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Abstract

This thesis begins with a statement that the literature has suggested great promise for
Asynchronous Communication Technologies (ACT’s) such as electronic mail and
related technologies. An ideology of democracy is made explicit in this research in both
its content and research process. The research participants were overtly and covertly
encouraged to direct the process and topic of the research to enable theory grounded in
practice to emerge. A Participatory Action Research (PAR) method was employed that
bordered on ethnography and that incorporated an interpretive philosophy. Informed by
educational PAR studies, this thesis is written in the first person to represent the learning

and the interpretations of the author.

The suggested measures of the quality of this work are that it improves the process of
practice, communicates the improvements of practice for continuance and further
reflection by other practitioners, and that it helps to develop the theory of Asynchronous

Communication Technology use.

This research found that email was used for many purposes and was seen as a very
effective form of communication. Email occupied such a variety of uses that
explanations were sought that could explain the ability of individuals to comprehend
unwritten intentions and behaviours. It was found that email occupied many media
spaces, and these can be thought of as media genre. Rather than fundamentally change

the way we interact, as was first thought on the initiation of this research project, email



and other ACT’s may simply be more convenient, faster, and more efficient than other
forms of communication that the research participants had access to. The technological
tools that were employed may have had the potential for changing social dynamics over
a long period of time, but these tools were shown to be undemocratic in their
construction, therefore suggesting that a democratic end may not be in sight for business

related ACT’s.

Specifically, email did not change the decision making behaviour of the participants,
except to allow more freedom and access to information from other staff at the initial
stages of the decision making process and to allow for mediation at the end to gain

decision acceptance.
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ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

1 The Nature of This Thesis

The Great Society created by steam and electricity may be a society,
but it is no community. .. Till the Great Society is converted into a Great
Community, the Public will remain in eclipse. Communication can alone

create a great community.

[(Dewey, 1927:98,142) quoted from Rogers, 1994:163]

1.1 The Type of Work that this is

When I started this research into Asynchronous Communication Technologies (ACT’s)
such as email, and discussion list servers, aside from the rhetoric that communication
is the most important part of our organisational and societal lives, I was stimulated by
two major factors. The first factor was the increase in the use of the Internet and forms

of electronic communication such as electronic mail (email). The second factor was the
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Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

internal debate within the Information Systems (IS) field on what should be researched
and how this should be accomplished. Specifically, Lea [1991] suggested that the
predominant laboratory-reductionist type of research into email was unable to adequately

explain the rich context of its use and would prove deficient at explanations of use.

This research was conducted mainly within one company, over an extended period, and
I interacted with many members of that company in a variety of capacities, including:
researcher, trainer, expert on email (relative expert at least), expert on information
systems (again, relative), and in an informal consultative role. What I wanted to study
was the technology in a holistic sense, rather than a ‘“deterministic” sense
[Staudenmaier: 1994:263], to investigate the gross effects on society. One of the earliest

works that I read started this train of thought, where Boshier [1990: 51] claimed that

E-mail appears to provide a context for the kind of non-coercive and
anti-hierarchical dialogue that Habermas (1987) claimed constitutes an
‘ideal speech situation’, free of internal or external coercion, and
characterized by equality of opportunity and reciprocity in roles assumed

by participants.

The concept of a more democratic or less coercive medium has been prominent in the
literature and will be discussed later. Other motivations will be cited in the body of this

work; however, at the very least I must phrase my work at the outset as it should be
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ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

regarded as an interpretive work and cannot be read with traditional positivist
presuppositions or measures of quality. A brief description of what is included in this
report along with suggestions for assessing the quality of the work follow a brief

summation of the topic of this thesis.

1.2 What Did | Want to Study

Computer based tools for personal productivity, group facilitation, and distributed
discussion were all diffusing into society at an accelerated pace in the latter half of the
nineties, and I believed that holistic research into these types of communication
technologies was incomplete. There had been many experimental studies into the micro
effects of technologies such as email and Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS), but
these were conducted mainly with student populations or in controlled settings that I
believed did not give a complete picture of what email might be used or useful for. I
attempted to place emerging computer mediated communication at the forefront of a

study into organisational communication to explore the actual use of the technologies.

1.3 Why This Type of Work is Necessary

The need for work in this area has been best explained, in a complete argument, by
Richard Sclove within a chapter of the book Resisting Virtual Life: The Culture and

Politics of Information [1995a] where Sclove argues that strong democracy needs to be
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Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

designed into technological clusters within our community and working lives'. The
somewhat tautological but persuasive argument starts from the premise that technologies
have focal and non-focal impacts on social and political structures in communities?, a
not too dissimilar argument to McLuhan’s concept of ‘reversal’ [1989]. Reversal is a
widely available theme, Sproull and Keisler [1991] describe a similar concept, second
order effects, while Kaufer and Carley [1996] describe it as an evolved effect. Sclove

explains this as;

Technologies don’t merely deliver sundry consumer benefits (not to mention
sundry hazards and irritations); they constitute part of a society’s core political
infrastructure. Technologies do this by establishing an intricate and pervasive
network of structurally consequential social influences, opportunities,

constraints, and inducements. [Sclove, 1995a:88]

Specifically, Sclove points to a specific problem that technological democratisation
could solve, that of “the decline of face-to-face community and the degraded nature of
work,” an important aspect in consideration of the topic of this thesis. The Prior Work

section will outline the empirical literature that suggests that ACT’s have a

'For a more recent account of democracy and technology that is situated in IS and
supports Scloves’ basic tenets see Berg [1998].

The example that Sclove uses is of the introduction of household water supply in
Ibieca, in Spain in the 1970's, and the subsequent disintegration of community dialogue, the
replacement of donkeys with tractors, and the perpetuated need for outside employment to
buy these tractors and other appliances such as washing machines.
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ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

democratising effect with regard to status effect minimisation and reduction of social
cues. Although this may only be a synthetic solution to the decline of actual face to face

community.

Sclove does not leave us in a critical stasis, as he proposes a provisional set of design
criteria for democratic technologjes described in Table 1. It should be noted that Sclove
suggests that we cannot treat technologies as separate but must analyse them and treat
them in clusters. From this perspective it is paramount that we understand technologies
from a social context perspective because ‘a’ technology is not in existence by itself, but
part of an interacting cluster within a social use context. Or, as supported by Rob Kling,
technological artifacts are not “discrete entities” but so closely related to the
organisational setting that it makes no sense to pry them apart [Kling, 1991]. Berg
[1998:465] also persuades us to study the “web of computing: or the ensemble of
artifacts, skills, applications, and infrastructure that constitute the technical systems
whose functions are not predetermined but only evolve within specific sociopolitical
contexts”.

Table 1 - Democratic Design Criteria [from Figure 5-1 in Sclove, 1995a:98];

Design Criteria Description of Criteria
Toward democratic Seek balance between communitarian/cooperative,
community individualised, and intercommunity technologies. Avoid

technologies that establish authoritarian social relationships.

Toward democratic Seek a diverse array of flexibly schedulable, self-actualizing
work technological practices. Avoid meaningless, debilitating, or

otherwise autonomy-impairing technological practices.
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Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

Toward democratic Seek technologies that can help enable disadvantaged

politics individuals and groups to participate fully in social and
political life. Avoid technologies that support illegitimately
hierarchical power relations between groups, organizations, or

polities.
To help secure Restrict the distribution of potentially adverse consequences
democratic self (eg., environmental or social harms) to within the boundaries
governance of local political jurisdictions.

Seek relative local economic self-reliance. Avoid technologies
that promote dependency and loss of local autonomy.

Seek technologies (including an architecture of public space)
compatible with globally aware, egalitarian political
decentralization and federation.

To help perpetuate Seek ecological sustainability. Avoid technologies that are
democratic social ecologically destructive of human health, survival, and the
structures perpetuation of democratic institutions.

Seek local technological flexibility and global technological

pluralism.

Sclove points us in a direction of being able to measure the benefit of a technology, and
this direction is supported in the IS field by Berg [1998]. Explicitly incorporating the
democratisation of technology at the outset is a philosophic position that results in an
adoption of a value laden approach. Participatory Action Research will be shown to
satisfy the needs of the democratisation of technology in both its ability to allow for the
researchers reflection of values in the approach, and because AR, as a research
technology in community based projects, has many features required by a democratic

technology [Stringer, 1996:9] [Hall, 1996:29]. Unfortunately, to this very day of writing
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ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

Action Research and the Participatory variety in particular are not widely used® or
unilaterally accepted in the field of IS although they have genuine merit and pragmatism
[Kock & Lau, 2001][Lau, 1997]. Kock and Lau edited a special issue on Action
Research in the Journal of Information Technology and People and as such have
undertaken significant research, and experienced the extent of AR in the IS field. Their

suggestion is that Action Researchers are masochists, in that they have to . . .

work harder, deal with more “real world” problems, and face more
difficulties getting their work published than their colleagues who do

experimental, survey and case research [Kock & Lau, 2001].

The dual nature of the conflict that arose, putting to paper an intérpretive philosophy and
a participatory research method, given the debates that have occurred in the field of IS
previously, was difficult. Action Research has not been undermined as a valid research
approach explicitly, but it has been undermined implicitly in the form of classification*
of utility from the perspective of the dominant paradigm. In a widely cited classification
of AR [Susman & Evered, 1978], AR is compared against positivist science criteria and

found to be incomparable, and the subsequent discussion as to whether this is true

3Lau [1997] surveyed the literature of the past 25 years and found 600 articles related
to IS keywords, of which, only 70 reported to have used AR in; business, health, education,
and social science.

“Galliers [1991] describes a number of previously published taxonomies of IS
research approaches, of which only his own has AR as a separate approach. The other
authors cited have either; included AR in Case research or in Field experiments, or have not
determined it is an approach used in IS research.
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Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

[Kock, McQueen, & Scott, 1997] colonises the discussion of comparison with positivist
terms. Regardless of the outcome, the debate over whether AR is justifiable in terms of
positivism is formative, as Deetz [1996:204] persuades us that the classification from
a dominant paradigm can be an injustice. Furthermore, Berger and Luckman [1966:
110] contend that the naming convention brings incipient legitimacy, meaning that the
colonisation of the AR debate by dominant positivist researchers will legitimise a certain
way of undertaking AR, or interpreting AR. It is only at this very moment that I am
given some assistance in the arduous work of substantiating the method and philosophy
of this research. Kock & Lau [2001] recent article on AR provides some evidence of
successful AR IS work and there has been some broader epistemological debate in the
IS literature recently that supports the interpretive style of this work and the methods
used. However, because this work deviates from the traditional, the immediate question
that needs to be addressed is, how can the reader measure the quality of this work? The

following section suggests some measures of quality for the research I undertook.

1.4 Suggested Measures of Quality for this Work

When I first started my PhD I was not envisaging producing a work that was too far
removed from acceptability of mainstream IS literary publications, having selected an
Action Research method that was pragmatically appropriate for understanding change
in an organisation and which was being used by a fellow doctoral candidate in the

department. Since then the IS research community has moved sufficiently toward
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ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

accepting ‘intensive’ research, and interpretive research specifically, that this work has
deviated in parallel with this movement toward a participatory method that is more
prominent in education research than IS research. It would, therefore, be difficult to
measure this work on the criteria that might have been used to judge its academic merits
at its inception except in the reduced argument of how relevant what was planned was

a good idea at the time.

My initial movement toward the rare end of the philosophic spectrum, at least in terms
of IS research, was upon reading postmodern perspectives on the history of social
science. Convinced that all knowledge construction processes are contested [Seidman,
1994] 1 gravitated toward a value laden research philosophy and a postmodemn

perspective to research and reporting research.

The question of the utility of the research has been addressed in IS dialogue under the
heading The Practice of Relevance with the overt objective of researching topics that IS
practitioners deem contemporary. Benbasat and Zmud [1999:4] recently summarised
the debate of the last 10 years, with these questions “Does IS research produce the
knowledge that today’s IS professionals can apply in their daily work? Does it address
the problems or challenges that are of concern to IS professionals? Does it focus on
current technological and business issues?”. Benbasat and Zmud’s comments
presuppose that the way that our society functions is that business organisations take the

lead from the academic community, something critiqued at length in a book, Futile
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Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

Progress [Braun, 1995], and that the agenda of the organisation and the IS professional
is the only one that should bear relevance to the topics and palatability of IS research.
A dominant paradigm of management or IS professional control of systems is a context
where the user group is possessed rather than possessive [Kroker, 1992] and this
dominance has not allowed the inclusion of other perspectives of organisations and
society. It would be prudent for the IS community to give researchers with a different
social or political agenda the opportunity to study IS topics from within the IS field.
Widening the question to include a multitude of individuals and agendas may help us

understand broader dynamics of the technological creations of social groups”.

The movement toward ‘alternative’ research in IS has culminated in at least one leading
IS journal, MISQ, compiling a special issue on the subject and with representative
research articles using ‘intensive’ research methods. It is in this mind that I am bent
toward using a modern rather than a historic mode for determining the quality of this
research report in that Markus and Lee [1999:36] expressed their experience in editing

this special edition of MISQ;

...we found that some readers inappropriately use positivist criteria to judge

interpretivist intensive research, and others inappropriately use interpretivist

*For different perspectives look at government responsibility for social utility and
equity [Braun, 1995: 205], democracy and technology [Sclove, 1995: 87][Berg, 1998], mass
media and automation [McLuhan, 1964: 346], organisational structure [Birchall & Lyons,
1995], or philosophy and the position of the individual [Kroker, 1992: 6].

Page 10



ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

criteria to judge positivist intensive research. While intensive researchers have
been, unfortunately, habituated to the application of inappropriate criteria to
intensive research by some colleagues who specialize in quantitative methods
( apractice that, fortunately, has been lessening recently), we have been shocked
and dismayed by similar lack of “professional courtesy” by intensive research

specialists.

The “poorly formed conflicts and discussions” that have predominated the emergence
of alternative methods has been due to inappropriate categorisation and classification of
research approaches [Deetz, 1996:191]. To avoid this erroneous classification and to
assist in a better understanding of the research undertaken through, one of a very many

variety of approaches available, Markus and Lee continue;

Because the Special Issue is soliciting submissions of exemplars, authors of a
submission (1) must identify clearly in their manuscript’s methods section the
criteria by which to judge research that employs their particular intensive
method and (2) must show explicitly how the research in their manuscript meets

those criteria.

Accordingly, I will discuss the following measures of quality in the Methods section as
suggested; however, the presentation of them below is delivered to clarify my major

evaluative presuppositions at the outset. With regard to Action Research Lau gives us

Page 11



Chapter 1 - The Nature of this Thesis

a starting point to construct these measures of quality with a definition that Lau

considers ‘one of the most comprehensive’ by Hult and Lennung [1978];

Action research simultaneously assists in practical problem-solving
and expands scientific knowledge, as well as enhances the competencies of
the respective actors, being performed collaboratively in an immediate
situation using data feedback in a cyclical process aiming at an increased
understanding of a given social situation, primarily applicable for the
understanding of change processes in social systems and undertaken within

a mutually acceptable ethical framework.

1. The first measure is central to the Action Research method - Improving the

process of practice.

In the conclusion of this work is it evident that I was able to improve the practice
of Action Research and improve the practice of Information Systems

management and development?

2. My second measure of quality is how well I have communicated the

improvements in my practice for continuance and further reflection by other

practitioners of Action Research and IS management and development.
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Can this work be carried farther?

3. The third, and last, measure of quality is related to the development of the theory

of Asynchronous Communication Technology use.

Have I been able to incorporate prior research while not prejudicing the theory

development and knowledge explication from the field?

Have I been able to produce an intelligible synthesis from the multiple sources
of theory and data to produce a convincing argument of both the known and

unknown?

Now that the presuppositions are explained, I can now proceed to the thesis proper. The
next section introduces the research topic, the researcher, the client organisation, and the
research method. The subsequent chapters provide the necessary detailed accounts of
the Prior Work, Research Method, a description of the Organisational and Personal
Outcomes, and the subsequent Data Analysis Process, followed by the theory
construction or Data Analysis Results, and finishing with a Conclusions, and then

Discussion and Future Research chapter.
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2 Introduction to the Research

Now, more than ever, there is a need for our businesses to develop
new ways of maintaining and improving performance, regardless of the
operating environment. That is our Primary objective. To achieve this, we
must become the supplier of choice for our customers. This means we must
add value to their business with our products, services and responsiveness.
Carter Holt Harvey Annual Report 1997.

In Action Research, the emphasis is more on what practitioners do

than on what they say they do [ Avison, Lau, Myers, and Nielsen, 1999: 96]

2.1 The Researcher

This thesis represents a reflection on my professional practice as dually a researcher and
practitioner. One suggested measure of quality for this thesis has already been

established as Improve the Process of Practice, and to ascertain how well I achieved that
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goal it is important to describe my practice at the inception of the research. Outside
University, my most recent business experience centred around the construction industry
as a cadet quantity surveyor, or building estimator, but the stock market crash of 1987
and the subsequent lull in new projects forced me to reconsider this line of work. I had
previously worked in the banking and manufacturing industries in clerical roles but I did
not want to revert to this area, so I enrolled in a bachelor degree. I obtained a bachelor
degree with first class honours from Waikato Management School in Hamilton, New

Zealand, and immediately enrolled in a PhD.

Although the undergraduate degree had practical content, and I had undertaken a few
private consulting projects, I considered my skills in consulting and Action Research to
be wholly inadequate and I took whatever steps I could to build my abilities before
undertaking the major part of my research. One activity that I involved myself with was
an online course AREOL (Action Research and Evaluation On-Line) run by Bob Dick
at Southern Cross University®. This course ran over several weeks and we as learning
peers discussed AR in-depth with many of my peers having consulting and research
experience to draw on. I also participated in an action research iteration of a colleague
within an education provider organisation [Kock, Jenkins, Wellington, 1998]. This
research investigated the critical success factors of Business Process Improvement (BPI)
group facilitation through groupware that comprised an electronic mail package, Novell

Groupwise™ and a facilitation structure.

¢ Information on AREOL can be found at ftp:/psy.uq.edu.awlists/arlist/areol
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The research I undertook with this colleague, Nereu Kock, was formative in my
selection of an area to research. I particularly wanted to study the actual social use and
interpretation of electronic mail; however, the structure that was present within Kock’s
research also led me to think very carefully about my use of Action Research. I became
a discussion list member of an action research group ARLIST and mainly lurked, but
occasionally actively participated in the discussion. I became aware of differences
between the use of action research in IS that I allied with Kock’s work and the use
within community based, education, and health research that I was beginning to be
exposed to on ARLIST and AREOL. The emancipatory nature and emergent
characteristics of action research in these areas became persuasive in my final decision
to use the method and to subsume the underlying philosophy inherent in the education

research.

I sent out approximately 60 e-mails, 30 letters, and made about 50 telephone calls, trying
to identify a research partner for my research project. As a new Action Researcher this
experience was an enlightening, and a humbling one, I had to be able to convey the
purpose of the research and the benefits to the organisation that would participate.
Ultimately, although I had many meaningful conversations and interactions with
company executives and PR people my research partner was eventually found through

a supervisors industry contact.
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I attempted to obliterate the distinction between the academy and practice’ in my
dealings with the research clients and made careful note of the language that was used
in my interactions and tried to mirror that style back to the client. Action Research is
well developed as a valid form of enquiry in Education®, Health, and Community
disciplines. Although Action Research has been used in Information Systems it has not
yet reached the same maturity as it has in Education and Health. The method has been
used successfully in educational research for many PhD theses to explore the conduct
of the professional undertaking and participating in the research. The limited use of AR
in IS has not yet reached the mature level of joining the Professional with the Discipline
of IS, at least not when I started this research and there is little evidence’ to suggest that
this has occurred in subsequent PhD or mainstream research. Lau [1997] undertaking
areview of 25 years of IS AR research states that of the articles examined “none of the
articles appeared in such mainstream IS journals as the MIS Quarterly, Information

Systems Research, Communications of the ACM, or European Journal of IT. Nor were

"Universities have not always been isolated from practice, see Ashton [1968, 15-16]
but now suffer from a crisis of legitimacy in the IS field [Benbasat, 1999].

®Online theses have been cited from Internet web sites specialising in the
dissemination of AR resources; Jack Whitehead’s site at Bath University (
http://www bath.ac.uk/~edsajw/living.shtml), and Bob Dick’s site at Southern Cross
University (http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/art/arthome.html). See education PhD
theses; Eames [1996], Laidlaw [1997], Evans [1997], Hughes [1996]. See also education
Mphil theses; Larter [1988], Holley [1997], Patarroyo [1995]. And also education Masters
dissertations; Shobbrook [1997], John [1995], Maguire [1995]. PhD’s in other areas;
Agriculture extension [Roberts, 1997]. Other reports can be found at ARROW (Action
Research Reports on the Web) at the University of Sydney (http://www.cchs.usyd.edu.au
/arow/links.htm).

°The only IS PhD thesis that I was aware of was by N.Kock [1998] who used a
predominantly non-participatory AR.
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there any articles in Organization Science and Management Science that are often
considered the alternate sources for many of the scholarly IS publications. Only one

article was published in the Journal of MIS ...." .

I will be considering my Professional Practice in two dimensions, my IS Consultative
capacity and my Academic/theorising capacity. Kock [1997:4] uses this phrase in a
description of Action Research “Although typically applying very little, if any control
on the environment being studied, the AR practitioner is expected to apply intervention
on this environment.” This perspective highlights the researchers ownership of the
intervention, but some attempts to collapse this distinction have since been made,
Avison [1997] describes AR as being different from interpretive case studies in that
“practioners as well as the researchers participate in the analysis, design, and
implementation processes and contribute as much as the researchers in any decision-

making.” However; one question remains that was raised in the discussion of the
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Figure 1 - The Negotiation Process in Kock, Corner, and McQueen [1997]
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Practice of Relevance in IS previously and that is whether the participation in an IS AR

project involves the IS professional and the Management of the organisation or whether

the involvement also includes direction and decision making of the user group and other

stakeholders. Unlike the descriptions of IS AR I have not considered it appropriate to

maintain the dichotomy between the Researcher and the Practitioner' in my intended

work, but to repeatedly question this separation by building on organisational other than

academic principles of change and understanding, and reflecting on the outcomes. An

explanation for the perceived difference between the existing body of IS research and

my intended model allied with the education philosophy of AR are described in Figures

1 and 2.
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Figure 2 - A Modified Process for Topic Negotiation with Management, the coopted

User Group, and Emergent Participants.

' As has been suggested for the field of Operations Research [White & Taket,

1994:733].
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These models show the level of participation in the method that I was exposed to in my
initial research cycle as an apprentice in another colleagues research project {Figure 1},
and the extension I made to include the research participants in the development process
{Figure 2}. Differentiating the management and the participants was a useful step to
take to understand the social nature of ACT’s in general use, and adding an emerging
element highlights the control that the participants had in steering the research project.
The first research that I was involved with will be discussed at some length later;
however, it is important to point out that the topic of this research, although ACT
related, was centred around Business Improvement Groups, which are usually a

management initiative and therefore suit the non participatory method used in this cycle.

To continue the research on ACT’s and to extend the theory to include broader social
effects I needed to develop a different style of research and adopt a more holistic
philosophy than that which had been used in previous laboratory and field experiments.

The style of the research is manifest in my personal claims for this thesis, listed below:

1. By not privileging an academic perspective I developed a consistent understanding
of the individual theories used by organisational members to understand email

phenomena.

2.1 have synthesised a very broad collection of literature about asynchronous computer

mediated communication to interpret the results from the research.
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3. I imparted research control to the participants overtly and covertly to ensure the

contemporaneity of the research content.

There has been a major call to add relevance to research in the IS field, this is my
expression of an action I undertook to join the profession of IS with the construction of
theory. This expression is quite different from that which is normally described in IS

PhD theses, but borrows from the form found in Educational PAR theses.

2.2 The Research Client & the Interaction Approach

This thesis is the description of a journey that started with preparation and then with a
‘stepping-out’ into organisational life and then ended with a meta-reflection. The
organisation that was a partner for the major part of this research became a focus for
reflection on an emergent form of social interaction, while the world forged ahead into
a variety of directions. The organisation was never closed to the outside world and
neither was this researcher, however, this organisation forms a useful ‘whole’ in the
respect of containing a complete social context that is recognisable and comparable.
This organisation is one of the major ‘threads’ of this thesis. This is the first end of that

thread, paraphrased from my research diary.

I was accepted into the company to participate in an ongoing

initiative so that I could learn about the company and how it used email,
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and also so that I could input my knowledge and perspective to assist the
company in a positive direction. I suggested specific research outputs at
this early stage but the feedback I received was that for the most part I
should just start and we would all find out where this led us. The feelings
that I had at these meetings was of being relaxed and of communicating
with confident, knowledgeable professionals who were willing to learn
about an emerging technology. They were results oriented, but they
realised that email had potential and threat and they needed to get to grips

with how it worked within the organisational system.

....I eventually made a tour of the facility in January 1998. I met with
Nick and we made small talk, and then he instructed me about general fire
procedures and health and safety issues about walking through the factory.
They issued me with earplugs, safety glasses, and a "lovely" elasticated hair
restraint. Nick outlined whom I would be meeting with on the tour,

including 1.T. personnel and the people who were in the NPD area.

During the walk around we went through the offices that had the
cafeteria off to one end and the staff common room adjoining it. In the
common room there was a board that had the names of long serving staff,
and life time members of the social club. Nick proudly pointed out his name

along with those that had been at CHH for twenty-five plus years, some 30-
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40 names on it. There seemed quite a tradition.

This thesis is the culmination of my research into electronic mail (email), or more
generally Asynchronous Communication Technology (ACT), which I began just as
email was becoming the norm rather than the exception in New Zealand organisations.
Planning and preparation activities started in 1996; however, the research proper started
in late 1997 and continued through to the last of the data collection activities in early
2000. The research used a Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology with a
low degree of academic control, allowing the participant organisation-a high degree of
direction in the research to allow localised knowledge to be brought forward untainted
by academic forethought. The main research client for this research, Carter Holt Harvey
Plastics (CHHp), had been using email for more than a year on a Windows for
Workgroups© system. At the beginning of the research CHHp had recently been
connected to the corporate wide Intranet and now had the facility for Internet
communication through this system. The new system was an Outlook Windows 95©

client with a Microsoft Exchange NTO server.

The level of analysis of the research is developed at the organisational level. The socially
constructed use and form of the technology suggested that an interpretive method of
analysis was appropriate to further enrich the existing body of experimental work in this
area. Further, I was driven to research the e-mail phenomenon because the changes to

organisations and society are potentially epochal. Tuman [1996:26] argues that the
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decline of print and its replacement by ‘online literacy’has epochal significance "not just

a change in communication or technology but a change in civilization itself."

The key to the success of this research was to stimulate natural changes that are
prevalent in organisations to predict, through rigorous reflection, the social changes that
will occur through more intensive and widespread use. Already, business scholars are
predicting fundamental structural and social change in organisations and the intention
of this research was to develop an understanding of where these changes are leading us

in our organisational lives.

I carried out several interventions, which characterise some contemporary use of the
email technology in this business enterprise using an Action Research methodology. The
interventions were negotiated with organisational members, to provide realistic change,
and consisted of the expansion of desired knowledge about ACT and specific technical

interventions.

Robustness was enforced through the mode of my consultative participatory enquiry in
the research context and the method of data analysis used in this report. The intention
was always to create "Grounded Theory" about the actual use and perceptions of email,
and more generally ACT. Therefore, strategies were used to allow data that was

collected to be as locally truthful as possible. As much as possible I wanted the whole

Page 25



Chapter 2 - Introduction to the Research

social context represented in this analysis, rather than capta'’ particular to an academic
viewpoint. Robustness was measured by the successfulness of these strategies in
producing independent organisational thought about email and ACT. This independence
is analysed in the data analysis section using a qualitative data analysis package
originally used for psychoanalysis and specifically useful for determining interviewer

influence over the subject.

2.3 Definitions

Some of the major concepts and technologies that are used in this thesis are described

below.

2.3.1 Asynchronous Communication Technology

The focus of the research project was on the host of technologies surrounding Electronic
Mail (email), such as, discussion list servers, public folders, personal productivity or
organisational software, groupware, and file transfer technology. Usually these
technologies are bundled together in not too dissimilar packages, in this case Microsoft
Outlook™ and Novell GroupWise™ were used in organisations participating in the
research. The objective concept of the technology being asynchronous will be discussed

in the Prior Work and the Results chapters.

'"Data that has been captured by a human because of a particular interest. The term I
was first introduced to by Peter Checkland in a presentation at the Information Systems
Conference of New Zealand, 1996.
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2.3.2 Action Research (AR) Spiral

The research process in an AR project is one of iteration. Some action is undertaken
after it has been planned by the participants, and / or the researcher and sponsor. AR
projects that have a high degree of participant direction are often called emancipatory
as they allow the participants to be critical of unnecessary control structures or systems.
Somewhat cynically, AR projects that have no direction from participants are called field
experiments, or at least this is the view of researchers in fields such as health, education,

and community research.

No matter what variety of AR you are using you will be basing your research on the
action learning spiral, which is often characterised, or abbreviated, by the phases of
planning, action, reflection, and learning as described in Figure 3. Specifically, Figure

3 describes a collection of spirals that are symbolic of this research project. There are
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Figure 3 - The Action Research Cycles in this Project
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five spirals, each representing a different type of context and change. The first spiral
‘Academic’ represents my preparatory work and incorporates my collaboration in
another project on a similar topic (later referred to as Prior Cycle), which led me to this
specific topic of enquiry and helped me refine the AR method for this particular project.
The first contact that I had with CHHp, the major research client, is represented by the
second cycle ‘Management’. It is at this stage that the managers at the participating
organisation collectively isolated two projects that I could work on: the New Product
Development (NPD) process, and the Strategic Marketing Units (SMU) project. 1
undertook the NPD project, but the SMU project became diffused in the output from the
NPD process and various other business initiatives that were being carried out.
Alternately, I conducted eight training sessions that I undertook at two facilities at

CHHp.

2.3.3 Grounded Theory

The term Grounded Theory or the phrase “Theory Grounded in ...” is used throughout
this work. It is essential that the reader does not relate this phrasing with a singular
proprietary method for grounding theory in social contexts. The phrase is used
generically for the concept of context emergent theorising that is a characteristic of
ethnographic research. The rigour in achieving grounded theory relates to my ability as
a researcher to limit the influence of theory on the reflections of the participants.
However, from a postmodern perspective this poses a fresh collection of issues. One

research participant handed me articles incorporating academic theory, whilst another
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requested resources for undertaking Action Research. The influencing ‘texts’ of the
academy are not solely embodied by the researcher; however, this is the only factor that

I'have to monitor as the remainder of the influences are elements of the natural context.

In summary, grounded theory is theory that emerges from the field. From the reflections
of the participants when they are able to express themselves without influence from a
structure or from predefined concepts that the researcher imposes in the questioning or
data collection process. Discussion of hermeneutics and ethnography is undertaken in

the Prior Work, Data Analysis, and Results chapters.

2.4 The Research Topic

Hopefully, the preceding text has shed some light on what it is that I actually set out to
do, and the flavour of the research output that was forthcoming. Before I continue with
adescription of what is in this document, it is necessacry to fill out the introduction with
an expansion of the grounds for the research, starting with the research background. The
research objectives that were the basis of my enquiry are described, and an outline of the
methodology that was adopted is also presented. Following the outline of the thesis is

a discussion of the limitations and assumptions, and the conclusion of this introduction.
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2.4.1 Background

24.1.1 Technology and Society

In the last twenty years, the world has seen an acceleration in the way technology has
affected society. Before this modern epoch of an Information Society’, technology was
utilised for a specific function, or two, eg. A water pump, or a locomotive. The
simplicity of the applications of technology allowed for a perceived understanding of the
ramifications of the technology in a social sense. Even extremely complex technologies
such as an ocean liner or a precision timepiece were understandable in their general
effect. Of course, it can be argued that such technologies were responsible for greater
effects than the intended general applications. In America, the advent of a mass-
produced and affordable automobile in conjunction with the subsequent drive-in movies
was thought, by some, to be the major cause in a rise in the birth rate, the baby boom.
Furthermore, it is evident that somewhat simpler technologies brought about
fundamental changes in societies that go well beyond the obvious purpose of the
technology. A timepiece for instance was for keeping track of the day, the earliest were
water clocks used by monks to ensure they were making their regular prayers. As
timepieces became portable and the technology was refined to allow for rough handling
and greater accuracy they were put to sea and allowed for navigation beyond sight of

land, and thus, were an enabler for systematised exploration and colonisation.

These hidden, or secondary, effects of technology are now being examined by academics

as well as historians. Among these newly investigated effects in technological
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innovation is technological ‘convergence’. Convergence, as it relates to the field of
Information Systems (IS), is a term that was invented to describe the coming together
of computing and communication technologies [Dennis & Pavlik, 1993]. Sproull and
Keisler [1991:11] define a similar concept Deviation Amplification’, where the
economic trends of the declining cost of computer technology and of long-distance
communication have led to new and vigorous applications of the combined technology

far beyond that originally envisaged by workers in either field.

Throughout history the convergence of various inventions has created new technologies,
but now the potential for social impact seems, to today’s observers, to be far greater. For
example it has been shown that communication technologies that mediate social
communication [Ford and Ford, 1995:542], alter socially constructed meaning and
cultural dynamics within organisations. Tuman [1996:26] argues that the decline of print
and its replacement by 'online literacy' has epochal significance “.. not just a change in
communication or technology but a change in civilization itself.". Communication is at
the core of social interaction and constructed meaning, and increasingly conversations
are being carried out across geographically dispersed groups of people at a pace and
quantity that would not have been possible without these new communication

technologies.

A complicating dimension of the effect of a technology on society has arisen from new

perspectives of examining innovations, in that the ways in which communication
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technologies are utilised are not determined by the intended purpose of the technology
[Fulk, Schmitz, and Steinfield, 1990; Lea, 1991; Poole and DeSanctis, 1990]. The
technology may cause changes in sociocultural states, but existing sociocultural states
are also likely to result in the technology being used and evolved in unanticipated ways

[Kaufer and Carley, 1996:14]'%

Effects of technologies on society are not just limited to the ones intended [McLuhan
and Powers, 1989], indeed, technology cannot be understood by focussing attention on
the rational effects that one expects, or wants to expect, from the technology.
Technology is both socially utilised and given meaning through its use and depiction in
society. Galvin, in agreeing with two leading commentators in the field of ‘techno
culture’, says "Penley and Ross are right to point to the fact that technology exists in
fantasies and popular culture as much as it exists in what corporations and the military
decide to produce." [1995:65]. This sociological, rather than technical, position is the

perspective that was used to formulate the research proposal for this project.

This social approach is spurred by literary evidence that computerised asynchronous
communication technology has some range of social effects including; diminished social
cues, greater anonymity, and less status affect in communications. Mostly, these effects
were reported in reductionist rather than interpretive studies and taken on a macro scale

of use ACT’s may show more prominent features such as an emancipation of the general

12 Kaufer and Carley make some thoughtful comments about the Gutenberg era of
print technology; however, their words seem to support the general contemporary argument
about computerised communication technology.
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workforce.

Barnes [1988] says that the nature of power is a characteristic of the distribution of

knowledge, and it has also been commented that;

Power in organisations is based on what and who people know.
Access to information is vital to those responsible for managing business
operations. Electronic systems make it possible to distribute that
information widely, cheaply and quickly. They can lead to much
unsupervised information sharing. Network-based communications allow
people to bypass traditional information gate-keepers and access
information sources directly. These systems ignore traditional hierarchical
levels by giving equal status to messages from all participants. Employees,
through networking with others, may well be able to piece together more
about the company than management would see as desirable. [Birchall and

Lyons, 1995:89]
The rhetoric of modern organisational analysts similar to that just presented insinuates

that ACT’s could affect political structures in orgénisations, indeed there is already an

agenda for studying technology and politics.
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24.1.2 Democracy and Forums of Discussion

Further to the comments above, Pateman [1970] has argued that providing democratic
forums will translate into a more democratic system within which the forum exists. Also,
Watkins [1995] has argued that the informal social networks that exist in society are
under emphasised in sociological research. From this general perspective an argument
forms that technology that mediates social networks or that supports a forum of dialogue
may have an affect on the underlying political structures of society. Specific work in
this area [Ytterstad, Akelson, and Svendsen 1996, Shade 1995, and Ronfeldt 1992],
suggests that sufficient scope should be made in the planning and undertaking of

intensive research to allow for these sorts of political issues to arise.

Some of the preliminary findings of studies into email have suggested that there is some
status effect minimisation [Sproull and Kiesler 1986, Clausen 1991, Mason 1994}, and
perhaps email does provide a more democratic forum than traditional forms of
communication in hierarchical bureaucracies simply because of the ease of access to
other individuals. Importantly, the structure of organisations themselves may be subject
to independent forces of change. The argument that electronic communication
technologies cause flatter structures or matrix organisations is depreciated when early

descriptions of these hybrid organisational structures existed in the 1950’s and 1960°’s;

In fact, the matrix was originally billed as the “obvious

organisational solution” to the need to manage rather than minimise
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environmental complexity while simultaneously enabling flexibility and
speed of response. Proponents of these models argued that a flexible,
adaptive, information-intensive, team-based, collaborative, and

“empowered” organization was needed. [ Applegate, 1999: 35]

Whether computerised ACT’s are an enabler of flatter or more democratic organisations
is something that needs to be explored alongside the caution that it would be very

difficult to prove either way whether ACT’s ‘cause’ changes to organisational forms.

At this point it is important to take a step back and rephrase the reality of what it is the
intention of studying. So far the terms Asynchronous Communication Technology
(ACT), computerised ACT, and generally, Communication Technology have been used,

but the question about what ‘a’ technology is, is the next issue that I need to discuss.

24.1.3 Conceptual Thinking

Information Technology (IT), the backbone of contemporary IS, is not born of a rational
science. This may be an arguable statement but one that is posited by Richard Coyne in
his book “Designing Information Technology in the Postmodern Age” [1995]. Coyne
distinguishes four conceptualisations of IT, which are not mutually exclusive, that he
calls: conservative, pragmatic, critical, and radical. The conservative is characterised by
IT as a medium for “the transmission, conservation, and increase of data, information,

and knowledge.” [1995:1]. The pragmatic characterisation encapsulates the view of IT
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as a tool and “that they are extensions of the person using them.”’[1995:1]. Critical
conceptualisations of IT incorporate the political and social dynamics of its use,
resistance to be used, and the change in thinking that is brought about by its use. The last
category for characterising IT is the radical. The radical characterisation “unsettles any
claims to its importance at all by showing that any ideas we develop about the centrality
of information technology turn out to demonstrate the opposite.” [1995:2]. The work
of Marshall McLuhan [1989] typifies the radical perspective proposing that the natural
transformation of a media technology in society ends up with ‘reversal’, where typically,
society ends up using these technology in a manner opposite to that which was expected

or designed®.

The history of IS research has largely ignored this diversity of philosophies of the
creation of IT. IS research within organisations and societies often deals with the
confluence of what has become termed the ‘hard’ technology and the ‘soft’ social
dimensions [Avison, 1997:119]. However, the hardness of IT is a misconception based
on the relative physicality of technologies in relation to societies hence the need for a

different perspective that I will outline below.

24.1.4 An Action Orientation
The dominant history of IS research has favoured a scientific and reductionist

perspective. Or as Olaisen puts it “The conclusion is that information systems research

®McLuhan uses the example of the telephone, which although originally developed
for business use, later was chastised for keeping people from working.
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has remained a trivial discipline grounded in logical positivism based on empirical
evidence and a search for causal relationships” [1991:235]. Apart from limitations of
the scope of research perspectives geographically [Galliers, 1991:328] there has been
a general tendency to use a reductionist strategy in understanding social influence in
organisations. This body of research is not in itself negative, however, the plethora of
reductionist work at the expense of the synthesis tradition has been seen as unhealthy
[Avison, Lau, Myers, and Nielsen,1999]. However, IS research has recently had a
philosophical shift in thinking. A need to understand the social context of situations in
order to design a technical system is not a new development but one that has not been

adopted in research as it has in rhetoric.

Because synthesis and context dependent interpretive strategies are underdeveloped in
rigorous IS research, I developed a research approach with a pragmatic and critical
conceptualisation of IT in order to close the gap between the rhetoric of the social
sciences and contemporary IS research and theory. A critically-informed [Jablonsky,
1991:297] interpretive research project called into light the use of hermeneutics and the
dialogue of the broader social sciences was found to contribute some valuable concepts

such as Social Constructionism.

Hermeneutics [Lea, 1991], which has been fleeting in the core of IS research, has
fortunately been directly proposed for research into electronic mail (e-mail) and was

considered to be a useful analysing tool for rich research. Lee as a critique of media
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richness theory explains and demonstrates hermeneutics as a valuable aid in
understanding the ‘richness’ of e-mail where the ‘rational’ media richness theory fails
[Lee, 1993:13]. A philosophically connected frame work of Social Constructionism
was suggested by Banville [1991], who proposed that legitimacy be used to study the
transfer of IS and that the organisational change perspective offered an opportunity to
learn about the interaction of the technology and the social system. Legitimacy is a term
that Berger and Luckman incorporate into their conception of ‘objective social reality’.
It is the objectification of social norms and rules and therefore fits in well with the
pluralistic notion of what is pragmatic, that which represents positive change to a

position that although none of us deem perfect, all of us can live with [Rescher, 1995].

24.1.5 Virtual Worlds and Technology Policy

The motivation for the research is not confined to the epistemological gap between IS
and other fields of social research. During 1997, when this project was being formed,
there was a surge in ‘chat’ rooms and in general domestic connections to the Internet,
meanwhile businesses were struggling to develop more sophisticated business solutions
and competencies. These are important trends in communication technology that

warranted researching, and can be categorised as two general social issues.

The first issue is of the ‘Internet’ in general and the massive growth of the electronic

communication that goes across it. Attempts to characterise the Internet or to predict the
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growth in size or usage across it have fallen short.' The fact that the Internet lives apart
from the physical network of wires and, black, beige, and grey boxes that comprise the
hardware Qf the Internet has created a new ‘virtual’ culture. A nonphysical but highly
interactive existence has evolved in our society, of which, every aspect that changes
social patterns, work life, or education, needs to be investigated. This research project
attempted to find changes in social communication and general interaction dynamics

resulting from this pervasive use.

The second social issue relates to the diffusion of asynchronous communication
technologies within business organisations. Policies for the use of such things as e-mail
have differed greatly between organisations, ranging from total unrestricted access of all
members to just a fragment of the personnel from a particular department or strata of the
organisation. Trends in the usage and policies of organisations warrant investigation to
determine potential changes to cultures, structures, and relationships within
organisations. This component is essential in this research in order to increase the
predictive quality of the research. The participation of the client organisation in this
Action Research project influences the research study to look at contemporary problems

and potential improvement.

14 Some estimations constructed in 1998 concluded that over 100 million Americans
would be connected to the Internet by the year 2001; however, as at August 2001 it was
estimated that there were 180 million users in the U.S.A. alone, and 524 million users world
wide. (http://www.nua.ie /surveys/how_many_online)
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2.5 Research Objectives

When I started the research project, I tended to think that I could improve how people
used ACT’s in organisations and society, but I was also critical of elevating technology
to too high an importance. I was also critical of the overriding reductionism of the field
and I believed a fresh perspective would have been beneficial. I may have started out
on this critical foot, but reductionist theories informed me of the things that I should be
paying attention to, and importantly, I have tried to allow for the creation of new
knowledge unconstrained by the existing theory. My research questions, have been
generated to test existing abstracted theory against a multidimensional reality and to be
as observant as possible to capture actual use in meaningful ways. Explicitly then, my

research questions can be phrased as follows.

2.5.1 Research Objective 1 - new theory
Create theory grounded in the expressions of individuals in the context of organisational
life and related to the combined organisational and societal values of the research

participants.
2.5.2 Research Objective 2 - existing theory

Establish an opportunity to compare the existing experimentally derived theory of

ACT’s against an actual social construction of the technology.
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2.5.3 Research Objective 3 - reflection of method & repeatability
To develop a useful and purposeful method for IS research that could assist in

addressing contemporary IS problems facing society.

Although the Action Research approach has a topic negotiated through participant
interaction, and the nature of PhD research is also generally considered to be mutable,
there was always an element of consistency in the desired outcome of the content of the

project, and that is encapsulated in the following Research Question.

2.5.4 Research Question
In essence the underlying theme of the PhD project from inception through to write up

can be described with the following research question.

“How does the cluster of technologies associated with Email change social

interaction in an organisational context?”

Some elements of orientation did change, for example at the inception it was thought
that Strategic Decision Making could be studied; however, some of the evidence from
the interactions showed that the senior management were one group that were perhaps
laggards at adoption. The project pragmatically shifted toward a more representative
coverage of those organisational members that were using ACT’s and hence may have

experience of any social effects. Any changes to topic that did occur were most notably
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attributable to the Action Research methodology that was used, a brief description of

which follows.

2.6 Research Method

The methodology that was used in the major part of this research was action research.
Specifically, Multiple Action Research Cycles that started as that described by Kock,
McQueen, and Scott [1995]. This methodology is an extension of the one proposed by

Susman and Evered [1978] which introduced the cyclic nature of the methodology.

The stages below comprise the major elements of the methodology, remembering of
course that the research cycle at the core of the method can occur many times. Of vital
importance, it must be remembered that the active reflection that is undertaken in an
Action Research project can modify the research method and activities within it to better
accommodate the needs of the participants. Peter Reason best explains this as the third

phase of co-operative enquiry when;

The co-researchers will in all probability become fully immersed in
this activity [the initiation of agreed actions] and experience. They may be
excited or bored, engaged or alienated; they may sometimes forget they are
involved in an inquiry project; they may forget or otherwise fail to carry out

and record the agreed-upon procedures; or they may stumble on unexpected
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and unpredicted experiences and develop creative new insights. This stage
of full immersion is fundamental to the whole process. It is here that the co-
researchers, fully engaged with their experiences, may develop an openess
to what is going on for them and their environment that allows them to
bracket off their prior beliefs and preconceptions and so see their

experience in a new way. This phase involves mainly experiential knowing.

[1994:326-327]

The description below is the briefest structural description of the process that was
adopted at the outset. Changes to sub processes and to components changed as the need

arose and as the intervention dictated and are described in Chapter 4.

2.6.1 Preparation

Any new research area, one that is new to the researcher or the research organisation,
requires some initial work to negotiate boundaries and provide theories and direction.
Once the research has been initiated, the PAR cycles described below take place.
Whenever the research project moves on to another location or group of people, some
sort of preparation will take place as a form of orientation for the researcher and the

research participants.
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2.6.2 Multiple Action Research Cycles
The action research cycle involves five stages that are sequentially iterated:
1 Diagnosing.
2 Action planning.
3 Action taking.
4 Evaluating.
5 Specifying learning.

[from Kock et al, 1995]

Diagnosing is an activity where a problem or opportunity is established as an interim
goal for the AR cycle. Action planning is the next step, where resources, participants,
and organisational elements converge in a description of the AR intervention. Action
taking is the purposeful implementation of the planning output, and evaluating is a
reflective stage to determine the effects of the intervention. Specifying learning is an
explication of the lessons that were learned from the entire process, and relies on the

collection of data and of observation throughout the entire cycle.

2.6.3 Intended Output From Each Cycle

As each Specifying learning’ stage is completed, the researcher initially creates a
tentative model or evaluates a previous model against the collected evidence. As the
discrepancies are diminished then generality is approached. When the breadth of the

organisation is represented in the analysis then the theory can be said to be generalised.
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The inclusion of two or more organisations will of course increase the potential for
generalisation of the theory [Kock et al, 1995]. This form of output and facilitation can

be described graphically as a traditional hierarchy as in Figure 4.

Researcher

Project
Sponsor

{ |
Facilitator of BPI Group Facilitator of BPI Group

] I
i [ 1 [ I ]

Participant | | Participant | | Participant Participant | | Participant | | Participant
1 2 n 1 2 n

Facilitator of BPI Group

|
[ | 1
Participant | | Participant | | Participant
1 2 n

Figure 4 - Organisation of Research Project based on Traditional Hierarchy
(adapted from [Stringer, 1996: 131] - figure 7.1)

Alternatively, in Participatory Action Research (PAR) the onus on the creation of
knowledge does not rely solely on the researcher. Participants are involved in active
reflection and analysis of the intervention to determine the value of the intervention and
the extrapolation of learning. The participants also have control of the research process,
but most likely will be assisted by an interested researcher or professional with

appropriate skills (Figure 5).
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Participant Participant
2 n
Participant Participant
1 Coordinator
[ I
[
Project
2
Participant Participant Participant Participant
Coordinator n 1 2
Participant Participant Participant Participant
1 2 Coordinator n
I I [ I
I I
Project Project
1 n
[ J
Researcher
Facilitator

Figure 5 - A Community Oriented Structure (adapted for [Stringer, 1996:133] figure 7.3)

2.6.4 Organisation Selection

I participated in a colleague’s action research project for one iteration as a group
facilitator. This organisational interaction assisted me with the formation of research
questions, choice of research method, and some raw data on which to draw for

perspectives on email use.

My choice of a major research partner was predicated on convenience and acceptability.

A number of criteria were suggested in my initial proposal which had to be satisfied in
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order for there to be a suitable synergy between my goals and the organisational context.
The choice of organisation after that, quite honestly, was the first one that showed any
enthusiasm. I made approximately 150 appeals for research partners through the
telephone, email, and letter writing. Luckily I found a research partner through a
university connection; however, my struggle posed a question of whether action research
is possible at the PhD level due to the riskiness of not obtaining a context within which
to make an intervention. The criteria that needed to be satisfied before the organisation

was acceptable from my perspective were as follows:

26.4.1 Participating Organisation Criteria - Technology

The organisation had to have reached a certain level of maturity in their use of email.
Although it was envisioned, that some in the organisation would be relative newcomers
to the technology. While the existence of email technology within the organisation was
deemed to be essential, other technologies, such as discussion list servers, bulletin

boards, and calendering systems were all deemed to be desirable.

2642 Participating Organisation Criteria — Change culture

The Participatory Action Research Methodology generates a negotiated action, and
within this project this took the form of planned interventions in individual business
contexts (in different facilities). The planning and action processes were undertaken by
both the researcher and the research client and therefore were subject to emergent

negotiations amongst the research participants including myself. With this arrangement
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of research it was important for me to find an organisation that was open to exploratory
and emergent enquiry. I was trying to find an organisation that was willing to give its
employees autonomy to investigate their own systems and behaviour. Of course, in my
conversation with executives most of this dialogue was phrased in terms of
organisational learning and technology management being the vernacular that was

available to us all.

Once I had found an organisation that both had the level of technology that was
appropriate and an affinity to the type of research that I wanted to conduct, it was a
matter of starting the research on the first day of the contact. At the very beginning, this
mostly entailed keeping good records of my conversations and meetings with the client,

but also entailed exploration of both the context and the research method.

2.6.5 Data Collection

As an action researcher it was essential to keep a diary in which I noted my interactions
with the research participants, this in turn enabled me to improve my interactions and
enforce the robustness of process that I sought. I attended at least seventeen business
meetings (two at a distant facility lasted six hours, with an additional eigth hours in a car
with participants). Unrecorded formal interviews were m&enakm on sixteen occasions,
briefer face to face, telephone, or email communications occurred frequently from late
1997 to late 1998. Data was also collected in twelve taped interviews between mid 1998

and early 1999. Some participants were interviewed a number of times, and others were

Page 48



ACT: An Organisational Perspective on Efficacy and Use

only interviewed once; however, only the taped interviews form the basis for the
grounded theory analysis, described in Chapter 6, which is then compared against the

other data for consistency and completeness and presented in Chapter 7.

I also had the transcripts from a previous action research cycle that I collaborated on,
which was in a related area, to make comparisons for cultural and theoretical differences

or similarities and to check for ethnographic rigour.

2.7 Limitations of Scope and Key Assumptions

The intention of this research was to use a large single research client to develop an
Action Research enquiry that could lead to understanding the use and efficacy of
electronic mail. To be able to generalise about email use in all organisations is beyond
the scope of this project. However, to develop a method that other studies may utilise
in order to build a richer, more generalisable, picture of electronic mail use is a purpose

of the research endeavour described in this report.

Although it is not usual for the methodology of a study to be a significant part of the
thesis topic, in this case the reflection on the Action Research methodology is of
particular interest, and the particular nature of the knowledge that was gathered is quite
different from that which is normally gathered in this field. Wholly participatory

methods are not common in Information Systems research, and generally scant in

Page 49



Chapter 2 - Introduction to the Research

Doctoral work. The combination of participator directed and subject emergent research
was not conducive to traditional propositional thesis supervision or structure. Any
learning that can be shed on this method will clearly be beneficial to future Doctoral
students, and therefore, pertinent to the core of the learning in this thesis project.
However, the method and the topic of discussion are far more deeply connected than the
addition of a particular flavour to the knowledge creation process, and replication of

theory is only truly relevant to reuse of method in AR.

2.8 Conclusions

I have constructed this research in order to re-evaluate the direction that research into
email has been taking. Iintentionally set out to conduct research that was not biased by
academic conceptual thinking, but that was a critical reflection from within an
organisation. My intention was that this research could fulfil a handful of objectives,
both academic and practice based, for improving use and research into electronic mail.
Whether I have succeeded with my plan is partially borne out in this document, whether
it is readable and stimulates replicable work in the area. Beyond this document, there
is a mission to publish the findings of this research in both trade and academic journals
to achieve the goals of the research — but this endeavour, although part of the research
process and a significantly important requirement of this research process is not part of
the assessable output for this degree. Needless to say, if you find any resonance with

this text then more detail may follow in appropriate media.
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2.9 Outline of the Report

This document represents my last reflection in an action research project that spanned
two years of organisational participation. The journey through a doctoral Action
Research project is necessarily a long and arduous one with substantial uncertainty at the
outset. This thesis is the culmination of my journey and a summary of my learning from

beginning to end.

Certain aspects of an Action Research project make the reporting of the results different
from that of an experimental or hypothesis-testing project. Therefore, in addition to
traditional chapters, Chapter 5 is committed to describing the organisational contexts of
where the data was gathered, as it is important to build a picture of ‘where the data lives’
[Chenail, 1996]. Much of the evidence that is useful for future iteration of Action
Research cycles is described in this chapter and because of the longitudinal nature of

Action Research this description will be chronologically ordered.

Immediately after this Introduction there is a section on Prior Work followed by a
section on the Research Method. The Organisational Context mentioned above initiates
the research deliverables. Having achieved this raw presentation of the contexts of the
research the Data Analysis section can concentrate on the process of theory building
from summaries and significant instances while the reader can relate these aggregations

to the previously disclosed contexts. The remainder of the thesis will consist of the
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major Results, Conclusions, and Discussion and Future Research.
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3 Prior Work

Electric circuitry has overthrown the regime of ‘time’ and ‘space’ and
pours upon us instantly and continuously the concerns of all other men. It
has reconstituted dialogue on a global scale. Its message is Total Change.

[McLuhan and Fiore, 1967:16]

3.1 Introduction to Prior Work

I set out my motivation in the Introduction chapter, of being placed in a world where
technology is changing our lives, and wanting to understand what the future will bring
us. I endeavoured to find predictions in the existing body of literature and this search
is represented here. Directed by the fundamental tenets of grounded research as
described in the introduction, my investigation of the prior research into this topic has
been broad. Ialso must say that email research is an emerging field and throughout the
course of my project, there were new publications that bore some light on my questions.

Most notably, when I finished the field research and took a step back I found some
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revelations and surprises in the contemporary works of literature. Some of this work is

presented in the Discussion and Future Research chapter.

The IS research into the social impact of communication technology prior to undertaking
the research was limited, and I do not stand alone with this opinion. Kling [1996:2]
observes that although many writers "have speculated about the effects of new
technologies on work life ... there are currently few empirical studies of changing forms
of work that support these speculations". The main limitation of research into
communication technology is that the focus has remained on what Sproull and Keisler
[1991:1] call first-level’ effects, those effects that are efficiency effects. The ‘second-
level’ effects are the ones that are evident in the social system, a change in the social
interaction. Sproull and Keisler [1991:7] identify four lessons when thinking about the

potential consequences of new communication technology:

A. The possibilities of a new technology are hard to foresee.

B. Unanticipated consequences usually have less to do with efficiency
effects and more to do with changing interpersonal interactions.

C. The second-level effects often emerge somewhat slowly as people
renegotiate changed patterns of behaviour and thinking.

D. Second-level effects are not caused by technologies operating

autonomously on a passive organisation or a society.
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Whilst the second point (B.) will be treated at length as this needs further investigation
in the way it relates to and may moderate the concepts of Reversal, Deviation
Amplification, and Evolved Effect, the first point (A.), on the other hand, can be
dispensed with popular notions. Just how hard it is to foresee the possibilities of new
technology and how wrong people can get it wrong has been highlighted many times.
In my undergraduate degree I noticed a list of predictions about computers on my
lecturer’s door, not dissimilar to the following'>;

Where a calculator on the ENIAC is equipped with 18,000 vacuum tubes
and weighs 30 tons, computers in the future may have only 1,000 vacuum
tubes and perhaps weigh 1 1/2 tons. Popular Mechanics, (March 1949)

I think there’s a world market for maybe five computers. Thomas
Watson, chairman of IBM (1943)

There is no reason why anyone would want to have a computer in their

home. Ken Olsen, President of Digital Equipment Corporation (1977)

640 K [of computer memory] ought be enough for anybody. Bill Gates
(1981)

Well, sure, the Frinkiac-7 looks impressive, don't touch it, but I predict
that within 100 years, computers will be twice as powerful, 10,000 times
larger, and so expensive that only the five richest kings of Europe will
own them. Young Frink of The Simpsons (circa 1960)

'>These quotes were replicated on multiple web sites and are commonly considered
to be authentic; however, I will have to admit that there is a significant level of doubt as to
the accuracy and authenticity of any one quote. Taken together they do provide a very
illustrative and commonly accepted perspective on technology prediction.
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People who try to predict the future based on technological capacity run foul of the wrath
of human illogic. The Frink quote above is from the popular television cartoon The
Simpsons and illustrates the popular notion of what we commonly understand about the
fate of predictions about technology, as the humour reflects a well thought out resonance
with an unstated underlying social tension. Betamax© video tape was said to be
technically superior to VHS©, and was the standard for commercial studios, but was
relegated to the ranks of also-rans in the domestic market because VHS®© had a superior
edge on the release of titles. Microsoft™ products continue to dominate the software
industry despite very vocal opposition and a growing raft of cheaper, and arguably better,

products.

I will illustrate different ways of understanding technology and change, and why it is
difficult to separate the technology from the social context of its’ use. An installation of
electronic mail, for example, is not a precisely replicable technology because it is context
specific, and it does not exist as a separate entity that can be removed and installed
somewhere else. Two examples of the same e-mail system, one in a fast food company
and one in a legal firm, will evolve into disparate things. In this prior work section I
shall explore some of the areas of literature devoted to both the research into electronic
mail, and ACT more generally, as a concrete technology independent of social context,
and also the theorising and synthesis work that incorporates the multi disciplinary nature

of understanding technology in this socially embedded form.
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This Chapter was intended to be bifurcated by the need to cover some specific research
into email and to rightly cover the prior synthesised thinking into the continuing use and

effects of email and related technologies on human systems and society.

The natural stages of Action Research of: Planning > Action > Reflection > Learning,
provided a structuring tool for this section. The ground work planning is the Precedents
section, the Empirical Research whether informed by positivism or interpretivism is
action. The Conceptual section describes theory from books and other intensive
literature that has the element of reflection, and my assimilation of this reflection, in the

Integration section, is my learning.

3.2 Precedents (Preparation)

At this stage of the literature review which sets the preparation and context for the
following works, I endeavour to describe the precedents and presuppositions of the body
of literature on electronic mail and the host of related technologies described in the

Introduction.

For want of a structuring device for this preparation, a rough set of natural characteristics
of organisationally implemented electronic mail are needed. Without trying to get too
complicated about this list, as it is only a place to start, we simply have to picture an

instance of communication and decide what actors and broad contexts are being studied.
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Of primary concern you have the actors who are communicating, in the context of this
study we can conceive of these actors as being organisational members who
communicate in dyadic and group relationships that have some permanence or are quite
dynamic. The organisational members use language to communicate, and from a New
Zealand perspective this will paramountly be New Zealand English. The ‘Computer’ is
generally a desktop personal computer or laptop computer in most organisational use

settings. Areas that could inform this study are then, at the lowest denominator;

= A limited set of phonetic languages, pervasively English, is used and the context
of this study.

= Many literate users, each user with knowledge of some of the other users.

= Acts of communication between users.

= Computer platforms, commonly ‘client-server’ architecture.

= Application software and issues related to using it {ie. Human Computer

Interaction (HCI) issues of symbolic interaction}

The planning stage sets out some core facets of these most basic characteristics. This
process is eminently useful as email mediates human interaction and insights into the
process of communication, language, and culture, from a basic level may help us in our
current quest for knowledge at very specific levels. The material from the Action section
then describes the empirical research which intentionally targets email use and

characteristics.
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3.2.1 Written Language and the Nature of Literate Users

To start from a basic concept of communication you need to set out some of the context
for the development of language. Knowing a little about how we think and feel, how we
represent knowledge and pass it on, how we have changed, and how we are different is
important, it is vital to our vision of email and other computerised ACT’s. Researching
email from a simplified perspective often hides some assumptions about the language
context of the technological artifact. Most importantly, we should not hide how complex
and tacitly multiprocessing our minds are in order to make our research simpler. The
following descriptions are an exploration of some of the presuppositions I have made

about email users.

321.1 Phonetic Language
The displacement of the ‘Oral Tradition’ in thinking and social interaction by the western

phonetic alphabet was seen by some as limiting thinking;

The discovery of the alphabet will create forgetfulness in the learners’
souls, because they will not use their memories, they will trust to the external
written characters and not remember of themselves... You give your disciples
not truth but only the semblance of truth; they will be heroes of many things,
and will have learned nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will
generally know nothing.

-Socrates, “Phaedrus”’
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[McLuhan, 1988]
The creation of this non-remembered learning can be thought of as learning a figure
without the ground, or non contextual thought. This abstract and structured figure minus
a ground is a predominance of left-hemisphered thinking populations of which North
American English is the exemplifier [McLuhan, 1988:70]. A traditional approach in IS

research, as DeSanctis and Poole describe [1991], illustrates this decontexualisation;

We regard technologies as outside ourselves, objects to which we must
somehow relate. Objectification is useful, in some respects. ... Along with
objectifying technologies, there is a tendency to decontexualise them, that is, to

ignore the situation and circumstances surrounding their use.

The objectification that DeSanctis and Poole describe is a ‘physical science’ ontological
conception of objects rather than the Berger and Luckman [1966] conception of social
objectification. However, such a tendency to scientifically make technology objective
has its perils. Kaufer and Carley when studying print technology suggest that historical
analysis is superior to experimental methods because “The question is too large for the

laboratory” and,

because there is a significant gap between the evolution of print
technology from an engineering perspective on the one hand ... and the

metaphysical questions about consciousness and consciousness-raising that
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print, since Gutenberg, was supposed to have spawned. [1996:14]

Kaufer and Carley [1996] also contribute to the generalisability of Sproull and Kiesler’s
[1991] four lessons about communication technology presented in the introduction to this
section, although not necessarily attributable to a specific lesson it does suggest support

of lessons B, C, and D, in that;

Tracing the sociocultural influence of any technology is fraught with
problems. First, many of the influences cited are likely to be too large and
diffuse to be tested under experimental conditions in the laboratory. Second,
the technology is likely to be, at most, an accessory to many other
influencing factors rather than a singular cause. Third, insofar as the
technology can be isolated as a factor of influence, the direction of the
influence is often two way. The technology may cause changes in
sociocultural states, but existing sociocultural states are also likely to result
in the technology being used and evolved in unanticipated ways. [Kaufer &

Carley, 1996].

Carrying on the progression of communication through history takes us to an expansion
of Western'® language into media studies that have always been implicitly available

through critique of art but which were explicitly incipient with the invention of

16This research was never intended to be cross cultural and is restricted to a western
phonetic alphabet domain.
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photography and film. Early photography had critics saying that the frenzy with which
photography was being adopted and the multiplicity of the images that were being
circulated was having damaging effects on art and appreciation of the world, changing
the perceptions of people. The Daguerreotype image by the mid 1850’s propagated
millions of the shiny little pictures of almost every aspect of life and death [Nelson,

1996].

Media studies have become more organised and purposeful as more media were
incorporated into mainstream society. Television was the first medium to undergo
detailed and prolonged investigation, and the jury may still be out. The seminal
theorising and synthesis work by McLuhan epitomises the media study literature, some
of which is included in this chapter in the Reflection section. The important aspect of
the McLuhan tradition that needs to be aired at this stage is the visual space and acoustic
space of perception, corresponding practically with left brain and right brain hemisphere
dominance, respectively. Visual space is associated with western phonetic alphabet and
written language, linear thought and abstract structuring. Acoustic space is associated
with spatial activity, spoken language, holistic thought, and intuition. Having a mass
audience of the population subjected to different media which inherently impinge on a
certain hemisphere of our brain will heighten the senses and thinking in this area.
Traditional literature has been replaced by television and there is some evidence that
western populations are moving from left hemisphere dominance to right hemisphere

dominance [McLuhan, 1964: 335].
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3.2.2 Acts of Communication in Email Emergence

Banville (1991) commented on the use of email at a conference in 1991 as an
experimental and uncertain affair. It is with some trepidation that I classify ‘emerging’
stories of email use such as this one. Email has actually been around for about thirty
years, enough time, according to any reasonable person, that it would have reached a
certain level of sophistication. Prior to steam power for example, mills and
manufactories were located near rivers or in rural areas because of nearness to raw
materials and power. Less than thirty years after the introduction of the rotative steam
engine it could be seen that there had been a complete change in the distribution of
production and the location of the population [Ashton, 1948:57]. One would assume that
30 years after the introduction of email there would be a similar monumental change in
the way we live. Maybe email has created changes that have come too subtly, and piled
on top of each other these changes are of epochal significance. However, given that
email has been around for almost as long (or longer depending on your definitions) as the
Internet we should already have a good idea of where we are heading. Importantly, the
scale of the diffusion we are talking about with email is vast. The literature talks about
the Internet and email as having a global and societal span — which is materially correct.
Therefore, email not only is spreading globally, but also through different societal
structures and groups. Through different industries, through for public good
organisations, state owned enterprises, private and public companies email has diffused.
From the operational control and management level email has spread both up and down

and across into organisational functions, and acts of communication undertaken on email
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range from an array of business communication through to personal messages of support

or reprimand and as personal as engagement or death notices.

3.2.3 Computer Platforms and Architectures

Email is on its long road to diffusion and for the first twenty years have affected a small
fraction of the population in western nations restricted mainly to universities and research
institutes, the last ten years have seen the bulk of the emergence. In fact, the exponential
growth of people being ‘connected’to the Internet has not yet slowed, and it is really only
in the last several years that growth could be measured in whole percentage points of the

population.

Email started off as mainly a text based application that ran on mainframe computers,
and up to the late eighties and early nineties, were connected via leased lines and were
mainly proprietary systems [Thompson, 1997]. Email has transformed with SMTP, and
MIME, and has grown to be a distributed client / server, multiple vendor compatible
technology, although compatibility being usually external rather than internal

[DiSabatino, 2001:26].

At the time of this research project the organisation had implemented a Microsoft
Exchange™ server and Microsoft Outlook client configuration, which is typical of the
common client / server architecture and software applications used for ACT’s. In late

1997 and early to mid 1998 Outlook™ and Lotus Domino™ split the market [Fusaro,
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1998:77].

Given these basic assumptions about the context of computerised ACT’s the next task
is to outline the research that has been undertaken to determine the relationships and
interactions between them. The following Empirical Research section outlines the major
areas of research into this topic, working in some ways toward the basic notions of

relationships that are held by academics in the area.

3.3 Empirical Research (Action)

I implied in the introduction to this chapter Email emergence is documented throughout
an extended period. Literature from the mid eighties [Sproull and Kiesler, 1986] to the
late nineties [Kendall, 1997] typifies this long honeymoon that we have had with email.
Paradoxically, studies as late as 1996 are still termed ‘exploratory’ [Teng and Calhoun,
1996] whilst earlier studies have used a base of ‘experienced E-mail users’ [Lea, 1991]
and are aimed at a more mature stage of email use. An important period for email
emergence is the early nineties when ISP’s were first introduced”’. However, New

Zealand’s first ISP started registering members in May 1996.

Prior to the work on Email characteristics Daft and Lengel developed a theory of media

7“AOL began in 1985, originally founded as Quantum Computer Services. It
officially became America Online in 1989. Four years later, in 1993, AOL had only 500,000
members.” [http://www.aol.com/nethelp/misc/history.html, 2000]
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richness and structural design building on earlier work on information requirements and
task characteristics. Daft and Lengel describe a two-dimensional grid that is partitioned
by valence of equivocality and uncertainty [1986]. Although not commenting on email
use in this study, other researchers have taken Daft and Lengels work and used media
richness to study the difference between email and face to face communication and other
comparisons. A survey and critique by Lea [1991] outline the major problems with this
line of research, mainly that the rationalist assumptions with these cross media

comparisons are not matched by the cognition of actual users of email systems.

3.3.1 Email Characteristics

Email has become more sophisticated since its inception. Command line mail readers
have been replaced by GUI software products and the standard mail protocol has
expanded to accommodate multiple functions'® that were not present in some of the
earlier studies into email. Within most organisations the type of software being used may
enable more functionality than just email. Outlook™ or GroupWise™ for example both
have internal calendering, address book, filters, automatic respond functions, and other
personal productivity features. However; even if some of the research into email was
undertaken on distant relatives of what we now use, I would like to inventory some of
the specific characteristics that have been studied in the email research agenda. Each of
the following characteristics has a reference to at least one study with an example of the

findings or statement about the outcome; however, these categories are not fully

'8Such as additional header information for discussion list servers, html presentation
in email readers, and predominately the use of MIME since it’s introduction in 1992 [Rose,
1993:208].
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populated and are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The main aim in summarising
these works is to present the most available empirical works and create a picture of what

the typical IS academic believes about email and ACT’s.

3.3.1.1 Status Effect Moderation

A tradition in the study of organisational technologies and a subsumed tradition within
IS is the study of differential influence of group members when their interaction is in
some way mediated by that technology. No general consensus exists in the IS research
as to whether differential influence is broadened or narrowed. People with different
backgrounds have been found to be able to discuss things more freely [Sproull and
Kiesler, 1986], whilst Adrianson and Hjhelmquist found no difference between the
equality of members in face to face communication and CMC (computer mediated
communication) [1991: 294]. However, in contrast others have found that email can lead

to more equal communication [Clausen 1991, Mason 1994]

It is difficult to bring group pressure to bear on someone who cannot see
frowns of disapproval. Communication by computer thus enhances the sense of
personal freedom and individualism by reducing the ‘existential’engagement of the

self in its communication. [Feenberg, 1989:25].

The academic community is mixed in it’s opinion of the affect of ACT’s on differential

influence or status effect minimisation.
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3.3.1.2 Lower Formality

In presenting evidence, that follows, a strong case emerges that shows the academic
community believes email and associated ACT’s provide a less formal communication
‘channel’ than written correspondence. Informality in a communication channel, which
can allow an increased socio-emotional content, has been defined as "communication
messages that show solidarity, tension, tension relief, agreement, disagreement,

antagonism, and giving or asking for personal information." [Rogers 1986].

3.3.1.3 Task Suitability

A connection between the Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS) literature and
ACT’s in general is the research into group process. Because GDSS’s have been
designed to mediate group processes from a normative perspective, there has been
research into these normative process criteria. In a study of Electronic Communication
Technologies (ECT’s), Young suggests that email is more suited to certain stages in
projects than others [1996:24]; however, it is generally considered to be an effective form
of communication. The stages in this study that were seen to be strongly supported by
this technological cluster {telephone, fax, voicemail, and email'®} were the bulk of the
middle ground of project work; startup, implementation {technical and administrative},
management, and completion. The creative stages of project inception, team building,

and the final stages of wrap-up were not seen as being supported overly well by ECT’s

¥It is important to note that in this particular research the groupings of asynchronous
and synchronous ECT’s together into one technological cluster offers an insight into the
perceived relative relationships of email with the telephone, voice mail, and fax (close
relationship) and face to face communication (distant relationship).
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as a replacement for face to face communication.

However, King and Xia suggest that email is more appropriate for “several tasks such
as getting to know someone, staying in touch, resolving disagreements, and making
important decisions” [1997: 897], which would seem to have some elements of the tasks
that Young found as being not so suited to email. Young is supported by Adrianson and
Hjelmquist who found that “more complex functions, such as resolving disagreements,

persuasion and getting to know someone, got the lowest ratings in CMC” [1991:293].

3.3.1.4 Communication Efficacy

Teng and Calhoun [1996] studied organisation computing (computing and
communications technologies - including email) and it’s affect on operational and
managerial decision making and found moderate to strong support that Information
Technology and Communication Technology contributed to increased information usage,
higher decision efficiency, and organisational communication related to decision making,

makes a job more complex, decisions more routine, and improves decision effectiveness.

Although Young [1996:27] says that electronic communication technologies can “play
a critical role in obtaining work-related informatibn in a timely and effective manner”,
which supports other studies and directly supports the topic of this thesis, a research
project that focuses on efficacy as a product of individual wants rather than of an

intended effect is rare, if not non existent. The predominance of value laden research

Page 69



Chapter 3 - Prior Work

objectives orbiting the IS professional’s consulting practice has determined the good and
bad aspects of these communication technologies in research agendas. Marshall
McLuhan gives us a warning about not being fully conscious about an effect of a

communication technology in the introduction to The Gutenberg Galaxy;,

The theme of this book is not that there is anything good or bad about
print but that unconsciousness of the effect of any force is a disaster,

especially a force that we have made ourselves” [1962: 248]

3.3.1.5 Decision Speed

The time it takes to make a decision using ACT’s has been a focus of some experimental
research. However, the outcomes of the studies conducted thus far, have been variable
Information timeliness and general decision efficiency were perceived to improve
through the use of communication and computing technologies [Teng and Calhoun,
1996:700-701]. In contrast, Information Technology (IT), in general, was found to slow
down decision making process [Benbasat and Dexter, 1982; Benbasat and Shroeder,

1977] or not to effect it at all [Sharda, Barr, and McDonnell, 1988].

3.3.1.6 Specific Social Presence Characteristics
In a low bias method, Lea found that email was perceived to be informal, asynchronous,
and impersonal.

E-Mailing was perceived to be a written, asynchronous form of
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communication, which is spontaneous and informal. It can serve for either
inconsequential or important communications, and be directed at particular
persons or undirected depending on the circumstances. It was also felt to be

slightly impoverished and impersonal. [Lea, 1991: 166].

3.3.2 Choice Between Communicétion Channels

Media choice models have a general precept that communication channels have different
characteristics and that these will affect the choice of a channel to be used for a particular
task. Social context cues [Sproull and Kiesler, 1986], media richness [Daft and Lengel,
1986] and media experience [King and Xia, 1997] could be said to have effects on the
choice of media. However, other researchers have suggested that the rationalist

assumptions in this field of study are inappropriate [Lea, 1991].

3.4 Conceptual (Reflection)

The most prominent of the email theories of use is the media richness theory, which has
also suffered the most criticism. Perhaps the reason for this is that the theory is too tidy
and encompassing, and heavily sponsored by the technological determinist perspective.
Comparisons between email and other forms of communication technology are a major
focus of IS research. This distinction may be useful for some purposes but may not be
the most important effect of these technologies, this research only tells us when someone

is likely to use the technology, not what it does, or can do over time to organisations and
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society.

A similar comparison would be to compare different types of transport. Comparing cars
and buses, or comparing cars with walking, in terms of task suitability may tell us more
about the individual than about the specific technology. There may be more information
about the social structures and cultural beliefs associated with the decision to walk or
drive, and drive or bus, than rational choice could detect or predict. This section fills the
gaps between the predominant reductionist tradition in ACT research and the broader
social research tradition by covering meta and explanatory theories of human interaction

and electronic media.

An example of a factor that has not been addressed in the media choice literature is
creation of cognitive space by a communication channel. Television creates channels
which are brands, and scheduling {kids programmes, adult time slots, weekend television
etc.}, as well as creating specific genre and clichés. Letter writing has unique modes
{letter of; application, complaint, love, notice, pending action, disconnection} and these
in turn have specific rule sets that instruct the writer and reader alike. Email groups
exist, whether they are coded into the server software or whether individuals create their
own affiliations. Email also has different genre {FY]I, nogices, announcements, formal,
conversation, humour, debate, discussion} and these genre may determine the association

with specific long lived virtual groups.
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3.4.1 Media Genre and Genre Repertoire?

Yates, Orlikowski, and Okamura [1995], and Orlikowski and Yates [1992, 1994]
developed the concept of structuration in terms of media genre. Media genre “
conceptualize the communication patterns that emerge over time when individuals’
communicative actions interact with their social context and the media at their
disposal.” [Orlikowski et al, 1992]. While genre repertoire is the collection of
commonly shared genres that members have about how to communicate within their

community [Orlikowski, et al1995].

Prima facie these different modes of communication, different cognitive or virtual spaces
and different genre, do not create a collection of interchangeable media. A discussion
list server could not be exchanged for another media of communication that does not
have a recognisably similar cognitive or virtual space and a similar genre. One person
might choose to discuss business while playing golf while another may choose to visit
someone in their day to day routine - the two interactions are both face to face, but they

will also produce different evocations and feedback.

Further, it was widely thought that email would change decision making in organisations,
make organisations more democratic, and emancipate communities. Other theologians
from non IS disciplines have placed email and electronic communication change in a

much more significant light, and the following section builds from the narrow to the wide

®Media Genre was not investigated prior to the research, but was explored after the
analysis. An explanation of this process is presented in the Results Chapter.
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in some of these concepts.

3.4.2 Diffusion of Communication Technologies

Rogers is the prominent researcher on communication technology diffusion [Rogers,
1983]. Some of the major elements of diffusion as it relates to this study are the social
influence factors of technology adoption, the critical mass of the adoption [Markus,
1990], or at least the ‘s’ curve of adoption, and the suggestion that certain individuals in

organisations have significant influence over adoption decisions.

Some of the diffusion literature assists in a global understanding of where email may be
with regards maturity, rather than telling us anything about email itself. In the context
of this research I am more interested in the diffusion literature where it describes social
influence in adoption decisions as this may assist in understanding perceptions of
usefulness. Rogers [1983] describes the adoption decision in terms of individual
influence in the form of mimicking the behaviour of another individual who has already
adopted. Of three types of social influence {coercive, normative, mimetic} mimetic is
most prominent in the diffusion literature. Normative influences capture the media
choice field above, while both coercive and normative influences in both adoption and
use, are covered in the next section in the form of the concepts of Issue processing and

legitimacy respectively.
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3.4.3 Communication Technology Theory

Contractor and Eisenberg [1990] propose ”a recursive model of network involvement and
media Use in organisations” as shown in Figure 6 to help us to explain communication
use. The inclusion of Social Information in this recursive model, and recognition of the

importance of both perceptions and performance patterns relate highly to both Giddens

PARTICIPATION

Individual Level
size

connectedness
centrality PERCEPTIONS OF MEDIA

range >

Dyadic Level Social Information
strength
<

multiplexity
structural equivalence PATTERNS OF MEDIA USAGE

Group Level
size
density
heterogeneity
centralization

Figure 6 - A recursive model of network involvement and media Use in organisations
[Contractor and Eisenberg, 1991]

structuration theory and Berger and Luckmans’ social constructionist theories.
Constructionism relates strongly to the body of work on institutions and Kling and
Iacono [1989: 7] have argued that this body of theory is relevant to computer-based
information systems. Orlikowski, Yates, Okamura, and Fujimoto [1994] used
metastructuring to study technology-use mediation, which they define as;

the deliberate, organizationally-sanctioned intervention within the

context of use which helps to adapt a new communication technology to that
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context, modifies the context as appropriate to accommodate use of the
technology, and facilitates the ongoing usefulness of the technology over

time.

The Orlikowski et al. research reported above is an intervention oriented perspective on
social influence, and as such has significant theoretical implications for the social and
coercive construction of technologies, and also ties in tightly with adaptive structuration
theory and social constructionism. This is a major and recurring theme that is also

discussed in the remainder of this chapter.

3.4.4 Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST)

Poole and DeSanctis working in the field of Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS)
presented a conceptualisation of information and decision processes facilitated by GDSS
as emergent [1990]. The GDSS technologies have been designed to organise and
facilitate group decision making, by changing the patterns of communication and
decision making. Structuration relates to the process used by social groups to create
systems over time [Giddens, 1979]. AST uses the concept of structures which represent
social rules and devices which are appropriated but which can be related to Berger and
Luckman’s concept that high order legitimacy is related to representations and
associations. In some ways it is difficult to compare these competing theories because
they lie on top of one another, at the single moment they are the same but

incommensurable. The Adaptive component of AST is such that the technical features
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of GDSS that are actually employed are modified by the social group in their use [1990:
179].  Structuration theory and adaptive structuration theory are a common ground
between the total social constructionism of Berger and Luckman [1966] and the
objectivity of technology that Poole and DeSanctis are attempting to contextualise in that
AST is attempting to decipher the “choices that group members make about what
features of the technology to use and in what fashion” [Fulk & Boyd, 1991:418]. So,
although Poole and DeSanctis remind us that “we forget that users constitute and give
meaning to technologies. Until applied by a user in a specific context, a GDSS or any
other technology is simply dead matter” [1990:178], AST carries forth the object of the
technology in terms of features that are available. This mediation of the social and the
object is importént in GDSS research as there is theory backing the creation of features,
and that features determine the marketing, training, and product, as much as the social
need. AST has not been used widely beyond the GDSS area; however, as this area does
incorporate a large element of communication, albeit structured and organised into
decision process tasks, there may be some advantage in generalising this theory to other

more unstructured communication technology fields.

3.4.5 Communication and Decision Making in Organisations
From a social constructionism perspective, communication is organisation, but from
other philosophic positions that do not rely on this epistemology, communication is still

seen as a significant part of organisational processes.
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... communication forms a large part of planning and group decision-

making activities [Rathwell and Burns, 1985: 257]

Decision making in a broader definition of significant, intentional, organisational change
can be thought of as taking place in the context of an ongoing conversation [Ford and
Ford, 1995:541]. From this perspective decision making is a social phenomena and
highly dependent on communication channels and systems. Jackson outlines two trains
of thought that tie together social interaction with decision making. Firstly, the analysis

of the composition of top level teams can have predictive powers for strategic action®..

strategic leaders do not act in isolation; strategic leadership occurs
within a complex social system of multiple leaders with multiple agendas-
both private and public-that reflect multiple realities and the needs of

multiple constituencies. [Jackson, 1992:346]

And secondly, that strategic decision making does not necessarily focus around a

definable decision process but can be related to ‘issue processing’.

Strategic issues engage executives in a variety of activities, all of
which can be influenced by the characteristics of the group of people

involved in issue processing. ..... The phrase "issue processing" is preferred

2I"Several reviews ... have reached the conclusion that heterogeneous groups are
more likely than homogeneous groups to be creative and to reach high quality decisions."
[Jackson, 1992:355].
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over "decision making" to recognize that executives’issue-relevant activities
often are unstructured, may not be focused on clear objectives, do not unfold
rationally and linearly, are symbolic as well as substantive, and involve
power struggles, politics, cognitive biases, retrospective learning, and self

interest. [Jackson 1992:349].

This relates directly to what Narayanan and Fahey previously defined as the ‘evolution
of coalitions around issues or conflicts’[1982:25]. These issue processing groups can be
identifiable or a collection of unstructured interactions, the boundaries of interaction and
loyalty are assumed to be fuzzy and unstable [Jackson, 1992:350], therefore the group
of individuals involved are not necessarily a team but a group of individuals who
persuade and are swayed through communication systems in dyadic and group
interactions. The importance of the social influence orientation in decision making is

reinforced by Barry and Watson [1996] who say

In organizational life, influence as goal-driven interpersonal
behaviour is central to the attainment of organizational objectives. At a
macro level, political processes, including the exercise of influence, are
mechanisms by which organizations resolve conflicts among competing
interests... At a micro level, individual actors seek to manage the opinions
and activities of others in the pursuit of both individual and organizational

goals.
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Harrison [1994:248] points out that the study of interrelationships in business, being the
primary focus of research, has been confined to hierarchical bureaucratic business
structures. And in an increasingly democratic world the conspicuous autocratic nature
of hierarchical organisations is an irony, although there is a growth in alternative forms
of organisation [Eisenberg, 1994:275]. There has been some progress on research of
worker emancipation where "foremost among the organizational antecedents [of
empowerment] is the general adequacy of information channels running throughout the

system" [Albrecht, 1988 quoted in Chiles & Zorn, 1995:18].

The logical conclusion to be drawn from the literature on decision making and
communication, is that communication in decision making is not a formula event or a
rational task. Politics and social influence play an important part in communication
within decision making and we need to understand social influence before we can

understand the use of a technology in a social setting.

3.4.6 Communication and Social Construction

Determining the effects of a technology are difficult to objectively reference from a third
perspective because, for the most part, we only place value on the technology from
within a social context. Fulk, Schmitz and Steinfield [1990] describe this as social
influence and explain media choice as subjectively rational within a social context.

Parallels between social influence, adaptive structuration, social rationality, and social
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objectifications are clear. The underlying social structures in the use and analysis of
technologies demonstrates a legitimising process. Where legitimacy is valence of
something categorised and differentiated from a social perspective, but difference and
value that are dynamic through continual reevaluation and assessment of ongoing
interactions, and hence the connection to Contractor and Eisenberg’s model [see Figure
6].
Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions
of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially
constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions. [Suchman,

1995: 574]

Banville proposes that legitimacy be used, as a concept, to study the social dimension of
the impact of organisational information systems [1991:107]. This call to action does not
seem to have been responded to within the domain of IS literature. The next cousin of
the IS field, organisational research in general, does contain references to legitimacy and
legitimation. Suchman splits the field into two generic approaches: Strategic, and
Institutional approaches [Suchman, 1995]. The strategic approach to legitimacy research
positions the organisation as a strategic entity and the public relations and representatives
of the organisation gain, maintain, and repair the legitimacy of the organisation in the

organisation’s environment.

Strategic-legitimacy studies consequently depict legitimacy as an
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operational resource that organizations extract--often competitively-- from

their cultural environments and that they employ in pursuit of their goals.

[1995:576]

The institutional approach to studying legitimacy assumes not that legitimacy is a
resource but that the constitutive beliefs of the environment "interpenetrate the
organisation in every respect." [1995:576]. To obtain a broader perspective it is
necessary to visit the literature of the social sciences. Berger and Luckman in their
seminal work The Social Construction of Reality’ offer an important description of

legitimation as a social phenomena.

Legitimation as a process is best described as a ‘second-order’ objectivation of
meaning. Legitimation produces new meanings that serve to integrate the
meanings already attached to disparate institutional processes. The function of
legitimation is to make objectively available and subjectively plausible the first-
order’ objectivations that have been institutionalized.[Berger and Luckman,

1966:110]

Berger and Luckman also describe two dimensions of legitimacy, the horizontal and the
vertical. Horizontal legitimacy refers to the social fit’ or value attributed to an action in
terms of the organisation holistically, this is a current component of legitimacy. The

vertical component of legitimacy is the historical fit element, where actions are measured
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against the memory of the organisation. Both the horizontal and the vertical elements
have an evaluation process and a cognitive process. The evaluation consists of a
subjective assessment of the social system and the cognitive process is the prediction of

the effects of an action, or decision, on the social system.

Besides the two dimensions of legitimacy there are, according to Berger and Luckman,
different levels of legitimation. 'Incipient’ the first level of legitimation of a human
experience occurs as soon as the social system assigns a name or exchangeable symbol
for it “.. as soon as a system of linguistic objectifications of human experience is
transmitted" [1966: 112]. The second level of legitimation occurs when the social
system relates the linguistic objectifications’ with explanations of action and behaviour
"Proverbs, moral maxims and wise sayings are common on this level." [1966:112]. The
third level of legitimation “.. contains explicit theories by which on institutional sector
is legitimated in terms of a differentiated body of knowledge." [1966:112]. The expertise
of different functional departments within an organisation constitutes the institutionalised
legitimacy of actions theoretically tied to that differentiated knowledge. The fourth level
of legitimation relates regulatory and professional organisations to interpretations of the
actions of individuals within the organisation, and also, the overriding cultural and legal
boundaries of acceptable behaviour and responsii)ility that the organisation or social
system is operating in: what Berger and Luckman term the ’socially constructed reality’

within which the organisation operates.
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Assuming that email is a legitimised activity / technology / institution also suggests that
legitimate email behaviour can become a reference against which future action is
measured. Email that becomes acceptable through social negotiation becomes
institutionalised, and changes the social structure and the definitions of social
comparisons. However, according to the social theories presented so far, the changes to
communication behaviours that are likely to occur will inevitably occur over a long
period of time. Attempting to obtain a more detailed vision of these changes, and further
long term affects is the root stimulus of this research. However, some insights into the
longitudinal nature of the change have already been posited and the literature surrounding
this long term change is discussed in the following section, where we have now moved

from the narrow topics of review, to the very broad.

3.4.7 Social Order Affects of Communication Technology

I'have already introduced the comments by Tuman [1996] which suggests that significant
change to society can be expected from ACT’s. Others have also addressed these social
issues at a micro level, with the concepts of Social Constructionism, Structuration, and
Social Influence; however, at an organisational level the changes have be described as

emancipatory;

Network-based communications allow people to bypass traditional
information gate-keepers and access information sources directly. These

systems ignore traditional hierarchical levels by giving equal status to
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messages from all participants. Employees, through networking with others,
may well be able to piece together more about the company than

management would see as desirable. [Birchall and Lyons, 1995:89]

When we are faced with compelling commentaries such as these, we have to ask about
the magnitude of the change we are facing. We need to check the verbiage against the
figures to see if the magnitude is a drop in the bucket or whether it constitutes a new
bucket entirely. Even as late as 1987 it was envisaged that until some distant juncture
the capability to address 100,000 networks would be sufficient to be able to handle

demand for new Internet addresses [Bradner and Mankin, 1995:3].

However; the growth of the Internet has consistently been exponential, for example the
company that registers network domain names, Network Solutions, registered 2,000
names in the month of October 1994. Less than two years later Network Solutions
registered 85,000 domain names in a typical month, thus outscaling the predictions of
100,000 nodes in each six week period, and shortly after, in every month. The research
of the late eighties and early nineties is contextualised by being in an environment where
the plateau of Internet activity was perceived to be near, where it was forecasted that it
would be common for one in ten people to have access to the Internet in the distant
future. This context has been continually shattered by staggering growth that continues
without abate. The Internet is not growing in a linear scalar fashion, new activity,

functions, virtual spaces, and new forms of business are continually being invented
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leading to changes in social interaction and activity.

To begin to understand the magnitude of change that we are facing it is useful to look at
the writings of Marshall McLuhan [1964, 1989] and also incorporate a historical context
for the study of this new media. One of McLuhan’s central ideas is the notion that a
technology is a media because it extends one or more of our human senses [1964].
McLuhan passed away before electronic communication expanded into what we have
today; however, he was present at the dawn of our electronic awakening and has also
made some highly related comments about television and other communication
technologies. McLuhan notes that our thinking about technology must change in order
to understand ‘electric’ media. Following on from a discussion of weapons as an

extension of our body in order to illustrate our changing ways of thinking McLuhan says,

Our highly literate societies are at a loss as they encounter the new
structures of opinion and feeling that result from instant and global
communication. They are still in the grip of “points of view” and of habits
of dealing with things one at a time. Such habits are quite crippling in any
electric structure of information movement, yet they could be controlled if
we recognized whence they had been acquired. But literate society thinks of

its artificial visual bias as a thing natural and innate. [McLuhan, 1964: 342]

On the one hand McLuhan questions the visual bias that society has developed (as
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opposed to acoustic) suggesting that a different structure may be prominent in new
media; however, he also suggests that electric communication is without structure, in

that;

But there is a component in the automation story that is as basic as
tactility to the TV image. It is the fact that, in any automatic machine, or
galaxy of machines and functions, the generation and transmission of power
is quite separate from the work operation that uses the power. The same is
true in all servo-mechanist structures that involve feedback. ... Electricity
has brought a strange elasticity in this matter, much as light .itself
illuminates a total field and does not dictate what shall be done. The same
light can make possible a multiplicity of tasks, just as with electric power.
Light is a nonspecialist kind of energy or power that is identical with
information and knowledge. Such is also the relation of electricity to
automation, since both energy and information can be applied in a great

variety of ways. [McLuhan, 1964: 350].

McLuhan’s comments do indeed suggest a structural vacuum in Electric media, but if
this concept is to be used in new media then a transition from analogue to digital needs
to be made. It is not actually that difficult to form an analogy between the resource of
electricity and of computer processing. A computer processor could be compared with

a tuning device, an analogue signal could be compared to a digital record, and electric
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devices {television, radio, vacuum cleaner} could easily be compared to application
software {email, web browser, accounting package, anti-virus software}. Each
application uses data and is constructed of data. If anything, the analogy would suggest
that the structural vacuum of electricity is less void, because of the physicalness of the
electric devices, than application software that is a v