1850

Limited—-Perspective Bias in Technology

Projects

JoEllenMoore
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, USA

LisaA.Burke
Louisiana Sate University Shreveport, USA

INTRODUCTION

Limited-perspective biasisahuman tendency to overes-
timatethe compl etenessof what weknow andto act on our
own (limited) perspective of what isimportant (Moore &
Burke, 20044a). In organizations, each person possessesa
view that evolves from what he or she experiences and
observeson adaily basis. Given one’slocation or rolein
an organization, these views often differ and can affect
one’' s perspective on aproblem or situation (O’ Reilly &
Pondy, 1979). Eachindividual perspective, however, isby
andlarge“valid” inthat it representsadistinct cognitive
reality withinthat firm.

But for truly effective decision making to occur, on
both the day-to-day level and strategic level, the indi-
vidual perspectives must integrate to create a fuller and
more accurate view of situations and issues. In other
words, limited-perspective bias often needs to be man-
aged, and efforts to counter the bias are particularly
crucial in dynamic organizationsthat depend on empow-
ered empl oyeesto makedecisionsand figure out theright
things to do. Left untended, limited-perspective bias
(LPB) can lead anindividual to formulate decisions and
takeactionsthat are ineffective, possibly even detrimen-
tal to the organization.

Thepurpose of thisarticleisto summarizethe present
formulation of the limited-perspective bias construct,
indicating why it is highly pertinent in information sys-
tems and technology (I1S/1T). The occurrence of LPB in
technology projectsis then discussed and directions for
future research are extended.

BACKGROUND: THE NATURE OF
LPB AND ITS OCCURRENCE IN IS/IT

The existence of cognitive biases is established in the
psychology and organizational behavior literature. For
example, researchers have identified biases of consis-
tency (Janis& Mann, 1977), escalating commitment (e.g.,
Staw & Fox, 1977), representativeness (e.g., Nisbett &

Ross, 1980), and thefundamental attribution error (Ross,
1977). Limited-perspectivebias(Moore& Burke, 20044a) is
anewly conceptualized type of cognitive bias, presently
positioned for further theoretical development and em-
pirical investigation. Within the three-stage model of
construct evolution (Reichers & Schneider, 1990), lim-
ited-perspective biasisin the“introduction and el abora-
tion” stage, where aconcept isdiscovered and effortsare
madeto present the new concept tofell ow researchersand
practitionersand to legitimize and refineit.

Inproviding aconceptual foundation for LPB, Moore
and Burke (2004a) propose five situational factors that
contribute to its occurrence: interdependence, uncer-
tainty, ambiguity, deadline-driven work pace, and role
incompatibility. All five of these characteristicsare com-
monin|S/IT organizational environments. Endeavorsto
apply technology dictate an interdependence among 1S/
IT and business personnel. For example, in technology
implementations, a number of individual perspectives
(e.g., the business user’ s perspective, technology infra-
structurespecialist’ sperspective, applicationdeveloper’s
perspective, among others) are pertinent and necessary
for the effort to culminate in an effective and useable
solution. Such interdependence begs for management of
LPB, as these single, specialized perspectives must be
integrated and eventually merged in order to produce a
proper end product for the organization within the time
framethat it is needed.

Uncertainty and ambiguity are also proposed to con-
tributeto occurrencesof LPB ininformation systemsand
technology. Efforts that involve new technologies, new
tools, or new methodologies, as well as projects that
attempt to apply technology in novel ways, areinherently
laced with uncertainty and ambiguity. L PB can aggravate
and increase the difficulties encountered when working
through such unknowns by restricting one’ s understand-
ing of the situation, reducing one’ s resources for resol v-
ing the problem or issue, and ultimately causing one to
head in aless than optimal direction.

A frenzied and deadline-driven work pace (“we need
it yesterday”) also contributesto LPB, as prior research
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suggests that time pressure adversely impacts informa-
tion search and processing. Time pressure can prevent a
person from recognizing that limited-perspective biasis
happening and, even if a person recognizes the possibil-
ity of this bias, looming deadlines can prevent one from
taking time to gather and assimilate information from
perspectives other than one’ s own. Furthermore, manag-
ing the aforementioned factors of interdependence, un-
certainty, and ambiguity takestime, so thefrenzied work
pace in which I1S/IT so often operates compounds the
likelihood that those factors lead to negative effects of
LPB.

Finally, roleincompatibility isintuitively associated
with LPB. Whetten and Cameron (1998) identify role
incompatibility as a source of conflict that is greatly
exacerbated by resource scarcities, which are seemingly
pervasiveinorganizationstoday. For example, intechnol-
ogy application projects, the development teamisnearly
alwaysfocused on producing afully featured and quality
product, believing that timeand budget constraintsshould
change to accommodate functionality (Dobson, 2001),
but, upper management is likely focused on budgetary
issues and getting the product in place as soon as pos-
sible because of the business process improvements
associated with it. Although these two parties undoubt-
edly experience role incompatibility (e.g., management
focusing on the time constraint and saying we need it
now, the development team focusing on thefunctionality
of the system and saying they need more time), if both
parties can overcometheir limited-perspective bias, role
incompatibility can dissolve and true organizational pri-
orities can be determined to better direct efforts of both
parties.

MAIN THRUST OF THE ARTICLE:
EFFECTS OF LPB ON TECHNOLOGY
PROJECTS

Because technology implementation projects tend to
possess el ements of interdependence, uncertainty, ambi-
guity, challenging deadlines, and role incompatibility,
they provide fertile ground for limited-perspective bias
and its harmful effects. An example of how LPB can
operate in a technology project is found in the area of
project status reporting:

Application devel opment and technical teams were hard
at workinabankinginstitution to devel op andimplement
the firm’sfirst web-based application. Theinitial target
date to deploy the application was June 15", According
to plan, the technical team had the infrastructure in
place by that date. This technical platform included a

contract outsourcing the web-hosting function for a
monthly fee of $30,000, and the contract was signed to
begin the services (and corresponding payments) on
June 1%,

As June neared, however, the devel opment team delayed
the depl oyment dateto September 15. To meet that date,
the new application had to be migrated to the pre-
production environment for final user testing on
September 1%. Inthelast week of August (meredaysprior
tofinal user testing and lessthan threeweeksfromthego-
live date), the devel opment team reported they were not
ready. The team later delivered new completion
estimates, which dictated a major postponement to
December 15", (Moore & Burke, 2004b)

All five proposed antecedents to LPB seem to be
present in this project. Interdependence between the
development and technical teamsis apparent, and ambi-
guities and uncertainties were likely encountered by the
developersin constructing thisfirst-of-its-kind applica-
tion for the organization. Clearly, the developers were
operating under time pressure, striving to meet deadlines
that became impossible to meet. They likely faced role
incompatibility aswell, since management undoubtedly
was eager to have this application deployed.

LPB is observable in the project status reporting
behavior of the devel opment team. Considering they were
so far from product completion, they probably knew for
sometimethat the delivery date was not going to be met,
yet they chose not to communicate this to management
and other stakeholders. Many ramifications of LPB ulti-
mately resulted, but oneisclearly quantifiable from this
short description of the project —the company could have
saved $180,000 on the Web hosting contract had the
development team reported thetrue status of their project.

In choosing to avoid revealing the true project sta-
tus, the perspective of the development team likely in-
cluded concern about negative effectsthat aninability to
bring the product in on time might have on their work
reputations, the anticipated unpleasantness of delivering
bad news, and perhaps a hope that they could get things
back on schedule before anyone needed to know the
project wasintrouble. Unfortunately, though, the devel-
opment team operated on a limited perspective of what
was important and what could be done.

The development team failed to perceive how their
decisions and actions (such as not accurately reporting
their progress) could adversely affect other important
organizational functioning. They also operated onalim-
ited perspective of what could be done to correct the
situation and bring the project back under control. Whitten
(1995) recogni zesthat many severe problemsthat occurin
projects are not solvable by the individuals or specific
group encountering them. LPB prevented the devel op-
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