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The development of an information system typically requires debate between inter-
ested.parties. In particular, debate between users is meant to define a common set of
functional requirements. The applicability of this approach depends, however; on the
willingness of participants to enter into such an open discussion. However, while holding
differing, perhaps conflicting views, is seen as acceptable in'Western cultures, in Eastern
cultures more importanceis placed on social consensusand aligning one’ sviews with that
of thegroup. This paper reportson acasestudy that highlightsthe problemsof using debate
as an analysistool in an Eastern.culture, namely, Hong Kong. The case study involvesthe
use of Soft Systems Methodology to guide afeasibility study for amarketing systemwithin
Hongkong Telecom. Three main problems were identified: 1) Group discussions were
avoided; 2) Interviews were conducted in multiple languages; and, 3) High staff turnover
madeit difficult to develop and maintain mature stakehol der views. The study suggeststhat
culturally sensitive devel opment methods are needed to ensure culturally appropriate ways
of developing an information system.

INTRODUCTION

Cultureisoften defined as a pattern of basic beliefs, assumptions, and values held by
the people concerned (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Hall, 1973; Hofstede, 1980, 1997; Parsons,
1951). Inan organi zational context, cultureisal sotakentoincludethecontrol and exchange
mechanismsinherent in the organi zation (Jones, 1983; Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983), that is, the
“way things are done around here.” Following Hofstede (1980, 1997), it is generally
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accepted that Western cultures are more individualistic, tolerant of different behavior and
opinions, and have a lower regard for status differences than Eastern cultures. Eastern
cultures, on the other hand, tend to be more collectivist, have higher uncertainty avoidance,
and have an acute regard for statuslevels.

These cultural differences are now being seen to affect the way people participate in
thedesign, development, and use of information systems. At enelevel, softwaredevel opers
havebeen described ashaving their ownintrinsic culture, wherecommunity isan important
aspect of asuccessful teamand debateisan integral part of the development process (Dube
& Rabey, 1999; Mackey, 1999; Sharpet al., 2000). Sinceinformation systemsaredevel oped
with expectationsof how end-usersare meant to interact and work with thesystem, thereare
also potential conflictswhen the valuesembodied within the system conflict with the actual
culture of the end-users (Nissenbaum, 2001). The furore caused by Intel’ s Pentium I 11 chip
with its embedded personal serial number is one example.

Atthenational level, cultural differencesin perceptionsof information technol ogy by
end-usershaveled to aneedto beculturally sensitivein the design of user interfaces (Evers
& Day, 1997; Gando & Nielsen, 1996). Thepagelayout, navigation, and information content
of Websites have also been found to have a strong cultural dimension (Becker & Mottay,
2001). Culture hasalso been related to the rel ative effectiveness of Group Support Systems
(Watson et al., 1994), and in the adoption of .new:technal ogies (Png et al., 2001).

Hong Kong is perhaps a unique placeto investigate these cultural issues, sinceit had
been Western-governed for more than150 years but has remained an essentially Chinese
culture. Although Chinese management is more group oriented (Lockett, 1988), where
collectiveideals are emphasi zed, Hong Kong comes relatively low in terms of uncertainty
avoidanceinHofstede’smodel (Hofstede, 1980, 1997; L eung & Bond, 1989), suggesting they
are willing to take risks. This suggests that Hong Kong, while having a basically Chinese
group-oriented culture, has also adopted an entrepreneurial spirit, where business is as
dynamic and high risk asin any other Western country.

Thequestion, therefore, iswhether the culture defined for Hong K ong by other studies
also includes the willingness to carry out an open debate, as required by.most system
devel opment methodol ogies. Furthermore, would there be any other features of Hong Kong
culture that might create problems when attempting to develop an information system.

A case study will be presented based on a Master’ sthesis(Lau, 1996) supervised by
oneof theauthors. Theproject attemptedto apply Soft SystemsM ethodol ogy (SSM) inorder
toassessthefeasihility of devel oping anExecutivelnformation System (EIS) for amarketing
unit in Hongkong Telecom: SSM is a general problem structuring method devised by
Checkland (1981) that requiresthebuilding of rich pictures, root definitions, and conceptual
models of the human activity under study.

With the importance placed on identifying stakeholder viewpoints, Soft Systems
Methodology (SSM) is a general problem structuring method that is capable of
recognizing the cultural values that may be central to an organization. These cultural
values would include the beliefs, assumptions, and values shared by members of the
organization. The stakeholders are meant to build theroot definitions and conceptual
modelsthemselvesin an iterative debate organized by-afacilitator. Therefore, it would
seemthat SSM would beanideal tool tousefor | Sdevelopment sinceit can take account
of the complexity of any,given situation.

However, SSM. aso indicates that negotiation and debate are essential ingredients
when discussing the feasibility of developing an information system and for the capture of
information system requirements. The need for debate, and the expected conflict between
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