not be apparent when
investigating the different dimen

sions separately. These patterns

follow directly from the empiri

cal material. Interpretations in

light of previous work will be

discussed later (see chapter 8).

Person

Business

Information

Prep.
Proc.

Pert.
Proc.

Eval.
Proc.

6.4.1

Figure 25 Patterns in Processes for
Performing

A Perceived Need for an Information Overview

Over time and in different contexts the managing director asked for an infor

mation overview: He perceived a need for information on a more general level

in order to get an overall picture of the situation in the organization. It is

interesting to note that although he asked for such an overview a number of

times he never actually introduced one.
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Pattern: Indifferent contexts the managing director askedfor information on a meta
leve4 to put the information he received in its larger context and to get a better
overview ofthe present situation and reduce uncertainties.

6.4.2 Information Needs and Sources

There are several examples of "delays" in information needs, i.e. situations at

one point in time that create information needs at a later stage. One example

is the information needs of the board members. They wanted more details

because they had "got their fingers burnt" earlier. In other words, the informa

tion they asked for was a reflection on previous events. Another example of

the variations in information needs over time was the managing director's

increased demands on analyses carried out in advance ofdecisions. He had not

been happy with the documentation he received prior to making decisions and

asked for a higher standard of information. Both these events illustrate how

the information needs varied over time. There was a dynamic process where

previous events on a business level influenced information needs at a later

stage. This means that in order to understand present information needs, there

seemed to be a need to investigate previous events on a business level.

Pattern: Information needs were influenced !?y previous events on a business level.

When using information over time, different information sources were com

bined by the n1anaging director. There were written reports, oral presentations

of projects etc, attendance at meetings on different levels in the organization,

and last but not least he found "management by wandering around" to be a

useful information source. There is no obvious pattern saying that one or the

other source should be superior to the others, but the pattern is rather that

different sources were combined in differently in different situations.

Pattern: Different types ofitiformation sources were combined differentlY depending
on the situation.

6.4.3 Difficulties in Information Processes

In the performing processes on an information level there were close links to

the person level. The dialogue between the local finance departments and the

central finance department was somewhat problematic. From the local per

spective the senders of the information were frustrated as they did not feel that

they had enough time for analyzing the figures they reported. From a central

perspective the receivers of the information were unhappy with the comments
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and the analyses in the material. The final users of the information were not

happy either as they lacked analyses.

Several people stressed the importance of a dialogue between the involved

parties and emphasized the importance of feedback on reported information.

Nevertheless, this was expressed solely in words, rarely actions, and people

reporting from a local perspective did not feel they received enough feedback.

There seemed to have been a difference between a belief in the importance of

a dialogue and feedback on reported information on one hand, and the actual

establishment of such a dialogue and feedback on the other hand. This com

munication process was difficult to include on the managerial agenda.

Given that people who reported felt a lack of understanding of the context of

the information and a lack of feedback, the perceived distance between the

units increased. The perceived quality of the information was influenced and

there were complaints concerning the number of and quality of written com

ments on the financial results reported.

Pattern: There was a difference between the beliefin the importance offeedback to
reporting units and the action taken to achieve such a dialogue.

Pattern: The quality ofthe information was influenced by this lack ofdialogue.

6.4.4 Factors Influencing the Managerial Agenda

There were a huge nUITtber of different issues on the managerial agenda. There

were also different factors influencing the formation of the agenda. Some

issues were included on the agenda for obvious reasons, being crucial for the

business activities, e.g. tendering processes. Other issues were included because

of external forces from the board, like the issue about prior investment for

instance. Then there were issues included for other reasons. One pattern over

time was that there seem to be a "fun-factor", i.e. personal preferences, influ

encing the formation of the agenda. In contrast, there was perceived difficul

ties in finding time to deal with issues perceived as difficult. This illustrates the

links between the personal level, including personal preferences, and the

business level, including what issues that are included on the agenda.

Pattern: One type offactor influencing theformation ofthe agenda was a shared view
of the importance of the issue for the business activities. Another factor was an
external force from the board. A third type offactor was an internal personal
preference) ora lunlactorJ~ the inclusion ofissuesperceivedas morefun andinterest
zng.
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One type of issue on the agenda was issues related to information technology,

IT-issues. The number of these issues increased over the period 1993-1998,

which may not be surprising given the general IT-development in society

during the period. More surprising perhaps was the framing of the issues over

time. In the beginning of the period these issues most often were framed in

terms ofproject delays, and budget overdrafts etc. Then there was a shift in the

middle of the period and IT-issues were framed more in terms of business

development and business opportunities. There may have been different

reasons for this shift, for example a changing view in society in general, an

increased knowledge about IT-issues in the management team, the real break

through in use of Internet etc. No matter what the underlying reason was,

there was a pattern in the changing framing of the issues, and the framing of

the issues influenced how they were handled. At the board level more attention

was paid to issues at a later stage (cf. a fun-factor?).

Pattern: The framing of IT-issues changed from primarilY in problematic terms
(delqys and overdreifts) into framings in more offensive terms (business development
and opportunities).

Pattern: The framing ofthe issues influenced how the issues were dealt with.

6.4.6 Asymmetry in Vertical Communication Processes

Examples ofvertical communication processes taking place between different

parties in the organization were between the board and the management team,

between the managing director and other members of the management tean1,

and between the members of the management team and their subordinates.

In vertical con1munication processes people wanted to present their projects

upward themselves. The main argument used was that they wanted to n1ake

sure that details were included and correct and a filter in form of another

person presenting the issue may distort or omit important parts. The upper

level recipients in vertical communication also wanted people from lower

levels in the organization to present their own projects. The main argument

used here was that this way they could respond and send messages. Both

parties argued in terms of clearly sent messages.

Pattern: In vertical communication processes there were driving forces for reducing
filters in the communication. Both the superior and subordinateparties in the vertical
communication emphasized sending aspects as the main argumentfor reducingfilters.
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Communication and Meta-communication

Communication processes were taking place on different levels. The managing
director spent a considerable amount of time and effort communicating
through different channels. One of these channels was supplementing commu

nication with words. He sometimes attended meetings primarily to signal that
the issues at hand were important, to ask the opinion of someone not only
because he wanted to hear the person's opinion, but partly because he wanted
to communicate the importance of the person. This type of communication
could be seen as a form of meta-communication as there was communication
taking place of two levels. There was both the actual communication taking

place at the meeting or in the dialogue with a person, and there was the meta
communication in form of the message sent by the very fact of this communi

cation taking place. There were also examples ofunintended meta-communica
tion in the sense that some actions were interpreted by other people in a way
that was not intended by the managing director.

Pattern: The managing director consciouslY combined communication on an actual
level with meta-communication when he wanted to send messages.

6.4.8 Problems Moving Between Levels

When looking for patterns in performing processes across different levels there
seemed to be one pattern that problems sometimes occurred first at one level

and then the underlying problems were to be found on other levels. In the
perceived problem concerning slow decision-processes for example, the focus
was first on inappropriate information in advance ofdecisions. The underlying
problem concerned the increased demands on information as a part of the
increased cost control in the organization, i.e. on a business level. One reason
for the slow decision-processes was that the communication between the

involved parties did not work satisfactorily. As there were different pictures of
what the real problem actually was, different people acted on different levels
in order to solve the problem. There were attempts to improve information,
but without a genuine understanding of the underlying reasons, these attempts
did not work out well.

Pattern: What first seemed to be a problem on an itiformation levelproved to be
difficult to solve without agenuine understanding ofunderIYingproblems on business
andperson levels.

Pattern: There IJ/ere veryfelJ; discussions with the explicitpurpose to clarijj underlYing
problems.
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As the organization did well financially, it was difficult for the managing

director to achieve a climate for change. Even if he tried to improve cost

control, it was difficult, because people in the organization put the increased

demands in the context of the organization which did very well financially. It

was not until there was a major external event that there was a sense of ur

gency, i.e. it was not enough for the managing director to communicate the

message of importance of change. The climate for change was pervasive, and

it was very difficult to change it from an internal perspective.

It was not until the organization faced major challenges that comparisons

between MD and the former managing director started to appear in discus

sions. In the beginning of the process there were very few comparisons

between the (then) newly appointed managing director and his predecessor.

Pattern: The resistance to change waspervasive and it was difficultfor the managing
director to change the climatefor change.



7 Empirical Discussion Ill: Processes
Focused on Evaluating

In this chapter empiricalfindings on managementprocessesfocused on evaluating
will be described and discussed. There will be sections related to information,
business andperson levels. Each section willend with some immediate interpreta
tions. Thepurpose is here to illuminate some aspectsfrom the eJ1piricalfindings,
but at the same time differentiate these interpretationsfrom the empiricaldescrip
tions. The chapter closes with interpretations ofsome patterns in the evaluating
processes (see section 7.4 on page 245).

7.1 Information Focus

Figure 26 Information Focus on
Processes for Evaluating
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In the following discussions on

inforn1ation-focused processes

for evaluating I will focus on dif

ferent aspects of evaluation of

information for managerial use.

First I will discuss the role of

evaluating information over time

including a situation when the

information platform was per

ceived to be inadequate. Then I

will discuss aspects of evaluating

information in relation to information sources, information use and informa

tion quality.

7.1.1 Information Evaluating Over Time

The first and most important evaluative process concerning information took

place at a very early stage, when MD had been in office for a few months. As

there were many complaints about the information for managerial use both

from board members and from members of the management team, MD made

the decision to start changing the managerial platform. He felt a need to

improve the control in the organization. In this evaluating process there were

discussions within the board and the management team about the urgent need

to improve the information.
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Once the new monthly report was introduced, MD's own evaluation was that

th~ information had been improved. Now he felt a need to change the con
texts where the information was used. This led to the introduction of the fixed

agendas for meetings, which has been described earlier. In this evaluation

process MD felt that change on tIle information level was not enough.

This resulted in the process to develop fixed agendas. In the development of

the fixed agenda, where MD took an active part, the situation was evaluated

and the need to increase the focus on business control was found. This led to

the need for a new business controller. The evaluating processes were closely

related to previous development processes. When something was changed

there were also evaluative discussions about need for further changes.

When the business controller was established there was a phase when there

were few evaluating processes concerning information for managerial use. It

was not until the organization met a major challenge, after MD had been in

office for about two years, that there was a perceived need to evaluate the

information. At this point in time the managing director felt that there was a

need to supplement the ordinary information platform because ofan extraordi

nary situation.

7.1.2 When the Information Platform Was Not Enough

Immediately after the loss of the contract in the Southern Region the organiza

tion faced a major challenge. In this situation MD perceived a need for a better

picture of different people's views of the situation Omega now was facing. In

order to get this picture MD initiated an investigation in form of an interview

survey where different points ofview from different perspectives were mapped

and described.

MD commented on the situation and the perceived need to get a better picture

of it:

"Some people sqy that thry see every problem as an opportunity. That is not right.
Sometimes aproblem is a threat and there is no use trying to ignore thatfact. JJ (M"Q
H-59)

He saw a major problem and wanted to get a better picture than the ordinary

managerial platform could provide. The situation was perceived as extraordi

nary and instead of changing the managerial information platform he sought

a temporary solution. He chose to keep his managerial information platform

intact and added a component to the platform for a special occasion.
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Management Processes

More about Evaluating Information Over Time

After the event in 1995 when the information platform was perceived to

provide insufficient support there were few evaluative processes concerning

information. The managing director had been in office for a few of years, and

the managerial information platform had taken form. There were some com

plaints concerning the information processes and the lack of sufficient feed

back to the reporting units. Here the only evaluating processes taking place

were informal conversations pointing out that the dialogue with reporting units

was important, rather than taking action and changing the situation.

The evaluating processes on an information level came to play a limited role

in the latter part of the time period studied.

7.1.4 Evaluating Information Sources

Although there were no "formal" evaluation processes concerning the use of

different information sources, there were comments over time evaluating

sources. As described, MD found "management by wandering around" to be

a useful information source.

When MD informally evaluated the monthly reports and found that these did

not include enough written comments, he introduced a "CEO-letter" from his

reporting managers. MD himself had to write a monthly letter to the CEO of

the Alpha Group and now he introduced a similar letter from his reporting

manager. One intention with these letters, which followed a given structure,

was to force the reporting units to comment on the results themselves. MD

\vanted them to be more alert and not only passively pass on information.

One source that MD was missing, and he expressed this a number of times

over the years, was an overview of various types, as mentioned earlier. He

wanted to get a better overview of all activities that were taking place or were

planned. He said:

(We need a clear structure and an obviousplanfor our work." (JM~ H-70)

He was looking for a plan for the work, an overview: The question is whether

someone other than himself could provide this? On a more specific level an

information overview could have been provided, like for instance concerning

projects. This was also done to some extent when all projects were reported

according to a specific structure on monthly meetings in the management

team. At one point in time there were as many as 77 projects running, which

meant that it was quite a challenge to get an overview:
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One perspective on information use emerged when MD was invited to give a

presentation for the board n1embers of the Alpha Group. He prepared himself
carefully and made the following comment about the preparation:

('950/0 ifall overhead transparencies are never used, but it isjust that much better
for the 50/0 whichyou reallY use!,J (M"Q H-ll 0)

When presenting or sending something himself, he found it useful to be

prepared with information that he did not use, but merely used as backup in
case it would be needed. A key question then is what the situation looked like

when MD was the receiver and someone else had prepared the information?
As illustrated above, MD wanted information to meet the agreed-upon require

ments. One example of this was when BD reported on a project and did not
include enough details and was interrupted by MD. Another example was

when documentation in advance of decisions failed to n1eet requirements.

MD placed certain demands on information and he then kept his demands,

even if the senders of the information were not always up to standard. MD was
aware of the difficulties in improving the situation and that he had to put time

and effort into the process in order to improve the situation.

One aspect ofinformation use which was evaluated in different situations over

time was the possible meta-communicative aspect of certain information use.

One example of this was when FD suggested that a questionnaire should be

sent to people in the organization in order to increase their involvement, and

at the same time the results of the questionnaire would provide valuable

information. MD found this to be a good idea, evaluated it and decided not to

use it. He thought it would have been important to take care of all material

from the questionnaire and he saw a risk that the questionnaire would be

perceived as a gimmick.

7.1.6 Evaluating Information Quality

When it comes to evaluating information quality MD expressed more concerns
about how his reporting manager perceived the quality of the information they

used than own concerns. He felt that he was not familiar enough with IT
issues himself and he raised the question of whether the re porting managers

in the organization made enough use ofthe possibilities offered by information

technology as tools to support managerial work. He said:
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(How good do different managers in the organizationfeel that the information thry
receive is? There is a spanfrom agood information .rystemfor them to aprintoutfrom
a computer once a month. Where do thry think that thry are now?" (NI~ H-76)

He thought that the kind of information they had was important. Evaluating
quality ofone's own information was rare. In the management team there were

some discussions. WR commented on the difficulties with key ratios:

('Kry ratios are reallY difficult. There are two reasons for this: there are different
definitions ofthem and the business activities where thry are used differ." (WR) H
19)

WR pointed to a problem of using the information for comparisons between

different units if the definitions were not exactly the same.

In the beginning of the time period, before the managerial information pIat

forn1 was changed, one of the board members expressed the following regard

ing the quality of the information:

(7t is scary ifwe as members ofthe board receive information like this. What do thry
use themselves?" (BMB) H-20)

Then the information platform was changed as described above, and the

overall quality was improved.

It is worth noting that there were very few discussions on information quality.

There were some discussions of definitions, but the more general aspects of

quality seemed to have been taken for granted.

7.1.7 Interpretations

Evaluation ofinformation was most significant in the early parts ofthe manag

ing director's tenure. After that evaluation efforts regarding information were
limited. One interpretation of this is that once the managerial information

platforn1 was established, it was not natural to add this issue on the agenda. As
long as the platform in some sense was perceived as useful it could be inter

preted like a "don't-fix-it-if-it-ain't-broken"-mentality. If it was not perceived

as an emergent problem, like when the managing director took office, the

information platform seemed to be of lower priority than many other issues.

Regarding the evaluation of information sources and the perceived lack of an

overview, the question is what was the managing director really looking for?
One interpretation is that he was looking for something that no one else could

prepare. Maybe he was looking for something more like a plan for his own
work, which is necessarily difficult for someone else to prepare? He made a
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comment on the need to structure his work, which supports the latter interpre

tation.

The managing director introduced new demands on the information. He was

then consistent that the information was up to his standards. This could be

interpreted as a way of signalling the importance of the information to the

other members of the management team. It could also be seen as a way of

signalling that when he made demands, these demands were to be met. In

other words the discussions of information could be seen in the light of a

dialogue for setting some sort of "ground rules" in the organization. One can

notice that he was setting his ground rules on his terms, which in turn could be

seen in light of influencing the organization.

In several situations the managing director evaluated information issues in

terms of different possible interpretations, for example the idea with the

questionnaire to the organization. Here he saw the risk ofa possible interpreta

tion, i.e. a perceived gimmick, and therefore stopped the use of a possible

information source. This could also be seen as an illustration of how informa

tion is intertwined in the sense that collecting certain information also at the

same time sends messages.

Regarding information quality, the managing director expressed concerns

about the information his reporting managers used, rather than about his own

information. One interpretation of this is that he did not perceive any quality

problems in the information he received himself. There are arguments against
this interpretation, however, for instance the perceived problems with the

documentation in advance ofdecisions. Another interpretation ofhis concerns

regarding the information used by his reporting managers is that he did not

think they evaluated the quality themselves. The written comments from the
reporting managers gave him some indications about the quality of their own

information.

One aspect of the information quality was the key ratios and their quality.

There were discussions on the difficulties related to key ratios. One interpreta

tion of this is that being a manager of one of the regions it was very important

that the comparisons between the different units were made fairly, as there was
a competitive atmosphere between the different regions. It is possible (or

perhaps even likely) that members of the management team viewed the impor

tance of key ratios differently depending on how their own unit measured up.

Why were few discussions on information quality? Was it taken for granted?
A number of comments run counter to this interpretation. Was it difficult to
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have this type of discussions? The discussions which were held did not imply

any particular difficulties. One possible explanation is that there was no natural
driving force for including this type of discussion on the agenda.

7.2 Business Focus

Figure 27 Business Focus on Processes
for Evaluating
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7.2.1 Business Control on the Agenda

In the work to introduce the fixed agendas MD became aware of the need to

improve the focus on "Business Control". In his opinion there had been too

much focus on "Accounting Control". He wanted to include more analyses in

the control processes and wanted to view the control processes more broadly.

This work to change the structures for the meetings led to an evaluating

process of the control processes in the organization. When changing one

aspect (fixed agendas) of supporting structures and processes, needs to change

other aspects (business control) were revealed.

There were evaluating discussions on control aspects of the business activities

in the managen1ent team over time. Most of these discussions stressed the

importance of including broad n1easures in control processes, here illustrated

by two comments by PM1:

(1t is important to view the dice from differentperspectives. JJ (PM!) H-25)

(1t is allaboutgettingpeople and business to walk hand in hand and to monitor soft
issues too and not onlYfinancial ratios. [. ..) Financial infor/nation cannot measure
everything) like development) well-being) creativity) dissatisfaction) and wishes.
Measures for softer issues mqy be blunt) but are still important. " (PM!) H-9)
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It is not a coincidence that the discussions are illustrated by comments by PMl

as he as the personnel manager was the strongest advocate of "softer" issues
in control processes. In this matter there were different views among the

members of the management team. When a draft of a new report was dis

cussed, one of the members uttered the following regarding a suggestion of a

new key ratio:

((What is this? Absence due to illness? It stinks! PM! [the personnel manager]
should not influence what is included in the report. He does not do anything with the
information anywqy. JJ (H-3!)

As illustrated there were obvious differences within the management team.

From MD's point of view targets in both "hard" and "soft" terms were

important to include, with the following explanation:

'There is a danger in focusing entirelY on those issues that are easilY measured in
monetary units. Even if some soft measures are difficult to measure) or mqybe are
entirelY suijective estimations) thry are better than nothing. One has to improve the
measures over time. These soft issues are most difficult to handle as a newlY appointed
manager. JJ (MD, H-!7)

In line with this view a number of"softer" issues were included in the monthly

report and then subject to some revisions at later stages.

7.2.2 Control Processes in Practice

One part of the control processes in practice was that MD attended monthly

meetings in the different regions. One underlying purpose for this was to get

a better picture ofhow the managers in the regions worked and to get to know
them and their organizations better, and at the same time there were aspects

of control and evaluation. His attendance at these meetings was most impor

tant when MD was new in office, but he continued to attend the meetings at

later stages too, as he found them useful. He wanted to meet with the people
in the different regions and not only control the organization through different

written reports. His attendance at these meetings was not uncontroversial.

PMl made the following comment:

((AtpresentMD, FD and BC allgo to the monthlY meetings in the different regions.
That is waste ofmanpower. It was ok when MD was learning about the organi~

tion) but now he wants to be involved everywhere and have ! 00 percent control of
everything. JJ (PM!) H-78)
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From MD's point of view, attendance at the meetings was useful. From other

perspectives it was a source for irritation and a sign of that MD wanted to
"have 100 percent control of everything". There were different perspectives

on and interpretations of his managerial actions. MD attended the meetings

with certain intentions, and other persons interpreted the actions differently.

Evaluative processes in the different regions varied to some extent according
to the different regional managers. In the Western Region, for example, the

local financial manager spent quite some time feeding all data into their own

system for analysis. By using their own information system they had found a

way of keeping track of development in the different parts of their region. The

regional manager, WR, said:

(The managersfor the different areas know that we keep track rifthem. This signals
that it is important. " (lPR, H-4)

The control processes throughout the organization were made more difficult

due to the profitability in the organization. As Omega was profitable, people
in the organization were generally not very concerned about control processes.

The financial director even talked about the profitability as a weakness:

(The profitability is a weakness - we are not e.fficient enough, too matry people are
involved in differentprqjects and decisions. " (FQ H-67)

PL referred to cost control making people sick in the organization:

(Thry don't see the point in it as the results are so good." (pL, H-66)

That is, the good financial results made the control processes more difficult.
In the management team BD raised the following question:

(We have to ask ourselves: What results could we possiblY reach? How can we
constantlY improve?" (BQ H-66)

Even if the members of the management team wanted to change and to

improve, it was challenging to convey this message in the organization. The
difficulties in achieving a sense of urgency were obvious. Hard facts in the

form of very good results influenced people in general much more than

management-team members expressing the need to increase cost control.

The control processes did not work perfectly smooth in practice. One example

of this was that the reporting units perceived a lack of feedback. One region

even tried to send fake figures in order to see if they should get any response.
They did not get any feedback on the fake numbers.
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Seen from one perspective the evaluation processes on the business level took

place on a regular basis. The business activities were reviewed in terms of

different types of reports and meetings on a monthly basis. Seen from another

perspective the business activities were not reviewed frequently. Little was said

about what business activities to carry out and how these should be carried out.

There was one major event when the business activities were evaluated and the

different activities were challenged - after the major loss when MD had been

in office for about two years. This means that there was an external event

initializing the evaluation processes on the business level.

The number of activities increased considerably at this point in time and the

workload became very tough in the organization in general and for the mem

bers of the management team in particular, a workload sometime described as

"intolerable" (cf. NR, H-82). In accordance with MD's preferences, many

activities were organized as projects. This in turn led to a need for a new form

of monitoring better suited to the situation with a huge number of projects

running concurrently. A model for reporting projects was introduced in order

to achieve this.

The organization faced a challenge from a control point of view when the

business activities were evaluated and challenged after the major loss. During

his first two years in office MD had increased cost control in the organization.

When the organization had to find ways to compensate for the lost contract,

it was necessary to spend resources on new ideas. This called for a new mind

set: first MD had to change a situation where there was a perception of low

cost control, and then he had to allow for new investments and at the same

time try to maintain cost control in the organization. This was perceived as a

delicate balance. BD at the Business Development department said:

(MD has consolidated the business over twoyears and looked at thepotential to save
monry. We have reduced costs) but not spent enough on development. We need to
change now. It hasprobablY been necessary to get agnp on the costs) but now we need
to change track. Regarding development not much has happened. JJ (B~ H-68)

Aside from the fact that a person in charge ofa Business Development depart

ment will typically perceive a need for more resources fof. development, the

comment illustrates a challenge. There was a need for a shift once again. At

first when MD took office the shift could in some sense be described in terms

ofbraking, and now it was time to step on the gas again. This led to comments
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about comparisons between MD and his predecessor and MD being perceived

as being too serious.

7.2.4 Benchmarking Efforts

In order to evaluate the business activities in comparison to competitors, the

management team invited four main actors in the business (although not direct

competitors) to present how they work. All members of the n1anagement team

were present and the day was well received. The seminar gave food for thought

about how Omega could, and perhaps must, improve their business activities.

The lost contract was also seen as a too telling an argument for the tough

competition.

This event illustrates how the members of the organization tried to catch

external influences in evaluating processes on the business level. Another way

of learning more about the environment was a project investigating the busi

ness environment, which resulted in a 35-page report describing different

aspects on the business environment. The idea was to use the findings as a

basis for the long range planning efforts in Omega.

But there were not only attempts to benchmark with an external perspective.

ER at the Eastern Region pointed to the possibilities of learning from each

other within the organization:

(We need to evaluate the business activities all the time. U7R might have shorter time
horizon than the rest ofus) which mqy begood andputpressure on the entire organi
zation. JJ (ER) H-71)

Although there were attempts to benchmark, it is likely that the good profit

ability influenced the perceived need for this type of evaluation. BD at the

Business Development department saw a potential in the organization but

found it difficult to achieve necessary change. He explained:

(:4 little provocativelY) I use to sqy that I could improve the results in each unit !?J
100/0Just !?J poking about in it. JJ (BQ H-14)

Here one can ask questions about the willingness among the regional managers

to listen to this message. Provocatively was the expression used. The bench

marking efforts that took place were attempts to illustrate the potential for

improvements and alternative ways to conduct the business activities. Still, the

change climate was restrictive as long as the financial results were very good.

Although people seemed to understand the potential for in1provements, there

was a large gap between an intellectual understanding and action.
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One specific aspect of benchmarking concerned MD particularly and that was

how well the organization made use of IT-potential to support the business

processes. He perceived it as a major problem that he could not judge how

good Omega was at making use of this potential. He felt that he had no way
of measuring or benchmarking if they were top or bottom, or maybe more

likely somewhere in the middle of the spectrum.

7.2.5 Interpretations

There were different opinions among the members in the management team

when evaluating different key ratios used in the control processes. One inter

pretation of this is that the discussions on key ratios were expressions for

different opinions on other levels, like for example different personal values
or views of how the business activities should be managed.

In the control processes there were perceived difficulties in conveying the
message that cost control had to be increased, at the same tin1e as the organi

zation did financially very well. From one point of view this could be seen as
fairly obvious. From another point of view the members of the management

team tried in various ways to influence people to realize the importance ofcost

control. When trying to interpret these processes, the time perspectives may

offer some explanations. That is, the financial results were very good now. The

increased cost control was perceived by MD to be needed to achieve sustain

able good results tomorrow. Here one could question whether increased cost

control really would help achieving sustainable results or not, but MD believed

in such a causal connection. Another possible explanation could be to found

in the differences between messages through action or words. The results were

through "action", while the perceived need for increased cost control was
expressed through "words".

The shift from "brake" to "gas" was challenging in the organization. How

come this was perceived as difficult? First one can assume that most shifts of

this type may be difficult. Second the organization had only two years earlier
gone through a shift from "gas" to "brake". This meant that when a number

of persons finally had gotten used to the increased cost control it may be

difficult to change again. Given the discussions in the organization it seems

that these difficulties were underestimated.

The benchmarking efforts with competitors could be seen as attempts to

include external influences in the evaluation processes. The internal bench

marking efforts could also be seen as attempts to include external influences,

but this time on a region level. The use of external influences became one way
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of trying to deal with the "problem" that the organization was so profitable

that the climate for change was minimized.

7.3 Person Focus

Figure 28 Person Focus on Processes for
Evaluating
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7.3.1 The General Manger Reflecting

Over tinle there were several occasions where the managing director reflected

on llis own situation and Omega's situation. MD commented explicitly at an

early stage on the usefulness of actually take the time to reflect on matters:

((It is reallYfruitful to sit down and discuss and reflect upon what one is doing. I have
not taken the time to sit down and summarize and reflect on what I have done during
these first months here. It is useful to do so now and then. JJ (1\1~ H-12)

He pointed to the challenge of actually take the tinle for reflection. Even ifhe
expressed the usefulness of doing so ((now and then JJ it was a challenge to find

the time to do so. Here MD used a "reflective dialogue" included in the

research project reported (see section 3.6.5) as a means to actually take the time
for some reflection ((now and then JJ

•

When MD had been in office for about 18 months he had reached a situation

where the platform for the managerial activities was built and the old invest

ments were wound up. At this point in time he reflected on having "con

cluded" the first phase of his assignment as managing director of Omega. By

this time he had learnt about this organization as well as the Alpha Group, to

which Omega belonged.
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From time to time MD expressed a loneliness in his work. There were differ

ent dimensions of this perceived loneliness. One was within the organization
at the time when MD lacked business control, and it concerned the need to

reflect on the results On1ega presented. He said:

FranklY speaking) there is no one else who reflects on the figures. This is a harsh
statement but in principle I think this is the wqy things are. JJ (MD, H-37)

There were most likely other opinions on the matter at the Finance and IS

department, but that is not the point. The point is instead that this was how

MD perceived the situation at that point in time.

Another perceived loneliness was within the Alpha Group. MD was in charge

of an organization, Omega, that differed from the rest of the Alpha Group.
This meant that he did not have any close colleagues in other parts of the

group, and in a moment of stress he said:

HI am probablY one of the most lonelY managers within the Alpha Group. JJ (MD)
H-48)

The loneliness consisted of the fact that many issues ended up on MD's desk
and he had to make decisions which sometimes were hard to discuss with

other members of the management team as they often were parties to the
matters.

Over time when MD reflected over his own work there was one type of

situation he was particularly pleased with. T11at was when different types of

management processes were settled, or "in place". He tried to establish differ
ent processes to use when dealing with various issues on his agenda and was

pleased when this was achieved as he found it helpful in his daily work.

When, on the other hand, processes were not settled, it sometimes led to

frustration. One exan1ple was when MD was reflecting on the lack of power

to carry out decisions that had been made:

(1 do not like a situation where there is nopower to carry out decisions that have been
made. JJ (MD, H-37)

Another source of frustration was when he reflected on the impression per

sons could have of MD and his management team:

(1 hate it when people get the impression that we are not competent. JJ (MD, H-33)

The latter example was one of his own driving forces for improving the work

in the management team. The former example was one underlying reason for
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strengthening the management team with a business controller who could help

assure that decisions were carried out.

When MD reflected on and evaluated his own work there was one challenge

he mentioned on several occasions over time - the challenge of time and how
to plan and allocate his own time. One example of this was illustrated in the

following conversation between MD and his personal assistant PA:

(This is not realistic MD" sqys PA about the time schedule in an arrangement.
('5he is aware that things mqy be dragging on a little bit" he answers and PAJust
looks tired. (H-47)

PA saw MD as a genuine (time-optimist" who often thought it was possible to

get more things done in the time available than was practically possible. As

they had worked together for a long time, she was well aware of the way MD
worked and things usually worked very well, even though they had some

arguments about time now and then. MD saw a major challenge in planning
his own time.

7.3.2 Evaluating Management-Team Work

When members of the management team reflected on their work over time,
their evaluation resulted in different opinions. One example was the opinion

expressed by SR in the Southern Region:

(We need to focus more on the development ofthe whole. Matry people arefocusing
on their own. U/e would need a course in prychologyfor how we think. [ ..] It reallY
is about communication between human beings to work a little bit better in pro
cesses." (SRJ H-79)

She perceived a need to work more with the whole organization in focus rather
than an individual's region. One can also notice that in her opinion the ((com

munication between human beings to work a little bit better inprocesses"was the key. She

stressed the communicational aspects of the work in the management team.

Another reflection on the work in the management team was when WR in the

Western Region reflected on the "go" in the n1anagement team:

(There is ~oJ in the work in the J1Janagement team now. One is lookingfonvard to
every meeting. It mqy have been a strength that we lost the contract in the Southern
Region. Now we are all workingfor the future. JJ (U7RJ H-82)

Here WR stressed the importance to work )or the future", to aim at a vision.

One view is that he had lacked a clear vision and now perceived a "go" as the
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management team together had to handle a challenging situation. He enjoyed

the situation when there were many activities running concurrently:

('It is fun to work now. There are maf!J things going on right now and a positive
atmosphere in the organization. In the Western Region we are moving to new
premises which is great." (U7R, H-64)

He talked about a (positive atmosphere in the organization JJ
• The atmosphere, or

climate, in the organization was perceived as important. As the climate for

change was limited earlier due to good overall financial results, the atmosphere

was now perceived as positive, although the reason for change was a huge loss.

When people evaluated the work in the management team one frequently
mentioned factor concerned efficiency in their meetings. MD had introduced

fixed agendas for the meetings in the management team when he had been in
office for about a year. Over time discipline during the meetings deteriorated.

The number of issues included on the agenda increased, and one could see a

pattern in which latter parts ofmeetings tended to be rather "crowded". Often

there were items on the agenda that were postponed to later meetings due to
lack of time.

Another aspect of the efficiency in meetings concerned who should attend
different meetings. ER in the Eastern Region expressed his view as follows:

('It is not efficient to have meetingsfor 15persons thatflY one hour to the meetinf; JJ

(ER, H-83)

There were many man-hours spent traveling between the different regions, and

there was no real discussion of these matters, but people got involved in
different projects and then attended project meetings etc.

7.3.3 Reflections Made on the Importance of Persons

In evaluating processes carried out by different people in the organization over

time, there was one recurrent theme: the importance of persons. One of the

board members reflected on the importance ofthe people meeting the custom
ers:

('It can result in a 100/0 difference on the bottom-line ifthe team meeting the custom-
ers isplqying in the 5th division or in the Premiere League. JJ (BMB, H-14)

Thus' he emphasized the link between the behavior of individuals and the

overall results for the organization. In other words, he summarized the impor
tance of people in order to achieve results on a business level.
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MD reflected on the importance of people in change processes and was

specific about a common mistake:

'7n changeprocesses the mqjormistake is to underestimate the importance rfpeople. JJ

(M~ H-65)

Tb.is comment could be seen in the context of difficulties in achieving change

in the organization when the people involved did not see any point in chang

ing. This was a challenge for the management team and PMl at the Personnel

department expressed it in the following way:

'7t is highlY dangerous that we make a lot rfmonry now. What is the incentive to
change?JJ (PM!J H-!3)

The question is whether MD and the others in the management team underes

timated people in the change processes? Was MD's comment perhaps a critical
account of own behavior? In some sense MD could have been said to have

underestimated people when he tried to change the way people worked.
Remember his expression about how he felt like he worked like a beaver to get

them to work differently.

Fron1 another point of view MD in many respects tried to take people into

account when trying to accomplish changes. This was illustrated for example

in the process of recruiting a new business controller and the introduction of

this new person, especially in relation to the financial director.

One particular aspect of evaluative processes on a person level concerns the

perceived anxiety in the organization at different points in time. As described

earlier there was little anxiety in the beginning of the period, but then when the

organization faced major challenges people started to perceive anxiety. The

level of anxiety varied considerably between different people in the organiza

tion generally, as well as between different members of the management team.

7.3.4 Interpretations

There are different ways to interpret the managing director's statement that

people in the managen1ent team did not reflect on the figures. One interpreta
tion is that this was an expression for a perceived general dissatisfaction with

some members of the management team. Another interpretation is that there

were very few people actually reflecting on the figures, perhaps because the

figures usually looked good.

The managing director expressed a perceived loneliness. Here one interpreta

tion is that this type of loneliness is something that every managing director
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has to face. The loneliness may have been emphasized by the fact that the

business activities differed from the rest of the Alpha Group. On the other

hand board members could have been involved in helping to support the

managerial duties, although the managing director did not perceive matters this
way at the particular point in time when the comments on loneliness were

made.

One concern regarding efficiency in the management team's work was that

people tended to spend a great deal of time traveling between the different

regions to attend meetings etc. One interpretation of the traveling is that there

was an underlying intention to make use of the competence available as much

as possible and share experience between different regions. Another interpreta

tion is that the traveling simply took place based on tradition without much

thought about the efficiency. Yet another possibility is that people complaining

about the traveling were dissatisfied with something other than the traveling,

which might simply have been a symptom of other issues.

In various ways the importance of people was emphasized. The question is
whether this expressed importance was translated into behavior? When the

managing director said that it is easy to underestimate people in change pro
cesses, one interpretation is that he reflected on his own behavior. Even if he

often reflected on how people might interpret different messages or courses
of action, it is still conceivable that he found he had underestimated the

importance of people in the processes.

7.4 Patterns in Evaluation Processes

Eval.
Proc.

Pert.
Proc.

Prep.
Proc.

Person

Business

Information

Here I will look at the findings on processes for evaluating concerning infor

mation, business and person and present some patterns from the discussion

of the empirical findings discussed above.

The patterns are attempts to

make interpretations which may

not be revealed when investigat

ing the different dimensions sep

arately, as above. The patterns

are directly related to the empiri
cal material in the following dis

cussion and interpretations in
Figure 29 Patterns in Processes for

Evaluating
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light of previous work will be discussed later (see chapter 8).

7.4.1 First and Second-Order Evaluating

There were first-order and second-order evaluation processes in the organiza

tion. Evaluating business activities in form of control processes could be seen

as first-order evaluation. Then there were processes for evaluating the control

processes, which could be seen as second-order evaluation. The latter could be

seen as processes evaluating how the evaluating was to take place.

The first-order evaluating processes seemed to have a natural place on the

managerial agenda. The second-order evaluating processes on the other hand,

when evaluating processes where questioned and challenged, seemed to be

more difficult to include on the agenda.

Pattern: There were two types ofevaluationprocess:first and second-orderprocesses.
Thefirst type seemed to have a more naturalplace on the managerialagenda than the
second type.

When evaluation of a second-order took place in the organization there was

a specific reason. Often the triggers for evaluating processes were external.

External events initiated the evaluation efforts. Examples of this type of

external event were comments from board members, entrance ofa new person

and loss of a contract.

Pattern: When evaluation of a second-order took place) there was often a specific
reason for it) typicallY an external event.

7.4.2 The Chain of Changes and Evaluation

When evaluation processes took place there was often a chain of events. This

chain could be described as a change effort that led to evaluation efforts,

which led to new change efforts, which led in turn to new evaluation efforts,

and so on. So, in addition to external events as triggers for evaluation pro

cesses, one could see a pattern that relates evaluating efforts to change efforts

in the organization. One example of this is change in information to the

management team. This led to evaluation of management meetings, which led

to change of agendas. In the process of changing the agendas, the evaluation

ofa need to improve business control was initiated, which led to a new change

etc. Another example is the change in the amount of activity organized in

projects. When this was changed, it led to evaluation efforts of the control

form for different projects, which in turn led to the introduction ofnew forms
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for reporting on projects. When this form was introduced, it influenced the

dialogue between the managing director and the reporting managers etc.

Pattern: Evaluation efforts were often related to change efforts like a chain ofevents
where a changeprocess led to an evaluationprocesses which in turn led to new change
efforts and so on.

7.4.3 The Challenge of Taking Time to Reflect

In the organization people in general and the managing director in particular

expressed, and showed in action, the difficulty of taking time to reflect, or

evaluate on a person level. The managing director found the time spent on

evaluating and reflecting on his work as useful. In spite of this, it was hard to

find th.e time to do so. It was much easier to find the time for evaluating

processes on a business level, where there were more specific tasks at hand.

The evaluation efforts on a business level addressed more tangible issues and

easier to include on the managerial agenda. The evaluation efforts on a person

level were more abstract and perceived as more difficult to find time for.

Pattern: It wasperceivedas more difficult tofind the timefor reflection and evaluation
on aperson level than on a business level.

7.4.4 Intertwined Information

When evaluating the use of information sources, one aspect included in the

evaluation was possible interpretations of the use of the information source.

In other words, the potential message influenced the use of the information

source. One example is the rejection of the idea of questionnaires, where the

risk of misinterpretation of the purpose led to the decision not to make use of

the potential source for information. An example illustrating the opposite

situation, i.e. where an information source was used primarily for sending a

message, is the managing director's attendance at meetings to signal the

importance of the matters under discussion.

These examples point to a pattern of intertwined information. The use of

information seems to be bipartite. At the same time as information is collected,

messages are sent, deliberately or not. The managing director often evaluated

different possible interpretations, which in turn influenced his use of different

information sources.

Pattern: When information sources were evaluate~ the evaluation was influenced l?J
the dual role ofinformation as receiving and sending were intertwined.
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This third part consists of three chapters with various concluding discussions.

First there is a chapter with a general discussion where the empirical findings
are related to previous research. Here underlying theoretical perspectives

described in chapter 1 will be revisited. I will discuss findings from four
theoretical perspectives: an information perspective, an agenda perspective, a

communication perspective and a development perspective. I then bring the
perspectives together and elaborate on the framework of management pro

cesses used in previous chapters. Following from that, I will pay another visit
to the case study and discuss empirical findings in light of frameworks pro

posed earlier in this chapter. Chapter 8 ends with a summary of the main
findings of the study.

In chapter 9 there is a discussion of the study's methodological quality. The
chapter includes a concluding discussion of the outcome of the research

process described and discussed earlier (see chapter 3).

In chapter 10, I continue the concluding discussions by addressing the pur

poses of the study. Here I review the study and its results (discussed in chapter
8) in relation to the purposes of the study, and discuss the extent to which they

are fulfilled. Finally, I look at the study in terms of the meanings and contexts
of findings and discuss implications for practice and for further research.



8 Discussion in Light of Previous Work

In this chapter the aim is to discuss empiricalfindings in light of theoretical
foundations andprevious work. The chapter is structured ly thefour theoretical
perspectives described earlier. First there is a discussion from an information
perspective, then from an agenda perspective, a communication perspective and
finallY a discussionfrom a developmentperspective. Followingfrotll these sections
there is a discussion on bringing the theoreticalperspectives together. The chapter
ends with a summary ofmain findings from the stu4J (see section 8.7 on page
301).

8.1

8.1.1

An Information Perspective

Receiving and Sending Information

In the case study, the managing director asked a number of times for informa

tion because he wants to send messages, not because he has an interest in the

information per se. Information for his own use was closely related to influ

encing others.

In previous work of managerial work different information roles have been

distinguished, such as monitor, disseminator and spokesman roles suggested

by Mintzberg (1973), and often referred to as fundamental roles in managerial,

work. Given a close relationship between receiving information (monitor role)

and sending information (disseminator role), the question is to what extent

these different roles are separable. When general managers are acting in

monitoring roles, it is likely that they also are sending messages, intentionally

or unintentionally, in disseminator roles. The possibility of distinguishing

between the different roles suggested by Mintzberg (ibid) seem to be limited.

An alternative approach to information roles is to view use of information in

managerial work in the context of communication processes (cf. Johansson
and Qstman, 1995). In this view the receiving and sending of information are

seen in a communicational context and the intertwined aspects are taken into

consideration, as opposed to distinguishing between different roles.

The idea ofintertwined receiving and sending ofinformation also has implica

tions for choices of media, or rather for how to look upon choices ofdifferent

media. In information-richness theory (e.g. Daft and Lengel, 1984; Daft et aI,
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1987) different media have been distinguished according to the "richness" of

the media. Given that receiving and sending information are intertwined, the

choice of media depends both on receiving aspects as well as on sending

aspects. The media have to be seen in the context of communication pro

cesses, rather than be evaluated as media without regard to the context, as in

Daft et al (1987) where richness of different media is discussed. To evaluate

richness of a n1edium without including the communication context of the

information seems to be an oversimplification. This is in line with prior

research stressing that richness depends on the interaction of the medium and

its organizational context (Lee, 1994) and the social processes surrounding the

media use (Markus, 1994).

In information strategies for general managers, information for own use

cannot be separated from information to influence others. There is thus a need

to reflect and decide on personal information strategies. When looking closer

at reasons for asking for information, one can distinguish between two funda

mentally different views: asking for information based on a perceived need for

the information and asking for information in order to influence other people

to pay attention to certain factors.

In the case study there were examples of situations when the managing direc

tor asked for information to influence the other person to pay attention to

certain factors, and not the least to make sure that the other person knew the

details etc. One specific example is the managing director asking for more

graphic information. Here the reason was not his own perceived needs, but a

way of forcing people reporting the information to pay attention to the infor

mation, and comment on it if necessary.

It is worth noting that just as the managing director asked his reporting manag
ers for information with the underlying intention to force them to pay atten

tion to certain factors, the board did the same with the managing director.

They asked for information in order to make sure that the managing director

himself knew about the details, rather than for their own interest.

In line with previous research, the findings point to the complexity related to

information where receiving and sending information can be seen as means for

signals and symbols in an organization (cf. Feldman and March, 1981). Thus,

the information and its underlying purposes need to be seen in its wider

context. As discussed above, information can be seen as intertwined receiving

and sending. Information flows are like two-way traffic. When trying to

achieve action, signals are sometimes best sent by requesting information, and

when for example asking for information the main purpose can be to signal
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the importance of matters at hand rather than a need for the information per
se (cf. M:htensson and Miihring, 1992). The act of asking for information
sends in itself important signals, and the sending of these signals can be more

important than the information contents. The meaning of the information can
thus be seen from various perspectives.

Information used for achieving action is more complex than information in
terms of the pair sender-receiver. Information can be used with many different
purposes and the use can have many different effects. From a theoretical point
of view this could be seen in relation to the communication axioms suggested

by Watzlawick et al (1967) (see page 78 above). The first axiom says that one
cannot not communicate and the second axiom says that communication has
a content and a relationship aspect where the latter classifies the former.
Communication is taking place both in the form of messages and in the form

of metamessages (Bateson, 1972).

When looking at information use in order to achieve action, this can be
described in terms of information to inform oneself and to inform others.
Another dimension of information use can be expressed in terms of influence,
i.e. to influence others and to be influenced. Combining these two aspects

results in the matrix presented in Figure 30.

Influencing

Informing Oneself Other Persons

Oneself

A. Focus on requesting ~ C. Focus on requesting
information to use it information with intention
oneself. to influence other persons.

......................................................-' .

Other
Persons

D. Focus on sending
information in order to
influence oneself (e.g.
public commitment).

B. Focus on sending
information in order to
influence other persons.

Figure 30 Information in Terms of Informing and Influencing

The matrix illustrates different aspects of information for action in terms of
the two dimensions informing and influencing. Cell (A) in the matrix is when
one obtains information for one's own use of information. Cell (B) is the
opposite, when one informs other persons in order to influence them. These
two situations describe the most explicit and tangible combinations. In cell (C)
one asks for information with the underlying intention ofinfluencing the other

person(s). The major issue is not information asked for, but the message sent
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by asking for it. One example from the case study is the managing director

asking for details about the travel accounts in different units. He was not

interested in the information per se, but he wanted to send the message that

it was important to keep track of details. The meta-message was different from

the information asked for.

Cell (D) illustrates the situation when one informs others with the underlying

intention of influencing oneself. One example of this is public commitment,

when someone informs other persons and by doing so commits oneself to the

message communicated. In the case study there were aspects of this type of

communication for example when the managing director inforn1ed about the

importance of the tendering processes and thereby committed himself to

devoting a great deal of time and attention to these processes.

Receiving and sending information are intertwined and inseparable, like two-wqy
traffic. When askingfor itiformation messages are sent. Askingfor information is
also askingfor attention. Awareness of the complexity of information in terms of
informing and influencing can help one to use information in order to achieve action.

8.1.2 Information Needs in a Context

The close connects among information and business activities and managerial

work have been illustrated in the case study. This is consistent with prior

research pointing to the need to learn about managerial work to understand

managerial information needs (e.g. Mintzberg, 1973, p. 150) and the difficulties

identifying information needs as there is so much potentially relevant informa

tion (e.g. IZotter, 1982, p. 76). The question whether the real issue really is to

find the information needs or perhaps instead to make sense of the business

aspects and understand the managerial world has been raised earlier (Daven

port, 1997, p. 138). The study at hand points in the same direction: the issue
does not seem to be to define information needs, but to focus more on the

contexts of the information, such as business activities and to understand

managerial work.

The body of research focused on finding or defining the information needs of

general managers (e.g. Watson and Frolick, 1993) has to a large extent focused

on different techniques for defining information needs, often as a part of the

process of introducing computer-based information systems into managerial

work. These specially designed systems have so far shown limited success

among general managers and efforts have often failed (e.g. Rainer and Watson,

1995). One possible explanation that has been offered for this relates to the

difficulties in defining the information needs ofgeneral managers. But perhaps
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the question about information needs is a misleading question. Maybe the
scope has to be wider in the sense that the focus needs to be more on increas

ing our understanding of managerial work in general, rather than trying to
define the specific information needs.

Managers have sometimes been described in terms of information workers,

like craftspersons whose raw material is information (McCall and I<.aplan,
1990, p. 16). This metaphor can be useful for illustrating not only the extensive
use of information in managerial work, but also the difficulties in defining
information needs. It seems fairly obvious that defining what raw material a

craftsman, say a cabinet-maker, needs depends on what he or she is going to
produce. With a general manager, the parallel is that the information needed

also depends on what she or he is going to do. This in turn means that in order
to better understand the information needs of general managers the main

challenge may be to increase the understanding of activities ofgeneral manag
ers.

A narrowfocus on information needs in managerial work is misleading. The scope
needs to be wide!) with afocus on business activities andan understanding ofmanage
rial work rather than definitions ofinformation needs.

8.1.3 Dimensions of Information Needs

Several previous studies have been based on an underlying assumption that

information is to support decision-making (e.g. Wetherbe, 1991). This means
that information needs have been depicted in terms of supporting decision

making processes in managerial work. Instead, given the nature of managerial
work, it seems fruitful to view information needs in terms of supporting

managerial activities and managers' sensemaking processes (cf. Weick, 1995).
Given this stance, it is natural to view information needs as something contin

ual. With an underlying decision-making assumption one can view information
as input to discrete events (although perhaps to a large number of events).

Witb. a view ofinformation needs as input to a sensemaking process it is easier
to see the continual need for information and changes in information needs.

This has the implication that there is limited value, over time, in atten1pts to
map general managers' information needs, for example in development pro

cesses for computer-based information systems to support managerial work.
Instead information needs have to be viewed as something constantly chang

ing. The need for different types ofinformation varies though. There are some
information needs that may be more static to their nature (e.g. information

about financial results). The findings of this study indicate a need to view



254 Management Processes

different types of information needs in managerial work differently. In order

to understand these needs, it is necessary to fully understand the context, i.e.

the managerial work. Instead of an underlying information-system-develop

ment approach where information needs are defined, the task ought to be

viewed more from a managerial-work point of vie~

Information needs in managerial work should be viewed in a larger context, as

suggested by for example Davenport (1997) in terms of a holistic approach.

Another way of putting information needs into a larger context is to view the

needs ofinforn1ation from a perspective ofdifferent logical levels (cf. Bateson,

1972). In these terms information is seen as structures to support business

processes. Seen fron1 the perspective of logical levels, too narrow a focus on

information needs would be to "lock" on one level without taking other levels

into consideration. Theoretically this would be inadequate, which also seems

to be the case from a practical point of view.

The concept of information can be elaborated on in order to reveal different

dimensions. If one starts looking at the tin1ing of information needs, i.e. when

the information is needed, it is possible to distinguish between immediate and

delayed needs. Some information needs are spontaneous, while other needs are

known about in advance. As described earlier, some information needs may be

continuous while other needs are discrete. Regarding the content dimension,
needs can be for inforn1ation from external or internal sources. Some informa

tion needs are anonymous while other needs are used to communicate mes

sages. Examples of anonymous information needs could be in relation to

confidential issues on the managerial agenda. In the case study this was illus

trated for example by managerial activities concerning old investments during

the first year. Furthermore, there is a contextual dimension in information

needs concerning the intentional use of the information which can be for

example either for decisions or dialogues. Yet another dimension concerns the

driving force behind the information needs, which can be either one's own or

external.

The seven dimensions of information needs suggested above are summarized

in Table 20 belo~



Dimension

a timing-dimension

a planning-dimension

a continuity-dimension

a content-dimension

an openness-dimension

a contextual-dimension

a trigger-dimension

Discussion in Light ofPrevious Work

Description

immediate vs. delayed needs

spontaneous vs. planned needs

continuous vs. discrete needs

external vs. internal sources

anonymous vs. communicative needs

decision vs. dialogue

own driving force vs. external driving force
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Table 20 Dimensions of Information Needs

In line with previous research where holistic approaches to information needs

have been applied (e.g. Davenport, 1997) the dimensions suggested in Table
20 can help explore information needs and view the needs in larger contexts

and with more nuances.

It is worth noting that information needs may not always be visible at all.

There are managerial activities that are "invisible" and take place in arenas far
from board rooms etc (Sjostrand and Tyrstrup, 2001). This is worth emphasiz
ing as a discussion on information needs otherwise may look like a rational
approach where information needs easily can be defined for different tasks.

Describing information needs in different dimensions can help revealnuances andadd
to a holzstic view where itiformation needs are put in wider contexts.

8.1.4 Information Sources

In the case study it was found that different information sources were com
bined depending on the situation. A large number ofinformation sources were
used. There was no particular pattern found regarding which information

source was perceived as more useful than other sources. It was rather the
combination of different sources that was evident.

Previous research has investigated major sources of management information
and perceived usefulness of different information sources in managerial work
(e.g. MdCinnon and Bruns, 1992) and seeking styles for information (e.g.
Martin and Martin, 1989). In the study at hand the main focus has been to
view use of information as a part of managerial activities, not on investigating
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information sources or seeking styles per se. Nevertheless, the perceived

importance of combination of information sources has been significant.

One particular aspect ofcombined information sources has been the perceived

usefulness of "management by wandering around". The managing director

stressed the importance of being out to see and hear things without searching

for anything particular. He found it useful to combine written reports and oral

presentations with being out to see and hear things without particular aims. In

terms ofAguilar's (1967) description ofdifferent types ofscanning, the manag

ing director stressed the importance of undirected viewing and informal

search. In line with previous research, the scanning was determined by the

situation. The perceived usefulness of "management by wandering around"

highlights the importance of human sources of information, which is consis

tent with previous research (e.g. IZeegan, 1974).

The perceived usefulness ofdifferent information sources can be described in

terms of three different factors influencing the choice of sources:

the individual

the situation

• the information

The individual and his or her preferences influence the choice. The situation

influences the choice, where the situation includes the time-factor, i.e. how

much. time is available. The information influences the choice in terms ofboth

form and contents. This means that when evaluating information sources,

these have to be seen in their context in terms of: who is the individual to use

the information, what is the particular situation, and what kind ofinformation

is in focus. One theoretical foundation to the classification along these three

dimensions is found in the infological equation by Langefors (1973), see page

74 above. The individual links to the frame of reference in the infological

equation; the situation links partly to the time-component in the equation; and

the information links to the data-con1ponent in the equation.

Another theoretical foundation is found in the theory of logical levels (e.g.

Lundeberg, 1993). The three factors represent three fundamental levels:

persons (the individual), business (the situation) and information (cf. Figure 10

on page 83).

The usefulness ofan information source is related to the individua4 the situation and
theform and content ofthe information. The usefulness is also related to the combina
tion ofdifferent sources.
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Levels of Information
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One recurrent theme in the findings from the case study was the perceived
need for an information overview. The managing director was asking for
information on a more general level to get an overview. He came back to this
request a number of times, but never implemented a master overview.

From a theoretical point of view there are links to the distinction between

syntax, semantics and pragmatics, see earlier discussion (page 80). The master
overview can be seen as a means for help putting the information in its larger
context and to increase the effectiveness in terms of meaning of the informa
tion, or in other words aspects of semantics. This in turn then influences the

use of the information, or aspects of pragmatics.

The perceived need for an information overview can also be described in
terms of reframing (e.g. Watzlawick et ai, 1974; Koesder, 1964), see page 86.
That is, a master overview can help reframing issues because an overview of
a situation can help revealing new patterns and issues can be seen through new
frames.

There are thus several different theoretical explanations for the expressed need
of an overview as illustrated above. From a practical point of view in the case

study the managing director asked for a master overview, but did not imple
ment one. There could be different reasons for not implementing it: an inabil
ity to express what the plan should include, difficulties in producing the
overview, insufficient priority given to the issue etc, including combinations

of these possible reasons.

No matter what the reason for not implementing a master overview, this plan
could be seen as information on a different level than other reports. While

reports traditionally have the purpose of fulfilling more or less specific infor
mation needs, an information overview would have the purpose of fulfilling
a need on an overall level, putting the other information in its context. Here
there are close links to the notion ofinformation ecology suggested by Daven
port (1997), where a wider picture is included and information put in its larger

context.

When McKinnon and Bruns (1992) discuss different types of information in
terms of an information mosaic, this is an attempt to capture the richness of
different types of information which together form a mosaic to support

managers with information. Given a perceived need for a master overview on
another level, there might be mosaics on different levels. One is the pattern of
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different tangible pieces of information put together in a mosaic. Another is

the pattern of inforn1ation for overview, like patterns of different mosaics put

together. In accordance with the earlier discussion of binocular vision where

the differences between the different perspectives add new information and

an extra dimension (a depth), (Bateson, 1979, pp. 73-74), information on an

overview level is an example of such an extra dimension.

Information in managerialwork can be seen as information on a specific leveland an
overview level. A combination of these levels can help giving a richer picture of
information in managerialwork. The information needs on a specific level seem to be
easier to meet than those on an overview level.

8.1.6 The Usefulness of MIS, DSS, EIS...

In the case study the managing director explicitly stated that an Executive

Information System (EIS) would not in his opinion be of any particular use to

him. He saw a potential usefulness of such systems for managers closer to the

operative business activities.

This is the opinion of one manager in one organization. But nevertheless the

question is whether the nature of general managers' work influences the

potential perceived usefulness of computer-based information systems. As

previous research has shown (e.g. Rainer and Watson, 1995) a large percentage

ofEIS-efforts that faiL Difficulties related to focus on information needs offer

one possible explanation.

A combination ofdifferent driving forces (technological, supporting, and pilot

using) can help explain why efforts in the form of time and money are spent

on computer-based information systems to support general managers, in spite

of previous discouraging experiences. In the case study at hand there were not

sufficient driving forces for developing an executive information system.

There need to be sufficient drivingforces in order to develop computer-based informa
tion .rystems to support managerial work. Given the nature of managerial work)
speciallY designed computer-based information .rystems mqy be more suitable on lower
manageriallevels and not suitablefor solvingproblemsperceived lrygeneralmanagers.

8.1.7 The Infological Equation Revisited

Information use over time can be related to experience, which has been done

for exan1ple by Isenberg (1986) in studies where information uses have been

compared between experienced managers and students. In terms of the

infological equation (Langefors, 1973, described above on page 74) information
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is a function of an interpretation process where a person with aframe ofreference
interprets some data and has some time available. This means that a person's

frame ofreference heavily influences the interpretation process in information

use. In the following paragraphs the components of the infological equation
will be discussed in light of findings from the case study.

The data aspects of the infological equation can be seen as different types of

information sources used. Besides the types of sources described above

(written reports, "wandering around", and attending meetings in regions) the

managing director also saw his external board assignments as useful informa

tion sources. In the beginning of his tenure he changed the form and contents

ofwritten reports, and they then became more consistent. As described above,

he continued to attend meetings in the regions once the behavior was estab

lished. A common pattern between these two sources was that there were

changes taking place in the beginning of the managing director's tenure, while

the information sources (or data sources according to Langefors' terminology)

became more stable once they were established.

Regarding time aspects of the infological equation, structures of reports in the

case study were described as important to help minimize the time and effort

requested to read reports. Recognizing the structure of reports was perceived

as important to help reducing the time needed to engage their content. Early

in his time in the organization, it was natural for the managing director to

spend a lot of time on interpreting data in order to learn about the activities.

Later it became more important to minimize the time needed to learn from

reports etc. Still, interpretive processes can be time-consuming. One specific

example was when the financial director sat down at the kitchen table to

analyze the information, in order to see what the report reallY said. In terms of

the infological equation he increased the time spent on the interpretation

process in order to improve the value of the report. Another aspect of time

spent on interpreting processes was that the managing director wanted his

reporting managers to spend more time on their interpreting processes before

sending information through written reports.

The frame of reference of persons interpreting data is the third aspect of the
infological equation. This means that persons' pre-knowledge and world views

play important roles when interpreting data into information. The influences

on managers' choices of information sources from their background in terms

of education etc has been described in previous research (McI<innon and

Bruns, 1992, pp. 206-208). The infological equation highlights the importance

of taking people's frames of reference into account when discussing informa-
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tion. This has been discussed in terms of information as a relative concept in

earlier research (Lundeberg el aI, 1995) which follows from the infological

equation. That is, information as a result of interpretation processes depends

on people's frames of references, which in turn means that some pieces ofdata

result in different information for different persons depending on their frames

of references.

In the case study a new managing director enters the organization with his

frame of reference. When he starts interpreting data in the form of various

reports in the organization, he does so through his own frame of reference.

What information he gets from these interpreting processes depends not only

on the data and time available, but also on his frame of reference, in accor

dance with the infological equation.

A fundamental implication from this view on information is that when the

managing director builds a picture of the organization, his own frame of

reference plays a significant role. This means that his background, prior

experiences etc influence his picture of the organization. As there are links

over time, one can raise questions about implications from the managing

director's frame of reference, when highlighting the longitudinal dimension.

One specific example concerns the perceived need for increased cost control

in the organization. When the new managing director entered the organization

one of his first activities concerned efforts to in1prove cost controL At this

point in time he had received an assignment from the board when he accepted

the position and through board members received an initial picture of the

organization. This means that his frame of reference included son1e pre

knowledge about an organization in need of increased cost controL

In some respect the managing director, intentionally or unintentionally, aligned

the organization, at least to some extent, with his frame of reference. A ques

tion to ask, but difficult to answer, is in what ways and to what extent did the

managing director's frame of reference change over time? Written reports,

different types of management meetings, and informal meetings with people

through "wandering around" are all examples of sources that most likely

influenced his frame of reference. Major external events also seemed to have

played significant roles for the evolution of the frame ofreference. But still the

question is to what extent did the frame of reference really change? In some

respect one can see a managing director entering an organization with a world

view and taking on an assignment given this frame of reference, which influ

ences managerial activities and thereby the organization. Then, over time, the
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frame of reference may change, although it may be difficult to tell to what

extent this occurs.

When investigating the infological equation In a longitudinal dimension,

arguments for the relativity of information are supported (cf. Lundeberg et aI,

1995). Managerial activities influence an organization, and information also

does so indirectly as it influences managerial activities. The infological equation

highlights the importance of the frame of reference used when data (e.g.

reports) are interpreted into information. One consequence of this is that the

frame of reference of a managing director plays a significant role. It influences

the interpretive processes resulting in information, which in turn influences

managerial activities, which in turn have organizational consequences. Given

a relativist view of information (ibid), the people interpreting written reports

etc play significant roles.

If one adds the din1ension that a management team consists of different

people with different frames of reference, the situation becomes more com

plex. The frames of references can be seen to be inter-subjective. That is, to

a certain extent the different frames of references are shared, and to some

extent they are unique. In the case study at hand the influences from the

managing director have been discussed. One can raise questions about how the

dynamics of different frames of references in the management team evolved

over time, but these aspects are beyond the scope of this study.

In line with the infological equation andprior research the stuefy supports the idea of
information as a relative concept. The case stuefy illustrates how theframe ofreference
ofa managing director directlY or indirectlY influences the organization. The stuefy
highlights the importance of taking frames of references into consideration when
discussing information in managen"al work.

8.2

8.2.1

An Agenda Perspective

Factors Influencing Agenda Formation

In previous work on agenda formation (see section 4.2.4) a number of differ

ent factors influencing the forn1ation of an agenda have been identified (e.g.

Dutton, 1986). One type of factor concerns the characteristics of an issue

("issue salience") such as for example the size and perceived urgency of an

issue. A second type of factor concerns the sponsorship for issues, i.e. the

political foundation of issues. A third type of factor influencing the formation

of an agenda is linked to the size and variety of the agenda per se. The differ-
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ent factors are then combined into what is expressed as issue force in terms of

issue exposure and issue interest.

The managerial agenda depicted in the case study illustrated how a large
number of different issues were combined on a managerial agenda. Some
forces to include an issue on the agenda were based on internal driving forces,

while other were based on external driving forces. Furthermore, the findings
from the case study highlight the importance of personal interests. This factor
can be derived from factors concerning issue sponsorship. The personal
interests in different issues seem to play significant roles in the formation of
agenda and need to be included explicitly in theories on agenda formation.

The dimension describing personal and business-driven forces can also be

described in terms of subjective and objective. Personal-driven forces are
strongly linked to personal preferences. Business-driven forces on the other
hand are more related to business events influencing agenda formation. Worth
noting here is that business events are interpreted by persons before they
influence agenda formation, and in that sense one can argue that all types of
influences are personal. The dimension describing internal and external driving

forces highlights the origins ofdriving forces. Internal forces have their origins
in the organization and the work in the management team. External forces
come from outside the operative organization, such as the board of directors
or the market. There are for example often strong external forces for focusing

on activities resulting in short-term results (cf. Brodin et aI, 2000) which makes
the situation challenging for the general manager. The different dimensions are

illustrated in Figure 31 below.

Driving Forces

Internal External

Personal·
Driven

Business
Driven

Internal Personal ~ External Personal
Driving Forces ! Driving Forces
(e.g. an individual's interests ~ (e.g. interests among board
including a "fun-factor") i members)

....................................................................................................................

Internal Business ~ External Business
Driving Forces 1 Driving Forces
(e.g. outcomes of business 1 (e.g. competitors' actions,
activities) [ changes in markets)

Figure 31 Factors Influencing Agenda Formation

Among internal personal driving forces one can distinguish a force which can
be called a "fun-factor". This was illustrated in the case study as it sometimes
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was easier to find time and attention for issues perceived as more interesting

and fun. The board members, for example, were at some points concerned

that the management team spent too much time and attention on different

projects as these were perceived as fun and interesting.

Issues partly driven by personal motives are in line with some prior research

(e.g. Holmberg, 1986) but these personal motives are not always highlighted
in the literature. One reason can be that they are more subjective and do not

always fit into more rational models of agenda formation. Given the duality of

managerial work with both objective and subjective aspects (Sjostrand, 1997)

these subjective aspects are worth including in the explicit descriptions of

agenda formation.

Contrary to factors influencing an issue to be included on the managerial agen

da, there are also factors influencing an issue to be excluded. These can be
described in terms of ((barrierjactors" for agenda formation. In the case study

one example of this situation concerned IT-issues. At some points IT-issues

were described in terms of being tricky and that it was not time enough to give

priority to everything. A perceived limited knowledge about how to deal with

these issues became one type ofa "barrier-factor". The limited knowledge can

concern the issues per se or how to handle the issues.

Identifying the factors preventing issues' inclusion on managerial agendas can

be seen as a supplement to identifying the factors working for issue's inclusion.

As the number of issues competing to be included on the agenda is large, the

ul1.derstanding of factors underlying the evolution of managerial agendas can

help increase the understanding of managerial work and the allocation of time

by managers. This in turn can help when supporting managerial work with

information and other supportive structures and processes.

Factors influencing the formation of the managerial agenda can be seen in two
dimensions: internal or external origin ofthe drivingforce) andpersonal or business
drivenforce. Among internalpersonal-drivenforces a junjactor" can be identified.
Besides identifyingfactors' inclusion on the managerialagenda) explicit identification
of ((barrierjactors" preventing an issue's inclusion on the managerial agenda can
increase the understanding ofthe forl12ation process.

8.2.2 Framing of Issues on the Agenda

The framing of issues on the agenda varied in the case study. One significant

example concerned the framing of IT-issues on the managerial agenda. In the

beginning of the period studied, IT-issues were mostly framed in problematic

tern1S (like delays and overruns). At later stages IT-issues were often framed
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in more offensive terms (like business development and opportunities). The

framing of the issues influenced how the issues were dealt with as there were

more constructive and positive discussions in the later stages.

Theoretically it has been shown that reframing, i.e. to place a situation in

another frame which fits with the "facts", can help change the meaning of the

situation (Watzlawick et aI, 1974; IZoestler, 1964). Applied to issues on a

managerial agenda, framing and reframing can change the perceived meaning,

including the importance, of issues to be included on the agenda. Linked to

factors described by Dutton (1986), the perceived magnitude, abstractness,

simplicity and in1mediacy of an issue can be changed by the framing of the

issue.

The managerial agenda is constantly changing as new information is received

and new opportunities arise (Carroll and Gillen, 1987). In this context it is not

only important to understand the formation of the agenda in terms of what

issues are included. It is also important to understand the framing of issues, as

the framing of issues will influence how the issues are dealt with.

Another example of framing of issues from the case study, besides the re

framing aspect of IT-issues, was the loss of an important contract. First the

issue was generally framed more or less in terms of a disaster. Then it was

reframed in terms of a wake-up call for the organization. The reframing of an

initially very negative situation helped the organization to view the event in a

more favourable light. A wake-up call can be perceived as painful at first, but

at a later stage it is seen as something helpful and useful. In the context of the

lost contract, there were members of the organization who after a while saw

the event as both helpful and useful, in spite of being painful.

The example of reframing can be illustrated like Figure 32.

••••
Four Black Boxes?

or
One White Cross?

Figure 32 Reframing: Four Black Boxes or One White Cross?

The refran1ing dimension can also be expressed in terms ofmanagerialmindshifts.

When shifting from the view of four black boxes (e.g. lost contract =disaster)

to one white cross (e.g. lost contract =wake-up call) there is a shift in mindset,

and an issue on an agenda might be seen in new light. These types of manage-
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rial mindshifts help in understanding the formation of managerial agendas, as

well as helping to further the understanding of the issues per se.

The framing ofissues on the managerial agenda influences how the issues are dealt
with. Reframing of issues help reveal new aspects of issues. The reframing can be
expressed as managerial mindshifts.

8.2.3 Evaluation Efforts on the Agenda

In the case study there were evaluating processes of both a first and a second

order taking place. Evaluation of a first order can be seen as evaluating busi

ness activities, while evaluation of a second order can be seen as evaluating the

evaluation of business activities. The first type of evaluation effort had a more

natural place on the managerial agenda than second-order evaluation pro

cesses. The latter type of evaluating process took place when there was a

specific reason to do so, often an external event, for example comments from

the board, the entrance of a new person or the loss of a contract.26

When the managing director in the case study was newly appointed, he spent

time and effort on second-order evaluating processes and changed reporting

routines, structures for meetings, etc. Then, in later phases when these changes

were accomplished, there were no natural mechanisms evaluating the needs for

further improvements. Infrastructure building for managerial activities was

included on the managerial agenda in the beginning of his tenure. Once

established by the new managing director, there was no natural driving force

for including this type of second-order evaluation on the agenda, except when

there were external triggers to do so, like directives from board members or a

lost contract. Strong external triggers were required if second-order evaluation

activities were to appear on the agenda.

One possible reason for the less natural place of second-order evaluation

processes on the agenda can be found in the abstractness of the issue. Second

order processes are more abstract and thereby more difficult to find the force

to include on the agenda. The triggers to evaluate on a second-order level were

often external. They helped put the issues on the agenda by increasing their

perceived immediacy.

26 In prior research one can find examples of areas where there seems to be a need for external
triggers for first-order evaluation too. One example concerns corporate acquisitions where
evaluation of merger effects has shown to be more frequent when there are external triggers in
the form of demands for evaluation from board of directors (Bild, 1998).
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With no external triggers there is a risk that second-order issues, not short

term emergent but long-term important, are excluded from the agenda. From

a systems perspective (cf. discussion on page 83) this can be seen as an exam

ple of the importance oflong-term open systems, i.e. systems open to external

impulses.

The concepts of first and second order evaluating processes can be compared

to single and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974), see section 4.2.5.
That is, first-order evaluation can be compared to single-loop learning, or

learning within existing frames, while second-order evaluation can be com

pared to double-loop learning, or learning beyond existing frames. The distinc

tion between the two types of learning has also been expressed in terms of

mental model maintenance and mental model building (Vandenbosch and

Higgins, 1996). This distinction between "maintenance" and "building" can be

used as a metaphor for evaluating processes. There are both processes to

maintain evaluation processes (first-order) and there are processes to build

evaluation processes (second-order).

Evaluation efforts ofafirst-order have a naturalplace on the managerial agenda)
while evaluation efforts ofa second-order do not. External triggers helpplace second
order evaluation activities on the managerial agenda.

8.2.4 Reflection on the Agenda

Reflection on the agenda can be seen as one particular case of evaluation on

the agenda. This exan1ple focuses on person-related aspects ofevaluation (e.g.

reflection and learning) and will be elaborated upon in the following para

graphs.

The managing director in the case study found it valuable to take time for

reflection in combination with action in his work. He still found it difficult to

find the time for reflection. In terms of agenda formation, issues concerning

reflection were not emergent and were difficult to include on the agenda.

Issues on the managerial agenda in general, and not only evaluation issues, can

be seen in terms of single and double-loop issues (Argyris and Schon, 1974).
That is, there are some issues to be dealt with, and there are other issues

concerning how issues could be dealt with. In the case study there were usually

a few major issues in focus on the agenda, what can be called knock-out issues.
More seldom double-loop issues were included on the agenda. It was perceived

as difficult to find time to reflect on one's own work, which is in line with

prior research on managerial work (e.g. Carlson, 1951). It is worth noting that
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difficulty of finding time for reflection in managerial work was discussed long

before today's IT-development, as illustrated by Carlson's work from half a

century ago. Given the possibilities for communication offered by new tech

nology, the time for reflection may be even more difficult to find.

Difficulties in finding time for reflection on the managerial agenda is also in

line with previous research on agenda formation (see section 4.2.4). Reflection
issues can be seen as abstract, as well as less urgent in a short-term perspective,

which means that there are likely to be other issues more pressing to include

on the agenda.

This means that previous research both on managerial work and agenda
formation points to the difficulties in including reflection in managerial work.

Still including reflection on the agenda is perceived as important from a

learning perspective (e.g. Schon, 1983). There are theoretical arguments for

combining action with reflection in terms of reflection-in-action (ibid) , i.e. to find

ways to reflect in managerial action. One example of how the managing

director in the case study tried to find more time for reflection was to spend

time working at home in order to find time free from disturbance. This can be

seen as combining managerial action with managerial reflection. One can
regard it as reflection-on-action rather than reflection-in-action, as the manag

ing director found time to reflection while not in action.

From a learning perspective the combination ofaction and reflection is impor

tant for a general manager. The ability to combine the two conlponents is

important. According to theories on agenda formation, reflection aspects are

more difficult to include on the agenda. Reflection skills often start with moves

between different levels of abstraction (Senge, 1990). This ability to nl0ve

between levels of abstraction is a more generally important skill for under
standing a complex situation (cf. Lundeberg, 1993).

Concerning driving forces for different person-related issues in managerial

work, there are stronger forces for issues on a "single-loop level" than for

issues on a "double-loop level", where the latter can be regarded more as

reflective issues. Expressed differently, there are stronger forces to make sure

that one does things right than there are to reflect upon whether one does the

right things.

One possible way to include more reflective issues on the managerial agenda

is to reframe these issues (in accordance with the discussion on reframing

above). Issues that at first look abstract and less urgent can be expressed in

more familiar managerial terms, like for example investment of time in order
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to gain time later. Through reframing, issues can be perceived as more action

oriented and thereby easier to include on the managerial agenda.

Reflection-related issues are difficult to include on the managerial agenda. From a
learning perspective the combination of action and reflection is important. One
possible wqy ofincreasing reflection aspects is to reframe these issues in more action
on'ented terms.

8.3

8.3.1

A Communication Perspective

Roles of Communication

Trying to address roles of communication in managerial work is quite a chal

lenge. Here I will start by linking back to the discussion of information as
being intertwined (see section 8.1.1). Given that sending and receiving infor

mation are seen as interlinked concepts, there are communication aspects of
information use. The information and communication perspectives are closely

related. One distinction between the perspectives is the starting-point. In an

information perspective, I took a starting-point in information needs, sources,

and systems etc. In a comn1unication perspective on the other hand, my

starting-point is rather on communicational factors such as dimensions of

communication processes and vertical communication processes. Even if

information plays significant roles in these processes there is another starting

point here.

Previous research has pointed out that conversation with other persons is an

important task for managers (e.g. Carlson, 1951; Mintzberg, 1973; Hales,
1986). It has even been suggested that the effective use of language to get

things done is the essence ofmanagement (Eccles et aI, 1992). Communication

is taking place constantly both intentionally or unintentionally, in accordance

with the first communication axiom by Watzlawick et al (1967, p. 51) which

says that "one cannot not communicate". Communication about intangible

objects and nonstandardized objects has been shown to be especially difficult

(March and Simon, 1958, p. 164).

In the case study there were examples when the managing director communi

cated both intentionally and unintentionally. Some examples illustrate desirable

effects and some illustrate undesirable effects (cf. Schon, 1983, p. 153). These

two dimensions: intentional and unintentional communication vs. desirable

and undesirable effects are combined into a framework for analyzing commu

nication acts and their effects in Figure 33.
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Intentional
Communication

Act

Desirable Effects

"Bingo"

Intentional communication
act with desirable effects

Undesirable Effects

"Nope"

Intentional communication
act with undesirable effects

UnintentionaI
Communication

Act

................................................................................................................

"Nice surprise" 1 "Oops"

Unintentional comm. act with ! Unintentional comm. act
desirable effects i with undesirable effects

Figure 33 Communication Act Analysis

Intentional communication can result in either desirable effects ("Bingo") or

undesirable effects ("Nope"). Unintentional communication can also result in

desirable effects ("Nice surprise") or undesirable effects ("Oops"). The follow

ing examples from the case study illustrate the different situations.

Intentional communication acts led to:

•

desirable effects when the managing director attended meetings with the

intention to show the importance of a tendering process (the effect was a

strong focus on the tendering process).

undesirable effects when the managing director and the other members of the
management team decided to make the minutes from management meet

ings public in the organization (the most confidential parts were placed in

enclosures which were not public, with the effect that the quality of the

minutes decreased and the members of the organization did not perceive

the desired openness).

Unintentional communication acts led to:

•

•

desirable effects when the managing director asked members of the manage

ment team to present their own issues to the board (the effect was that

members felt much more openness).

undesirable effects when the managing director spent much time taking care of

old investments during his first year in office (the effect was that his ab

sence raised questions about invisible leadership and lack of interest in the

organization) .
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There were also examples of communication which led to both desirable and

undesirable effects, like for example when the managing director asked for
detailed information about travel accounts. The desirable effect was that

reporting managers became more aware of how different accounts were used,
and the undesirable effect was confusion and irritation among some members

of the organization. (This effect n1ay be seen as desirable in a long-term

perspective, as it may lead to changes at later stages.)

The proposed framework described in Figure 33 can be used for depicting and

analysing signals in managerial communication processes. As a manager is

communicating constantly the framework offers a tangible tool for analyzing

different types of effects of communication processes, and thereby helping to

further the understanding of the roles of communication acts in managerial

work.

It is important to take differences in frames of reference into account \vhen
trying to interpret roles of communication in managerial work (cf. the info

logical equation, see page 74). Persons interpret intentional and unintentional
communication with their own frames of reference, which means that effects

vary between different persons and situations. Given the intertwined receiving

and sending of information, there are constantly different interpretations

among persons, in line with the first communication axiom which says that it
is not possible to not communicate. Communication is taking place constantly.

Communication plqys fundamental roles in managerial work as it takes place
constant!J both intentionallY andunintentional!J. An increasedknowledge ofdifferent
interpretations ofcommunication acts can increase our understanding ofthe roles of
communication in managerial work. Intentional and unintentional communication
can be seen in relation to desirable and undesirable effects. A framework is suggested
to help ana!Jze communication acts in managerial communication.

8.3.2 Communication and Meta-Communication

In the case study communication processes in managerial work were taking

place on different levels and through different channels. One channel was to

communicate through actions instead ofwords. Specific examples of this were

when the managing director attended meetings with the intention of showing

the importance of the matters at hand, or when he asked for people's opinions

not only to hear their views but also quite intentionally to show that person's

importance. The managing director combined communication on an actual

level with meta-communication when he wanted to send messages. Sometimes
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there was a delay between his decision to communicate something and a

suitable situation to do so through meta-communication.

Different levels in communication are nothing new, and different types of

communicative levels have been discussed in section 4.1 above. A fundamental

distinction between two levels can be described in terms of a message and a

meta-message (Bateson, 1972), as illustrated in Figure 34 below.

Intention

<'---_M_eS_S_a_g_e_~>
Interpretation

Figure 34 An Illustration of Message and Meta-Message

Between the intention with a communication act and the interpretation by

another person there are at least two messages: the actual message and a meta

message. In terms of the communication axioms (see page 78) this is in line

with the second axiom which says that "every communication has a content and a

relationship aspect such that the latter classifies thefor111er andis therefore a tlJetacommunica

tion" (Watzlawick et aI, 1967, p. 54; cf. Dippo and Sundgren, 2000). There are

both messages and meta-messages, and managers communicate on different

levels - just like dogs or dolphins (cf. Bateson, 1972).

In the case study intentional use of meta-messages was effective for achieving

action. Furthermore, the timing for the intentional use of meta-messages was

important. One specific example was in the process of recruiting a new busi

ness controller and there was some tension in relation to the financial director.

Here the managing director waited for several months to find a suitable

situation im order to communicate that the financial director still was very

important when the new business controller was recruited. The effect of the

intentional use of a meta-message was profound in this situation.

As communication is taking place both in the form of messages and meta

messages, a recognition of meta-messages can contribute to communication

processes in managerial work. This can also help analyzing signals as discussed

in section 8.3.1, as meta-messages may more often be unintentional parts of

communication processes.

The use of meta-messages can also be seen in the light of trying to influence

other persons. A change of level in communication processes can increase the

chances of achieving intended actions. In the case study there was one situa-
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tion when the managing director expressed great difficulties in changing the

way of working in the management team (he talked about working like a
beaver without any change). One possible explanation is that he did not move

between different levels of comn1.unication, but kept communicating on one
level with limited effects.

A combination ofcommunication andmeta-communication takesplace in managerial
work. RecogniZing meta-messages sent intentional!J orunintentional!J can contribute
to communication processes in managerial work and help achieve action.

8.3.3 Dimensions in Vertical Communication Processes

Itis possible to distinguish several different dimensions in vertical communica

tion processes. One dimension concerns initiators of processes. There are

demands for information in two directions: superiors make demands on

subordinates and subordinates require dialogue about demands Gohansson and
Ostman, 1995). Another dimension concerns information contentofcommuni

cation processes. Content in communication from superior to subordinates has

been described in terms of five basic types (IZatz and IZahn, 1978), see section

4.3.8. A spatialdimension can also be distinguished describing where the commu

nication is taking place. The vertical dialogue can take place on the superior's
"home ground", the subordinate's "hon1.e ground", or on "neutral ground".

Yet another dimension is a time-related dimension of vertical communication

processes. Demands for information can be expressed in relation to expecta
tions (before), to interventions (during), and to outcome control (after), as

discussed above. Furthermore, there is an information medium dimension. Differ

ent media can be described in terms of their richness (e.g. Daft and Lengel,

1984) and the choice of medium and its richness is one dimension in vertical
communication processes.

In Table 21 below the different dimensions are summarized in a first attempt
towards a framework for vertical communication processes. The framework

is based on the fundamental questions: who, what, where, when, and ho\\1.
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Initiator
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Explanation

Who is the initiator?

(Superior makes demand on subordinate or
subordinate requires dialogue about demands)
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Content

Spatial

Timing

Medium

What is the communication about?

(Communication about job instructions, job rationale,
procedures, feedback on performance, or values)

Where is the communication taking place?

(Communication taking place on superior's or
subordinate's "home ground", or on "neutral ground")

When is the communication taking place?

(Communication in relation to expectations (before),
interventions (during), or outcome control (after))

How is the communication mediated?

(Communication face-to-face, by telephone, written
personal, written formal, numeric formal)

Table 21 Dimensions in Vertical Communication Processes

The different dimensions suggested above can help describing vertical commu
nication processes. This in turn would help in explaining and exploring the
dyad between a managing director and his reporting managers, i.e. superior and

subordinates. One specific example from the case study can be used to illus
trate the applicability of the different dimensions. The situation when the

personnel manager demanded an instant meeting with the managing director
(see description on page 210) can be described as the following:

• Initiator: the personnel manager (subordinate) demanded a dialogue

Content: a specific personnel situation (instructions and procedures)

• Spatial at the managing director's office (superior's "home ground")

• Timing: while a personnel situation was taking place ("during")

• Medium: a face-ta-face discussion (face-to-face)

By using a framework like the one presented above, different vertical commu

nication processes can be analyzed with a terminology which can help reveal
ing underlying patterns in vertical communication processes.

Thefollowingfive dimensions are suggested to befundamentalfor depicting vertical
communication processes: initiator (who), contents (what), spatial (where), timing
(when), and medium (how) dimensions.
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8.3.4

Management Processes

Asymmetry in Vertical Communication

One particular aspect of information use in vertical communication processes

shown in the case study was the information sharing norm. A specific example
was the interest of members of the management team in presenting their own

items to the board and their difficulties in finding time to inform their own
subordinates.

A frequent argument for having managers presenting their own issues to the
next level up was to reduce the risk of misinterpretations. There were driving

forces for reducing filters in the vertical communication, emphasizing sending

aspects of communication as primary arguments for reducing filters. This

perceived need to reduce a risk ofmisinterpretations in vertical communication

processes was asymmetrical. There was an asymmetrical information sharing

norm in the form of a desire to present issues in person upwards, but less
interest in presenting issues to subordinates.

Another aspect of asymmetry in vertical communication processes in the case
study was difficulties in establishing a dialogue between management-team

members and reporting staff. In practice it proved to be difficult to find the

time to establish such a dialogue. These findings point to the difficulties in

establishing a constructive and living dialogue between managers and subordi

nates (cf. Johansson and Ostman, 1995). Even if there were comments indicat

ing the importance of such a dialogue, it was difficult to achieve it in practice.

There was a difference between the espoused need for a dialogue which said

it was important with a dialogue between managers and subordinates, and on
the other hand the theory-in-use which showed there was seldom time to

establish such a dialogue (c£ espoused theories of action and theories-in-use,
Argyris and Schon, 1974; and reconstructed logic and logic-in-use, IZaplan,

1964).

Given the difficulties in establishing a dialogue between superiors and subordi

nates, one can start looking for driving forces for such a dialogue. One driving

force derives fron1 a perceived problem, for example the situation referred to

above when the personnel manager insisted on a dialogue to discuss a prob
lem. Here the driving force for the dialogue came from the subordinate.

In accordance with the discussions on agenda formation, establishing a dia

logue between superior and subordinates seems to be an issue that does not

easily find its way onto the managerial agenda. Possible reasons for this are that

the need for this dialogue is not urgent in the short-term, and it may be per-
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ceived as a rather abstract issue. The nature of the issue, to establish a dialogue,

makes it difficult to include it on the agenda.

There seems to be an a.rymmetric information sharing norm in verticalcotJJmunication
processes. People tend to show an interest in presenting issues upwards in person.
Establishing a dialogue with subordinates attracts less interest. Regarding the vertical
dialogue differences are found between espoused theory and theory-in-use.

8.3.5 Factors Influencing Vertical Communication

One fundamental factor influencing vertical communication is a willingness for

a vertical dialogue. Otherwise, there will be very little vertical communication.

Willingness may vary between superior and subordinates, but there needs to

be sufficient willingness among both parties.

Both perspectives that have been discussed earlier in this chapter (information

and agenda perspectives) can contribute to the understanding of factors

influencing vertical communication. From an information perspective there

needs to be information available for the dialogue between superior and

subordinates. From an agenda perspective there need to be sufficient driving

forces to include the vertical communication processes on the managerial

agenda, i.e. to take the time required to establish a vertical dialogue.

In the case study the managing director spent much time on meetings with his

reporting managers. At first this was an attempt to learn more about both the

people and the business activities, and he then continued traveling to the

monthly meetings in the different regions. He did so both for monitoring

purposes and for a direct channel to each region where he could learn more

about their activities, and he could share his views in a wider sense.

Information used in dialogues in the case study was to some extent determined

by the information specified for monthly management meetings, and to some

extent a result of "undirected viewing", i.e. general exposure with no specific

purpose (Aguilar, 1967). The managing director was "continually seeking,

receiving, processing, and sending information", which is consistent with prior

research (McI<innon and Bruns, 1992, p. 105).

The explanation for this issue being included on the agenda is found in the

first phase of the managing director's office in the organization. At that point

in time attendance at the meetings was an efficient way of learning about new

business activities. Then in later phases the managing director ·had become

familiar with the working style and found it useful, which meant that he
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wanted to continue with the efforts. In other words he gave strong sponsor

ship to the issue himself (cf. Dutton, 1986).

Given the described "fun-factor" in the discussion on agenda formation, one

can ask to what extent there was a "fun-factor" involved in this setting? To

some extent the answer is probably yes. The managing director enjoyed

meeting with the people in the different regions, and not only with the regional

managers. To meet and talk to people can be explained in terms of a senior

executive culture with an oral tradition (cf. Zuboff, 1988). But even if there

may have been a "fun-factor" involved, the main reason for regular attendance

in the regions was that it was perceived as a useful source for learning about

the business activities and then influencing those activities.

A vehicle for vertical communication is, most often, a language. In the case

study the lan.guage was n10stly Swedish/Scandinavian. In line with previous

research conversations played significant roles in the case study. As described

in the discussion on speech acts (see page 87) it is important to listen to the

background and try to understand the context in a conversation in order make

interpretations (Winograd and Flores, 1986; Athos and Gabarro, 1978). When

the managing director spent time meeting with persons in the regions, this was

a way of listening to the background. By learning more about the business

activities he learnt about the context, which helped him interpret both the

written information from the regions, as well as conversations with the re

gional managers. In terms of the infological equation (see page 74) he built his

frame of reference in order to improve the interpretation processes.

Another way of fostering vertical communication used in the case study was

the use of metaphors. The following are some example of metaphors used:

wet blanket on top of things as an expression for a decision inertia

handbrake as an expression for indecisiveness an10ng managers

wake-up call as an expression for an external event influencing the organiza

tion

Metaphors were used as vehicles for communication and helped both superi

ors and subordinates talking about difficult matters. The use ofmetaphors was

perceived as a useful tool in the organization, which is consistent with previous

research (e.g. Morgan, 1986; I<endall and I<endall, 1993). One possible reason

for the perceived usefulness is the richness in interpretation processes, where

persons with their different frames of reference can find both efficient and less

sensitive ways for discussing matters that may be both complex and sensitive.
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Willingness
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Explanation

a willingness to communicate is a first prerequisite
for a vertical dialogue
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given a willingness the fol/owing factors foster the communication:

Suitable Information

Sufficient Time

Shared Language

to have suitable information available for the vertical
dialogue

to have included the dialogue on the managerial
agenda to allocate enough time and attention to it

to have a shared language which could be used for
the dialogue (metaphors may be useful)

Table 22 Prerequisite/Factors Fostering Vertical Communication

In Table 22 the discussion above is summarized. The first prerequisite is a
willingness. Given a willingness for a vertical dialogue three factors have been
identified as significant to foster vertical communication: information, time

and language, as described above. From a theoretical point of view one can
note that the factors identified can be linked to the infological equation
(Langefors, 1973). There is information (data) in a communication (interpreta

tion) process during a certain amount of time (time) where a common language
is used (shared frames of reference). This link illustrates general aspects of the
vertical communication in the sense that many factors influencing vertical
communication are common for all kinds of communication processes. There
is some complexity added by the dyad superior and subordinates though.

One can also find factors not fostering vertical communication, or at least
aspects illuminating the complexity involved in the vertical communication
processes. The dyad superior-subordinates can be viewed from many different
perspectives, as illustrated above. But there are not always positive and con

structive reasons for establishing vertical dialogues. There are also other
factors, for example the fact that information is a source of power and thus
there may be political reasons to pass it on, or not pass it on, information (cf.
Pettigrew, 1973; Davenport et aI, 1992). In the case study one specific example
ofpolitical aspects ofvertical communication was the discussion when the new
business controller was recruited and took office. At that point in time a

number of people at the financial department perceived a potential threat that
they would lose the most interesting parts of their jobs. Different arguments
were used to show that no new person was needed. The managing director on
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the other hand had made up his mind and let the process continue; he dealt

with the political issues over time.

Three fundamental factors influencing vertical communication processes have been
identified: suitable information) sufficient tin/e) and shared language. Use ofmeta
phors can helpfostering a dialogue on sensitive and difficult matters. A fundamental
prerequisitefor vertical communication is a willingness to communicate.

8.4

8.4.1

A Development Perspective

Developing Information and Business and Persons

In the case study development processes focused on information were fol

lowed by processes focused more on business and later on people. When the

information first was improved, this was still considered to be insufficient,

which resulted in other processes focused on business and person aspects (cf.

different types of development processes, Nilsson, A. G., 1999).

From a theoretical point of view, theories on development of information

systems have stressed the importance of viewing information systems in their

wider contexts in order to develop useful systems (e.g. Lundeberg et aI, 1981).

Regarding information in managerial work, there have been similar arguments

in the literature, e.g. concerning the need to focus on people in support

structures (Davenport, 1997).

Previous work has also talked about a "techno-utopia" (Davenport, 1997, p.

77) pointing to a confusion between IT-based solutions and usefulness in

information behavior, for example in managerial work. Findings in the case

study at hand support this idea that solutions on an information level do not

automatically result in a changes on a person level. Instead the case study has

illustrated that it may not be enough to change solely on the information level.

One can start on an information level and then move to business and person

levels. If new reports are introduced, the situation can be better, but if the

contexts of the reports are still the same, the effects of the new reports are

likely to be limited; ('It is not onlY about a reportJ~ to quote from the case study.

When developing information platforms for managerial work, information has

to be seen in its wider context of business structures and processes, and

people. It seems to be an oversimplification to focus entirely on information

needs and media. There are close links between the information and the people

involved, as well as the business activities, and all these aspects need to be
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included in the development process of managerial information platforms.

Task and person-related issues are tied together in establishing an informa

tion-related infrastructure for managerial work, as suggested by previous

research (e.g. Lundeberg, 1993).

A narrow scope from the beginning has negative effects on the results and can

prolong the development process. Results may not meet demands, which can

be compared to previous research on development of information systems.

The holistic metapllor "information ecology" suggested by Davenport (1997)
seen1S to be fruitful for the context of this stud)!. The total information envi

ronment is taken into consideration.

Information) Business and Persons are aspects closelY intertwined and development
effortsfor Information need to take Business and Persons into account. This means
that the development ifinformationfor managerial use cannot be limited to informa
tion and information .rystems. Business activities as wellaspeople have to be included
in the developJJ2entprocesses.

8.4.2 Change on Different Levels

What first seemed to be a problem on one level in the case study was difficult

to solve without considering other levels, in accordance with the discussion

above. When a problem for example at first concerned information, it turned

out to be difficult to solve without an understanding of problems concerning

business aspects and the people involved too. One specific example was the

problem concerning slow decision-making processes in the organization. The

first focus for solving the problem was information, like inappropriate infor

mation in advance of decisions. Then an underlying problem was revealed in

terms of changes in cost control and the focus for the problem moved to

business-related aspects. Furthermore, the problem turned out to be related to

insufficient communication between involved parties, i.e. the problem also

concerned the persons involved.

Beyond the fact that problems with slow decision-making processes are not

uncommon (Davenport, 1993) the point here is how to deal with change

processes. This topic has attracted a considerable amount of interest from.

researchers, both from a theoretical point of view (e.g. Watzlawick et aI, 1974;

Lundeberg, 1993) and from a more practical or normative point of view (e.g.

}(otter, 1996; IZeen, 1997). Many authors define their own ways of describing

or prescribing change processes, although in various combinations ofconcrete

and abstract terminologies.
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A pattern revealed in the case study over time was that problems slowly moved

between different logical levels (cf. discussion of logical types and levels of

abstraction in section 4.1.3). First a problem occurred on one level and then

the core of the problem turned out to concern another level. After time the

core of the problem had moved to yet another level. The problem about slow

decision-making processes described above, illustrates how the time-factor

helped reveal new aspects ofproblems. Change processes that run over longer

periods of time may shift foci between different levels over time. A pattern

from the case study was that the core of problems tended to be identified first

on lower logical levels and then to move upwards. Figure 35 illustrates how

problems can move between logical levels (cf. Lundeberg, 1993).

Persons / Behavior I___.__ 1

Business Results / Activities

Information / Info. Systems

Figure 35 Problems Moving Between Levels

At first (1) the core of a problem may occur on an information level and then

to move to a business level (2) and to a person level (3). Given that cores of

problems tend to move between levels, one aspect on how to handle change

processes is to include a rich picture of the situation where the change process

is taking place. In tern1S of logical levels this means investigating more levels

than the one in focus, or if the problem definition at first focuses on one level

(e.g. information) to have the openness to broaden the definition of the change

process, as illustrated in Figure 36.
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Persons / Behavior I

Business Results / Activities 3

2

Information / Info. Systems I 8
Figure 36 Problem Definitions including Several Levels
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In the beginning of a change process the definition of a problem may be

limited to an information level (1), but during the process the definition may

be expanded to include a business level (2) and a person level too (3). An

argument against this line of reasoning is that the problem definition has to be

limited in order to achieve any results, and that the change process cannot be

expanded to include everything. Certainly the change process has to be limited,

but the approach suggested here is to avoid defining the problem too narrowly

at the outset of the change process. This is in line with previous research on

handling change processes (Lundeberg, 1993).

Findings stress the importance ofhaving an open mindfor changes on different levels
during changeprocesses) and to include several levels in initial analYses. One alterna
tive is explicitlY not to know what to change at the outset.

8.4.3 Changing Management Processes: Timing and Triggers

In the case study driving forces for changing management processes changed

over time. As discussed in relation to agenda formation (see section 8.2.3) the

managing director spent time developing management processes when he was

new in office. There was a natural trigger for changing management processes

when the managing director was appointed. He then had to balance the desire

to change management processes as early as possible and the caution to wait

until he knew more about the organization and its persons.

The driving force to change management processes diminished over time in

the case study. At first there were strong external driving forces from board

members to start changing management processes. The 11.1anaging director in

the case study chose to start changing on an information level with the inten

tion to continue these changes later, if necessary. He then continued to make

changes on business and person levels. There were several reasons for doing
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so. First, there was an emergent need for changes on an information level,

which made it easy to include this issue on the agenda (in accordance with the

discussion on agenda formation above). Second, there was a strong driving

force from board members emphasizing the need to change the information.

As has been shown in previous research, managers face a challenge when

developing supporting structures and processes for managerial work in terms

of the balance between building information structures that last and structures

that can easily be modified (cf. Davenport, 1997). In the case study, structures

and processes once changed were rarely modified to any major extent again.

There may be a natural space for changing management processes when a new

general manager takes office (cf. discussion on managerial succession, Holm

berg, 1986). The delicate balance facing a newly appointed manager is between

changing while there is a natural mandate for changes on one hand, and

waiting until he or she has developed better knowledge about the organization

and its people, as illustrated in Figure 37.

Mandate Knowledge
High High

Knowledge Mandate
Low Low

~

Early Later

Figure 37 Mandate and Knowledge at Different Stages

As illustrated, one can describe the situation for changing management pro

cesses in terms of a trade-off between mandate, which is high at an early stage,

and knowledge, which is higher at a later stage. In the case study the managing

director began with some changes at an early stage and continued later.

When addressing the question about when to change management processes,

there is first a timing aspect, as addressed above. But there is also a trigger aspect
in the sense of exploring triggers for changing management processes.

In the case study change processes led to evaluative processes, which in turn

led to new change efforts etc. This means that evaluative efforts were triggers

for changing management processes, which often led to new evaluating efforts,

in a chain-like pattern. This chain of evaluating-changing-evaluating-etc
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parallels previous research on change processes describing interactions be

tween change and evaluation (cf. Lundeberg, 1993).

It is a challenge to include evaluation issues on the agenda, given the discussion

on agenda formation. When a general manager is appointed there is a natural

place for evaluation. But how to include evaluation at later stages? In the case

study evaluation mainly took place during the managing director's first year

and when major external events occurred (e.g. loss of a contract).

Evaluation on the agenda can be seen in light of theories about single and

double-loop learning (e.g. Argyris and Schon, 1974). Including the evaluation

of management processes on the agenda can be seen as a parallel to double

loop learning. The evaluation of management processes can challenge the

entire status quo with the aim of improving the situation.

Two central aspects ifchanging managementprocesses are timing and triggers. The
timing-aspect sqys that there is a balance between changing managementprocesses at
an earlY stage when the mandate is high and knowledge 10lVy and at a later stage
when the mandate is lower but knowledge is higher. The tnfger-aspectpoints to an
interrelationship between evaluation and change.

8.4.4 Dual Roles in Development of Management Processes

When the managing director in the case study at an early stage in his tenure

initiated processes to change his managerial information platform, he was

influenced by board members (as described above). The financial director

played a significant role as he was responsible for changing the monthly

reports and the processes of producing the information.

Several persons at the financial department were involved in the change

process. They played double roles as they both developed new structures and

processes and at the same time produced information monthly. This situation

was perceived as challel~ging as it was perceived as difficult to find the time

necessary for the development efforts. The managing director also had dual

roles in the development of new processes and structures for managerial

information. He was both part of the development efforts and also one of the

key users of the results of the development efforts.

As established in previous work on change processes the persons involved

have significant influence on the outcome in general (Lundeberg, 1993) and

leaders have an impact in particular (I<.otter, 1996). General managers thus

need to involve themselves in change processes concerning management
processes. But at the same tin1e the managers have dual roles.
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In the development of management processes the general manager is both a

user and a developer. The dual roles, being both part of the development
processes and a key user, make this type of development processes different
fron1 n1any other processes where the manager plays only in a supportive role.
Mixing the two roles can cause problems and confusion and result in inade

quate outcomes.

Development processes aiming at developing support for n1anagerial work are
complex processes for at least two reasons. First, the general manager has dual
roles in the process. Second, the activities being supported (i.e. managerial

work) include a considerable amount of tacit knowledge, which may make it
more difficult to know how to support (cf. Polanyi, 1966).

Difficulties in development processes of information support to managerial
work have often been addressed in relation to the development of IT-based

solutions (see literature on the development of MIS, DSS and EIS, discussed
on page 130). The importance of managerial involvement is often stressed in
the literature (as discussed below). The complexity captured in the combina
tion of the nature of managerial work and the dual roles of general manager in

this type of development processes is worth highlighting and taking into
consideration when investigating development processes for support of
managerial work.

General managers have dual roles in the development ofmanagementprocesses: both
aspart ofthe changeprocesses and as user ofthe outcome. An awareness ofthe roles
can help in dealing with the complexity involved in changing managementprocesses.

8.4.5 Reasons Behind Managerial Involvement

In the case study the managing director's involvement varied significantly

among change processes in different types of management processes. Regard
ing processes with an information focus (which were the ones changed initially,
as described above) he played a limited role, primarily a passive supportive

role. As change moved to processes with more business aspects, he involved
himself to a larger extent, for example in. the development of processes for

meetings. When the change processes cOl1cerned people, the managing direc
tor was heavily involved, for example when strengthening the management

with a new business controller and the managing director himself led the
recruitment process.

Expressed differently, the managing director's involvement increased as the
change processes moved from an information focus, via a business focus, to
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a person focus. In some processes he played primarily a supportive role, while
he was highly involved in other processes. There were shifts in the degree of
involvement.

Previous research has investigated several aspects of managerial involvement,
especially in relation to managerial strategies for handling information technol

ogy (e.g. Earl, 1989; Jarvenpaa and Ives, 1991). Involvement in management
ofIT has been described in terms ofreflecting the degree ofimportance places

on the issues Oarvenpaa and Ives, 1991). Often literature on managerial
involvement has an underlying tonality that elicits managerial support for IT

related issues and endeavours to convince top managers of the potential
offered by IT-based solutions (cf. Lederer and Mendelow, 1988).

Even if management processes are more closely related to managerial work
than most IT-related change processes, one can notice the same tendency.

Other people involved in the change processes wanted to involve the manag
ing director to a larger degree in the processes. Possible reasons for this are for

example: managerial involvement would help improve the process (the man
ager as potential user of information); managerial involvement would help

secure sufficient resources for the change efforts (the manager as top manage
ment sponsor); managerial involvement would increase the prestige in working

in the process (manager as top management supporter).

When addressing reasons for a general manager's involvement in changes of
management processes, one can reflect on what makes these situations differ
ent from other situations for involvement? Reasons for managerial involve

ment, or uninvolvement, can be described in terms of internal and external
factors, as well as personal and business-related factors. The general discussion
on driving forces for including issues on the managerial agenda (see Figure 31,
page 262) seems to be applicable to this situation too. The discussion on

driving forces and the managerial agenda is applicable to studies ofmanagerial
involvement in IT-related change processes too.

In the case study managerial involvement varied with different change pro
cesses. There were different types of driving forces for involvement, both

internal and external, as well as personal and business-related. The differences
between involvement can be described in terms of logical levels (cf. Bateson,

1972, 1979; Lundeberg, 1993), see discussion in section 4.1.3. The degree of
involvement in the case study increased when the change processes came

closer to personal levels, such as strengthening the management team with a
new business controller. Examples from the case study indicate that logical
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levels on lower levels of abstraction tend to attract lower degrees ofmanagerial

involvement.

Managerial involveJ11ent in change processes can be seen as a special case ofdriving
forcesfor including issues on the managerialagenda. This allowsfor new explanations
of managerial involvement in change processes. Logical levels can offer another
dimension of explanation for managenOal involvement in change processes) where
changes on lower levels of abstraction tend to attract lower degrees of managerial
involvement.

8.5 Bringing Theoretical Perspectives Together

In this section I will bring the different theoretical perspectives together. I will

do so by first giving some examples of how the different perspectives have
contributed to one another. Following from that I discuss the framework for

management processes used in the empirical discussions. This discussion is

then extended when I elaborate on two layers of management processes. The

section concludes with a discussion of different levels of information and

communication.

8.5.1 Complementary Perspectives

The aim with the different theoretical perspectives applied in the study has

been to illuminate the topic from different points of view. An underlying idea

has been that the perspectives would complement each other and at the same

time help build a rich picture of the phenomena studied.

One example ofcomplementary perspectives concerns the use ofinformation.

In the case study the managing director's use of information could often be

seen in a comn1unicational context. Even if the information was for his own

use, for example reading a report, the managing director regarded the informa

tion use as part of a communication process, or a potential communication

process. A specific example is that he often used a pen to highlight what he

found important in a text when he read it. He did so to add value to the

information and if he then passed on the information, he would also be

sending signals about his views regarding the importance of different matters.

Previous research has shown how managers are often anxious to get the

information they capture into the hands of as many people as possible who
might have use of it (McI<innon and Bruns, 1992, p. 125). The findings at

hand support this, and one way of explaining this is to see information as part
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of communication processes. A communication perspective can help explain

information use, which as described above has been shown byJohansson and
Ostman (1995).

Another example of complementary perspectives concerns agenda formation
and development efforts. As discussed above, managerial involvement can be

understood through an agenda perspective. That is, if one views managerial
involvement as an issue on the managerial agenda, theories on agenda forma

tion can reveal reasons for (or against) involvement.

Different theoretical perspectives are complementary and can help furthering an
understanding ofphenomena studied. Two examplesfrom the sturfy at handillustrate
thepoint: a communicationperspective can contribute to an understanding ofinJorma
tion use in managerial work) and an agendaperspective can contribute to an under
standing ofmanagerial involvement in development ifforts.

8.5.2 A Framework for Management Processes

In the study managerial work is seen through a process lens. The process view
was first elaborated in a theoretical discussion (see section 4.2.3), where a

general framework for management processes was suggested (see Figure 12 on
page 110). The framework was derived from previous research on managerial

work as well as theories on processes and logical levels.

The underlying purpose of the framework is to capture a holistic picture of

managerial work expressed in terms of management processes. In the fran1e

work three basic types of management processes are suggested: management

processes focused on preparing, performing, and evaluating efforts. For each

of these process types person and task-oriented processes are further distin

guished (see Figure 12 on page 110). Given the special focus on information

in this study, task-oriented processes comprise both business and information

oriented processes (see Figure 14 on page 113). The framework has been used

to structure the empirical presentation and discussion of the case study (see

chapters 5-7).

One point of using the framework has been to capture a holistic overview

where different perspectives ofmanagerial work have been included. Mapping
activities in relation to the different management processes has revealed

patterns in how time and effort are spent on various processes, etc. The use of
the framework has contributed to rich pictures of situations at hand.

The presentation and discussion of the case study have also pointed to some
possible challenges when using the framework. When task-oriented processes
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were subdivided into a business focus and an information focus to adjust the

framework to this study, a difficulty with the framework was revealed. Pro

cesses focused on evaluating on a business level became difficult to distinguish

from processes focused on performing on an information level. A report used

by the managing director to evaluate business activities was both evaluating

(from a business point ofview) and performing (from an information point of
view) at the same time.

One reason for this "dilemma" can be found in theory oflogical levels and the

nature of the framework. When evaluation is taking place on a business level,

the vehicle for these activities is use of information, which in turn means

performing on another logical level. This means that the same specific activity

can be seen both from a business point of view and an information point of
vie-w: When examining the applicability of the framework, it turns out to be

particularly valuable as the intention has been to highlight information aspects
of managerial work.

Regarding the perspectives of management processes included in the frame
work, processes for evaluating on a person level were less in focus than other

processes in the case study. This illustrates how a conceptual tool, like the
framework, can help identifying and including both person-oriented and task

oriented processes. As discussed above, task-oriented processes often receive
more attention than person-oriented processes in the literature on manage

ment processes. The suggested framework can contribute to a more balanced

view where different management processes are included. The framework can

also help identifying imbalances between efforts spent on different processes.

The stucfy proposes aframework for capturing a holisticpicture ofmanagerial work
in terms ofmanagementprocesses. Three basic !ypes ofmanagement processes are
suggested:processesforpreparing) performing and evaluating. For each !ype ofprocess
distinctions are made between person-oriented and task-orientedprocesses) where the
latter can be seen from both business and information points ofview. The suggested
framework can help capture a richpicture ofmanagementprocesses and contribute to
an understanding ofbalances (and imbalances) between differentprocesses in manage
rial work.

8.5.3 Two Layers of Management Processes

In the study one aim has been to view managerial work in terms of manage

ment processes from different perspectives in order to reveal patterns. One

pattern is a possible distinction between two layers of management processes.
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When bringing the different perspectives together, it is possible to distinguish
a pattern between the two levels. The first level can be described as dealing

with specific situations, e.g. using specific information, executing specific issues

on a managerial agenda, performing communication acts and executing change
efforts. This level can be characterized as being concrete, often urgent and

resulting in more or less immediate return. The level can be described as an
execution-level.

The other level can be described as dealing with changing information plat
forms, executing second-order issues on an agenda, reflecting on communica

tion acts and reflecting on how to define the scope of change efforts. This
level can be characterized as being more abstract, seldom urgent and broadly

comparable to investments for return at a later stage. This level can be de
scribed as a development-level.

The two layers of processes are illustrated in Figure 38.

,;L--/__---""O::Z__~Z:.....------__,I'7
,;L--/__~Z__~Z~-__,I'7

",---/__~Z__------oIZ ______,7

,;L--/__---""O::Z__~Z:.....------__,I'7
~/------r-Z--_____7"Z:......--__,I'7

"'---/__-----O:;Z__------oIZ~_ ______'7

Development
Level

Execution
Level

Figure 38 Two Layers of Management Processes

A parallel to the two layers of management processes illustrated in Figure 38

can be seen in single and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974, see

above in section 4.2.5) and first and second-order changes (Watzlawick et aI,

1974, see above section 4.4.3). There is one execution-level (cf. single-loop,

first-order) where different types of concrete processes are executed. There is

also a layer on a development-level (cf. double-loop, second-order) where the
different types of processes themselves are changed. The two layers can also

be seen in light of mental model maintenance and mental model building

respectively (Vandenbosch and Higgins, 1996, see section 4.2.5). One differ

ence though is that the two layers discussed here not only focus on mental

models, but aim at capturing a holistic picture of managerial work seen as

management processes.
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Consistent with discussions on agenda formation, there are strong driving

forces to focus on the execution-level. These driving forces can be found both

among internal and external forces (c£ Figure 31 on page 262). What follows

from these driving forces is a strong focus on short-term efforts, which in turn
leads to less focus on long-term issues on a development-level. There may, for

example, be external forces emphasizing short-term results which may lead to
a focus on execution at the expense of efforts spent on more long-term

development efforts, which has been described in previous research. One

specific example is the case of shareholders placing demands on general

managers tllat compel them to focus on short-term execution activities at the

expense of important long-tern1 development activities (Brodin et aI, 2000).

This study points to a need to combine the two levels in order to develop

management processes and improve conditions for managerial activities. The

distinction between the two layers ofmanagement processes can help describ

ing the balance between spending efforts on processes focused on short-term

or long-term effects in managerial work. The risk of an overwhelming focus
on execution-level activities can be called an execution trap.

The distinction between the two layers is also an attempt to contribute to the
understanding of managerial work in relation to needs for information. The

study suggests that information can play a role in helping to combine the layers

of management processes by supporting managerial activities on both levels,

an execution-level and a development-level.

Findings from the study support the claim that an awareness of this distinction

between two layers ofmanagement processes can contribute to an understand

ing of managerial activities. The distinction offers a way of framing that can

include the development of one's own work. Another argument supported is

that both levels are essential and necessary in managerial activities. Further

more, the study suggests that the flexibility to shift between the execution-level
and the development-level contributes to a general man.ager's work.

Triggers for shifting between an execution-level and a development level were

found both internally and externally. Examples oftriggers to shift to a develop

ment level in the case study included the entrance of new people into the

management team and external events influencing the organization. Examples

of forces to focus on an execution-level included good financial results indi

rectly suggesting "more of the san1e" and tight schedules with limited time for

anything other than short-term emergent issues. As these examples indicate,
there were often external triggers for shifting to a development-level. This
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indication could be seen in light of systems theory emphasizing the importance

of systems open for external impulses.

Here in the discussions on management processes two layers ofprocesses have

been described. From a theoretical perspective one can find arguments for

distinguishing between more layers (cf. discussion on Learning I, 11, III and

IV, Bateson, 1972, p. 293). That is, a third level would mean processes for

developing the development-level, etc. For the purposes of this study, how

ever, the distinction between two layers are judged to be enough.

This stucfy suggests a distinction between two lqyers ofmanagementprocesses: (1) an
execution-levelwhere specificprocesses are execute~ and (2) a development-levelwhere
theprocesses themselves are changed. Findings highlight the importance oftriggersfor
shifting between these two different lqyers ofmanagementprocesses. External triggers
seem to be morefrequent than internal triggersfor shifts to a development-level. A
distinction between the two lqyers of management processes can help in describing
managerial activities and further the understanding of the challenge of balancing
short-term vs. long-term efforts in managerialwork) and thus avoiding an ({execution
trapN. Inforlnation can help combine the lqyers try supporting managerial activities
both on an execution-level and a development-level.

8.5.4 Levels of Information and Communication

Some patterns among dualities found from information and communication

perspectives can be understood through the different layers of n1anagement

processes discussed above. Other patterns can instead be understood through

logical level theory (see section 4.1.3). These patterns point to information and

communication on different levels: specific levels and meta-levels, where the

latter are interpretations and help define the former.

Regarding information, one distinction shown to be significant is between

specific information and meta-information, i.e. information about the informa

tion. In a managerial context meta-information seems to be significant for a

further understanding and interpretation of specific information. These

findings are in line with previous work on information and information

systems development, where meta-information is established as an important

concept. Applied in a managerial context a distinction between a specific

information level and a meta-information level may help further the under

standing of this particular informational context.

Empirically the study points to a perceived need for information on a meta

level. An underlying reason for this need was a perceived need to improve the

overview of situations. Empirically the study also points at difficulties in
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fulfilling this perceived meta-information need. There may be several explana

tions for difficulties that accompany meta-information, as discussed in earlier

chapters. One possible explanation can be the level of abstraction. Even needs

for specific information are difficult to define, as discussed above, and meta

information on a higher level of abstraction may be even more difficult to

define. Furthermore the issue may be difficult to include on a managerial

agenda due to its level of abstraction.

From a communication perspective a pattern discussed in the study is a distinc

tion between different levels of communication. One level of communication

is described as taking place around specific matters. Another level, meta

communication, includes messages sent, intentionally or unintentionally, in

relation to communication on the specific level (cf. Figure 34 on page 271).
Empirically the case study illustrates how an intentional use ofmeta-communi

cation can be perceived as useful in managerial work.

The use of information and communication on different levels can be linked

to the previous discussion on layers of management processes. As described

above, there are strong driving forces for focusing on an execution-level and

a risk for an execution trap, i.e. to focus attention and efforts on an execution

level, at the expense of the development-level. Here use of information and

communication on different levels can help facilitating shifts between the two

layers of management processes.

Information can support tasks both on an execution-level and on a develop

ment-level. The study suggests that information can help combine the levels

by supporting both internal information processing (reflection) and external

information processing (communication/action). Information can play a

significant role because there are driving forces for a focus on the specific and

action-oriented level, in accordance with agenda-formation theory. Further

more, the distinction between two levels of management processes can in

crease the understanding of processes in managerial work. The distinction

offers a way of framing that includes the development of one's own work.

Con1munication on a meta-Ievel can also help avoid an execution trap. This

means for example that con1munication defining and describing communica

tion used for dealing with specific issues can be explicitly included. In the case

study this was illustrated by explicit communication acts by the managing

director to change ways of working the in the n1anagen1ent team. Different

stakeholders' interpretations of specific issues can be objects for explicit

communication in order to improve the understanding of the issues at hand,

and the ways of dealing with the issues. Different persons involved make their
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own interpretations of matters (cf. infological equation discussed in section

4.1.1) and by explicitly including different interpretations, one can increase the
understanding of how to handle matters at hand. This means for example

communicating not only about how to accomplish action, but also communi

cating about the comn1unication, i.e. on a meta-level.

Previous work has often focused on the specific levels of information and

communication. This study suggests that an inclusion ofmeta-levels in descrip

tions of use of information and communication in managerial work can give

richer pictures and improve the understanding of the phenomena. One impli

cation of this is the importance of the capacity to deal with different levels of

information and communication in managerial work.

The study emphasizes the potential in intentional use of communication on

different levels. The case study illustrates difficulties in communicating for

accomplishing changes, for example when the managing director tried to

change working style in the management team and when he attempted to

improve control without any perceived need for increased control. The study

points to the power in using communication on different levels and under

scores the fundamental importance of communication acts (intentional and

unintentional) in managerial work. This is consistent with prior research on

communication as attempts to create an understanding of the meaning and

intentions among other persons (e.g. Grice, 1957). A framework for explicitly

revealing and describing communication acts has been suggested, as described

above (see Figure 33 on page 269).

The stuefy suggests that the distinction between specific levels and meta-levels can
contribute to the understanding ofhow information and communication are used in
managerial work. Use of information and communication on different levels is
suggested to helpfacilitate shifts between the different lqyers ofmanagementprocesses)
and there!?y to avoid an {(execution trap". It is suggested that communication acts)
both intentional and unintentiona4 are significantfor an understanding ofaccom-
plishing action in managerial work.
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8.6

8.6.1

Management Processes

The Longitudinal Dimension

Assembling Pieces into a Picture

In the empirical discussions in chapters 5-7 the starting-points were in differ

ent types ofmanagement processes, according to the suggested framework. In

previous sections in this chapter, different theoretical perspectives have been

in focus. In this section, on the other hand, I will illustrate how the longitudi

nal case study can be understood in light of findings from the study. That is,

I will return to the empirical setting, this time looking upon events in light of

findings discussed earlier. The narrative below assembles illustrative episodes

(most of them familiar from earlier discussions) into a longitudinal picture.

The aim of the section is thus to combine theoretical frameworks with the

empirical findings from the case study, and thereby illustrate some of the

theoretical findings empirically. This should not be seen as an attempt to

"prove" findings in any way. First, that would not be in line with the overall

research approach applied in the study. Second, new empirical material would
be more suitable, in the event that someone chose to make such an attempt.

The description below will include several examples of shifts between the two

layers of management processes (see section 8.5.3). I will point to illustrations

of the different layers and shifts between them and make brief comments on

them. These remarks are displayed in another typeface. It should also be noted

that the description below is an illustration and has no ambition to cover the

entire case study (found in Appendix H).

8.6.2 Another Visit to the Case Study

In the description there are references to frameworks and discussions pre

sented and described earlier in the chapter.

The Entry

When the new managing director (MD) came to the organization Omega, he

requested information in order to learn more about the business activities. MD

did not have prior knowledge of Omega's business activities and therefore

perceived a huge need to learn more about them. He met with a lot of people

in the organization and asked for different types of information (CF. FIGURE 30

()N PAGE 251: CELL A, INFORiyfING ONESELF AND INFLUENCING
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One of the assignments the board gave MD when he entered Omega was to
improve the cost control in the organization. Board members felt that they had
burnt their fingers on previous unsuccessful investments. Now they wanted to
influence the new managing director to ensure that this would not happen
again. This could also be seen as the board influencing MD's frame of refer

ence because from the very beginning they made clear to him that there was
a need to improve cost control in the organization (CF. FIGURE 31 ON PAGE 262:

EXTERNAL PERSONAL DRIVING FORCES; SECTION 8.1.7, PAGES 258-261: IMPORTANCE OF

FRAME OF REFERENCE).

They therefore asked for information with the purpose ofinfluencing the new

managing director to avoid the type of investments made earlier (CF. FIGURE 30
Ot PAGE 251: CELL C, INFORMING ONESELF AND INFLUENCING OTHER PERSONS).

Another assignment given to MD by the board was to wind up some previous
investments. During his first year in the organization the managing director

therefore spent much of his time winding up these unprofitable investments.
Many of these wind-up activities were confidential, such as meeting with
potential partners, ete. As a result of this, many people in the organization
perceived MD as absent and secretive. MD had not anticipated this and had

to deliberately try to change this perception later (CF. FIGURE 33 ON PAGE 269:

"OoPS").

INITIALLY THE (THEN) NEWLY APPOINTED MANAGING DIRECTOR MET

STRONG DRIVING FORCES FOR FOCUSING ON ACTIVITIES ON THE

EXECUTION-LEVEL, HERE ILLUSTRATED BYTHE ASSIGNMENT TO WIND UP

OLD INVESTMENTS.

Building a Plaiform

Based on his own perceived information needs and the assignment he was
given by the board, the managing director initiated changes in his information
platform. The monthly report to the management team and board was rede
signed regarding both form and content. The redesigned information platform
turned out to be inadequate. MD perceived a need to change the context
where the reports were used. He therefore changed the structure of manage

ment meetings, and he introduced fixed agendas for these meetings. This
change was not sufficient either. The managing director perceived a need to
strengthen the management team, which led to the recruitment of a new
business controller. In other words, the change process that began with a

perceived need to change the information platform, gradually changed and
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expanded to include business aspects and persons involved (CF. FIGURE 35 ON

PAGE 280: PRC)BLEl\IS MC)VING BETWEEN LEVELS).

AFTER A WHILE THE MANAGING DIRECTOR \VAS ABLE TC) SPEND TI11E AND

EFFORT C)N DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES. HE CHANGED DIFFERENT MAN

AGEMENT PROCESSES AND BUILT A FOUNDATIC)N FOR FUTURE MANAGE

RIAL ACTIVITIES. EFFC)RTS ON THE DEVELOPMENT-LEVEL OF ONE TYPE

LED TC) OTHER TYPES.

The managing director's decision to strengthen the management team with a

new business-controller function was met with suspicion from members ofthe

organization. Some people perceived uncertainties about what role the new

function should play. MD tried to reduce the scepticism by explaining the role

of the function when the business controller was recruited. This was not

enough and there were still doubts. MD then used an occasion at a later point

to demonstrate via his actions that the financial director did not have to worry.

At a crucial point in a tendering process, MD communicated the importance

of the financial director through his actions instead ofword. Here, the specific

message was not the only point but the meta-message sent through his actions

was as important. His communication strategy led to desired effects (CF. FIGURE

34 ON PAGE 271: MESSAGE AND META-MESSAGE).

The managing director improved cost control in Omega by changing both

structures and processes. After a while people in the organization began to

complain about the balance "the gas" and "the brake". They felt that the

emphasis on cost control had become too dominant, and they emphasized the

need for "gas" too. MD still perceived a need for improved control. His frame

of reference had not changed in this respect. He expressed the need for

improved control through for example requests for an information overvie~

The need for increased control perceived by the managing director had an

impact on the organization over time (CF. SECTION 8.1.7, PAGES 258-261: IMP()R

TANCE ()F FRAME OF REFERENCE).

MD tried to point to the need to improve cost control as a means for prepar

ing for the future. Good financial results made this difficult, as the results did

not provide a driving force for change. There was no sense of urgency. The

culture of financial security was strong and the climate for change was perva

sive and difficult to influence from an internal perspective (CF. FIGURE 31 C)N

PAGE 262: INTERNAL BUSINESS-DRIVEN FORCES).

THE ATTE11PTS TO SHIFT TO A DEVELOPl\IENT-LEVEL AND CHANGE

MANAGElVIENT PROCESSES FOR COST C()NTROL \VERE DIFFICULT. THE

ORGANIZATI()N \\'AS DC)ING WELL FINANCIALLY, AND THE MANAGING

DIRECTOR lVIET DIFFICULTIES WHEN TRYING TC) CHANGE PROCESSES FOR
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CC)NTROL. IT \VAS EVEN MC)RE DIFFICULT FC)R THE j\1ANAGING DIRECTC)R

TO ACHIEVE A SENSE C)F URGENCY.

297

Changing Vertical Communication Processes

When MD had been in office for a while he began to change the routines for

presentations at board meetings. Now other members of the management

team were invited to present "their" issues to the boards. One reason for doing

so was to reduce the risk for misinterpretations and another reason was to

reduce the distance between the board and people in the organization. It

turned out that members ofboth the management team and the board appreci

ated this initiative very much. The positive communicative effects of the

change were greater than expected (CF. FIGURE 33 ON PAGE 269: "NICE SURPRISE").

ONE SHIFT TC) THE DEVELC)PMENT-LEVEL TOOI( PLACE \X:'HEN THE MAN

AGING DIRECTOR DECIDED TO CHANGE THE VERTICAL COMNIUNICATION

PROCESS IN THE FOMl OF PRESENTATIC)NS TO THE BOARD. THE TRIGGER

TO THIS SHIFT WAS A PERCEIVED GAP BETWEEN THE BOARD AND PEOPLE

IN THE ORGANIZATIC)N.

Members of the management team were very satisfied with the new policy of

presenting their own issues to board. The other direction in vertical communi

cation, that is communication to their subordinates, was another situation

altogether. People expressed in words that it was important to spend time

communicating with their subordinates, but in several cases it turned out that

it was much easier said than done. In action it proved to be less important. The

perceived need to reduce the risk for misinterpretation was different for

upward and downward communication (CF. SECTION 8.3.4, PAGES 274-275: ASYM

METRY IN VERTICAL CC)j\1j\1UNICATION).

The communication to subordinates was also illustrated by a letter sent by the

managing director and the financial director. As a part of the efforts to im

prove the cost control, they sent a letter asking for detailed information about

travel accounts. Their request for information n1et irritation as people thought

that they interfered in insignificant details. The intention of the letter was to

change behavior rather than any real interest in the particular accounts per se.

In spite of a certain level of irritation, the initiative eventually had the effect

that people paid closer attention to different accounts (CF. FIGURE 30 ON PAGE

251: CELL C, INFORNIING ONESELF AND INFLUENCING OTHER PERSC)NS; FIGURE 33 ON

PAGE 269: "BINGC)").
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A Tendering Process

Management Processes

One major issue on the managerial agenda was a tendering process in the

Southern Region. At an early stage of this process, the managing director

declared that he thought that the process was very important and that he

intended to participate himselfin the project group that would prepare the bid.

With this public announcement he committed himself to doing so (CF. FIGURE

30 ON PAGE 251: CELL D, INFORMING OTHER PERSONS AND INFLUENCING ONESELF).

When MD actively took part in the tendering process and attended project
meetings both on weekdays and Sundays, it had an obvious effect in the

organization. This meta-message helped people realize the importance of the
contract and much attention was paid to the tendering process (CF. FIGURE 33

ON PAGE 269: "BINGO"; FIGURE 34 ON PAGE 271: MESSAGE AND META-NIESSAGE).

DURING THE TENDERING PROCESS THERE WAS A TOTAL FOCUS ON

EXECUTION-LEVEL ACTIVITIES.

The outcome of the tendering process was that Omega, contrary to expecta

tion, lost the contract. For many people in the organization this loss was an

awakening - a competitor had won "Omega's" contract. This goes for the
managing director too. He had been rather confident ofwinning the contract.

The outcome thus influenced the frame ofreference that he brought to similar

situations in the future. The task ofkeeping track ofcompetitors became more

interesting even for those who had not thought so earlier (CF. FIGURE 31 ON

PAGE 262: EXTERNAL BUSINESS DRIVING FORCES; SECTION 8.1.7 ON PAGES 258-261,

IMPORTANCE OF FRAME OF REFERENCE).

When the n1anagement team began analyzing the outcome of the lost contract,
it was first regarded as a disaster. After a while, though, some members of the

management team started to find some positive aspects of the loss. They now

saw, for example, new possibilities for finding forces for changes in the

organization. The framing of the lost contract issue changed (CF. FIGURE 32 ON

PAGE 264: REFRAMING).

THE LOSS OF THE CONTRACT LED TO A SHIFT. IT OPE1\TED FOR CHANGES:

OLD ASSUMPTIONS WERE CHALLENGED, ACTIVITIES WERE QUESTIONED

AND NEW IDEAS WERE GENERATED. THE DRIVING FORCE FOR THIS SHIFT

TO THE DEVELOPMENT-LEVEL CAME FROM AN EXTERNAL EVENT AND

WAS SUDDEN AND UNEXPECTED.

The anxiety among people in the organization after the lost contract was huge.

The management team's atten1pts to reduce this anxiety included among other

things, an article in the in-house magazine. There the managing director tried
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to reduce the anxiety with his message on leaving the disappointment behind

and instead looking forward to new opportunities (CF. FIGURE 30 ON PAGE 251:

CELL B, INFORMING OTHER PERSONS AND INFLUENCING OTHER PERSONS; FIGURE 18 ON

PAGE 111: n,1ESSAGE AND NIETA-MESSAGE).

Hard Work

The lost contract turned out to be like a wake-up call, and after the loss a

number of activities were started in Omega. Many of these were organized in

the form of projects, which was consistent with the managing director's

preference for organizing activities in this way. The number of projects in the

organization increased and at one point in time there were 77 projects running.

The managing director's preference for projects thus had a major impact on
the organ.ization over tin1e. The managing director sought solutions that were

in line with his preferences and way of working, his frame of reference (CF.

SECTION 8.1.7 ON PAGES 258-261, IMPORTANCE OF FRA1\1E OF REFERENCE).

THE MAIN FORCE TO FOCUS ON THE EXECUTION-LEVEL WAS STRONG.

THE AGENDAS FOR MEETINGS IN THE MANAGEMENT TEAM WERE CROW

DED, INCLUDING, FOR EXAMPLE, THE HUGE NUMBER OF PROJECTS TO

MONITOR. FOLLO~TINGFROM THIS, THERE WAS LITTLE ROOM FOR DISCUS

SION OF THE WAY THE WORK. IN ITSELF WAS CARRIED OUT.

In spite of the awakening after the loss, it was difficult to accomplish changes.

One reason was Omega's financial results. The good news was that the busi

ness was still doing well. The bad news was that MD perceived great difficul

ties when trying to generate change. The perceived security that followed from

the financial results simply reduced the force for change (CF. FIGURE 31 ON PAGE

262: INTERNAL BUSINESS DRIVING FORCES).

This was evident when the managing director tried to change the working style

in the management team. He asked for improved discipline in preparation for
meetings, and he tried to encourage members of the team to take greater

responsibility. In spite of much time and energy spent on trying to change the
way the management team worked, MD perceived difficulties. He was frus

trated that he repeatedly tried to tell the members to change, but with little

effect. He sent the same specific message repeatedly but did not change his

communication strategy, unlike his shift to meta-message usage referred to

above (CF. FIGURE 34 ON PAGE 271: MESSAGE AND n,lETA-NIESSAGE).

WHEN THE 1\IANAGING DIRECTOR PERCEIVED A NEED TC) CHANGE THE

\VORI<. IN THE j\;IANAGE1\lENT TEA1\l, IT PRC)VED TO BE VERY DIFFICULT.

THERE WERE STRONG FC)RCES FOR BUSINESS AS USUAL AND LITTLE INTER

EST IN CHANGING THEIR O\X!N \X!'AY OF \x/ORKING. IN OTHER \"XlORDS IT
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\VAS DIFFICULT FC)RTHE J\1ANAGING DIRECTC)R TC) SHIFT THE FOCUS FRC)J\1

THE EXECUTION-LEVEL TC) THE DEVELOPMENT-LEVEL IN SPITE OF HIS

INTENTION TO DO SO.

Issues on the Agenda

Over time the number of issues related to IT that entered the managerial

agenda increased. This was the case both for the management team and for the

board. Minutes from meetings in these groups witnessed an increased attention

to these issues and also a shift in views. At earlier stages issues related to IT

were mostly discussed in relation to problematic situations. Now there was a

more positive view and business-related aspects of IT became more focused.

Discussions included more ideas about how the business could be developed

by means of IT. There was a shift in the framing of the issues (CF. FIGURE 32 ON

PAGE 264: REFRAMING).

The members of the management team had plenty of time to discuss matters

at their monthly lunch-to-lunch meetings. As an attempt to deepen their

discussions on certain topics they had tried to introduce an item called "topic

ofthe month" onto the agenda. Some people outside the team were concerned

that they needed to know more about the work in the management team. As

a response to this, the management team decided to make the minutes of their

meetings public. As result of this, confidential information was put into secret

enclosures. Consequently, people outside the group felt even more outside.

Despite good intentions, the initiative turned out to have undesired effects (CF.

FIGURE 33 ON PAGE 269: "NOPE").

INFC)R1\!LATION USED IN THE J\1ANAGEMENT TEAM WAS MC)STLY FOCUSED

ON THE EXECUTION-LEVEL, FOR EXAlVIPLE IN FORM OF REPORTS ABOUT

BUSINESS ACTIVITIES. THERE WERE FEW EXAMPLES OF INFC)R1\!LATION

FOCUSED ON QUESTIONING THE CURRENT SITUATION AND SHIFTING

FOCUS TO THE DEVELOPMENT-LEVEL. ONE EXCEPTION WAS INFORMA

TION IN PREPARATION TO THE "TOPICS OF THE MONTH".

In addition to meetings in his own organization, MD had a number of external

board assignments. In spite of a heavy working load and a perceived lack of

time, he decided to keep his external board assignments. One reason was that

these assignments were perceived as useful information sources. The decision

may also have been influenced by his own perception that the external assign

ments were fun and interesting (CF. FIGURE 31 C)N PAGE 262: INTERNAL PERSONAL

DRIVING FORCES).
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As illustrated above there was a strong focus on execution in various ways.

Nevertheless, a number of shifts took place between the two layers ofmanage

ment processes.

There driving forces for keeping a focus on the execution-level were persistent.

The organization did well financially, which influenced the force for change,

and there were consequently forces to maintain the status quo without changes

in management processes.

Shifting from the execution-level to the development-level was influenced by

the climate for change in the organization. Over time, there were examples

illustrating the differences between conducting changes when there were

driving forces for (or against) change. It was relatively easy to shift to a

developnlent-Ievel when there was a sense of urgency, but very difficult when

change was not perceived as necessary. These findings are hardly surprising,

but have consequences for the development of management processes.

Furthermore, it was shown to be difficult to change the driving force for (or

against) change itself. That is, if there was no willingness to change, it was

difficult to achieve such a willingness.

8.7

8.7.1

Summary of Main Findings

Concluding the Information Perspective

Findings from tIle information perspective (see section 8.1) emphasize the

close links between managerial work and information, which is consistent with

previous research. These close links point to the importance of understanding

managerial work in order to understand information needs and information

use in a managerial setting.

The study points to a supplementary perspective in work on development of

computer-based information support to general managers. Defining the

information needs of general managers has been identified earlier as a critical

success factor. Studies have found that information needs ofgeneral managers

are not easily defined, and different techniques have been suggested. This

study suggests that the scope of inquiring needs to be broadelled. Improved

understanding of managerial work can help further the understanding of

necessary informational conditions for a general manager's work. Such an
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understanding is difficult to capture through information-needs techniques.

Instead of an underlying inforn1ation-system-development approach the task
ought to be approached from the point of view of managerial work.

In line with the view of seeing information needs in their context, findings

from the study support previous work where information is seen as input to

sensemaking processes rather than input to decision-making processes. Such
a view implies a continual need for information and continual changes in

information needs. With an underlying decision-making assumption on the

other hand, information is seen as input to discrete events (even if the number

of events may be large). An underlying, perhaps implicit, assumption of

information for decision-making can offer possible explanations for the

difficulties experienced in determining information needs when developing

computer-based information support to general managers. A shift in the

underlying view of information can contribute to an understanding of the

dynan1ics in information needs.

One implication of the continual changes in information needs is that systems

developed to support managers with information (computer-based or not)

need to be flexible over time. If they are not, they are likely to be of limited
value. Some information needs may be more static in their nature (e.g. infor

mation about financial results), while others are not.

This study emphasizes the importance of viewing receiving and sending

information as intertwined and inseparable concepts. Information flows are

like two-way traffic. These dual roles of information mean for example that

asking for information is at the same time also sending messages, intentionally

or unintentionally. Requesting information or sending information serves

intentional purposes for influencing both oneselfand others (see Figure 30 on

page 251). An understanding of the dual information roles improves condi

tions for managerial activities. The dual roles can deliberately be used in

managerial work, which has been illustrated empirically in the study, where

combinations of receiving and sending information was shown to be useful.

Theoretically these findings point to the need to see the exchange of informa

tion in a social context, in line with previous research. The complexity involved

in information exchange, as suggested in this study, supports earlier research

emphasizing the fruitfulness ofviewing information flows as something wider
then simply the transmission of messages from sender to receiver. The dual

roles of inforn1ation illustrate the relevance of including social factors when

investigating information flows in managerial work, as there are intentional or

unintentional messages involved in requests for information.
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Findings from the study emphasize the relativity of information, which is

consistent with some prior research. The relativity of information is discussed

in relation to the infological equation and the importance of the individual

frame of reference is highlighted.

8.7.2 Concluding the Agenda Perspective

As discussed in the section on the agenda perspective (see section 8.2), prior

research on managerial work has investigated, for example, time spent on

various issues on an agenda. One pattern from previous studies is that time is

perceived as a scarce resource in a general manager's work. This points to the

importance ofunderstanding agenda formation processes, which also can help

furthering the understanding of the managerial context of information.

Research has pointed to various factors influencing agenda formation, as

discussed earlier. Findings from this study support factors identified in prior

work. By extension, the study suggests a framework with two din1ensions for

describing driving forces influencing agenda formation (see Figure 31 on page

262). One dimension depicts the origin ofdriving forces for including an issue

on the agenda, which can be either internal or external. The other dimension

captures driving forces in terms of person-driven or business-driven forces.

The proposed framework aims at facilitating an in1proved understanding of

driving forces in agenda formation, and thereby an understanding ofhow time

is spent on various issues on an agenda. From an information point of view,

an improved understanding of agenda formation can in turn contribute to an

understanding of the managerial context, in accordance with the discussion

above.

One particular driving force highlighted in the study is a factor which reflects

personal interests an10ng persons involved, a "fun-factor". Findings from the

study points to the relevance of explicitly including such a factor when trying

to understand managerial agenda formation. An explicit inclusion of such a

factor can contribute to a richer picture of agenda formation mechanisms.

The importance of framing of issues has long been recognized, as discussed

above. This study points not only to the importance of issue framing, but also

to the importance of re-framing issues. By actively changing how issues are

framed, new aspects of issues can be revealed and the understanding for how

to deal with the issues can be improved. Sucl1 reframing processes help reveal

ing new aspects and perspectives of issues and contribute to managerial mind

shifts (cf. Figure 32 on page 264). Information to support managerial work can
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here serve purposes of helping to reframe issues and to offer alternative ways

of framing issues.

One particular type of issue where framing can play a significant role is IT

issues. Empirically the study illustrated how the number of IT-issues increased

over time and how the framing of these issues changed over time. At early

stages IT-issues on the managerial agenda were mostly framed in terms of

problems like delayed projects and budget overdrafts. At later stages IT-issues

where more often framed in terms of business opportunities. IZnowledge of

the people involved influences framing. When IT-issues were framed as

"tricky" they were often not given priority and rarely included on the agenda.

This implies an importance ofidentifying areas where the knowledge is limited

and actively trying to reframe these issues, i.e. to look for "tricky" issues and

reframe them.

8.7.3 Concluding the Communication Perspective

From a communication perspective (see section 8.3) the study supports

previous research which states that "one cannot not communicate". That is,

communication is taking place constantly, both intentionally and unintention

ally, and is carried out through words and actions. Concerning communication

in managerial work, this study has primarily focused on vertical communica

tion processes.

Findings suggest five central dimensions for depicting vertical communication

processes (see Table 21 on page 273): (1) wh.o is initiating the communication

process, (2) what is the content, (3) where is the process taking place, (4) when
is it taking place and (5) how is the communication mediated. The study

proposes that the understanding of vertical communication processes in

managerial work can be furthered by exploring the dimensions suggested

above. As part of the dimension ofhow communication is mediated, the study

points to the importance of a shared language for communication processes

and the usefulness of metaphors.

In the study of vertical communication dyads in managerial work, findings

point to an asymmetrical information sharing norm. This norm can be de

scribed as a desire to present issues upwards in person, and less interest in

presenting or sharing issues downwards in person. The main argument used

for presenting one's own issues to next level up was to reduce a risk for

misinterpretation. This argumentation emphasizes sending aspects ofcommuni

cation processes. Findings from the study suggest that sending aspects are
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perceived as more important than receiving aspects for reducing risks of

misinterpretation in vertical communication processes.

In the study a discrepancy was found between an overt advocacy of the

importance ofdialogue and feedback on information on one hand and minimal

time and effort spent on establishing such a dialogue and feedback on the

other hand. There was a difference between espoused theory and theory-in-use

concerning vertical communication processes, i.e. one opinion is expressed in

words, and another in actions.

The study points to the importance of viewing vertical communication pro

cesses in their social contexts. Vertical communication processes are said to be

more complex processes than simply passing information in a vertical dimen

sion. Consistent with previous research, these findings highlight the need to

address the social context in stark contrast to traditional information theory

with its roots in signal transmission theory.

A framework is suggested for analyzing communication acts in communication

processes. The proposed framework describes intentional and unintentional

communication acts in relation to desired and undesired effects (see Figure 33

on page 269). The motive for the framework is to suggest a way of capturing
different perspectives of vertical communication processes to offer a rich

picture of the processes.

8.7.4 Concluding the Development Perspective

From a development perspective (see section 8.4), the study indicates a trade

off between mandate for change and knowledge about conditions when

developing managen1ent processes (see Figure 37 on page 282). On one hand,

management processes can be changed at an early stage when a general man

ager takes office. The mandate for change seems to be high at this point in

time, while the knowledge about the organization and persons involved is

limited. On the other hand management processes can be changed at a later

stage when a general manager has been in office for a period. In this case the

mandate for change seems to be lower, while the knowledge about conditions

has increased. Findings from the study suggest that an awareness of this trade

off can contribute to an understanding of priorities among change efforts

concerning management processes, where tin1ing seems to be of vital impor

tance.

When development efforts concern management processes, the study points

to difficulties in limiting the scope of change efforts. Empirically the study
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indicates that a problem first framed as for example an information problem

later can turn out to concern business or person-related factors (cf. Figure 35

on page 280). This means that there is a delicate balance to handle in develop

ment efforts concerning management processes: on one hand to have a wide

scope and include several levels, and on the other hand to limit the scope due

to feasibility. In line with previous research on development processes, these

findings point to the importance of putting development efforts in a wider

context to reveal problems on other levels (cf. Figure 36 on page 281).

Findings from the study point to the dual roles general managers have in the

development of management processes. They are both part of the change

processes and users of the outcome. The study emphasizes the importance of

an awareness of the different roles.

8.7.5 Perspectives Brought Together

The use of different theoretical perspectives in the study illustrates how

complementary perspectives can add to a rich picture of phenomena studied

(see section 8.5). In the study a framework for management processes is

proposed with the aim of capturing a holistic picture of managerial work seen

from a process view. The framework includes three types of management

processes focused on preparing, performing, and evaluating efforts. For each

type, distinctions are made between person-oriented and task-oriented pro

cesses, where the latter can seen as business or information-oriented processes

(see Figure 14 on page 113). The framework offers a tool for capturing mana

gerial processes and thereby contributes to an understanding of activities in

managerial work.

The study builds on the framework and suggests a distinction between two

layers of management processes: an execution-level where specific processes

are executed, and a development-level where the processes themselves are

changed (see Figure 38 on page 289). This distinction can be seen as a parallel

to previous research on single and double-loop learning and first and second

order changes, as discussed above.

Also described are strong driving forces for focusing on the execution-level,

which in turn can help further an understanding of the challenge between

balancing short-term and long-term efforts in managerial work. An "execution

trap" is described as the risk of focusing on the execution-level at the expense

of development-level activities. Findings from the study argue that shifts

between the two layers of management processes are essential in managerial

work. The study also suggests that information can help managers to combine



Discussion in Light ofPrevious Work 307

the two layers by supporting activities on both levels, and not only activities on

an execution-leveL

Findings from the study emphasize the importance of the capacity to deal with

different levels of information and communication in managerial work (cf.

Figure 34 on page 271). It is suggested that the use of information and com

munication on different levels helps to facilitate shifts between the different

layers of management processes and thereby to avoid an "execution trap".



9 Methodological Approach Revisited

In this chapter I willpresent retrospective reflections on the methodological ap
proach) that is) the interpretive approach) the clinical approach) the longitudinal

case stuc!J) the use ofthe reflective dialogue) and the research process. Following

from this) I will discuss differentpossible methodological alternatives. I will then
give some briefcomments on concepts like validiry) reliabiliry and different rypes

ofgeneralizations. The section will be concluded with some remarks on contribu
tions and how to evaluate the stuc!J.

9.1 Retrospective Reflections

Even if it is not possible to find "the best" research approach, it is possible to

evaluate the quality of the chosen approach from different points ofview, and

to discuss possible alternatives. In this section I will make an attempt to

evaluate my methodological decisions. I have argued that research is something

personal and highly influenced by the person conducting the research (see

section 3.2). It is thus important to include a personal evaluation of the work

(Stake, 1995, p. 135) or a self-reflection about the research perspective

(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991, p. 24). The question is how to do this? There

is no generally accepted set of guidelines for assessing case-study research

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 548), and I will do the assessment in the form of reflec

tions on different methodological factors, including discussions on possible

strengths and weaknesses in my research approach.

9.1.1 On Using an Interpretive Approach

I will start my reflections on using an interpretive approach (see section 3.3)

by looking at my study in the light of deficiencies which are identified for the

interpretive perspective (Fay, 1987), see Table 23.
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An Interpretive Perspective...

does not examine the conditions, often external, which give rise to certain
meanings and experiences

2 omits to explain the unintended consequences of action

3 does not address structural conflicts within society and organizations

4 neglects to explain historical change
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Table 23 Deficiencies with an Interpretive Perspective (based on Fay, 1987, pp. 92
95)

In my study I have tried to include some of the environment in order to better

understand the phenomena in a larger context (1). By including several differ
ent perspectives I have had the ambition to explain some of the unintended
consequences of actions (2), as the consequences may be easier to understand
by combining different perspectives. Regarding structural conflicts (3) I cannot
say that I have dealt with this possible deficiency in any explicit way. Given my
longitudinal approach I can on the other hand argue that I have included

historical change (4) in my interpretive approach as I have followed a process
over a period of time. For purposes ofpractical limitation, I have not included

the prior history, i.e. before 1993.

The interpretive approach to case studies has attracted an increasing interest
within the area of information systems research in recent years (Walsham,
1995b; Nandhakumar and Jones, 1997). As a response to this, discussions on

principles for conducting and evaluating interpretive field studies in informa
tion systems have emerged (e.g. Klein and Myers, 1999). In summary I make
the following reflections on my use of the interpretive approach: I have tried
to give a comprehensive picture of the context of the study, and I have applied

multiple possible interpretations.

9.1.2 On Using a Clinical Approach

The use of the clinical research approach (see section 3.4) has meant that from
time to time I have worked closely with people in the organization. I see a
number of advantages with the clinical approach. One advantage has been that
as people in the organization have known that I am there to help them and not
only to collect my own empirical material, they have been willing to spend time
on interviews and to share their views with me. In other words the clinical

approach has improved the quality of the empirical material (cf. Nandhakumar
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and Jones, 1997, p. 128). Another advantage has been that the close relation

ship with the people in the organization has been a helpful mechanism to

ensure that I have focused on issues perceived as relevant to them (c£ Robey

and Markus, 1998, p. 9).

When I started the study, I saw three possible disadvantages. I will here

present them and give brief conlments on what happened. First, I saw the risk

that there might be political considerations such that people answer in order

to influence political processes rather than to present their own opinions on

matters at hand. I have dealt with this possible disadvantage by first trying to

identify these types ofanswers and second trying to find different explanations

and interpretations of those answers. This has not been a major problem. I

have noticed these kinds ofpolitical driving forces on only a few occasions. At

least to my knowledge it did not turn out to be a problem.

Second, I realized that the collection of empirical material would not be tailor

made for this study. There would be parts of the collected material that were

not the focus of this study but merely of interest for the organization. In

retrospect I see this as an efficiency problem rather than a quality problem for

the study. I have spent some of my time on issues that have not been the focus

for the study, which in turn llave helped me in my understanding of the larger

context. It turned out to be a tinle-consuming approach and the amount of

empirical material became very large. This in turn has made the analyzing and

writing processes quite time-consuming. The good thing, though, is that it has

been helpful for the interpreting process as I have "worked" with the empirical

material over a longer period of time and documented my own reflections over

time.

Third, I saw the risk that my helping role might result in a situation where I

would have become dependent upon, for example, financial compensation

from the organization for the work. I deliberately chose to limit the extent of

tllis role so that it never became a problem. As I regard the independence of

the researcher as one of the cornerstones of research, I have always made sure

to be independent of the organization.

Another possible risk with the approach which is very hard to evaluate is the

risk that I have been "too involved" in the case and that I have become a

friend of the managing director in the organization. -Yes, we have become

friends. -No, I do not think this has become a problem in the research pro

cess. I have been aware of this risk all time, and I have actively sought for

different interpretations and tried to challenge my own view of issues. I have

also tried to combine the closeness with distance by altering between periods
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when I have been highly involved and periods when I have been more distant

to the organization (cf. Repstad, 1993).

9.1.3 On Using a Longitudinal Case Study

Not only has the clinical research approach meant that the case study has been

time-consuming, the longitudinal approach has also meant that it has taken

some time. In section 3.5 above I argued for a longitudinal case study ap

proach; here I will make some retrospective reflections on the approach.

When I started the case study, I did not know that everything would work out

with the organization, but after a while I realized that things worked well and

that the organization could be a suitable site for a longitudinal case study. Seen

in retrospect I think it has been enough to handle one case study, but on the

other hand a multiple case study approach would have given me opportunities

for interesting comparisons (cf. Pettigrew, 1990). These are two different

approaches, and the research output is influenced by any of the approaches (cf.

ibid, pp. 280-281).

Overall my own perception is that the choice to conduct one case study over

a longer period of time was a fruitful decision. As the process-related aspects

have been important in the study, I think that time has been an important

aspect, or put differently "truth is the daughter of time,,27 (ibid, p. 271). What

have the problems been then? From time to time I have perceived problems

in maintaining boundaries for the case study. There have been so many aspects

that could have been included, and sometimes it has been hard to tell what is

important to include and what can be omitted. This points to the challenge of

transforming huge amounts of empirical material into a final case-study

description (Van de Ven and Huber, 1990, p. 217).

Given the amount of material, I will here try to evaluate and make some

retrospective reflections on the empirical material. Miles and Huberman (1994)
list a number of features of well-collected qualitative empirical material as

described in Table 24, as will be discussed in relation to my study belo~

27 I take the liberty to include this quotation without starting a discussion on whether truth actually
exists. I think I have made my point clear in these matters earlier in the text.
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Feature

(1) Ordinary events in
natural settings

(2) Richness and holism

(3) Material collected
over a sustained
period

(4) People's "lived
experience"

(5) Potential for
developing
hypotheses

(6) Potential for testing
hypotheses

(7) Supplement to
quantitative data

Management Processes

Description

local groundedness (material collected in close
proximity to a specific situation)

focus on a specific case (a bounded
phenomenon)

Thick descriptions that are:

vivid

nested in a real context

have a rung of truth

go beyond "snapshots"

possible to assess causality

inherent flexibility in the study which gives
confidence of understanding

reveal meanings people place on events,
processes, and structures

perceptions and assumptions etc

connecting the revealed meanings to the social
world

Qualitative empirical material is often a good strategy
for exploring new areas.

Qualitative empirical material often gives a strong
potential for testing hypotheses.

Qualitative empirical material is useful for
supplement, validate, explain, illuminate, or interpret
quantitative data.

Table 24 Features of Well-Collected Qualitative Empirical Material (based on
discussion by Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10)

In my case study I think that the empirical material (linked to the issues
described in Table 24) focuses on ordinary events in natural settings (1).

Regarding this issue the material could perhaps have been better bounded to
a specific phenomenon, which on the other hand would have limited the
context it) the case-study description. My aim has been to give a picture of a
general manager's work, rather than a picture of a limited phenomenon on a
manager's agenda. This leads to the second issue about richness and holism (2)
where my approach has meant that I have included the real context in the

description. My empirical material has been collected over a sustained period
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of time (3) and is, in my opinion, far from a "snapshot". I have tried to include

people's "lived experience" (4) in the description of events as my material to

a large extent has included a basis for such descriptions. Regarding the poten

tial for developing (5) and testing (6) hypotheses I would say that I rather have

used the potential for developing hypotheses than for testing. In my case the

empirical material has not been used to supplement quantitative data (7).

Overall I think this description in terms of the features of well-collected

qualitative empirical material illustrates that the empirical material has formed

a strong basis for the case-study description. This does not mean that one

cannot argue that things could have been done differently.

9.1.4 On Using a Reflective Dialogue

When reflecting in retrospect on the use of the reflection dialogue (see section

3.6.5) my first reaction is that I have learnt very much from the dialogue. The

meetings with the managing director have been interesting, and I have in

creased my general understanding ofmanagerial work. For the purposes of the

study, the fi~dings fron1 the reflective dialogue have helped me interpret

findings from other sources of empirical material. Even though the reflective

dialogue has included only one perspective from the organization, that of the

managing director, the findings from the dialogue have added a significant

depth to the case-study description.

Is there anything I would have done differently regarding the reflective dia

logue? In one sense I would like to have started the dialogue earlier (we began

the dialogue after I had been in the organization for about one year), but I am

aware of the need to build a firm basis of trust first before initiating a dialogue

of this type.

9.1.5 On the Research Process

When reflecting on the research process (see section 3.6) my first thought is

in line with the expression that (:rcience is aJ"ournryJ not a destination" (Gummes

son, 1991, p. 18). The process has been a journey visiting many different places

including n1any interesting stops. I will start my reflections by looking at the

research process seen in the perspective of three important challenges facing

researchers (ibid, pp. 11-14):

(1) access to reality

(2) preunderstanding and understanding

(3) quality
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Regarding the first challenge (1) I think that my research process has been very

helpful for access to reality. By applying the clinical research approach over a

longer period of time I would say that the access to reality has been very good.

The second challenge concerning preunderstanding and understanding (2)

deals with the insights into a problem when starting the research process, the

input, and the insights gained during the process, the output. Here I think that

my preunderstanding was limited. Although I had conducted a previous

research study in a context partly related to the area (Martensson and Mahring,

1992), I did not have a deep understanding of managerial work. Furthermore,

I did not have a specific focus before the research process started, but devel

oped the focus over time. On the other hand I would judge the insights gained

from the process to be considerable. The final challenge about quality (3) is

hard to evaluate as it comprises many different factors. I have tried to be as

explicit as possible regarding the research process in order to give the reader

an opportunity to make an independent picture of the quality of the research

process.

The use of triangulation for increasing the possibilities for interpretation (see

section 3.6.7) has been useful in the research process. Combining different

types of empirical findings and challenging findings from, for example, inter

views at one point in time, with findings from minutes from the meetings in

the managen1ent team, has been a fruitful process in my opinion. An opportu

nity for triangulation which I have not used is the investigator triangulation

(see Table 10, page 65). Looking at the research process I trunk that alternative

interpretations made by another person would have been helpful. It has been

a matter of limiting the total workload of the project (and to some extent the

challenge to find a suitable person willing to spend the necessary time and

effort) that has stopped n1e from involving another researcher in the project.

A final comment when looking at the research process in retrospect is that the

time I have actually spent on reflecting on my own empirical material and my

own research process as such during the research process has been valuable.

Maybe this has been one way of trying to add another perspective (instead of

another researcher) by attempting to view at my own material and process

from an external perspective.
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My methodological combination could be given the following quite awkward

description: "an interpretive approach to a single longitudinal case-study con
ducted with a clinical research approach including a reflective dialogue". My
first reflection is that it sounds like a tongue-twister. My second reflection on
the methodological combination is that I agree withJonsson when he says that
interpretive research is suitable for clinical research Qonsson, 1991, p. 377). My
involvement in the organization, the concrete actions in combination with the
reflections on what is really going on, has been fruitful for finding different
interpretations. I also think that the combination of action or experiencing

with reflection has been most useful for my own learning process (cf. Kolb,
1984).

Is there anything that I would like to have done differently in the combination?
One thing that could have added value to the study is a questionnaire to a
wider group in the organization, a more quantitative dimension forming a
broader picture based on the views of more people in the organization. This
was an alternative I rejected in order to limit the project.

I certainly considered several different alternative methodological combina
tions. As described earlier (see section 3.2) I think it is hard to disregard
personal preferences when discussing methodological choices. I do not believe

that there is an objective truth that comes to a conclusion and design - it is a
person, i.e. me, who has decided how to conduct the study. Having said this,
I will in the following paragraphs present some reflections on the alternatives
I chose not to use. In Table 25 some possible alternatives are summarized.

Methodological Aspect

1. Role of researcher

2. Research method

a. Number of cases

b. Time-span

c. Supplement

3. Unit of analysis

Possible Alternatives

Involved researcher vs outside observer

Case study vs survey

Single vs multiple cases

Longitudinal vs snapshot

Case study vs case study plus smaller survey

Individual - group - organization

Table 25 Summary of Some Possible Methodological Alternative

One alternative was to not get involved to the extent that the clinical approach
implies (1). Here the choice was rather easy. In accordance with my personal
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preferences I wanted to work as an involved researcher. Regarding method, the

case-study approach was a natural choice (2). One alternative was to conduct

a larger number of interviews with people in different organizations. Another

alternative was to include several cases and choose to conduct a multiple-case

study instead (2a). I chose to focus on one organization and follow it over a

longer period of time (2b) as I wanted to include process factors in the study,

which may be hard to capture with a broader approach, for example conduct

ing interviews with persons from different organizations. The choice not to

add a smaller survey to the case study (2c) was a n10re difficult choice. Here I

decided to limit the extent of the study by not adding a survey. Instead I saw

an advantage in spending all efforts on the case study instead. Regarding the

unit of analysis (3) my primary focus has been the individual (the managing

director) with a secondary focus on the group level (the management team).

When reflecting in retrospect on the choices made, I see the risk that a combi

nation with other cases or a wider survey would have split the focus. Beyond

this, the amount ofthe empirical n1aterial from the single-case study turned out

to be much more extensive than I could imagine at the outset of the study.

9.2 How to Evaluate the Quality of the Study?

Here the reader will meet concepts often found in methodological discussions:

validity, reliability, generalization, and contributions.

9.2.1 Validity and Reliability?

A short description of validity and reliability is that a piece of research is valid

if it closely reflects the world being described, and is reliable if two researchers

studying the same arena would come up with compatible observations (e.g.

Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p. 85). One problem with the two concepts is that

many indicators of validity and reliability do not fit qualitative interpretive

research, and trying to apply the concepts mechanically to qualitative works

may distract more than it clarifies (ibid). Nevertheless, it is important to discuss

and reflect upon the quality of the research, and in following paragraphs I will

first say a few words about the validity and reliability of my study and then

suggest some alternative concepts for discussing the quality of the research.

The ultimate validation test in clinical research could be said to be when the

researcher can predict the outcome of an intervention in the organization

(Schein, 1987, p. 52). More traditional tests are to look for what is referred to
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as type I errors (believing a statement to be true when it is not) and type II errors
(rejecting a statement which is true) (e.g. Silverman, 1993, p. 149). Here things
get a bit complicated given an underlying view of science that there is no
objective truth, but the world is socially constructed and every person makes
their own interpretations of the things. I think it is difficult, and perhaps not

meaningful, to apply instruments for testing validity that are developed mainly
for quantitative studies with positivistic assumptions. With an interpretative

approach it is important to present different possible alternative interpretations
and to be as explicit as possible in describing these.

Reliability is not easy to deal with either, especially not in longitudinal studies
(K..imberly, 1976, p. 338). It is difficult to argue that another researcher should

observe the same things that I have and make the same interpretations. Once
again the people involved in the study are important, in this case the
researcher. Expressed differently research is something personal, closely
related to the person conducting the study. What one can investigate regarding
reliability is how the research process has been handled and what methods
have been used. By being explicit about how the research work has been

carried out and what procedures have been used, the reliability can be im
proved as other researchers would at least know how to conduct similar
studies, even if these studies would be highly influenced by those persons and
their own beliefs, values, and interests.

Given the difficulties in discussing validity and reliability, what could one do?
Rubin and Rubin (1995, pp. 85-91) suggest that the credibility of qualitative
work could be discussed in terms ofits transparency, consistency, and commu
nicability, see Table 26.

Criteria

1. Transparency

2. Consistency

3. Communicability

Description

to allow a reader to see the basic processes of data
collection

to show that ideas and responses that appeared to
be inconsistent have been checked out

to present the research arena so that participants
can see themselves and other readers feel confident

Table 26 Criteria for Judging the Credibility of Qualitative Work (based on Rubin
and Rubin, 1995, pp. 85-91)
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When reflecting in retrospect on my study in terms of the criteria presented in

Table 26 I make the following judgements. My aim has been to be as transpar

ent (1) as possible regarding both my methodological approach and how I have
carried out the research. For this reason I have chosen to write a fairly exten
sive chapter on the methodology. This means that in some respect I would say

that the research process is rather transparent. On the other hand, I have
conducted the empirical collection, documentation and interpretations on my

own, both in the organization and during the writing process. This means that
even if I present what I have done and how I have worked, it is still to some

extent a black box for the reader regarding how I have conducted the work in
practice. Overall I think it is hard to fully eliminate this in qualitative research,

but I hope that my attempts to share how I have worked have improved the

transparency of the study.

Regarding the consistency of the study (2) I have had good opportunities to
check inconsistencies in the empirical material. When I have found something

which has not made sense to me, it has been easy to check it. In retrospect, I
can see that I could have been more explicit and described more inconsisten

cies I have checked out. Now, the results are often presented without describ
ing the process of checking the inconsistencies. There is, of course, always a

balance regarding how much to include in the final description: to give a
description that is as complete as possible and at the same time keep it read

able in respect of the length of the description.

In order to increase the communicability (3) of the final report I have included

a large number of quotations, with the intention of sharing a feeling for the
situations I describe. I have also checked with participants to see whether they

recognize themselves in the situations or not. Whether the reader feels confi
dent in the description or not is of course up to every reader to judge. In order

to increase the likelihood of confidence in the description I have let several
people not involved in the study or the organization read it in order to identify

issues where there have been needs for clarifications.

When using the criteria suggested in Table 26, my own judgement is that the
study meets the criteria for credibility fairly well. As this is a matter ofopinion,

everyone has to make an own judgement.
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One important aspect of any piece of research is the extent to which the

results ofa study are generalizable and add new general knowledge. Eisenhardt

(1989) describes how theories can be built from case-study research. The

process she describes adopts a positivist view of science and is ((directed toward

the development of testable 0Jpotheses and theory which are generalizable across settings"
(ibid, p. 546). When she contrasts her approach with Strauss (1987) and Van
Maanen (1988) she says that the other authors ((are more concerned that a t7ch)

complex description ofthe specific cases understucfy evolve and thry appear less concernedwith
development ofgeneralizable theory)) (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 546). Here I would argue

that this is a matter of different research approaches with different underlying

views of science. This in turn means that one can see different types of gener

alization. In the following paragraphs I will reflect on my study in relation to

some types of generalizations.

Case studies can be compared to experiments in natural science. One single

case study or experiment alone is not enough for a generalizable theory, but

can be seen as steps towards generalization (Lee, 1989, p. 41). In the same way

that one single experiment cannot make a theory general, one case study has

only tested the theory against some empirical circumstances. Instead a case

study adds to generalizability, and further case studies are needed for tests

against other empirical circumstances. That is, case studies do not represent a

"sample" aiming at statisticalgeneralization, but instead the goal is to expand and

generalize theories, analYticgeneralization (Yin, 1994, p. 10).

In these examples ofgeneralization there seem to be an underlying assumption

about an objective reality and the final aim is to find "a truth" (or maybe "the
truth"). Given a study with an interpretive approach I will look at four differ

ent types of generalizations described for interpretive case studies (\X1alsham,

1995a, p. 79), see Table 27.
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Type of Generalization Description

1. Development of concepts Developing new concepts from one situation
which can be generalized and are useful for
explaining other situations, like for example
the concept "informate"from Zuboff (1988).

2. Generation of theory Constructing theoretical frameworks which
are then applied in analyses in different
areas. This in turn may lead to suggestions
for further theoretical development.

3. Drawing of specific implications Drawing implications from specific
situations, like for example from an in-depth
case study, which may lead to useful insight
for related work in other contexts.

4. Contribution of rich insight Capturing insights from the reading of
reports and results from case studies that
are not easily categorised as concepts,
theories, or specific implications.

Table 27 Four Types of Generalizations from Interpretive Research (partly based
on Walsham, 1995a, pp. 79-80)

The four types of generalizations described in Table 27 are not mutually
exclusive categories (ibid). My own reflections on the study in light of the four
types of generalizations result in the following. The different conceptual

frameworks suggested could be seen as a combination of (1) and (2). That is,
the frameworks combine concepts into frameworks that could be applied in
other contexts. I also think that my results can be generalized in terms of the
latter two types ofgeneralizations (3) and (4). That is, implications drawn from
the context of my case study can be applied in other organizations and con
texts and hopefully be useful in explaining other situations. The case study has

also, hopefully, contributed to a rich insight in the areas studied, which can be
used when conducting further studies.

The topic of generalization is a controversial one, especially when using a
single case-study. My aim with this section has been to illustrate that the
concept of generalization is complex and there are several ways of looking at
what can be generalized. Often generalization is seen through a positivistic lens
where quantitative analyses are to prove that results are applicable in other
contexts (maybe with given statistical significance). Given my research ap

proach, I think it is more applicable and fruitful to discuss generalizations in
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other tern1S, which I have tried to do when using Walsham's different types of

generalizations.

9.3 A Judgement?

It is, of course, a difficult task to make a judgement of your own study. Never

theless, I have tried to discuss some aspects of this study's methodological

qualities in the previous sections. By highlighting different perspectives on the

quality of the study, I hope I have offered the reader possibilities for making

her or his own judgement of the methodological qualities.

There are many different types of criteria that could be used. Above I have

argued for the importance of applying criteria in accordance with the overall

research approach. This is an important aspect when discussing methodologi

cal qualities of a research study.
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In this concluding chapter I will link back to the overall research question and

specificpurposes outlined in the introduction. First I will discuss how the stucfy

addresses thepurposes and then reflect on theprocess that led to the results ofthe

stucfy. Followingfrom this I then discuss implicationsfor practice andfinalIJ I
present some ideasforfurther research. It should be noted that the specific results

ofthe stucfy are presented and discussed above in chapter 8) with a summary of
mainfindings in section 8.7 on page 301.

10.1 Linking Back to the Outset

The main findings fron1 the study are summarized above in the concluding

section of chapter 8, see section 8.7 on page 301. This means that the reader

looking for a brief summary of the results will find it there.

In this section I will try to illustrate how the purposes have been addressed in

the study. There are two aspects to be considered when considering the extent

to which one can argue that the purposes are fulfilled: first the quality of the

study, as has been discussed above in chapter 9, and second the findings per

se, and to what extent they correspond to expectations.

In the introduction the following overall research question was asked:

RQ How can an information perspective contribute to the understanding ofmanage
rial work?

Based on this question three specific purposes were presented:

PI. To describe ageneral managerJs work seenfrom aprocess and cognitil)e vieWy try
appIJingfour theoreticalperspectives (information) agenda) communication and
developmen~ to managementprocesses.

P2. To discuss and explore patterns in a general managerJs work (based on the

deSCription from PI).

P3. To discuss and propose conceptual frameworks for understanding a general

managerJs work (rooted in findings from PI and P2).

In the study managerial work has been viewed through a process lens and

described in terms of management processes. Four theoretical perspectives
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have been applied, as described and discussed in chapters 5-8. It is now time

review to how I have tried to address the purposes.

The first specific purpose (Pl) has been addressed in different ways. There is

a chronological description of a general manager's work in Appendix H. In

chapter 2 there is a brief overview of the empirical setting. A general manager's

work is then described in chapters 5-7, where the description is organized

according to the suggested framework for management processes.

The second purpose (P2) has been addressed mainly in chapters 5-7 where
different patterns are identified and discussed. In line with the overall research

approach, different interpretations of the empirical findings are illuminated in

the discussions.

TIle third purpose (P3) has been addressed mainly in chapter 8 where the

findings are discussed in light ofprevious work. The discussions are organized

according to the four theoretical perspectives and conceptual frameworks are

suggested with the aim ofcontributing to a richer understanding ofmanagerial

work.

The idea has been to apply theoretical foundations from the field of informa

tion management when investigating management processes. Given that the

study has been conducted during a period of time sometimes described as "the

information age" and that information plays significant roles in managerial

work according to previous research (especially seen from a cognitive view),

this theoretical basis could be seen as naturaL Nevertheless, most previous

research on managerial work has had other theoretical starting-points. This

study thus primarily ainls at contributing to the understanding of managerial

work by adding to the knowledge of management processes. The study can

also be seen as an attempt to illustrate the applicability of theories fronl the

field of information management. Given the role of information and commu

nication in society, the study can be seen as an argument for using theoretical

foundations from research on information and communication when trying to

increase our knowledge in areas traditionally seen as being outside the scope

of information management.

In the field of information management the tradition of building information

systems has resulted in a number ofhard-earned experiences. One such lesson

relates to the need to view information systems in their broader contexts, i.e.

to learn about broader contexts of the systems in order to increase the likeli

hood of successful results. Transferring this insight to the context of manage

rial work helps to identify a need to view information and communication in
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managerial work in broader contexts. In this study this has been illustrated, and

conceptual frameworks have been suggested as means for doing so.

Addressing the purposes has been a journey where the general direction, that

is the research question, has been decided and firm since the very beginning.

My aim was to investigate managerial work seen from the horizon of informa

tion management. The specific purposes have partly changed over time. In the
beginning of the process I had more ofa focus on information per se. The idea

was, for example, to investigate managerial information sources and media

used, in more detail. Over time I realized that I was about to fall into the trap

of limiting the scope to information at the expense of the context in fonn of

managerial work. I outlined four theoretical perspectives with the aim of

including multiple views of managerial work. Based on these views, and

patterns that emerged when investigating the case study, the frameworks

evolved over time.

It is, of course, up to the individual reader to judge to what extent the findings

meet the expectations presented in the introduction and if the purposes can be

said to be fulfilled. Here, I have tried to share some of my reflections on the

process.

10.2 Implications for Practice

The main goal of an academic study is to contribute to our knowledge about

phenomena at hand. An additional goal is to identify practical in1plications of

the results. In this section I will briefly reflect on some implications for prac

tice that follow from the findings of this study. The implications are discussed

in general terms and can be seen in relation to various types of practical

settings, e.g. organizations operating in different industries.

Implications/or Managerial Activities

The framework for management processes proposed in the study (see Figure

14 on page 113) has implications for managerial activities. One aim with the

framework is to illuminate different dimensions of managerial activity, ex

pressed as management processes. From a practical point of view the frame

work can be used as a tool for describing n1anagerial activities. The picture that

appears can then in turn be used as a basis for discussions of priorities among

different activities. Given that time is often seen as a scarce resource, a rich
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picture of the present situation concerning managerial activities can contribute

to efforts to improve the situation.

Findings from the study furthermore suggest that managerial work can be seen

as carried out on two levels: on an executiol1.-level dealing with specific issues

on an agenda and on a development-level dealing with how issues are ad

dressed. Short-term driving forces focus on the execution-level, while there are

few forces supporting work on the development-level. The study emphasizes

the importance ofa combination ofactivities on the two layers ofmanagement

processes. A practical implication of th.is is to identify driving forces to include

activities on the development-level, i.e. to reflect on and develop how manage

rial activities are carried out. Issues on an agenda in a management team can

be seen in light of their focus on execution or development. In case of an

imbalance with too much effort spent on short-term execution issues, efforts

can be focused on identifying those driving forces that could improve the

balance. This way what was identified as an execution trap could be avoided, i.e.

when too much attention is paid on execution at the expense of development

efforts.

The study has also emphasized th.e importance of reframing issues on the

managerial agenda because the way issues are framed influences both what

issues are included on the agenda and how these are dealt with. An implication

of this finding is that managers should review how issues on the managerial

agenda are framed and how these issues can be reframed. By explicitly viewing

issues through different frames, alternative priorities can be revealed, which in

turn can alter the balance among different management processes. One

example is, for instance, to investigate how IT-related issues are framed on the

managerial agenda and how these could be reframed. Whether issues are

expressed in terms of problems, such as project delays or budget problems, or

in terms of opportunities for business activities, has consequences. By chang

ing the framing of issues, managers can create opportunities for handling the

very same issues differently.

Implicationsfor Communication in Managerial Work

Findings from the study emphasize patterns in communication seen on two

levels: one specific level and one meta-level. They also suggest that distinguish

ing between the different levels of communication is important for managerial

communication. One implication of this is the importance of the capacity to

deal with levels ofcommunication. By recognizing communication on different

levels, a manager can improve the possibility of reaching some people in an
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organization with a message while also influencing other people on a meta

level. Some communicative actions may be effective for intended effects while

others may be counterproductive. The study suggests that an awareness of

communication on various levels and a deliberate use communication on a

specific and a meta-Ievel can increase efficiency in managerial communication.

The study emphasizes that sending and receiving information takes place

simultaneously. Information flows are described as two-way traffic. This

means, for example, that the act of asking for information also at the same

time sends messages, intentionally or unintentionally. Requesting information

or sending information can influence both oneself and other persons. A

framework for the combination of informing and influencing is proposed (see

Figure 30 on page 251). This framework can serve as a tool for investigating

informing activities and can help managers reflecting on their own personal

strategies for using information to achieve intended results.

Furthermore, the study points to the importance ofan awareness ofintentional

and unintentional communication acts in relation to desired and undesired

effects (see Figure 33 on page 269). This means that communication is taking

place constantly, intentionally or unintentionally. These communication acts

have desired or undesired effects. The suggested framework (see Figure 33)

can be used as a practical tool for reflecting on communication efforts and

thereby help improve future efforts. The study suggests that a certain amount

of reflection on communication acts in managerial work can help increase the

likelihood of achieving intended effects.

Implications for Information-Support Activities

Findings from the study of information aspects of managerial work have

consequences for information-support activities. One factor is the importance

of viewing information in the wider context, regardless of whether the

information-support activities are computer-based or not. Given the close links

between information and managerial work discussed in the study, demands on

the people involved in information-support activities are huge, and closeness

between information providers and managers is important.

The scope for information-support activities needs to be widened and under

stood beyond the traditionally narrow conception of information, in accor

dance with the findings of this study. In the discussion of empirical findings

a quote from a person in the case study was highlighted: (7t is not onlY about a

report. "This illustrates the importance ofviewing development ofinformation

platforms for managerial work in a broad context of business structures and
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processes, and the people involved. Findings from the study suggest that a
narrow focus on information needs and information media is an oversimplifi

cation. There are close links between the information and the people involved,

as well as the business activities, and all these aspects need to be included in
the development process ofmanagerial information platforms. A narrow scope

from the outset may have negative effects on results and prolong development
processes. Furthermore, a narrow scope may lead to results that do not meet

demands.

Empirically the study indicates that problems first framed as, for example, an

information problem later can turn out to be business or person-related

problems (cf. Figure 36 on page 280). This means that there is a delicate

balance involved in development efforts: on one hand to have a wide scope
and include several levels in change efforts and on the other hand to limit the

scope due to make it feasible. This highlights the advisability of conducting a

preliminary analysis at an early stage when developing information-support

structures or processes. The aim of such a study is to put development efforts

in a wider context and to reveal problems on other levels.

10.3 Ideas for Further Research

When working with a study over a period of time, a number of new research

ideas arise. Here I will summarize a few of these ideas and point to how they

could extend some of the results of this study.

Building on the framework for management processes suggested in the study,
a path for further research is to investigate the balance between efforts spent on different

types ofmanagementprocesses. Such an investigation could help further the under
standing of balance between various processes in different settings. One type

ofprocess of particular interest would be management processes for handling
change efforts, for exan1ple in the context of IT investments.

The two layers of management processes suggested in the study need to be
investigated and explored in more detail. This could be done through broader

investigations of how general managers' work is carried out on an execution-level and a

development-level. Ofparticular interest is to identify and explain mechanisms for

shifting focus between the different layers, i.e. to identify triggers for shifts. This
means that triggers for development ofdifferent management processes could

be revealed, and in conjunction with this, the roles ofinformation and commu

nication could be explored.
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Based on th.e discussions on driving forces for agenda formation, it would be

of interest to investigate the entrance 0/ new issues on the managerial agenda. One
specific example of particular interest to investigate in more detail is the

entrance of IT-issues on managerial agendas. The study at hand indicates that the
number ofIT-issues has increased and further studies on driving forces behind

the inclusion of these issues on managerial agendas would be of interest.
Additionally, IT-issues would be an interesting example to investigate in terms

offraming o/issues, i.e. how IT-issues are framed on managerial agendas and the
consequences ofdifferent framings. Here one could also compare the entrance

and framing of the issues on managerial agendas on the board level compared

to the management-team leveL

Regarding vertical communication processes there are several interesting paths

for further research. One is to investigate and compare differentparts 0/ the chain 0/
verticalcommunicationprocesses, i.e. to compare the dyads board - general manager

and general manager - subordinates in terms of information sharing norms

and arguments used for reducing misinterpretations. Here it would be of
interest to investigate the use of different levels of communication in the

different dyads, for example to what extent communication on a meta-level is
intentionally used in different dyads.

From a methodological point of view, the use of the reflective dialogue with
the managing director has awaken my interest for innovative research methods to

combine theory andpractice) academics andpractitioners, an area where there is room
for new initiatives. It is my firm belief that both parties have much to gain

from innovative forms of cooperation.
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Appendix A: Introductory Letter to Omega

The introductory letter sent to MD at Omega on April 1st, 1993 reads like the
following (the original letter was written in Swedish):

Management Information and Managerial Work

My name is Piir Martensson and I work at the Institute for Business Process
Development, a researchfoundation at the Stockholm School ofEconomics. Signifi
cantfor the work at the institute is that we combine theory andpractice through a
combination of research and assignments. We experience that the research work
contributes to the assignments) and corresponding!J that the work in assignments
contributes to our research.

Since 1989 I have) together with a colleague of mine) collaborated with financial
directors and controllers from about 15 mC!jor Swedish corporations (among that
group is NN who gave meyour name). The focus of the work (which was reported
in a licentiate thesis) has been information supportfrom central staffs to management
teams. One ofthe resultsfrom theprqject shows the importance to view work with the
improvement of management information in its wider context as development of
managenOal work) and not onlY focus on information.

One example ofthe strong link to managenOalwork is how crucial it is to receivefast
and distinct signals when something unexpected occurs in order to take action. It is
also cnOtical that the message or the signals to control the business activities reach out
in the organization and have the intended effects. I believe that there is a huge
potentialfor the improvements ofthis ('.rystem ofsignals" ofreceiving and sending of
information/messages. It is allabout viewing the management information as apart
ofthe managen"al work.

Through work with the improvement ofthis ('.rystem ofsignals" thepreconditionsfor
the management activities can be improved. One tangible proposal is to conduct a
limited review to get a betterpicture of the current situation) which is afirst step in
the work to improve the situation"

I would very much appreciate meeting withyou to discuss this and to listen toyour
points ofview. I willget in touch withyour secretary within the nextfew dqys for a
possible appointment.

Yours sincerelY)

Piir Martensson
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Appendix B: Facts and Figures About Empirical Material

The following is a briefdescription of some facts and figures about the empiri
cal material used for the case-study description.

Interviews and Meetings etc.

105 interviews and booked meetings

o with altogether 29 different persons

o total time ca. 180 hours

o ca. 700 pages of documentation

50 of the 105 interviews and booked meetings with the managing director
alone or together with someone else

o total time ca. 95 hours (out of the 180 hours)

o ca. 350 pages of documentation (out of the 700 pages)

a huge number ofinformal discussions, unbooked meetings and phone calls

o own field notes ca. 100 pages

Written Internal Sources

• Minutes from board meetings

o 15 consecutive meetings

o ca. 200 pages of documentation (ca. 70 pages plus enclosures)

o own written summaries ca. 30 pages

• Minutes from meetings in the management team

o ca. 60 consecutive meetings

o ca. 1,100 pages of documentation (ca. 300 pages plus enclosures)

o own written summaries ca. 130 pages

• Various internal documents (in total ca. 500 pages) like for exan1ple:

o strategic plan

o internal long-term plan

o information policy

o IS/IT-policy

o analysis of the business environment

o descriptions of functions and process

o final TQM-report
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Written Public Sources

• Annual reports

Public internal magazines
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Appendix C: Interview Guides

The following is the interview guide used in the survey conducted in 1993. The
purpose was to interview a nUITLber of people about their perceived informa

tion needs and their opinion on the present situation in general and regarding

the management information in particular.

The First Interview Guide - 1993

Ask the interviewee to describe and comment on the following issues:

• Background

o Personal background

o Background to the position in the organization

• About the Specific Unit [i.e. the unit the person belongs to]

o Business activities

o Size (number of employees, geographical range etc.)

o Critical Success Factors for the unit

o Relation/role to other parts of the organization

Overall Goals and Results

o Short term and long term

o Potential problems for reaching the goals

• Information and Reports

o The internal information within the unit

o The Flash-report

o The Monthly report

o The Quarterly report

o The Forecasts

o Other information or reports

o Non-financial information

o I<:'ey ratios

• Information Systems

• Business Environment

o Internal

o External
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• Persons

o The Managing Director - closeness

o The Board - closeness / role of the board

Change Efforts and Projects

General Comments

• Next Steps

For each item links were made to the specific unit (region or department).

The Second Interview Guide - 1995

The following is the interview guide used in the survey conducted in 1995. The

purpose was to interview a number of people about how they perceived the

situation after the loss of the important contract. Whereas the first interview

survey in 1993 had its main focus on information related aspects, the survey

conducted in 1995 had a main focus more on business activities, including

information and communication related aspects.

Ask the interviewee to describe and comment on the following issues:

• Present situation - own area of responsibility

o Short facts on the own area of responsibility

o Changes that have occurred recently, or are about to take place?

Changes in the preconditions?

o The main challenges/problems to deal with in the own area of

responsibility?

• Present situation - overall Omega

o At present, what do you personally perceive as Omega's greatest:

- strengths?

- weaknesses?

o What are the greatest problems today that are important to deal with

for the future Omega?

o Who are the most important interested parties for On1ega? Inter

nally? Externally? (To whom is this a problem?)

o How would you summarize Omega's preconditions for the future?

o With the starting-point in the lists of weaknesses, possibilities, etc.

from the meeting in the management team in January: which are in

your opinion the three most important:

- strengths?
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- possibilities?

- etc. [for the rest of the lists]

C-3

• Present situation - different opinions

o On what aspects do you think there are the greatest differences in

opinions among different persons within Omega regarding the

present situation?

o What are the most important matters that are possible to affect

concerning the preconditions for Omega?

Scenarios - future situation

o What do you personally this is the most likely scenario for what will

happen with Omega year 2000?

o What are the main obstacles you see in the work to shape an Omega

year 2000? What do you think will be most difficult to deal with?

o What is the very most important factor to deal with immediately?

o Do you think that the present sense of uncertainty in the organiza

tion about what will happen will cause many persons to look for new

jobs? (Any differences between different types of positions? What is

the likelihood that you still will be with Omega in year 2000?

• Miscellaneous

o What is all this about really?

o The relationship/closeness/communication with MD (the managing

director)?

o The new business controller? The new IT-controller? How are things

working? Anything that does not work?

o At the coming meeting in the management team on the present state

is there anything special that you think is important to bear in mind?

o What did I not ask?

o The plan of action in the Southern Region?
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Appendix D: List of Persons Interviewed

In total the case study is based on 105 interviews and meetings with about

thirty different people. The number of times I have interviewed or held

booked meetings with people vary considerably: from 50 interviews and

meetings with the managing director to some persons I have interviewed just

once. In the following paragraphs the persons interviewed and included at
meetings in different phases of the case study are listed to give a view of the

informants for the case study. Excluded from the list below are all those ad

hoc and ull.booked discussions, meetings and phone-calls with various people

in the organization. I have taken notes fronl. nl.any of these events, which have

been used in the case description, and these people are included in the list

below.

Interview Survey 1993

25 interviews and meetings were held with the 18 persons listed below: (Some

persons were interviewed more than once and some interviews were held with

two persons at the same time.)

General Management

o MD, managing director

• Finance and IS department

o FD, financial director and head of the department

o FDB, accounting controller

o FDD, accountant

• Purchasing and Logistics department

o PL, head of the department

o PLC, controller Purchasing and Logistics

• Business Development department

o BD, head of the department

• Personnel department

o PM1, personnel manager and head of the department

• The Western Region

o WR, regional manager

o WRF, financial manager
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• The Eastern Region

o ERF, acting regional manager

o ERA, manager

o ERB, manager

• The Southern Region

o SR, regional manager

• The Northern Region

o NR, regional manager

• Board members

o BMA, Chief Legal Advisor in the Alpha Group

o BMB, managing director in another organization

o BMC, international consultant

Meetings Held Between the Interview Surveys 1993 and 1995

22 booked meetings (excluding all informal or unbooked discussions) were
held with 7 persons in the organization between the interview surveys in 1993

and 1995. The following persons were included in these meetings:

General Management

o MD, managing director

o PA, the managing director's personal assistant

• Finance and IS department

o FD, financial director and head of the department

o FDA, chief accountant

o FDB, accounting controller

o FDC, accounting controller

Personnel department

o PM1, personnel manager and head of the department

Interview Survey 1995

30 interviews and meetings were held with 18 persons (listed below). Some

persons were interviewed more than once and there where some meetings with

two persons at the same time.

General Management and Business Control

o MD, managing director
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o PA, the managing director's personal assistant

o BC, business controller

D-3

• Finance and IS department

o FD, financial director and head of the department

o FDA, chief accountant

o FDB, accounting controller

Purchasing and Logistics department

o PL, head of the department

o PLA,manager

o PLB, manager

Business Development department

o BD, head of the department

o BDA, project manager

• Personnel department

o PM1, personnel manager and head of the department

• The Western Region

o WR, regional manager

• The Eastern Region

o ER, regional manager

o ERC, manager

• The Southern Region

o SR, regional manager

• The Northern Region

o NR, regional manager

• Miscellan.eous

o CON, consultant from other part of the Alpha Group

Meetings Held After the Interview Survey 1995

28 booked meetings (excluding all informal or unbooked discussions) were
held with 8 persons in the organization after the interview survey 1995. The

following persons were included in these meetings:

General Management and Business Control

o MD, managing director
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o PA, the managing director's personal assistant

o BC, business controller

Finance and IS department

o FD, financial director and head of the department

Purchasing and Logistics department

o PL, head of the department

Business Development department

o BD, head of the department

Personnel department

o PM2, personnel manager and head of the department

• The Northern Region

o NR, regional manager



Appendix E: List of Persons in Alphabetical Order

BC

BD

BDA

BMA
BMB

BMC

CON

ER

ERA
ERB

ERC

ERF

FD

FDA

FDB

FDC

FDD

ITC

MD

NR

PA

PL

PLA

PLB

PLC

PM1

PM2

SR

SRF

WR

WRF

business controller

head of the Business Development department

project manager at the Business Development department

board member and Chief Legal Advisor in the Alpha Group

board men1.ber and managing director in another organization

board member and international consultant

consultant from other part of the Alpha Group

regional manager and head of the Eastern Region (1994-)

manager at the Eastern Region

manager at the Eastern Region

manager at the Eastern Region

acting regional manager and head of the Eastern Region (1993)

and then financial manager at the Eastern Region

financial director and head of the Finance and IS department

chief accountant at the Finance and IS department

accounting controller at the Finance and IS department

accounting controller at the Finance and IS department

accountant at the Finance and IS department

IT-controller

managing director

regional manager and head of the Northern Region

the managing director's personal assistant

head of the Purchasing and Logistics department

manager at the Purchasing and Logistics department

manager at the Purchasing and Logistics department

controller at the Purchasing and Logistics department

personnel manager and head ofthe Personnel department (-1995)

personnel manager and head ofthe Personnel department (1996-)

regional manager and head of the Southern Region

financial manager at the Southern Region

regional manager and head of the Western Region

financial manager at the Western Region
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Appendix F: An Example from the Reflective Dialogue

During 1994 I initiated the reflective dialogue with the managing director
(MD). To illustrate what issues were on the managing director's mind, and also

to give some examples of his way of reasoning on different matters, I will here

give a brief description of one of our meetings in the reflective dialogue. The

following excerpt is from a meeting that took place in October 1994.

Weplanned this meeting at ourprevious meeting aboutfour weeks earlier. Now MD
arrives at the research institute where I work at about 4.30p.m. In the corridor on
the wqy to the conference room that we usuallY use for our meetings there are a
number ofmagaZines exposed on a rack. He looks at them and sqys:

(The amount ofinformationproduced is unbelievable. It is impossible to read it all. JJ

Once we have taken our seats in the conference room I start offthe meeting with the
usual question about how life is at Omega atpresent. He tells me that the week has
been very hecticJ but on Tuesdqy he spent the whole dqy at his home. He had told PA
to onlY let through the very most importantphone calls. He comments upon the dqy:

('1 reallY got a lot ofwork done during that dqy as I couldfinish what I started. At
the end ofthe dqy I was verypleased with myself, even though there was a smallpile
with issues that were stacking up at my office. JJ

He continues:

(Theproblem with working at my office is that there are such short intervals. There
are interruptions all the time. One reason for this is that I meet with very ma'!Y
people and I want my subordinates to know that thry can come to me with the
questions thry want to discuss. Thry should not have to make an appointment
through a secretary to meet their superior. JJ

MD tells me about a board meeting he attended during the week in another organi
zation where he has been a member ofthe boardfor severalyears. He reflects:

('5ometimes these external board meetings arefruiifu~ but sometimes itfeelsJust like
giving and notgetting so much back. JJ

In recent weeks there have been a lot of time and effort devoted to a problematic
situation with one ofthe businesspartners in apurchasingpo01. MD points to the
trickY situation when he cannot openlY describe everything for his subordinates as
some matters are strictlY confidential. This issue is one example ofsuch an issue. At
the same time it is also an example ofan issue that suddenlY turns up and is very
important and time-consuming but one does not know about it in advance.
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One issue that he did know about in advance though is the tenderingprocessfor the
contract in the Southern Region. He explains that the work is now running and
takes a lot ofhis time, as he had expected. It is a lot ofhard work for a number of
people in the organization.

Linked to the discussion on the wqy to the conference room we start a discussion on
reading and conclude that it would be valuable to read morefiction but very hard to
find the time to do it. From this discussion it is not a big the step to our next topic
ofthe dqy: communication. We talk about communication andflows ofinformation
in a leader's dailY work. MD stresses the importance ofpeople in communication. He
sqys:

(Persons' ears work differentlY depending on who is sending the message. It is
important to give and shape suitable conditionsfor communication through the wqy
one acts. In certain situations the receivers are not reaefy to hear the message. "

MD links the importance ofpeople in communication to learning and to learning
organizations. He sqys:

(The view oflearning is important. It is not certain that there alwqys is apositive
view oflearning. I see two starting-pointsfor learning in an organization: the culture
in the organization and the situation in focus. "

We discuss different types ofleaders and the importance ofmaking decisions all the
time. MD is of the opinion that it is seldom critical to make decisions quick as
lightning, exceptforpeople in trading 1JJarkets. Instead he thinks it is important to
show consideration to otherpeople's views:first listen to the opinions ofthose who are
involved, thenJustify the final decision, which is not alwqys appreciated ry everyone
round the table.

He makes some comments on his role as a mentorfor a couple ofyoung leaders in
otherparts ofthe Alpha Group that are linked to theprevious discussion on decision
making. We talk about the importance ofreceiving signals as a leader and digging
in order to find out what is under the suiface. He sqys:

('5ometimes there can be afeeling that (OK here I should start asking to find out
more, but Ijust cannot do it now - that would lead to a number ofprocesses that I
do not have the time or the energy to handle right now. ' It is important not to start
those types ofprocesses without taking care ofthem. The worst thing that can happen
is to let thingsJustpeter out. That is incrediblY negative. "

We discuss change processes and the importance ofhaving continuity in the change
processes. MD makes some reflections on the huge difference between the previous
CEO oftheAlpha Group (and chairman ofOmega) and the newlY appointed CEO
regarding their ability to create continuity in change processes. In the discussion on
changeprocesses, MD comments on the change ofCE0 in another large 5candina-
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vian organization that has attracted a lot ofattention. He speculates on the differ
ences between the previous CEO and the new one. Followingfrom this, we discuss
how an organization is eifJected l?J a change of the leader. He makes the following
comment:

(There is a danger when the dialogue between a leader and his/her subordinates is
reduced both in its extent and its content, when the dialogue does not include matters
ofreal value. J)

In the discussion on information thatfollows, MDgives an example to illustrate how
personalpreferences influence the communication between leaders and their subordi
nates:

(Theformer CEO ofthe Alpha Group did not like to read at al~ while thepresent
CEO reads everything. J)

Once we mention thepresent and rather new CEO MD tells me about a meetingfor
a number of leaders ofdifferentparts ofthe Alpha Group.

As usua~ timeflies during our meetings. We realize that we want to go through some
notes from aprevious meeting and start a discussion on the concluding steps in the
development ofthe reports and reporting routines. MD describes that the new business
controller is now becoming morefullY introduced within the organization and things
work very well. A minor problem is that a couple ofFD Js subordinates at the
Finance and IS department have written a letter to MD where thry ask about the
new business controller and his responsibilities. MD thinks that time will show that
there will be no realproblems, and thry will hopefullY see this as time goes by. MD
himselfis very happy with the recruitment.

As the new business controller does not have a long retailing background, i. e. does not
add that particular competence, MD has invited a senior manager from another
5candinavian-based organization to give apresentationfor the management team of
Omega. This is, ofcourse, not the same as recruiting someone with retailing compe
tence, but can be seen as one wqy of trying to add some retailing knowledge to the
management team. MD is very pleased with the invitation.

MD mentions that the new training program is an issue with high priority. He
describes some discussions with the personnel manager, PM!:

(PM! wants to build a large program. My priority is to get somethinggoing and to
make sure the program is suited for the participants. The people attending the
program have to feel that the trainingprogram is urgentfor thenJ. I do not want to
build a large number ofmodules with the risk that everything will result in nothing
at all. It is better to start with something on a small scale. J)

It is now about 6p.m. and time to end the meeting. We planfor the next meeting in
the reflective dialogue in four weeks time. Before that we will meet at meetings at
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Omega as I will be there for several meetings and interviews. MD leaves and I sit
down to document the meeting.
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The following coding scheme was used for the coding process of the empirical

material from interviews, meetings and field notes.

Persons & Behavior

Blue

Light blue

Orange

Pink

Brown

Tan

Managerial work (perceived problems etc.)

Development of managerial work

Persons (aspects about persons etc.)

Learning aspects

Communication with the board

Comn1unication with subordinates

Business Results & Activities

Red

Aqua

Bright Pink

Violet

Grey

Dark grey

Goals and Results

Business activities

Tendering processes

Control and organizational aspects

Agenda-setting and issues on the managerial agenda

Issues related to the internal or external environment

Information & Information Systems

Green

Light green

Dark green

Miscellaneous

Yellow

Light yellow

Information: process

Information: structure (attributes, sources, contents)

ISlIT-related aspects

Miscellaneous "important" issues

General important from my own reflections or field notes
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H The Case Study Omega

The case-stu4J description starts in January 1993 and ends in January 1998.
It is divided into a number ofphases that to a large extent are aligned to a time
line. Thephases chosenfor the description represent one wqy ofdescribing the case

stu4J) which for the purpose ofthis stu4J have beenfound to be fruitful.

H.1 The Entry of A New Managing Director - "Setting
the Stage"

In January 1993 MD is appointed new managing director1 for Omega, a

Scandinavian organization, which is owned by a large service group operating

worldwide, the Alpha Group.2 The new managing director of Omega is

recruited from another business unit within the Alpha Group where he earlier

was responsible for a large geographical region. When the managing director

enters, Omega has been without a general manger for several months and one

of the members of the management team of Omega has been acting head of

the organization. MD enters a situation when Omega in itselfis profitable, but

the organization under the former managing director has made some unprofit

able investments which is one of the tasks MD is assigned to sort out.

H.1.1 The Omega Organization

Omega is part ofa large service group called the Alpha Group, which operates

worldwide. The Alpha Group consists of seven major business divisions and

five rather autonomous subsidiaries3
, of which Omega is one. The Alpha

Group owns 100% of Omega but the board ofdirectors in Omega consists of

Throughout the description I will use the expression managing director. When doing so I refer
to individuals "who hold positions Ivith some multifunctional responsibility for a business (or businesses)"
(I<otter, 1982, p. 2). This means that the managing director in focus in this study is the "CEO"
of the organization Omega. Accordingly, the person referred to as the financial director in this
study is, expressed differently, the "CFO" of the organization. I deliberately choose to not use
the expressions "CEO" and "CFO" as these often refer to the group management level (i.e. in
this case the managing director and the financial director of the entire Alpha Group).

2 The organization and the service group will remain anonymous (as will all people involved) as
discussed in the chapter on research methodology. The organization has no link to those
organizations that have supported the study financially.

3 These conditions reflect the situation at the time when the project started in 1993.
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both internal members from other parts of the group and external members.
At the time MD takes office there are four board members in Omega, plus
MD and the financial director FD who acts as secretary at the board meetings.
The two internal members are the CEO of the Alpha Group (chairman) and
the Chief Legal Advisor of the Alpha Group. The two additional external
members have experience as CEO or equivalent. The board of Omega meets
quarterly. (The board is later changed to only internal board members from
other parts of the Alpha Group.)

The business activities of Omega consist of retail trading, which differs from

most of the other parts of the Alpha Group. The company is located mainly
in the Scandinavian countries, but also in a few other European countries.

There are about 600 employees in Omega as compared to the entire group
which consists of more than 10,000 employees worldwide.

Omega is one of the n10re profitable units of the entire Alpha Group and is
therefore considered as more important than it's relatively size in numbers of
employees. This is illustrated for example by the fact that the CEO for the
Alpha Group is the chairman of the Omega board. The contracts involved in
the Omega business activities are rather complicated and therefore give cause
for the legal expertise among the board members.

The organization of Omega (as of 1993) is described in the chart below:

Managing
Director

MD

I
Western
Region

WR

Personnel
PM1

Purchasing
and Logistics

PL

I
Southern
Region

SR

Finance/IS
FD

Business
Development

BD

I
Eastern
Region
(ERF)

I
Northern
Region

NR

The Omega Organization 1993

There are four sales units which are geographically oriented, here called
Western, Southern, Eastern and Northern. (ERF is acting head in the Eastern
Region.) Some of the business activities outside Scandinavia are smaller new



Appendix H: The Case Study Omega H-3

units run by the Business Development department. The Purchasing/Logistics,

Personnel, and Finance/IS departments all serve the other sales units. (In

addition to the units included in the chart above, there were initially some

smaller units that were sold shortly after the project started and therefore are

not included here.)

The people mentioned in the organization chart above, and the personal

assistant of the managing director, form the management team of Omega.

The business activities of Omega are quite independent of the Alpha Group.

MD reports to the board but aside from this Omega operates like an autono

mous unit. In MD's own opinion the following are key factors for the Omega's

business activities: the logistics, the relationships with the suppliers both for

contracts and for information about the markets, the understanding of the

business itself, the knowledge about customers and competitors, and the long

term contracts. In the financial director FD's opinion the key factors for the

business activities in Omega are the prices and contracts with the suppliers and

the logistics.

From a board member's (BMB) point of vie~ Omega sometimes pays atten

tion to issues that are not the core business. As a result of this, MD has to

wind up some unprofitable investments. The board members have learnt to be

more cautions regarding new business projects and have signalled that it is now

time for a focus on the core business activities and more focus on cost control,

which is part of the assignment that has been given to MD when he was

appointed.

When MD enters Omega he finds an organization where the business activities

are quite decentralized. The different regions are in number of respects rather

independent. MD finds this decentralized situation combined with a system of

control, that is in his opinion insufficient. Strategically MD discovers that he

cannot see a clear strategy for Omega's business expansion. The former

managing director had invested in new projects in various areas, but from

MD's point of view, the strategy behind the investments had not been clear.

Related to this issue, MD enters a situation where work with the board is a bit

tense because of the prior unsuccessful investments in new business opportu

nities.

Given this overall picture, Omega is facing challenges which could be ex

pressed in the words of one of the managers in the Eastern Region:

('It is important to be able both to step on the gas and to put on the brake at the
same time. It is ea!)! toJ'ust slam the brakes. " (ERA)
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There is in other words a need for improvement of cost control and at the

same time for development of the business activities and exploration of new

business opportunities.

H.1.2 Different Units in Omega

In the following sections there will be short introductions to the different units

in Omega, starting with the four regions.

Western Region

The Western Region is led by TJ7R who is a veteran in the organization. The

region consists of six units and has about 110 employees. The feedback they

receive from the headquarters is not satisfactory and they perceive a problem

in the distance between the region and the headquarters. Within the region

they work consistently with feedback to the different parts of the region: if

there is a sales record somewhere etc.

In the region they work very much on their own. One example of this is that

the financial manager in the region spends quite some time feeding data into

their own system for analysis. By using their own information system they have

found a way of keeping track of the different parts of the region. WR says:

(The managersfor the different areas know that we keep trC!ck ofthem. This signals
that it is important. " (lVR)

To some extent one could say that they take pride in working on their own.

Southern Region

The Southern Region is led by SR who has worked in the region in several

different positions and as the head of the region for about a year. There are

about 180 people working in the region, which is divided into five subunits.

SR runs the region with three main goals: to maintain market share in the

region, to improve marketing, and to keep track of the costs. She stresses the

importance of taking many small steps and rationalizing. The geographical

distance between the region and the headquarters is not seen as a problem for

SR:

(The communication with the people there is very good" (SR)
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A new manager, ER, is one of MD's early appointments, recruited during his

first year. (The former manager for the Eastern Region left the organization

short after MD was appointed new managing director for Omega, a position
that the former manager for the Eastern Region had applied for.) Before ER

is appointed ERF (the financial manager for the region) is acting head for the
region. Eastern is the largest region and is divided into about 15 different

geographical units. In total there are about 230 employees in the region.

Although this region is located rather close to the headquarters there is a

perceived need among some people to know more about what is going on at
the headquarters. Still, this is the region where there are the closest links to

MD for two reasons: the geographical distance as the Eastern Region is nearest
the headquarters, and the fact that the new manager for the region is an MD

appointee (unlike the other regions where the managers appointed earlier are
still at their positions).

Northern Region

The Northern Region is led by NR who has worked within the Alpha Group

for about ten years. She is one of the people in the management team of

Omega who has been with the organization a long time. The Northern Region

is slightly different from the other regions as the relations between the North
ern Region and other parts of the Alpha Group are very close. Some of the

business in the Northern Region is carried out cooperatively with other parts

of the Alpha Group. One could say that this region is a mixture of other parts

of the Alpha Group and Omega, although it belongs to Omega. This is per
ceived as a challenge and expressed in the following way by NR:

(The double lqyalties are aproblem. It is a balancing act. " (NR)

NR sees the conditions as challenging, but she and MD (who is her superior)

are in agreement on the conditions. There are seven persons working at the

headquarters for the Northern Region, and they then work in cooperation with

personnel from other parts of the Alpha Group. The cooperation with the

Alpha Group is facilitated by the fact that the premises are very close, and

thereby it is convenient to meet with people working at other parts of the
Alpha Group. Altogether about 2,500 people are involved in the business

activities, all employed by other parts of the Alpha Group. According to NR
most of them are positive towards cooperation with Omega, but the challenge

for them is to have time enough for their work.
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IZey factors for the business activities in the Northern Region are, according

to NR: changes taking place in other parts of the Alpha Group, the line of

products and the contacts with authorities. (The second factor about the line

of products is especially important for the Northern Region as they work with

a smaller number of products and therefore are more dependent on each

product in the assortment.) NR summarizes the challenging situation with

these words:

(The business activities in the region are complex) but I sleep well at nights.)) (NR)

Business Development Department

The Business Development department is led by BD, who has been with

Omega about two years. The Business Developn1ent department, which

consists of about ten people, are responsible for starting new business activi

ties. These projects for new business activities either grow to be units, or

remain as smaller projects within the department. This means that the people
at the department run smaller units in countries where the business activities

ofOmega are very limited. The department also has responsibility for business

intelligence. On his own role in the organization BD says:

(7 think it is on!J MD and I who are 40plus in the management team. This means
that I can comment on matters with a broader experience then most ofthe others) and
mqybe I see matters slight!J different!J. f ..l My role is a bitprovocative. I see my own
role to be a little bit outside the other in the management team. I have not alwqys
been succesiful in gain hearing.)) (BD)

Part of the work of the department is to look at the long-term development of

the business as such.

(13ecause I had made the mostfuss about it) I was appointed to make aproposalfor
afuture business scenario. The problem that there are not enough determination for
and understanding ofthese efforts even though thry are very important. Someone has
to bang hisjist on the table.)) (BD)

Purchasing and Logistics Department

The Purchasing and Logistics department is led by PL and consists of about

15 people. PL has a solid background in purchasing and logistics both from

companies within the Alpha Group and from other organizations. He was

recruited to Omega by MD. The mission of the Purchasing and Logistics

department is to serve the rest of the organization arranging purchasing by

goods and logistics.
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According to PL Omega lags behind other companies regarding costs of

personnel and tying up of capital compared to turnover. He stresses the

importance of seeing what other companies do and learn from them. In

cooperation with other organizations Omega is part of a purchasing pool

consisting of several large organizations which cooperate in order to improve

contracts with suppliers. This has the advantage of improving their bargaining

power with suppliers. On the other hand they are, to some extent, dependent

011 other organizations. This dependency carries a risk and requires that they

constantly need to evaluate their partners in the purchasing pool. This in turn

means that business intelligence regarding these companies is important.

The core of the activities of the Purchasing and Logistics is expressed in the

following way by PL:

(The essential question for our activities zs How to handle the purchasing
efficientlY?'" (PL)

They have recently conducted a T50-project4 in order to reduce lead times. In

the project they found that 90% of the contribution to profit comes from 50%

of the products, and the remaining 50% of the products thus makes 10%

contribution to profit. One reason for this could be that the wide range of

goods affects the results of the business negatively as the possibilities to

negotiate con1petitive prices are reduced. PL finds it difficult to achieve an

understanding for this the organization, and according to PL the department

is squeezed between customers and suppliers, and they are highly influenced

by the environment. Their relationships with the suppliers for example are

essential for their activities.

Finance and IS Department

The Finance and IS department consists of about ten people and is led by FD

who had been with Omega for about five years when MD was appointed the

new managing director. He has a background as a chartered accountant and he

had worked in other positions within the Alpha Group before he came to

Omega. FD describes his job in terms of four different roles concerning:

accounting, finance, business control, and IS administration. Regarding how

he is seen in the organization, he says:

4 The name is inspired by an ABB-concept T50, meaning that lead times should be reduced by
500/0.
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((I guess I might be seen as closelY related to MD and aperson he discusses ideas
with." (FD)

The mission of the department is to be responsible for the reporting and the

reports produced in Omega. The different units all report to the Finance and

IS department, and they then produce the reports and make comments etc. In

this process there is a dialogue with the different reporting units. The depart

ment is also responsible for the administration of the company-wide informa

tion systems. When there are more complex development tasks, they have the

possibility to buy these services from the internal IT company within the

Alpha Group.

FD comments upon his responsibility for the IT-related issues:

(The IS-parts of theJ'ob are difficult as I am partial. I reallY did not want to be
responsible for those parts) but still I think it works all right. I am more concerned
with the costs and what we actuallY getfrom IT and I do not start a lot ofprqjects
immediatelY withoutproperpreparation documentation." (FD)

As the department holds the responsibility for several areas, FD perceives a
pressure regarding how he spends his time: ((I think it is difficult to be available as

much as is askedfor. I am absorbed ry so ma'!Y things. " They have rationalized the

department and reduced the number of people working there and at present

things work quite well at the department, according to FD. He describes

another situation some years ago when he brought the entire department for

a three-day trip with purpose to improve the internal work at the department.

He was amazed to find how much each person's own personality was involved

in the work at department. Even if they work mostly with facts and figures at

the department, their own personalities were found to be highly involved in

the work.

Personnel Department

The Personnel department consists of three people and is led by PM!. The

department had been larger and responsible for providing in-house magazines

too, but most of this work has been outsourced, and thereby the number of

persons at the department has been reduced. PMl regards himself as "MD's

right-hand man".

The role of the department is slightly complex as PMl in some situations

places demands on the units and in other situations is there to give support.

PMl says:
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(There is a risk that otherpeople) who do not reflec0 perceive some 0/our work as
ratherfuZiY. " (pM1)

Often there are legal issues that put limits on different solutions regarding

terms of employment etc.

In the organization they use a tool for evaluating all leaders. This tool consists

of a questionnaire that every employee fills out once a year and a follow-up

discussion of the results between PMl and the leaders (both in groups and on

an individual basis). The results of the evaluation are also discussed in the

management team, PMl makes the comment that:

(7t is all aboutgettingpeople and business to walk hand in hand and to monitor sift
issues too and not onlYfinancial ratios. f ..l Financial information cannot measure
everything) like developmen0 well-being) creativity) dissatisfaction) and wishes.
Measures for sifter issues mqy be blun0 but are still important. " (pM1)

H.1.3 Key Persons

The most obvious key person is MD, the managing director. When taking

office as managing director for Omega, he has held several different positions

within the Alpha Group for about ten years. He is in his mid-forties.

Another key person is FD, the financial director at Omega. He has held that

position for about five years when MD entered Omega. Before that he has

held similar positions in other business units within the Alpha Group for about

five years. He is responsible for the Finance and IS department. That is, he is

not only responsible for the finance, but also for IT-issues. His own comment

on the latter issues is: ((Challenging and educational, but one has to keep track 0/ the

financial situation in allprqjects. "

When MD comes to Omega he brings his personal assistant PA from his

previous business unit. They have worked together for a number ofyears. Her

formal title is secretary, but personal assistant is a more appropriate title as she

in practice acts as MD's assistant in a wider sense than traditional secretarial

work. Besides being MD's personal assistant, she is also head of all other

secretaries in Omega. In the management team her role is to keep the minutes

of the meetings.

BC becomes a key person as soon as he is recruited as business controller in

Omega. As will be described later, he is recruited as a part of the development

of the information platform and to strengthen the management team. He is in

his mid-thirties.
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In some respect every member of the management team is important in the

study. Here, I have focused on those of them who play more significant roles

than the others.

A complete list ofall persons interviewed is shown in Appendix D and Appen

dix E presents a list of persons in alphabetic order.

H.1.4 Initial Views on Information by the Managing Director

At an early stage it becomes obvious that MD wants to change a lot in Omega:

the control structure, information flows, more work in projects etc. Regarding

information he stresses the difficulties in changing the information before he

knows the organization and the people in it better. There are some issues he

identifies regarding the information during his first couple ofmonths: he wants

to have more deviation analyses, more graphic presentations, better types of

key ratios, and last but not least he wants to improve the dialogue where the

information is used. He says:

(Much of this is to create and demand participation) which in turn will increase
efficienry. JJ (MD)

He regards information use in two directions: to the management team and

from the management team. He says:

((It is easier to catch signals than to send them out in the organization. f ..l It is hard
to reach the entire organization. One cannot be at meetings out in the organization
as the calender quicklY getsfull. " (MD)

He wants to improve his picture of the organization and as a step towards that

he wants to improve the quality of information. He gives the following view

of information:

(The information is there within the organization - it is a question ofgive-and-take.
fool Information is a rype ofperishable) Just like milk - it turns sour quicklY."
(MD)

Even ifhe stresses the importance ofimproving the information he is cautious

to view the use of information as one part of the managerial work. He says:

((One cannot run the business based onlY on kry ratios) one has to meet with people.
A lot ofmanagement is about interpretation ofreactions in behavi00 bocfy language
etc. This is never caught in kry ratios or in phone-lneetings. The drawback is that it
is time-consuming. " (MD)
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At one of the first regular meetings with the management team, the new

managing director raises among other things the question ofhow the informa

tion to the management tean1 can be improved. He tells the management team

that he wants to improve the control in the organization and that he will focus

on the cost control. In the minutes from the meeting it says:

(We should not onfy stand out as an otg,anization capable ofcreating revenues) but
also as a cost efficient organization. n (1\1D in minutes)

He declares that he is not happy with the present situation regarding the

reports to the n1anagement team and initiates a project to change the situation.

H.1.5 An Initial Project Is Taking Shape

In April 1993, when MD has been in office for a couple of months, a project

to change the management information is initialized. According to MD he

wants the reports to be both a better tool for the members of the management

team in their own work and a tool for the members when they inform their

subordinates about the business activities. He stresses that:

(7t is important to openfy explain what the information reported is actualfy usedfo~
who uses it) and wf?y it is important. n (1\1D)

It is obvious that an explicit purpose for different reports is lacking and is

perceived as important.

MD stresses the importance of changing the present situation both regarding

the contents of the reports and the form of the reports. There has been a discus

sion within the organization which has said that management information

should be ((correc0 on time) relevan0 and have been anafyzedn
• The final point means

that information should not just be passed on, but the person forwarding the

information should first analyze it. So far, this has merely been a discussion,

now is the time to make changes in practice.

The perceived need for change concerns both the structure of the management

reporting (what kind of reports they used at present etc) and the management

reportingprocess. Regarding the man.agement information process, FD stresses
the importance of rationalizing the reporting process, ((the stepsfrom the informa

tion .rystems to the actual reports to the management team have to be improvedn
• He

explains that the steps are time-consuming and that there is room for quality

improvements.

Following from the problems perceived with the management information in

Omega, a project is developed. MD states that ((the goal is that I will have a
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suggestionfor a new management report in my hand and that it is anchored in the organiza

tion". It is decided that a survey on perceived information needs and opinions

on the current situation would be a suitable first step in the project. The

purpose for the first phase of the project is decided:

'The purpose if this work is both to develop the reporting process) and to develop
management information regarding both form and content. Through this work the
information support to the management team ifthe organization is to be improved"
(Excerptfrom the description for the initialprqject)

The underlying intentions when the project is initiated are several: to change

the reports and the reporting process to be in better harmony with the busi

ness activities, to improve the information support for members of the man

agement team and board members and to improve the harmony between

different reporting units. All these intentions can be seen as part of the mana

gerial work of MD as a newly appointed managing director for the organiza

tion. He has some beliefs about how the current situation can be improved and

sees the information related issues as one important part.

When MD has been at Omega for a couple of months and he has initiated the

project concerning the information he makes some general reflections on a

meeting. He reflects on what has happened during his first months at Omega.
He then comments on his own reflections:

((It is reallYfruitful to sit down and discuss and riflect upon what one is doing. I have
not taken the time to sit down and summarize and riflect on what I have done during
these first months here. It is useful to do so now and then. " (MD)

The project is launched. The first part of it includes interviews with a number

ofpeople in the organization about their perceived information needs and their

opinions on the present situation in general and regarding the management

information in particular.

H.2 Investigating the Present Situation - "What's
Up?"

MD perceives a need to improve his picture of the current situation regarding

perceptions of information needs. There is a common opinion among mem

bers of the management team that there is a need to improve the information

coming to them. Some board members have also made serious conlplaints

about the information they receive.
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An early step in the process of improving the information supporting the

managerial work is to design and conduct an interview survey on different

people's perceptions on information needs. FD, as the financial director, has

overall responsibility for the interview survey. The purpose of the interview

survey is to map different perspectives on information needs and possible

improvements. This phase takes place June - October 1993.

The interviews focus on information in its context. This means that there are

not only questions regarding information, but also about the business activities

in the organization as a whole and in the unit to which the person interviewed

belongs. The more specific questions used during the interviews are described

in Appendix C.

Beyond the people in the management team and the board members, there are

a number of other persons involved in the work with reporting that are crucial

to the interview survey. Between 15 and 20 people are selected for interviews,

to be adjusted as the interview process runs, if suitable. A list of the persons

included in the interview survey is found in Appendix D.

H.2.1 A Profitable Organization

The first year for MD in Omega includes a number of tasks to conclude and

wrap up some unprofitable business activities, which takes both much time

and effort. These efforts are challenging as some of the members of the board

earlier have been involved in establishing the unprofitable activities.

Omega's financial results are very good (with the unprofitable activities re

moved). Actually, the results are so good that they may become a problem

because as one of the interviewees points out, willingness to change may

become limited in the organization. This means that the good financial results

may hinder change efforts. This challenge for the management team is ex

pressed in the following way by PM1 at the Personnel department:

''It is highfy dangerous that we make a lot ifmonry now. What is the incentive to
change?" (PM1)

Even if the margins are good, BD who is responsible for the Business Devel

opment department emphasizes that they are not enough to cover the initial

expenses for new business activities, which in turn means that every new

project costs money for the rest of the organization at the beginning. It is

necessary to improve the results, even though they are good at present. BD

says:
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(~ little provocativelY, I use to sqy that I could improve the results in each unit 1?J
100/0Just 1?J poking about in it. " (BD)

Another perspective on how the results could be improved is offered by one

of the board members who stresses the importance of having the right staff:

(1t can result in a 100/0 difference on the bottom-line ifthe team meeting the custom-
ers is plqying in the 5th division or in the Premiere League. JJ (BMB)

To summarize the overall results and the goals of Omega, one can say that MD

first has to tidy up in the sense that there is a need to wind up old unprofitable

investments. Then there is a challenge in the fact that the business is profitable

and thereby there may be a limited willingness and understanding for change

efforts concerning for example improved cost control.

H.2.2 The Information Situation in Omega

The first part of this section gives an overview of the reports used in Omega

and the second part describes the information situation as seen from MD's

perspective. The following parts describe different perspectives on the reports

used in the organization, the reporting processes, and finally on information

needs.

Management Reports in Omega

The main management report used in Omega at the outset of this study is a

monthly report sent to all members of the management team, and to the

members of the board. This monthly report typically consists of about 6-8

pages and a typical report could have the following structure:

• An executive summary in the form of a table with figures summarizing the

results of the month, comparing the results to previous year and to budget.

The results, including several financial key ratios, are presented for each

region, and for different departments. (page 0)

• The results for Omega in total are presented in figures and text under the

headings: Sales, Net Income and Net Margin. The deviations from budget

are presented in absolute figures and/or in percentages. There are two

graphic presentations: one describing Sales (a bar chart: outcome, budget,

and previous year) and one for Net income (a similar bar chart). (page 1)

• The results for each region are presented in figures and text under the same

headings: Sales, Net Income, and Net Margin. Short comments under each

heading make the presentation of each region between a half page and a



Appendix H: The Case Stuefy Omega H-15

page long. The deviations from budget are presented in absolute figures

and/or in percentages. There are no graphic presentations for the regions.
The region.s vary with respect to comments. Different regions focus on

different factors and explain the results with a varying wealth of detail.

Each region can make its own choice as to level of detail regarding product

segments, changes of customer category etc. Sometimes the heading Net

Margin can be missed out for a region. (pages 2-5)

• The last page or two consists of brief accounts for Business Development
and for Purchasing and Logistics. Business Development presents operat

ing revenue and net income for different projects they are running, includ

ing some comparisons to budget and previous year (when applicable). The

Purchasing and Logistics department gives some information about the

stock-in-trade. (page 6)

This example of a typical monthly report illustrates that the comments from

the different reporting units (the regions) vary both regarding the contents and

the extent. Apart from the introductory executive summary there is little

comparison between the regions and few graphic presentations in the report.

The length of the monthly reports vary from month to month, but usually the
report follows the structure described above.

In addition to this monthly report there are other reports:

The Flash Report is a quick and brief report produced on the very first day of

the month. The purpose with this report is to take a quick snapshot in order

to get a first impression of the results of the previous month. The report is

distributed to a few key persons at 1 p.m. on the first day of the month and
gives a rough estimate of the sales figures for previous month.

Product Reports are produced in the regions in the organization and sent to the

central staffs but are rarely used in the management team for any specific

purposes, but rather as background information.

Budgets are produced annually and updated versions every third or fourth

month.

A CEO-letteris sent monthly from MD as managing director in Omega to the

CEO of the Alpha Group. This letter is a very short report on one A4-page
and gives a brief the description of the state of Omega. The headings included

in the CEO-letter are predefined by the CEO of the Alpha Group.

The reports described here are all prepared at the Finance and IS department

under the supervision of the financial director, FD. There are three or four
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people in particular who are most involved in the process ofactually producing

the reports. Regarding the CEO-Ietter, FD usually composes a draft and then
MD makes his revisions before the letter is sent to the CEO of the Alpha

Group.

To summarize the reporting situation at Omega, The most important report

is the monthly report to the management team and the members of the board.

There are other reports, both regular reports and more ad-hoc reports, but as

part of the managerial work in Omega the reports mentioned in this section

are the most significant ones. The next section provides a picture of how this

reporting situation was perceived by the newly appointed managing director

MD in Omega.

The Managing Director~s Perspective

During his first few months in Omega, MD spends quite some time trying to

reach out in the organization with information on his view of the organization,

what direction he sees for the future etc. On several occasions he presents

information at general meetings where many people from different parts of the

organization are gathered. One ofhis purposes is to give the same information

to many people at the same time when the information is still of imn1ediate
interest.

In the beginning, MD spends much of his time working on the overall goals

for the organization and the long-term strategies. That is, much attention is

paid to a process ofdefining his actual assignment. Regarding the information
he uses, and perceives as useful, the financial information plays the most

significant role. His aim is to minimize the amount of information and in his

opinion two components are extremely important regarding information:

reports on deviations (from budgets)

graphic presentations

He stresses the difficulty in finding the right information:

((It is hard to find the right information) especiallY before one is completelY familiar
with the organization and its business activities. " (MD)

MD begins a process of focusing more on cost control in the organization and

some people in the organization perceive the changes as negative as they think
there is more control in the organization than there used to be. He is aware of

this and notes that this process to increase control will take some time and

recognizes that one cannot be sure to find the best solution for everything at
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once, but one has to view it as a process to be improved over time. As the

financial results for Omega are good, there is no immediate rush to increase
the controL

Rather soon MD identifies two important areas for improvement regarding the
information:

the key ratios used in the reports

the communication, dialogue and closeness between the management team

and the rest of the organization

Regarding the key ratios, MD's opinion is that there should be a limited
number of key ratios used by all units within Omega, and it should be possible

to make comparisons between the units. In addition to these key ratios, every

manager can (and should) use those key ratios he or she finds most suitable.

MD believes that there should be close links between the business activities

and work with the information used for management in the organization:

(The one who works with information needs to be close to the business activities and
not onlY deal with the information." (MD)

That is, he does not believe in a special "information manager" to work with

information for managerial work. This position could, according to MD, be

suitable for huge organizations when dealing with external contacts and the

media etc.

MD is well aware that changes regarding information for managerial work will

be time-consuming:

(The kry is creating and demandingparticipation) which then in turn will result in
improved ejftcienry. Everyone has to feel like apart ofthe whole. JJ (MD)

When changing and improving control within the organization, MD has
included targets in both "hard" and "soft" terms for his reporting managers,

with the following explanation:

(There is a danger in focusing entirelY on those issues that are easilY measured in
monetary units. Even if some soft measures are difficult to measure) or mqybe are
entirelY sul?jective estimations) thry are better than nothing. One has to improve the
measures over time. These soft issues are most difficult to handle as a newlY appointed
manager." (MD)

In order to learn more about soft issues, MD attends management meetings

in the reporting units with the underlying purpose of getting a better picture

ofhow the reporting managers work, getting to know them better and learning
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more about the organization. He wants to meet people and not simply run the

business on key ratios. When he attends meetings in reporting units he stresses
the importance of not taking the reporting manger's place. He acts not as the

managing director, but rather as a visitor at the meetings he attends in the

reporting units. Besides attending different meetings in the organization, MD

stresses the importance of a secretary, or a personal assistant, as a "tentacle"

in the organization as a means to catch signals of different kinds.

MD perceives that the reports do not give him a good picture of the business

activities. He lacks the possibility of comparing the different units and graphic

presentations etc, and he exemplified the latter by the following:

(Cif one sees a graphic presentation with a declining curve it is much harder not to
make comments on how to take measures than ifthere is onlY afigure) such as 0.3. "
(MD)

Furthermore, he wants to monitor the business activities more closely. MD

misses comments on suggested actions to take when units report on deviations

from budget. The comments need to be more specific, according to MD.

MD's opinions could be summarized as follows:

• There is a need to improve tb.e possibilities for making comparisons be
tween reporting units, for example through key ratios.

He misses graphic presentations in the present information to the manage
ment team.

• The comments in the reports need to be both more precise and more
linked to actions to take.

• The communication between the management team and the rest of the
organization needs to improve.

The work with information should be closely linked to the business activi

ties.

• The engagement of several different persons in the process of improving
the information to support the managerial work is crucial.

The improvement of the information is a process that will take time.

Perspectives on the Monthly Report

The general view is that there it is necessary to improve the information to the

management team and the board members. Almost everyone interviewed
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complains about the monthly report, whereas the flash-report is perceived as

well-functioning and useful for a quick snapshot in the very beginning of the
month. The complaints about the monthly report are expressed in different

ways, for example:

"It is much like a historical description. One cannot understand what measures to
take. AnalYses are often missing. There are more statements offacts. " (A1n the
managing director)

(The information isfar too coarse. The sales and the results show on an overall level
how things are) but the information is uselessfor making changes. " (En the Busi
ness Development department)

(The monthlY report is hopeless. The reports are so general that thry do not sqy very
much." (SR) the Southern Region)

There are complaints not only on the general level of the information, but also

on the content per se. PL, at the Purchasing and Logistics department, for

example thinks that the reports at present are too focused on financial infor
mation:

(Thry focus on costs and mostlY on a local level in the different regions. It is hard to
get the whole picture. The focus on revenues is less clear." (PL)

FD at the Finance and IS department, who is responsible for the reports and

the reporting, sees the problem in the present situation too. He thinks it is hard

to answer questions about the business activities based solely on the monthly

report. He admits that:

((It was not until I sat down at the kitchen tab le at home and went through every
thing I reallY got a clearpicture ofwhat was behind the figures... " (FD)

BD at the Business Development department is surprised that they do not use
more tools for analysis of the information at the Finance and IS department.

He has done some compilations of key ratios himself recently, as he is an

ardent advocate of key ratios. Regarding the use of key ratios there are differ

ent opinions among the men1bers of the management team. WR at the West

ern Region for example is much more sceptical towards key ratios:

(Xry ratios are reallY difficult. There are two reasons for this: there are different
definitions ofthem and the business activities where thry are used differ. " (U7R)

So far all of these opinions on the reports are from the perspective of mem

bers of the management team. The opinions ofboard n1embers broadly follow

the same pattern. BMB, for example, is very dissatisfied with the information
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coming to the board members. He thinks that the information does not give

a good picture of the business activities. He says:

('It is scary ifwe as members ofthe board receive information like this. What do thry
use themselves?" (BMB)

The answer to his question is that the members of the managen1ent team use
the same information. BMB is of the opinion that the information is very

difficult to grasp (for reasons of layout etc) and that crucial things are not

included (e.g. more clear statements ofwhat different activities cost and where

the actual results are generated). He sees the information more as accounting

information than inforn1ation' for business control and management.

(The question is what thefigures in the report reallY sqy? Where is thepain thresh
old? I do not know how good thry are?" (BMB)

During an interview BMB takes the report he just has received and browses

through it with the comment:

((Blabla... soon I won't manage to get through this a'!)lmore. I would like to know
what is profitable - not that it turned out this wqy or that wqy... Much of the
information is uninteresting information. Structure is important: (this Ipromised, this
has happened, this I promise now'. Furthermore, the design should be consistent so
one isfamiliar with the report. " (BMB)

Another member of the board, BMA, is also very disappointed with the

monthly report:

(The monthlY report stinks! One don'tget it. I can't manage to read it. There are no
comparisons. There is a lot ofinformation in the report, but one cannot see the big
picture in it. f ..l Importantpieces are missing in the monthlY report: What have we
done and what consequences did it have and what scenarios do we see now? There is
no analYsis ofthe present situation. " (BMA)

He is really disappointed and continues:

(:5ome of the information to the board isJust figures in the spreadsheet. Thry sqy
nothing about causes and consequences. Garbage-in-garbage-out." (BMA)

The third board member interviewed, BMC, was not happy with the informa

tion at present either. In her opinion one major problem is that the reports are
not written from the perspective of board members' needs. One example she

gives of the difficulties is that everyone reports financial information but there

is no way to compare different units. Furthermore, she is disappointed with

the verbal comments in the reports as they, in her opinion, are more cumula

tive than comments on the issues in the present report.
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What seems to be most frustrating for BMC is the fact that she has not been

able to make a change in the information presented to the board. She says:

'1 have expressed my point ofview on information every month for eightyears, how
marry months is that? But nothing has happened!" (BMC)

Regarding possible reasons for this she reflects:

'The problem with the information mqy depend on either the rystem or the people
involved." (BMC)

Following from this, the next paragraphs will describe some aspects of the
reporting processes.

Perspectives on the Reporting Procedure

Every month the different sales regions report to the Finance and IS depart

ment. Most of the reporting is done manually by different types of forms.
There are a lot of complaints from the regions regarding the procedure.

In the Western Region WRF is financial manager and responsible for reporting
to the headquarters. He is annoyed at all the forms to fill out as they are not,

in his opinion, consistent. The procedure is that he retrieves all data from the
systems and then feeds them into his own system. He is aware of the extra
work, but operates this way in order to keep track of the figures and reduce the
number of things that are redone. In his opinion one can be almost certain that

there will be errors in the end if things have to be redone a number of times.

As head of the Western Region WR is concerned with the reporting procedure

as he sees the time WRF has to spend filling out all forms. WR thinks that the
Finance and IS department ought to find a better solution than the huge

number of forms to fill out.

In the Southern Region the financial manager (SRF) is responsible for the

reporting and SR as the head of the region does not take part in the reporting
at all. She explains that she is only interested in the results of it. She writes her

own comments in the report though. Even if she is not involved in the report
ing herself she is frustrated by the number of forms to send to the headquar

ters:

"We have to send oneform eifter another. Every month myfinancial manager has to
send about 100forms. That is too much! It costs us a lot oftime. It ought to be done
electronically. All this J)Jorks gives us no timefor analyses. This is not acceptable. "
(SR)
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In the Eastern Region the financial manager is acting head of the region at the

tinle of the interviews. He has a slightly different perspective on the reporting

procedure. He thinks that reporting has an unpleasant ring, but in his opinion

it is really a privilege to report and look ahead.

As a financial manager he is heavily involved in the reporting process and they

have also arranged to report some of the data electronically to the Finance and

IS department. The general view among other managers in the region is that

there is a need to improve the reporting process and make it more efficient.

In the Northern Region the head of the region, NR, expresses the difficulties

with the reporting process in the following way:

('It is a huge problem that there is no time for anaIYzing the figures once thry are
available. " (NR)

Once the regions have reported to the Finance and IS departnlent, the staff

analyze the data they have received and produce the monthly report. FD, as

head of the department, sees the inlportance ofgetting more analyses automat

ically' without the amount of manual work that is needed at present. He also
comments:

JTo some extent there is a lack 0/competence at the department [Finance and IS).
It is not onlY aboutgetting the balances correct) but it is also about what thefigures
actuallY sqy. JJ (FD)

In the process ofproducing the monthly report there is often a need to contact

the reporting units for more information. Staff at the Finance and IS depart

ment often call the reporting units, most often the financial managers at the
region. FD says:

(The reporting unitsfind it interesting when we ask questions. It shows that we use
the information that is collected. [ ..] It is important to ask a lot. JJ (FD)

FD is well aware of the perceived problems with the reporting process in the

regions. In his opinion it is important to find systems and routines that are not

too cumbersome, so the regions can handle the reporting.

For natural reasons the board members do not have many comments on the

reporting procedure as they are not involved in it. Nevertheless one of the

board members has the opinion that the staff at the Financial and IS depart

ment receiving the infornlation from the regions do not place enough demands

on what is reported, but simply produce the monthly report from what they
receive:
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(There is a lack ofunderstanding among those who write the reports about the fact
that actions and intended effects have to be closelY linked. [ ..) The person who is
reporting is not a businessman) but an accountant. " (BMC)

A final comment on the reporting procedure is that one person reveals that

they have tried to send fake numbers from the region to see if they should

have any response. They did not get any feedback on the fake numbers.

Perspectives on Information Needs

Following from the description of the monthly report and the reporting

procedure there will now be a focus on information needs and how the

members of the management team and the board members use the inforn1a

tion they receive, including what they might miss etc.

MD, the managing director, feels that the written reports give an overall

picture and that actions are discussed at the meetings in the management team.

The ongoing projects are reported on in these meetings. Here MD would like

a simple model for reporting on projects. On the use of information, he

comments that "uniformity is important for comparisons". NR at the North

ern Region summarizes the usefulness of the information as follows:

(The challenge is to find the trends as earlY aspossible. " (NR)

There are several different views among the members ofthe management team

regarding what they think is missing in the reports. PL at the Purchasing and

Logistics department misses bench-marking with competitors. BD at the

Business Development department is in broad agreement as he misses key

ratios in general and key ratios for comparisons not only between own units

but also to make comparisons with other organizations in the business. He is

well aware of the difficulties in finding the necessary data for some key ratios,

but according to him the principle is the important. One has to estimate and

try to base the key ratios on the best data possible. It is important to strive for

possible comparisons.

At present the information included in the monthly reports is decided by the

Finance and IS department, but there are deviations between both the contents

and the quality of the data reported from the regions. BD (Business Develop

ment department) is of the opinion that there is a need for better control:

(7 am not a central bureaucrat) but... I think it is necessary to centralize and take
better control over iriformation than the case is today. " (BD)
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He gives an example describing when he felt a need for some information he

could not find in the reports and simply called the financial manager at the

Southern Region:

(7 called to get the figures for the sales in the Southern Region. A while later SR
[head ofthe region] called back and asked what I needed the figures for. JJ (BD)

One of the board members gives an example from a previous position he held

when he visited a business location and asked about how often they cleaned

the floors as he thought they were not clean. The question raised many eye

brows. He comments:

((One must dare to ask questions! Sometimes it causes laughter. JJ (BMB)

According to BMB information is a managerial issue. The scope for the

information should not be too broad. In his opinion it is important to write

about the issues that can be influenced and changed. Another board member

expresses similar opinions in the following way:

(The reports should reflect the businessyou run! It should show how the business
activities work in order to achieve thegoals. The reports shouldforce those who report
to reflect and report. One has to report the criticalfactors to achieve the goals. The
reports should be a toolfor control and link the business together. { ..] The actions
have to be linked to what one wants to achieve. " (BMC)

The board members stress the importance of quality in the information:

'When there are small mistakes in reports this raises question-marks and causes
uncertainty. JJ (BMC)

"If there are details that are incorrect this leads to continued questioning" (BMA)

BMA emphasizes the need for information to follow up on different activities:

((It is important to include the whole chain: what to do) how to do it) what happened,
what to do now - including what people are appointed to handle the situation. JJ

(BMA)

The information needs are not satisfied just by presenting the right fact;

according to BMA the material has to be well-prepared:

(The better the information [to the board] isprepared, the better are the chances that
the intended results are achieved. ( ..] In board-meetings there is often a lot ofinfor
mation and at the same time no information: One millionfigures) but thry do not sqy
atrything about the overallpicture. JJ (BMA)
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As illustrated here there are several different opinions on information needs:

what information is missing, how information should be presented, etc. PM1,

from the Personnel department summarizes information needs in the follow

Ing way:

((It is important to view the dice from differentperspectives. " (pM1)

H.2.3 Views on Information Systems

In the management team FD is, of course, most up to date on information

systems because he is responsible for the Finance and IS department. Among

the other members of the managen1ent team, ERF, the acting head of the

Eastern Region, is one of the most up to date on information-systems issues.

He is the financial manager of the region and involved in different

information-systems projects.

ERF describes the different opportunities offered by the information systems

available within the organization: how different systems can contribute with

different types of information etc. WR in the Western Region, on the other

hand, is very negative to the information systems available:

(The .rystem we are using is from the Stone Age. It is notpossible to rebuild it. JJ

(WR)

BD from the Business Development department points to the problem that

the information systems used in the largest units are very good, but also very

expensive. This means that they cannot be used in the smaller units, for

example new units within the business development department. In his opin

ion this is not a huge problem as the principle is the important, not the preci

sion in the information. In other words, he feels that even if the information

is retrieved manually with less precision it can be useful.

One of the board members, BMB, points to the potential in using more
sophisticated information systems. He thinks ((there is more to do with computeriza

tion". At the Purchasing and Logistics department there is an example of a

project to make use of the information technology for increasing the efficiency

in the business activities. This IT-project has grown since it was started and its

scb.edule has been delayed several times.

Another example of IT-project is found in the Northern Region where they

run a project which was started several years ago. The first time it was started

the unions were against it and then the company who ran the project went

bankrupt. Now some years later it is becoming increasingly important for the
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business. The system will be important for increasing control in the region

where many different people from different parts of the Alpha Group are
involved.

H.2.4 The Managing Director's Work

First some observations on how MD thinks he is perceived as a new leader in

the organization:

('probablY ratherdeterminedand results-on·ente~ hopefullY intereste~ marry mqy wish
that I had been out in the organization more than I have - I guess I amperceived as
a communicative leader." (MD)

NR at the Northern Region is happy with MD as her superior and appreciates

his leadership:

(He has started to ask more awkward questions) which mqy notplease those who
do not want to keep things ship shape. )) (NR)

Several people comment on the role of the leader of the organization, for

example one of the board members:

((It is important to behave. Leaders talk to people. ~ ..) An organization bears the
stamp ofits leader.)) (BMB)

He continues with comments on the close link between information and

managerial issues:

(~s a leader ofan organization one has to be very close to the business activities and
to show an interest in the business. The .rystemsfor control have to be in harmorry
with this. ~ ..) One has to be grounded in the business activities and to have the gut
jeelingfor it- to know the business.)) (BMB)

Accordil'1g to board member, BMA, it is important for Omega to recruit from

outside the Alpha Group in order to strengthen the management team. There

are several voices saying that there is a need for new competences in the

management team, and there are especially calls for persons with a retail

background. Given that so few people in the management team have this

background, one manager at the Eastern Region, ERB, points to the growing

demands on the information coming to the management team:

(~s this is the case) it is of course extra important for them to receive the nght
information. MD has visited us once since he was appointed. One wonders where he
receives his information.)) (ERE)
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This could be seen against the background of MD being new to the business

and needing to learn it from the beginning. This is challenging as there are

some old unprofitable investments that have to be wound up first, which in

turn means that much of his time during the first year is spent on a few issues.

MD describes the challenges in terms of priorities:

(Vuring the firstyear much time has been devoted to afew issues) now when the
work is entering a newphase I will have more time to spend out in the organization
and to meet with people in differentparts ofthe organization. Now it is up to me to
actuallY take the time to do this. It is about scheduling time for it." (MD)

Matters are a bit complicated as some of the issues that MD spends a lot of

time on during his first year are not public and familiar to everyone in the

organization. This means that the first year is filled with a number of tasks that

are invisible for most of the people in the organization.

H.2.5 The Work in the Management Team

The management team of Omega consists of the people responsible for the

different regions and departments plus MD and his personal assistant PA, i.e.

ten persons. They meet for monthly meetings often lasting lunch-to-Iunch

working late into the night. At these meetings the results of all units are

discussed and all kind of other issues concerning the organization. BD at the

Business Development department has the following view on the work in the

management team:

(The information in the management team is lukewarm. This means that we seldom
discuss each other'sproblems. It is important to get the management team to work as
agroup. Some people bring theirproblems there) e.g. personnel. We have presenta
tions but these are rather causal. " (BD)

People feel that the communication within the management team has im

proved since MD was appointed managing director:

('1 have incrediblY good communication with MD. There is an improved openness)
dialogue and discussion within Omega now when MD is here. " (SR)

(There is a better openness now when MD is here." (U/R)

When MD came to the organization, PMl at the Personnel department

arranged a trip for him to visit all units of Omega to increase the closeness

between MD and the people out in the organization. PMl perceives a need to

reduce the distance between the management team and the people out in the
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units in the organization. ERB, a manager at the Eastern Region, makes the

following comment on the distance:

((We who work ought to present ourprqjects to the management team directlY. There
is a danger ifthere is aftlter between the management team and the operative business
activities. Important information is lost on the wqy." (ERE)

He illustrates the point by describing a situation where a member of the
management team presented a project and then was asked questions that he

could not answer, which in turn resulted in a strange decision. ERF from the

Eastern Region also stresses the importance of delegating and letting people

take responsibility. In PM1 's opinion, MD and FD sometimes tend to be

involved in too many issues and they could, according to PM1, let other

people, both from the management team and others, take greater responsibil

ity.

One point mentioned by several men1bers of the managen1ent team is that
issues sometimes are discussed too much, i.e. the discussions are prolonged

and there is no action. ERF at the Eastern Region emphasizes the importance

of clear goals. This in turn links to the next paragraph on the work in the

board, which presents the management team with goals for the business
activities.

H.2.6 The Work in the Board

The board of directors consists of four members and meets quarterly. There

are two members from the Alpha Group (the CEOs and BMA) and two

external members (BMB and BMC). MD wants to use the board for strategic
discussions and as support for projects, and he comments on the persons on

the board members:

(There are reallY differentpeople who are on the board. From persons interested in
the most overallpicture to those interested in details. ( ..) The reports to the board
need to be on an overall level andfocused on deviations and actions. This means that
the discussions can be more strategic and not about details. " (MD)

Before MD was appointed there were some unprofitable investments which
in turn might have changed the work in the board and the board members

perceived information needs. MD says:

5 The idea was to interview the chairman of the board (the CEO of the Alpha Group) at a later
stage, but at this point in time there was a change in the Alpha Group and he was replaced.
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'They [the members of the board} feel that they have not been informed about the
development ofthe investments in new business activities. [ ..J TheyprobablYfeel that
they have got their fingers burnt, which mqy characterize their perceived need for
information on details atpresent. !J (MD)

Even if the unprofitable business activities were wound up during MD's first
year in office, history influences the work in the board. According to BMA, the
Chief Legal Advisor of the Alpha Group, the board is an authority to control
the business activities and the management of the organization. There are legal
dimensions of the board of directors' tasks. BMA says:

"1 am on the board of Omega to look qfter the interests ofboth the Alpha Group
and Omega. 1 see myse!fas someone who alwqys sqys no to everything. 1 question
issues quite a lot ifthere is something important to do. [..J The purpose ofthe board
ofdirectors is not to discuss too matry details, but sometimes details can sqy quite a
lot about the overallpicture. JJ (BMA)

He continues:

"Mqybe the board has been too nrgative latelY regardingprojects etc. The board has
probablY been regarded as negative. [..J Some issues have been illprepared when they
have been presented to the board ofdirectors. The information to the board has been
damn unsatisfactory, both regarding contents andform. JJ (BMA)

BMA thinks that too much time is spent on different projects, at the expense
of discussions on the core business. He can see some possible reasons for this:

"Projects are morefun. A lot ofmoney is spent on projects JJJith limited results. [..J
They waste their ammo. Things have become better latelY though. !J (BMA)

One of the external members of the board, BMB, is of a similar opinion as he
thinks that the management team of Omega ought to spend more time on the
core business and less time on special deals and take different kinds of urgent
measures.

The second external board member, BMC, sees two main tasks for the board:

to make decisions regarding large investments and to be advisors. In her
opinion the board could be put to a better use. She thinks that the board
members could be engaged more in the business activities and thereby be a
better support to the organization. One idea she has is to move some board
meetings to different units of the organization in order to see more about the
business activities. In other words, she wants to reduce the distance between
the work in the board and the business activities. She makes the reflection:
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(There is seldom af!Yone from the different units at the meetings) which means that
it is hard to express opinions to people out in the organization." (BMC)

This is something that is very much in line with the opinions of several of the

n1embers of the managen1ent team who are not members of the board:

(1 do not know af!Y 0/the board members. I have never attended a board meetinf; "
(SR)

(1 had to ask who is on the board There ought to be more industry competence
among the board members. One idea would be to combine a board meeting with a
meeting with the management team. This wqy the board could learn more about the
business activities. )) (U7R)

(1 want to present my issues 0J myself to the boat'd. It is never the same to Just
produce apresentation that someone else presents. This issue has become better with
MD as the managing director.)) (BD)

NR also makes the point that the distance between the work in the board and

the management team has been reduced. She describes with delight a presenta

tion she held at a board meeting:

(The nearness to the board has increased with MD as the managing director. I had
a presentation for the board which was planned to take 20 minutes but was ex
panded to more than one hour. )) (NR)

H.3 Building an Information Platform - "Getting the
Grip"

During the first year NID, puts a considerable amount of time and effort on

how to improve control mechanisms of the organization. One important part

of this work is the development of systems and structures for the information

supporting managerial activities, including the change of the monthly reports

to the management team and to the board. In this section first the introduction

of the new monthly report is described, then the perceived need to improve

meetin.gs and the improvements made are described. The period described is

from fall of 1993 to the beginning of 1994.
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The monthly report to the management team and to the board is redesigned

regarding both its content and its form. The report is changed in a number of

ways:

• New key ratios are introduced (and defined).

• There are more graphic presentations in the report.

• The comments written by the different reporting units are co-ordinated

better. There are, for example, con1mon headings that all reporting units

should use in their reports.

Comparisons between different regions are made easier both through the

graphic presentations and through the written comments.

• There is a new section called "Special Analysis" where a special topic is

investigated more thoroughly each month and analyses are made in depth.

The last item on the list is an attempt to build in a higher degree of flexibility

into the report by creating the possibility of including different types of

measures just for a month. The section is seen as spotlight illuminating differ

ent areas each month.

The process of deciding what to include in the new report was a challenge for

the people involved. The key ratios that included measuring more soft issues

(like different types of personnel measures) met resistance among some

members of the management team. There were comments like the following

one on a draft (where the measure mentioned never was introduced in the final

report):

(What is this? Absence due to illness? It stinks! PM! [the personnel manager]
should not influence what is included in the report. He does not do aJrything with the
information aJrywqJ. JJ

This quote from one of the regional managers is to illustrate that there were

many emotions involved in deciding, for example, what key ratios to include

in the report.

Before the new report is introduced, the people responsible for the actual

production of the reports are sent on a short training course on the software

to be used in the report production. The aim is to find procedures to reduce

the amount of work that is carried out manually.
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H.3.2 The New Report Is Introduced

In October 1993 the first version of the new monthly report is introduced. It

is used both for the management team and for the board members. The latter

group have expressed that they appreciate the improvements in the informa

tion they receive, but emphasize that there still is a need for more comments

and analyses in the reports.

In the management team the new report is used as a part of the support

documentation for the monthly meetings. Each month there are also meetings

at each region where the region's results are discussed. The managing director,

MD, and the financial director, FD, attend these meetings. MD wants to

establish a model for presentations at the management meetings in order to

give a better structure to the monthly meetings.

As one step in the process of improving the work in the management team

MD writes a letter to all members of the management team in October 1993.
He asks explicitly for better discipline at meetings and in the preparation of

issues for the monthly meetings. Among other things he says:

(There is a need ofgood conditions in order to meet our high ambition regarding
quality) volume and timefor ideas) creativity and thefuture. " (1\1D in a letter to the
management team)

About two months after the new report has been introduced, MD perceives

a need to change the agendas for the meetings. He wants to get better congru

ence between the written reports and the meetings held in conjunction with

the reports. He perceives a need for establishing "fixed" agendas for the

monthly meetings in the different regions and for presentations of the results

at management-team meetings.

H.3.3 "It Is Not Only About a Report"

In December 1993, MD therefore launches a task force (with himself in

charge) for changing the agendas for the monthly meetings. The underlying

purpose of this work is to establish new structures for the meetings which are

much more in harmony with the information reported in the monthly reports.

MD perceives a need to improve this harmony. FD, the financial director,

comments on the need to work with the fixed agendas:

('It is not onlY about a report. " (FD)

In the work to develop fixed agendas for the different meetings, MD involves

hin1self to a greater extent than in the process to develop the new monthly



Appendix H: The Case Stuc!Y QJnega H-33

report. In December 1993 there are four meetings to work with the task. These

meetings are held with people involved in the production of the reports and

with people from the management team. Between meetings, different people

have different assignments. At each meeting there are new ideas brought to the
discussion, often strongly influenced by what has been taking place at other

meetings just before the meetings in the task force.

The deadline to develop the fixed agendas is set for January 1,1994, i.e. the

time is short. In the work, it is obvious that this is something that is really

important for MD. He spends a lot of time and energy on the work and shows

an engagement in all activities. There is for example no difficulty in finding
time for the meetings in the task force.

One driving force behind MD's commitment to the work may be revealed in

his comn1ents on his view that they miss a good way of working in the man

agement team and he says:

(7 hate it when people get the impression that we are not competent. JJ (MD)

In the work of the task force some problems are revealed. One is that the

people working at the Finance and IS department and producing the reports

feel that people in different reporting units do not respect the reporting
procedures. There are many questions from the units and the routines for the

reporting procedure do not work properly. At present the persons at the
Finance and IS departn1ent are of the opinion that there are often many

follow-up questions to the reporting units, and there is sometimes a lack of

respect for the people asking the questions. According to MD it is a challenge

for the organization to increase the responsibility for the controllers.

Another problem that is revealed and discussed when working with the

agendas is the perceived lack of balance between accounting control and business
control.6 At present MD thinks there is a focus on accounting control, while he

perceives a need for further analysis of the figures presented in the reports.

FD, the financial director and head of the Finance and IS de partment, raises

the question about how the people at the different units will be able to run a
change process and to focus more on business control. He says:

(Thry alrea4J complain that thry are too bu[)!." (FD)

6 The persons involved saw accounting control as mainly production of the figures with a focus
on history and present state, while business control was seen more as analysis of the figures with
a focus on present state and the future, including action planning.
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The focus for the work in the task force, however, is focused on the develop

ment of a fixed agenda to be used at management meetings.

H.3.4 Fixed Agendas are Introduced

The intensive work includes many discussions about details ofwhat to include

on the agendas. The result of the work is the following agenda for the monthly

meetings in the regions:

1. Minutes from the previous meeting

2. The business (business environment, competitors, partners, prospects)

3. The results (a number of financial measures)

4. IZey ratios (including non-financial measures)

5. Projects

6. Personnel issues

7. Any other business

For each item there are further details on what key ratios to include etc. It is

possible to add items to this list, but these issues should be covered at every

meeting.

The agenda described above is agreed on at a meeting in the management team

and then introduced at the meetings in the regions. Guidelines for presenta

tions at the management meetings and the meetings with the different regions

are also produced. The purpose of these guides is to detern1ine what to include

in the monthly presentations, and how this information should be presented

in order to increase consistency between different units.

When these fixed agendas are introduced, things improve regarding the focus

in the meetings, but still MD has the feeling that this is not enough. In the task

force for the fixed agendas problems were revealed concerning the communi

cation between people at the Finance and IS department and people at the

different reporting units. The problem with a perceived lack of balance be

tween accounting control and business control also re-emerged. The latter

problem is according to MD central to the improvement of information and

thus for the support of managerial activities.
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H.3.5 Some Work Is Done and Some Remains...
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In the beginning of 1994, when MD has been in office for one year, he looks

back at his first year at Omega and can see among other things:

• a year filled with activities to wind up old unprofitable investments

• efforts to improve the information platform to support the managerial
work and to improve the cost control in the organization

• a number of problems in the change processes emerged during the first

year

Through the changes in the management report, weaknesses in the reporting
routines and systems have been revealed. These are not novel to the organiza

tion, but have become indisputable. There is a need to replace some of the old

information systems and in the near future the main accounting information

system has to be replaced. It has become evident that the old systems do not

offer sufficient support any longer.

The process of changing the management report also has revealed a need for

a stronger focus on what MD calls business control (more analysis in the

reports and clearer links to action plans etc). These needs for changes have to

be dealt with in the near future and can be said to deal both with routines and

systems for the reporting procedure and with people involved in the process.

The latter meaning, among other things, that new persons have to be recruited.

H.4 Strengthening the Management Team - "Team
ing Up"

In the beginning of the second year, i.e. 1994, MD declares that he wants to

focus on business control and that he intends to establish a new function for

business controL The work during his first year at Omega has pointed to the

importance of strengthening the organization. One important part of this is to

recruit a business controller to the management team. In this section there is

first a description of the recruitil~gprocess, then descriptions of the recruit

ments of a new regional manager and an IT-controller. The section describes

the spring of 1994.
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H.4.1

Management Processes

Recruiting a Business Controller

Even if MD states in early 1994 that he wants to recruit a business controller

and establish a new function for business control, this turns out to be easier

said than done. In the following paragraphs aspects of the process to recruit

the business controller are described.

The Perceived Lack ofBusiness Control

MD wants to improve both the quality and the amount of analysis conducted.

He is also annoyed with some aspects of the information he receives. He gives

one example:

(Todqy the basisfor decisions is not reaefy when I receive them) but I have to involve
myselfin theprocess to achieve the documentationfor a decision. I want the documents
to be reaefy including risk ana!Jses etc. when I receive them. I do not want to take
part in the discussions andpreparation of the material. " (MD)

When commenting on the shortcomings of the documentation he receives and

explaining how this situation has occurred, he says:

((I guess the reason ispartlY that this is the wqy things have been done traditionallY
in the organization) part!J because I am too kind and do not make the right de
mands. I started to answer questions in the process when the documentation is
prepared because I was unsure whether the questions depend on lack ofcompetence
among those who ask or on poor working methods. It is dangerous if the boss abdi
cates. " (MD)

Instead, MD wants a situation like the following:

((I want them to try the documentationfirst and not involve me until a later stage in
the process when there is something to decide. The formalities should be done first. JJ

(MD)

At present MD thinks that the accounting works well, and that the business

control focus is a natural next step, he says:

(Todqy we have hard!J atry business control at all. J) (MD)

In his opinion the reports are produced and all the figures are presented,

regarding both financial and non-financial issues, but there are not enough

analyses carried out. He receives a number of reports, but he lacks analyses

where persons have reflected on what the figures actually say and what could

be done to improve the situation. This is what he wants to remedy when

focusing on business control. MD comments on the present situation regard

ing business control in Omega:
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(~tpresent the onlY business control activities taking place are done on my own
initiative. In pn·nciple there is no one else with a dn·vingforce for business control
issues. { ..} FranklY speaking, there is no one else who reflects on thefigures. This is
a harsh statement but in principle I think this is the wqy things are. " (MD)

MD thinks that an increased focus on business control will be useful not only

for himself, but for the many people in the organization. For example he

points to the learning aspects and says:

(There is roomfor learning. JJ (MD)

Forcing people to reflect more on what is reported helps them learn more and

hopefully link better to what needs to be done in order to improve the situa

tion.

When MD wants to focus on business control and get a better grip of the

organization this means that there will be a new situation for the reporting
units, and they will be under additional pressure from headquarters and ulti

mately from MD himself.

MD thinks that the business controller can be part of the preparation for

meetings in the management team and also for board meetings. Furthermore,

MD wants this person to follow up on decisions made at previous meetings,

whjch he comments upon:

('1 do not like a situation where there is nopower to carry out decisions that have been
made. " (MD)

MD also wants someone to help him with different types ofinvestigations and

analyses. There are also many projects at present, which ultimately end up on

MD's desk because no one else is committed to the task. Here, he sees that a

business controller could be helpful.

The Combination ofAccounting and Business Control

The people at the Finance and IS department focus mainly on accounting

control issues and do not do enough with business control, in MD's opinion.

They produce reports and make sure that all information is reported from the

different units. They also carry out a number of reconciliations etc. FD, as the

head of the department, has many roles in the organization at present: in

addition to being head of the Finance and IS department, he is also chief

controller, unofficially "number two" in the organization, secretary at board

meetings, responsible for IT-development, "the voice of wisdom" in the

organization with his knowledge of the history of Omega, etc.
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Now MD wants clear responsibilities regarding the accounting control, which

he thinks works fine at present, and business-control tasks. In order to analyze

the need for a business controller and a business control function, MD and FD

carry out an analysis where they describe the division of responsibilities be

tween the Finance and IS department and the new business control function.

They see some tasks that belong to accounting control (AC) at the Finance and

IS department, some tasks that belong to the new business control (BC)

function, and some tasks that belong to both parties (AC/BC). The following
is a summary of their analysis:

• AC-tasks: producing reports and reporting routines, supporting the units in

their reporting to the headquarters, producing financial forecasts, handling

tax-related issues, provision of IT-support to the reporting units for the

reporting procedures.

• BC-tasks: initiating different types of analyses, analyzing potential invest

ments, preparing management-team and board meetings, keeping track of

different projects, conducting follow-up activities for decisions made at

management meetings.

• AC/BC-tasks: discussion of analyses, making action plans, supporting MD,
supporting the different unit in AC/BC-issues.

Once the analysis is carried out, the next step is to start finding a suitable

person for the position of business controller. But before this step is carried

out there has turned out to be some clouds on the horizon.

Tensions and Uncertainties Below the Surface

FD has concerns about the relationship between the business controller and

the Finance and IS department. He sees a risk that the new business control

function may mean that the most interesting tasks are removed from his

department. He worries:

'There mqy be an unclear division between the business controller and n1J!se!f. The
business control analYses are the most interestingparts oftheJ'ob. [ ..} What is the
reasonfor recruiting someone? Ifhe reports to MD how will he be linked to the other
units and to the personnel at my department working with analYsis andfollow-up?
Will all analYses be done by the newperson?)) (FD)

The recruitment of a new business controller is simply a stress factor for FD

This is revealed step by step in the process of recruiting the business control
ler. FD brings new questions and worries to the discussions. He is concerned

that this is not a good solution. Some of the questions reveal worries about
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•

who will be MD's right-hand man: FD or the new business controller? MD

states the following at a meeting:

('FQ the new business controller and I willform a troika to lead the organization. "
(MD)

Still this is a change for FD, who at present is part of a duet rather than a trio.

MD perceives FD's worries and at a meeting MD in forcible words expresses:

(~ccountingcontrol is number one and has the highestprioriry atpresent and in the
future. Accounting control is aprecondition for business control activities. " (MD)

In other words, MD tries to stress the importance of the work carried out by

FD and his department. MD regards the situation that FD will have a sparring

partner in the business controller, and he comments on FD's worries:

(The last thing I want is that FD should think hisJ·ob is boring and quit." (MD)

From MD's point of view the business-control function will improve the

possibilities for the Finance and IS department and he thinks they will have

more important and more interesting tasks when the business-control unit is

introduced. He also wants to show to the entire organization that business

control is crucial and that now it is time to focus more on these issues. That

is, there is an important signal effect in the recruitment, alongside all other

effects.

At one point in the process MD has a discussion with FD and then finally

states that the decision is made to recruit a business controller. It is decided

that the primary tasks for the business controller are to be the following:

analyze and follow-up the business activities in Omega

participate in the management team of Omega

be responsible for follow-up activities of several projects within the organi

zation

•
develop competence and routines for business control in Omega

carry out different types of analyses and investigations

Now it is time to find the right person for the position.

Finding the Business Controller

When it is finally decided to recruit a new business controller and what the

controller's primary tasks will be, the question is who to recruit? FD prefers a

more junior person rather than a senior persons, where he regards himself and
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MD to be senior. FD suggests an internal candidate for the position (who is

later rejected by MD for being too junior) and is a bit curious about how MD

looks at the recruitment. FD says:

(7 have checked if there is atry specialperson he [M.D] wants for the position) but
that does not seem to be the case. JJ (FD)

MD on the other hand has a simple description of the person he is looking for:

(7 hold the view that in principle one can have atry form oforganization as long as
one has the rightpeople. Theperson I am lookingfor should be damn competent and
be a drivingforce." (MD)

The personnel manager, PM1, is involved in the actual hiring process. MD

stresses the importance to keep up the pace in the process:

((Go for 800/0 preparation so we can start searchingfor theperson. We have to move
forward." (MD)

They advertise for a new Business Controller and their ads attract quite a few

applicants. The selection process is carried out in accordance with usual

practice and the new business controller, BC, starts working at Omega in late

August 1994. He is in his mid thirties and his background includes work at

other units within the Alpha Group. Both MD and PL (at the Purchasing and

Logistics department) have met BC earlier.

Introducing the Business Controller to the Organization

MD devotes a considerable an10unt of time and attention to the issue of

finding a clear and suitable role for the new business controller. He thinks it

is very important to establish the "right" role for the new person from the very

beginning. MD wants to introduce BC as a senior person in the organization

with close links to himself and to FD, and he wants BC and FD to work well

together. One of the very first tasks for the business controller is to produce

the documentation for the first meeting with the new board. At this meeting

he also is appointed to keep the minutes of the meeting.

Somewhere in the process of finding and introducing the new business con

troller, FD's worries diminish and he is more pleased with the solution. MD

is cautious to keep FD involved in the entire recruiting process from the very

beginning until BC is introduced to the organization.
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H.4.2 Recruiting a New Regional Manager
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In addition to recruiting a new business controller, and thereby establishing a

new business-control unit, there are some other recruitments related to the

managerial activities during the second year. A new head of the Eastern Region

is appointed and there is a new position for an IT-controller.

The new head of the Eastern Region (the largest region) is appointed in the

beginning of the year. MD is highly involved in the recruitment of ER as new

head of the region, and he already knows ER. When MD comments on the

new head of the Eastern Region he says:

('ER has added structure and stringenry. I attended a meeting he held at the region
the other dqy. There were short and concise pictures that summan·zed every item on
the agenda. Quite structured. He bn·ngs structure to the work which sends signals to
the otherpersons in the organization) ERFfOr example [the financial manager in
the region} attended the meeting and was most likefy influenced !?y the wqy ER
worked." (MD)

MD regards the recruitment ofER as important first of all for the very impor

tant Eastern Region itself, but also to help bring more structure to the work

in the management team.

H.4.3 Recruiting an IT-controller

The number of IT-related issues dealt with at the meetings in the management

team has increased during the last year. When these issues are discussed, it is

often in terms of delays or cost overruns, etc. The following few paragraphs

illustrate some of the discussions held at meetings in the management team in

1994.

At the very first meeting in the management team in 1994 MD makes clear

that the managers for the different reporting units need to hold separate

meetings in their regions on IT-related issues. There are several IT-projects

running in the organization, and it is necessary to keep track of these projects.

The most extensive IT-issues are also dealt with at the meetings in the manage

ment team, but MD perceives a need for the regional managers to keep better

track of their IT-projects, both large projects and smaller ones. In order to

support the units, it is decided that FD, as head of the Finance and IS depart

ment, will assist the regional manager in arranging specific meetings for IT
Issues.

At the second meeting in the management team in 1994 MD once again

stresses the importance of separate meetings regarding IT-related issues. It is
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once again decided that FD will assists in planning and carrying out the meet

ings. At the meeting in the management team there are several IT-projects
discussed. They are all discussed in terms of their schedule, and two of them

are behind schedule.

At the third meeting FD suggests the establishment of a special forum for

dealing with IT-related issues - an IT-council with an IT-controller. He argues

that the in1portance of IT-related issues has grown and it is now necessary to

spend more time on these issues. There is also, according to FD, a need to

create a holistic picture of IT-related issues and to make sure that the right

competence is available. At this meeting in the management team there are

fourteen different projects reported, several of them including IT-related

Issues.

The time spent on IT-related issues increases and the management team's

fourth meeting the year includes presentations and discussions of seventeen

projects, including several related to IT. Regarding these IT-related projects,

one project is delayed due to difficulties in updating a present system, one is

meeting problems in the implementation phase and one project, still at a very

early stage is having difficulties in getting enough attention from all parties
involved.

In light of the discussions described here, the members of the management

team decide to recruit an IT-controller. The purpose of this recruitment is to

strengthen the organization's handling ofIT-related issues, and the IT-control

ler will to be located at the Finance and IS department. FD wants to strength

en the focus on IT-related issues because they are becoming increasingly

important for the department and for the entire organization. There are several

new projects concerning new information systems underway and the IT

controller can support these activities in a way that other members of the

management team cannot.

The new IT-controller, ITe, is recruited and starts working in the organization

in late August 1994.
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Issues on the Managerial Agenda
Life"
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"Everyday

When MD has been in office for about 18 months, in August 1994, a number

of processes that have been running since he joined the organization are

concluded, and his work is entering a new phase. The old unprofitable invest

ments, which he inherited, are now concluded and the information platform

in the form of reports and reporting procedures are in place. There have been

some recruitments to strengthen the organization and a business-control unit

is established. To make a long story short, he feels that he now has built a solid

base for future managerial work.

In this section there is a description of some of the issues on the manag erial

agenda during the fall of 1994, that is, after the introductory work is com

pleted. Then there is a short characterization of MD's working style for

addressing the issues on the agenda, and finally there son1e of MD's own

reflections on the situation.

H.5.1 A Picture of the Managerial Agenda

In August 1994 MD returns from his holidays filled with creative power to run

the businesses of Omega. He is happy that the first phase of his work is

concluded and it is now time to look ahead at future challenges. There are

many different issues to be dealt with during the fall, and he takes the time to

sit down together with FD to list the main issues on the managerial agenda in

order to get a better overview of the situation. They list the following issues as

the most important ones for the managerial activities in Omega during the fall

of 19947
:

• To formalize the goals for all units (for the forecast andplanningprocess).

There is an urgent need to break down Omega's overall goals to the differ

ent units and the units have to present forecasts for the next year. MD has

stated that: ('/ want better cost consciousness in all wqys. " As a part of this overall

change of the organization, it is necessary to rationalize most of the units

within the organization. According to MD there is most to do in the

Western and Southern Regions. FD on the other hand has already rational

ized his department more than the other units. In order to make this

7 The issues appear in the same order as they were listed by MD and FD.
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•

•

•

change effort more visible he is asked by MD to present his rationalization

efforts at a meeting with the management team.

To win a huge contract in the 50uthern Region.

The contract in the Southern Region is, of course, first of all an issue for

the Southern Region, but because of the contract's importance for the

entire organization it will involve several of the members of the manage

ment team. The contract is of such magnitude that even the newly ap

pointed CEO for the Alpha Group is well aware of its importance. (The

work with the contract is described in more detail belo\\T.)

To evaluate the potential ofbusinesspartners.

There is a broad, ongoing discussion on whether Omega should be engaged

in more partnerships. During the fall the ambition is to evaluate the poten

tial in these partnerships and to evaluate some potential candidates.

To communicate the strategies to the entire organization.

MD is of the opinion that it is important to change the way people think,

in order to achieve any change in the organization. Therefore, his plan is to

spend a considerable amount of time on the communication process in

order to reach the entire organization. His engagement for the issue has

already been shown, for example in his participation in a number of meet

ings (six meetings with altogether 1,800 people) that NR, the head of the

Northern Region, has held with people in other parts of the Alpha Group

who work close together with the Northern Region. These meetings have

met with a very positive response. MD is determined to spend time on the

communication process in order to reach people with his messages.

To move the headquarters.

Omega is going to move their headquarters about 10 miles to a new build

ing during the fall. This is not a big issue, but still perceived as an important

one by MD and FD as it affects the employees.

To introduce the new business controller and the IT-controller to the organization.

The new business controller and the new IT-controller both have to be

introduced to the organization during the fall. As soon as they get familiar

with the organization and their tasks they can start adding value to the

organization. Both MD and FD plan to spend quite some time making sure

that the two new key persons will be properly introduced.
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To create the new relationship with the new board ofdirectors.
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A new CEO has been appointed for the Alpha Group. It turns out that he

will not be the new chairman of the Omega board, instead his vice presi

dent enters the role as new chairman. At the same time there is a change

regarding the composition of the board, the two external members of the

board now are replaced by new members who are internal from other parts

of the Alpha Group. The first meeting with the new board is held in

September 1994. MD thinks it is important to wipe away the inspection

stamp that the "old" board used to have. Much of the focus has been on

control at the expense of more future-oriented issues. Given the history of

earlier unprofitable investments MD understands the reasons for this, but

now it is time to look ahead and enter a new phase. He wants to use the

board for more strategic discussions and for support for larger projects.

To start working with a quality prqject.

They plan to start working with a quality project. There is a huge quality

project running in n10st parts of the Alpha Group, and MD and FD can

foresee that the new board may be interested in focusing on quality in

Omega too. Furthermore, the quality project is regarded as a part of the

change process in the organization and may help improving quality in

several ways.

To plan and run a trainingprogramfor a large number of leaders in the organization.

The personnel manager is responsible for a large training program that is

planned to start during the fall. This is part of the development process of

the organization and will involve all members of the management team,

especially MD as the managing director for Omega.

To plan aprqject to change the accounting information rystem.

Several smaller IT-projects have been started during the last year and now

the plan is to start a larger project for changing the accounting information

systen1 for the entire organization. As the changes in the management

report have revealed, there is a need for a new system. This project will, to

different degrees, involve everyone in the management team, especially FD

as head of the Finance and IS department. Before this project is started the

new board must give its approval.

To conclude the change process regarding the reports and the reportingprocedures.
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Finally, an issue for the managerial agenda is to conclude the change pro

cess regarding reports and the reporting procedures. Details in the new

report have been changing more or less constantly during the first month.s

of its use and now it is soon time to stop these small changes. MD is happy

with the new report and the reporting procedure so far. The new fixed

agendas have been introduced and MD says: ,'[ am pleased The meetings are

running more smoothlY now and I get a clearerpicture ifthings. Thry seem to bepleased
at the different units too. JJ MD wants to involve the managers of the regions in

the reporting so that they not only delegate the reporting to their financial

managers, but write their own comments and reflect on the results. He can

foresee an increased pressure on the reporting units and wants to make sure

that the support to the units is improved. Routines for reporting have to be

improved. Furthermore, MD stresses the importance ofgiving feedback on

the information reported to the headquarters, and says: ''[t is the mostfrustrat

ing thing one can think if toJust report and then hear nothing about what happens with
the information. JJ

These eleven issues are listed by MD and FD in August 1994 as a sort of

overall agenda for the fall of 1994 and reflect their ideas on important manage

rial activities. In the following paragraphs there will be a short characterization

of MD's way of working with the issues on the agenda above.

H.5.2 The Way of Working

MD spends a great deal of his time at different meetings. There are meetings

with the whole management team, with the different regions and departments,

with project teams, with individual subordinates, with unions, with suppliers,

with business partners, with authorities, with colleagues at other parts of the

Alpha Group, etc. (The list could be made longer.) There are meetings that are

planned long in advance, others called with short notice and meetings that are

not planned at all. There are meetings that are well-prepared with written

documentation in advance and there are meetings with no preparation at all.

There are meetings with proper documentation afterwards in the form of

minutes etc, and there are meetings with no documentation at all. There are

meetings where MD has the upper hand and other meetings where he is the

underdog. There are meetings where MD is the chair of the meeting, where he

is an active participant, and where is a passive listener. There are face-to-face

n1eetings and telephone meetings. There are meetings on his home court and

meetings with long journeys. There are successful meetings, unsuccessful ones

and n1eetings which are neither. There are fun meetings and there are boring
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meetings. In short, the days are filled with a myriad of meetings. MD's own

comment on the situation is:

((I go from one meeting to another meeting all dqy long. " (MD)

Many persons in the organization want to meet with MD to check things out,
to tell him this or that, to get an okey, etc. For MD it is important to be

available to his subordinates and accordingly he tries to keep his door open as
often as possible when he is at his office. As he travels quite a bit he does not

want to close his door when he is at home, but instead be available.

The time available for working on his own is very limited. Therefore, he

son1etimes tries to find ways for work without breaks. Sometimes when he has

been to a meeting in one of the regions he stays there for an extra day just to

sit there and work on his own. Sometimes he spends a day, of half a day, at
home in order to work without interruptions in form ofphone-calls or people

knocking at the open door. He comments upon one such day:

('] reallYgot a lot ofwork done during that dqy as I couldfinish what I started to do.
At the end ofthe dqy I was very pleased with myself; even though there was a small
pile with loose ends waiting at my office when I came back there the next dqy. "
(MD)

In addition to his duties as the managing director of Omega, MD is involved
in some external activities. He is a board member on a couple of boards in

other organizations. Furthermore, he is involved in a training progran1 for

young leaders in the Alpha Group. He describes that when he has held a

lecture on organizational change for a group of 30 young leaders one of his
main messages to them was: (']t is important to create afeeling ofsecuriry during a
process ofchange. ))

Regarding all this activities, MD focuses on a few major issues at the time and

keeps all other issues in the background. The issues he focuses on are usually

decided by his own interests and/or by external demands of different kinds.

MD perceives that there are some main challenges in his work and one of

these is how to plan the time available. One example of the problem related

to time allocation and planning is illustrated in the following conversation

between MD and his personal assistant PA:

(This is not realistic MD)) sqys PA about the time schedule in an arrangement.
('5he is aware that things mqy be dragging on a little bit)) he answers and PAJ"ust
looks tired.
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In the opinion of PA, MD is a genuine (time-optimist" and often thinks that it

is possible to get more things done in the time available than is practically
possible. As they have worked together for a long time, she is well aware of the

way MD works and things usually work very well, even though they have some
arguments about time now and then.

H.5.3 The Managing Director's Own Reflections

When MD reflects on his own working situation he says:

(The problem with working at my o/ftce is that there are such short intervals. There
are interruptions all the time. One reason for this is that I meet with very mat!)!
people and I want my subordinates to know that thry can come to me with the
questions thry want to discuss. Thry should not have to make an appointment
through a secretary to meet their superior. " (lv1D)

During one period he has spent a lot of time and effort on a problematic
situation with one of the business partners in the purchasing pool. MD points

to the tricky situation when he cannot openly describe everything for his
subordinates as some matters are strictly confidential. This issue is one exam

ple of such an issue. At the same time it is also an example of an issue that

suddenly turns up and is very important and time-consuming even though one

does not know about it in advance.

On the whole, MD enjoys his work and thinks that he has found a working

style that functions (despite the challenge of planning the time available). The

one thing he sometimes thinks can be a bit stressful is that he perceives himself

as rather lonely regarding some issues. The perceived loneliness is eniphasized
by the fact that he is in charge of one organization, Omega, that differs from

the rest of the service group it belongs to, the Alpha Group. This means that
he does not have any close colleagues in other parts of the group, and in a

moment of stress he says:

(7 am probablY one ofthe most lonelY managers within the Alpha Group." (lv1D)

The loneliness consists of the fact that many issues end up on MD's desk and
he has to make a decision which sometimes is hard to discuss with other

members of the management team as they are often involved. PA, as the

personal assistant though, is not involved in the same way as the regional and

departmental managers and is therefore often used by MD for discussion
about different ideas in his work.
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When reflecting on a change of CEO in another Scandinavian organization

MD comments on the importance of the dialogue between a manager and
subordinates:

(There is a danger when the dialogue between a leader and his/her subordinates is
reduced both in its extent and its content) when the dialogue does not include matters
ofreal value.)) (MD)

This is one reason he tries to keep his door open for his subordinates.

Regarding dialogue he also reflects on the importance of establishing suitable
conditions for such a dialogue:

((Persons) ears work differentlY depending on who is sending the message. It is
important to give and shape suitable conditionsfor communication through the wqy
one acts. In certain situations the receivers are not reacjy to hear the message.)) (MD)

MD points to the importance of timing in communication processes.

H.6 Tendering for a Contract - '~ Big Game"

Roughly eighteen months after the managing director, MD, has been ap

pointed, the organization faces a major challenge in a tendering process for an

important contract in the Southern Region. MD and several other members

of the management team spend a considerable amount of time working with

this tendering process during the fall of 1994. This section focuses prin1arily

on this tendering process, but there is also a description of further work with
the information platform and the enlarged management team, and finally there

is a brief description of what happened with the other issues on the agenda
described above.

H.6.1 The Tendering Process

As mentioned above the tendering process for the contract in the Southern

Region is very important issue for MD at this point in time. The people in the

management team have known for quite some tin1e that this important con

tract is coming up and in March 1994 there is a meeting with the parties

involved in the Southern Region, i.e. an inforn1ation meeting about the invita

tion to bid for the contract. MD attends this n1eeting and he then informs the

whole management team about the situation at a meeting in late March.
Omega is promised further information about the tender procedure in the next

few months.
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They receive this information and learn that there are 5-8 different organiza

tions that finally are invited to bid for the contract. The first planning for the

tendering process takes place before the summer of 1994. MD is aware that

this process will take a lot of his time and attention during the fall.

In mid-September there is a kick-off meeting for this work. A large number of

people who will be involved in the process attend the meeting. This very first
meeting is mostly a brainstorming session about how they will plan their work.

MD involves himself in the work from the very beginning, the same goes for
both BC (the business controller) and FD (head of the Finance and IS depart

ment). People from the Southern Region dominate the group that work with

the tender, as the contract is within their region, even if it is important to the

entire Omega (and even effects the whole Alpha Group). MD thinks it is
important that the final contractual offer has a "touch of the South" to it, as

it applies to the Southern Region. In the group working with the tender there
is also a controller from the Western Region highly involved in the process.

MD comments on his participatiol1 like the following:

((I brought this controller to the group first because he is very competent) second
because he has an externalperspective on the contract. JJ (NID)

The work in the group begins with hard work and long hours for many people
in the organization. There is also external expertise involved in parts of work.

At the meeting of the management team in October, MD reports from the

tendering process that the work is running at full speed. Everyone in the

management team with questions or comments on the process is asked to get
in touch with BC, the business controller, within a week. Some of the people

are directly involved in the work through their positions, e.g. PL as the head

of the Purchasing and Logistics department and PM1 as the personnel man

ager. Other people are less involved, for example WR, ER and NR as manag
ers for the other regions. MD is careful to involve everyone, either directly or

by trying to catch their possible comments.

At a board meeting in early November, MD presents the status of the tender

ing process. He informs the board that things work fine in the process and that
the bid will be submitted in late November. The board members enter their

view that the contract is extremely important for the organization in the

minutes of the meeting.

The work is divided between different subgroups focusing of different parts

of the tender. There are, for example, financial aspects of the tender, there are
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aspects linked to purchasing and logistics, to personnel, etc. BC and people

from the Southern Region build complex simulation models to make it clear
how different factors are related. These models are used in the calculations for

the tender and for different decisions. At the final stage these models play a
significant role when deciding the bottom-line level, i.e. the final decision on

what level they should place their tender. But the tender is not only the

bottom-line, they also have to show their trustworthiness. Therefore, they

carefully formulate and document how they will handle the situation in differ

ent areas if they win the contract: the logistics, the personnel, etc.

The participants are grateful for the careful planning they did in the beginning,
which turns out to be an advantage at the end. The different pieces of the

complex tender fit nicely together when they are combined at the end of the

process. MD says:

('It was a reliefto see themfit together at the end. JJ (MD)

Despite the planning of the process there is a huge amount ofwork left for the

last couple of days. The group working with the tender is literally working

night and day during the last period in order to complete their work. MD is

involved all time, and at a later stage he makes the following comment on his

own involvement:

('I wanted to bepart oftheprocess and I wanted to show everyone how important this
work is." (MD)

At a final stage of the process, when the group is to decide their bottom-line

level of the tender MD has the last word. They use the models which BC and

people at the Southern Region have built as a useful tool. When they more or

less have made the final decision on what level they want to conclude their

tender MD stops. He says that before the decision is made he wants to hear

the opinion of FD and asks him ifhe thinks this is the level they should go for.

Later MD makes the following comment on this situation:

('I did thisfor two reasons. Firslj I wanted to have the final opinion ofFD who is
very experienced and has been with Omegafor a long time. 5econ~ I wanted to show
FD that he is important and that he does not have to fear atry competition between
him and BC [the business controller] as hefeared when BC was recruited. JJ (MD)

They agree on a final level for the tender and the final documentation is

prepared. The final material is presented at a meeting in the management team
and is graded (passed with distinctionJJby the management team, according to the

minutes of the meeting. MD expresses his gratitude for the hard work many
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members of the management team have put into the tendering process. He
also says that he finds this way of working as ((efficient and stimulating".

The tender is handed in late November. The outcome of the evaluation of the

different tenders is said to be presented before Christmas.

(Phew" is the first word MD utters at a meeting the day after the tender was

handed in. The last weeks have been more hectic then most weeks and other

operational tasks have piled up during the tendering process. He says:

(The tenderingprocess has taken all our time and then almost some more." (NID)

MD shows a copy of the final documentation, which is prepared by an adver

tising agency. He describes the tender and there is no doubt that he is very

pleased with the results of the tough process. He says:

(My judgement is that we now have done all we can and it isjust to wait and see
what will happen. The decision will be made before Christmas. JJ (NID)

MD seems be very happy and gives an impression that he is rather confident

that they will win the contract. When asked about the people who will evaluate
the tenders and make the decision, MD is not exactly sure about the names of

the people in the group. He also says that he thinks that the ABC Corporation
will be the main competitor to win the contract.

H.6.2 The Outcome of the Tendering Process

Four days before Christmas people from the Southern Region call MD and
inform him that there has been a press-release saying that the ABC Corpora

tion won the contract. Omega has lost the extremely important contract. MD

has now concluded his second year as the general manger for the organization

by losing a contract that was very important not only for Omega, but for the
entire Alpha Group.

MD goes to the Southern Region as soon as possible when he hears about the

bad news. He wants to learn more about the circumstances and after his trip

he describes what he found out about the evaluation process:

(Thepeople who evaluated the different tenders onlYfocused on the bottom-line. Thry
did not evaluate the reasonableness in the different tenders and the different assump
tions made. The ABC Corporation was below us on the bottom-line. There were
however things thry did not consider or thry chose a completelY different risk-level. JJ

(NID)
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MD presents the results of the tendering process for the board members and

he also presents and explains the situation for the CEO of the Alpha Group.
MD comments:

(Thry have all taken it well. [ ..) Given our calculations) there is no chance that
someone can make aprofit on a lower bid [than ours). " (MD)

The CEO of the Alpha Group is used to this kind of situation from his

previous position in another organization where a great deal of the business
activities is based on tendering for contracts. MD says:

(To him this is not so dramatic) butfor Omega it is a tough situation." (MD)

InJanuary 1995 MD reflects on the lost contract. His predecessor as managing

director for Omega is now with the ABC Corporation, i.e. the organization

that won the contract in the Southern Region. Furthermore, MD has heard

that this person now is leaving the ABC corporation short after having won

the contract for a position in a new organization. He reflects on for this per

son's motives, including the likelihood that he was willing to take huge risks in

the tendering process as he is leaving his position and will not have to fulfill

the obligations.

Whatever the reasons for the loss of the contract, the fact is indisputable:

Omega lost the contract. Even if much time and effort were spent on the
tendering process during the fall, there were also a number of other issues on

the managerial agenda.

H.6.3 Further Work With the Information Platform

The work to improve the information platform continues during the fall of

1994. The new monthly report has now been introduced and used for a
number of months. MD and the other members of the management team, as

well as the board members, are rather happy with the report. They are of the

opinion that the report gives them a better picture of the business activities,

and that comparisons between different units are easier now.

Even if the report now works rather well, there is some further work done

with the report and the reporting procedures during the fall. MD is only partly
involved in this work. He now sometimes gives the impression that this is a

task for FD and that he ought not to be involved in the work himself. Never

theless, he attends a number of meetings, partly to send signals to the other

people involved that he thinks the matters are important.
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The reports are developed with some minor changes in key ratios and layout
of some graphic presentations. There is also some work done with a sort of
"ID-cards" for the different regions with a number of short basic facts and
figures for each unit. These so called "ID-cards" are developed in accordance
with the short report, the CEG-Ietter, which MD sends to the Alpha Group

CEO monthly. The idea is to improve the link between the short report given
in the CEO-Ietter and the internal reports within Omega.

Furthermore, a separate prqject-report (a form to fill out regarding the status of
ongoing projects) is introduced during the fall. As MD has put more and more

work in the form of projects, the total number of projects to keep track of
have increased. In order to get a better picture of the progress of these projects
a common form is developed for them by people at the Finance and IS depart
ment with input from several members of the management team.

An important part of the information platform is the monthly meetings in the
different units where MD participates (often together with FD or BC). Now
with the fixed agendas in combination with the new reports, MD is rather
happy with the picture he gets of the business activities in different parts of the

organization. He comments on all follow-up meetings that consume a consid
erable amount of his time:

"Still it is important to spend time on those meetings." (MD)

MD has the opinion that these meetings are valuable for the business activities

in the different units. They are a forum to bring up various matters with MD
and the decisions-making process is facilitated by the monthly meetings as
several minor decisions can be made at one and the same meeting.

H.6.4 Further Work With the Enlarged Management Team

The new business controller, BC, is introduced during the fall. As he is highly
involved in the tendering process for the contract in the Southern Region, as
described above, he has every possibility to become familiar with the organiza

tion. Early in the fall MD spends a considerable amount of his time on the
introduction of BC and comments on the time he spends:

"I see it like an investment that willyield agood return at a later stage. " (MD)

When MD welcomes BC at the first meeting of the management meeting that
BC attends, MD gives the following description of BC's main tasks as the new
business controller:

'The follolving are the overall tasks ofBC as our new Business Controller:
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ana!Jsis andfollow-up ofthe business activities in Omega

• participation in the work ofthe managetJzent team in Omega

• participation in tasks to improve the results

• responsibility for the follow-up ofprqjects and action programs

supportfor operative units with ana!Jses and models in business contror'

(Excerptfrom minutes ofmeeting in the management team)

During the fall there are some doubts expressed by people at the Finance and

IS department regarding the relationship between the department and the new

business controller, but things calm down. The tendering process takes a lot
of attention for many persons and is a help for the business controller to find

his role in the organization.

The new IT-controller, ITC, is introduced during the fall and he starts by

doing an inventory of all projects concerning IT within the organization. The
purpose of this task is twofold: first to give him a good picture ofwhat is going

on and second to let him get to know the people in the organization and
thereby introduce him to the organization. Concerning the IT-related issues,

MD expresses his doubts to the management team concerning the extent to
which the organization is making use of the possibilities offered by new

information technology.

Work in the management team continues during the fall with monthly meet

ings as before. At the meeting in December there is a discussion of how the

management team should work. MD wants a discussion on their working style

and if they should continue the same way as before or if they should change

anything. ER, the manager for the Eastern Region, asks for better discipline

regarding prepared documentation in advance for the meetings. He wants the
material at least one week in advance. SR \vants a better dialogue between the

members of the management team regarding all ongoing projects. PM1 wants
the people in the management team to listen to each other better. As a result

of the discussion they decide to alternate the lneetings in the management
team between ordinary meetings and meetings focused on specific then1es.

H.6.5 What Happened With the Other Issues on the Agenda?

As described above, MD and FD listed a number of important issues on the

managerial agenda in the beginning of the fall or 1994. So far three of them

have been described:

To win a huge contract in the Southern Region.
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•

•

To conclude the changes regarding the reports and the reportingprocedures.

To introduce the new business controller and the IT-controller to the organization.

In the following paragraphs there will be brief comments on what happened

with. the other issues on the agenda.

To formalize the goalsfor all units (for the forecast andplanningprocess).

The financial results for the different units, and thus for entire Omega, are

very good during the fall. The organization is ahead of their forecasts. The

process for the new forecasts does not work as well as was hoped however.

Some parts of it fall between the cracks. Many people pay more attention

to the intensive work in the tendering process than the forecast and plan

ning process.

To evaluate the potential ofbusinesspartners.

During the fall one partner in the purchasing pool leaves, a problem that
takes quite some time to solve. There are only some discussions on poten

tial business partners, no real evaluation is taking place.

To communicate the strategies to the entire organization.

MD and FD do one thing that is not well received when they communicate

the strategies during the fall. They put restrictions on different types of
account on a detailed level. MD wants to see how different specific ac

counts actually look, for example the travel account. He can see some

tendencies to use different accounts slightly creatively in parts of the

organization, and he therefore wants to take a closer look at these matters.
MD describes the situation:

UU7e sent a lettet) signed ry Fn and now there has been a queue ofpeople
outside FD)s room... It stirred up bad blood as the interpretation was that we
want to manage on a very detailed level and do not trust thepeople in the organi
zation.)) (MD)

The thing becan1e an issue at a meeting of the management team. MD's

comment on the letter about travel expenses is that it is interesting to see

what managers side with the employees and what managers side with the

organization. He says:

(:5ome will explain it to their subordinates as MD & Compatry making afuss
and throwing spanners into the works) while others will explain that it will not
work to overspend on traveling. One reason for an account like travel to hit the
roofis that it is much easier to sqyyes and approve than to sqy no) which leads
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•

to the situation where one rather overdraws an account than takes the unpleasant
ness ofsqying no. J) (MD)

This example illustrates communication that is carried out through actions.
There is also some work done to facilitate the verbal communication of

strategies. In this work an internal information policy is prepared as support
for the communication of strategies etc.

To move the headquarters.

The headquarters are moved. It does not involve MD or the other mem

bers of the management team to any great extent. PA, MD's personal
assistant, keeps the administrative activity functioning during the move.

There is a celebration for the staff working at the headquarters in connec
tion with the actual move.

To find the new relationship with the new board ofdirectors.

The first meeting with the new board is held in September and the new

board gives a very positive impression, according to MD. They give MD
and the other members of the management team many degrees of freedom

and possibilities to develop Omega, which MD comments upon in the

following way:

(~t least in theory the degrees offreedom are great; in reality however thry are
more limited J) (MD)

The new board is more expansive than expected and gives go-ahead to the

project to change the accounting information system at their first meeting.
During the fall MD also meets with the new CEO of the Alpha Group

(who is not a member of the Omega board). The CEO tells MD that he
recognizes the challenge involved in leading an organization that differs

from the rest of the group.

To start working with a quality prqject.

Some early planning work is done for the quality project. There is not
enough time or effort to start the actual work in the project due to all other

activities in the organization during the falL

To plan and run a trainingprogramfor a large number ofleaders in the organization.

The training program is started and the personnel manager, PM1, is respon
sible for it in the beginning, then an external project leader is engaged.

To plan the prqject to change the accounting information DJstem.
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The project is started during the fall. After the decision to go ahead at the

board meeting in September there is a detailed survey of perceived needs

for the system and an evaluation process of suitable systems. In the begin

ning of the process there are 6-7 systems that seem to be suitable, and by
the end of the fall the number of candidates is reduced to two main candi

dates. FD is very pleased with the engagement in the project - everyone
involved in the project is working hard and seems to be motivated. The

plan is to implement the system during the spring of 1995 and start using

it in July 1995. MD stresses the importance of keeping the schedule.

In addition to the issues described here, there is a business deal in the Eastern

Region which is extremely important but not as spectacular and prestigious as

the one in the Southern Region. MD is really happy that they close this deal
successfully. The conditions in the Eastern Region were totally different from

those in the Southern Region and the personal relationships with the people
involved were much better. MD makes the following comment on the deal in

the Eastern Region in the light of the lost deal in the Southern Region:

(lfwe had lost this deal [too] Iguess we couldJ'ust have closed down Omega. JJ (MD)

The external engagements which MD is involved in continue during the fall.
In one of the organizations where he is a board member there are negotiations

for a large business deal. He comments on his external engagements:

('PA has asked me if IJve got the time to spend on this. And I saidyes. This is
about a driving force to conclude things - first to Iq) down the broad outlines for
something and then to conclude the deal. JJ (MD)

In this case MD is highly involved in the process to conclude the deal.

He is also involved in different training programs for leaders in different parts

of the Alpha Group. One program is for more experienced leaders where he
talks about leadership in terms of his own experiences and what his career has

looked like. His message to the group of leaders includes the following list of

important dimensions of leadership: energy, will power and driving force, a

structure for work - a structure to keep track of things, to influence activities

and people in order to achieve results througb. other persons, an ability to

communicate, to be visible and honest and serve as a n10del in behavior.

When reflecting on all the issues on the managerial agenda, both internal and

external, MD makes the following comment on ad-hoc activities that continu

ously occur and are time-consuming:
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(You never know what the next thing will be) onlY that there will be a next thint; ))
(MD)

The next main issue on the managerial agenda, after the fall of 1994, is to deal

with the major loss Omega incurred when they lost the contract in the South

ern Region.

H.? Evaluation After a Loss - "What Now?"

The lost contract in the Southern Region turns out to be both a major problem

and at the same time an important wake-up call for the people in Omega,

particularly MD and the management team. After losing the important con

tract, MD perceives a need for a better picture of different people's views of

the present state of Omega. In order to get this picture MD initiates an investi

gation in the form of an interview survey (see Appendix D for a list of people

interviewed) .

The focus of the interview survey is on persons' perceptions of the situation

in the company after the lost contract in the Southern Region. This is also an

opportunity for MD to get a better picture of different perspectives on the

situation Omega is facing now when he has been in office for about two years.

There is no question that the organization now is facing an important problem,

and MD wants to learn more about the situation. He says:

('Some people sqy that thry see every problem as an opportunity. That is not right.
Sometimes aproblem is a threat and there is no use trying to ignore thatfact. )) (MD)

He engages himself in the design and planning for the survey and in Appendix
C there is an interview guide describing what issues that were included in the

interviews. The following sections describe different perspectives of the

situation in Omega in the spring of 1995.

H.7.1 The Internal Situation at Omega

The lost contract in the Southern Region could be seen as a wake-up call. To

extent the metaphor, one could say that just as it is not always pleasant to be

woken up in the morning, it is not pleasant to lose an important contract, even
if the sense of urgency in the organization increases and efforts to change are

facilitated. The contract was important for all of Omega (and even for the
Alpha Group) but 'next of kin' is the Southern Region with the regional

manager SR. She comments on the lost contract:
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'We need to keep up our spirits. [..] EmotionallY this region is like a mausoleum.
It is trying. )J (SR)

She explains that as a consequence of the lost contract the number of employ
ees in the region now will be reduced, and the work with the layoffs has
already started. When SR describes the pending reduction in the business
activities in the Southern Region she says:

"In itselfthere are no problems with reduced business activities, but... )J (SR)

It is a tough situation in the Southern Region and especially for SR as the

manager. There are also voices saying that the lost contract will help the
organization to meet tougher competition (a view for example expressed by
BDA at the Business Development department). The alarm-clock effect from
the lost contract is described by BD, head at the Business Development
department, who immediately notices a difference in the organization:

"Now eifter the loss in the Southern Region there is anotherftcus, which there ought
to have been earlier too. There should not have need to be such agreat difference in
ftcus in developing the business eifter the loss, but the long term effects were not in
ftcus until nolV. This means that I have more to do now than before.)} (BD)

There are discussions in Omega on possible reasons for the loss of the con
tract. BD suggests that the main reason has to do with the time horizon:

'The contract in the Southern Region is an example working with a short-term
perspective. We could have offered a tender with no profit at all. )J (BD)

He argues that it is such an important contract to win that maybe it would have
been worth winning it with no profit at all. BDA, also at the Business Devel
opment department, thinks that the contract was lost because of people:

'Thry did not have confidence in us.)} (BDA)

No matter what the reason for losing the contract, there is a common view
that it is now important to learn from the process in the Southern Region. This
in turn is regarded as a challenge since there is no tradition of learning from

each other between different regions, according to several members of the
management team. SR, from the Southern Region says:

'We do not make use of!Jnergies. )J (SR)

She gives the example of the regions having printed some price-lists together

and in her view that is about it regarding making use of synergies. Now,
however, there is an urgent need to make use of the lessons learnt in the

Southern Region as the Western Region is facing a major challenge in the form
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of an extremely important contract that is coming up in less than two years

time. WR in the Western Region stresses the importance of starting to prepare

for that tendering process as early as possible. He also reveals that there are

tendencies toward competition between the different regions and he suggests

that perhaps the different regions should go their own ways entirely.

At present though the regions are linked together in Omega, although they act
independently within their geographical markets. The managers for the differ

ent regions, WR (Western), ER (Eastern), SR (Southern), and NR (Northern),

also act independently and differently. BD, head of the Business Development

department, makes the following comment on different styles when producing

budgets:

((In the Eastern Region thry are timid in their budgets and are alwqys ahead ofthe
budget. In the Western Region thry make tough budgets) but usuallY make it any
way." (BD)

According to BDA, at the business development department, all units work

very autonomously, and the distance between the departments at the headquar

ters and the different regions is very large. She says:

('5ometZJnes it is even hard to arrange a meeting. " (BDA)

From her perspective the regions are strong and do not listen to the staff at the

central departments. But there is a perceived gap between the different depart

ments at headquarters too. BD, the head of the Business Development depart

mel~t, says:

((I left somepapers onprqjects in the Southern Region with FD [at the Finance and
IS department] and BC [the business controller] about a month ago. I have not
received any feedback from then?yet. I think it would be valuable ifsome people left
the figures and theirfinancial papers for one dqy a week and did something else. "
(BD)

Besides the perceived gap between the different departments there is a specific

gap between the Northern Region and the rest of the Alpha Group. As the

business activities in the Northern Region are closely related to other parts of

the Alpha Group there is a need for a regular dialogue with these units. NR,

as manager at the Northern Region, does not appreciate the move of the
Omega headquarters. Given her need for a dialogue with many other parts of

the Alpha Group, the former location was better for her. The new premises
are better as such, but the colleagues in other parts of the Alpha Group are

located closer to the old premises. (Generally speaking about halfof the people
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at the Omega headquarters are happy with the move to new premises and the
rest miss the old headquarters.)

One question-mark in the organization concerns the need to focus on the core
business or to expand into new areas. BD, head of the Business Development
department and thus responsible for many projects for new businesses, says:

"About ayearago we [at the Business Development department] received the signals:
forget about the desire to expand The organization should achieve stability and not
expand into newgeographical areas. [..J PersonallY I think this zs restrictive. But
one has to make the best ofit. It is not my monry. " (BD)

There are also some question-marks concerning how the business activities are
organized. ER at the Eastern Region expresses this in the following way:

"In the organization there are some question-marks regarding l11hat should be
centralized and JJJhat should be decentralized?" (ER)

There are other persons expressing the question-marks in more harsh terms,
like for example PLB at the Purchasing and Logistics department:

'The entire organization ofOmega is Jvrong. We ought to be organized in business
areas instead ofregions." (PLB)

Given the major loss in the organization (i.e. the contract in the Southern

Region) there is a general discussion within the organization questioning the
foundations for the business activities. WR at the Western Region describes

what he perceives as an unwillingness to let go of businesses that are profitable
within Omega. He suggests there is no clear picture of what to include in the
business activities, but instead there are bits and pieces without a clear focus.

There are several questions raised about the business activities and how they

are organized. WR and several others are looking for a clear vision as a guide
for the organization. Others, like PLA at the Purchasing and Logistics depart
ment, are of the opinion that new blood is needed in the organization. Yet
another idea about what is needed is suggested by ERe at the Eastern Region:

':A. weakness is that we do not have wellfunctioning processes. " (ERe)

Here the main problem is identified as the processes in the business. MD is

also of the opinion that clearer processes are necessary along with clear owners
of different processes and receivers of outcomes etc.
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H.7.2 Many Change Efforts and Projects Are Initialized

H-63

After the lost contract many different types of efforts are initiated. At a meet

ing of the management team held in January 1995 a huge number of possible

activities are listed. There is a sense of "go" in the organization after the lost

contract and PLA at the Purchasing and Logistics department says:

(Now there is a change. A good thing happened in the Southern Region. It turned
out to be an alarm-clock. [ ..JNow matryprqjects are started Things have to work
now. JJ (pIA)

With the many projects that are started it is a challenge to find suitable people

for all the tasks. PM1, who as the personnel manager looks at the human

resource perspective, says:

((Oftenprqjects attract about the samepeople. We do not spread out the wqy we ought
to. Ifwe would spread more there would be apossibility thatpeople wouldgrow with
the tasks. JJ (PM!)

One person who is engaged in many projects is BC, the business controller.

FDB, at the Finance and IS departn1ent comments the fact that BC is namned

project leader for a new business-development project:

(There is nothing wrong with BC) but there are several otherpeople with different
experience than he has regarding the issues in theprqject. MD has to be over-explicit
on wly he chooses BC in such a situation. There is a risk that a number ofpeople
feel as if thry are being incapable because thry have got the titJle to lead the prqject.
This is about aform ofhonesty to the personnel. The .rystem ofsignals is notgood. JJ

(FDB)

Finding the right people is not the only challenge. It is also a challenge to see

how all tIle projects fit together. BD at the Business Development department

who is used to run several parallel projects in his usual activities explains his

worries:

((I think we do not have the right starting-pointfor ourprqjects. We run a number
ofprqjects here and there. We ought to do more ry groups: the different regions and
the Business Development departJ12ent. We have no clear focus at present. The
prqjects are run with too matry special interests) which is not alwqysfor Omega)s best.
[..JEveryboefy wants to solve theirproblems with their own solution.)) (BD)

He gives an example where the different regions have had separate projects

with their own consultants involved in the different regions.
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The large number of projects is seen as a sign of activity after the loss of the

contract in the organization, but also a product of MD's working style. As

expressed by PL:

(MD likesprqjects. Sometimes we ask ifit is necessary to put something in aprqject
or ifit can be handled in the ordinary organization. JJ (PL)

The business controller, BC, makes the following comments on the present

situation in Omega:

(7t is all about a change process. There are alwqys different opinions in a change
process. Some people are worried and ask how they willfit into the new situationJ

while others see the change as challenging and fun. The motivation is the most
importantpart. It is extremelY important that everyone is on the train. It is impor
tant with one common vision. The challenge is to create a shared vision and to make
things happen. JJ (BC)

One example of a person who partly enjoys the situation is WR at the Western

Region who says:

(7t is fun to work now. There are matry things going on right now and a positive
atmosphere in the organization. In the Western Region we are moving to new
premises which is great. JJ (WR)

At present there is a view in the organization that there are many things

happening, but there are few who can see the whole picture, i.e. how the

different pieces fit together.

One important project running through the entire organization is the training

program which PM1 is responsible for. There is an urgent need for new

leaders in the organization which is exemplified by ERC who sees a lack of

competent leaders.

Several of the projects running involve the use of information technology in

more or less innovative ways. NR at the Northern Region complains that there

are several projects for new information systems that are very time-consuming.

This problem is most obvious in the Northern Region as they are developing

their own systems.

Regarding change efforts NR in the Northern Regions describes an event that

happened to her last year (i.e. 1994). In October 1994 a change in the staffing

situation in the Northern Region took place, but there was no influence on the

results at this point in time. Instead there had been a significant dip in the

results earlier, in March 1994, although there was no change taking place at

that point in time. Her explanation for this is that in March 1994 the forthcom-
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ing change was announced and probably much attention was paid to this

change within the region. So when the change eventually took place in Octo
ber there was no change in the results; it had already taken place when it was
announced.

NR thinks this is an example of the importance of people's motivation and

their perception of security. This is mentioned by MD too in the following

way:

'7n changeprocesses the mqjormistake is to underestimate the importance ofpeople. JJ

(MD)

The business partners are very important and a question tb.at is asked in the

organization after the loss of the contract in the Southern Region is about how
to still be an attractive partner in the alliances where Omega is a member. ER

at the Eastern Region says:

'We need to Sh01JJ the environment that we are an attractive businesspartner. [ ..)
It is important to show solidity and seriousness. JJ (ER)

There are opinions on how much the loss has damaged the reputation of

Omega. PLB at the Purchasing and Logistics department says:

'We are known as a weaker compatry no~ eifter the loss in the Southem Region. JJ

(PLB)

BD at the Business Development department is of the following opinion:

((Our reputation in the business is very goo~ but a little bit sullied. It was an
enormous loss in prestige when we lost the contract in the Southern Region. We
cannot eifJord to lose more. JJ (BD)

In the organization there is a shared view that it is necessary to build relation

ships with business partners. Some people stress the need to do the homework
before further work with business partners is planned. PLA at the Purchasing

and Logistics department for example says:

'There lvill be an air ofridicule ifwe approach otherparties too earlY. JJ (pIA)

Regarding competitors everyone is well aware that the competition is tougher

than ever before. As a part of the training program running in the organization

there is a seminar where four of the main actors in the business present how

they work. All n1embers of the management team are present and the day is

well received. There are n1any thoughts about how Omega can, and must,

improve the business activities. The lost contract is also seen as too telling an

argument for the tough competition.
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In order to get a good picture of the business environment, the management

team runs a project which results in a 35-pages report describing different

aspects on the business environment. The idea is to use the findings as the

basis for the lOl~g range planning of the organization.

H.7.3 Still a Profitable Organization

Even if there is great disappointment in Omega after the loss of the contract

there is one thing to celebrate, namely that the results for 1994 turn out to be

extremely good. At the first meeting of the management team in January 1995

there is even applause for Omega's best results ever. The minutes of the

meeting do not say much about the loss of the contract, but focus more on the

good results for 1994. But BD raises a question:

((We have to ask ourselves: What results could we possiblY reach? How can we
constantlY improve?" (BD)

A common perception in the organization is that the good results are positive,

but at the same time there are several disadvantages. It is worth noticing

though that the persons in Omega have no personal advantage of the profit as

the organization is wholly owned by the Alpha Group. Instead several persons

see problems with the profits. PL at the Purchasing and Logistics department

for example describes that the good results in the organization have led to a

situation where there is a high level of comfort and more overhead than

necessary. He continues:

(There is the dilemma to create a climatefor change in an organization that zj doing
well. JJ (PL)

PL refers to the cost control that at present are al~noying people in the organi

zation:

(Thry don Jt see the point in it as the results are so good. JJ (PL)

There are several people talking about this dilemma of change. BDA at the

Business Development department says:

((One problem is that the results are too good. It zj hard to achieve a climatefor
change under those conditions. " (BDA)

The business controller, BC, expresses the dilemma in the following way:

((We are profitable. In the short run we are well off. In the long run this mqy be a
dzjadvantage as there mqy be difficulties in changing the organization. How well
prepared are we to meet a tougher competition?" (BC)
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FD, as head of the Finance and IS department, talks about profitability as a

weakness:

(The profitability is a weakness - we are not rfftcient enoughJ too mat!) people are
involved in differentprqjects and decisions. JJ (FD)

The situation is such that the organization is doing very well, in financial terms,

but at the same time there are huge challenges regarding the openness for

change. There is a perceived lack of direction in the organization and there are

several persons talking about the lack of a clear vision:

(We need to have cleargoals that are expressed in plain terms. We need to be more
specific. Mqybe we should cooperate more with business partners. JJ (U/R at the
Western Region)

(We needguidelines. JJ (BDA at the Business Development department)

(Mqybe the vision is the weakest spot. We need a better analYsis of the conse
quences. JJ (pLB at the Purchasing and Logistics department)

Regarding the analysis of the situation WR has a simple description:

(There are two wqys to go ahead: together with someone or alone. JJ (U/R)

The business controller, BC, agrees that there is choice to be made between

either starting something new or buying something. He has no strong opinions

about which one, but for him the most in1portant thing is to get everyone to

walk in the same direction. WR on the other hand has his opinion clear as he

thinks the first alternative is the better one and he continues:

(Mat!)people dreatlt that we can develop the businesses ourselves. But we do not have
the time to do it. JJ (U/R)

There seems to be a search for a clear vision for the organization. PM1, the

personnel manager, is afraid that this search will result in inactivity:

(71we are lookingfor the onlY wqy, we willget nowhere. JJ (pM1)

When PMl explores his views on a vision and describes what he thinks the

present situation in Omega really is about:

(7t is about a culture revolution - a break in the trend. We need to break loose. We
need to letgo. We have some kind ofmental deadlock and something like a complete
inability to act. We need to get to: Now we go damn it!J Then the energy is released
and we work toward one goal. I do not think there is an ea.ry wqy to get there. I do
not know how we should approach it. JJ (PM1)



H-68 Management Processes

BD is of a similar opinion and he uses the metaphor of driving a car: one has

to be able both to step on the gas and the brake. (This is a metaphor which has

been used before, see page H-3). It is, according to BD, important not to focus

entirely on braking and he continues:

(MD has consolidated the business over twoyears and looked at thepotential to save
monry. We have reduced costs) but not spent enough on development. We need to
change now. It hasprobablY been necessary to get agrip on the costs) but now we need
to change track. Regarding development not much has happened. JJ (BD)

To summarize many comments on the overall goals and results, one may say

that there is a common view in the organization that the good results are not

entirely a good thing. Due to tb.e good results it is difficult to create a sense of

urgency and generate a climate for change. Seen in this perspective, the lost

contract in the Southern Region may not altogether be such a bad thing after

all.

H.7.4 Reports and Information Needs

In this section there is a presentation ofdifferent perspectives on information.

The first part gives an overview ofthe situation regarding the newly introduced

report and reporting procedures, the second part presents information needs

from the managing director's perspective, and the last two parts of the section

describes perceived information needs for the management team and for the

entire organization.

Reports and the Reporting Procedures

The new monthly report has now been used for more than a year. It has been

well received among the users of the report. FDB, at the Finance and IS

department and working with the actual production of the report, describes

that the formal reporting procedures now work very well. The written com

ments from the reporting units are still of varied quality, according to FDB.

There are still some key ratios where some question-marks remain. FDB

himself says that he now both understands and appreciates the new design and

content better than he did in the beginning.

There are some people at the Finance and IS de partn1ent that are not happy

with the relationship to the reporting units. They perceive that they are made

the scapegoat for MD's different information demands. FDB refers to the

example of the travel accounts that MD wanted to have a closer look at (see

page H-56 above):
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(When MD and FD went down to specijic accounts in the work with the forecasts
it was a source ifirritation. But if this is the wqy he wants things he should make
it clear and the entire organization has to follow it." (FDB)

This episode is perceived differently by different persons. FDA, also at the

Finance and IS department, makes the following comment:

(MD wants to keep better track ifdetails. This is not to keep track if the details
per se) but to make sure that the details are kept in order. Not everybody has
understood this) but some people think that he wants to control things on a very
detailed level. This has a signal effect which has been noticed in the work with the
forecasts. " (FDA)

Since the new report was introduced, the unit for Business Control has been

established. There is still some friction between some members of the Finance

and IS department and the business controller. FDB says:

(13Cplqys in another league than FDA and myse!fregardingjinancial kry ratios.
It is sort ifan insult to us and we have asked if it was a vote ifno conjidence in us
[when he was recruited)) but it was not. I think BC is here more to relieve the
pressure on MD." (FDB)

FDA does not think there are any major problems in working together with

the business controller, but in his view FDB and he could work more with

business-control issues themselves. He says:

(With the new accounting information !)lstem we willhave more time available as the
!)lstem will relieve the pressure on us considerabfy. BC's position should realfy be
named 13usiness Support' instead." (FDB)

It is not only the persons directly involved who notice the friction between the

staff at the Finance and IS department and the business controller. PA, MD's

personal assistant says:

(Things are notpeifectfy all right between FD and BC. It is a bit tn'c~ with a third
person. [ ..] FD has partfy withdrawn himse!f Female intuition tells me that he
might not be so happy with his situation. He has ignored some meetings etc. " (FA)

She describes that the different roles are partly unclear. MD is aware of some

uncertainties regarding BC's role as business controller, but holds the opinion

that the question-marks will disappear over time. He considers changing the

name of the business controller position into business support instead, which

he does later when the unit for Business Control is renamed to Business

Control and Support. This is done to emphasize that the unit is a support unit
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for the entire organization and in the hope of removing some of the question

marks regarding the newly established business-controller function.

Information Needs - The Managing Director

The new reporting procedures make MD much happier with the information

support he receives. Still, there are information needs that are not fulfilled.

After the loss in the Southern Region n1any different activities are started. MD

expresses several times that he wants a master overview8 to get a better picture

of all the activities that are going on or are planned.

He also feels needs for a better picture of the state of the org anization in its

present situation, which results in an interview survey. But there are other ideas

about how to get a better picture of the present situation. FD suggests a

questionnaire in order to increase the engagement in the organization at the

same time as the results of the questionnaire would give valuable information.

MD thinks this could be a good idea, but maybe at a later stage. He thinks it

is important to be able to take care of all the material in a questionnaire in

order to reduce the risk that it would be perceived as a gimmick.

MD is lacking two things. First, a higher-resolution picture of the present

situation in the organization. Second, a better overview of all activities. The

latter is exemplified by a situation before one meeting in the management team

when MD expresses that he wants a single A4-page with a time-line for the

process of spring 1995. He wants the time-line to include the following issues:

board meetings, the strategic plan, the present state, the visions for future

states, a plan for communication and an action plan for 2000. Expressed

differently he lacks an overview on a top level of all n1ajor processes that are

running in parallel, or in his own words:

(We need a clear structure and an obviousplan for our work." (NID)

Here he uses the word "we" and sees himself as part of the management team.

Information Needs - The Management Team

The members of the management team are for the most part happy with the

new report. But there are some exceptions. BD (at the Business Development

department) thinks it is a "disaster" that all the key ratios are still not settled

8 NID often uses the expression "master plan", but as the word "plan" is used with the meaning
of "overview", I use the expression "master overview" in the description in order to reduce the
risk for misinterpretations.
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completely. He is also pessimistic about the information for the management

team:

(We havepoor knowledge ofour own position. The loss in the Southern Region is
an example ofthis. We need to start working with first thingsfirst. " (BD)

In other words, he perceives a need to pay closer attention to information on
the business environment. BD is disappointed regarding the possibilities to get

information on an ad hoc basis. He complains that his department (Business
Development) cannot have the accumulated figures they would need. He says:

HI have written letters to the Finance and IS departmentfor ayea'0 but nothing has
happened JJ (BD)

The need to sometimes take a look at the information from new perspectives

is expressed by FD when he states that:

('It can befruitful to look more closelY at the present situation andperhaps do SOJ1Ze
calculations in new wqys. JJ (FD)

Overall members of the management team perceive a need to keep track of the

business activities. ER at the Eastern Region says:

(We need to evaluate the business activities all the time. WR might have shorter time
horizon than the rest ofuSJ which may begood andputpressure on the entire organi
zation. JJ (ER)

Besides the report that has been introduced over a year ago, the fixed agendas

have also now been used for about a year. The common view among the

management team is that these agendas have helped to focus the discussions

in the meetings, and thereby helped improve the support for managerial
activities.

Information Needs - The Entire Organization

So far this description has addressed information needs of the managing

director and the other members of the management team. Given the trying

situation Omega is facing there are obviously information needs for the entire

organization. In other words, there is a need to inform people in the organiza

tion about what will happen now, what is going on, etc.

Here, Omega's challenge is that the company has grown to a size "\vhere it is
not obvious how to inform people in the organization in an efficient and

helpful way. ER at the Eastern Region n1akes the following comment on this:
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((Omega has developed considerablY. Earlier everyone knew everyone within the
organization. Now there is a sense ofnot knowing what is going on. I get signals
from my team ofmanagers in the Eastern Region that thry tJJant to be more involved
But the time should be available. " (ER)

ER finds it hard to find the time to inform people more. This process to

inform the organization is regarded to be rather tin1e-consuming and MD

announces that he wants an "information plan", i.e. a plan for how to present

information about the work that is going on and thereby reduce the anxiety in

the organization. Both MD and FD think it is very important that it is obvious

to everyone that Omega is investing in the future and that people can see that

things going on: a training program, a new accounting information system etc.

One channel for informing people in the organization is the monthly in-house

magazine. In the issue of February 1995 there is an article in which MD tries

to reduce the anxiety in the organization. An10ng other things the article says:

(The disappointment has passed. Our target is alreacfy newprqjects and ventures)
and thefocus at Omega is on the next Century. [ ..] To learnfrom a lost deal is also
importan0 and to make use of the lessons learntfor purposes ofdeveloping. )) (from
Omega Internal Magazine) February 1995)

In spite of the efforts to inform the people in the organization through various

channels such as information meetings, internal magazines and letters, there

are voices saying that the information to the organization is not good enough.

BDA at the Business Development department says:

(1 have no information about how the business is doing. The flow ofinformation to
people in the different departments has stopped Information is notpublic anymore.
Thry can)t do this) can thry?" (BDA)

The feeling of not being informed is perceived as a problem and FDB at the

Finance and IS department says:

(1t is important to make thepurpose and overallgoals clear. [ ..] The uncertainty is
the toughest thing. JJ (FDB)

In order to reduce the uncertainty and to signal that the work in the manage

ment team is not secret MD and the other members of the management team

decide that the minutes from the meetings in the management team should be

public. That is, every person in the organization has a right to come and read

the minutes, but they cannot make their own copies of them.

Another part of the efforts to meet the information needs of the organization

concerns the results ofthe previous year, including major previous and coming
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events. FD, as head of the Finance and IS department, provides the other

members of the management team with a copy of a manuscript for a presenta

tion of the results (including overhead transparencies) which could be used

when the members present the results and the major events to their part of the

organization.

But not only the people within the organization need information. Losing the

contract in the Southern Region was an event that caught public attention. BD,

head of the Business Development department, in his role as joint spokesman

for the management team (together with MD) produces a short paper on how

to deal with the press. This includes what to reveal to the mass media and a

suggestion for how to present the current situation.

H.7.5 IT-issues

The first part of this section presents different views on the handling of IT

issues in the organization. The second part says a few words on one major IT

project running in the organization. In the third part the relationship between

people working with the IT-issues and those in the operative business is

discussed. Finally the two remaining parts of the section describe the managing

director's and the board's perspectives on the issues at hand.

Organization/or IT-issues

The IT-related issues are organizational matters for the Finance and IS depart

ment lead by FD. In order to strengthen the department with competence in

IT-related issues FD recruited an IT-controller (as described above), who is by

now well established in the organization. At present FD is responsible for the

work with a new IS/IT-policy, where the new IT-controller is highly involved.

In practice FD delegates many of the IT-related issues to a troika at his depart

ment (Finance and IS) including the IT-controller and two other members of

the department. There has also been an IT-council established (see page H-42

above) where FD is the chairman. In the council there are six financial manag

ers or controllers from the different units, and three people from the Finance

and IS department (including the IT-controller). FD is rather happy with the

way the IT-issues are dealt with now and with the fact that the units are part

of the IT-investments, even though these matters are not his home ground. He

says:
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"Now it is important to get the IS/IT parts to work better and to get the IT
controller on track. One example is that we need better information on all the pro
jects. " (FD)

There are, however, other perspectives on how well the IT-issues are taken
care of in Omega. PA, as MD's personal assistant, sees one problem in the

organization of the IT-related issues as they are part of the Finance and IS
department. She says:

'The IT-controller could have a more clear area ifresponsibility. Now thry are kind
if waiting. There are unclear definitions both for the IT-controller and for the
Business Controller. FD is a little bit unclear. It is not agood solution to have an
accountant as the IT manager. " (PA)

There are more people that are not completely happy with the solution for the

organization of the IT-related issues. ER at the Eastern Region thinks there are
unclear responsibilities regarding these issues. Some systems are developed in
house and in ER's opinion there ought to be standard application packages
available instead.

Overall, there is a common view in the organization that there is a need for
new and better information systems. The following are some comments on the
present situation:

'The IT-issues are urgent. We work in an oldfashioned wqy. There is no order. The
entire IT-part is a mess. [..J One problem 1S that Ive do not have any wellfunction
ing itiformation !Jstems. "(ERC at the Eastern Region)

'We are stuck in the !Jstems we have. " (pLB at the Purchasing and Logistics
department)

'We need to be open to new technology. " (pIA at the Purchasing and Logistics
department)

The latter comments are from people from the Purchasing and Logistics
department and should, maybe, be seen in light of a comment by ERe at the
Eastern Region:

'There has been talk about a new information !Jstem for the logIstics for the last
eightyears) but nothing happens. " (ERC)

An Important IT-project

The project for the new accounting information system is an important project
for the organization. The project is run by both internal people from the
Finance and IS department and external consultants. There is a common view
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among persons involved in the project that the system in itself is only a par t
of the change. FD, as the head of the department, stresses that the most
important part is not the systems but the way of working and the routines. He
says:

"First we change the !)Istem and then the routines will be changed. These things do
not happen automaticallY. " (FD)

FDA, also at the Finance and IS department, points out that this project will
save money and can, in his opinion, be regarded as an investment for the
future. He says:

'The toughpart is to get the trainingpart ifthepro/ect to lJJorkproperlY, but lJJe have
plannedfor it. " (FDA)

The training will help changing the routines and thereby help them to get the
most out of the change of the information system. The matters concerning the

project for the new accounting information system take a lot of time for
several members of the management team. MD, FD and BC are all members
of the steering committee. FD says:

"1 will notparticipate in every meeting in the future, mqybe on a quarterlY basis.
There are too maf!Jpeople. Most ifthem arefrom the Eastern Region as that is the
largest region. " (FD)

Even though FD tries to reduce his engagement, the project still takes a lot of
his time and attention at this point in time. He tries however to delegate much
of the work to the troika at his department as described above.

The Relationship Between IT-staffand the Business Staff

As the IT-related issues are organizationally part of the Finance and IS depart
ment, there is a foundation for a close relationship between the IT-staff and
the business staff This is emphasized by the fact that the head of the depart
ment, FD, is more familiar with business issues than IT-related issues.

Nevertheless, there are elements of friction between on one hand the people
working with both support and development of information systems, and on

the other hand the people in the operative business activities. The different
regions are not happy with the support they receive from the headquarters. An
example of this is that the Northern Region wants to hire their own systems
administrator for their own nine information systems, soon to become ten. NR
describes the Northern Region's plan for installing a new information system
that will be very useful in their operation:
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(~j the Northern Region we are developing our own Management Information
Systemfor statistics and control in order to give better information to ourpartners in
the Alpha Group. The DJstem will be very neat! We plan to start using it in April
[1995J. " (NR)

The Northern Region is not the only unit to take IT-matters into their own

hands. In. WR's opinion Omega is far behind regarding the use of information

technology. He says:

((In the Western Region we have done some work on our own that thry cannot handle
at the headquarters. " (U7R)

At the Finance and IS department people are worried about the fact that the

regions are developing their own systems instead of using the ones that they

offer from their department. BD at the Business Development department

thinks that every region is running its own race in many issues, not only

regarding the information systems, and he comments on these matters:

(We should not even talk about the information DJstems. Everybo& runs their own
.rystems with poor discipline. JJ (BD)

IT-issues from the Managing Director's Perspective

From MD's perspective the IT-related issues are a bit tricky. He is aware of the

fact that he has not given these issues high priority and says:

(The IT-issues mqy have been neglected latefy. There is not time enough to give
priority to everything. JJ (lvID)

He has noted that the number of issues that concern information technology

has risen in the managen1ent team. These are matters where he is not familiar

himself, and he raises the question of whether they in Omega make enough

use of the possibilities offered by information technology as a tool to support

the management processes. He says:

(How good do different managers in the organizationfeel that the information thr:J1
receive is? There is a spanfrom agood information DJstemfor them to aprintoutfrom
a computer once a month. Where do thry think that thry are now?" (lvID)

He thinks that the kind of information they have is important. In his view, an

Executive Information System would not fulfil any of his own needs, but it is

n10re important for those closer to the operative business activities and directly

responsible for taking actions when things need to be done.
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He is also concerned about how well the organization makes use of the IT

potential to support the business processes. One major problem he perceives

is that he cannot judge how good Omega is at making use of the IT-potential.

He has no way ofmeasuring or benchmarking whether they are top or bottom,

or maybe more likely somewhere in between on the spectrum.

IT-issues from the Board Perspective

The number of issues related to information technology has arisen at board

level too. Of course the largest IT-projects are presented at board meetings on

a regular basis, and there are questions of how information technology can

help develop the business activities. Starting in 1995, IT-related issues increase

in number. When all the different activities to compensate for the loss in the

Southern Region are presented to the board there is a shift in the presentation

of the IT-related issues. Now the issues mostly are presented within the frame

of helping to develop the business activities and to improve profitability.

Earlier there were mostly reports on projects that often either were behind

schedule and/or over budget.

H.7.6 The Managing Director's Working Style and Anxiety

In this section the first part describes the managing director's working style.

The second part describes the difficulties MD experiences when trying to

change the way people think and act. The final part of the section describes

perspectives on the perceived anxiety in the organization at present.

The Managing Director's Working Style

After the loss of the contract MD's days are filled with all types of activities.

There are meetings for new projects, meetings in the different units and

information meetings for different groups ofpeople in the organization. In this

situation PA is relieving the pressure on MD to a greater extent than she has

during his first two years in office. She takes responsibility for several tasks

that she had not done earlier.

The fact that the situation is hectic for MD is not only a product of the situa

tion, but also, of course, a product ofhis way ofworking. PL at the Purchasing

and Logistics department who has worked together with MD for many years

says:

(MD easilYgets in a situation with ma'!Yprqjects as he is interested in a lot ofthings
and wants to do as much as possible. J) (PL)
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As his calender is filled with activities, mostly different meetings, there are

comments on how he spends his time. PM1, the personnel manager, says:

('AtpresentMQ FD andBC allgo to the Jnonthfy meetings in the different regions.
That is waste ofmanpower. It was ok when MD was learning about the organiza
tion) but now he wants to be involved everywhere and have 100 percent control of
everything. J' (pM1)

There are several opinions on the way MD wants to have control. SR, at the
Southern Region, for example thinks he is ((extremefy detail-orientedJ'. There are

different views on the reasons for MD's interest in details. FDA, at the Fi

nance and IS department, interprets his interest in keeping track of the details

as a way to make sure that the details are kept in order, not his concern over

the details per se (see quote by FDA on page H-69). That is, he thinks MD

wants to send signals to the organization.

Now when MD has been in office for two years and the organization is facing

major challenges after the lost contract, people in the organization start n1aking
comparisons between MD and his predecessor. It seems to be a common view

that the differences between the two persons are huge. PM1, the personnel

manager, says:

(Theformer managing director was totallY different: more intuitive and much quick
er. MD is more analYtical. We run out of steam when there is a needfor 40-50
pages ofanalYsis. The creativity is strangled. MD is morefor analYsis and it is like
an administrative brake. There has been a culture shock in the organization. J'

(pM 1)

PMl gives an example from a discussion in the managen1ent team when

bonuses to the personnel were discussed. There are several other examples of

comments along the same line:

(Theformer tJJanaging director had sotJJeprobletJJs with the cost control. Thepresent
Jnanaging director is no~ innovative andmarket-oriented. The idealwould be someone
in between. )) (pIA at the Purchasing and Logistics department)

(The former managing director was not serious enough. MD is too serious. { ..l
Sometimes MD does not dare to take risks. J' (SR at the Southern Region)

This type of comparison has not been frequent earlier, but discussions on how

MD acts are now common in the organization. PA, who has worked together

with MD for many years as his personal assistant, summarizes how MD acts:

((Once MD has made up his mind about something he goesfor itfor 100 perrent. "
(PA)
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From MD's own perspective he is now in a phase where he thinks there is a
need to change the way people in the organization act and, not least, think.

A Perceived Need to Change the Way People Think

Now when the situation for the organization is perceived as rather tough, MD
perceives a need to get support from the other members of the management
team. There have been some situations where he has felt that after a decision
has been made in the management team not everyone on the team has sup
ported the decision. He says:

'We are entering a tougherphase now. It is important to move awqyfrom 'MD has
decided' and instead reach a situation where 'YJe have decided'. )) (MD)

MD is not the only person noticing this. SR at the Southern Region has a
similar feeling in the management team:

'We need to focus more on the development ofthe whole. Ma'!)l people arefocusing
on their own. we would need a course in p!Jchologyfor how we think. [..J It reallY
is about communication between human beings to work a little bit better in pro
cesses. )) (SR)

Some people in the organization have a feeling of resignation after the lost
contract, but there are also people who look forward and try to see something
good coming out from the loss. PLB at the Purchasing and Logistics depart
ment says:

'We need to change mentallY. [ooJ We need to focus to get somethinggoodfrom the
situation in the Southern Region.)) (PLB)

This issues on how to change mentally is bothering MD. He wants to change
the way people think and act but has not yet found a good way of achieving
this. In his own words this is expressed like the following:

'We need to get awqyfrom the YJqy ofthinking that there is not so much to influence,
but instead think in terms ofthe question: Canyou irifluence a'!)lthing? [ ..J One has
to get them to work differentlY. I have worked like a beaver to get them to lvork
differentlY.)) (MD)

MD wants the people in the organization to take actions and try to influence
things, instead of waiting for someone else to do it. In order to give a better

picture of the current situation there will now be some paragraphs describing
the anxiety in the organization.
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Anxiety in the Organization

There is obviously a certain amount ofanxiety in the organization after the loss

of the important contract. This anxiety is perceived differently between differ

ent people - from those who do not think there is any anxiety at all to those

who talk about a huge amount of anxiety. First some comments saying that the

anxiety is not a problem:

(Now itfeels good that the uncertainty hasgone. We have to realize that we cannot
be so extensive. I am happy that the management team has said that we will still be
in business. " (PA)

((I do not think that the anxiety is too extensive in the organization:)) (FD)

(~rhe anxiety in the operative business is not too extensive. Thry do not have the
insight. f ..) After a seminar with MD we have received signals that there is hopefor
the future. )) (ERC)

From WR's view there is more uncertainty about the contract coming up in the

Western Region in two years time. Otherwise he does not think that there is

much uncertainty in the Western Region. There are some people who are of

the opinion that there might be some anxiety:

(There mqy be some worries and some anxiety. For example) at aparty somepersons
came to me and asked if there is atry point in stqying with Omega. )) (ER)

'There is a certain amount 0/anxiety in the organization. One wants to see change
today. Mostpeople are secure in theirJ"obs. The amount 0/anxiety varies." (BC)

Even if there are persons of the opinion that there is no problem with the

anxiety in the organization, the majority disagree:

'There is rathergreat uncertainty in the organization. Something has to be done) but
one does not know what to do. )) (pIA)

(There is rather a lot 0/anxiety in the organization. f ..) MD has an inJjJortant role
to send the message to everyone that OtJJega will survive and what we will look like. ))
(NR)

'There is an anxiety and it is expressed differentlY. Somepersonsfeel that thry want
to move awqyfrom the organization. At the headquarters there are worries like: I
want to see the prqjects and how thry are doing. In the operative business there are
Jnore general worries: what will happen with myJ"ob?)) (PM!)

Finally there are people who regard the amount of anxiety in the organization

as a major problem:
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(There is a huge amount ifanxie!J in the organization. It is important to inform
people about what we will do. " (PL)

(There is a huge amount if anxiety in the organization. Everyone is worried."
(BDA)

(There is an evident anxiety in the organization. l/ery evident. In the management
team I think that it is NR) PL and I who have brought this issue to the agenda. "
(BD)

There are different ways of expressing the anxiety and there are examples

where the worries are expressed more dramatically, like for example:

(Now it is about survival- both for the organization andfor oneself." (FDA)

All in all there are many different views on the amount of anxiety in the

organization but most people express their worries, in one way or the other,

for what is going to happen with Omega. The management team now faces an

important challenge.

H.?? An Awakening in the Management Team

This section contains a description on different aspects of the work in the

management team after the loss in the Southern Region. The first part deals

with the awakening effect from the lost contract and the second part with

personal differences in how the situation is perceived. In the third part there

is a presentation on a perceived problem regarding the speed of the decision

processes. The fourth part deals with a perceived gap between the manage
ment team and the rest of the organization. Finally a fifth part describes a

discussion of what issues the management team really should deal with.

An Awakening

At the first meeting of the management team after the news of the lost con

tract in the Southern Region, the management team tries to get a first grasp of

the situation. They start listing the company's main weaknesses, possibilities,

customer characterizations, interested parties, perceived problems and last but

not least they list an action plan for what to do in the Southern Region. In

other words, they try to find ways to overcome the lost contract.

After the meeting the members of the management realize that they have listed

far more issues and ideas than they will be capable of handling. They simply

want to do too much. WR comments on the action plan they produced, that

it is really more of a recorded brainstorming session than an action plan. But
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even if they cannot do everything on the list, it has positive effects, particularly

after it is made public in the organization. FDB at the Finance and IS depart

ment says:

('It is important to bring the list ofactivities in the Southern Region down to earth
and establish pn'orities in it. The list in itse!fis positive." (FDB)

The perceived need for immediate actions turns out to be like an awakening

in the work in the management team. Several members remark upon the

difference in work in the team now, compared to the situation before the lost

contract:

((We work together more in the management team than we used to do) but there is
more to do now. When I came to Omega I felt that there were more individualists
here than at atry otherplace I have worked earlier. " (ER, the Eastern Region)

(Now everyone is engaged to overcome the loss in the Southern Region. JJ (NR) the
Northern Region)

(There is ~oJ in the work in the management team now. One is lookingfonvard to
every meeting. It mqy have been a strength that we lost the contract in the Southem
Region. Now we are all workingfor the future. JJ (lVR) the Western Region)

Even if there is a general view that there is (~oJJ in the management team now,

there are also opinions on things that do not work as well as one would hope.

"Human Beings in the Management Team!)!)

When comn1enting on the work in the management team during spring 1995
NR at the Northern Region says:

(The ]JJork load has been intolerable. JJ (NR)

The business controller, BC, continues:

(There arefew resources available here at the moment." (BC)

These quotes are two illustrations of the workload that the members of the

management team experience at present. PA keeps her finger on the pulse of

the work and keeps track on who is involved in which projects, when and
where different meetings are held etc. Regarding the meetings in the different

project groups there are some questions about whether it is worth the efforts
to meet on every occasion. ER at the Eastern Region is of the opinion that it

is not worth the efforts:
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HIt is not efficient to have meetingsfor 15persons thatf!J one hour to the meetinJ!; "
(ER)

Still, there are many man-hours spent traveling between the different regions.

There is no real discussion on these matters, but people get involved in differ

ent projects and then attend the project meetings etc. One reason for the
traveling is to make use of the available competence as much as possible.

There are, however, opinions that it is necessary to change or supplement the

competence available. WR at the Western Region is of the following opinion:

(There are tooJew salesmen in the organization. We have theorists) but thry are not
suitablefor trade. We need a combination ofcompetence development and new blood.
We need to recruit newpeople. " (WR)

BD at the Business Development department also thinks it is important to

recruit new people, but not just anybody:

(The competence is also in experience. Some have not been through tough times) but
just seen thegood times. There are very high expectations and the complaints are close.
It is important to recruitpeoplefrom other organizations. Personal!J I use headhunt
ers. We lookedfirst forpeople internal!J but those who appliedfor theJ·ob were not
even close to being qualified. JJ (BD)

Besides a perceived need to recruit new people, there is also a need to keep the

old ones. PM1, the personnel manager, makes the long-term prediction that

in year 2000 no one in the management team will still be with On1ega. PL at

the Purchasing and Logistics department points out the in1portance ofkeeping

the current ones and says:

(We need new resources. SR is important to keep. 5he isyounger than the rest of
us. JJ (PL)

He can see a risk that SR, manager for the Southern Region where Omega lost

the important contract, might now want to leave the organization. It turns out

that SR does not have any plans for leaving the organization at the moment,

but nevertheless she holds some strong opinion on the work in the n1anage

ment team:

(People do not dare to express their opinions in the management team. But I do. f ..)
There are human beings in the management team: what are the expectations on
them? Do thrypqy each other too much respect? Do thry dare to put theirfoot down?
There are things going on no~ but there are perceived needsfor ana!Jses. Just do it!
We cannot spend months informing ourselves. f ..) We miss artists in the manage
tJJent team - we on!J have ana!Jsts. That is my personal ana!Jsis. JJ (SR)
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She points to a problem that is perceived by many people in the organization:

slow decision processes.

The Speed ofDecision Processes

As described above many persons have experienced a tremendous difference
between MD and his predecessor. As a result of the focus on the cost control,

there has not only been an improvement in the financial results but also some

frustration in the organization. The frustration is expressed in the form of

complaints about the lack of speed in decision processes. PM1, the Personnel

manager, says:

(The last twoyears have been characterized 0J vagueness. Instead there has been a
focus on: cost contr04 reports to andfro and decision processes that are tinJe-consum
ing - there is decision inertia) like a wet blanket on top ofeverything. " (pM1)

There are many people complaining about the slow decision processes. The

following are some examples:

((We need to be decisive. [. ..) It mqy take 3-4 months in the management team before
we come to a decision. Those issues that ought to be dqy-to-dqy are sometimes month
to-monthfor us or even ha!f-year-to-ha!f-year. [. ..) We could do better. Much better.
Nothing happens. [. ..) We lose business opportunities because ofthe slowprocesses. "
(BD)

((We needfaster and clearer decisions. [. ..) Sometimes the anafysis takes more than
six months!" (pL4)

((We never reach decisions. " (NR)

There is a frustration that things, or rather decisions, take too long. This differs
greatly from the situation in Omega before MD took office. PLA, at the

Purchasing and Logistics department, comments on the new control:

((I--listoricalfy we were taught to be roadrunners. Now when there is a needfor more
control this is regarded as a threat. " (pL4)

Even if there are many people complaining about the time that is spent analyz

ing matters, there are also examples ofpeople who can view this from a slightly

different point of view: FD says:

((It is a strength that we have learnt how to investigate matters. It is a weakness that
the anafysis some times is too extensive. n (FD)

MD realizes that this is a problem, and he can see two main reasons for slow

decision processes. First, in hindsight most prior investments that have been
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n1ade outside the core business, have been unprofitable, and therefore he

wants to be cautious. Second, the preparation documentation for the decisions

is often of very poor quality.

In MD's opinion the slow decision processes are also a result of a lack of

sufficient communication in the management team. He says:

((You can notice that no one has ever raised their hand to ask the question: (Damn
it MQ what are we missingfor making a decision) w0J can't we make a decision
right now?' Management-team members have to be willing to ask questions
and to standfirm) and I too have to be more clear on what is unclear or missing. "
(MD)

In some people's eyes MD is to blame for the slow decision processes, but

there are some people who are of another opinion, like for example ERe at

the Eastern Region:

(1 do not think it's MD thatputs on the handbrake, it's the next level [down). JJ

(ERC)

She thinks that the problem is on the next level, that is, the other members of

the management team. Everyone seems to agree on that there is a sort of

"handbrake", that the decision processes could be quicker. There are different

ideas about the underlying causes though:

(1 think this is all about attitudes: what are we doing? The dilemma is that now
everything needs to be reaefy bifore arrything is done - the entire solution needs to be
presente~ there are needs for investigations. One has to dare to take a chance. JJ

(ERC)

(1t must be ok to make mistakes. One seems to rifuse to make mistakes eifter the
previous unsuccesiful investments. We need to dare more. We need an ok from the
board that it is ok to lose some monry. JJ (lVR)

(We have to anafyze and ana!Jze. I do not understand where the inability to make
decision comesfrom. Uncertainty? The underfying documentation? Ifit was the latte~

one has to specify exactfy what is needed to get useful documentation. The inability
to make decisions goes for both mqjor and minor decisions. JJ (BD)

As the different quotes indicate one explanation that is offered by several

persons is that there is no willingness to take risks at the moment. With the

history of the unsuccessful investments most people realize that there are

people who have got their fingers burnt and now want to be more careful. WR

from the Western Region makes the following comment:
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'We need to decide which wC!)' to go. We need to decide on this as soon as possible
and then make sure that we all work in the same direction. We need to dare to take
risks, which needs to have the support ofthe board. " (U7R)

The board perspective on the matters will be described below, but first there

will be some words on the perceived gap between the management team and

the rest of the organization.

A Gap to the Management Team

The people working close to the members of the management team but not

being members themselves can, of course, observe the situation, particularly

the heavy workload for the members of the management team during spring

1995. FDA, at the Finance and IS department, thinks that there is more

potential to delegate than they do at present and says:

'The members ofthe management team cannot do everything themselves. " (FDA)

There is an opinion among several persons who are not members of the

management team that the distance to the team has increased and that there

is a gap between the management team and the rest of the organization. BDA,

who works at the Business Development department says:

'We receive incredibly little information. There is hardly arry informationfrom the
management team. We have managers that are invisible. The boss sits 50 meters
awC!)' and I see him once a month. [. 00] Often the ball is zvith the management team
and does not move arry further. " (BDA)

Regarding the lack of information there are also comments on the lack of

presence of management-team members. FDB at the Finance and IS depart

ment for example says:

"ER is invisible at the Eastern Region. FD is invisible at our department. He is
either in meetings, on vacation or on different courses. " (FDB)

The gap is described not only in terms of lack of information and people, but

also in terms of the difference in competences between the members of the

management team and the operative staff. PLA at the Purchasing and Logistics

department says:

'The managers are deep into their books. We are businessmen. Make some quick
decisions and do not investigate so much. We need more doers andfewer controllers.
[...J We need to move faster and to make both unpleasant andpleasant decisions
}JJith the same speed. " (PIA)
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This aspect of different competences is even mentioned by one of the mem

bers of the management team. WR from the Western Region thinks the people
at the headquarters are ((theoreticaland I1Jake calculations"with the result that good

business opportunities sometimes are lost because they cannot keep up with

the pace. This difference in competences is also expressed in terms ofcultures.

Here are the words of ERC at the Eastern Region:

(There are two cultures in Omega: the headquarter culture with MQ PL and ER
with an academic touch) and the operative culture. JJ (ERe)

The perceived cultural differences result in a lack of confidence for the man

agement team among some people in the organization. Some people regard the

management team as an (~dministrativeforum for controllers JJ
•

A slightly more external view on the gap between the management team and

the rest of the organization is offered by CON, a consultant from another part

of the Alpha Group who works on a long-term contract for Omega. In his

opinion the communication between the management team and the rest of the

organization does not work properly. He thinks that there are many things that

are secret in the management team, with the result that many people in the

organization feel that they do not receive any information.

In his opinion, it is important to inform people in the organization in order to

avoid rumours. This is also expressed by PLA (purchasing and Logistics

department) who thinks that there is a sense of uncertainty in the entire

organization and to a large extent in the management team too. From his point

of view there seems to be no teamwork or harmony in the management team:

((We have an informationproblem. We had ageneral meeting oneyear ago. JJ (pIA)

The members of the management team are generally aware of the perceived

gap. NR, manager at the Northern Region, for example, says:

(There is a huge gap between the management team and everyone else. On the next
level we do not spend as much time together as we do in the management team. "
(NR)

This is also expressed by PL:

(The management team works well now. We spend a lot oftime on the work in the
group (twenryfour hours a month). Now we need to achieve a wqy ofworking on the
next level. We have spent much time together [in the management team). JJ (PL)
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Regarding communication, most management-team members perceive this as
a problem, although no one offers solutions. The problem is described in
slightly different ways for example:

'Todqy things are introverted. There is no open communication, but instead introver
sion. J) (PM!)

'The management team is isolated. Either we decide nothing or 'the management
team has decided'. This does notgenerate confidence [in the organization]. J) (SR)

'We need to be clearer in our communication in order to survive in the long run. J)

(WR)

"It is important to communicate to the organization that there are changes in prog
ress. MD has taught us the importance of this, and nOlJJ it is important that we
practice Ivhat Ive preach. J) (NR)

The business controller, BC, interprets the requests for more information
slightly differently:

''IOu cannotget too much information. It :r a healt!?J sign Ivhen people askfor more
information. It is impossible to fulfill everyone's needs. J) (BC)

Given that there is a perceived need for more information, what could hap
pen? PA, MD's the personal assistant, has the pragmatic solution that she has

offered people asking her:

"Both FD andMD need to be more clear. I have talked to them about it. BC [the
Business Controller] andITC [the IT-controller] are sometimesjust waitingfor ago
ahead. I use to tell them that so far no one has been hanged at Omega for having
done something. )) (PA)

In her opinion one solution is to teach people to take action instead ofwaiting
for replies. One person who already works this way is BD at the Business
Development department, who provides a recent example from a project in
one of the regions:

"I exceeded my authoritiesfour times to be exact. Both the regional manager and I
thought it Ivas agood deal. We also agreed on not telling MD or FD because that
IJJould onlY SIOlV dOlJJn theprocess. One cannot do business that slowlY. FD still had
some questions regarding some calculations. One has to dare to make decision and
one has to dare to take nsks. It is notpossible to investigate every risk. Thzs Ivas a
good dea~ although rather small. fool Without nsks one cannot make good deals. J)

(BD)

He does not want the people in his own department to behave in the way
though:
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((I have taken the liberty of doing a lot nryselt but I cannot give everyone in my
department the same liberty. I have notgot the authority to do that. " (BD)

MD is aware of some perceived problems regarding a gap and the perceived
lack ofwell-functioning communication. Concerning the communication part,

he stresses the importance to reflect on the signals one's action sends. He gives

an example where PMl as the personnel manager wanted to distribute some

information to the entire organization without having thought about different

consequences and says:

('1 told hint: You can imagine whenyou as one ofthe members ofthe nzanagement
team think like this. '" (MD)

In other words, MD is not entirely happy with the way all members of the

management team communicate with the rest of the organization. Another

concern of his is what the management team actually should do, that is, which

questions should be brought to the meetings in the management team and
which should not?

What to Do or Not to Do Is the Question

At present the management team meet once every month. PA, MD's personal

assistant, sends some documentation and an agenda to the members in ad
vance. Often MD, together with FD, BC and PA, decide on the agenda based

on their view on what is the best way to spend the time available. All members

of the management team are free to suggest topics for the agenda and these

suggestions are seldom turned down.

During the meetings, which in most cases last from lunch to lunch, including

late night work, the prepared agenda works as a guideline for the meeting.
Some issues on the agen.da attract much time and attention, while other issues

are dealt with more briefly. One can see a pattern with the latter part of the

meetings being rather "crowded", and often there are items on the agenda that

are postponed due to lack of time.

As a result of the previous work with the fixed agendas there is now a general

structure for the meetings, with the results of the different units are presented

and discussed in the beginning of the meetings etc. BD at the Busin.ess Devel

opment department comments on what usually happens at meetings in the
management team:

(~t the meetings in the management team we use to start talking about how well the
business is doing. Then I usuallY tell them about how good our competitors are."
(BD)
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After the different regions present their results there are discussions ofprojects

that are running, including the IT-projects. BD says:

(Here, at this point, it is very ea!)! to get stuck in operative details in the pro/eets,
without being able to movefonvard We never reach discussions on how to cooperate
with other businesspartners etc. " (BD)

This can be seen as an illustration of a problem that is perceived by several of

the members of the management team, namely the problem that the discus

sions often are stuck in details. As a result of this behavior some people in the

team feel that the most important issues are not discussed sufficiently.

IT-related issues on the management-team agenda have increased in number

lately. Many of the issues on the agenda during 1995 are related to IT one way

or another. There is the large project for changing the accounting information

system, and there are also several other issues, like a new information system

to support the business activities in the Northern Region.

At the first meeting in the management team after the lost contract in the

Southern Region, there was less discussion on what happened and why, but

instead work with lists on concrete suggestions for what to do now. There was

a focus on concrete details. Given the lost contract in the Southern Region,

there are already people who want the management team to pay more attention

to the upcoming contract in the Western Region. PLB at the Purchasing and

Logistics department is a bit impatient and says:

(We cannot lose the upcoming contract in the Western Region. 5 til~ the management
team is not seeing the importance if this issue on their agenda. " (PLB)

MD is sometimes frustrated over time spent on issues that he thinks should

not be on the agenda. He thinks that some members of the team sometimes

bring up matters that could be dealt with without involving the entire manage

ment team. He is also concerned about issues that are brought to the manage

ment team meetings without adequate preparation.

H.7.8 The Board After the Loss

At the board meeting in March 1995 MD and FD present a number of conse

quences of the lost contract in the Southern Region. At the same time MD

presents a number of efforts to compensate for the loss. The board members

have no particular comments. They have all been informed about the lost

contract beforehand.
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Instead of discussing the different ideas for projects to compensate for the

loss, there are some questions on the cost control in the organization from the

board members. They are satisfied with the financial results for the previous

year as Omega presented the best results ever, but now they want to make sure
that the good results will continue.

The minutes from the meetings during spring 1995 have a fighting spirit after
the lost contract. Many concrete activities to compensate for the loss are

presented and discussed, and there is a sense of urgency in the minutes. The
minutes have even a new layout.

Earlier the perceived gap between the n1anagen1ent team and the rest of the
organization was discussed. What about a gap between the board and the rest

of the organization? One opinion is expressed by BD at the Business Develop
ment department:

(We do not know much about what the Alpha Group wants to do with us. We
receive nofeedback. I do not think that MD knows about thefuture either. " (BD)

PL at the Purchasing and Logistics department points out that the Alpha

Group being the present owner, means that the owner does not know much

about Omega's business activities and thus does not make demands that are

congruent with the business activities. He says:

(Thry think it is ok ifwe deliver monry. JJ (PL)

Given that the board members all come from other parts of the Alpha Group
and none of them has a deep competence in Omega's business activities, one

can ask what support the board can provide. MD says that he is rather happy
with the work in the board and that the situation now has improved since his

arrival at Omega. At that point in time the board, according to MD, very much

acted like people who have got their fingers burnt. They had all been through

a process when the organization had made several unsuccessful investments

and they wanted to avoid a repetition of that. Now, instead, MD feels that

there is an openness for new ideas and there is also a willingness to invest in
new ideas - at least moderately.

After the board meeting in March 1995 MD makes the following comment:

('It ]pent very well. We hadput a lot ofiffort into the preparation ofthe meeting as
usual. We got an ok on the planned investments. " (MD)

This illustrates that MD, together with FD, plans every board meeting care

fully. They prepare all documentation (together with BC and others) to send
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to all members in advance. They also plan for what they want to achieve at the

meeting and what they want the board members to bring fron1 the meetings.

There is an ongoing discussion in Omega about whether the Alpha Group is

a good owner or not. The business activities of the other parts of the Alpha
Group differ from Omega's (as described above on page H-2), and Omega is

not part of the core business of the Alpha Group. The links to the Alpha
Group are seen more clearly by MD than by several other members of the

management team.

As the question about the ownership is opened, there is a discussion in the

organization about whether the Alpha Group will own Omega in the long run
or if there are other plans. At present there are no other plans, but some

members of the management team have their doubts about this. Once the

issue has become an issue, there are some uncertainties in the organization.

There are several voices saying that another owner would be better for Omega,

such as ER:

'The owne~ the Alpha Group) is an uncertainry as we are notpart if their core
business. " (ER at the Eastern Region)

"It is a huge disadvantage to be owned by the Alpha Group. The best thing that
could happen would be ifwe would be taken over by someone else. " (ERe at the
Eastern Region)

WR at the Western Region is of the opinion that Omega most likely will be
sold by year 2000. The n1embers of the management team cannot influence

who the owner should be to any large extent, but still this issue is the subject
of several discussions. MD accepts the owner and tries to link Omega to the

rest of the group to a certain extent. He says:

"I have worked and still work to get Omega accepted in the Alpha Group." (MD)

The meaning behind these words is that as the business activities of Omega

differ from the rest of the group there are many people in the Alpha Group

who looks askance at Omega.
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H.8 A Crowded Managerial Agenda - "Lots of Items"

The first part of this section presents a brief overview of the managerial

agenda, which is rather crowded at this point in time. In the second part there

is a description of one of the main issues on the agenda, a TQM-project (Total

Quality Management). Finally, the third part of the section includes some

reflections on the situation by the managing director. The focus in this section

is on the fall of 1995.

H.8.1 A Picture of the Crowded Managerial Agenda

The managerial agenda is now more crowded than it has been. After the

contract in the Southern Region was lost, many activities and projects have

been started. From MD's perspective it is important to get the organization

going after the loss and to involve as many as possible in the different activi
ties. Nevertheless, some of the individuals are more involved than others.

When MD and FD sit down together and try to draw a picture of the main

activities going on in the organization they list the following issues:

• The Southern Region: to develop and explore new business opportunities

• The training program: to increase competence in the organization

• The strategic plan for the next few years

• The development of the business activities: a TQM-project

• The development of a new accounting information system

• The information platform: to maintain and develop the current platform

• The internal communication: to in1prove the internal communication

• The organization: perhaps change the organization

MD stresses the importance of building a common base for future work. He

does not want the work just to continue and then discover a lot of uncertain
ties under the surface at a later stage. Instead, he now wants to build a firm

base for the future.

In addition to the list above, MD mentions the following issues as strategically

important for Omega at present: competence, purchasing partners, business

partners, IT-issues and new business areas. There are projects running to

investigate new potential partners. The work with the business partners is

partly the responsibility of PL at the Purchasing and Logistics department.

On an overall level PL describes the ongoing projects in terms of a change in

the way ofworking in Omega. He points to the seminar day they had with four
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major actors in the business (see page H-65) as an illustration of how Omega

needs to change their way ofworking. Among other things the other organiza
tions' work is more centralized than Omega's.

One of the main activities on the crowded agenda is a project to develop the

business activities, a TQM-project. This project will attract much time and

attention and involve a huge number of people in the entire organization.

H.8.2 A TOM-Project Is Started

The background to the TQM-project is that Omega is facing changes in the

business environment including tougher competition. This in turn means that
the demands on the business activities increase and it becomes necessary to

improve the current business activities. The TQM-project is regarded as a tool

for sharpening Omega.

One reason MD and the other members of the management team choose to

work with TQM is that there is a TQM-project running through the entire

Alpha Group. As the management team of Omega wanted to develop their
business activities they thought that the TQM approach could be suitable as

other parts of the group use the same approach.

The work includes mapping all processes in the organization and making the

organization more "process-oriented". MD describes three main intended

effects of the TQM-project in Omega:

to secure a method of working in the organization

to develop a willingness to change among the people in the organization

to develop knowledge an10ng the people in the organization

Theses three effects will in turn, according to MD, result in a competitive and

profitable organization that is ready for changing conditions in the business
environment and increased demands on the business activities.

In the work in the TQM-project a consultant from another part of the Alpha
Group, CON, is engaged to help Omega to describe their business processes.

According to CON, who has worked with Omega before, the business pro

cesses do not work properly at present. The different processes are not clearly

defined in his opinion.

The first part of the project consists of mapping the different projects in the

organization. CON is working as a facilitator and helps people in different
parts of the organization describe their processes. Several smaller project-
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groups are formed to describe: business processes, management processes, and
support processes. MD stresses the importance of keeping the work in the
project simple and clear. He can see many advantages with the project and
comments:

«Itfeels very positive nom There are several things that have opened up nom The
work }vith theprocesses is running atfull steam and hasproven to be !Jery valuable.
Matry people thought that much ofthe uJOrk could befinished easify and quickfy but
it has, ofcourse, shown that theprf?Ject lvill take more time than thry thought. Once
you start describing theprocesses, it turns out that much is not as obvious as onefirst
thought. It is also valuable that matrypeoplefeel that thry can contribute to the work,
which in turn increases their engagement in the work." (MD)

At the meeting of the management team in June 1995 an initial part of the
project is concluded, and there is a decision made on who owns the various
processes: Customer needs and customer segments (ER), Concepts and

assortments (SR), Marketing (BD), Product supply (PL), Sales (WR/ R),
Customer relationships (ER). The schedule for the TQM-project is set to run
until March 1996, with several milestones on the way.

H.8.3 The Managing Director's Reflections

Regarding the present situation in Omega, MD describes it in terms ofa period
between other major issues. There are several things to do, but there is no
major event right now. It is more hard work. The major issues that he inherited
on the managerial agenda (unprofitable investments etc) are concluded and he

has built a platform.

MD says that he will start placing higher demands on the people in the organi
zation now. He will not tolerate presentations where the speaker has not
thought the matter through thoroughly. MD wants people in the organization
to take greater responsibilities. He wants to step back a little bit to let other

people take greater responsibilities. He gives one example that BC [the busi
ness controller] is a member of several groups in reporting units.

The projects running after the loss in the Southern Region take a lot of time

and effort. Another major challenge for him is the contacts with the different
business partners. One really huge challenge is the upcoming contract in the
Western Region. This is not an issue yet, but it will be and MD stresses the

importance of starting the preparation as early as possible.

When MD reflects on experiences in managerial work, he describes an episode
from a meeting for managers in the Alpha Group. There MD managed to



H-96 Management Processes

arrange a short meeting with the CEO for the Alpha Group and some other

managers to have a brief discussion about some plans in the Southern Region.

He says:

((Often the opportunity occurs and the challenge is to seize it. The experience helps to
increase the ability to seize opportunity. " (1VfD)

Regarding the increased focus on cost control in the organization, he reflects

on that tasks of this type are thankless, although important.

In the fall of 1995 MD starts reflecting on the Internet. He is shown how to

search for information on the Internet and searches for some information

about a country he is going to visit. During the demonstration he asks ques

tions on what one can do etc. He also reflects that the manager commonly gets

a computer but hardly any training in how to use it, and he says he would need

some training, although his children help him at home.

H.9 Working with all the Issues - "Busy As a Beaver"

The intention in this section is to give a picture of how different issues are

pursued in Omega 1996-97. There is a huge number of activities going on in

Omega, and in the following sections there are descriptions of these activities

and the persons working with them, with a focus on the managing director.

H.9.1 Many Different Activities in the Organization

First there is a description of an attempt to move and then there is a paragraph
on the business environment. Then the rest of the section on business activi

ties will describe different efforts to change and projects running in the organi

zation at this point in time.

An Attempt to Move

During the spring of 1996 an event occurs that turns out to be q"uite bother

son1e for MD before things are settled.

The Northern Region works closely together with other units within the Alpha

Group and during the spring of 1996 NR, as the manager for the region, is

involved in discussions with their business partners in other units of the Alpha

Group. As the Northern Region is working closely together with these units

there is a proposal to move the Northern Region from Omega into another

part of the Alpha Group. NR and her colleagues in other units of the Alpha
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Group start planning for this organizational move and produce a document,

which later is presented to MD. As MD has not been aware of their work at

all, he is not happy to know about the plans. NR says:

('1 have apologizedfor not bringing up the issue earlier. He had not been involved in
the discussions earlier. On the other hand I told him that ifI hadpresented the idea
he would have told me to do an analYsis. Now I have done onefrom the beginning.
[ ..) There are no hardfeelings between MD and me. I like him and I think things
work fine. JJ (NR)

NR says she looks at the issue from a both short-term and long-term strategic

point of view and wants to develop a suitable solution for both time perspec

tives. In her opinion, the Alpha Group plans to reorganize the business

activities and may want to sell Omega. As her region is closely linked to other

parts of the group, she finds it natural to change the organization accordingly.

At present she thinks that the distance to her business partners in other parts

of the Alpha Group is a problem. NR also presents historical reasons for

moving the Northern Region to another part of the Alpha Group. Further, she

says:

((MD sqys it should cause anxiety in Omega ifwe left but I think he exaggerates. JJ

(NR)

MD on the other hand is against the organizational move of the Northern

Region. The Northern Region is discussed several times, and the work involves

both BC and FD. At one point (September 1996) MD says:

(Thry can have one more meeting. Then that is it. We cannot spend all our time and
efforts on this issue) and we are still not making atry progress. [ ..} Ugh) I get tired
ofJ"ust talking about it. This issue takes too much effort without due cause. " (lv1D)

The result of the process is that the region remains a part of Omega.

Possible Business Partners?

From time to time there are intensive discussions about possible business

partners. When there are such discussions MD spends a lot ofhis time evaluat

ing potential partners. These discussions are ongoing and dependent on what

happens in the business environment regarding the competitors etc.

One of Omega's main competitors, the ABC Corporation that won the

contract in the Southern Region, is taken over by another competitor in late

1996. The ABC Corporation has faced several difficulties and the company
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that took over the ABC Corporation initiates a discussion with Omega about

some sort of cooperation soon after the deal is closed.

The TQM-Project Continues

The TQM-project that was started during the spring of 1995 turns out to be

very time-consuming. In the beginning of August 1995 the timetable for the

project is revised. The initial plan called for the entire project to be finished in

March 1996; the idea is now to run the project until summer 1996. With this

delay already in the project, one can read the following passage in the minutes

from a meeting in the management team in late August 1995:

(MDpointed out to all owners ofprocesses that the timetable now has to be kept and
that CON ought to be used as a coach andfor quality assurance in the work. "
(minutes from management team meeting)

There is intensive work with the TQM-project all through 1995. In late 1995

a report on part of the project is discussed in the management team. Before

the meeting in December, when this first phase is presented, MD sends a letter

to everyone responsible in the project to inform them about how the processes

are to be presented at the meeting. He wants to make sure that the presenta

tions will include all the important details and cover the most important areas.

At the meeting there is a perceived need to increase the pressure in the project

even more.

The two main driving forces for the TQM-project are MD and CON (the

consultant engaged in the project). Most of the members of the management

team are not happy about the project. They feel that this project takes too

much time and effort from other activities.

The work in the project continues. All different units are mapping their present

processes and intended future processes etc. In February 1996 there is a

seminar for two days with the management team. The purpose is to increase

the focus on the TQM-project. A month later, in March, the schedule for the

project is delayed once again. Now the project will run through 1996.

CON works as support in the process and is a driving force for the project, but

many people in the organization are getting really tired of the project. Even if

CON is perceived as valuable support for the work on the project, he is also

perceived as a theorist in the organization. CON helps the units to map their

processes but is sometimes perceived as someone who comes and continually

asks for more work with the processes. He is seen as someone who has as
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much time as is needed, in contrast to most people in the organization who

have other duties beyond describing processes.

The TQM-project is an important issue at every meeting of the management

team and sometimes takes a lot of time at the meetings. As the work is advanc

ing, it becomes increasingly obvious that it is likely to result in changes in the

organization concerning responsibilities between managers in the regions and

managers at the central departments. Some regional managers are already

looking at themselves as losers in the process. PL at the Purchasing and

Logistics department could be seen as a winner according to some people.

At a meeting of the management team in October 1996 the timetable for the

project is discussed once again and in November MD states that the work with

the processes is advancing very slowly now: He says that he will ask CON to

get in touch with the owners of the different processes. At the next meeting

in December 1996 CON gives a presentation about what it means to be an

owner of a process. The managen1ent team decides to focus on one main area

for improvement in each process as an attempt to reduce the workload.

When the project is finally brought to an end during the fall of 1997, people

in the organization have mapped their processes and learnt a lot about their

business activities. As was suspected earlier, MD decides that he wants to

change the organization in order to organize the business activities according

to the processes involved. During 1997 plans for a new organ.ization are taking

shape.

Various Projects Running

At the same time as the TQM-project is running there are several other pro

jects running in the organization. Many resources are focused on the TQM

project, with the result that other projects, e.g. at the Purchasing and Logistics

department are delayed.

The lost contract in the Southern Region resulted in a situation where many

activities are started during the spring of 1995 (as described in above). At a

meeting of the management team in late April there is a count of all projects

that are currently running: Eastern Region 12 projects, Western Region 7,

Southern Region 5, Northern Region 7, Finance and IS department 9, Business

development department 22, Purchasing and Logistics department. 9, Person

nel department 2, Business Control and Support unit 4. All in all there are 77
projects running, 18 of which are directly IT-related projects.
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BC is assigned to put together a catalogue of all projects in order for the

management team to get a better overview: This proves to be a rather difficult

task as he faces difficulties in collecting all the necessary information. A couple

of times there are discussions at meetings in the management team on the need

for everyone to supply him with appropriate information. Finally, he manages

to produce a catalogue.

There are many IT-related projects that now are more offensive. That is, there

are projects that attempt to use IT to develop the businesses.

There are also several projects run by the Business Development department

with the purposes of finding new business areas. One of these projects starts

growing considerably during the spring of 1996 and has to be dealt with

separately in the management team. MD is concerned because the steering

committee for the project does not work properly. He says:

(There is a lack ofan overview. f ..) I lJJould need a binder with an overallpicture
ofthe pro/'ect. JJ (MD)

This project is discussed in several fora and MD is concerned about how to

deal with it. He has a sense of not getting a grip on the project, which is rapidly

growing and by now involves quite some investments. The magnitude of the

project means that the project becomes an issue for the Omega board.

After several discussions the solution is to go ahead with the project and to

establish a new steering committee like a "board" for the project. FD is

appointed the chair of this committee.

"One More Project and We Throw Up"

Given the number of projects running in the organization, the TQM-project

and all other projects, there is a weariness about projects in the organization.

Some people (e.g. BC, the business controller) are involved in many of the

projects.

The following are examples of comments on the situation in Omega concern

ing all projects running:

(There are incrediblY matry things going on right now. There are matry different
prqjects running and everyone is bu.ry. J) (pA)

((It is hard to find the resourcesfor the prqjects. There is hardlY atry time left. An
other question is also about the nght competence - is it available? There were alreacfy
a number ofpro/'ectsfrom the beginning) now we are close to the maximum. JJ (ER)
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(People are enormouslY tired ofprqjects. (One more prqject and we'll throw up' is a
common reaction in the organization. It was a tight situationfrom the beginning and
now there is a risk that the entire organization is choked. " (pM1)

In addition to the large number ofprojects MD is starting to act tougher in the

project reviews. One example concerns BD's presentation of a project, and

MD interrupts to say that he wants BD to present the project in more detail

in accordance with the project plan and not simply give a summary of the

project. MD comments:

((It was notpopular but important and efficient." (MD)

MD wants to keep better track of the progress in the different projects and

starts playing a tougher game with the different project leaders.

H.9.2 ...and the Organization is Still Profitable

There is h.ard work with all issues on the agenda and at the same time Omega's

financial results are still very good. At their monthly meetings the management

team can often just establish the fact that the last month or quarter has been

very good, as usual. There are some questions raised about how good the

results actually could be. The good thing with the firm financial base is that all

the different change efforts and projects can be carried out without any

financial problems.

H.9.3 Information and Communication Factors

In this section there is first a short description of the present situation regard

ing the information platform in the form of monthly reports etc. Then there

is a discussion of the personal information style MD has developed during his

time at Omega, and finally there is part on information in communication

processes.

The Information Platform Revisited

By now the information platform developed earlier is well established. The

monthly report works quite well. There are still some discussions on different

key ratios now and then. The previous friction between the Finance and IS

department and the Business Control and Support unit has now more or less

disappeared. FDB at the Finance and IS department is now more pleased with

his work. MD involves himself in the work with the budgets and FDB appreci

ates this very much. FDB comments when MD attends a meeting:
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((He is damn good at this MD. He is alwqys there and increases the clarity for
everyone who works with the issues. " (FDB)

According to MD it is important to work with the information. He does not

think that things sort out themselves regarding information, but one has to put

some time and effort in the changes in order to improve the situation. There

fore, he is now pleased that the work with the reports, the fixed agendas and

the Business Control and Support unit has been worthwhile.

MD's Personal Information Style

By now MD has developed his own personal information style in Omega.

When MD now ponders the information issues in general, it sounds like the

following:

('1nformation aspects can be divided into three different categories) which can overlap:
1) Need to know. 2) Nice to know. 3) Information to pass on. The latter is very
important and there is a need to know enough about the business activities and how
the information can be used etc. It is also important to pass on information) but one
has to be aware ofthat (information influences'. That is) once apiece ofinformation
ispassed on) there are severalpossible signals about both the contents and the inten
tions behind etc. One has to know what effects one wants to achieve. It is a bit like
an iceberg) firstyouJ"ust see the tip) but there is more under the suiface. There are
severalsidetracks and there are demandsfor thinking in several wqys in order to use
information to inform the organization." (NID)

Continuing by reflecting on different sources for information MD says:

(Mqybe the most important wqy to learn about the business activities is (management
l?] wandering around'. You are out and see and hear much ~vithout gunning for
atrythingparticular. Another important wqy oflearning about the business activities
is (the written reports'. It is important that thryfollow agiven structure and that thry
follow a given schedule. That is) one should know when th~y COJJze and that thry
actuallY come then. Through afirm structure and time schedulefor the reports one can
spend as much energy as possible on the contents. As a suppleJnent to the written
reports I have (the eEO-letter: which also follows agiven structure. The different
managers in the reporting units areforced to comment on the results themselves. Thry
have to be alert and not onlY passivelY pass on the information. " (NID)

One part of the flow of information that MD is concerned about is how to

deal with the external information. He asks himself: What to read? How to

know what to spend time on? MD gives an example on how the present

situation influences how he deals with information. In his opinion there is a

(:Stress factor" influencing how one deals with information, and he says:
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(Tinding the time to read everything is a dilemma. Thesepress cuttings are verygood
as thry sUJJJmarize. How I use them depends on how squeezed I am. There are three
JJJodes: 1) IfI have reallY much to do I put the press cuttings aside immediatelY. 2)
IfI have slightlY less to do I save them to read them later. 3) In other cases I skim
through the headlines at once to read more later. JJ (MD)

The number ofe-mails to MD has increased considerably. His present solution

is that PA skims through his mail and trashes those mails he does not have to

read. He also describes how he puts limits regarding to what extent he wants

copies on minutes etc. MD reflects on the amount of mail she screens from

him and the importance to invest in persons to help with these matters:

('1 am surpn'sed to see the amount of mail I receive those dqys PA is not here. JJ

(MD)

Furthermore, MD stresses the importance of highlighting the texts he reads.

This way he signals what he finds in1portant when he passes the information

on to someone else. By doing so he wants to add value to the information.

Information for Communication

So far much of MD's reflections on information have been on information to

him as a receiver of the information. MD sees the information as part of a

communication process and stresses that he often asks for information to send

signals rather than to use the specific information.

When discussing his way of communicating to the people in the organization

MD comments:

('1 hardlY ever wn'teformal messages to my steift but try to deal with the COJnmunica
tion moreflexiblY. JJ (MD)

MD finds it very difficult to reach the entire organization with a message. In

his opinion everyone makes their own interpretation and what is obvious for

the person sending the message is not obvious at all for the receivers of the

message. He stresses that one needs to get a receipt that the recipients really

have understood.

As a part of improving the communication. they have meetings for 100 leaders

in Omega. At the n1eetings MD describes the present situation in Omega and

shares his vie\v on where the organization is heading. He comments on one of

these meetings:
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('It was a success to gather so maJ?Y krypeople at the same time andgive them all the
same information. It is very important to establish a certain amount ofcalmness and
security in the organization. )) (1VID)

One word that is often repeated by MD when discussing information and

communication is the work "openness". He says:

((Openness is very important. One should not deJ?Y thefact that information means
an advantage. " (1VID)

As he sees the importance of building trust on facts, he hopes to avoid differ

ent types of speculations and rumours by sharing facts (e.g. through the public

minutes). Another innovation he introduces is that after a board meeting he

holds a short information meeting to describe what has been decided at the

board meeting etc. He says:

('It is important to inform directlY and to tell everyone myself. It is not enoughJ"ust to
send a message l!J e-mail. One has to communicate and not onlYpass on information.
PM2 has very properly pointed this out to me. " (1VID)

PM2 is the new personnel manager who replaces PM1 when he resigns and

leaves the organization and the Alpha Group. PM2 has worked together with

MD earlier and joins Omega in the spring of 1996. When she enters the

organization, she notices that the information and communication could be

improved. She stresses that every member of the n1anagement team needs to

set good examples for the rest of the organization regarding information and

communication.

The communication between MD and the different members of the manage

ment team varies considerably. MD comments on the importance of finding

a suitable way of communicating with each individual. He gives an example of

communication between himself and one member of the management team:

(This morning I was sitting andpreparingfor a board meeting when PM2 came to
my office and said that she needed some time with me, and notJustjive minutes. She
said: 'I knowyou have a board meeting soon but I don'tgive a damn about that. I
want us to sit down a while now and I wantyou to listen to me. We have rescheduled
our meetings too maJ?Y times now. ' What can one do in such a situation? I put my
papers aside and took ten minutes with her. She isgood at expressing herse!fclearlY.
This is a clear signal in communication!)) (1VID)
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H.9.4 IT Opportunities and Challenges

H-l05

There are several IT-projects running. FD reports on several of them at the

meetings of the management team. MD is fascinated by the opportunities

offered by IT, but he warns the tean1 not to be blinded by them. He gives the

example of a conference system he tried with PL and FD, but things did not

work. They all type too poorly so everything moved forward too slowly.

Besides this, the technical connections did not work properly: suddenly some

one was disconnected. Their conclusion is that they were impressed by the

opportunities offered, but they do not think it would be useful for them at

present.

Regarding the use of IT in the organization, MD is concerned. He says:

(Prqjects are delqyed andpeople do not report on the delqys until very late. This is
notgood. " (MD)

One possible alternative that he considers is to establish a special steering

committee for IT-related issues where MD himself should be a member. He

can see two reasons for involving himself. First, to get better insight into the

IT-related issues. Second, to signal that these issues are important for the

organization. The IT-council that was established earlier (see pages H-42 and

H-73 above) has turned out to be a forum for IT-related issues on a more

specific level. MD lacks a forum for dealing with the issues on an overall and

managerial level. Therefore, he sees himself as a member of a potential IT

steering committee for the organization.

H.9.5 Managerial Issues Great and Small

The number of issues on MD's agenda is increasing. He often sees his role to

monitor things and make sure that they progress according to plan. Besides

this, he has to make many overall decisions and comn1ents:

(There are extremelY maf!Y activities running. Maf!Y things have been started and
need to be continued now. ( ..) In maf!Y of these Jnqjor issues one gets a bit alone in
the sense that I am the last resort. The issues have to pass me and I have to state my
opinion." (MD)

He is concerned that small issues take a lot of his time. What looks like small

decisions take more ofhis time and attention than usual. It is a delicate balance

for MD to work with both the large overall issues and at the same time be

available for small issues for people in the organization. He finds this really

challenging.
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He finds it useful when the management processes are settled, or "in place".

That is, he thinks it is really helpful in his daily work to have established certain

procedures and routines for dealing with different issues.

In addition to all his internal duties at Omega, MD is still a member of some

external boards. One of these organizations has a large acquisition on their

agenda, which takes quite some time for MD. Still he thinks it is worth the

time spent and he says:

('It is a wqy of catching external signals and to work with something completelY
dijJerentfrom the everydqy life. JJ (MD)

In his everyday life MD lacks capable project leaders. He wants to train more

persons to lead projects and one idea of his is to involve CON, the consultant

in the TQM-project, in this training program.

As described, there are many activities going on in Omega and all members of

the management team has heavy workloads. In this process there are moments

of friction between MD and other members of the management team. Accord

ing to MD, some persons are disloyal when they do not support decisions that

have been made in the management team because they dislike them. He is also

irritated about a certain jargon and sometimes he thinks that the jargon is seen

to be more important than the business results, which he finds frustrating and

unacceptable.

From the perspective of other members of the management team MD is

sometimes not visible enough in the organization. A discussion begins on

"invisible" leadership in Omega and some people say that several leaders, and

MD in particular, are invisible in the organization.

At the same time some people may be of the opinion that he sometimes is too

visible, in the sense that he has increased the demands on the project leaders.

PM2, the new personnel manger, comments on MD's behavior (when MD is

present):

((MD is stubborn and works hard to reach the goals) which isgoo~ but it is tinOng. J

[She turns to him and sqys.) You are like a terrier. JJJ (PM2)

Late spring of 1996 people in the organization, that is, both the members of

the management team and other people involved in all projects, are really tired.

MD realizes that he needs to do something, and as one activity he arral'1ges for

some social events to do something together besides all work.
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H.9.6 Not Entirely Smooth Work in the Management Team

The work in the management team continues with the monthly meetings, same

form it has had since MD took office. MD still perceives that some members

of the team tend to focus on their parts of the business activities rather than

the whole picture. In his opinion, there are also members of the management

team that do not take their responsibility for the decisions made in the man

agement team and blame decisions on the rest of the management team or on

MD. Obviously MD is not happy with this situation and he says:

('In principle we could be a compa'!J on the Stock Exchange) but we do not act like
that. JJ (MD)

He is disappointed by the way some members of the management team act. At

the same time some of the members (especially the regional managers) are not

happy with the situation seen from their perspectives. The TQM-project is

time-consuming for them, as well as for many other people at their regions,

and they can see the outline of a reduction of responsibilities for the regions

in the future.

Being a rather new member of the management team, PM2 (the personnel

manager) points out the focus on prestige in the management teanl. PA

comments that there is no holistic view among the members of the manage

ment team. MD expresses this in terms of an inability to accept differences in

the management team and a tendency to find the weaknesses but not see the

strengths or be constructive. In other words the atmosphere in the manage

ment team is not the very best at present.

There are many items on the agenda for the meetings in the management team

and not always time enough to deal with them alL PM2 describes the feeling

that after a meeting there are issues that have not been discussed enough in the
group. She describes it as ((15 items liftfor the last 20 minutes of the meeting JJ

• PA

describes this like a frustration over issues on the agenda for the meetings in

the management team that "never" disappear.

As the minutes from the meetings in the management team now are public, PA

explains that some details from the minutes are screened. That is, not every

thing is included in the mirlutes; some details are sometimes left out as they are

perceived as too sensitive. This does not increase clarity among the members

of the team about what has been done. Sometimes sensitive information is

included in confidential enclosures.
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NR, who faces problems regarding a potential organizational move of the

Northern Region (see page H-96), expresses her unhappiness with the work

in the management team. She says:

({I give more than I receive. That can be ok) but it is definitelY so that I add more
value than I receive. " (NR)

In December 1996 NR leaves her position as the manager for the Northern

Region and moves to another unit in the Alpha Group.

One thing that has happened in the management team is that the nun1ber of

issues on the agenda that are linked to IT in one way or the other has increased

considerably. MD comments on the IT-related issues:

(Thry are very tricky. Often these issues start as very small issues) then thry suddenlY
grow to very large issues ry connecting to this and that and everyone wants to be
involved. Then things grow too big and one has to reduce the issue into something
small again and then it starts growing again and so on. " (MD)

Some members of the team are concerned about a sense they have got that

they do not have enough competence to deal with the IT-related issues in the

management team. At the same time the amount of money spent on these

issues is increasing steadily. PA wonders about one possible solution:

(Mqybe we ought to have an IT-manager in the management team?" (FA)

In other words, FD who is head of the Finance and IS department is not

considered an IT-manager as his background is in accounting and he is more

familiar with "Finance" than "IS".

In order to increase the general level of IT-competence in the management

team there is IT-training for all the members. They feel a need to learn more

about the issues and to try some hands-on themselves, but they have problems

finding a suitable level for the training program. MD explains that when there

are proposals for investments in IT-equipment it is useful to have some

knowledge about IT oneself. He says:

('It is notgood enough to get behind with IT. " (MD)

His words apply both to his own personal knowledge about IT and to the

organizational use of IT to support and develop business activities. Now there

has been a change in the management team in the sense that the IT-issues
discussed are not only focused on delays in projects and the need for extended

budgets in projects. There are also discussions of ideas for use of IT in the

business activities and there are, for example, plans for an Internet-project.
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H.9.? ...but Smoother Work in the Board

H-109

The work in the Omega board continues with quarterly meetings. The board

members are well aware that the businesses of Omega are different from those

of the rest of the Alpha Group. They therefore stress that MD and the man

agement team focus on what is best for Omega and not try to adjust to the rest

of the group. The board usually accepts the proposals from the management

team and gives them freedom to act according to their own judgements.

From MD's point of view the board members have no real understanding of

the business activities in Omega, and they do not care much. The main thing

for them is that Omega makes money and does not make any stupid mistakes,

according to MD. He thinks that he and the other members of the manage

ment team in Omega are given a higl! degree of freedom for their actions.

There is a change in the work in the board in the sense that MD now lets the

different managers for the units present issues at the board meetings to a

greater extent. This is appreciated very much by the other members of the

management team, as they perceive a reduced distance to the board. Some

board meetings are also held in different regions, with the same purpose to

reduce the perceived gap between the board and the organization. There are

also examples of board meetings held in conjunction with visits to some of

Omega's main suppliers. This is also seen as a way of involving the board

members more in Omega's business activities.

The minutes from the board meetings are still confidential and thus include all

details, in contrast to the minutes from the meetings in the management team

which are public in the organization.

Regarding the number of IT-related issues in the board these are increasing

here too, as in the meetings in the management team. There is a more positive

and optimistic view on these issues. For example, at one board meeting when

IT-issues are discussed in connection with a long-term plan for the organiza

tion the minutes read:

(We will use IS/IT in an active) creative and cost efficient wqy to support and
develop our business. f ..l The work with IS/IT should be characterized 0J a holistic
vie~ standardization and realization." (minutes from board meeting)

Not only is the number of issues related to IT increasing, the attention paid to

these issues is also increasing. For example, when a project for a new informa

tion system for the regions is presented at a board meeting in September 1996

the following questions are asked by the board members: How is the system
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built? Is it possible to use scanners with the system? Could it be used for

marketing purposes? Is the handling ofcustomers speeded up? What about the

training for the system? When and how is the system delivered? What about

the schedule for the project? How extensive is the system? After a large

number of questions the board approves the proposal and the IT-project can

go ahead.

In August 1996 MD is called to a meeting with the board of directors for the

Alpha Group. He is asked to give a presentation of the present state of Omega

and the future plans. Usually he works entirely through the Omega board, but

on this occasion the board of directors of the Alpha Group wants to have a

presentation by MD. Here, he is in the same situation as his own managers

fron1 Omega when they present something for the Omega board. He prepares

for the presentation very carefully and is quite happy after, in his own opinion,

the successful presentation. Afterwards he comments on his preparation:

('950/0 0/all overhead transparencies are never use~ but it isJ'ust that much better
for the 50/0 whichyou reallY use!" (MD)

H.10 Tendering for a New Contract - "Do or Die?"

It is now time for a new tendering process for a contract. This contract is even

more important than the previous (and lost) one. Like in the previous tender

ing process, the managing director and several other members of the manage

ment team spend a considerable amount of time and effort in this process. The

following paragraphs give a brief presentation of this tendering process.

The contract in focus this time is in the Western Region. In December 1995
there is an initial discussion in the Omega board of this contract. One of the

board members stresses the in1portance of not underestimating the competi

tors in the tendering process. It is worth noting that the contract is brought up

in a discussion at the board level at this very early stage.

In March 1996 the issue is discussed at a meeting in the management team.

The manager for the Western Region, WR, presents a first plan for the project

to tender for the important upcoming contract in the Western Region. There

is an immediate focus in the management team and a steering committee is

formed for the tendering process. MD, FD, BD, PL, WR and several persons

from the Western Region form the steering committee. Furthermore, the

project is divided into several sub-projects. The members of the management
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team make the decision to appoint a professional project-leader for the tender

ing project.

A few months later, at a board meeting in June 1996, the chairman of the

board asks MD about the likelihood of winning the contract in the Western
Region. MD's reply is that the odds are rather good with a tender on the right

level.

The planning of the tendering process continues and at a meeting in the

management team in November 1996 more information about the tender is

presented by WR. He describes that some parts of the information about the

conditions for the tender will be available from January 1997, and that the
complete information about the conditions will not be available until August

1997. The most important piece ofinformation though, is that the final tender
should be handed in one of the first days of December 1997.

The different men1bers of the management team are now involved in submit

ting proposals for leaders of the sub-projects. First there are some problems

in finding enough leaders for the different parts of the projects, but after a

time all positions in the team that work with the tendering process are filled.

In December 1996 WR stresses the importance of immediately making some
decisions regarding the overall direction for the tender in the Western Region.

One aspect that is discussed at great length is whether Omega should tender
for the contract on their own, or work together with a business partner.

Cooperation would increase the chances to win the contract as the tender

could be stronger and the number of competitors would be reduced by one.

On the other hand tendering alone would increase the possible profits for
Omega and the possibility to stren_gthen Omega's position in the Western

Region.

After a careful evaluation the members of the management team decide, not

without hesitation, to take the chance and tender for the contract on their own.

They know that by this decision they increase the risk, but on the other hand

they open for better profits from the contract. They are well aware that they
cannot afford to lose this contract.

During the entire fall of 1997 there is focused work with the tendering process
in the Western Region. Many persons at the headquarters are il1volved in the

process, as well as WR and several others in the Western Region. There is a
focused and concentrated work on a n1ission that they know can be fatal.
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When they work with their tender, they discover several questions about the

conditions for the tendering process, which in turn make the process even

more difficult. Son1e of the questions can be answered, and some of them

simply must be endured. They know from other contracts that the complexity

of this type of contracts means that there are more or less always discussions

about details and different interpretations after a contract is awarded.

In December 1997 the final tender is submitted on the final day. At the

headquarters MD calls WR at the Western Region to make sure that the tender

is handed in ok. He his relieved to hear the news that everything is ok and that

the tender has been handed in. MD and the other persons at the headquarters

who have been involved in the tendering process, which are quite a few

people, celebrate that the hard work with the tender is finished. They celebrate

very moderately though, as they have learnt from the experiences in the

Southern Region not to gloat too soon.

The results of this tendering process are expected in January 1998. Now, they

just have to wait and see - do or die?

H.11 An Epilogue - "A Happy (?) Ending and New
Challenges"

In January 1998 Omega receives the good new that they won the contract in

the Western Region. That is, the answer to the question about "do or die?"

turns out to be "do". Given this outcome of the tendering process, MD and

the other members of the management team are very happy that they chose to

tender for the contract on their own. Now they are much more independent

to do what they want than they would have been. Later there will turn out to

be some problems with the contract, and the tendering process proves to be

far from finished when the contract is won. As usual there are discussions on

details in the contract and about different possible interpretations. This time

the problems are rather difficult, but things are finally settled.

In the Southern Region part of the previously lost contract is offered to

Omega and there are new opportunities to win back at least part of the lost

contract. There are discussions and some progress although Omega still suffers

significantly from the previous lost contract.

One result of the TQM-project is a major reorganization of Omega. There is

an increased focus on the processes and many responsibilities are directed to

the headquarters. That is, the regions now become much less independent, and
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the entire organization is becoming n10re centralized. Some of the regional

mangers are disappointed while others are less concerned. ER, for example,

belongs to the latter group, and says in a discussion on the new organization:

(Well, it seems like myJ'ob is going to disappear. " (ER)

In the new organization ER is offered another central position. Several mem

bers of the management team leave Omega.

Regarding the IT-issues, the management team starts planning for outsourcing

of a lot of the work. They decide to focus more on standard application

packages and less on developing their own systems.

Finally, MD leaves Omega in August 1999 after about six and a half years.
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