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Chapter VI

Reflective Responsibility
and the M anagement of
| nformation Systems

Before we start analysing the details of how reflective responsibility
impactsontheuseof informationtechnol ogy, weshould briefly recapitul ate
what the purpose of theentire enterprisewasand wherewe stand right now.
Responsibility hasbeenidentified asacentral termthatisusedinthepublic
discussionsabout normativeproblems. It hasbeen demonstrated that thecore
of responsibility isasocial processof ascription. Anoverview of theliterature
onresponsi bility, however, hasshownthat thetermishighly complex, consists
of alargenumber of conditions, dimensions, and aspects, whichinmany cases
arecontradictory. Inorder torender thetermuseful, wehavetriedtoidentify
commonfeaturesthat canbefoundinmost if not all responsibility ascriptions
andthat help givemeaningtoitsuse. Thethreeshared characteristicsthat were
found areopenness, affinity to action, and consequentialism. In asubsequent
stepit wasasked what woul d happenif responsi bility ascriptionswereanalysed
withregardtothesethreecharacteristics. Theresult wasanotion of respon-
sibility that was called “reflectiveresponsibility,” which wasthen further
investigated withtheaimof determiningwhat theconsequencesof thisreflective
useof thetermwas. It wasshownthat reflectiveresponsibility hastheoretical
and practical consequencesthat rel ate back to some of theethical theorieson
which responsibility ascriptionsmight be based. Reflectiveresponsibility
requires the classical virtue of prudence as well as a modern reliance on
institutional settings. It can beinstantiated by following theideas of other
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theoriesof practical philosophy such asdiscourseethicsor the stakehol der
approach.

Now that wefinally havethesolidfoundation of atheory of responsibility,
it will be possible to spell out the impact of responsibility on business
informationtechnology. Giveneverythingthat wassaid sofar, itisobviousthat
thepotentia number of starting pointsfor thisdiscussionisalmostinfinite. Since
thistext aimsat areadershipwithabusinessbackground aswell asphil osophi-
cal readers, it makessenseto concentrateon abusinessviewpoint. Thesalient
position that seems predestined for the discussion isthat of the manager.
Analysing questionsof (reflective) responsibility from the point of view of
management hasseveral advantages. Firstly, managersarecommonly identi-
fied or defined asthe personsresponsiblefor andinanorganisation. They tend
tothink of themselvesasresponsibleaswell andthereforewill presumably
agree to the approach. Secondly, even though responsibility is never a
solipsistic process, managerswill inmany casesbethebest placedtoidentify
potential normativeproblemsandtoinitiateresponsibly ascriptions. Thirdly,
they also possess the necessary means to start the process, to identify
stakeholdersand begin adiscourse, and they fourthly havetheinstitutional
backingto sanction or reward the subjects.

This, of course, also containsthedanger that duetotheir superiority in
power, they might misuseresponsibility or misdirectitinadirectionfavourable
totheir ownends. Thisisinitself thenaproblem of responsibility that will have
to be addressed later on. Another problem of the concentration on the
managerial viewpoint of responsibility isthat many of therelevantissuesarenot
within the power of individual managers. Again, however, for managerial
responsibility thisis a problem of its own which can be addressed in the
responsibility framework. Giventhealternativeapproaches(genera responsi-
bility, responsibility of thecompany, governmental responsibility,...) theem-
phasisonmanagerial responsibility isstill the best choi ce becausemanagerial
responsibility ischaracterised by itsmanifest results. Intermsof reflective
responsibility, thisisadecisivecriterionand the choicecanthusbejustified.

Having comesofar, thenext questionis: Who arethe managerswhose
positionistobeanalysed?Theshort answer isthat themanagersinquestionare
those peoplewho haveitintheir power toinfluencetheuseof I T inbusiness.
Thisisbasically everybody fromthe CEO or ClO downwardstotheopera-
tional manager or thel T specialist. Thisisagainarather largegroup, but since
all of thesemanagersor decisionmakerscaninfluencemoral circumstancesand
they all canberesponsible, it seemsreasonabletoregardthemall. Theproblem
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