IDEA GROUP PUBLISHING

E 701 E. Chocolate Avenue, Hershey PA 17033-1117, USA ITB8055
Tel: 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.idea-group.com

Chapter VI

The Institutional Dimensions
of Information Systems Evaluation

Vassilis Serafeimidis
KPMG Consulting’, London, UK and University of Surrey, UK

INTRODUCTION

Information systems evaluation ‘is' embedded in many social and organisational
processes, and thus is a particularly complex decision process. Evaluation happens in many
ways (e.g. formally, informally), uses diverse criteria (e.g. financial, technical, social),
follows rigorous methodologies or gut feelings and often becomes a political instrument
which influences the balance of organisational power.

Theexisting literature (Ballantine etal., 1995; Farbey etal. 1992; Willcocks and Lester
1994; Ward etal. 1996) identifies noticeable gaps between academic theories, commercially
available methodologies, and actual evaluation practice within organisations. Such gaps
between theory and practice are not unusual and they have been reported in other research
areas. Hsia (1993 p.14) for example argues: “The truth is that most companies have two sets
ofpractices; onereal, the other recommended.” In other words there are the formal evaluation
practices promoted by organisational rules and structures; the informal practices imple-
mented by stakeholders involved, and finally the academic recommendations which in
many cases recognise the delicate nature of evaluation and suggest more interpretive
considerations.

The better theories tend to emphasise the complexity and richness of the evaluation
problem situation or context while the available methodologies tend to oversimplify the
process through cookbooks that focus on the more measurable aspects of the outcome of
IT/IS investment. Meanwhile, the actual use of such methodologies in practice is often
largely determined by the subjective views of individual stakeholders facing a combination
of business, organisational and technological pressures.

The reasons for the apparent gaps, I believe, are related:to the institutional dimensions
of IT/IS evaluation as an organisational process-and their limited understanding. The limited
consideration of the organisational/institutional context where evaluation is integrated (e.g.
the system’s development life cycle, the IS management practices) and furthermore, the
limited study/understanding of the stakeholders’ behaviour (the socialisation) lead to
differences (or mismatches) between theory and practice. The lack of appropriate cultural
and structural foundations (e.g. organisational learning and maturity, training) could also
explain the crisis of utilisation (Legge 1984) of the evaluation approaches.
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The above aspects will be the focus of discussion in this chapter. Furthermore, this
chapter discusses a series of concepts to be considered in order to build an alternative way
of'the IT evaluation. The proposed approach focuses on the role of individuals and the roles
they play in their organisational context in relation to evaluation. The following section
provides a short review of the available approaches in IS evaluation and attempts to justify
the rationale for the institutional suggestions. It is followed by my recommendations
regarding the various components that need to be considered within the organisational
framework of IS evaluation.

WAYS OF APPROACHING IT EVALUATION

Like much IS research, the study of IS evaluation used to be dominated by a positivistic
and scientific paradigm (see, forexample, Lee etal., 1997; Walsham, 1995a). The traditional
(formal-rational or functionalist) conception sees evaluation as an external judgement of an
information systemthatis treated as ifit existed in isolation from its human and organisational
components and effects. It also places excessive emphasis on the technological and
accounting aspects at the expense of the organisational and social aspects. In so doing it
neglects the organisational context and process of IS development and its content, elements
thatare critical to the successful application of I'T in support of the business: In general, more
attention has been focused over the years on prescribing how to catry out-evaluations (with
project-driven and cost-focused accounting frameworks) rather than analysing and under-
standing theirrole, interactions, effects and organisational impacts (Hirschheim and Smithson,
1988; Smithson and Hirschheim, 1998).

Formal/rational approaches have been challenged for their internal validity and their
external ability to generalise in other areas of social research (Legge, 1984). They contribute
to one piece of the picture but are not rich enough to describe the complex impacts within
organisations. Thus they cannot encompass the uncertainties, risks and context dependen-
cies concerning the value of IS investments to a business that is undergoing often
considerable organisational change. Evaluation is a socially embedded process in which formal
procedures entwine with the informal assessments by which actors make sense of their situation.

Many authors (e.g., Hirschheim and Smithson, 1988; Iivari, 1988; Walsham, 1993;
Smithson and Hirschheim, 1998) argue that IS evaluation would be improved by using an
interpretive epistemology. This stance offers a framework for analysis that assists in the
understanding and assessment-of the meanings assigned by individuals to evaluation
phenomena. Interpretive evaluation aims to involve a wide variety of stakeholder groups
and to focus on a discourse for learning and understanding. Such designs are driven mainly
by the determination of the content according to the organisational context and they are
organised around the concerns, issues and actions of the stakeholders. The suitability of
interpretive epistemology to the study of IS evaluation is supported further by Symons
(1993 p.74) who argues that:

“Interpretive methodologies of evaluation actively analyse the experience of

organisational reality, focusing on stakeholder interests and perspectives. ...

They increase the effectiveness of organisational activity by ensuring a match

between elements of organisational change and the dynamics of organisational

culture and politics.”

However, research (e.g., Ballantine et al., 1995; Farbey et al., 1992; Willcocks and
Lester 1994; Ward etal., 1996) suggests that most of the interpretive approaches find limited
use in practice and they remain among the academic community. The main reasons for that
limited-success (Serafeimidis, 1997) are around the integration of the interpretive ap-
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