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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Groups and Organizational 

Decision Making 

The impact of technology on organizational decision 

making is a topic of importance to information systems 

researchers and practitioners. Providing support for 

organizational decision making and improving the quality of 

decision outcomes through information technology is a key 1::ole 

of Management Information systems (MIS). A great deal of MIS 

research is based on the premise that creating information 

systems that will improve decision outcomes requires a deeper 

understanding of the decision making process. Historically, 

much of this research has been devoted to supporting the needs 

and decision making processes of individual decision makers. 

However, many decisions confronting organizations are made by 

groups. Consequently, the support of group decision making 

activities and processes has received increased attention f:rom 
I 

MIS researchers. I 

The importance of group decision making within 
I 

organizational settings is clear. Researchers have noted that 

many significant decisions in organizations either are made by 

groups or are influenced by groups that are called upon in 
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such instances to provide recommendations to the decision 

maker (Nunamaker et al., 1991). A common forum for 

organizational decision making is the group meeting. Evidence 

of the importance and frequency of group meetings is 

demonstrated by studies showing that managers spend 

significant amounts of time (as much as 25% to 50%}: in 
I 

meetings (Hymowits, 1988). In addition to being notoriously 

time-consuming, meetings are also frequently perceived by 

participants to be unproductive (Goldhaber, 1974; Hymowits, 

1988; Mosvick and Nelson, 1987; Tubbs, 1984). Furthermore, in 

many organizational meetings, the theoretical benefits of 

group interaction (such as increased sharing of ideas and more 

complete analysis of issues) are often not realized due to the 

negative influences of dominant individuals, pressures to 

conform, and the failure to tolerate or to be willing to 

express minority points of view (Forman, 1985). Recognition 

of these problems, together with advances in information 

technologies have prompted MIS researchers to design 

information systems specifically intended to support .and 

improve the group decision making process. 

1.2 Technological support for Groups 

Computer-based systems intended to support group ~ork 

take several different forms. Systems that support groups are 

most commonly classified into two broad categories accorqing 

to the primary purpose that the system is intended to ser;ve: 

( 1) those that are designed to enable or improve communica~ion 
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among group members, and ( 2) those that are designed to 

support problem solving or decision making tasks (Pinsonneault 

and Kraemer, 1989). Systems that primarily provide support 

for group communication needs are known as either group 

communication support systems (GCSS), or computer-based 

systems for collaborative work (CSCW). These systems 

typically provide a way for group members to communicate more 

efficiently when involved in collaborative projects, such as 

jointly authoring an article or proposal. Examples include 

electronic mail, graphical representation aids (i.e., large 

video displays) and local group networks. These systems are 

distinguished from the second class of systems which in 

addition to removing communications barriers, provide explicit 

decision aiding techniques and/or attempt to structure the 

decision making process in some way. Examples would include 

sophisticated electronic meetings rooms in which the pattern 

and timing of communications is controlled by embedded expert 

systems, and systems that provide computer support for group 

decision techniques, such as the Delphi method, the nominal 

group technique, the analytic hierarchy process and similar 

tools. 
' 

Systems that are intended to support group problem 

solving and/or decision making tasks have traditionally Jeen 

known as group decision support systems (GOSS) . Desanctis and 

Gallupe (1985) defined GOSS as "interactive, computer-based 

systems which facilitate the solution of unstructured prob}ems 

by a set of decision makers working together as a group" l(p. 
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3). This definition encompasses computer-based technologies 

that are qualitatively different with respect to the kinds of 

tasks supported, the level of technology provided, and the 

decision making setting. Consequently, there is a lac, of 

consensus in the literature as to exactly what constitut~s a 
! 

group decision support system 

1989). 

(Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 
! 

Information technologies that support group decision 

making have traditionally focused on same time-same place 

meetings. Such face-to-face meeting technologies are commonly 

referred to as electronic decision rooms, or electronic 

meeting rooms. However, GDSS can also address activities that 

occur in geographically or time dispersed settings. Dennis et 

al. (1988) have suggested the term "electronic meeting 

systems" (EMS) to designate technology that supports both the 

task and communication needs of group work occurring in 

meetings. Another "umbrella" term, group support systems 

( GSS) , has recently been introduced that broadly includes 

systems that provide support at any point along the spectrum 

of group communication and decision making needs. The trend 

is to adopt terminology that does not imply a restriction on 

the types of tasks that the technology supports ( e .:g. , 

communication, decision making, idea generation, planniJng, 

problem structuring, etc.), and to include technologies wJich 

support forums other than those in which groups must meeJ at 

the same time and same place. This study focuses on sysJems 

tht 'd tf d · · k' t.l.t a prov1 e suppor or any group ec1s1on ma 1ng ac 1~1 y 

I 
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and/or setting. Therefore, the more inclusive term for such 

technologies (i.e. , GSS) will be adopted throughout the 

remainder of this discourse. 

For purposes of this study, group decision makin9 is 
! 

defined as "two or more people who are jointly responsible for 

detecting a problem, elaborating on the nature of the problem, 

generating possible solutions, evaluating potential solutions, 

or formulating strategies for implementing solutions" 

(Desanctis and Gallupe, 1987, p. 590). This definition does 

not imply that such activities are restricted to same-time, 

same-place meetings. GSS are intended to support and improve 

these activities and processes (across temporal and/or 

geographic boundaries, if necessary) through a combination of 

communication, computer and decision technologies (Desanctis 

and Gallupe, 1987; Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 1989). The 

introduction of these technologies into the group decision 

making setting theoretically provides support by removing 

communication barriers, providing structure and techniques for 

decision analysis, and in its ultimate form, directing the 

pattern, timing and/or content of the exchange of information 

among group members (Desanctis and Gallupe, 1987). 

1.3 Power and Influence 

In Group Meetings 

Group discussions not only provide a vehicle for 
I 

organizational decision making, but also a forum ifor 
I 

participants to acquire, maintain and exercise power ( LiJ1pi t 

I 
5 ! 
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et al., 1968). Researchers in organizational behavior have 

found empirical support for the model of organizational 

decision making in which power and politics play a key role 

(Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1974; Quinn, 1980; 
I 

Dean and Sharfman, 1992). Political models suggest that 
I 

individual managers often have conflicting goals and may ~eek 
I 

to influence decision outcomes in ways that are favorable to 

themselves, and that in such instances, power ultimately "wins 

the battle of choice" (Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992, p. 13). 

Empirical studies have shown that traditional group decisions 

are often not the result of rational behavior, but instead 

follow the preferences of the most powerful people, even when 

these preferences are not in the best interest of the 

organization (March, 1955; Hinings et al., 1974; Salancik, 

1986; Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). According to Desanctis 

and Gallupe (1987), to the extent that a GSS decreases the 

dysfunctional effects that powerful individuals impose on 

group meetings, power distribution and influence, as well as 

decision processes and outcomes, can be expected to change. 

Theoretically, the use of a GSS should bring about changes in 
! 

the political dynamics of the group. Desanctis and Galiupe 

imply that use of the GSS technology will tend to make 
I 

I 

participation in the decision making process more eqtial, 

lessening the effect that dominant individuals would othe,ise 

play in decision making activities, and thus, effectiViely 
I 

reducing or redistributing the amount of perceived power :and 
i 

influence such individuals possess. An implication 1f or 

I 
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researchers is that in order to alter traditional group 

decision making in a positive way through the use of GSS 

technologies, the manner in which GSS impacts and is impacted i . 

by power and influence in organizations needs to be better 

understood and included in the design and implementation of 

such systems. 

The need to empirically investigate the relationships 

between GSS and power distribution has been recognized by 

several researchers. In a seminal paper, Desanctis and 

Gallupe (1987) proposed an extensive research framework for 

GSS. Among the areas identified as being in need of empirical 

investigation is the effect of GSS on power and influence. 

Similarly, based on a review of the GSS literature, 

Pinsonneault and Kraemer ( 1989) found that the impacts of 

technology on power struggles, status establishment and hidden 

agendas have received very little attention despite the fact 

that Schwartzman (1986) and other behavioral researchers have 

suggested that such activities may comprise the most important 

dimension of group meetings. Similarly, Huber (1990) urged 

information systems researchers to increase the amount of 

effort directed at studying the effects of advanced 

des~
1

gn, 

intelligence and decision processes and outcomes. 

In spite of these calls for research, there has ,een 

little empirical investigation of the effects of jGSS 

information technologies on organizational 

technologies on the distribution of power and influence within 
I 

organizations. Moreover, existing empirical research related 
I 

I 
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to the impact of GSS technologies relies largely on laboratory 

studies rather than field studies or field tests. This may be 

due to at least two factors: ( 1) GSS is a relatively ; new 
I 

technology, and until recently, few organizations have had/GSS 

capabilities; and (2) conducting field research is difficult 
i 

because the number of factors that can be controlledi in 
I 

organizational settings is limited. Nonetheless, given the 

turbulence and complexity of today's business environment, 

group decision making is a necessity. It follows that 

providing technological support for group decision making 

activities and subsequently evaluating the impact of this 

support on the structure of organizations are fundamental 

issues for information systems researchers. 

1.4 Purpose of Research 

The purpose of this study is to provide empirical 

evidence from the field on the effects of GSS with regard to 

the distribution of power and influence in organizations, and 

to examine the relationship between GSS-induced changes in the 

distribution of power and decision quality. An interesting 

set of research questions can be framed by considering the 

intersection of GSS and power within the context of !the 

political model of organizational decision making. Generally, 

it is theorized that group dynamics will change wfhen 

technology is imposed on the process of group decision maki
1
ng. 

• • I GSS are likely and often intended to change the patterns[ of 

communication by equalizing participation and reducing lthe 

I 
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i 

dominance of individual members (Desanctis and Gallupe, 19;87). 
i 

To the extent that this actually occurs, the actual an6;or 

perceived influence of powerful individuals can be expect~d to 

diminish and the use of informal mechanisms for exercising 

power can be expected to rise. Informal mechanisms \ for 

acquiring and exercising power include activities such as 

lunchroom and hallway discussions, comments made at the wfter 

fountain, etc. I 

I 

The central proposition of this dissertation is fhat 
I 

information and communication technologies that support group 

decision making in organizations will alter the distribution 
'1 

of power and the manner in which power is acquired, maintatned 
I 

and exercised. Specifically, the objectives of this studyj and 
! 

a related set of questions for each, many of which are di-awn 
I 
I 

from the suggestions for future research set i 
forth\ by 

Desanctis and Gallupe (1987), are as follows: 

1. To investigate the effects of GSS on the 
power and influence in organizations. 

I 
I 

distributiot of 

What is the impact of GSS on the distribution of pqwer 
I 
! 

and influence in organizations? If changes in power!and 
I 

influence occur, what is their nature? How do Juch 

changes occur and why? 

2. To investigate the effects of GSS on the manner in which 
power and influence are acquired, maintained and 
exercised. 

Do GSS change the manner in which power and influence are 

acquired, maintained and/or exercised? When a GSS 

prevents power plays from occurring in meetings, do 
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3. 

i 

I 
i 

powerful people seek alternate means of exercising peter? 

If so, what channels of communication and mechanisms 

( formal or informal) are used? If power plays are 

carried out in the hallways and lunchroom, then how 

effective are GSS at actually altering decision outco es? 

To investigate the effects of GSS on the quali tj of 
decisions made by groups. 

Assuming that GSS lead to changes in power and influe ce, 

how do these changes affect the subsequent qualit~ of 

group decision processes and outcomes? Previous rese,rch 

has yielded conflicting results concerning the eff ectt of 

GSS on decision quality. An interesting question! is 

whether the effect of GSS on decision processes 1and 
I 
I 

outcomes is a direct one (i.e., due to the technolotjies 
I 

imposed) or an indirect consequence 

manner and extent to which influential 

political maneuvers. 

I 

' of altering jthe 
I 
I 
I 

people carry out 

1.5 Significance of Research 

This dissertation makes a significant contribution to rIS 

research in several respects. First, this study considers the 

effect of information technology on organizational s, 

to established theories in organizational behavior. Many IS 

researchers have examined the effects of IS technology on 

group decision outcomes. The dependent variables in these 

studies have typically included such things as time to rel ch 

consensus, decision confidence, satisfaction with the decis · on 

10 



I 

process, and decision quality (Benbasat et al, 1991; Denni:s et 
i 
I al., 1988; Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 1989; and Gray et al., 

1990). These studies have established a core body of 

knowledge between GSS features and decision variables, but 

generally fall short of investigating the impact on 

organizational features. Thus, while our knowledge of the 

relationships between information technology and decision 

variables is maturing, our understanding of the impac~ of 

• • • • i 
information technology on the broader plane of organizati¢mal 

! 

design and structure remains limited. Nonetheless, numebous 
I 

organizational researchers have argued that the effects ofj the 
I 

introduction of new technologies should not be considered in 
I 

I isolation, but rather viewed as part of the tcptal 
i 

organizational environment (Buchanan and Boddy, lr82; 

I 
Agervold, 1987; Nelson, 1990). For example, Nelson (1990} p. 

79) states: 

"Technological innovation is not solely a technical 
change; rather, it is social change affecting the 
behaviors of individuals and groups within the 
organization, and it is structural change that 
alters the information flows and work designs of 
the organization". 

I 
! 

In addition to behavioral researchers, prominent IS 

researchers have identified the need for interdisciplinary 

research that will link IS theories and empirical work to 

those in organizational behavior and organizational design 

(Huber, 1990; Desanctis and Gallupe, 1987; Pinsonneault and 

Kraemer, 1989). This study responds to these calls for 

research, and makes a direct contribution to knowledge in ,his 

11 



area. 

Second, and more specifically, there are few empirical 

studies linking information technologies to the conceptJ of 

organizational power and influence. Although plwer 

relationships are recognized by researchers in organizatilnal 

behavior as important in group decision making, a revie, of 

GSS literature reveals that the effects of GSS on power have 

seldom been considered. Several observations suggest rat 

this gap in the existing literature should be addres,ed. 

First, the importance of group meetings for organizatiinal 

decision making is widely recognized. Group meetings aJ:ie a 
I 

necessity and pervasive in most organizations (Schwartzian, 

1986). At the same time, group meetings are problemati~ in 
I 

that they occupy a disproportionately large amount [ of 

managers' time. There is, therefore, 

reduce the time managers spend in 

provide technologies that improve 

I 
I 

a growing desire to doth 
I 

group meetings and i to 
i 
I 

the effectiveness fand 

I 
efficiency of group meetings. This desire, in turn, !has 

i 
prompted an increase in the use of GSS technologies, sue~ as 

electronic mail, decision rooms, video teleconferencing, ~tc. 
I 

When such technologies are used, information is oflten 
! 

redistributed, channels through which information can be 

obtained are altered, and usual patterns of participation re 

disrupted. The relationships between the ·enabling ss 

technologies, information, and power /status issues, theref o, e, 

are certain to be affected. Given the importance rnd 

pervasiveness of group meetings, the interest in technolog~es 
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which support them, and the likelihood of their impact on 1 the 
I 

I 

distribution of organizational power and influence, empirical 

studies that seek to go a step beyond the examinatioj of 

typical decision outcome variables and discover the 

relationships between GSS and power are needed. 

Third, although GSS researchers are beginning to move 

away from the lab and into the field, the majority of the 

empirical research appearing in the GSS literature has bee1 in 

the form of laboratory studies and involved groups with li~tle 

or no history. While this has been necessary to con~rol 
I 

factors that might otherwise bias results, it has limited!the 

generalizability of the findings. In actual organizatiJnal 

settings, where factors such as group history, status of gJoup 

members, and power struggles between members are certaiJ to 

play a role in group decision making processes, empirJcal 

evidence is lacking. There is a need to look beyond lthe 

effects of information technologies on decision outcomes !and 
I 

to begin to scientifically evaluate the impact of tb!ese 
I 

I 

technologies on the organization. This study, by virtu~ of 

being conducted in the 

important insights that 

research alone. 

I 
I 

field rather than the lab, provi\des 

are not possible on the basis of llab 

overall, this study represents a first attempt to develop 

a model of the relationship between GSS and organizational 

power and influence. As such, the results of this study rre 

of interest to researchers in both MIS and organizational 

behavior. Additionally, this study provides insight into bhe 
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design and implementation of future GSSs. 

interest not just to IS researchers, 

These issues are of 

but also to! IS 

developers, practitioners and managers. 

1.6 Organization of Research 

Thi~ dissertation is organized into six chapt rs. 

Chapter I introduces the problem under investigation and 

provides an overview of the significance of this study. In 

Chapter II a review of the relevant literature is presenjed. 

This review includes important theoretical and empir~cal 

issues regarding the concepts of organizational power, as well 

as a review of the existing body of knowledge in the areJ of 

group support systems. I 

Chapter III describes the research design and methodo~ogy 

used in this study. ~e proposi~io~s that guided this s~dy 

are presented, along with a description of the data collec~lion 

and data analysis procedures. Validity issues are a,lso 

addressed. 

The results of the study are presented in Chapter IV. 

Chapter V, the results of the study are discussed 

interpreted, and models of the effects of GSS on power 

influence are proposed. 

I 

In 

Lnd 
I 
I 
Ind 

A summary of the findings of this dissertation, a 

discussion of the contributions and limitations of this stuay, 

and suggested directions for future research are presented in 

Chapter VI. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

2.1 overview 

This chapter reviews the literature that provides 
I 

theoretical grounding for this study. First, the rolel of 

power and politics in organizational decision making] is 

considered. Five well-known models of organizational deciJion 

making are briefly reviewed. It is then argued that the 

political model is empirically supported, and thus providel:j> an 
I 

I appropriate framework for this study. Second, the concep1ual 

bases and determinants of organizational power are exami~ed, 

defined and discussed. Third, the theoretical underpinn,ngs 

of and empirical findings related to the study of g~oup 

support systems are reviewed. I 

2.2 The Role of Power and Politics in 

Organizational Decision Making 

An implicit assumption of this study is that power and 

influence are important dimensions of organizational decision 

making. However, this perspective is not the one upon which 

the design and implementation o.f information systems h ve 

traditionally been based. The model of organizatio al 

decision making in which power and politics play a key rol I is 
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only one of several, competing schools of thought regar1ing 

organizational decision making that can be found in the 

literature. The most frequently mentioned models are 
1
the 

rational model, the satisficing model, the program model, I the 

political model, and the garbage can model (Huber, 1,s1, 
Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992) • Information syslems 

development has generally been based on the rational and 

satisficing paradigms, and to a lesser extent, the pro ram 
I 

model. These models and the empirical evidence suppor~ing 

them will be discussed in the following sections. It wil~ be 

argued that the political model, in which power and influ~nce 

play a key role, is both descriptive of actual group deci,ion 

making processes and empirically supported, and theref,re, 

provides an appropriate framework upon which to base lhis 

study. 

2.2.1 Models of Organizational 

Decision Making 
I 
I 

I 
I 

The rational model is the traditional view and forms \the 

basis for many of the analysis techniques of class+al 

decision theory. This model views decision makers las 

completely rational, operating autonomously in a world wh re 

all alternatives, their consequences and probabilities of 

occurrence are known. The model of economic man assumes that 

decision makers have complete information, consistlnt 

preferences, and will make choices in a manner consistent w · th 

maximizing utility. Decision making based on this view is 
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methodical and systematic, and makes many assumptions about 

both the characteristics of the decision maker and the tJsk. 

Decision analysis techniques based on these methods are 

essentially normative, and tell us how decision makers SHOULD 

make decisions. However, 'it has long been agreed thatjthe 

rational model is not descriptive of the way in w ich 

decisions are actually made. Furthermore, it is intuitiJ
1

ely 

obvious that many of the assumptions of this model are not 

valid. For example, humans seldom have complete informatJon, 

seldom reason through every possible alternative and are o~ten 
i 

unable to measure the utility of various alternatives. I 

One of the biggest critics of the rational model was 

Simon (1976), who argued that decision making is based on the 

principle of "satisficing" rather than utility maximizatilon. 

This view more realistically assumes that rational behavio[ is. 

bounded by the capacity of the human information proces,ing 

system and the fact that decision makers often operate with 

limited, incomplete and imperfect knowledge. This "bou9bed 
I 

rationality" imposes cognitive constraints which carse, 

decision makers to search heuristically for solutions that rre' 

"good enough" as opposed to optimal. The emphasis in tris 

model of decision making is more on the processes involled 

that on the outcomes. The satisficing model is intuitively 

appealing and has provided a foundation for much of the wrrk 

in the design of decision support systems. However, this 

model is still largely guided by boundedly ratioha1 

principles. 
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Other less rational models have been suggested, and have 

important implications for information systems researchlrs, 

particularly in decision settings which involve groups raJher 

than individual decision makers. For example, Allison (1~71) 

suggested that decision making in organizations is guided ~ess 

by rationality and analysis than by standard operaJing 

procedures, conformance to group norms, budget limitatiJns, 

reinforcement of past decisions, etc. Professional trainJng, 
I 

motivational programs and organizational reward sys~ems 

encourage decision makers to act a certain way. Programs $Uch 
I 

as these are hard to change, and tend to routinize decidion 
I 

making. The frequent result is that decision making behaJior 
I 

at time tis most easily predicted by what happened at timJ t-
i 

1, irrespective of the continued appropriateness of the p:dlior 

approach (Huber, 1984). This model suggests that it I is 

important to identify these programs, organizational rolles, 
! 

! 

and channels of communication when attempting to sup~ort 

decision making. Although decision support systems intejded 
. I 

I 

to support either individuals or groups should not bliridly 

mimic or encourage such practices, in order to be effecJive 

they must recognize the importance of systematic procedu+s, 

and to the extent possible, work within the limitations they 

impose to improve decision making. 

Other researchers have argued that organizational 

decisions are made by people with competing, often conf lictling 

goals. In these instances, there will be a desire to af+ct 

decisions in a direction favorable to one's own personal 
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agenda. Very often, power and influence, rather lhan 

rationality or standard operating procedures, determine 

outcomes. This suggests that more nebulous forces, sucJ as 

the establishment of status, power struggles and political 

clout which enhance one's negotiation. and bargaining posi][ ion 

are important in the decision making process. 

Finally, the garbage can model (Cohen et al., 1972) v:itews 

decision making largely as a result of chance. In this vJew, 

decision making occurs in inconsistent, ambiguous settJngs 

which Cohen et al. characterized as •organized anarchi~s". 

Decisions are not the outcome of rational , procedural I or 
I 

political activities, but rather are ''consequences I of 

intersections of problems looking for solutions, solut~ons 
I 

looking for problems and opportunities for decision makilng'' 
I 
I 

(Huber, 1981). In the garbage can model, decisions are lnot 

centered on either behavioral or normative theory, but are lthe 
I 

result of random, stochastic events. This model emphasi)zes 

the roles of chance, luck and timing in determining what Jets 

decided. 

2.2.2 Empirical Support for the 

Various Models 

In an extensive, recent review of nearly fifty case and 

field studies, Eisenhardt and Zbaracki ( 1992) found he 

empirically supported conclusion is that "decision makers re 

boundedly rational, power wins battles of choice, and cha, ce 

matters" (p. 17, emphasis added). Eisenhardt and Zbararki 
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found little empirical support for the purely rational model. 
I 

Not surprisingly, numerous limitations, such as lack of 

clarity with respect to goals, limited search for 

alternatives, and less than complete analysis of al ternati es, 

were found. Eisenhardt and Zbaracki suggest that these and 

other cognitive limitations (which are associated with the 

"boundedly" rational model) , along with standard opera1iing 

procedures (which are associated with the program model) lmay 
I 

be responsible for less than complete search and analyJis. 

Additionally, elements of rational decision making appeaJ to 

be less prevalent when conditions are unstable. The empirJcal 
I 

evidence suggests that rationality is positively related to 

organizational performance when the environment is stable, lbut 

negatively related to performance when then environment] is 

turbulent (Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). Finding ~ome 
I 

' 

support for the "boundedly" rational and program mod~ls, 
I 

Eisenhardt and Zbaracki concluded that decision makers lare 

boundedly rational in some ways, but not so in oth~rs. 

studies which support these conclusions include those by c+rt 

and March ( 1963), Allison ( 1971), Carter ( 1971), Mintzberg et 

al. (1976), Anderson (1983), Fredrickson (1985), Pinfie.ld 

(1986), and Dean and Sharfman, (1992). 

In addition to the limited empirical support found or 

the boundedly rational and program models, Eisenhardt nd 

Zbaracki found convincing support for the political model, in 

which organizations are viewed as political systems and 

decisions follow the desires of the most powerful people. In 
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such a model, people with conflicting goals engage in 

political maneuvers to enhance their power to influence the 

' outcome~ of d~cisions facing. the organization. Eisenhardt I and 

Zbaracki claim that these ideas form a "much more coheirent 

theory than do those of bounded rationality• and that •t~ese 

observations fit both the published research and most peop.l!.e 1 s 

day-to-day experience within organizations" (p. 27). j A 

summary of the findings of the Eisenhardt and Zbar 
1

cki 

overview with respect to empirical support for the politiJal 
I 

model of decision making is provided in Table 1. 

I 
! 

TABLE 1 

EMPIRICAL SUPPORT FOR THE POLITICAL MODEL 
OF ORGANIZATIONAL DECISION MAKING 

Author & Year Methodology 

Allison (1971) Case Study 

Baldridge (1971) Case Study 

Sapolsky (1972) Case Study 

Pettigrew (1973) case Study 

21 

Findings of Study 

I 

Decision outcome isl
1 

a 
result of bargai]ing 
among participants 

Power wins wl'ien 
conflicting interests are 
present 

Success depends on 
political skills 

Decision process is a 
political struggle; 
control of communicati ns 
channels is critical 



Author & Year 

Pfeffer & 
Salancik (1974) 

and 
Salancik & 
Pfeffer (1974) 

Hills & 
Mahoney (1978) 

Borum (1980) 

Gandz & 
Murray (1980) 

Pfeffer & 
Moore (1980) 

Quinn (1980) 

Eisenhardt & 
Bourgeois (1988) 

Eisenhardt & 
Bourgeois (1992) 

Dean & 
Sharfman (1992) 

TABLE 1 (Continued) 

Methodology 

Field 
studies 

Field 
Study 

Case Study 

Field 
Survey 

Field 
Study 

case Studies 

case 
studies 

Case 
Studies 

Field 
Study 

Findings of study 

I Powerful departments get 
more resources 

Power affects resource 
allocation, especially fhen 
resources are scarce I 

Power balance is impor~ant 

Politics are pervasivJ in 
organizations ! 

I 

~~~~~ga~~s~~!:~!or:~~~~~:~ 
' ' l't' 1 1t Firm is a po i ica SYS\ em 

I 

Politics are more preva~ent 
when power imbalances e~ist 

I 

Conflict arises from roiJes, 
interactions, and tac~ics 

I 

! 

Differing interests leaqi to 
political behavior 1 

! 

(From Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 1992) 

Interestingly, Eisenhardt and Zbaracki found the garbage 
. . . I can model to be less empirically robust than any of the other 

models. Modest support for this model can be f.ound in studles 

by Cohen et al., (1972), Olsen (1976), Rommetveit (19+), 

Weiner (1976), Anderson and Fischer (1986), and Levitt and 

Nass (1989). However, Eisenhardt and Zbaracki insightfully 
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suggest that instances which appear to support the garbage can 

model may in fact represent the unexplained variance of [the 
'1 

other models (Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). I 

Several key observations for the current study arise 1rom 

the analysis of Eisenhardt and Zbaracki. First, indi viduaily, 
I 

most decision makers behave rationally in some ways, and in 

other ways not. However, rationality on the part of 

individual decision makers does not necessarily imply 
I 

collective rationality on the part of decision making grotips. 
I 
I 

Secondly, most decisions contain rational, political, program 

and garbage can aspects, all of which need to be considJred 
I 

when evaluating the effects of technology. Factors sue~ as 

the complexity of the task, the amount of uncertainty tha~ is 
I 
I 

present, and various organizational factors are like1y 1

1 to 

affect the degree of rationality and/or politicization in ~he 

decision making process. It is, therefore, important to sJudy 
I 

decisions in the context of organizations, where uncertaiinty 

and environmental turbulence must be dealt with. 
' I 

Thi!rd, 
I 
i 

organizational decision making is essentially political, eren 

though people may individually be "boundedly" rational. This 

has direct implications for GSS researchers. Most of IS bas 

built upon rational and satisficing models of decision mak+g, 

and to a lesser extent, the program model. However, rhe 

political model has little attention from IS researchers. 

Given the preponderance of empirical support for f he 

political model and the implications it poses for grpup 

I decision making, there is a need to examine the po er 
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I 
literature from organizational behavior and organizatic!mal 

theory, and to link these findings and theories to IS reselrch 

in general, and GSS research in particular. 

2.3 The Concepts of Power, Influence 

and Politics 

Although researchers in organizational behavior and 

organizational design have studied power and politics for many 

years, the concept of organizational power and its measureJent 
I 

in scientific terms remains somewhat elusive. Interestingly, 
i 

although the study and measurement of organizational pdwer 

poses difficulties for social scientists, most individual1 in 

organizations have little or no difficulty recognizing who [the 
I 

powerful people in the workplace are (Salancik and Pfef~er, 
I 

1977). Power, influence and politics are present in virtuaJ
1

11y 
i 

all organizations, and in many cases, the consequences! of 
I, 

I I , I 
power are directly observable. To the extent that poli ti:cal 

I 
• I • or influence attempts are successful, they may result I in 

I 

suboptimal and inefficient allocation of organizational 

resources. Power and influence thus represent an "irrationl1 11 

but nonetheless very real component of organizational decis~on 

making. 

While it can be argued that the terms power, influence 

and politics are closely related and often uled 

. . I 

interchangeably (Tannenbaum, 1968), they represent slighfly 

different concepts. As shown in Table 2, there have been many 

definitions of these terms. In laymen's terms, power simhly 
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i 
I 

I 

t th b · 1 · t t · f 1 d · · t I represen s e a 1 J. y o in uence ecision ou comes; 
I 

influence denotes the ability to affect a change in behaiior 

or beliefs; and politics refers to the tactics, methods and/or 

maneuvers used to achieve influence or power. Followijg a 

review of the relevant literature, more precise definitioni of 

these terms will be adopted. 

TABLE 2 

DEFINITIONS OF POWER, INFLUENCE 
AND POLITICS 

Power· 

French & Raven 
(1959) 

Mechanic 
(1962) 

Hickson et al. 
(1971) 

Salancik & 
Pfeffer (1974) 

Pfeffer 
( 1981,, 1992) 

Cobb 
(1986) 

I 

The maximum possible influence Jf A 
on B in system x. I 

i 

Any force that results in behav~or 
that would not have occurred if lthe 
force had not been present. ! 

i 

The determination of behavior of llone 
social unit by another. 

The ability to get things done ibe 
way one wants them to be done. _I 
The potential ability to influence 
behavior, to change the course\ of 
events, to overco.me resistance, ~nd 
to get people to do things that they 
would not otherwise do. l 
A function of an individual's 
resources and his/her ability to se 
those resources effectively. 
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Saunders 
(1981) 

Influence 

Ho & Raman 
(1991) 

Hinings et al. 
(1974) 

Politics 

Eisenhardt & 
Zbaracki (1992) 

Cobb 
(1986) 

TABLE 2 (Continued) 

The capability of one subunit, 
either through formal position or 
through . actual or percefved 
participation in organizational 
activities to exert influence on 
another subunit to act in a 
prescribed manner. 

The effects of action on the group's 
consensus. 

Perceived power. 

I 

I 
I The observable, but often covertl 

actions by which people enhance 
their power to influence a decis~on. 

How power is used to reso1 ve I 
uncertainty and/or dissen'tfion 
regarding organizational actions land 
objectives. 1 

2.3.1 Theoretical Perspectives of Power 

The pioneering theoretical work regarding the concepl of 

power and social influence was conducted by French and Ra1en 

( 1959), who defined power in terms of influence, and influence 

in terms of psychological change. The typology developed by 

French and Raven was framed within the broad context of 

structural and social relationships. Al though the work of 

French and Raven was not specifically directed at 
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organizational decision making, is reviewed in some detail 
I 

here because it laid the initial groundwork for much oflthe 

work that followed, and is considered a classic treatise in 

the organizational behavior literature. 

French and Raven viewed power in terms of the influence 

of a social agent, A, on a person, B, within a system x, wJere 
1. 

A may be another person, a role, a norm or a group. According 

::f :::::: :;dA R::e:, i::Y::::rx .0f F:~:l:: :::::~ a::s:i::: 
defined power as a function of two opposing forces: onJ in 

the direction of the influence attempt and the other in the 

resisting direction, where both forces result from an ac1i of 

A. French and Raven suggested that certain relationstjips 
I 

between A and B give rise to the bases or sources of power, 

but emphasize that power is not limited to having only one 

source. I 
! 

The classification offered by French and Raven defi!ned 
i 

five sources as being of greatest importance. 
I 

These 1are 
I 

reward power, coercive power, legitimate power, referent pdwer 

and expert power. Reward power is based on the ability df A 

to obtain rewards for B. The strength of this power incre+es 

with the perceived magnitude of the potential reward, and wlith 

the perceived likelihood that A will act on the behalf of I to 

negotiate the reward. A common example is the use of piece­

rate bonus incentives to increase factory product+n. 

Coercive power similarly depends on the anticipated abilitj of 

A to control or manipulate certain outcomes, but involwes 
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negative rather than positive outcomes. Specifically, 

coercive power is based on the expectation that A will punish 
I 

B if B does not respond in the expected manner to I the 

influence attempt. Again, the strength of this power 
I 

increases with the magnitude and likelihood of the expected 
i 

punishment. An example is the ability to fire a worker who 

falls below a given level of performance. Legitimate powet is 

based on the internal and cultural values held by B (derived 

from family, formal education, religious training, etc.) which 

in effect prescribe the legitimate right of others to 

influence the behavior or beliefs of B, and effectively 
' 

obligate B to accept the influence. Legitimate power is ofiten 

associated with the hierarchy of authority dictated by soc::ial 

or organizational structures and the perceived right of an 

individual to occupy his/her position within that hierarchy. 
' i 

Referent power is based on the desire of B to identify with or 

"be like" A. To the extent that "being like" or closely 

associated with A is attractive, B will tend to behave a:s A 

does. Although referent power implies conformity on the part 

of B, it can be differentiated from reward power and coerc:ive 

power if rewards can be gained or punishment avoided by vir,tue 

of the identification of B with A, regardless of I A's 

responses. Expert power stems from the knowledge whicf B 

perceives A as having, within a limited domain, relative] to 

either B's own knowledge or to some absolute standard. The 
I 

strength of expert power varies with the extent of the 

knowledge which B believes A possesses, and the degree i to 
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: 

which B believes that A can be trusted to tell the truth.\ If 
I 
I 

B considers the opinion of the expert to be valid and takes 
i 
I 

action accordingly, then the expert has effectively exerctsed 

expert power. I 
I 
i 
I 

Three important aspects of the conceptualization of pcpwer 
I 

put forth by French and Raven can be identified for i the 

current study. First, power should be viewed as a propert~ of 

social/structural relationships, not simply as attribute! of 

individuals. Studying power from this perspective has meen 

advocated by other researchers, including Perrow ( 1970), 

Emerson (1962), and Hickson et al. (1971), all of whom ai:-gue 

that power in organizations is a primarily a function! of 
i 

social relationships. For example, Hickson et al. (1971j p. 

34) state: 

"when organizations are conceived as interdependent 
systems • • • power is explained by variables that 
are elements of each subunit's task, its 
functioning, and its links with the activities of 
other subunits." 

Second, power is tied to the perceptions of the those at ~hom 

influence attempts are directed. Each of French and Raven's 

sources of power has to do not just with the actual abilit}f of 

an individual or subunit to bring about outcomes (with ei'tjher 
I 

positive, or negative valences), but also with the percei\ved 

ability to do so. Third, coercion, which is sometimes ta1ken 

as a definition of power, is one of several means of potr, 

but is not by itself an adequate definition of power. 

Mechanic (1962) defined power 
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! 

diffelnt 

I 
I 

' ' 



perspective than that of French and Raven (1959). Still 

viewing power in terms of relationships, Mechanic defined 
I 
i 

power as "any force that results in behavior that would 1 not 
i 

have occurred if the force had not been present" (p. 349). 

Mechanic suggested that power is related to dependence; in 
i 

' I that the more dependent a person is on someone else for access 

to important resources ( such as information, persons, \ and 

facilities) the more powerful the controlling entity becomes. 

Likewise, power increases with the criticality of the 

resources being controlled. Thus, in this view, the control 

of resources is the basis of organizational power. other 
i 

factors affecting power as suggested by Mechanic include 
I 

expert knowledge, skills, replaceability, time (i.e., le~gth 

of service) , commitment, effort, interest, attractiveness, i and 
I 

centrality. \ 
' 

i 

In the 1970s, Hickson et al. (1971) noted that power1has 
i 

most often been treated by researchers as an independent 

variable used to explain other phenomena such as deci~ion 

making behavior, but that within organizations, power it~elf 

had not been explained. In an attempt to remedy this 

situation, Hickson et al. proposed a theoretical explanation 

of power with power as the dependent variable. Hickson et :al. 
i 

defined power as "the determination of the behavior of bne 

social unit by another" ( p. 3 6) • Hickson et al.. suggested 

that within the organizational context, a major task ! is 
I 
I 

dealing with uncertainty,. where uncertainty is d.efined as !the 
! 

lack of information about future events to the extent that 
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outcomes are not predictable. The crux of the argument1put 
; 

I 

forth by Hickson et al. is that if coping with uncertainty is 

a central problem in organizations, then the ability of ~ome 

entity E ( where E may be a person, group, department, or of her 

subunit) within the organization to cope with 'the 

uncertainties facing other entities within the organization 

will contribute to the power of E. This coping abitity 

confers power by creating dependencies on E for the remova;t of 

contingencies that would otherwise be required. Furthermore, 

Hickson et al. suggested that the power of Eis related:not 

just to E's coping ability, but also to the extent to which 

E's coping abilities cannot be obtained elsewhere --- thatjis, 

the extent to which no substitute for E's activities: is 

available. Finally, Hickson et al. suggested that powe~ is 
I 

also partially determined by a third variable, central~ty, 
r 

which reflects the degree to which the activities of! an 

organizational entity are linked to the activities of other 

entities within the organization. In the view of Hickson et 

al., coping with uncertainty and substitutability cannot 

affect power in the absence of centrality. That is, 
' 

activities between entities must be somewhat intertwined] in 
I 

Centrality consists of 1two order for power to be affected. 

dimensions: pervasiveness ( the degree to which activities are 

connected with many other activities) and immediacy ( ihe 

degree to which a halt or slow-down in the activities wopld 
i 

seriously hinder the primary output of the organization) • ; A 

major contribution of the theory of power set forth by Hickson 
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i 
et al. was the suggestion of operationalizable variables: and 

i 

i subvariables (which will be discussed below), and ,the 

• • I b subsequent enabling of testable hypotheses. As will! e 

discussed in a later section of this paper, Hinings et ! al. 
• • I ( 1974) later tested the theory of Hickson et al. using a 

multimethod, multimeasure approach. 

Salancik and Pfeffer (1977) defined power as "the abi+ity 

to get things done the way one wants them to be done" (p. 53). 

That is, those who have power are able to influence decision 

outcomes in the direction they desire. Salancik and Pfeffer 

argued that the source of power in organizations comes from 

the ability to take or not take actions desired by others. 
I 

The three conditions suggested by Salancik and Pf eff e:t1 as 

likely to affect the use of power in organizations are the 

scarcity of resources, the criticality of resources, and 

uncertainty. The first condition asserts that power and 

influence will necessarily be exerted in an attempt to secure 

scarce organizational resources. The second condition, 

criticality, implies that an organizational subunit will :use 

that are critical! to 
i 

political maneuvers to obtain resources 

resources are J1so 
I 

uncertainty, sugg,sts 

that power and influence will affect. decision making hen 

its success, whether or not these 

considered scarce. The third condition, 

there is uncertainty or disagreement over what to do. 

In summary, there are essentially two views: the 

resource dependence model (Mechanic, 1962) and the strat~gic 
I 

contingencies model (Hinings, et al., 1974, Salancik !and 
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Pfeffer, 1977). In the former model, power is based on 1 the 
I 
i 

ability to obtain critical resources. In the latter, power is 

based on the ability to cope with uncertainties facing the 

organization. In both models, 

dependency relationships that 

power 

develop 

arises out of 
1
the 

i 
between subunits. 

Importantly, in either model power can be manifested in some 
I 

portion of the decision making process, particularly when 
I 

decisions are made sequentially. A powerful person may be 

able to affect some portion of the decision process. For 

example, individuals may use their power to affect objectives, 

values, decision criteria, available alternatives and/or 

access to critical information. 

2.3.2 Theoretical Determinants of 

Organizational Power 

From a review of the theoretical literature, sev~ral 

components of organizational power can be identified. These 

components are drawn from both the strategic contingencies 

models proposed by Hickson et al. ( 1971) and Salancik :and 
! 

Pfeffer (1977), and the resource dependence model proposed by 
. I 

Mechanic (1962). As will be discussed, there are many common 
. . . I and overlapping concepts. The maJor components of these mo els 

are discussed below. 

Uncertainty. The premise that uncertainty is a cata yst 

for the presence of organizational power is widely accep 
1

ed. 
I 

Theoretically, in the absence of uncertainty there would b~ no 
I 

disagreement about what should be done, and there would b no 
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rational reason to attempt to influence decision ma~ing 

(unless, of course, one is willing to believe that indivi~ual 

decision makers will still engage in political maneuvers i~ an 

attempt tO "feather their OWn neStSH I even if SUCh OUtCrl mes 

are not rational from the standpoint of the organizati: n) . 
I 
I 

• I 

Obviously, however, organizations do not operate in I the 

absence of uncertainty. When uncertainty is pres~nt, 

disagreement as to what actions should be taken can1 be 

expected, as can the use of power to influence action in:the 

desired direction. 

uncertainty has been defined as the degree to whic·h 

outcomes are unpredictable and is related to the variability 

• ! in factors such as market share, demand, supply, operat1.0ns, 

capital availability, etc. Hinings et al. (1974) suggested 

that this variability can be measured by examining tr~nd, 

range and regularity, and defined a 6 point scale around these 

dimensions. The presence or absence of a trend is key,; in 

that if a trend is present, it should be possible to project 
' 

future values. To the extent that the range of variability 
I 

around the trend line is constant, a pattern becomes even more 

pronounced. Finally, if variations within this range disJlay 

a high degree of regularity, more accurate prediction is 

possible. 

Crozier (1964), Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), Pel1row 
! 
I 

(1970), and Salancik and Pfeffer (1977) have echoed the 

important role of uncertainty in the study powe·r and 

influence. Crozier (1964), as well as Salancik and Pfetfer 
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{1977), suggested that uncertainty with respect to critical 

resources and/or activities is a key factor in organizational 
' 

power. Lawrence and Lorsch ( 1967) also found a positive 

relationship between power and uncertainty, and suggested that 

uncertainty is reflected by the speed and specificity with 

which feedback is provided within an organization. That is, 
I 

the less the amount of feedback received, the more slowly it 

is received, and the less specific it is,· the greater I the 

amount of uncertainty or vagueness that is likely to be 

present. 

Coping with Uncertainty. While uncertainty is considered 

key to the development of power, it is the ability to cope 

with uncertainty, not uncertainty itself, which actually gives 

rise to power. The ability to cope with uncertainty has 

repeatedly been found to have the highest correlation with 

power (Landsberger, 1961; Crozier, 1964; Lawrence and Lorsch, 

1967; Perrow, 1970; Hinings et al., 1974). Coping with 

uncertainty is defined as the extent to which the 

unpredictability of future events can be reduced : or 

effectively dealt with. Those organizational subunits wtjich 
I 

are best able to cope with uncertainty, both on their own 
I 

behalf and on the behalf of other organizational subunits, 

will tend to have the most power. There are several ways\ in 

which organizational subunits may cope with uncertai~ty. 

Coping strategies include coping by prevention, coping I by 
I 

information, and coping by absorption (Hickson et al, 1971; 
I 

Hinings et al., 1974). Coping by prevention is accomplished 
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by forestalling variability in organizational inputs.: A 

common example is the undertaking of an advertising campaign 

to prevent a possible decline in sales. Coping by inf orma~ion 
i 

is achieved through the use of forecasting techniques. Toi the 
I 

extent that forecasts can provide advance warning! of 

. . . . . . I variability, uncertainty is reduced. Examples incll..ude 

forecasting demand, predicting probabilities of machine dlwn­

time, etc. Coping by absorption stems from the abiliti to 

offset the effects of variations that have already taken 

place. For example, utilizing new production techniques to 

counter difficulties with the supply or quality of raw 

materials, or initiating innovative selling methods to offset 

competitive pressures or a drop in sales. overall, the nulllber 

and type of coping strategies employed by an organizational 

subunit may be taken as an indication of its ability to cope 

with uncertainty. 

Substitutability. The relationship between power : and 

substitutability has been noted by many researchers. 

Substitutability can be defined as the ease with which the 

activities of an organizational subunit can be performe4 by 

another. Essentially, the more readily the activities df a 

subunit can be replaced, the less power that subunit will jlave 

(Emerson, 1962; Mechanic, 1962; Dubin, 1963; Blau, 19 4}. 

Substitutabilit~ may b~ d~e to the repl~cea~ility of a sub1nit 

by other subunits within the organization, or from ~he 

availability of alternatives that exist outside bhe 

organization (outside contractors and the labor supply, ror 

36 
i 



example). Hinings et al. ( 1974) considered the level of 

education and experience required to do the job, the natur:e of 

the current labor market, the existence of legal restrictions, 
I 

and the ability to contract jobs out as indicators of ' the 

degree of substitutability. 

Pervasiveness . Pervasiveness refers to the degreJ to 

which the activities of one organizational subunit are li~ked 

to the activities of other subunits. If one consi<;iers 

organizations as systems of interdependent activities, then by 

definition, all subunits must possess some amount I of 

pervasiveness (Hickson et al., 1971). When the activities of 

a subunit are highly connected with many other activities in 

the organization, a greater amount of workflow interaction is 

required to accomplish organizational tasks, and a mutually 

dependent relationship is fostered. As the degree• of 

dependence on another subunit increases, so does potential 

organizational power of the providing subunit. 

Pervasiveness is closely related to the concept of 

centrality set forth in the Hickson et al. (1971) model of 

power. In fact, the definition of centrality given by Hickison 

et al. is "the degree to which the activities are interliri,ked 

into the system" ( p. 40) . However, in the Hickson et la1 . 

model, pervasiveness is only one of two separate dimensionJ of 
i 

centrality. The other is immediacy. 

Immediacy. Immediacy reflects the extent to which the 

activities of a subunit are essential to the primary workflow 
I 
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of the organization, and can be defined as "the speed and 

severity with which the workflows of a subunit affect' the 

final outputs of the organization" (Hickson et al., 1971 p. 

41) . Immediacy thus represents the extent to which the 

activities performed by a subunit are critical to :the 
I 

organization. For this reason, an alternate term, fask 

criticality, has been adopted by some researchers (Saundrrs, 

1986). Mechanic ( 1962) suggested that power is related to the 

criticalness of the resources controlled. Salancik and 

Pfeffer (1977) similarly argue that the control of critical 

resources is a key determinant of organizational power. 

Theoretically, the more critical the tasks performed and/or 

resources controlled, the more immediate would be the effects 

of a halt in workflows, and the greater would be the powe3+ of 

the subunit. 

Although immediacy and pervasiveness of workflows 'are 

considered complementary dimensions of the bro'ader centrality 

construct in the Hickson et al .. ( 1971) model of organizational 

power, these dimensions may or may not be strongly correla~ed. 

For example, a finance department may have many work~low 
I 

connections with other departments and thus score high on !the 

pervasiveness dimension, but failure of the finance departJent 

to supply these workflows might not critically affect the 

ability of the organization to produce its primary output for 

some period of time ( i . e. , the score on the immediacy 

dimension is low). Conversely, a subunit involved ii) a 

detailed portion of the production process in a factory 
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have limited connections to other departments, yet the output 

of that subunit may be so vital to the overall production 

proc.ess that cessation of the workf low from that subunit w~uld 

quickly and severely halt or seriously hinder the ability of 

the organization to produce its primary output. Because t~ese 

dimensions seems to represent very diffe.rent aspects of 

centrality, several researchers have advocated treating lhem 

as separate constructs (Saunders, 1986). This study ~dll 
i 

adopt this position and treat pervasiveness and immediact as 

separate constructs. 

Criticality of Resources. As argued above, for the 

purposes of this study task criticality and immediacy mar be 

considered theoretically isomorphic concepts. However!, a 

distinction will be made between the criticality of the tasks 

performed by a subunit, and the criticality of the resources 

controlled by a subunit. Salancik and Pfeffer ( 1977) :and 

Mechanic ( 1962) have suggested that subunits which control 

critical resources will have greater ability to influence 

decisions, and thus, greater power. Mechanic (1962) sugg~sts 

that the ability to control access to information, persons :and 
I 

instrumentalities creates the dependencies between subunits 

that ultimately give rise to power. Access to informa 

includes knowledge about the organization, procedures, no s, 

persons, etc. Access to persons includes individuals coth 

inside and outside the organization (experts, for example) 1 ho 
I 
i 

possess knowledge or abilities important to either that 

subunit or to the organization as a whole. Access to 
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instrumentalities includes access to physical equipment, raw 

materials, etc., and perhaps most importantly, to moneta:r;-y 

funding and the supply of capital. 

Scarcity of Resources. Salancik and Pfeffer (1977) ~ave 

also argued that the relative abundance or scarcity of I the 

resources a subunit controls also contributes to the amoun~ of 

power a subunit can attain. 
• I 

Although it can be argued rhat 

abundant resources, if they are defined as critical and their 

allocation can be controlled, can also form the basis ifor 

power struggles, when resources are abundant there is usually 

little need to engage in power struggles, since the desired 

amount can normally be obtained without engaging in Juch 

tactics (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1977). To the extent that 

resources (such as funding, expertise, and information) are 

scarce, the control of such resources will enhance the 

organizational power of the controlling subunit. 

Centrality. Centrality in terms of tasks anq/or 

workflows between subunits has already been discussed under 

the heading of "pervasiveness''. However, Mechanic ( 1962) :.has 

argued that centrality in terms of physical location and/or 
I 

social position within the firm is also an important fac1or. 

The argument is that physical proximity affords grea
1
ter 

opportunity for interaction, leads to the establishment1 of 

I better communication, and thus, improves access to persons, 

information and instrumentalities. This premise is 
I 
I 

clos'ely 

related to centralization/decentralization issues in 
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organizational decision making, and has direct implications 

for the study of technologies which support group decision 

making in settings other than same time - same place forhms. 

This issue will be discussed in greater detail in a l~ter 

section. 

' 

Expertise. Access to persons with important knowledge or 
I 

expertise represents not only the control of a scarce resolrce 
I 

(expertise is by definition scarce), but also the ability to 

reduce uncertainty. Expertise can be considered both I the 

antithesis and the ancestor of routinization. Lee (1991):and 

Mechanic ( 1962) suggest that expertise not only serve~ to 

reduce uncertainty, but over time, leads to routine procedtirres 

that ultimately reduce what once was considered expertise to 
i 
I 

common knowledge. Hining,s et al . ( 197 4) have suggested '¢hat 

such routinization, which often evolves from expertise, is ,one 

possible strategy for coping with uncertainty. 

Summary. Power in organizations is determined largely by 

the ability of subunits to effectively deal with the 

uncertainties that face the organization. ' ' I Organ1zat19nal 
I 

subunits may attempt to cope with uncertainty by adoptiing 
l 

strategies intended. to prevent, forecast, or reduce the im~act 

of the negative outcomes that uncertainty may bring. In the 

presence of uncertainty, power and influence are likely to 
I_ 

affect decision making. All other things being equal, the 

greater the extent to which the activities performed b a 
I 

subunit are irreplaceable (non-substitutable) , the greater rt:he 
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degree to which those activities are interlinked with the rest 

of the organization (pervasive), and the greater the degree to 

which those activities are crucial to the success of 1 the 
i 
I 

organization (criticality/immediacy), the greater will be1 the 

power of the subunit. Subunits which can effectively control 
I 

critical and/or scarce resources, access to information, 

persons and/or instrumentalities will generally postess 

greater power than their counterparts who cannot do so.! A 

summary of these components and sample items used to measure 

them are presented in Table 3 on the following page. 

2.3.3 Perceived. Position and 

Participation Power 

The above components are commonly theorized to be factors 
i 

that give rise to power in organizations. Many researcliers 

that power has multiple dimensions, and ihat 
I 

have suggested 
I 

its effects are observable in different ways. Kaplan (1964) 

described three dimensions of power: weight, scope, ·and 

domain. Weight is the extent to which one subunit affects 1the 
I 
I 

decision process, and therefore, the likelihood of other 
I . 

! 

subunits behaving in the desired manner. Scope refers to lthe 
i 

range of behaviors or decision areas that are affected, wtiile 
i 

domain is the number of subunits whose behaviors are invol vied. 

Saunders (1981) identified four elements that should be 

considered when defining power: potentiality, intention, 

degree of acceptance, and position of the power hold!er. 

S iu ch Potentiality refers to the potential to exert influence. 
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Dimension 

Uncertainty 

Coping with 
Uncertainty 

Pervasiveness 

Immediacy 

TABLE 3 

POSSIBLE MEASURES OF THE THEORETICAL 
DETERMINANTS OF ORGANIZATIONAL POWER 

Subdimension 

Perceived 
Variability 

Prevention, 
Information, 
Absorption 

Perceived 

Workflow 

Perceived 

Workflows 

Studies 

Hickson et al. 
Hinings et al. 
Saunders 
Salancik & Pfeffer 

Hickson et al. 

Hinings et al. 

Hinings et al. 
Hickson et al. 
Saunders 

Hinings et al. 

Hickson et al. 

Sample Item 

How many uncertainties does Dept. 
x face? 

Do inputs vary from normal 
previous levels? 

To what extent is Dept. x able to 
deal with uncertainty? 

How far is the flow of work of 
Dept. x connected to the work of 
other departments? 

Where does subunit input and 
output go to/come from? 

How important are the following 
functions? 

How quickly would the closing of 
Dept. x affect the shipping of 
f intshed goods 7~-



.i:,. 

.i:,. 

Dimension Subdimension 

Substitutability Perception 

Scarcity 

Criticality 

Centrality 

Availability 
of 
Alternatives 

Replaceability 
of Personnel 

Resources 

Perceived 

Physical 
Location 

Resource Control Perceived 

TABLE 3 (Continued) 

studies 

Hinings et al. 
Lee, Blau, Dubin, 
Emerson 

Hickson et al. 
Mechanic 

Hickson et al. 

Sample Item 

How easy would it be to replace a 
closed dept.? 

Are internal or external 
substitutes available? 

How easy is it to obtain people 
for this job? 

Salancik & Pfeffer How abundant are the following 
resources? 

Mechanic, 
Saunders, 
Salancik & Pfeffer 

Mechanic, Lee 

Salancik & 
Pfeffer, Lee 

How important are the following 
resources to the success of the 
organization? 

How accessible are 
people/resources? 

How able is Dept. x to obtain 
resources that are critical to its 
own activities? 
To the activities of other 
departments2~~~ 
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Dimension 

Expertise 

Routinization 

Committees 

Funding 

Effort 

Access to 
Information 

TABLE 3 (Continued) 

Subdimension Studies 

Perceived Mechanic 

Perceived Mechanic 

Membership Salancik & Pfeffer 

Actual Salancik & Pfeffer 

Perceived Mechanic 

Perceived Piercy, Mechanic 

Sample Item 

Does Dept. x have expert knowledge 
upon which other subunits are 
dependent? 

To what extent do standardized 
rules direct the activities of 
Dept. x? 

Membership on important 
committees. 

Measure of actual power. 

How much effort does Dept. x exert 
with respect to (specific problem 
area)? 

To what extent does Dept. x have 
access to information about other 
subunits? 
To what extent does Dept. x deny 
access to information about its 
own activities to other subunits? 



potential, by definition, may or may not be exerci~ed. 

Intention refers to the willful use of power by the power 

holder. Researchers do not all agree as to whether I the 

exertion of power must be a conscious, intended act of I the 
I 
1 

power holder. Al though . it is possible that power ca~ be 

exercised without willful intent to do so (Cartwright, 1965), 
I 

I 
it is normally assumed that the exertion of i • power

1 
1.s 

! 

intentional. Acceptance of power is a cognitive 

acknowledgement of the dependence relationship by the subtmit 

whose behavior is determined. Depending on the definition of 

power one adopts, acceptance may or may not be required. For 

example, in the classification of French and Raven ( 1959) 

acceptance by the subunits being influenced is necessary to 

exert expert power or referent power, but is not required in 
1 

the case of coercive power. In a coercive power situation, 

the power holder is able to influence decisions in the desired 

direction with or without such acceptance. Position of the 

power holder refers to the hierarchical position of the 

subunit on a formal organization chart. Taken together, tl:lese 

items (weight, scope, domain, potentiality, degree: of 
I 

acceptance, intention and position) can be used to desc:tibe 
i 
I 

three types of power: perceived power, participation power, 
I 

and position power. 

Perceived Power. Perceived power can be defined as the 

influence attributed to the subunit by members of !the 

organization. As such, perceived power may or may not eqtj.ate 

with actual power. Measures based on such perceptions are 
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subject to a number of biases on the part of the respondents, 

and may or may not be accurate. However, in the case of 
I 

power, it could be argued that subunits that are perceiveij as 

having power, at least to some extent, acquire or enhjnce 

power by virtue of the perception, even if the perceptiop is 

false. Perceived power may be measured using questionnaires 
I 

or through interviews, and normally consists of asking 

respondents to rate the influence of given subunits on a wide 

number of specific organizational issues. 

Participation Power. Participation power is based on the 

involvement and scope of influence a given subunit has in 

decision making across the organization. It refl.ects the 

extent to which a subunit participates in the decision making 

processes. Participation power can be judged in terms of the 

total number of decision issues in which the subunit 

participates, and by the number of decisions the subunit is 

involved with which represent issues outside the subunit's• own 

functional area. A further indication of participation power 

is reflected by the stages of the decision making process in 

which the subunit takes part (i.e., intelligence, des~gn, 

choice, or implementation) . That is, the subunit may[ be 

actively invo1 ved in initiating action, providing information, 

making choices or implementing actions. The stage in ] the 

decision making process is important, since participatio~ in 

the choice and implementation phases may bestow more influence 
I 

than participation in other stages. Participation power may 
i be assessed using interview or questionnaire techniques, and 
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somewhat more objectively, by counting the number: of 

interdepartmental committees on which the subunit actively 

serves. ! 
I 

1 

Position Power. Position power is based on the forfual, 

legitimate position of the subunit within the organization. 
I 

A primary indicator is the level the subunit occupies ~n a 
I 
I 
I 

formal organization chart. A secondary indicator of posi 1:ion 

power is the number of issues/activities for which the subunit 

is held primarily responsible. 

Table 4, which is given on the following page, summarizes 

these possible operationalizations of the power construct. 

2.3.4 Definitions of Power, Influence 

and Politics 

Based on the above review and discussion, definitions of 

power, influence and politics will now be adopted. For 

purposes of this study, the definitions of power provided by 

Saunders and Scamell (1986) and Pfeffer (1992) are modified 

and "power" is defined as: 

The potential ability of an organizational subunit, 
either through formal position, or through actual 
or perceived participation in organizational 
activities, to influence decision outcomes when 
there is uncertainty or dissension as to what 
action should be taken. 

In keeping with the definitions provided by Hinings etl al 

(1974), Cobb ( 1986), 
I 

Eisenhardt and Zbaracki ( 1992), 1,and 
I 

Pfeffer (1992), influence and politics are defined as: 

I 
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Dimension 

Power 

TABLE 4 

POSSIBLE OPERATIONALIZATIONS 
OF THE POWER VARIABLE 

Subdimension Studies Sample Item 

Perceived 

Participation 

Position 
(duties) 

Position 
(status) 

Hicksqn et al. 
Hinings et al. 
Tannenbaum & Kahn 

Hickson et al. 
Eisenhardt & 
Bourgeois, 
Hinings et al. 
Saunders 

Hickson et al. 
Hinings et al. 

Hickson et al. 
Hinings et al. 

How much influence does 
Dept. x have about 
(specific subject)? 

Does Dept. X'initiate 
discussion, provide 
information, choose course 
of action, carry out 
decisions? 

Which dept. has formal 
authority for this 
problem? 

Where is this dept. on the 
organization chart? 



The formal and informal mechanisms, tactics, 
processes and behaviors through which potential 
power is acquired, maintained, and exercised. 

2.4 Group Support Systems 
I 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how power\ and 
: 

influence in organizations are affected by the use of g±:-oup 

support system ( GSS) technologies. . Having laid I the 
l 

theoretical groundwork necessary for the study of poweriand 
i 

influence, attention will now be focused on the theoretical 

and empirical issues surrounding the study of GSS. 

Many studies have shown that managers spend an excessive 

amount of time in meetings (Hymowits, 1988/ Argyris and Sen.on, 

1974; Hoffman, 1979; Mintzberg, 1973). Yet for many, meetings 

are often viewed as little more than a waste of t.ime 

(Goldhaber, 1974; Hymowits, 1988; Mosvick and Nelson, 1987; 

Tubbs, 1984). Meetings have in fact been characterized as 

"cul-de-sacs down which promising young ideas are lured and 

quietly strangled" (Poole and Desanctis, 1990). Given the 

inordinate amount of time spent in meetings, the less than 

productive outcomes of most meetings, and the ever increas;ing 
I 

environmental turbulence that makes meetings necessary, itl is 

not surprising that efforts to provide computer support for 

meetings have received increasing attention from IS 

researchers as advances in information and communicatJion 

technologies have :made the enhancement of group activi+es 

possible. In the following sections, a definition for GS~ is 
I 
I 

provided, then the theoretic:

0 

and empirical GSS li teraire 
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that is pertinent to this study is reviewed. 

2.4.1 Definition of GSS 

In 1984, Huber defined a group decision support systefll as 

a set of software, hardware, a language component ,and 
i 

procedures that support a group of people engaged in a 

decision-related meeting. Since that time, I of a number. 
' 
I 

definitions of GSS have appeared in the literature, along with 

a variety of terms that emphasize various aspects of i the 

technologies and capabilities of systems that support group 

work. Part of the difficulty in conducting GSS research and 

a limiting factor in drawing conclusions from existing GSS 

research is the lack of agreement as to what exactly 

constitutes a GSS. A summary of the definitions and 

terminology suggested in the literature is given in Tables 5 

and 6, on the following pages. 

Although none of these definitions or terms has been 

universally accepted, several common threads among the various 

definitions can be identified. First, GSS can be seen as a 

merger of computer, decision, and communications technologies. 
I 

I 

However, the mix of these technologies varies from system to 

system, making systems labelled "GSS" qualitatively differJnt. 

For example, some systems may provide extensive decisfion 

support and only limited communication support, while otlher 

systems provide just the opposite mix. Some link decision 
I 

makers in geographically separate locations, while othlers 

support decision makers in a conference room or board room sett~ng. 
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Author & Year 

Huber (1984) 

Desanctis & 
Gallupe (1985) 

Desanctis & 
Gallupe (1987) 

Gallupe et al. 
(1988) 

Zigurs et al. 
(1988) 

Dennis et al. 
(1988) 

Pinsonneault & 
Kraemer (1990) 

Beauclair & 
Straub (1990) 

TABLE 5 

DEFINITIONS OF GSS 

Definition 

i 
I 

A set of software, hardware, a language 
component, and procedures that support a 
group of people engaged in a decisf on-
related meeting. \ 

I 

An interactive, computer-based system 
which facilitates the solution· of 
unstructured problems by a set : of 
decision makers working together as a 
group. 

GSS combine communication, computing!and 
decision support technologies l to 
facilitate formulation and solution; of 
unstructured problems by a group· of 
people. 

GSS combine computer, communications ·and 
decision technologies to support problem­
finding, formulation and solution in 
group meetings. 

GSS are computer-based systems concerned 
with group communications and howl to 

i improve it. , 

I 

Task oriented systems that provide the 
means for a group to work on and compJ.iete 
a task, such as reaching a decisiion, 
planning or solving problems. i 

Systems that attempt to structure grJ
1

up 
decision processes in some way. 

i 

Any technology used to enhance or supp;ort 
group decision making. 
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TABLE 6 

TERMINOLOGY SUGGESTED FOR 
VARIOUS KINDS OF GSS 

Decision/Task Orientation 

Dennis et al. 
(1988) 

GSS are task-oriented, providing the means, for 
a group to work on and complete a task. I 

Communication Orientation 

Dennis et al. 
(1988) 

Pinsonneault & 
Kraemer (1990) 

' 

cscw (Computer Supported Collaborative Work) 
are driven by communication needs, providing 
the means for groups to communicate more 
efficiently, enabling them to jointly create a 
document, for example. 

GCSS ( Group Communication Support Systems) are 
information aids that primarily support i the 
communication process between group members, 
although they may do other things as well. 

"Umbrella" Terms 

Dennis et al. 
(1988) 

EMS (Electronic Meeting systems) are 
information technology-based environments that 
support group meetings, which may be 
distributed geographically and temporally. 
The IT environment includes, but is not 
limited to, distributed facilities, computer 
hardware and software, audio and video 
technology, procedures, methodolog~es, 
facilitation, and applicable group data. 
Group tasks include, but are not limited ito, 
communication, planning, idea generation, 
problem solving, issue discussibn, 
negotiation, conflict resolution, sys~ems 
analysis and design, and collaborative group 
activities such as document preparation ]and 
sharing. 
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Therefore, a GSS can mean anything from electronic mail to 

sophisticated electronic decision rooms, and just about 

anything in between. Second, GSS are intended to reducei the 

process losses (intolerance of minority opinions, reluctrnce 

to participate, domination by powerful individuals, extensive 

socializing, etc.) and to increase the process gains 
I 

( consideration of more alternatives, more complete evaluation, 
I 

synergy, etc.) that can occur in group settings. GSS att~mpt 

to do this by reducing barriers to communication that might 

otherwise be present and/or structuring group activities, 

altering group processes in a positive way. GSS is, 

therefore, a social t:echnology, and as such the study of GSS 

is complicated by the nature of social relationships ; and 

interpersonal behavior. As noted by Poole and Desanctis 

(1990, p. 177): 

"Traditionally, technology has been thought of as 
something independent of the user, as an object or 
tool. But an important school of· thought, 
represented by Heidegger ( 1977) and Ong ( 1982) 
claims otherwise. These thinkers regard 
technologies as inherently "social" in nature. 
Social processes create the conditions for the 
evolution of technology. society is the matrix in 
which the technology and its application are 
embedded. There is a mutual determinism in that 
technologies also sustain and change society. As 
Heim ( 1987) notes, modern society and technology 
are so bound together that it is impossible to sort 
out which causes which." 

I Third, GSS in the broad sense, can support virtually any type 

of intellectual group activity. 
I 

While the original syst~ms 
I 

envisioned by Huber and others cited decision-rela~ed 

activities as the major emphasis, GSS has more recently b~en 
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conceptualized as addressing planning, brainstorm;ing, 

negotiating, problem solving, and creative tasks as well 

decision making activities. While this change in emphasisi has 

prompted some researchers to drop the "D" out of the term 

"GSS'' and adopt the term "GSS" instead, it can be argued that 
I 

I 

planning, brainstorming, negotiating, problem solving ( and 

creative tasks all involve some type o.f decision mak.;i..ng. 

Because decision making by a group implicitly requires 

communication between group members, and because the newer 
i 

term (GSS) encompasses both the spirit and the functionality 
i 

of systems that support groups, this newer term is adopted: for 

use in this dissertation. 

Based on the preceding discussion, the definition o.f 

Electronic Meeting Systems suggested by Dennis et al. (1988) 

is modified, and for purposes of this study Group SUplj)ort 

Systems (GSS) are defined as: 

GSS are social, information technology-based 
environments that support intellectual group 
activities either within or across geographical and 
temporal boundaries. Information technology 
environments encompass communication, computing and 1 

decision support technologies, and include, but are 
not limited to, distributed facilities, computer 
hardware and software, audio and video technology, 
procedures, methodologies, facilitation, and 
applicable group data. Intellectual group 
activities include, but are not limited to, 
planning, idea generation, problem solving, 
decision making, issue discussion, negotiation, 
conflict resolution, and creative or collaborative 
group activities such as document preparation and 
sharing. 
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2.4.2 Models for GSS Research 

Perhaps because GSS is a relatively new streai of 

research within the young discipline of MIS, there is no 
I 

"theory of GSS'' per se. However, in comparison to other areas 

of MIS, GSS research has evolved fairly systematically, and 

drawn successfully from more established ideas in 

communication theory and group development. Specifically, the 

work of Desanctis and Gallupe (1985, 1987), which takes 

essentially an information exchange theory view, has been 

instrumental in laying a foundation and setting fort~ an 

agenda for GSS research. Thanks in great part to their work, 

there exists a fairly well agreed upon set of variables that 

define GSS research, and there has been a reasonably 

methodical progression of empirical investigations aimed at 

determining the appropriate features and effects of us~ of 
I 

GSS. 

A number of important variables for GSS research · and 

development have been identified. Desanctis and Gallupe 

( 1985) initially proposed a taxonomy for GSS research based on 
I 
I 

member proximity and duration of the group session. 

shown in Figure 1 on the following page. 
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MEMBER 
PROXIMITY 

FIGURE 1 

A TAXONOMY FOR GSS SETTINGS 
(From Desanctis and Gallupe, 1985) 
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I 
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to 

Face 

Decision Legislative I 

Room Session 

Local Area computer-Mediat;.ed 
Dispersed Decision Network conference 

In 1987, Desanctis and Gallupe proposed an extended, 

three dimensional version of this framework based on member 

proximity, group size and task type. The research cube formed 

by these three parameters has formed the basis of a great deal 

of GSS research, and is shown in Figure 2. 

In their seminal framework, Desanctis and Gallupe (1987) 
i 

also proposed segmenting GSS research on the basis of tti.ree 

levels of technological support that can be provided. I By 

combining two of the dimensions of the original research c9be, 
! • member proximity (dispersed, face-to-face) and group s
1

ize 

(small, large) into a single dimension, the original research 

cube suggested by Desanctis and Gallupe (1987) can I be 

restructured, as shown in Figure 3. 
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FIGURE 2 

TAXONOMY FOR GSS RESEARCH 
(Proposed by Desanctis and Gallupe, 1987) 
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FIGURE 3 

MODIFIED TAXONOMY FOR GSS,RESEARCH 
(Adapted from Desanctis and Gallupe, 1987) 

Decision Setting 

Creative 

Planning 

Intellective 

Preference 

Conflict 

Mixed Motive 

In keeping with terminology suggested by Desanctis and 

Gallupe ( 1987), the term "Decision Room" refers to small 

groups in face-to-face settings, "Local Area Decision NetwJrk" 

(LADN) refers to small groups in dispersed settiJgs, 

"Legislative Session" refers to large groups in face-to-1ace 

settings, and "Computer-Mediated Conference" refers to 11rge 

groups in dispersed settings. The remaining two dimensi ns, 
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task type and technology level, refer to the type of task 

undertaken by groups using a GSS, and the level of 

technological support (where Level 1 primarily I rem0ves 

communication barriers, Level 2 provides decision modeiing 
I 

and analysis techniques, and Level 3 controls communication 
I 

patterns and provides expert advice.) 

Other researchers, including Gray (1987), Dennis etlal. 

(1988), and Pinsonneault and Kraemer (1990), have complemeAted 

the work of Desanctis and Gallupe by proposing more extensive 

lists of independent, mediating and control variables. 

Similar to the research cube shown above, these variables can 

generally be segmented into four categories: group 

characteristics, task characteristics, context, and level of 

technology. Dependent variables in GSS research have 

typically been classified into one of two types: outcome 

variables and process variables. GSS outcome variables 

include decision outcomes ( decision quality, time to reach 

consensus, number of alternatives generated, etc.), and group 

outcomes ( satisfaction with the decision, willingness of g1oup 

members to work together again, etc. ) . Process outc4mes 
I 

include factors such as evenness of participation 1and 

influence behavior. A general model for GSS research, I as 

suggested by Dennis et al. (1988), and Pinsonneault ]and 

Kraemer ('1990) which incorporates these variables is show1 in 

Figure 4 on the following page. Each of these sets of 

variables is discussed below. I 
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FIGURE 4 

GSS RESEARCH MODEL 
(From Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 1990) 

Task 

Technology 

Context 

Group 

( Process )J-----1{~ ~tcom~s) 
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Group Characteristics. Group characteristics include, 

but are not limited to, group size, proximity of memb~rs, 

group history, cohesiveness, experience, presence or abs,nce 

of a group leader, and power /status relationships a ong 

members. Member proximity reflects whethe·r group members are 

in physically and/or temporally dispers,ed settings, or in 

same-time, same-place (i.e., face-to-face) environments. 

Group size may be either small or large, typically ranging 
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from as few as three to as many as twenty members. Group 

history reflects the amount of time or number of situations in 
I 

which a given group has previously functioned as a grcbup. 

From a historical perspective, groups may range from newly 
I 

formed to well established. Cohesiveness is indicative of
1 
the 

I 

degree of "oneness" that develops within a group. Experience 

reflects differences in the experience levels and backgroJmds 

of individual group members. Groups may or may not havJ an 

appointed or formal leader, and power and status relationships 

among group members can also be expected to vary widely. 

It is important to recognize that many of these group 

factors will not be "controllable" by the researcher, 

particularly when conducting field studies. It is equally 

important to realize that differences in these variables can 

account for major differences in results, and in some cases, 

may restrict the range of expected results. For example, the 

effects of anonymity may be different in dispersed versus 

face-to-face settings, and different for groups of size three 

than for groups of size ten. Likewise, GSS-induced effectq on 

participation may be different for newly formed groups ~han 
I 

for well established ones, etc. The implication for this 

study, is that group characteristics, while not controlla~le, 

must be well-documented and carefully considered in [the 

interpretation of the results. 

Task Characteristics. Task characteristics include tjask 

type, complexity, and degree of uncertainty. Task type is 
I 

most often classified in accordance with the task typollogy 
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suggested by McGrath ( 1984) • This typology, adopted by 

Desanctis and Gallupe (1987), suggests that the task facing a 

group may be one of GENERATING ideas and actions, CHOOSING 

alternatives, or NEGOTIATING solutions. GENERATING tasks 

include planning and creative activities, and require • the 

generation of plans and/or novel ideas. Tasks which involve 

CHOOSING alternatives require the selection of a 

alternative when standards for determining correctness exist, 

or a "preferred" course of action when such standards dolnot 

exist. NEGOTIATING solutions are tasks which involve 
I 

resolving conflicting points of view or conflicting motives. 

Task complexity and degree of uncertainty are also important 

factors that can affect the work of the group. 

All of the caveats mentioned with respect to the 

controllability and impact of group characteristics certainly 

hold for task characteristics as well, and perhaps to an even 

greater degree. Researchers have demonstrated that the group 

task type may account for as much as 50% of the variance in 

group performance ( Poole et al. , 1985) • Therefore, great qare 

must be taken in selecting and documenting the tasks used in 
! 

• • • I GSS studies. Tasks that are highly structured or have little 

significance to group members (routine scheduling, routiine 

hiring, etc.) may not allow the benefits of GSS to be s4en. 

On the other hand, decisions of a strategic nature, which 1ave 

a potentially significant impact on group members, are much 

more likely to yield significant results. 

Context. Context includes organizational factors suctl as 
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culture and incentive and reward systems, as well as group 

factors, such as reasons for membership in the group, and 

group norms. Organizational culture, environment, 1 and 

incentive systems may affect group interactions. Simila:ply, 

reasons for group membership, which are typically classified 

as either voluntary or nonvoluntary, can impact group 

I processes. Group norms refer to patterns of expepted 
I 

behavior, particularly in well established groups, that shape 

group communication and interpersonal dynamics. 

Level of Technology. Desanctis and Gallupe ( 1987) 

described three levels of technology that can be provide<jl by 

a GSS. Level 1 systems are intended to remove communication 

barriers. The features provided by Level 1 GSS's typically 

include large public screens for display of ideas, voting 

activities, and electronic messaging. Such capabilities are 

usually available in electronic conference rooms and in some 

electronic mail systems. Level 2 systems provide additional 

capabilities intended to structure or support group decision 

processes in some way. Level 2 systems usually include 1 all 

the capabilities of a Level 1 system, but are enhanced ~ith 

decision modeling and group decision techniques. For exam~le, 

Level 2 systems might include tools for resource allocation 

models, probability assessment models, and social judgJent 

techniques, such as the Nominal Group Technique or De~phi 

Method (Poole and Desanctis, 1990). Level 3 systems go a itep 

beyond Level 2 systems, and direct the timing and order: of 

communications among group members. Level 3 systems may ~ave 
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embedded expert systems that suggest and enforce rules for 

interpersonal communication. 

Process Variables. 

affected by the task, 

Group processes are likely tt be 

technology level, context •and 

characteristics of the group. The nature of group processes, 

will in turn, likely affect group decision outcomes. Alth<!;>ugh 

there is not an agreed upon set of process variables, factors 
I 

such if and how a formal or informal group leader emerges, the 

degree of conflict that is present or arises among gi,oup 

members, the level of equality of participation, ithe 
' 

desirability and usefulness of anonymity, the amount: of 

socializing or "non-task" behavior, etc., all need to be 
i 
I 

considered (Dennis, et al., 1988). Influence behavior · and 

power struggles can be considered as process variables within 

the framework of the general GSS research model. 

Outcome Variables. Unlike process variables, there is a 

fairly well agreed upon set of outcome variables in GSS 

research (Benbasat et al., 1991). Outcome variables refer to 

items such as decision quality, the ability of the group to 
! 

reach consensus (and the time needed to do so), the number of 

alternatives considered, the satisfaction of the group Jith 

both the decision outcome and the decision process, lthe 

confidence of the group in the decision, the willingness! of 

the group to work together again in the future, etc. Most GSS 

empirical studies include one or more of these outdome 

variables as dependent variables. There remains, howev~r, 
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disagreement as to how to measure many of these outcomes 

(Benbasat et al., 1991). 

summary. 
• • i 

The study of GSS technology and its impact on 
l 
I 

individuals, groups, and organizations involves a large nuntt>er 

of variables, many of which present control and measure~ent 

problems for researchers. Additionally, many elements; of 
1 
I 

group tasks, organizational context, existing social netwoi-ks, 
I 
I 

patterns of interpersonal communication, and the imposi tiop of 

structure play potentially important roles in group work, with 

or without the intervention of information technologies, 
I 
I 

making it difficult to "tease out" the effects of GSS. :The 

differences in group performance that can accrue from these 

factors, coupled with the difficulties in measurement, have­

made drawing generalizations across the growing number ofiGSS 

empirical studies difficult, and the design of experiments 

challenging. 

2.4.3 Review of Empirical GSS Research 

Extensive reviews of empirical GSS studies have been 

provided by Pinsonneault and Kraemer (1990), Gray et :al. 
i 

( 1990), and Benbasat et al. ( 1991). Most of the empirical iGSS 

research can be classified into one o,f two research stre1ms: 

( 1) design and evaluation of features, and ( 2) effects of Jse, 

where effects of use can be further subdivided into deci1ion 

outcomes and group processes as described above. Table! 7, 

presented on the following pages, summarizes the results 9f a 

I number of these studies. Three key points can be obseo/ed 
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from this summary: (1) empirical results of GSS studies have 

been inconsistent; ( 2) few GSS studies have examined power and 

influence processes; and ( 3 ) the primary research 

methodologies have been single case studies and lab studtes. 

As Table 7 further illustrates, empirical results {rom 

GSS studies have been inconsistent. This is problematic 
I 

because conflicting results make it difficult to generalize 

findings across studies. Several researchers have suggested 

possible reasons for these inconsistencies. For example, 
! 

Pinsonneault and Kraemer ( 1990) suggested that when GSS 

studies are segmented according to whether the primary purpose 

of the GSS is to provide communication support or group 

decision modeling, many of the inconsistencies are resolved. 

Specifically, Pinsonneault and Kraemer (1990) found the 

following pattern of results when studies based on 

communication support technologies and decision support 

technologies are viewed separately: 

Depth of Analysis 
Task-oriented Communication 
Decision Time 
Decision Quality 
Decision Confidence 
Participation 
Cooperation 
Satisfaction with Process 
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Study Task 

Steeb & Johnson Planning 
(1981) 

Lewis Generate 
(1982) 

0\ 
00 Turoff & Hiltz Generate 

(1982) & Choose 

Siegel et al. Varied 
(1986) 

Beauclair Generate 
(1987) & Choose 

Bui & Sivasankaran Choose 
(1987) 

George et al. Generate 
(1987) & Choose 

Nunamaker et al. Generate 
-···-·(t987) -· ------ -&-Plan --

Decision 
Setting 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

LADN 

LADN 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 
vs. LADN 

Dec.Room 

Varied 

TABLE 7 

SUMMARY OF REPRESENTATIVE GSS RESEARCH 

Tech. Research 
Level Method Results 

2 Lab study Breadth & quality of decision improved. Satisfaction, 
consensus, & decision time increased. No report on participation or 
influence. 

1 Lab study Individual dominance decreased. No effect on satisfaction. 
Decision quality increased. 

1 Lab study No effect on quality or participation. 

1 Lab study Participation is more equal in GSS groups. 
Decision time increases. 

1 Lab study No effects on participation, satisfaction, decision time or 
quality. 

1 Lab study GSS improved quality on complex task. Increased time & 
decreased satisfaction on less complex task. 

1 Lab study Decision quality increased. 

varied Field study GSS improved parUcipatioll_!_satisfacUon. _ 



Study 

Dennis et al. 
(1988) 

Gallupe et al. 
(1988) 

Jessup et al. 
(1988) 

°' \0 Easton, A. 
(1988) 

Easton G. 
(1988) 

McLeod & Liker 
(1989) 

Vogel et al. 
(1988) 

Watson et al. 
(1988) 

Zigurs et al. 
--[1988J .. 

Task 

Generate 

Generate & 
Choose 

Generate 

Generate 

Generate & 
Choose 

Varied 

Generate 

Choose 

Choose 

Decision 
Setting 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 
vs. LADN 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Tech. 
Level 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

TABLE 7 (Continued) 

Research 
Method 

Case & field 
Studies 

Lab study 

Lab study 

Lab study 

Lab study 

Lab study 

Case study 

Lab study 

. ~a_!)_~!udy 

Results 

GSS improved effectiveness & satisfaction. 

GSS improved decision quality. No effect on participation. 
Decreased satisfaction. 

GSS improved satisfaction. 

GSS improved satisfaction with the decision outcome but not 
the process, participation nor quality. 

GSS improved participation. Did not improve decision time, 
quality or satisfaction. 

GSS improved performance but did not affect participation. 

GSS increased user satisfaction. 

No effects on equality of influence. No improvement in 
consensus. 

. ... GSS ~ affects pftttern, but not total amount of influence ~·· 
behavior. 



Study 

Ellis et al. 
(1989) 

Nunamaker et al. 
(1989) 

Bui & Sivasankaran 
(1990) 

"3 
0 Chidambaram et al. 

(1990) 

George et al. 
(1990) 

Jessup et al. 
(1990) 

Lim et al. 
(1990) 

Lu et al. 
(1990) 

McGof f et al. 
(1990) 

Task 

Generate & 
Choose 

Varied 

Choose 

Generate & 
Choose 

Varied 

Generate 

Choose 

Varied 

Varied 

Decision 
Setting 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

TABLE 7 (Continued) 

Tech. Research 
Level Method 

1 Field study 

1 Field study 

1 Lab study 

1 Lab study 

1 Lab study 

2 Lab study 

1 Lab study 

1 Lab study 

1 case study 

Results 

GSS improves efficiency and quality. 

GSS improved participation, quality & time. 

GSS improved quality & satisfaction, but not time. 

Cohesiveness is less in GSS groups, but improved with repeated 
use. 

GSS improved participation, but not quality or time. 
GSS tends to reduce the emergence of a leader. 

Anonymity features in the GSS improve outcomes. 

GSS equalized influence in groups with no leaders, but not 
in groups with leaders 

GSS reduced influence of "best" members and increased influence 
of poor members. GSS groups did not perfonn as well as their "best" 
member. 

GSS improved effectiveness, efficiency & satisfaction, 
particularly with repeated use. 



Study 

Gallupe et al. 
(1992) 

Martz et al. 
(1992) 

Tyran et al. 
(1992) 

-..J 
I-' Gopal et al. 

(1992) 

Task 

Generate 

Varied 

Varied 

Generate 
& Choose 

Decision 
Setting 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Dec.Room 

Tech. 
Level 

1 

2 

2 

2 

TABLE 7 (Continued) 

Research 
Method 

Lab study 

Field study 

Multiple 
Case Study 

Results 

GSS improved performance in brainstorming tasks. 

GSS improved satisfaction and decision quality. 

GSS can address strategic management issues. 

GSS adoption process is influenced by attitudes prevailing prior to use. 



This pattern of results suggests that differences in results 

may be due to fundamental differences in the level and type of 

support provided by the information technologies in the tss. 

As previously discussed, other researchers have ar<Jued 

that differences in the task, organizational context, : and 

group characteristics may account for the inconsistencies. 

I . 

More recently, researchers have attempted to explain 

differences in GSS results using the Adaptive Structurattion 

Theory (AST) (Gopal et al, 1992). AST is an emerging theory 

in the GSS literature, first proposed by Poole and DeSanc;:tis 

(1990). AST posits that group outcomes are primarily due to 

the way in which groups appropriate the structures of the 

technology, and are only indirectly affected by factors such 

as task and technology. Within the framework of the AST, the 

key to explaining inconsistencies in GSS research and to 

understanding how GSS influence group behaviors is through an 

analysis of the structures and the way in which they are 

adapted for use by the group. That is, the primary focus is 

how the group adapts to the situation when technology is It\ade 
I 

available, and is based on the observation that individual 
I 

groups adopt and use the technology in fundamentally different 
I 

ways. Poole and Desanctis (1990, pp. 9-10} define structu\res 

as "the rules and resources which actors use to generate 
1

and 

sustain [ the group entity]". Technological structures cons]ist 

of the structural features afforded by the GSS and the 

"spirit", or goals, that the technology is intended · to 

provide. GSS technologies provide varying kinds and degrres 
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of structural features -- voting and communication rules,·and 

data and decision modeling resources, for example. The 
I 

"spirit" of a GSS is typically based on the goal of reducing 

· t· b · t· d · I commun1ca ion arriers, promo 1ng consensus, re ucing group 
I 

process losses, and increasing group process gains. The[AST 

further stipulates that the appropriation of these structttres 

by the group consists of three dimensions: (1) lthe 

faithfulness of the appropriation (i.e., the degree to w~ich 

the use of the GSS by the group heeds the spirit in which it 

was intended to be used) ; ( 2} the attitudes of the group 

toward the GSS (i.e., the comfort level of the group with the 

technology, and the amount of respect they have for it);land 

(3) the level of consensus of the group with respect to the 

how the GSS should be appropriated (Gopal et al., 1992). · In 

this view, task and technology, rather than having a direct 

effect on group processes and outcomes, essentially form:the 

context for the use of the GSS. Poole and Desanctis (1~90) 

argue that when a GSS is faithfully appropriated by the group, 

the level of consensus on the appropriation should be high, 
l 

and the group's attitudes toward the GSS should be posit~ve. 
i 

Under such conditions, the intended effects of 

( increased decision quality, more equal participation, 

depth of analysis, etc.) are likely to be achieved. 

I 

the iGSS 
I 

gre~ter 

The Adaptive Structuration Theory has at least two 

important implications for the current study. First, i an 

investigation of the effects of GSS, it is the structures trhat 

are appropriated by the group and the manner in which they 1are 
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appropriated, rather than the specifics of the technolog~ and 

task, that are important (Gopal et al., 1992). Second, it is 

likely that changes in power and influence occur as a dilrect 

result of the adaptation and appropriation of GSS struct1ures 

by the group, rather than as a direct result of the technology 
I 

per se. 
I 

Table 7 also reveals that empirical studies of I the 

impacts of use of GSS have largely concentrated on the effects 

on decision outcomes. Process outcomes, with the exception of 

participation, have received much less attention. 

Furthermore, questions as to how changes in organizational 

factors (such as leadership, power, influence, politics, use 

of informal communication channels, etc.) are related to·the 

use of a GSS have largely been ignored. Zigurs et al. (1988) 

conducted a lab study to investigate influence behavior in 

computer-mediated, decision making groups. Using student 

groups with relatively little history, and an intellective 

task, Zigurs et al. found that while there was no significant 

difference in the total amount of influence behavior: in 

computer supported and manual groups, the pattern of influence 

I behavior and the types of behaviors displayed were 

significantly different. 
i 

Specifically, Zigurs et al. found 
I 

that the distribution of influence behavior, as measured by 
I 

the number and type of influence attempts, was more even! in 

GSS groups. Ho and Raman ( 1991) conducted a study of lthe 

effects of GSS on leadership in small groups. In a contro1l1ed 
I 

lab experiment using student groups and a preference task, Ho 
I 
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and Raman found ( 1) that consensus was higher for manual 

groups than for GSS groups, and that leadership did ,not 

i increase consensus; (2) that equality of influence [was 

negatively correlated with the degree of premeeting conserisus 
i 

(i.e., groups with high premeeting consensus were more li~ely 
. i 

to allow a few members to dominate the decision) ; and ( 3) tihat 

the structure provided by GSS may reduce the poten~ial 
I 
I 

influence of, and possibly the need for, a group leader. 
I 

Chidambaram et al. ( 1991) conducted a longitudinal st~dy, 

framed within the context of the Adaptive Structuratiion 
i 

Theory, to examine the impact of GSS on group developm~nt. 

Chidambaram et al. found that while the ability to maqage 

conflict and the degree of cohesiveness were initially higher 

for manual groups, this trend reversed itself over ti,me. 

Finally, in a study related to personal power and influ~nce 

(but not involving GSS), Lee ( 1991) investigated the impact of 

office information systems (OIS) on the potential power :and 

influence of individuals· in an organization. The reseairch 
I 

model adopted by Lee examined the relationships between 

resource provision, irreplaceability, authority, neb~ork 
I 

centrality, expertise and the potential for an individualtto 

have influence in an organization. Based on interviews and 

surveys with users of office information systems (OIS), ee 

found that of these factors, network centrality is the 1st 

important for personal influence .of administrative personnrl, 

and resource provision is the most important for technibal 

personnel. 
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Lastly, Table 7 also demonstrates that the majority of 

empirical work in the GSS area has taken the form of lab1 and 

individual case studies. Researchers are beginning to bove 

I into the field as GSS facilities become more popular: and 

available in organizations. Because the nature of groups: and 

their interactions within actual organizations are intui ti rely 
likely to be very different than the interactions betreen 

newly formed student groups ( as is typical in most I lab 
' 
I 

studies), the continuation and progression of field research 

is needed. Of the four studies cited in the previous 

paragraphs that deal with the impact of information systems on 

organizational factors, 

conducted in the field. 

I 
I 

only the study by Lee ( 1991) I was 
I 

At the present time, there appear to 

be no published field studies inve,stigating the effects of GSS 
' 

on power and influence in organizations. 

2.5 summary 

This chapter has reviewed the organizational power and 

GSS literature that provides theoretical grounding for this 

study. As stated in Chapter I, the primary purpose of this 
i 

study was to investigate how the distribution of power iand 

influence in organizations, and the methods by which they are 

attained and exercised, are affected by GSS technologies. As 

such, the majority of this chapter has been devoted to: (1) 

identifying the theoretical determinants of power .and 
I 
I 

influence; and ( 2) identifying the important variables \and 
i 

emerging theories in existing GSS research. Based on thiese 
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i reviews, definitions of power and GSS which will be used in 
' I 
I 

this study were developed. Additionally, empirical stuaies 

which have investigated the use of power and politic, in 

organizational decision making, as well as those that ave 

investigated the effects of GSS use, were reviewed. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview 

The review of the literature has demonstrated that tllere 

has been no systematic investigation of the changes I in 
! 

organizational power and politics that follow from the use of 
I 

GSS technologies. Al though "models of information technology 

implementation do exist (Ginz.berg, 1981; Lucas, 1978; Mar~us, 

1983) these deal largely with the development stages of: IS 

implementation and focus extensively on user involvement and 

user relations" (Orlikowski, 1993, p. 311). As such, these 

models fall short of addressing issues related to 

organizational change in general, and GSS adoption and use in 

particular. 

GSS research has focused primarily on outcomes (time to 
I 

I consensus, number of alternatives considered, etc. ) • Al thqugh 
! 

some GSS researchers have recently begun to address issiues 
I 

related to the process of adoption and use (e.g., Poole and 

Desanctis, 1990; Gopal et al., 1992), factors such as 

intentions, political behaviors, and organizational con ext 

remain largely neglected. The fact that outcomes fro,m IGSS 

research are conflicting and confusing may suggest that t~ere 
I 

is a need to· move away from the study of outcomes alone land 
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shift the emphasis to also include the processual and 

contextual variables so that these inconsistencies may be 

better interpreted. This dissertation, in examining: the 
I 

relationships between GSS use and changes in organizati!onal 

power, focuses on gaining insights into the processes and 
! 

I 

behaviors that underly changes in power. 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research 
I 

design and the methods that were used to investigate these 

relationships and processes. First, important elements of the 

research design, its appropriateness, and benefits· are 

discussed. This is followed by a description of the data 

collection procedures used to carry out the study. The data 

analysis techniques used to analyze the data are then 

described. Finally, issues of validity and reliability. are 

addressed. 

3.2 Research Design 

Simply stated, a research design is a "plan for getting 

from here to there" (Yin, 1984, p. 28), i.e., a way to move 

from the set of questions to be answered to a set' of 

conclusions about the answers. It is essentially a blueprint 

for "what questions to study, what data are relevant, what 
! 

data to collect, and how to analyze the results" (Yin, 11a4, 

p. 29). The research design guides the investigator in \the 

process of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting 

observations (Nachmias and Nachmias, 1976). 

The primary research questions to be addressed in this 
I 
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study are of the form "what" is the relationship between GSS 

use and organizational power, "how" and "why" do GSS affect 

power and influence, and "what" is the impact of such changes 

on organizational decision making. 

The ultimate goal of this study is to develo~ a 

conceptual model depicting the relationships between GSS and 

power and influence in an organization. Whyte (1Q84) 
i 

suggested that the most complete understanding of human 

behavior is gained by studying behavior in its context. 

Because organizational context is likely to interact with :Gss 

in important ways where issues related to power and politics 

are concerned, context needs to be considered explicitly in 

the analysis rather than simply assumed away. 

For these reasons, a research strategy based on a 

laboratory design was deemed inappropriate. Althdugh 

laboratory designs allow for greater control and, arguably, a 

higher degree of internal validity, the degree of control 

which can be exercised over many contextual factors in the lab 

is simply not available to researchers working in the field. 

Research designs which attempt to "control" the context! in 

order to focus on a few variables necessarily divorce the 

phenomena of interest from the context in which it occurs, and 
I 

i 

as a result often miss the true nature of the problems and 

outcomes. Similarly, survey techniques, which have the 

advantage of enabling data to be gathered from a large number 
I 

of firms and/or individuals, when used as the sole sourcei of 

data collection are unlikely to adequately capture the 

I 
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dynamics of complex relationships such as power and politics 

in organizations. 

This study seek.s to acquire knowledge of the inte:r!play 
i 

between GSS and power by extending the line of inquiry ;into 

the field, while explicitly preserving contextual factors. 
i 
i 

Therefore, the methodology used to investigate the reselarch 

questions posed in this dissertation is the case sltudy 

approach. The case study approach has been defined as: · 

"an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 
context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and 
context are not clearly evident; and multiple 
sources of evidence are used". (Yin, 1984, p. 23) 

Case studies provide for an in-depth investigation of the 

research questions in an organization setting. This research 

strategy is appropriate when the purpose of a study i~ to 

develop an understanding of the dynamics of a problem~ to 
I 

provide an in-depth description of a situation, or to generate 
i 

theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Furthermore, a case study strategy 
I 

I 

is favored when: ( 1) the type of question being aske~ is 
i 

what, why or how, ( 2) the degree of control the researche:t: has 

over behaviors is slight, and ( 3) the focus is on contempo;rary 

rather than historical issues (Yin, 1984). j 

3. 2 .1 A Typology of case study Designs 'l 
In general, case study designs as a method of scient

1

• fie 

inquiry are not as well defined and categorized as o~her 
I 

methods of research, such as laborato·ry studies. For examp.le, 
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it is somewhat rare to find catalogs detailing possible case 

study designs and analysis methods. Toward that end, Yin 
I 

( 1984, 1989) has developed a typology of designs for q::ase 

studies. This typology is illustrated in Figure 5. 

FIGURE 5 

A TYPOLOGY OF CASE STUDY DESIGNS 
(From Yin, 1984) 

Holistic 
(single unit 
of analysis) 

Embedded 
(multiple 
units of 
analysis 

Single Case 
Designs 

Type 1 

Type 2 

Multiple Case 
Designs 

Type 3 

Type 4 

; 

As illustrated in Figure 5, case studies may take one of 

four possible forms, depending on whether there are singIJ or 

multiple uni ts of analysis, and whether single or mul tilple 
i 

cases are used. 
I 

The choice between single case or multiple cases depJnds 

on the purpose of the research. A single case study desigrl is 
i 

appropriate when the study involves representing a cri ticjal, 

extreme, unique, or relevatory case. In such instances~ a 
I 

single case may effectively be used to confirm, challenge or 

extend existing theory (Yin, 1984). Multiple cases are 
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appropriate when the intention is to build a body of evidence 

through an iterative process of comparing and contrasting:the 

phenomena of interest and the context in which it occurs ri oth 

within and across cases. 
1 

I 
I 

The choice between holistic or embedded designs de~nds 

on whether more than one unit of analysis is involved.: A 

holistic design (based on a single unit of analysis) is hsed 
I 
I 
I 

when no logical subunits can be identified. Holistic designs 
' I 
i 

suffer from two potential problems: ( 1) the study may be 

overly abstract, lacking necessary detail, and (2). the 

questions being addressed may inadvertently shift during 1 the 

course of the study (Yin, 1984). Embedded designs help to 

avoid these problems. The use of subunits serves to inore 
I 

I 
clearly focus the inquiry, making "slippage" in orientation 

less likely, and provide clearer measures and data (Yin, 

1984). 

In this dissertation, an embedded, single case study, (or 
I 

Type 2) design was used. Multiple uni ts of analysis i( the 

organization, and individuals within the organization) I are 
I 

clearly of interest. The single case approach is favoreci in 
! 
I 

this instance because this study represents an initial att~mpt 

to describe the phenomena of interest as they occur in the 

field. In such instances, Whyte ( 1984) suggests that sturies 

focus on individuals within groups, before attempts are kade 

to compare between groups or between organizations. ~is 

study is viewed as a first step in extending theory I and 
' I 

integrating findings of GSS and power and influenci in 
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organizations. Future replications will provide evidence from 

multiple uni ts in multiple cases, and thus build a more 

extensive body of evidence. 

3.2.2 Benefits of the Case Study Approach 

There are a number of benefits from the use of a ~ase 
I 

study approach. First, case studies can be used to proyide 
I 

! 

description, as well as to test, or generate theory (Yin, 

1984; Eisenhardt, 1989). One major benefit of the case study 

approach is the increased likelihood of generating novel 

theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). As the researcher works: to 

reconcile differences that appear across units of analysis, 

new theory or incremental theory that may explain what 

previously appeared to be inconsistent findings in ;GSS 

research may be identified. The iterative comparison of 

conflicting evidence tends to "unfreeze" thinking, enabling 

the researcher to form a new gestalt. That is, wor)cing 

inductively facilitates "the generation of theories of 

process, sequenc.e, and change pertaining to organizatipns, 
I 

positions, and social interaction" (Glaser and Strauss, 1r67, 
! 

p. 114). This is considered important in this instance, since 

no theory of GSS use and organization power yet exists. 

A second benefit is that theory that emerges from case 

study research is "likely to be testable with constructs fhat 

can be readily measured and hypotheses that can be prr ven 

false 11 (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 547), since both will have been 
I 

repeatedly verified during the theory building process. I 

I 
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Third, the resultant theory is generated from a proqess 

that intimately ties the theory with the data. As 

the theory is likely to be highly consistent with 

a result, 
i 

• ,I 
empi.rllcal 

! 
observation and, therefo·re, likely to be empirically vcilid 

I 
I 

I (Eisenhardt, 1989). I 

Fourth, the case study design is contextJI al, 

incorporating rather than simplifying or ignoring contex ual 

variables (Orlikowski, 1993). This enables organizatiJnal 

changes to be explained in terms of the interactions of !the 
' ' 

conditions and actions that exist within the organizatiqnal 

context. Organizational complexities that shape the 

relationships between GSS use and power in organizations are 

of key interest in this study. 

Finally, the case study approach allows for a processual 

orientation .(Orlikowski, 1993). Thus, the researcher will be 

able to, focus not just on objective outcomes of GSS use, but 

also on the processes of GSS adoption and use (as it relates 

to the distribution of organizational power). 

Evidence of the benefits and the effectiveness of ithe 

case study approach is demonstrated in the literature. IThe 

case study approach has been used successfully by a numbe:J:i of 
! 

organizational researchers, including Ancona ( 1990),. Burge]man 
! 
I 

(1983), Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988), Elsbach and Sutton 

( 1992} , Gersick ( 1988) , Harris and Sutton ( 1986) , Isab+la 

(1990), Kahn (1990), Leonard-Barton (1990), Mintzberg 1and 
I 

I 

McHugh (1985), Pettigrew, (1988, 1990), Sutton (1987), land 

Campbell ( 1992). A recent application of the case stludy 
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methodology appeared in the MIS literature in a study by 

Orlikowski ( 1993) which investigated the relationships be~ween 

organizational change and the adoption and use of CASE 

in systems development projects. 

3.3 Data Collection Procedures 
I 

The following section describes the data colledtion 

activities and field procedures employed in this study. !This 

includes a description of the research site and participaints, 

as well as a description of the interview procedures. I The 

techniques and processes used to analyze the verbal datai are 

also presented. 

3.3.1 Research Site 

Potential research sites for this study were evaluat~d on 

the basis of the GSS technologies employed and accessibility 

to the researcher. Initially, attempts were made to find an 

organization which ( 1) utilized electronic meeting room 

technologies, and ( 2) was located within a reasoniable 

geographic radius of the researcher. However, organiza,ions 

meeting these criteria could not be identified. Thereffore, 

organizations using other forms of GSS ( such as electJonic 

mail and video teleconferencing) were considered. Numerous 

firms meeting these revised criteria were found. From a list 

of several potential research sites, a re,latively !large 

telecommunications company { approximately 4600 employ[ees) 

which utilized both group communication and V1ideo 
I 
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teleconferencing technologies was selected, and efforts were 

undertaken to secure the organization's permission to cirry 

out this research. 

After establishing a contact person at the organization 
I 

(the Human Resources Manager),. information about the stidy, 

including the list of planned interview questions, was 

provided for the organization to review. After a series of 

h t . d ·t t· · · I t pone conversa ions an on-si e mee ings, permission! o 

conduct the study was granted. However, due to unanticipated 

d 1 . bt . . th' . . d th . di. · e ays. in o · aining . · is pernu.ssion an · e impen I ing 
! 

relocation of the researcher from a midwestern to a 

southeastern state, permission was obtained too late to enable 
I 

the study to be completed. Given this turn of events, a 

decision was made to conduct only one interview at this site. 

This interview served as an additional pilot interview beyond 

those originally planned. 

Using procedures similar to those described above, 

permission to conduct this research.was then sought from: an 

Atlanta-based division of a large, international organizatiion. 
i 

Following an initial telephone contact, the researcher vis ·lted 

the organization. The purposes of this visit were: ( 1) to 

discuss the nature and objectives of the study; ( 2) to 

identify and revise any interview questions deered 

inapp~opr~ate by the or:nizati.on; ( 3). to provide . to rhe 

organization any and all information required by them 1n orrer 

to grant permission to conduct t~e s~udy; ( 4) to determine !he 

output documents that the organization would want as a resit 
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of its willingness to participate; (5) to enable the 

researcher to become acquainted with the organization and some 
i 

of its members; and (6) to obtain permission to conduct! the 
I 

study. This visit enabled the researcher to meet with members 

of management and answer questions and concerns. 
i 

It also 
I 

• • • • I • 

provided the researcher with an opportunity to become fami;i.iar 
i 

physical layout of the 

of the organization, to learn I the 

facilities, and to get an initial feel 

with several members 

for some of the cultural characteristics of the organization. 

Shortly after this visit, the organization granted permi+ion 

to conduct the study, and dates and schedules for the first 

round of interviews were established. 

The Firm. The organization, referred to in this report 

as The Firm, is a software development company, speciali:dng 

in the development of business software tools for desktop PCs, 

such as word processors, spreadsheets, business graphics, 

database management systems, etc. One of the offerings 

included in The Firm's product line is a "groupware" product. 

This was considered advantageous, given the exploratory nature 
I 
I 

of this research, for the following reasons. First, the 1Jvel 
' I 

of adoption of the groupware technology within The Firni is 

high. Most organizational members are exposed to and use :
1 
the 

technology on a regular basis. Second, experience with !the 

technology is also high. Spurious effects which mayj be 
! 

associated with the adoption of new technologies land 
I 

innovations, such as overcoming learning curves and/or 

unbridled enthusiasm for a new "toy", should be minimijed. 
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Third, within the framework of case study designs, The F1irm 

represents an "extreme" case, i.e., one where an effect; is 

considered likely (or unlikely) to be found (Yin, 1984). If 

no relationships between power and the use of GSS technolog:ies 
' 

are suggested in an organization where the level of adopt~on 
I 

and experience are high, and where the company has a veted 

interest in the technology' then an argument can be mrde 

against the existence of such relationships. On the other 

hand, relationships suggested by this "extreme" case may be 

exaggerated by biases introduced by this vested interest. 
I 

In 

this case, the potential biases need to be considered in the 

interpretation of the findings of this study. Despite the 

potential difficulties imposed, it is believed that the 

advantages afforded. by this "extreme" case outweigh the 

potential disadvantages, and that an up-front awareness of the 

potential bias enabled the researcher to deal with it in a 

fair and .effective manner. It should be noted that the 

groupware product marketed by The Firm is only one of several 
! 

' 

group support technologies currently used on a regular ba~;is 

within the organization. These technologies will be discusLed 
. I 

in more detail below. I 

The Firm employs more than 5500 people worldwide. Of 

these, approximately 250 individuals are employed in fhe 

Atlanta division (hereafter referred to as The Division). rr'he 

Firm has been in business for thirteen years, and 1 · is 
I 

considered a leader in its industry, grossing over one bill~on 
I 

dollars in revenues during the last fiscal year. Market shrre 
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for its products varies by product line, ranging from as low 

as 5% to as high as 90%. The Firm's market share is 

• • I 'th is growing wi 
I 

relatively stable for most products, but 
I 

respect to both the word processing product and a newly 

introduced product which integrates a set of five business 

software tools. Like many organizations, The Firm is slowly 

reducing the number of employees in response to changel in 
I 

organizational structure and competitive pressures to ieep 

costs as low as possible. 

The Firm is headquartered in Boston, Massachusetts. 
i 

Numerous offices and facilities are located across the United 

• I • 

States and around the world. At the highest level, The Firm 

is organized around functional lines. That is, there ~s a 

world-wide sales and marketing division, a world-wide resejrch 

and development division, and a world-wide finance division. 
I 

Within each of these three major groups, there is segmentation 

by product line (word processing, spreadsheet, communication 

software, etc.). In order to ensure that each of the product 

offerings has a similar "look and feel", many activiyies 
I 

require collaboration across and within divisions. 
I 

Decision making within the firm is highly distributed land 

best characterized as following a matrix structure. 
' I 

work 

groups are formed and dissolved as needed to deal ,i th 
! 

situations as they arise. Due to the constant state of fl1ux 

created by this approach, formal organization charts are 'not 

maintained by either The Firm or the Division. Within lthe 

matrix framework, The Firm strives to maintain a relati v
1
bly 
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flat structure. The current goal is that "dotted lines" will 

be no more than five leve,ls deep, with no more than e:ight 

people reporting to any one person at a given time. i 
I 

I 

The Division. As mentioned above, the Atlanta-~ased 

di vision was the research site for this study. This di vi!sion 

is responsible for the development, sales and support of The 

Firm's word processing product. The Division is not 

responsible for the development of The Firm's grou1lware 

product. Similarly, the Division's outside sales group is 

responsible for selling The Firm's word processing pr°1'ct, 

and is not directly involved in sales of The Pro~uct. 

However, The Product is one of several desk top prod!ucts 

telemarketed by The Firm's inside sales group. Techniical 
! 
I 

specialists at The Division primarily provide telephone 
I 
I 

support for word processing customers, but occasionally as~ist 

in supporting The Firm's other products if needed. This 

assistance primarily takes the form of handling customer 

inquiries which are routed to The Division from other support 

centers. 
I 

The Division is composed of six major groups: Reserrch 

and Development I Sales and Marketing I Customer Supprrt I 

Quality Assurance, Documentation, and Human Resources. tike 

The Firm, The Division in practice operates in a matrix-
1 

ike 

fashion. Work groups are formed and dissolved across 
I 

department lines as needed in response to the changing nature 
I 
i 

and fast pace of the software industry. These work grrups 

change very frequently and on short notice. For these 

I 
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reasons, the primary unit of analysis for this study is.the 

individual employee. In keeping with Yin' s ( 1984) typology of 

case study designs presented earlier, this "individual" lnit 

of analysis is considered embedded within the "organizatio~al" 
I 

unit of analysis. 

I 

GSS Technologies Used. The Division utilizes t,ree 

distinct technologies that can be classified as group support 
I 

systems: voice mail, video teleconferencing, and The Firm's 
I 

own groupware product (hereafter referred to as The Produ6t). 

The voice mail system provides traditional voice Jail 

technology features. Its primary purpose is to enable 

different-time, different-place communication. Voice mail is 

available to all employees in The Di vision. The video 

teleconferencing system enables same-time, different-p]ace 

communication and is used to enable individuals in the Atlanta 

division to participate in meetings and executive briefings 

occurring at the headquarters in Boston. The video 

teleconferencing system is used primarily by higher leivel 

managers. However, members of the sales and marketing s~aff 

occasionally use the video facilities to make s~les 

presentations to potential customers. Other indi vidualsl in 

The Division normally do not have access to or experience with 

the video teleconferencing technology. 

The Product is a PC network-based GSS which suppolrts 

different-time, different-place communication and activities. 
! 

The Product includes a full-featured electronic mail syst~m, 

but is distinguished as a groupware product by virtue . of 
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additional features which are not found in traditional 
I 

electronic mail systems. Paramount among these are data~ase 

features which enable the sharing of I information acl!'oss 

departments, across divisions, and across enterprises. ±his 
I 

system supports communication across time and pJ).ace 
' I 

dimensions. It is used for everything from simple informa1ion 

storage and retrieval, to collaborative work (such as joint 

authorship of documents), to group discussions and deci1ion 

making. The Product is available to and used by every mentber 

of The Division, and has been in place for a little more tan 

4 years. The portions of the GSS research cube occupie~ by 

each of these technologies are illustrated in Figure 6 on 1the 

following page. 

3.3.2 The Participants 

The researcher solicited the help of a contact person (an 

upper level manager) to identify knowledgeable members of :the 

organization and request their participation in the stujdy. 

Participants were recruited on the basis of their posi t:ion 

within the company, their familiarity with the grpup 
' 

at the organization. 

length of time they have been emplo~ed 

Both managers and non-managers f~om 

technologies, and the 

various functional areas were sought to provide varying 

perspectives regarding (1) the use of the technologies, rnd 

( 2) the perceived relationship of the technologies to po~er 
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FIGURE 6 

POS.ITION OF THE FIRM'S GROUP SUPPORT TECHNOLOGIES 
ON THE GSS RESEARCH CUBE 

Decision Setting 

Creative 

Planning 

Intellective 

Preference 

Conflict 

Mixed Motive 

and influence in the decision making process. An attempt was 

be made to assure that both middle-level and top-1 vel 

managers are represented. 

To minimize learning curve effects, the contact pe son 

was also asked to confirm that each person on the list h d a 

reasonable level of experience with at least two of the gloup 

technologies (The Product, video teleconferencing and/or vbl ice 
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mail) and a reasonable length of service with The Firm. 

Generally, this meant that only those employees who had 

with the organization for approximately six months or 

i 

leen 

~ore 

were considered. It was believed that employees who had been 

with the organization for a shorter time might have an 

incomplete understanding of the power relationships and 

decision making processes within the organization, as wel as 

insufficient experience with the group technologies. 

After reviewing the list of potential interview 

candidates with the researcher, the contact person talked Ji th 
. I 

! 
each of the potential participants and informed them of the 

researcher's request to interview them about their experie11ces 
' 

with the GSS technologies. 
i 

They were informed that their 

participation was being sought on a purely voluntary basis, 

that participation was not being mandated by The Firm, land 

that their decision to participate or not participate would in 

no way affect job performance ratings. Prospective 

participants were also advised that information disclosed 

during the interviews would be kept confidential. 

All of those who were asked to participate in this stJudy 

agreed to do so. The participants ultimately included jine 

Sales Managers, the Quality Assurance Manager, 

thiree 

~e 

managers (the CEO of The Division, a Product Manager, 

Documentation Manager, the IS Manager, and the HR Manage!r), 
I 
I 

and six non-managers (a Senior Support Specialist, an 

Administrative Assistant, an Inside Sales Coordinator,, a 

Product Sales Specialist, a Public Relations Specialist, 
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a Financial Analyst). The job responsibilities of each of the 

participants are briefly summarized below. 

The CEO. The CEO of The Division, who is also a [ice 

President O·f The Firm, is ultimately responsible for I the 
' 

software developed at The Division. (Recall that The Divi~;ion 

develops the word processing component of The Fiht1 s 
I 

integrated suite of business applications.) The CEO provJ' des 

leadership and direction for The Division's 250 employees, and 

is instrumental in establishing and monitoring alpha and 'eta 

test dates, product roll-out dates, and delivery dates for I new 

products and/or version releases. While the CEO is lnot 

' I' directly involved in sales, he has assumed Jqint 

responsibility for dealing with one .of The Division's largest 
' I 

customer accounts. As a Vice President of The Firm, theiCEO 
I 
I 

is also involved in a number of activities that involve other 

divisions, on both a domestic and international basis. I 
I 

' 

' 
' 

The Product Manager. The Product Manager is respons~ble 

at an operational level for seeing that products are develdped 

according to specifications and delivered on schedule. As 

such, the Product Manager acts as a "hub" of communication for 
I 

those involved in software development, test~ng, 

documentation, marketing, and customer support. The Product 

Manager who participated in this study is responsible for lthe 

development of The Firm's word processing product. 

Sales Managers. Two of the three Sales Managers. rho 

participated in this study are responsible for the No.rth 
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American sales of The Di vision's product. They are consid~red 
I 

"outside" sales managers primarily because they mana~e a 

number of sales representatives who sell "out" in the fibld. 
! 
I 

Each is responsible for sales in different territories wirthin 
I 

North America. The outside Sales Managers travel frequenrtly. 

The third Sales Manager who participated in this study i the 

Inside Sales Manager. 

The Inside Sales Manager is responsible for telemarke1ting 
! 

The Di vision's product. The Inside Sales Manager superviises 

approximately fifty telemarketers and four Inside S~les 
I 

Coordinators. The telemarketing activities are geared toward 

the development of new customers, as well as toward upselling 

existing customers who may wish to upgrade to newer versions. 

! 
I 

Quality Assurance Manager. The Quality Assurance Manf1ger 
I 

is responsible for the testing and final debugging of the ~ord 

processing software developed at The Division. The Quaiity 

Assurance (QA) Manger works closely with the Product Man~ger 
I 
I 

to assure that products will meet quality standards, and fhat 

as many "bugs" as possible are found and fixed prio1 to 
I 

release. The QA Manager is instrumental in establishing fest 

plans, quality standards, and measurement techniques whic~ can 

be used to monitor "bug" identification and fix rates. i QA 

Manager ultimately determines the "readiness" of the software 

for delivery to customers. 

Documentation Manager. The Documentation Manage:i:: is 
I 

responsible for the development of end-user documentationl for 
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the word processing product. Because the product is sold 

world-wide, the Documentation Manager must deal with 

international contractors to develop translated versionJ of 

end-user materials, including both printed manuals and on-line 

help facilities. Additionally, the Documentation Manage~ is 
i 

responsible for seeing that the documentation for the word 

processing product conforms to the documentation standards 1' for 

the other components of the integrated business applications 
I 

package. The Documentation Manager is responsible for 

everything from estimating word counts to creating and 

revising documentation standards. 

I 

IS Manager. The IS Manager is responsible for providing 

the infrastructure of computers, networks, ·and 

telecommunication devices needed within The Di vision. The IS 

Manager is called upon to solve hardware problems, to manage 

security for the computer systems, and to manage access 

privileges for databases used internally within The Diviston. 
! 
I 

The IS Manager is also responsible. for seeing that the tong 

term strategic IS plans for The Firm are carried out wit;hin 

The Division. Compatibility with the hardware and softJare 
I 

used at other divisions is a key concern, as is planning £or 

the future IS needs of The Division. 

Human Resources Manager. 
' 

The Human Resources (HR) 
i 
I 
i 

Manager is responsible for handling employee relations within 

The Division. Job responsibilities include keeping lall 

employees informed of changes in company policies, benefits, 
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job opportunities, etc. The HR Manager assists with 

completing the paperwork (payroll, insurance, taxes, 

necessary to hire and/or fire employees. 

Senior Support Specialist. Senior Support Specialtsts 
I 

are responsible for providing telephone support to custo:niers 

who experience difficulties using the software. The Ftirm 

provides customers with an 800 number through which they ]can 

obtain help when needed. Support technicians log all Juch 

calls into a database, and either provide immediate solutions 
I 

based on their product knowledge, or escalate the problem. to 

more senior support technicians who specialize in solving 

particular types of problems. Senior Support Specialists lare 

responsible not only for providing on-line support, but also 

for supervising a small group of other support technicians. 

Senior Support Technicians act as a "buffer" between 

potentially irate customers and higher level managers, and are 

successful in most instances, in fixing customers' proble1ms. 
i 

In those instances where the customer has uncovered a true, 

previously undetected "bug" in the software, Support 
I 

that this inf ormat!ion 
I 

Specialists are responsible for seeing 

is fed back to the Product Manager and QA Manager so that it 

can be fixed in the next release of the software. 

Administrative Assistant. Administrative Assista6ts 
I 

provide clerical and administrative support to various wprk 

groups and managers within The Di vision. The Administrat1i ve 

Assistant (AA) who participated in this study is the AA for 
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the North American Sales Group. The activities of the AA Jvary 

widely, but primarily include ,Providing secretarial sutort 

for seventeen sales people, coordinating schedules, 
1 

and 

providing requested administrative services. I 

Inside Sales Coordinator and Product Sales Special!ist. 

The Inside Sales Coordinator reports to the Inside ±les 

Manager, and is responsible for coordinating the effort of 

ten to twelve telemarketers. Product Sales Specialists relport 

to the Inside Sales Coordinators, and actually perform: the 

telemarketing activities. 

Public Relations Specialist. The Public Relations (PR) 

Specialist who participated in this study is responsiblei for 

preparing press releases and dealing with media issues! and 

media personnel (as related to the word processing produpt). 

The PR Specialist coordinates press releases with other 

divisions of The Firm, and works closely with the PR 

Specialists of the other divisions to see that the timing and 

wording of the press releases are appropriate. 

Financial Analyst. The Financial Analyst interviewid in 

this study reports directly to the CEO of The Di vis1ion. 

Responsibilities of the Financial Analyst are primarili to 

prepare financial reports, budgets, projected inrome 

statements, etc. , and to identify and explain. variations in 
i 

actual versus projected financial expenditures. The Financial 

1 t k ·th · · 1 1 t · th d' · · I · Ana ys wor s w1 F1nanc1a· Ana ys sin o er iv1s1ons 1.n 

the preparation of monthly, quarterly, and annual finanbial 
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statements. 

3.3.3 Interview Procedures 

Interviews were the primary data collection techn~que 
I 
I 

utilized in this study. Interviews, as a data collectjion 
! 
I 

procedure, have been described as one of the most impor,ant 

data gathering techniques in qualitative research (Fetterman, 

1989; McCracken, 1988), and one of the most important sou~ces 
I 

of case study information (Yin, 1989), principally becaus~ it 
I 

provides a direct method of assessing insiders' perspectivres. 
I 

' I The purpose of the interviews in this study was to obta11 an 

in-depth description of the respondents' perceptions. land 
I 

feelings regarding their organizational experiences with !GSS 

technologies. 
I 

I 

Interviews for this study were somewhat structured, !but 

allowed for open-ended responses. Interviews were guided by 

the set of case study questions given in Appendix A, to ensure 
I 

that the researcher asked this same set of questions of tjach 

respondent. However, because responses were open-endied, 
! 
I 

questions were not asked of each respondent in exactly :the 
I 

same way or the same order, and some instances, additidnal 

questions surf aced. All interview questions ( detailed in 

Appendix A) were guided by the following propositions: 

Proposition 1: The use of GSS technologies will 
alter the perceived distribution of 
power and influence in 
organizations. 

Proposition 2: The use of GSS technologies will 
alter the perceived manner in which 
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power and influence are acquired, 
maintained and exercised. 

Proposition 3: The use of GSS technologies will 
alter the perceived quality of group 
decision making. 

II 

In keeping with the arguments set forth by Eisenhardt 
I 

(1~89) 

no attempt was made in this study to further 
! 

spefify 

relationships or testable hypotheses. The purpose of t~ese 
' 
!I 

propositions was simply to guide the development of the case 

study questions that were asked during the interview proc~ss. 
I 

In addition to being guided by these propositions, specific 
I 

interview questions were, of course, grounded in 'I the 

constructs which have previously been identified in the review 
I 

of the literature. 

Several of the interview questions asked respondents to 

describe their experiences without being prompted to "fit" 

their answers to any particular set of dimensions. In ·the 

event that respondents were unable to provide a detailed 

answer, the researcher followed-up with probes such as "Could 
' 

you give me an example?" or "Could you elaborate?". A primary 
I 

advantage of using free-form, open-ended responses was that 

respondents were not limited in the descriptions of 

experiences to constructs imposed by the researcher. 

free-form responses helped to minimize the biases 

I 

tHeir 
I 

Thus, 
I 

and 
I 

preconceptions of the researcher (Yin, 1985; Eisenharjdt, 
I 

1989). I 
' 

I 

In addition to the interview data, field notes were used 

to capture the impressions of the researcher regarding a 
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number of contextual factors, such as the setting, the 

participant, and non-verbal responses. Field notes and memos 

also captured the researcher's thoughts, 

and questions as the research proceeded. 

• • • I emerging insights, 
• I 

The field notes, 
I 

thus formed a very valuable, secondary source of data. 
I 

Pretests. Interview questions were reviewed by and 

pretested with individuals from various backgrounds. The 

interview questions were first reviewed by a fellow graduate 
I 

student, and then by members of the researcher's dissertation 

committee. After incorporating minor changes suggesteq. by 

these reviewers, the planned interview questions J,ere 

I pretested with former industry co-workers of the researcher. 

Because each of these former co-workers was still emplqyed 
1 

full time, they provided feedback from the practitionErr' s 

point of view. The pretest suggested that (1) some questilons 

were unclear, leading to unfocused responses, and (2) a •few 

questions were redundant and the ref ore unnecessary. These 

questions were revised (or omitted) accordingly. The pretest 

also demonstrated that several of the initially planned 
I 
I 

questions were difficult to answer or simply not applica!
1
ble 

when electronic decision room technologies were not availa~le. 

Because a research site utilizing electronic meeting rbom 

technologies had not been found, these questions ~ere 

subsequently omitted from the list of interview questiobs. 
I 

Finally, following the pretest, a pilot interview was 
! 

conducted in the field at the originally planned research 

site. No modifications to the interview questions wj3re 
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identified as a result of the pilot interview, suggesting that 

face validity had been achieved. 

Site Interviews. In total, 

conducted on site at The Division. 

the case study experts (Yin, 

fifteen interviews were 

In keeping with advick of 

1984; Eisenhardt, 1~89) 

interviews were conducted in "waves" or "rounds". The first 
I 

round of interviews was conducted approximately one m6nth 
I 

after the preliminary site visit. Nine interviews were 

conducted during this round over a two-day time period. !The 
I 

second round of six interviews was conducted approximately I one 

month after the first round. All interviews were sched1,1led 

two hours apart to allow the researcher time to record field 
i 

notes, revise questions (if necessary), and to identify new 

ideas and insights. The time between rounds enabled · the 

researcher to consider preliminary findings and insights from 

the first round explicitly in the second round of intervi~ws. 

Interviews were conducted privately in conference rooms 

within the building where the participants worked. The 
i 

researcher informed each participant about the purpose of !the 

interview, assured confidentiality and anonymity, :and 
I 

requested the participant's permission to tape record ]the 

interview. It was explained that the tape recorder was being 

used simply for the convenience of the researcher, and wJuld 

not be used if the participant felt uncomfortable with Ii t. 

However, none of the participants objected to the use of lthe 

tape recorder, and it was thus used to record each intervirw. 

The researcher assured each participant that his/her responlses 
I 

104 I 



would be held in strict confidentiality, and that all tape 

recordings of the conversation would remain in the kole 

possession of the researcher. Participants were also inf okmed 

that while excerpts of the interviews might appear in I the 
i 

printed results of the study, their anonymity would: be 
! 

protected. 

The tape recorder failed only one time. Unfortunatily, 

this was not discovered until the end of the interview. l!Jpon 

discovery of the malfunction, time was taken immediately Jand 

prior to subsequently planned interviews) to document as mw: uecrhe 

of the interview as possible. All interview tapes 

transcribed by the researcher. 

In an attempt to develop an initial sense of rapport '1'i th 

the participant and to put the participant at ease with the 

interview process, each participant was first asked to 

describe his/her job duties, work history, and experience ~i th 

The Firm. The responses to these question.s also provided :the 
I 
' I 

researcher with a better sense of the job responsibilitie~ of 
I 

i 

each of the participants. Following these preliminary 

questions, each participant was asked a standard set I of 
I 

I 

questions regarding which of the GSS's they used, how o~ten 
I 

they used them, and the primary purposes for which they Jsed 

them. This then led to a series of open-ended questilns 

regarding the respondents' perceptions of whether and low 

these technologies affected factors related to power pnd 
1 

influence e.g., accessibility to individuals and 

information, participation in decision making activi ti13s, 
I 
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changes in decision making roles, etc. An effort was made to 
I 

follow-up on ideas suggested by the respondents rather than to 

restrict questions and/or elicit responses based solely 1n a 

set of dimensions held by the researcher. The purpose of the 

interviews was to gain an emic view of the relationship of I the 

technologies to power and influence factors through the 

respondents' perceptions and feelings. Thus while the plained 

set of questions served as a guide to bound the intervilws, 

each interview proceeded in a slightly different fashion irom 

the others. That is, questions were not read verbatim, not' in 
I 

exactly the same order, to each participant. This enablE!!d a 
I 

more natural flow of information and an ability to probe I(lore 
i 

deeply into the more striking respons.es given by lthe 

participants. 

Most interviews lasted forty-five minutes to one hour 

(the shortest interview was approximately thirty-five minu'Ges, 
i 

and the longest approximately seventy-five minutes) • The time 
I 

i between interviews (approximately one hour) was used by 1the 
l 

researcher to record additional field notes, write m~mos 
I 

regarding insights and patterns which seemed to be emerging, 
I 

and.to prepare for the next interview. 

The research design for this study called for roundsl .of 

interviews to continue until the data gathered offered little 

additional insight. The pattern of responses at he 

conclusion of the second round of interviews appeared to be 
' 

stable, and no new or emerging patterns could be identifird· 
I 

Thus, the marginal benefit to be obtained from a third round 
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of interviews at The Firm was deemed minimal, and no further 

interviews were conducted. 

3.4 Validity and Reliability Issues 

One of the difficulties in conducting case study research 

is • • i • demonstrating that established standards of quality 

experimentation have been met. The criteria for judging the 

quality of research involve demonstrating that several forms 

of validity (construct, internal, and external) as wel~ as 

reliability have been achieved (Cook and Campbell, 1979; ¥in, 
i 

1984). Al though this task is never simple, it is particu14rly 
I 

difficult in case study research because this methodology 1oes 

not lend itself readily to standard statistical methods land 
I 

tests. A major contribution of the work of Yin ( 1984) was \the 
' ! 

provision of a set of guidelines for dealing with these isEfues 
I 

in case study research. These guidelines are summarized in 

the following paragraphs. 

3.4.1 Construct Validity 

I 
I 

Construct validity is concerned with demonstrating that 

operational measures for the concepts being studied iare 
i 
i 

correct (Yin, 1984}. As such, construct validity indica
1

tes 

how closely the operationalization of a variable captures 1[he 

concept it is intended to measure. Developing a set of 

operational measures is especially important in case stl dy 

research because it helps to establish that the data collected 

are not just the subjective impressions of the 
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I 

Yin (1984) suggests three tactics for increaring 

construct validity in case study research. These are: [ (1) 

using multiple sources of evidence, (2) establishing a "ctain 

of evidence", and (3) involving key informants in a revie~ of 
I 

the case study report. Using multiple sources of evidtnce 

(interviews, observations, surveys, archival records, etc· 1> to 

examine a single phenomenon is a cornerstone of the case study 

method. This process is also known as triangulation. The 

strength of this approach is that if when approaccohnevae: rgirenomt 

different angles (i.e. , sources of evidence) , 
I 

lines of inquiry are found, construct validity is enhartced 

(Yin, 1984; Eisenhardt, 1989). Establishing a "chaini of 
! 

evidence'' involves creating careful citations and crdss-

references between the data collected, the procedures u~ed, 

and the interpretation and reporting of the results (¥in, 

1984). Yin (1984) likens this to the chain of evidence ihat 
I 
I 

detectives must present in court. This chain of evid,nce 

enables others to precisely follow the steps taken in gett:ing 
I 

from the questions to the answers, or conversely, to trace \the 
I 

research process backwards when attempting to understand 

certain conclusions were reached (Yin, 1984). Involving 

participants (in addition to peers) in a review of the 

I 

1how 
I 
Ikey 

lase 

study draft serves to enhance the accuracy of the study, and 

thus increases construct validity. This provides an 

opportunity for key informants to comment on he 

interpretations and conclusions reached by the investigatLr, 

and thus an opportunity to correct misconceptions (Yin, 198~). 
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3.4.2 Internal Validity 

Internal validity reflects the extent to which causality 
I 

can be inferred and rival plausible explanations ruled lout 
i 

(Cook and Campbell, 1979). As such, internal validity iJ of 
' 

concern primarily in explanatory case studies. Because this 

study is descriptive and exploratory in nature, rather t.han 
I 
i 

explanatory, internal validity, in the traditional sense~ is 

not a primary issue. However, Yin ( 1984) noted that issues of 

internal validity in case study research are broader than they 

are in other forms of research, and include the general notion 

of making inferences based on interviews and other case study 
I 

data. In determining whether such inferences are correct, 
1
the 

i 

investigator must convince himself/herself and others tihat 

rival explanations have been considered, and that the evidence 

converges. Yin (1984) suggests that evidence of inte~nal 

validity in case studies can be obtained through the use1 of 

certain data analysis methods. 
i 

Specifically, Yin (1984) 

suggests a tactic of pattern-matching. This involves 

establishing both an "effects" and a "no effects" patteirn, 

then comparing the results of the study back to :the 
i 

anticipated patterns to see which is the better fit. Rilal 

explanations can be ruled out if the pattern of results that 

is obtained can be demonstrated not to match the pattern! of 
I 

' 

results that would be expected if those alternate explanati~ns 
' 

were true. This pattern-matching technique has also b~en 
i 

suggested by Cook and Campbell (1979). 
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3.4.3 External Validity 

External validity has to with determining the extent to 
I 

which the results of a study can be generalized ( Cook ! and 

Campbell, 1979). This is, on the surface, problematic flr a 

single case study. However, case studies are concerned ~ith 

analytical generalization (generalization from results! to 
' 

theory) rather than statistical generalization (generalization 
I 

from samples to populations). Thus, external validity 

study research is rooted not in sampling logic, 

in case 

butl in 

replication logic and triangulation. Case study designs offer 

an opportunity to build compelling evidence through a set of 
I 

replications, based on convergent lines of inquiry f;rom 

multiple sources of evidence and multiple methods. 

3.4.4 Reliability 

Reliability reflects the degree to which instrum~nts 
I 

and/or experiments are repeatable. In this study, the free­
I 

form responses of the interviewees were coded in order: to 

enable data analysis. Measures of both the intra-rater !and 

inter-rater reliabilities were assessed. Intra-raiter 

reliabilities were measured by comparing the codings ini tia;lly 
I 

assigned by the researcher to codings of the same intervi:ews 

assigned several weeks later. Inter-rater reliabilities w~re 

measured by comparing codings assigned by a research assist~nt 

with those assigned by the principal researcher. Additional 
i 

information regarding the calculation of intra-rater and 
I 

inter-rater reliabilities is provided in Section 3.5 
i 
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Experiments are reliable if, when the same procedures• are 

followed, the same (or similar) patterns of results are 

obtained. The reliability of a 

through the extensiveness with 

case 

which 

study 

the 

is bolst,red 

design, 4ata 
I 
! 

collection procedures and data analysis are documented. ]The 

case study protocol and case 

documentation to help assure that 

and thus increase the reliability 

' 
I 

study data base pro~ide 
I 
i 

operations are repeatable, 

of the case study desiJn. 

3.5 Data Analysis Procedures 

I 

i 

Analysis of case study data involves iterative movement 

between data and concepts. Data collection and data analyrsis 

proceeded iteratively and simultaneously, rather ~han 

sequentially. That is, the data obtained from mul ti[ple 

individuals was continuously contextualized within the broader 

setting o·f the organization. Data obtained from each round of 

interviews was viewed within the theoretical framework of the 
! 

study to derive new insights before the data collection from 

the next round was begun. I 

The analysis of ve·rbal data in this study was ba~ed 

primarily on the iterative content analysis and open cod~ng 
I 

techniques developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Yin (19i84) 

and Miles and Huberman (1994). 

3.5.1 Content Analysis Procedures 

A content analysis technique known as open coding was 

used to identify the themes and patterns that emerged from the 
I 
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interview data. This technique has been described by Gl~ser 
i 

(1978) and Glaser and Strauss (1967), as well as by Milesland 

Huberman (1994), who assert that "coding is analysis" (p. 56). 

Codes were developed by repeatedly going through the vefbal 

data and assigning codes to identifiable themes and recurl!'ent 

patterns of responses. The process of developing the cJdes 

began with a line by line review of the data. categorieJ or 

labels were written in the margin next to the "chunk'' capt4red 
I 

by the label, and a list of these categories, or codes lwas 

developed. These codes were modified as each subsequent 
1

set 

of interview data was analyzed and new insights emerged. 
j 

Throughout the code development and refinement process, i an 

eff.ort was made to group individual codes into more abst:riact 

categories, which could then used to organize the conten~ of 
I 

i 

the verbal data. The movement between specific and gen~ral 

level codes continued iteratively as patterns previot~sly 
i 

unclassified emerged across respondents. I 

i 

After several iterations of this process ( invol ,ing 

numerous passes through the entire data set), the researc~er 
I 

established a preliminary set of codes which could be appl[ied 
i 

, I 

across the entire data set. A research assistant was aske~ to 
I 

code several pages of interview data using this coding scheme 

as a guideline. The researcher provided the assistant with 

background material I explained the purpos.e Of the Study I rnd 

provided written descriptions of each of the codes. lhe 

research assistant was asked to code the verbal data 
I 

independently, and was invited to suggest additional and/or 
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alternate codes if she encountered situations for which none 

of the codes provided seemed adequate. 

Upon completion of the research assistant's 
I • 

coding 
I 
I 

assignment, inter-rater reliability was assessed. Inter-r4ter 

reliability was calculated using the formula, suggesteq by 

Miles and Huberman (1994): 

reliability = number of agreements i 

total number of agreements + disagreements 

Upon this first attempt, inter-rater reliability 

unacceptably low (less than 30%). The low rate of agree~ent 

was attributable to two problems. First, as expected, I the 
I 

researcher and research assistant interpreted some responses 

differently. Second, the researcher and research assistant 

assigned codes to "chunks" of very different sizes. Instances 

in which one rater assigned a code and the other did not lriere 

counted as "disagreements". Interestingly, this seqond 

problem accounted for a larger number of the disagreements 
I 

than did the first. An analysis of the differences quickly 

revealed that while the researcher had assigned codes to 

linguistic uni ts as large or larger than a "phrase", the 
I 

assistant had frequently assigned codes at the individual word 
i 

level, and in some instances, had assigned multiple codes) 

individual words to account for several different ways I 

which the word could be interpreted. 

to 

in 

The researcher and research assistant discussed at length 
I 

how big a "chunk" should be, then worked jointly back thro~gh 
i 

several examples from the interview data until a reasonable 
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level of agreement on "chunk" size was reached. Generally, it 

was agreed that while a "chunk" could be as small asl an 

individual word, it would more likely consist of a grouJ of 

words that expressed a complete thought and had a reason~bly 
I 

clear meaning within the context of the entire response to lthe 

interview question. The researcher and research assis~ant 

agreed that "chunks" identified in this manner could recfve 

multiple codes, but that multiple codes should reflect 

different ideas expressed by the respondent, rather thanjall 

possible interpretations that could be read in to the "ch nk" 
i 

by the coder. Further, it was agreed that in those instarices 

when multiple codes were possible, the code which refledted 

the most meaning should be assigned_. For example, if a 
' 

respondent described a situation in which a particular feat;ure 

of the technology enabled him/her to participate in decisjion 

making, the code for "participation" ( and not the code fo·r 
i 
I 
i 

"characteristic of the technology") would be used. I 
I 
I 

Before attempting a second test of inter-ra~er 
• I 

reliability, the researcher and research assistant togetiher 
i 

compared codes, discussed indicators of various codes, :and 

refined categories. The research assistant sug~e~fed 

revisions to the original coding scheme. These rev1s11ns 

primarily involved combining several lower level codes (whl'ch 

in some cases were difficult for the research assistant to 

distinguish between) into higher level codes. A few additi ns 

to the list of codes being used were also proposed by the 

research assistant. 
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Following these discussions, the researcher revisedlthe 
i 

list of codes, and developed a set of accompanying examples to 

illustrate the assignment of codes to segments of the 

interview data. The researcher and research assistant 1hen 

used the revised coding to scheme and examples to 
I 

independently code additional portions of the interview d~ta. 

Following the second round of coding, inter-rater reliabi~ity 

was again assessed. Al though it had improved, it rema~ned 

well' short of the 90% target level suggested by Miles Jand 

Huberman ( 1994). As before, the researcher and rese rch 
! 

assistant identified and discussed differences in ''chunk" ~ize 
I 
I 

and interpretations of the verbal data. The list of codes iwas 
I 

again modified to· incorporate the suggestions that resu~ted 

from these discussions. The researcher and researcher 

assistant then independently coded additional portions• of 

interview- data. At the end of this third round of qode 

refinement, inter-rater reliability reached an acceptable 

level o,f 91%. 

Upon aehieving an acceptable level of inter-rater 

reliability, the researcher used the refined list of code~ to 

re-code the interview data. The research assistant was asked 
I 

to code additional interviews as the researcher progressed 

through the data set (one in the middle and one at the en, of 

the re-coding process). As illustrated in Table 8, intel r­

rater reliability remained acceptably high. 
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TABLE 8 

INTER-RATER RELIABILITIES 

Test #1 
Test #2 
Test #3 

.91 

.93 

.91 

Similarly, internal consistency was checked by examining 

intra-rater reliability. This reliability measure !was 

calculated using the same formula given above, 
i 

where )the 

''agreementsll and "disagreements" arise from the c9des 

initially assigned by the researcher and codes assigned to :the 

. . I 

same segment of the data several weeks later. As with inter-

rater reliability, Miles and Huberman ( 1994) suggest that 

inter-rater reliability should eventually increase to the 90% 

range. Intra-rater reliabilities are provided in Table 9. 

TABLE 9 

INTRA-RATER RELIABILITIES 

Test #1 
Test #2 
Test #3 
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3.5.2 Coding Manual 

The final version of the coding manual and accompan
1
ing 

examples are presented in full in Appendix B. An abbreviated 

outline of the coding scheme is given below. 

Outline of Coding Manual. 

I. Technology Characteristics 

A. Features and limitations I 
B. Differences between this technology and others 

! 

I 

II. Organization Characteristics I 

l 

III. User Characteristics 
' 
I 

A. Preference for written or oral comm.unicati!on 
B. Skills and abilities needed to use :the 

technology effectively. ! 
c. User-developed rules and techniques :for 

i managing the system. 

IV. Communication Patterns 

A. Frequency of use of the technology 
B. Number of people with whom the 

enables communication 
c. Amount .of information exchanged 
D. Responsiveness 

v. Changes in Work Practices and Output 

A. General changes in how work is done 
B. Efficiency 
c. Effectiveness/Quality 

VI . Purpose for Which the System is Used 

A. Provide an organizational memory 
B. Disseminate/share information 
c. Gain attention or visibility 

technol;ogy 
I 
1. 

D. Influence decision outcomes and/or 
opinions of others 

;the 
I 

I 
i 
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E. Motivate someone to take action 

VII. Issues Related to Perceived Power and Influence 
I 

A. Accessibility to information and/or persons 
B. Participation in the decision making proc~ss 
c. Opportunities to learn and/or develop skills 
D. Ability to exercise control in performingijob 

duties 

VIII. Problems Associated with Use 

A. Loss of interpersonal communication 
B. Negative connotations 
c. Information overload 
D. Inappropriate use 
E. Situations for which the technology can no~ be 

used effectively 

3.5.3 Memoing 

A second form of content analysis, known as memoing, was 

used in conjunction with the open coding technique. For 

purposes of qualitative analysis, Glaser ( 1978, p. 83'"".84) 

defines a memo as: 

"the theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and 
their relationships as they strike the analyst 
while coding .••• it can be a sentence, a paragraph, 
or a few pages ...• it exhausts the analyst's 
momentary ideation based on data with perhaps a 
little conceptual elaboration." 

Memos are written to and for the researcher. They record lhe 

more elaborate thoughts and impressions of the researcher t(hat 

"jump outll as the coding process is carried out. Along wiith 

field notes, memos aid the researcher in forming a mpre 

cohesive and coherent sense of what is happening (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). 
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3.6 summary 

This chapter has presented an overview of the rese4rch 

strategy used in this dissertation. Propositions which guJded 

the collection of data for this study have been provided, 

along with a detailed description of the data collection 

procedures used. The specific interview questions used in the 

data collection process are provided in Appendix A. 

Issues of validity and reliability were addressed, and 

procedures for evaluating the quality of this case study 

research have been provided. Additionally, the procedures :and 
I 

techniques that were used to analyze the data have been 
I 

identified and discussed. The coding manual that :was 
i 

developed and used to analyze the data is presented in ful] in 

Appendix B. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

4.1 Overview 

This chapter presents the results of this study. 
I 

Patterns and themes that emerged from the interview data)are 

identified, and the findings of this study are summarize~ 

1 · 

4.2 Common Themes 

I 
I 

A number of common themes appeared in the interview d~ta. 

At a general level, these include a shared perspective of,the 

organizational context, changes in communication patte~ns, 

user preferences for and skills in written or 0ral 

communication, and a perceived need for training land 

standards. Patterns also emerged with respect to the purp0ses 

for which these technologies are used, as well as with resiect 
i 

to their perceived ability to reduce uncertainty, incr~ase 
i 

participation in the decision making process, improve actess 

to information and persons, and to decreased the perceived 
I 

power distance to individuals at higher levels of !the 

organization. Most respondents indicated that the g}oup 

technologies contributed to changes in their work practiies, 
I 
i 

leading in many cases to improved efficiency, effectiven$!ss, 
I 
' 

and quality of communication and work output. Additionatly, 
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participants suggested that group technologies enhanced their 

ability to learn and provided a sense of control in their 

dealings with other organizational members. Common problems 

and difficulties associated with use of the technologies, such 

as loss of interpersonal communication and information 

overload, were also identified. 

These and other commonalities are presented in the 

remainder of this chapter. Excerpts which exemplify. the 

patterns that emerged from the interview data are included. 

Within these excerpts a series of dots (e.g. , " ••• ") indic'ates 

that one or more words have been omitted. Words contained 

within angle brackets (i.e., < >) have been paraphrased or 

edited slightly to ensure clarity and brevity. A full 

discussion and interpretation of the results presented in the 

remainder of this chapter will be given in Chapter v. 

4.2.1 View of the Workplace 

Although none of the interview questions was intended to 

assess the respondents' views of the workplace, the responses 

given suggested that the participants viewed The Division as 

a positive place to work. Most respondents described the 

organizational environment as open and friendly. Comm;ents 

such as the following (the first from a high level manage~ and 
I 

the second from a non-manager) were common: 

"It's an open door. You can probably stop me in the 1hall 
and say anything you want. And anyone can say anything 
to anyone, without any repercussions." 

121 



"I don't think people hesitate to put controversial 
points of view out there and let them fly around for a 
while .•. People <at The Division> don't hold back." 

Only two of the fifteen respondents offered any comments 

regarding the workplace that could be construed in a negative 

manner. Both of these respondents suggested that their 

departments were overworked. One of them also expressed 

concern at having been passed over for a promotion. 

Nonetheless, the overall perception of the workplace expressed 

by the participants can be characterized as positive. 'This 

view of the workplace supported observations made by the 

researcher during site visits. 

4.2.2 Communication Patterns 

Several identifiable themes regarding communication 

patterns emerged from the interview data. Respondents 

indicated that organizational dependence on group technologies 

for purposes of communicating between individuals, work groups 

and locations is high. The group technologies are relied upon 

as a primary means of communication and source of information. 

This is particularly true of The Product, both in terms of its 

electronic mail and database facilities. Statements sucih as 

the following were typical: 
I 

I 

nwe rely heavily on . <The Product> as an inf ormaftion 
source and to communicate between groups and departme\nts, 
within the whole corporation." · 

"<The Product> really is kind of our primary methotl of 
communicating with each other. It's virtually replaced 
the fax machine." 
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Pref erred Channels of Communication. In addition to 

being primary channels of communication, many respondents 

indicated that the group communication technologies were also 

the preferred channels of communication. This was especially 

true of the electronic mail facility embedded within The 

Product. For example, respondents made the following types of 

comments: 

"I rely on <The Product> to be my communication. I 
always tell people I work with that, whether they are in 
Cambridge or wherever, the easiest way to get in touch 
with me, or the most efficient, or the way to get the 
best response is to go through e-mail. Because I'm 
hardly ever at my phone." 

11A lot of the people that I'm dealing with I would have 
a hard.time getting a hold of in person, or even on the 
phone, or sometimes voice mail." 

Respondents suggested that the convenience and reliability of 

e·-mail contribute to it being their communication medium of 

choice. Several respondents suggested that other features of 

The Product also affect their propensity to utilize it. For 

example, the quasi-anonymous or "removed" nature of 

communications via the electronic mail facility was seen as 

being an advantage by several respondents. The following 

examples illustrate this perception. 

"I think in some cases people like the anonymous na
1
ture 

of it where they can do that without having to come up 
and deal with you directly. I mean you know wher~ it 
came from, but it's not where they have to come up t9 you 
face-to-face with a problem or something." , 

"<People are less inhibited> because it Is not so much 
person to person. You've got this thing in between you." 

"It's just so much easier to send a note. Just kind of 
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like sending condolences 
sympathy card." 

it's easier to send a 

Preferences. for communication via e-mail were partially 

attributed to the features afforded by the technology 

(convenience, reliability, partial anonymity, etc.). However, 

these preferences also appeared to be related to individual 

preferences for written or oral communication. The preference 

for written or oral communication surfaced as a very salient 

issue during the analysis o·f the interview data, and will be 

treated separately, and in more detail later in this chapter. 

Type of Information Exchanged. Given the high leve,l of 

dependence upon and preference for communication through group 

technologies, it is not surprising that respondents indicated 

that a great deal (and diverse variety) of information is 

exchanged through the group support systems. Respondents 

suggested that all types of information, from general 

announcements, to detailed directives, to collaborative 

planning and writing projects, to discussions of non-work 

related issues, are exchanged via The Product and the video 

teleconferencing facilities. Respondents indicated that group 

technologies enable dialog, preliminary negotiations, and 

consensus-building regarding matters of both minor and major 
i 

importance. The spectrum of topics discussed over electrpnic 

mail appeared to be virtually unbounded. The only exception 
I 

was a degree of reluctance on the behalf of some respond~nts 

to discuss sensitive matters (particularly those relate~ to 

personnel issues) through electronic channels of 
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communication. Several examples of these perceptions are 

given below. 

"All the preliminary types of interactions and decisions 
are done via e-mail." · 

"You sort of dialog through e-mail." 

"We use <The Product> for a lot of important things, but 
sensitive issues maybe not as much." 

Reach. Frequency. Amount. Depth and Responsiveness. The 

interview data suggested that the availability of group 

technologies has produced changes in: ( 1) the number and 

location of people with whom communication occurs; ( 2) the 

frequency of communication; ( 3) the amount and depth of 

information exchanged; and, (4) the level of responsiveness. 

Respondents confirmed that different time, different place 

group support systems enable communication with people located 

in geographically and/or temporally dispersed regions. This 

is true both intra-organizationally (within The Division and 

between The Division and other portions of The Firm) and 

inter-organizationally (between The Division and its 

customers) . One of the respondents viewed the inter-

organizational link as the most valuable and felt that it 

offered the greatest return on investment. The following 

comments illustrate the respondents perceptions: 

"Most of the decisions we make using <The Product:!> is 
with people in Cambridge and our offices overseas."! 

! 

"With me it's to the point because I deal with other 
locations, that's just the most accessible, easiest, 
quickest way to get to the bottom line." · 
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"So we're not just talking in a building here. We're 
talking across the world to not just our internal people, 
but to our customers. " · 

Within the organization, respondents suggested that the 

technology has "created a bridge" between their remote site 

and corporate headquarters. This theme was echoed in a number 

of responses, and may suggest that these technologies do more 

than simply provide a convenient and reliable mechanism for 

the exchange of information. Respondents suggested that the 

technologies have fostered feelings of "connectedness" and 

enabled the development of working relationships which would 

otherwise not exist. For example: 

"Being a division of a company headquartered in 
Cambridge, Mass, at times I felt like we were on an 
island and they would fly over once in a while and drop 
off a crate, and we would wave to them. I think <the 
Product> has helped us build more of a land bridge from 
the island back to the mainland." 

"I do feel like I have a relationship with a lot of 
people that I wouldntt otherwise, that I would never even 
know, maybe never even talk to even though we work for 
the same company." 

The convenience of group support technologies also appears to 

encourage more frequent communication among organizational 

members. Several respondents echoed the following sentiment: 

"Somehow it seems easier to jot off two or three <e>mails 
to the same person in one day, whereas if I had to call 
them, I'd probably save those things up and make 1 one 
phone call." 

i 
The interview data suggested that this increase in : the 

frequency of communication may indirectly contribut~ to 

improvements in organizational effectiveness. Respond~nts 
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expressed that without technologies such as e-mail, items 

which they intend to "save up" for phone calls or person-to-

person conversations, would sometimes be forgotten and ''fall 

through the cracks". For example, the following comment was 

typical: 

"I have no doubt that a lot of very valuable information 
would fall through the cracks because it's very 
convenient to use <The Product> when you think about 
things, or when you hear feedback or anything like tl'lat. 
You can just pound it out and send it off ..••• Before, 
I would probably wait until it was convenient, until I 
ran into.him in a meeting, or until I happened to have 
time. Or it may never get transmitted at all -- the 
message may never get to him." 

Similarly, respondents perceived that the amount of 

information exchanged through the group support systems was 

relatively high, and greater than it would be without the 

technologies. 

following: 

Respondents made comments such as the 

"You get a lot more information than I think you would 
otherwise because it's so easy to include more people in 
the distribution." 

Interestingly, all respondents held a common perception that 

they receive more messages than they send. The estimated 

number of messages sent and received, however, varied gre~tly 

among respondents. One respondent indicated that she recep. ved 
i 

(on average) two or three messages a day, while at the ofher 
i extreme, one respondent indicated that he receives more ithan 

200 messages per day. Most respondents estimated that !they 
I 

receive between twenty and forty messages per day, and send 
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about half that many. In most instances, managers indicated 

that they send and receive more messages than non-managers, 

and the number of messages exchanged seemed to increase with 

higher levels of management. 

Beyond the amount and frequency of information exchanged, 

respondents also perceived that the depth of the information 

they receive and/or have access to is greater as a result of 

the technologies. Respondents indicated that greater detail 

is available to them, and that they have greater control over 

the amount and type of information that they can obtain. For 

example, one of the respondents stated: 

"'The depth of the information I would have otherwise, the 
details I would have gotten the old way, wouldn't really 
compare to the information I have through <The Product> • 
••. You're kind of limited if you walk over and ask one 
question. That person is deciding how much information 
you are going to get. Are they going to answer your 
question and tell you more, or just answer your question. 
I feel like I know a lot more about our products now." 

Finally, respondents perceived that communicating via the 

group support technologies results in a better and more prompt 

response. The reasons suggested for this varied from the 

"convenience" factor, to the notification, categorization and 

"tracking" features of the technology. As shown below, one of 

the respondents suggested that the technology simply make:s it 
! 

more difficult to ignore messages because the sender h~s a 

mechanism for proving when messages were both sent I and 

received. 

"I find that I get a much better response from an e-mail 
than I do from a voice mail. Much better." 
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''I find that people respond with <The Product>, quicker 
than they do to phone messages." 

"I think you get a more detailed response a lot of ti.mes 
in e-mail because a lot of times we' 11 be clearer ove:r e­
mail about what we're looking for. Because you may spell 
it out a lot clearer over e-mail than you do over voice 
mail." 

"There are occasions when people don't respond to <The 
Product> messages, but they can't be as blatant abou~ it, 
because you have a record of it. It,-s not like losing a 
phone message. You know they got <it>. You can set it 
up so you get a receipt when they open it." 

The themes related to communication patterns are summarized in 

Table 10. 

TABLE 10 

FREQUENCY OF COMMUNICATION PATTERN THEMES 

Item 

Increased volume of information 
Preferred channel of communication 
Increased locus of communication 
High level of dependence 
Increased responsiveness 
Increased frequency of communication 
Increased depth of information 

4.2.3 Differences in User Preferences 

and Skills 

# of 
Interviews 

15 
14 
13 
13 

7 
3 
3 

One prevalent theme in the interview data stems from the 
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respondents' expressed preferences for written or oral 

communication. In describing their use of the group 

technologies, each of the respondents identified themselves 

( and sometimes others) as being either "email-centric " ( i'. e. , 

having a strong preference for written communication) or 

"voicemail-centric" (i.e., having a strong preference for oral 

communication) . 

Only one of the fifteen respondents expressed an overall 

preference for verbal communication. However, this respondent 

expressed dissatisfaction with both e-mail and voice mail, 

indicating that he would rather "press the flesh" in almost 

every instance. In those instances where face-to-face 

communication is not possible, he indicated that voice mail is 

preferable to e-mail because there are at least some personal 

touches involved in hearing a voice. 

While concerns for the potential loss of interpersonal 

communication were expressed to a lesser degree by other 

participants, fourteen out of the fifteen participants in this 

study indicated that they preferred written communication to 

oral communication, both as senders and as receivers of 

information. For example, the following statements were· 

typical: 

"I'm more comfortable 
speaking about them." 

' 
i 

writing out my thoughts than 
! 

' 

"I like to see things. This may sound archaic, but 
like to see things that I can print out." 

I 

The respondents who favored written communication stated 
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two primary reasons for their preferences. First, most 

perceived that their written communication skills were 

stronger than their oral communication skills. Participants 

felt that they were able to express their thoughts in a more 

organized, cohesive way, and better able to "say what they 

meant to say" when putting their thoughts in written form. 

For example: 

"I think everyone is different, but for me personally, I 
think I am more of a written. I can capture my thoughts, 
and spend a little bit more time fine-tuning what I'm 
trying to get to. Verbally, I have a hard time. " 

"I tend to get stuck on my words when I'm trying to sit 
there and present something, whereas if I'm writing it 
down it can be clear and concise and I can remember 
everything and get it all in there. •.• When you go 
face-to-face with someone you tend to not remember 
everything that you meant to say as to why this would be 
good. It helps. I think I do better in writing than in 
talking. 11 · 

"When I'm writing, the speed it comes out is about the 
same speed I can put thoughts together in a real good, 
logical manner. And of course, you re-read after you've 
said it, tweak a few things, and you know when you've 
sent that message that you've said exactly what you want 
to say. 11 

Secondly, respondents suggested that written communication 

(through the e~mail facility of The Product) offers advantages 

of specificity, clarity and manageability that are not readily 

available in oral forms of communication. Specifically, 

respondents indicated that e-mail is advantageous when inany 

details are involved. They also felt that e-mail enaples 

improved clarity of thought, and provides a degree of 

"richness" through the availability of technological features, 

such as color, graphics and sound. 
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"I enjoy using <e>mail because I think your message is 
certainly more thought out and clear when you put it in 
writing." 

"I find that I use <the Product> more than voice mail for 
most of these things, because then there's no questions. 
Everything can be very specific. I can attach documents 
if I need to, reference other documents, and it's just 
very clear." 

"A lot of times we get <e>mail announcing products or 
programs and they' 11 have beautiful graphics which I 
think· make an impact which you can't get over the 
telephone ••... There are advantages to doing it across 
the e-mail system because you can attach the information, 
you can put the graphics in it, you can add the colors 
and the red text and really jazz it up so that people see 
the information and see where your emphasis is." 

Furthermore, respondents found the "paper trail" provided by 

e-mail to be a distinct advantage. 

"A lot of times you want to document it and save it 
and it's a paper trail, in the sense that it helps you 
manage it, and remembering exactly what you said, and 
going back to that point, getting detailed information." 

The ability of e-mail to provide this paper trail, or 

organizational memory, surfaced as an important factor in the 

interview data, and is addressed in more detail later in this 

chapter. 

The preference for written communication was, in some 

instances, unequivocal. several respondents indicated that 

they prefer written communication to verbal communication in 

almost every instance. Others, however, qualified their 

preference as being somewhat situation dependent. i For 
I 

example, several participants noted other factors ( sue~ as 

type of information, personality of the receiver, and physlcal 

' I ' distance) that affect the tool they select as a commun1cat1on 
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vehicle. 

"<The Product> is preferable when there's details to be 
involved or when I need to think something through that 
I'm trying to say. Phone is better when I'm trying to 
gauge emotions or things that I can't get through the 
written tool. I can listen to a voice on the other end 
and try to pick up things that I can't get the other way. 
But the phone suffers to get detailed information." 

"I think it depends on the type of information you are 
communicating and the message you are trying to get 
across." 

"I think it's just a difference in people. Some people 
just prefer the phone, others prefer computer messages. 
And when you work with people for a while, you know which 
person is which type and you gear it to that. I pretty 
much know the personalities of the people I'm working 
with and if I want to make sure I get to them I know 
which type of message to send to which person." 

"So I think <my preference is> a combination of ways 
depending on first of all, the personality type <of the 
receiver> and, secondly, I think the remoteness plays a 
big role in my situation." 

The themes related to user preferences for written or 

verbal communication are summarized in Table 11. As will be 

discussed later, perceived skill as a written communicator 

appears to be related to the level of influence participants 

feel they are able to exert within the organization. 

Generally, those who believe they have strong written skills 

feel that e-mail provides an effective mechanism to exercise 

power and influence. 

133 



TABLE 11 

FREQUENCY OF USER PREFERENCE THEMES 

Item # of 
Interviews 

Preference for written communication 14 
Perceived higher skill in written communication 9 

4.2.4 Need for Training and Standards 

Although the majority of those interviewed perceived 

their written communication skills to be stronger than their 

verbal skills, many also felt that training in how to use e­

mail effectively is needed. As illustrated by the following 

comment, several of those who perceived that they were 

effective at using e-mail felt that their level of competence 

was a result of a great deal of work on their part. 

"Clearly there are some people that use e-mail pretty 
effectively. In fact, I think that I'm pretty effective 
at it, after LOTS of work." 

Most participants viewed e-mail as a "different•• form of 

communication, and suggested that an understanding of · the 

differences between e-mail and other forms of communication is 

necessary in order to use it effectively. For exam~le, 

respondents stated: 

' 

"You write differently for e-mail than you do for a p~per 
memo or a letter." 
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"You have to understand how to 
knowing how to write a memo. 
communication and you have 
different." 

use e-mail in addition to 
It's a different form of 
to understand how it's 

Additionally, respondents indicated that many employees do; not 

understand these differences and/or possess the skills 

necessary to communicate effectively via e-mail. The 

following comments were typical: 

"A lot of people just don't get it, and they send off 
messages real quick, without thinking about them. They 
don't organize them. They just sit down and type, and 
transmit.u 

"Not everyone is a typist or a keyboard-oriented person. 
It takes a good while to make someone if you're not 
inclined that way. If you're a bad writer it has a 
pretty big impact on how well they can use it." 

Overall, participants suggested that while some members of the 

organization used e-mail very effectively, others do not know 

how to use it correctly, effectively and efficiently. The 

general consensus is that training is a very sorely needed 

component that is missing from the organizational adoption and 

implementation of e-mail at present. 

Closely related to the need for training is the need for 

the development of organizational standards for e-mail 

communication. A common theme throughout the interview data 

was that each respondent had developed ( 1) his/her j own 

individual rules or standards for composing e-mail messa9es, 
I 

and (2) his/her own mechanism for dealing with the volumk of 

messages received via e-mail. As shown in Table 12, a number 

of respondents offered simple rules for developing effective 
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e-mail messages. For example, participants suggested the 

following: 

"You kind of have to craft your messages, so that they 
will first of all be read. Keep them short, simple:and 
I always put who to contact, who's the follow up person." 

"I always try to tell people what their action is in the 
first sentence. You write differently for e-mail than 
you do for a paper memo or a letter. And you need to 
kind of do 'what, who, when, where'. You ought to always 
put 'Action Required By whenever' and put a title."' 

"I'll try to make the headline explicit, so that they'll 
know going into the <e>mail what it's all about. I think 
one of the most common mistakes is when everybody gets 
into sending all these replies, so that you get fifteen 
<e>mails and all of them say 'regarding so-and-so' • That 
gets confusing, and that's where I think people nee~ to 
start using it differently." 

Similarly, on the receiving end, those interviewed described 

self-developed mechanisms for dealing with the (sometimes 

large) number of messages that they receive. A common problem 

reported by the participants is the inability to identify 

important e-mail messages, and distinguish them from those 

that are not. One respondent suggested that the development 

of standards, either within the software itself or within the 

adopting organization, could help to alleviate this problem. 

He stated: 

"I'll be glad when we have some conventions either in, the 
software or as corporate standards -- where it's m~ybe 
'blue' -- you know color-coded. Something to help pepple 
identify what's important." 

Because such standards are lacking, respondents must devise 

their own mechanisms for dealing with the abundance' of 

information they receive via e-mail. Several particip~nts 
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indicated that they open all messages in the order in which 

they are received (i.e., chronologically). However, those 

respondents who receive greater numbers of messages had 

developed other mechanisms to determine which messages 

deserved the most immediate attention. Generally, these 

respondents indicated that they "scan" their messages' by 

looking at who sent the message, how many people the message 

was sent to, and what the subject of the message was. For 

example: 

"Usually I just open my mail as I get it, in 
chronological order and that's how I open it." 

"You can usually tell, actually,· by the person who's 
sending it whet.her it's a 'needs to be read right away' 
or just general information." 

"If a message is just directed to one or two people, it's 
probably much more important and is much more likely to 
require action than all this 'cover your ass' kind of 
copying." 

"I also have a field set up that tells me whether it was 
to me, or if I'm just in the 'carbon copy'. The ones 
that are to me I open first, .and the ones that are from 
people who are recognized or who I've got current hot 
topics going with get read first." 

Several participants expressed a desire to have an intelligent 

component within e-mail which would filter and scan incoming 

messages --- in other words, an "intelligent agent" to look 

through the messages and prioritize them according to jthe 

user's needs and objectives. 

137 



TABLE 12 

FREQUENCY OF TRAINING AND STANDARDS THEMES 

Item 

User-developed, self-imposed rules 
Need for training 
Need for standards 

4.2.5 Purposes for Which Used 

# of 
Interviews 

12 
6 
4 

In describing their experiences with the group 

technologies, respondents identified a number of reasons for 

adopting and utilizing the technology. In general , those 

interviewed suggested that they select the group technologies 

(particularly The Product) as their primary means of 

communication because: ( 1) it provides an organization memory; 

(2) it is a convenient and effective way to deal with 

decisions that span multiple time periods; ( 3) it is an 

effective and efficient way to disseminate and share 

information; (4) it is an effective way to get the attention 

and action of others; and, (5) it enables participation in the 

decision making process and provides and opportunity to 

influence decision outcomes. The first four of these i are 

discussed below. 
i 

The fifth is discussed as a separate i~sue 
! 

in the next section of this chapter. I 

Organizational Memory. The provision an organizational 

memory was regarded by nearly every respondent as a major 
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benefit of adoption and use of the groupware product. 

Participants clearly viewed the groupware product as more than 

simply a vehicle for communication. Respondents indicated 

that the "memory" afforded by the technology, together with 

the ability to organize the information within that memory in 

accordance with their own individual needs, is a vital 

organizational resource. Most respondents suggested that 

their level of dependence upon the organizational memory 

provided by the groupware product is high. Further, 

organizational memory is one of the features which 

distinguishes the groupware product (i.e., The Product) from 

the other group technologies (voice mail and video 

teleconferencing). For instance: 

"I'm in a support role, where I'm almost an information 
bureau. I'm giving information about a lot of different 
things, and it's my security blanket. It is my memory." 

"It allows you to review back. Like two months ago we 
had a meeting, and somebody put something in here, and I 
can scroll back through that discussion and find out -­
I just don't know how you would do that without <The 
Product>." 

"It's definitely a great way to organize the information 
that you have. And the fact that you can customize it, 
makes it reflect the types of things that you are trying 
to keep track of." 

The extent to which respondents used The Product to retain 

organizational correspondence varied greatly. 

respondents indicated that they keep virtually all 

Some 
I 

e-:ntail 
I 
i 

correspondence for a period of six months to a year, while 

others indicated that they delete most messages immediately 

after they have been read. 

139 



"I save everything because it's a resource and I can go 
back to it." 

"I know that sounds like a lot, but I keep usually albout 
a year's worth of e-mail." 

"Unlike most of the people here, I delete it alIJtost 
immediately." 

Interestingly, one respondent suggested that keeping a large 

number of messages is somewhat of "status thing" -- the 

implication being that for some individuals, keeping a large 

number of messages contributes to a heightened sense of self-

importance. 

While some of those interviewed stated that they keep 

everything and some keep nothing, most respondents indicated 

that they retain a portion of their e-mail messages on a 

selective basis in order to track those items and discussions 

that they deem to be important. In some instances, events and 

discussions are tracked simply for record keeping purposes. 

For example, the following comments were typical in this 

regard: 

"I almost always prefer e-mail over voice mail •.• 
because then I have a way of tracking." 

"<Using the Product>, I've got a record that I sent 'it. 
And, which is time and date stamped, so it's more half 
record keeping than anything else. I can pick up ·the 
phone and call the Pr9duct Manager and say I need the 
files for the Productivity Pack,, and then three 9ays 
later she can say, 'I never got that call' or 'I for~ot' 
or something. But whereas with mail, I've got it. ~alf 
the time that's for my own use, just to make sure I 
actually did it." ] 

I 

In other cases, the organizational memory feature was seen as 
! 

going a step beyond record keeping, in providing a mechaniism 
! 
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to "cover your behind". This theme was especially prevalent 

in employee-supervisor relationships, and with those who 

dispers.e information to large groups of people. For example: 

"I keep those that I need to cover my butt. That I need 
to prove that, yes, I did have instructions from someone 
to do this." 

"It's great because you can store e-mail for years if you 
want. You can archive it and keep them, and really cover 
yourself if someone says 'you didn't tell me that', or if 
your boss did tell you something that they don't remember 
telling you." 

"If someone says 'you never told me' I can go back and 
say, 'yes, we did, here it is on such and such date'. I 
use it ••• to say, 'Yes, we discussed this. I have it 
right here.' It's a 'jog the memory' type of thing." 

"If you are trying to put out a piece of information to 
230 people, and in the old days you had to print out a 
memo and then have it passed out on everyone's desk, and 
then people would come back and say 'I missed out on this 
because I didn't know about it, I didn't see it'. At 
least with the electronic mail, you have a tracking 
mechanism." 

Collaborative Projects and Processes. The groupware 

product also enabled those interviewed to better deal with 

collaborative projects and "process data", i.e., those 

situations which encompass a number of conversations and/or 

events over an extended time period. A number of respondents 

indicated that such projects would be difficult to manage and 

accomplish using other forms of group communication. 

"All in <The Product> you can see the chain of evehts, 
you can see the date that things happened, whereas tnJith 
the phone you can't do that. I 

' ' 
"You want to take into account a lot of people into a 
conversation like that over a period of months. That's 
not something you can sit down and decide in a matter of 
a conference call in an hour." 
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"For example, when you do a budget, or a head count 
proposal for next year, which we roll up, each group will 
do one, then roll up to the next level, and roll up to 
senior management. So it goes up, then it comes :back 
down, for reiterations if necessary. There's only:one 
meeting, which is off-site, when the whole thing1 is 
discussed, but the process is done through <e>mail. 11 

Disseminating/Sharing Information. The only unanimously 

mentioned reason for using the groupware product was: to 

disseminate and/or share information. A number of respondents 

felt that one of the most valuable benefits of the group 

technology was being to able to conveniently and efficiently 

provide a large number of people with the same information at 

the same time. 

"I think they are most valuable in disseminating 
information. It removes the question of 'Did you get the 
information? Did you have access to the information?'" 

"<The Product> to me is my savior. If I need information 
to go out immediately, I send it out via <e>mail high 
priority, and within minutes, everybody on my team has 
access to the same information. For remote management, 
it's been marvelous." 

"The information is typically shared more, in other 
words, if I sit down and type a message to all the people 
that report to me, the 10 people that work for me, versus 
having a one-on-one meeting -- it's a way of just putting 
us all on the same page." 

Gaining attention. In a few instances, respondents 

suggested that they use the groupware technology to create 

visibility and become known to other organizational memhers 
I 

and subunits. One respondent suggested that the e-~ail 
I 
I 

facility within The Product is sometimes used as an "internal 

marketing programn. 
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"There are still groups that send out anything. Just to 
get their name in front of people. It can be like an 
internal marketing program." 

Others simply suggested that through the use of The Product, 

they were able to establish contact with and/or gain · the 

attention of other people. 

"I have a large group, and trying to get them together 
would be impossible without it. So yes, I have their 
attention in <the Product>." 

"You do have a little bit more contact -- you are maybe 
a little bit more in their face, otherwise you wouldn't 
really have that contact." 

Table 13 summarizes the themes that surfaced with respect to 

the purposes for which the group technologies are used. 

TABLE 13 

FREQUENCY OF PURPOSE OF USE THEMES 

Item 

Sharing/disseminating information 
Organizational memory 
Collaborative projects and processes 
Gaining attention 

4.2.6 Power and Influence 

# of 
Interviews 

15 
13 
11 

3 

Many of the responses given by participants in this study 

suggested that the use of group technologies affects several 
I 
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of the theoretical determinants of power and influence. 

Specifically, the interview data indicated that use of these 

technologies helped to ( 1) increase participation in the 

decision making process, (2) improve access to information, 

thus reducing uncertainty, (3) improve access to persons, (4) 

reduce the perceived "power distance" (Hofstede, 1980) to key 

individuals within the organization, and ( 5) provide increased 

opportunities to influence the opinions of others. 

Additionally, respondents suggested that a heightened sense of 

empowerment results from the use of the group technologies. 

Participation. Nearly every participant in this study 

indicated that their participation in organizational decision 

making is greater and broader in scope as a result of the 

group technology. Almost universally, respondents perceived 

that they and others would not be participating at the same 

level nor in the same types of decisions that they currently 

are if the technology were not in place. Reasons cited for 

this stem from the difficulties otherwise imposed by both time 

distance, such as the inability to conveniently and 

efficiently be included in decision making activities. 

"It does make it easier to get other people in the loop, 
especially those in a remote office." , 

"If this were on paper, the chances of someone I in 
marketing, or R&D putting my name on it and having the 
secretary forward it to me as well as others is much 
less. There's much more effort involved in that. Here, 
you just add a name and that's it. It's in there." ! 

"<Without The Product> I probably would not have any 
participation, little if any <with Cambridge and 
overseas> because, just the distance factor." 
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"I think it is inclusionary. In other words, it brings 
more people into the process." 

Participants in this study indicated that they felt more 

included (i.e., "in the loop", "tied in", etc.) and perceived 

a greater opportunity to contribute to and participate in the 

decision making process. For example, the following comments 

were typical: 

"It helps you feel tied in, in the loop. It helps·you 
know what's going on with your company, an integral part. 
Simply because someone has elected to include me, to put 
me on this routing list, I'm important to someone." 

"You feel more a part of it. If you're included in a 
decision, you feel like the opportunity is there to put 
your two cents in, if you have a view about a certain 
topic." 

Overall, participants perceived that the technologies have an 

equalizing effect on participation. 

"I think <participation is> more equal. You have the 
same sort of forum, regardless of your position." 

Access to Information. All respondents indicated that 

the groupware product enables them to have extensive access to 

information. Respondents unanimously agreed that information 

(about the industry, the company, their job duties, etc.) .j.s 

more readily available through the group technology than it 

would be otherwise. However, two respondents stated 

although they know the information is available, they 

difficulty sorting through, filtering, and finding 

that 
nave 

!the 

information they want, and in that sense, perceive that 

information may be less accessible than it was before. 
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A number of respondents stated that the group 

technologies are helpful in reducing some of the uncertainties 

that they must deal with and/or providing a mechanism for 

coping with those uncertainties. Coping mechanisms provided 

by the technologies include the ability to look things up 

easily and the ability to access information on the industry 

newswires. 

"We use it in decision making by looking things up you're 
not quite sure about." 

nr feel like it does help you cope, it.really becomes 
your lifeline to the company and the industry." 

"If you are uncertain about something you are doing, . you 
can put your f eel.ers out to people you know and ask . for 
guidance or assistance. As far as uncertainty in the 
industry, I use <The Product> everyday to log in to:the 
industry newswire so that gives me the latest . and 
greatest about what's going on. I always know corporate­
wide what is happening. So in a sense it does because 
it's a communication tool that links you to the outside. 
So you're not in a box. You know what's going on." 

"I look at for example, we daily, there's a database 
available to us that shows the major industry trends, the 
major decisions, or major moves that the companies like 
Microsoft, and IBM are making .••. I wouldn't have that 
on fax or any other way. I probably couldn't afford to." 

Similarly, several of those interviewed suggested that in 

addition to helping them cope with uncertainty, the 

information that is available to them also imparts feelings of 

comfort. 
! 

"I do feel comforted knowing that if I did need an anJwer 
<from the external newswires, etc.> I could find itt" 

I 
I 

"It's comforting to have some of the databases." 

Access to Persons. Similarly, many of those intervi~wed 
I 
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perceived that access to persons was improved through the use 

of the groupware product. Participants cited a number of 

difficulties in reaching people that are alleviated by the use 

the group technologies. For example: 

"It's a very fast moving business, 
get personal contact with people. 
business particularly, computers 
better." 

and it's very hard to 
so I think with this 
probably make that 

Some respondents suggested, however, that while "virtual" 

access to people may be improved by the technologies, phys.teal 

access to people is reduced due to the fact that dependence 

upon the computer for communication is high. 

"I would guess that <access to people> is not as good 
because people just tend to depend on the computer and 
they make themselves less accessible." 

overall, respondents suggested that in spite of the potential 

difficulties access to persons is generally improved by virtue 

of having e-mail and group technologies. Comments such as the 

following were typical: 

"My first response is to say <that access to persons is> 
better. I can reach anybody in this company that I want. 

I have a feeling people tend to correspond better 
through <The Product> than they do through phone mai 1 
because it's just easier. It's easier to respond to: my 
<e>mail with a quick reply than it is for you to call me 
and answer my questions, so I think, better." I 

l 
I 

Power Distance. Additionally, respondents perceived that 
I 

i the technology helped to lessen the gap, or the "power 

distance" {Hofstede, 1980) to those at higher levels of the 

organization. For instance, those interviewed frequently m~de 
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comments such as the following: 

"If there were an executive or someone higher up, if they 
were to see an e-mail from me, see the chain of events, 
I think they would respond quicker if they were to see 
the importance of it versus if I were to leave a voice 
mail saying, 'My name is , you don't know me, but 
I've got something very important to talk about, please 
call me'. I think it does open up doors to higher 
levels, both ways. I think higher levels see · the 
importance of some functions that they normally wouldn't 
be exposed to, via <The Product>." 

"Our VP, who's pretty busy - I'll call him and his 
secretary always answers the phone to screen his calls. 
And I'll say 'Is in?' and she'll say 'Yes, he's in 
but he's busy', and I' 11 say 'Will you tell him I need to 
ask him a question - or ask him what's our budget . for 
blah-blah-blah', and I don't here back from him. Or I 
can sit here and write him and say' , what's our 
budget for whatever for 3rd quarter 94?' and an hour 
later I'll have an answer. Well, I never heard from him 
with the voice mail or the message to his secretary." 

"There's so much more a sense of knowing who the players 
are in the company when you at least see their name on 
<e>mail several times a day -- whether you've met them or 
not you feel like you know them." 

The perception that the technologies helped to decrease the 

power distance to key decision makers was not shared 

unanimously by all respondents, however. Two of the fifteen 

participants in this study suggested that while they initially 

found e-mail a very effective way to reach key individuals, 

those higher up in the organization now receive such large 

numbers of messages that they no longer are responsive to it, 

and/or have found ways to insulate themselves by establishing 
I 

systems to screen their messages. For example, one responc;'ient 

stated: 

"Somebody told me last week that one of our executives 
has an agent that goes through and if there's more than 
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two people copied on the e-mail he never reads it. He 
may ask a staff member to read it." 

Comments such as this were, however, in the minority, and.the 

general consensus was that the perceived power distance to key 

decision makers was improved through the availability and use 

of the group technologies. 

Opportunities to Exert Influence. Respondents •Who 

perceived that they possess good written communication skills 

also perceived that the group technologies provided them with 

improved opportunities to influence the opinions of others 

within the organization, including those at higher levels •. As 

stated earlier, fourteen out of the fifteen respondents in 

this study perceived that they possessed stronger written 

communication skills than oral ones, and believed that th~y 

were able to make a stronger and more cohesive argument 

through written channels of communication than they could 

orally. Most also perceived that the groupware product 

encourages the contribution of ideas and elicits higher levels 

of responsiveness from management. A number of respondents 

expressed a belief that the groupware product enables them to 

have more of a voice in decision making and a greater 

opportunity to influence outcomes than they would otherwise 

have. I 

"I'm stronger in writing, so I think you can influ~nce 
people with a computer. I think I'm more effective that 
way." 

"I probably use e-mail heavier than my counterpart~ to 
express concern about something or to sell them on an 
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idea, because me personally, I can verbalize better in 
writing." 

"I think it is easier to do than it would be over a phone 
call. Because a lot of times in a phone call it's hard 
to organize your thoughts •••• You can stop and organize 
your thoughts, maybe research something, look sometning 
up from a prior meeting, you can create a more· cohesive 
point that somebody can even print out and read it. And 
I think that people absorb a lot more when they read 
something." 

"<The Product> has allowed me to provide supporting 
information to management on decisions that are mad~." 

Several respondents also suggested that their ability. to 

influence others was enhanced by the groupware product because 

the tec.hnology allows them to express their opinions without 

being interrupted by others with conflicting viewpoints. For 

example: 

''It's easier to come across with your own opinion, 
because you know nobody's going to interrupt you, and you 
can get everything out at once, and then just kind of 
wait on a reply." 

"Since you can't interrupt, you have full leeway to write 
however you want to to influence. people." 

Most respondents also acknowledged that the ability to 

influence other and to be influenced by them depends on the 

written communication skills of the user. For those with 

strong skills, the groupware product affords a significant 

opportunity to exert influence. For those with weak skillls, 
I 

the technology can impose a barrier which limits the abi~ity 

to influence others. 

"I know for some people who have really strong written 
communication skills and are just really very eloquent on 
pc;tper, <The Product> is a great way for them to get their 
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point across." 

"But some people can't write, and you read it and you're 
not necessarily informed or influenced. It's a tool, .but 
it's not always effective for everyone." ' 

Overall, participants perceived that the group technology 

provided a good way to get their point across, and to make 

their opinion known to those who ultimately make decisions. 

However, several of those interviewed also acknowledged that 

informal communication (i.e., conversations in hallways, 

lunchrooms, etc. ) is still a very important part of the 

decision making process, and remains a vehicle through which 

viewpoints are exchanged and influencing behaviors occur. In 

those situations where distance prohibits such personal 

interactions, the use of the groupware product is heavily 

relied upon for the exchange of viewpoints. 

"For people in this division, for viewpoints, I st;ill 
hear most of it verbally • • • • For people outside of t.his 
division, however, it's primarily e-mail and <The 
Product>. Because the phone doesn't always work. You 
can't be guaranteed to find someone at their desk." 

Empowerment Issues. Several participants suggested that 

the adoption and use of the groupware technology has not only 

had an effect on participation, influence and perceived power 

distance, but has a.lso been empowering in a number of ways. 

For example, several respondents (even the one who 

the most skepticism about the technology) felt 

I 

expres6ed 
I 

that ;the 
i 

opportunity to respond and feed input into the decision making 

process, and to be able to do so in a convenient manner, is 

empowering. Additionally, respondents stated that the group 
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technology ( 1) gives them a greater sense of control in 

carrying out their job responsibilities, (2) provides them 

with increased opportunities to learn .. 

Respondents perceived that the group technology gives 

them more control in carrying out their job duties in .two 

ways. First, it enables them to readily confirm that others 

have been informed and that the responsibility for action has 

been shifted. This imparted a feeling of having the "right" 

to expect a response, and established a basis for follow-up 

actions and/or escalation when responses are not forthcoming. 

For example, respondents frequently made comments like the 

following: 

"It removes that 'check is in the mail' stuff. When you 
get a confirmed receipt that somebody got your message, 
the responsibility is now theirs." 

"You can do a return receipt request, and then that way 
I know when that person has read it, so I know when to 
start expecting a response, whereas if you leave a 
telephone message you don't know if you didn't push the 
button right and it didn't record, or they didn't listen 
to it, or did they listen to it and are just ignoring 
you." 

"You know when you get a receipt that Mike read your 
message at 1 o'clock and it's 5 o'clock and you haven't 
heard from him and you put on it that it's urgent, please 
respond immediately, that you have the right now to call 
him and say, 'What's going on? This is really 
important'"· 

Participants also indicated that the: technology enables ~hem 
' to deal with issues when they choose, i.e., that they have a 
! . 

greater sense of control regarding when they do certain tasks 

and are less subject to interruption by others. 

152 



"<You are able to decide> I'll read all those at once or 
I'm not ready to read them now --- don't interrupt me now 
--- let me go back and I'll go back and read all those at 
once, when I feel like I have time to respond to what 
everyone else has responded to." 

"The reason why I like to do it that way <use e-mail> is 
I that I can be very protective of my time. And if you 
pick up the phone, you're captive, regardless of who it 
is. But if it's e-mail, you can respond to it when you 
have the time to respond. You' re not held for that 
amount of time that you may have been on the phone." 

"I almost always prefer e-mail over voice mail 
because it comes to me when I want to deal with it." 

"I think . . . <bullies> are more easily ignored. You 
don't have to <listen to them>. If you get tired of 
reading it you can just go on to the next message, or 
whatever. " 

"I look to see at the end of the day at 4:30 if I have 
any new messages. If I've had a rough day and I don't 
think I can cope with them, I don't look at them until 
morning." 

Secondly, participants in this study also suggested that 

the technology has provided them with opportunities to learn 

and to improve their own personal skills. 

"My communication skills improved 200% doing that." 

"I've developed better communication skills that way 
written communication skills. And it's improved my phone 
skills by being able to react to things at the spur of 
the moment -- learning what to say and when to say it. 
The 'politically correct' stuff." 

"You just get used to seeing how other people handle 
things, address things, or discuss things. Saying things 
or wording things." 

"It helps you in both writing and in interpreting Jhat 
others are saying. I took English twice <in college>. 
I struggled to write three pages. Now I feel comfortable 
writing technical documentation and everything else." 

153 



TABLE 14 

FREQUENCY OF POWER AND INFLUENCE THEMES 

Item 

Access to information/reduced uncertainty 
Participation in decision making 
Opportunity to exert influence 
Ability to exercise control 
Access to persons/reduced power distance 
Opportunities to learn 

4.2.7 Work Practices and output 

# of 
Interviews 

15 
13 
11 

8 
6 
6 

Respondents identified numerous ways in which they felt 

the group technologies have changed the way they work, several 

of which have already been identified. In addition to 

changing the way people communicate with each other, the way 

in which they access and store information, and the manner and 

degree to which they participate in decision making 

activities, those interviewed indicated that the groupware 

product also increased their effectiveness and efficiency. 

Effectiveness. Participants sug.gested that individual 

and/or organizational effectiveness is enhanced in the 

following ways. First, the group technologies bring the 
i 

"right" individuals into the decision making process. 
I 

Prior 

to having the technologies, those who participated in meetihg.s 

were often those who were conveniently able to participate, 

rather than those most appropriate. The following comments 

illustrate this point: 
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"Prior to having the <video> equipment here, if we had an 
executive briefing, and a lot of times they come up on 
short notice -- it typically came down to who CAN go to 
Cambridge on Friday, not who's the BEST person to go. 
Now we get the product manager, typically, to do all of 
those. It changed who did those." 

"It brings different people to the meeting. That's what 
it does. It might bring the right person." 

"Our primary usage for video conferencing is supporting 
executive briefings. And as opposed to getting. an 
average presenter who might not be able to answer the 
questions, they talk directly to the product manager .who 
has designed the product. So which is more effective? 
An average person there in person, who they're going to 
get more nuances, they' re going to have more time to 
socialize before or after, but I think that having the 
product manager there, or the executive -- if the senior 
executive is on that call, then he'll be more effective 
than say a sales person would be." 

Secondly, respondents perceived that communication carried out 

through the group technologies is more effective than phone 

conversations and "sticky notes". As discussed earlier, those 

interviewed found that groupware communication tends to get a 

better response than other farms of communication. The 

general perception is that e--mail gets read and is less easily 

ignored than traditional forms of communication. 

"It probably does save me a lot of time, and I think it's 
more effective. People tend to read -- some people still 
ignore e-mail -- but I think more people tend to at 
least see it, and open it up for a second and figure out 
if it's something that applies to them or not than they 
are if it's paper that just piles up and they don't 
really look at it at all." 

Additionally, those interviewed perceived that there is less 
I 

of a tendency for things to "fall through the cracks" when 

group technologies are used. Respondents suggested that one 

simple reason for this is that electronic communication, 
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unlike paper alternatives, is not easily lost. Comments such 

as the following were common: 

"Our functionality to the company grew to a point! to 
where there were sticky notes on our computer screens, 
and voice mail and all that, and it always seemed just so 
unorganized and people were getting mad because they left 
a sticky note on our computer and it fell off 'the 
monitor, underneath my desk, stuck to the bottom o:e my 
shoe, and I walked into the bathroom never to be seen 
again - and like I don't know what you're talking about. 
So there's no way to dispute it if it's in the database." 

"All the people who are contributing had the opportunity 
to contribute before, but we probably lost 30% of the 
ideas or even more without <The Product>." 

Third, respondents felt that the increased participation 

associated with the use of group technologies results in the 

development of a larger number, and sometimes more creative 

set of potential solutions to organizational problems. For 

example, one respondent noted: 

"It's really quite interesting to see what some of the 
solutions are that people come up with. And then you'll 
look at something and you'll read the problem and you'll 
look at what someone tried, and you'll have like seven 
responses to it. And someone will have a totally 
different approach, something you never thought about 
looking at." 

Fourth, respondents perceived that individuals are more honest 

and open about their feeling and opinions when gr::oup 

technologies are used. 

"I've found that people tend to be really honest in Jhis 
forum. Even though it is written and it's perman~nt, 
people are very vocal and very honest in this forum." 

"I guess ultimately you're probably very truthful about 
your feelings on certain subjects when you use <The 
Product> to communicate because sometimes where people do 
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become emotional sometimes what we're saying is not 
really even how we feel when you get into a 
controversial subject, or an emotional issue like that. 
However, when you put it on paper, you rationally tliink 
through what you're saying. I think your truest feelings 
are more likely to emerge." 

"<People are less inhibited> because it's not so much 
person to person. You've got this thing in between you. " 

On the down side, however, one respondent expressed concerns 

that group technologies may adversely affect decision quali;ty, 

and thus organizational effectiveness, by encouraging people 

to act too hastily. This suggested that the quick decisions 

facilitated by electronic communication and group technologies 

may not be correct; or at least not as well thought out as 

they could be. 

Efficiency. Nearly every respondent indicated that group 

technologies have made them more efficient. Most stated that 

the technologies have made decreased the time spent trying to 

chase people down, as well as the time it takes to get things 

as a group. 

"It's really efficient that you don't have to do the 
alternative, and that's dial, call, call back, wait for 
a reply, follow-up, or have somebody chase them down~" 

"In the old school without <the Product> it would take us 
a lot longer to get things done by virtue of the fact 
that we would all have to be available at the same time." 

I 

"I have found because you can track things via 1the 
Product>, and forward, and the person can read :the 
sequence of events, whereas with a phone call you pr~tty 
inuch have to explain 'this is where we started' and s~end 
30 minutes trying to capture where you have gotten with 
the project where they can see it." 

Many also suggested that the group technologies reduced 1the 
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time spent in and improved the productivity of group meetings. 

Respondents perceived that the group technologies encourage a 

higher degree of preparation prior to decision-related 

meetings, making such meetings more productive, and requiring 

them to spend less time in meetings. 

"Everybody had a chance to kind of put their two cents 
in, into the <e>mail system, so by the time we got on the 

I 

conference call, everyone was prepared, and we were able 
to streamline the discussion and we were able to f ina]ize 
the decision." 

"We probably do spend a little less time in meetings 
because there are some times when you don't need to have 
a meeting to get the buy-in if it's just a minor 
decision." 

"For me to sit in on a meeting takes a lot of time to 
listen to all the points. I'd rather read it. I can 
read it much faster than I can listen .... I can get 
through the same amount of discussion in a quarter to a 
half of the time than I could if I was sitting in a 
meeting." 

Relatedly, many of those interviewed perceived that the group 

technologies resulted in fewer meetings being necessary. 

"I've known the chairman to actually call off a meeting 
because we had already decided something and there wasn't 
anything else to discuss." 

Interestingly, those who felt that the group technologies had 

not significantly reduced the time spent in meetings perceived 

that the group technologies enabled much more to· be 

accomplished (both as a group and as an organization) in those 

meetings. 

"So while we're still spending as much time in meetings, 
we're getting a hell of a lot more accomplished." 
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"I would say that we're probably still in meetings as 
much as we were before there was <The Product>, but I 
think the nature.of what we're trying to accomplish is 
much greater." 

"I think companies that use e-mail will move at a faster 
pace. I think companies that use <The Product> will move 
at an even faster pace than that. And so, that means 
that because they're moving faster, it's going to seem 
like there's more meetings, but in actuality you' re 
accomplishing more." 

overall, the participants in this study indicated that the 

group technologies have significantly and dramatically changed 

the way they work. A number of respondents suggested that 

they have become so dependent upon these technologies that it 

would be difficult for them to continue to do their jobs 

without them. One respondent likened the availability of 

groupware to the availability of microwave ovens. While it is 

still possible to do things the old way, it is not as 

convenient, nor as efficient, and less gets accomplished. 

Comments such as the following were common: 

"I can't imagine what life would be like without it. I 
can't even begin to say. Especially in this industry. 
It's always changing. It's a must. It's a definite. I 
don't know how any company could effectively communicate 
without something like <The Product>." 

"When talking to people about <the Product> I always tell 
them that I don't think I could do my job without it." 

"It's so weird because it's so much a part of everything 
that we do." 
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TABLE 15 

FREQUENCY OF WORK PRACTICES THEMES 

Item # of 
Interviews 

Increased efficiency 13 
12 

8 
Increased effectiveness/quality 
General changes in work practices 

4.2.8 Problems Associated With Use 

In addition to the many positive outcomes reported by the 

participants, several difficulties were also reported. The 

most commonly cited problem associated with the use of these 

technologies was that of overuse, which has resulted in 

"information overload" for many users. A number of the 

respondents in this study (but not all) felt that they receive 

too much e-mail, and at times, were overwhelmed by the volume. 

As a result some of those interviewed felt that electronic 

communication is losing effectiveness. 

"There's some times you come in here in the morning and 
you're overwhelmed with the number of <e>mails that you 
have waiting to read." 

"Since you use <The Product> so much, you almost hav'e a 
tendency to become brain dead to what you are readihg, 
and you get overwhelmed. " I 

"We get so accustomed to using <The Product> and it's so 
convenient, that as a result maybe that information that 
is communicated through <it> gets less priority. ! It 
becomes less important somehow." 

As noted earlier, many respondents who voiced this concern 
I 
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also felt that much of the overuse was attributable to poor 

training and a lack of standards .. Interestingly, although 

many complained about receiving too much mail, most also 

expressed that they prefer to have too much information rather 

than too little. 

"It's hard muddling through it -- but I would rather be 
over-informed than Q.nder-informed." [ 

' 
It's very hard because I'm addicted to the amount1 of 
information that's available to me over <The Product>, 
but yet I know that at the same time that I'm numbed by 
it• II 

The second major problem reported by respondents is :the 

loss of interpersonal communication that results from the use 

of electronic communication. Several respondents felt that 

the personal touch is still needed. 

"One of the big problems with using a computer is t:hat 
people tend to use it almost exclusively and cut down on 
the communication and I think you need both." 

"The one down side I · do recognize is less personal 
interaction •. There are a lot of people here that I do,n't 
see for weeks because I really don't have a need to go 
upstairs and visit them. That may be a little bit oif a 
down side, but then on the other hand like I said before, 
I do feel like I have a relationship with a lot of people 
that I wouldn't otherwise, that I would never even kn.ow, 
maybe never even talk to even though we work for the same 
company." 

Others suggested that communication through group technologries 

I is easily misunderstood or taken the wrong way. 
1 

i "Someone can read it and take it totally different f;rom 
what you're saying." 

''I think what you miss out on when you do this sort- of 
thing <video>, or even when you're doing e-mail, is the 

I 
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casual conversation you would have if you were in a 
meeting. There's a lot that comes out when you are in 
those situations that may not have come up • • . . when 
you' re in conversation, or you know, as you' re walking to 
the meeting with somebody, something may come up, if 
you're sitting in the meeting something may come up on 
the side." 

Relatedly, respondents suggested that use of the group 

communication technologies can actually create a negative 

image for some users of the system, due to either the 

"flatness" of the system, or a lack of skill and/or training 

in written communication. 

"I mean when people send off a hasty rebuttal to an e­
mail, they typically sound more terse. They come across 
as negative." 

''Just the other day I got a message from one of my 
employees. And he didn't put a title on his e-mail. It 
went to a Vice President and a lot of other people. He 
didn't spell-check it, it just wasn't very well 
organized. it was all kind of paragraphs and run-on 
sentences." 

Several other problems which can be lumped together under the 

term "Inappropriate Use" (such as indiscriminate forwarding, 

overcopying, overuse of the return receipt feature, and 

inappropriate use of large distribution lists) were reported 

by some of those interviewed. overall, however, respondents 

suggested that the benefits afforded by the system outweighed 

the problems. 
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TABLE 16 

FREQUENCY OF PROBLEMS OF USE THEMES 

Item 

Information overload 
Loss of interpersonal communication 
Inappropriate use 
Conveyance of negative image 

4.3 Summary 

I 

# of I 
Intervie~s 

12 
12 

3 
3 

This chapter has presented the findings of this stu;dy. 

Common themes which emerged from the interview data have tjeen 
I 

identified. An interpretation of these findings will: be 

presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER V 

INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 overview 

This study was conducted to explore the relationships 

between the use of group support systems and power and 

influence in an organizational setting. Anemic perspective 

of these issues has been gained through a case study analysis 

involving users of such systems in an actual organization. 

Common themes and patterns which emerged from the interview 

data have been identified in Chapter IV. 

This chapter explicates the findings of this study, 

relating them to the theoretical depictions of power and 

influence presented in Chapter II, and to the propositions set 

forth in Chapter III. Within this framework, the implications 

of the results will be discussed, and a research model. which 

can be used to guide future studies addressing these issues is 

presented. 

5.2 Interpretation of Findings 

The previous chapter has demonstrated that organizational 

users of group support systems attribute a number changes: in 

communication patterns, work practices, decision mak;i.ng 

processes and organizational effectiveness to the availabil 1ity 
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and use of group technologies. Additionally, users perceive 

that these technologies change factors. related to power and 

influence, such as participation, access to persons, access to 

information, reduction of uncertainty, and the ability, to 

exercise control. 

Case study methodologies were employed in this study in 

an explicit attempt to capture user perceptions of group 

support technologies within th.e context of the organization, 

rather than to separate the phenomena of interest from the 

context or to simply assume away contextual variables. 

Relevant features of the organizational context described in 

Chapter IV include the overall organizational environment, the 

organizational structure, and the degree of centralization in 

organizational decision making. 

Interpretation of the results of this study thus begins 

with a review of the organizational context and a discussion 

of its potential effects on the findings of this study. This 

is followed by a discussion of the general findings (those 

related to communication patterns, system usage, work 

practices, etc.), and then by a discussion of the findings 

related more directly to the determinants of power and 

influence. Throughout the discussion, emphasis will be placed 

on the determinants of power and influence which appear to be 
i 

most salient for this study: participation, accessibilit~ to 
I 

I 

information and persons, dependencies among subun~ts, 

centrality, the ability to cope with uncertainty, and the 

ability to exercise control. 
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5.2.1 Organizational Context 

As previously noted, participants in this study vi~wed 

their workplace as a positive and open environment. Very few 

comments about the organization which could be construed in a 

negative manner surfaced during the interviews. Intuitively, 

this positive organizational context is likely to have 

contributed to the successful adoption and implementation of 

the group technologies, and to positive attitudes toward the 

technology. 

The organization in this study was characterized by those 

interviewed as decentralized. This is evidenced by the lack 

of a formal organizational chart, and the matrix-like style of 

management. organizational members in dedentralized settings 

may have greater and somewhat different communication needs 

than those in centralized settings, and thus, may be more 

likely to adopt and use group technologies. Furthermore, the 

degree of centralization within the organization has direct 

implications for the primary questions related to power and 

influence posed by this study. Eisenhardt and Bourgeois 

(1988) found that power and politics were more prevalent in 

organizations where decision making was highly centralized, 

and the imbalance of power was obvious. In such cases, less 

powerful people were more likely to form • • i coalitions to 

challenge the power of autocratic decision makers. !!'he 

findings of Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) were contrary! to 
i 

''conventional" wisdom, which holds that when power is roughly 
i 

equivalent (as it may be in decentralized situations), 
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individuals are more likely to band together to influence 

outcomes. The implication for the current study is that.the 

effects of group technologies on power and influence may be 

harder to detect in decentralized settings. Patterns related 

to power and influence which emerge in decentralized settings, 

therefore, should be considered particularly worthy of 

investigation. 

5.2.2 Changes in Communication Patterns 

The evidence in this study suggests that communication 

patterns change when group support systems are implemented 

within an organization. Specifically, there is an expansion 

in communication "reach" (i.e., the number and location of 

people with whom an individual communicates) . The system 

enables individuals to communicate and establish working 

relationships with a wide range and number of organizational 

members, some of whom they would otherwise have little or no 

contact with due to physical distance or organizational 

position. Although the reach is more extensive, the form of 

communication changes from physical communication (e.g. , face-

to-face and voice communication) to "virtual" communication 

through electronic channels. Thus, while most participants 

perceived that their circle of communication widened, 1the 
I 

amount of face-to-face contact with other individuals may be 

less. The transition to virtual communication appears! to 

occur not only among individuals in geographically remote 

locations, but also among individuals who are located· in 
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reasonable physical proximity to each other (i.e. , down the 

hall or on the next floor). Despite the reduction in physical 

contact, users of the group support systems in this study 

indicated that they felt a heightened degree of connectedness 

to others in the organization, both· within and across 

physical, functional and position boundaries, as a result of 

using the system. 

The evidence further suggests that users of group support 

systems communicate with others more frequently, exchanging 

not only a greater amount of information, but also more :in-

depth information than they otherwise would. Possible reasons 

for this suggested by the participants include the ease of use 

and convenience afforded by the technology, the reliability of 

the system (i.e., reduced risks of ''lost'' messages), the 

quasi-anonymous or "removed" nature of the electronic medium, 

and the perception that electronic communication is more 

difficult to ignore than paper or voice messages. 

The perception that email is more difficult to ignore 
I 

than paper and voice equivalents is a potentially significant 

finding. Several possible reasons for this perception were 

suggested by the participants. First, many · users prefer 

email, like to use it, and as a result, check their email 

often. Participants in this study indicated that they c11eck 
! 

their email several times each day ( or more often) . 
I 

Seconqly, 
! 

the convenience and reliability of the system may encourage a 

greater degree of responsiveness by reducing the need to play 

"phone tag'' as well as reducing the risk of lost messages. 
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Third, the groupware product utilized at the research site 

includes a "return receipt" feature which can be invoked by 

senders of messages . When this feature is activated, . the 

sender is notified when recipients receive and open their 

messages. This feature has made it more difficult for 

recipients to ignore sender requests, and has virtually 

eliminated the excuse "I didn't get the message". 

A related finding is that users perceive that they get a 

better, faster response to email than they do to alternative 

forms of communication. The perception that there is greater 

responsiveness to email, in terms of both speed and content, 

is another interesting and potentially significant finding. 

Additional studies will be needed to determine if there is in 

fact a responsiveness differential. 

overall these changes in communication patterns suggest 

that group technologies widen the user's sphere of 

communication, enhance accessibility to information and 

persons, and improve communication response rates. 

5.2.3 User Factors 

Participants in this study attributed a number of changes 

in communication patterns to features of the technology. 

However, the evidence in this study also suggests that 
I 

individual preferences for and skills in written or oral 

communication are important factors. All but one of those 

interviewed expressed a personal preference for communicating 

(as both a sender and a receiver of information) in writ;ten 
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rather than oral form. The preference for written 

communication was consistent across managerial levels and 

functional areas. Furthermore, preferences and self-

perceptions of skill level seem to be correlated. Nearly.all 

of those who pref erred written forms of communication also 

perceived that they possessed stronger written than oral 

communication skills. Interestingly, those who perceived 'trhat 

they possess strong written skills, also perceived that e-mail 

technologies provide them with increased opportunities to 

participate in and influence decision outcomes. 

The pattern of responses that emerged in this study also. 

suggests that differences in written communication skill 

levels exist among work groups. This may be due to factors 

such as educational background and functional orientation. 

For instance, by the nature of what they do, those in sales­

related positions may be likely to pos.sess stronger o;ral 

communication skills than written communication skills. 

Similarly, those higher up in the organization (who are lik13ly 

to be more highly educated) may possess stronger written 

communication skills than those at lower levels. 

Overall, users perceive group communication systems as an 

effective vehicle for communication. This may be at least 
i 

partially due to their ability to provide a forum for writiten 
! 

communication. Those who possess strong written communication 
! 
l 

skills perceive that the technology provides increased 

opportunities to exert influence in decision making processes. 
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5.2.4 Need for Training and Standards 

Nearly all respondents (even those who perceived that 

they have strong written communication skills) expressed that 

there is a need for training and for the development of 

organizational standards. A number of users d.escribed email 

and other group communication technologies as being a 

"different'' form of communication. The participants in this 

study suggested that users are initially likely to lack an 

understanding of how this form of communication is different, 

and also lack the skills to use it effectively. This suggests 

that organizations planning to adopt groupware systems could 

benefit from the development of specialized training programs, 

and from the development of instruments which could determine 

a priori user preferences and skill levels with respect to 

written and oral communication. such instruments could be 

helpful in smoothing the implementation process by identif 

those who may be resistant to adopting the technology 

those who need special training in business writing skil 

Training that centers on how to use the software (i.e., 

which buttons to push), however, is likely to fall shor of 

developing (1) the underlying skills necessary to communi 

effectively in written form, and (2) an understanding of 

the structure and content of email messages should differ 

messages sent 

Organizations 

through traditional, non-electronic 

should not assume that individuals 

me 

ei 

possess or can easily acquire the skills needed to utilize 

group communication systems effectively. Individuals who are 
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well-educated and capable of putting together effectlive 

written materials on paper may have difficulty adjustinJ to 

electronic media. 

In addition to training, organizations may also benefit 

from the developmen. t of standards implemented througt a 

combination of software controls and/or organizati,nal 

guidelines. Data gathered in this study suggests two areas in 

which software controls and/or organizational standards w,uld 

be helpful: (1) to aid in the identification of impor,ant 

messages; and (2) to provide guidelines for the structu,ing 

and formatting of effective email messages. For exam~le, 

software could incorporate the use of color, sound, graphJcs, 

and so forth to help identify critical messages. Intelli,ent 

agents, which would scan messages looking for key wo,ds, 

specific senders, critical topics, dates, etc., would also be 

helpful. Similarly, expert systems could be embedded to 

monitor the use of proper headings, formatting, message 

length, grammar, spelling, etc. In the absence of such 

software controls, simple organizational standards regarding 

the number of people to copy, message formats (e.g., bullet 

versus text), the number of screens a message should occur y, 

etc., may prove to be beneficial. Interestingly, in rhe 

absence of such standards, users in this study developed thlir 

own individual, self-imposed sets of standards to govern their 

own use of the systems. 

172 



5.2.5 System Usage 

Participants in this study identified many reasons for 

using the system. The most common of these was to dissemi, ate 

and share information. Clearly, the system was viewed ls a 

way of equalizing both the content and the timing of Jthe 

information dispersed to organizational members. Sev ral 

users described the system as a way to "put everyone on the 

same page at the same time". The ability to make sure the 

word is out in a consistent and timely manner, and to assure 

that all appropriate organizational members have access to the 

information was perceived as a valuable attribute of the 

system. Value is derived not only through the provision of a 

convenient and effective tool for the sender of informat'on, 

but also from the sense of being "included" that is impa ted 

to the receivers of information. 

Another major advantage afforded by group technologie is 

the provision of an organizational memory. Although g,oup 

communication systems are primarily intended to en,ble 

communication between group members, their ability to pro\ide 

an ''audit trail" is equally important to most organizati nal 

members. The evidence in this study suggests that the ability 

of the system to track and organize correspondence, to follow 

a chain of events, and to demonstrate that partic lar 

directives were or were not issued is one of the 

that organizational members favor this form of communicati n. 

Among other things, the ability to track information int is 

manner provides users with a degree of control by establishing 
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a clear, indisputable way to go back and check previous 

activities and decisions. l 
Additionally, collaborative decision making is suppo ted 

by the availability of group communication systems. Pro1ess 

decisions involving a number of people in physically diffetent 

locations, who are engaged in discussions over a numbeJ of 

weeks or months, would be hampered without such systems . The 

ability to include individuals in diverse locations in on-

going efforts which span multiple time periods, and to be ble 

to do so without playing "phone tag" was perceived as 

valuable. 

Finally, the use of group support systems can be an 

effective way to gain attention and/or visibility within the 

organization. Organizational members are aware that they can 

reach anyone (and everyone) in the organization quickly and 

easily through electronic mail. The evidence in this s ,udy 

suggests that electronic mail messages are more likely tj be 

read and responded to than their paper or voice equivalents. 

Therefore, the electronic medium is likely to be an effecJive 

way to increase one's visibility in the organization, an\ to 

get the attention of others. 

5.2.6 Changes in Work Practices 

The participants in this study perceived that \he 

organization had a high level of dependence on the varirus 

group technologies. As a result, the technology changes he 

way people communicate and the way they work. For many of he 
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reasons noted above, group technologies enable individuals to 

be more effective and more efficient. As a result of impr ! ved 

communication, fewer things are able to "fall through the 

cracks", and in many instances, the technologies enable the 

''right" person (rather than the most available one) ti be 

included. Organizational members felt more informed, 

perceived that they have a higher degree of control, and are 

more involved in organizational activities. Additionally, 

users perceived that use of the technologies has increJsed 

both the pace and the nature of what they are able to 

accomplish. 

The perceived impact 

decision making is unclear. 

in providing input and 

on the quality of organizational 

While more people become invos~ovmede 

evaluating alternatives, 

participants felt that the technology encourages people to 

move too quickly and jump to decisions that are not well 

thought out. Overal 1, however, the evidence in this sJudy 

suggests that group support technologies can lead to Jany 

positive changes for the organization and for the users of the 

system. 

5.2.7 Problems Arising from Use 

For all its potential benefits, the adoption and us of 

group support systems is not without problems. While the 

convenience and reliability of such systems provides the 

benefit of increased participation and sharing of information, 

it also can lead to information overload. The participants in 
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this study found the sheer volume of information available to 

them sometimes overwhelming. One participant reported feeling 

both "addicted to" and llnumbed by" the amount of information 

that is available. While a few of those interviewed felt 

information overload severely, · most participants perceived 

that having too much information was better than having too 

little. Several also suggested that the development. of 

standards (software controls or organizational guidelines) 

could limit these negative effects. Another problem which 

contributes directly to information overload is the 

inappropriate use of the system, particularly the practice of 

indiscriminately copying messages to large numbers of people. 

At the research site for this study, indiscriminate copying 

(dubbed ncYA" copying) was perceived as one O·f the biggest 

problems, contributing not only to information overload, but 

making it difficult to distinguish important messages from 

unimportant ones, and requiring unnecessary time to deal with 

such messages • Once again, the development of intelligent 

agents and filtering mechanisms may provide future solutions 

to this problem. 

Another problem arising from the use of group support 

systems is the loss of interpersonal communication. Group 

communication systems are a 

communication with more people is 

double-edged sword; more 
I . 

enabled, but it is "virtual" 
! 

rather than physical. With the loss of interpersonal cues, 

misunderstandings become more likely. While this is a well 

known problem with all forms of electronic communication,; it 
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may be particularly problematic for some users of electronic 

mail. In addition to the creation of misunderstandings, 

inappropriate and/or ineffective use electronic mail can 

create a negative image, particularly for those who are 

undertrained and/or possess poor written communication skills. 

In some instances, there appears to be a failure to recognize 

that many people in the organization may see poorly writtei;i or 

emotionally charged messages, and that such messages can 

negatively affect one's image in the organization. 

5.2.8 Changes in Participation 

Desanctis and Gallupe ( 1987) theorized that group support 

systems would increase participation in the decision making 

process, and suggested that this increase in participation 

might impact the distribution of power in organizations. The 

evidence in this study supports this theory. Specifically, 

the data gathered suggest that the use of group support 

systems increases the opportunities for individuals throughout 

the organization to be heard, and to participate in the 

decision making process. 

The increase in participation is noteworthy in several 

aspects. First, the breadth of the decision areas in which 

individuals have an opportunity to participate expands. 
I 

Participants reported that the technology enabled them to 

participate in decision areas in which they would other~ise 

not be involved, many of which fall outside their ,own 

immediate functional area or managerial level. The reason 
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most often cited for this by the informants in this study was 

that in the absence of the group technologies, it would be too 

time consuming for others to include them in the process:and 
' 
! 

for them to respond. The breadth or scope of participation 

thus increases as input from individuals from diverse 

departments is more easily sought and obtained. Similarly, 

those at lower levels of the organization perceive increased 

opportunities to participate as their opinions and input are 

solicited. Participation in decision making, thus, becomes 

less dependent on functional and position boundaries. 

Secondly, as the opportunities to participate increase, 

so too does the actual frequency of participation. In other 

words, individuals appear to be responsive to these 

opportunities afforded by the technology and to capitalize on 

them. 

Thirdly, increased participation is most visible in the 

information gathering and alternative evaluation stages of the 

decision making process, and to a lesser extent, in the 

implementation stage. The system enables full and extensive 

input and exchange of ideas, as . well as free flowing 

discussions regarding organizational matters. The impact of 

group support systems upon the choice stage of the decis:ion 

making process is less obvious. Ultimately, import;ant 
! 

organizational decisions will made by an elite few. HOwev'er, 
I 
I 

group support systems enable those decisions to be made on the 

basis of knowledge drawn from the ideas of a much larger ,set 
i 

of people, enabling a more participative than autocratic style 
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of management. overall, increased participation is perceived 

as an equalizing force. Because individuals have an 

opportunity to provide input and a mechanism through which 

they can attempt to influence decision outcomes, ·the 

distribution of power is perceived as becoming more equal. 

5.2.9 Changes in Accessibility to Persons 

and Perceived Power Distance 

The use of group support systems encourages cross-level 

and cross-functional discourse. As a result, virtual access 

to persons increases. Participants in this study perceived 

that accessibility to others in the organization, particularly 

to those at higher managerial levels, improved as a result of 

the group support system. Users perceive that their messages 

not only get through and are read, but also receive higher 

levels of responsiveness. Additionally, they felt much more 

comfortable, willing and likely to send electronic messages to 

higher level managers than to try to contact them in other 

ways. Although several respondents felt that the increased 

reliance on electronic communication has made it more 

difficult to obtain physical access to organizational members, 

the majority of respondents perceived that access to persons 

is better as result of the group technologies. 
! Virtual accessibility to persons, however, may I be 

threatened in the future as higher level managers begin' to 

rely on intelligent agents and filters to sort and prioritize 

the volume of email messages they receive. If users at lower 
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levels of the organization begin to sense that their messages 

are not being read by the intended recipient, they may begin 

to perceive the system as a hindering rather than an enabling 

technology. This suggests that it will be important for 

managers to evaluate their electronic accessibility and the 

effect that limiting this accessibility may have on others in 

the organization. 

Within managerial levels and functional areas, those 

located physically near each other often find it easier to 

simply talk face-to-face. However, in some instances when 

individuals could easily meet face-to-face, virtual access is 

still preferred. The primary reasons for this given by the 

informants are ( 1) the tracking mechanisms afforded by the 

technology, and ( 2) the ability of many individuals to express 

themselves more clearly in writing. 

5.2.10 Changes in Accessibility to Information 

Participants in this study perceived that group support 

systems provide them with improved access to information. 

More information is available, both within and external to .the 

organization. Users perceived that they have access not only 

to more information than before, but also to different 

information. Specifically, information available is (1) more 
I 

in-depth and detailed, and ( 2) more process-oriented, enabljing 
: 

a course of events to be followed. Much 1 ike increased 

participation, improved access to information imparts a sense 

of being included, as well as a sense of well-being and 
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comfort. Organizational members described feeling more in 

control as a result of being able to find the information they 

need without having to rely as heavily on others. 

Logically and theoretically, improved access to the right 

kinds of information increases one's ability to deal with 

uncertainty. Participants in this study felt better able to 

cope with uncertainty through the information provided in 

internal and external databases. The groupware product 

enabled them to find the information needed to do their jobs, 

and to keep a finger on the pulse of the industry and their 

organization. 

5.2.11 Changes in Dependencies and Centrality 

Individuals within virtually every subunit of the 

organization appeared to be dependent on the group 

technologies for communication, and highly linked to other 

organizational members and subunits through the technologles. 

Additionally, organizational subunits appeared to be mutually 

dependent on information held in shared databases. 

Although linkages to the work output of other subunits 

exist, timely and convenient access to shared databases 

enabled participants to get the information needed without 

being dependent on others to get the information for them. 
' ! 

Evidence in this study suggests that when group support 
I 
I 

technologies are available, dependencies among subunits become 

very intertwined as information is increasingly shared. 

Further, group technologies reduce the need for physical 
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centrality, by creating a type of virtual centrality for each 

subunit. That is, through the electronic communication 

channels, each organizational subunit is centrally located. 

Thus, physical centrality may become much less of a factor in 

organizational power when these technologies are adopted. 

s.2.12 Empowerment Issues 

An unexpected finding in this study is that group 

technologies empower those who utilize them. Outcomes 

identified as empowering include increased participation, 

improved access to information, improved access to persons, 

increased ability to exercise control, and increased 

opportunities to learn. 

Individuals within the organization perceive that they 

have a direct line to the decision makers through which they 

can attempt to exert influence on decision outcomes. Along 

with greater opportunities to participate in this manner, 

users also have access to a wealth of organizational and 

external information. Having these capabilities at the 

fingertips of employees, giving them an opportunity to respond 

to and feed in their input, and to be able to do it in a 

convenient manner is empowering. 
i 

Additional empowerment issues stem from two aspects: of 
i 
I 

control. First, group technologies enable users to h!ave 
I 

increased control over the execution of some job duti!es. 

Participants reported that the groupware product enabled them 

to deal with problems, issues, and persons when they wanjted 
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and were ready to do so. This allows them to be more 

protective of their time, to avoid unnecessary interruptions, 

and to exercise control over when certain job duties would be 

carried out. 

A second aspect of control associated with the use of 

group technologies is the ability to escalate problems. The 

groupware product imparted to the participants in this study 

a sense of having legitimate "rights" to expect a timely 

response, and provided an effective· and convenient way to 

escalate matters (with the complete sequence of events, if 

necessary) when such responses were not forthcoming. This 

empowered individuals to take the initiative and/or to shift 

the responsibility when needed. The organizational memory 

capabilities of the groupware system support this by providing 

the ability to track sequences of actions and illustrate a 

chain of events in such instances. 

A further empowering aspect of the group technologies is 

the learning opportunities they provide. Individuals not only 

have the opportunity to learn to use the technology, but also 

are able to learn from the information that is available to 

them through internal and external databases. Further, users 

are able to develop better written communication skills as a 
I 

direct result of using the system. In addition to learnfng 

about writing and structuring messages, individuals also 
! 

indicated that they are able to learn more about their 

organization, organizational communication patterns, 
! 

professional etiquette, political correctness, and to some 
! 
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extent, the personalities of others in the company simply by 

viewing the messages that flow through the system. 

5.3 Relationships Between GSS and the 

Distribution .of Power 

The three central propositions of this study are: 

Proposition 1: The use of GSS technologies will 1 

alter the perceived distribution of 
power and influence in 
organizations. 

Proposition 2: The use of GSS technologies will 
alter the perceived manner in which 
power and influence are acquired, 
maintained and exercised. 

Proposition 3: The use of GSS technologies will 
alter the perceived quality of group 
decision making. 

Evidence in this study suggests that there is support for 

Proposition 1 . Evidence with respect to Proposition 2 is 

limited and inconclusive. Although some of the· evidence with 

respect to Proposition 3 is somewhat conflicting, this 

proposition is generally supported. The evidence as it 

relates to these propositions is discussed below. 

5.3.1 Proposition 1 

Evidence from this study suggests that group supp:ort 

systems alter the ·perceived distribution of power I by 

equaliz.ing, to some extent, participation in organizational 

decision making activities and processes. This equalizing 

force is attributable to several factors. 
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First, group support systems extend the sphere of 

communication, and thus the potential sphere of influence of 

individual users. The range, level and frequency of 

communication increase. when such systems are adopted. With 

this increase in communication, come opportunities to 

participate in decision making activities at many levels 

across the organization, and to attempt to exert influen;ce. 
I 

Users are able to share ideas, provide input, negotiate, ·and 

discuss alt·ernatives regardless of organizational status, 

physical location, or functional affiliation. Because many 

individuals perceive that they have stronger written 

communication skills than oral ones, they perceive group 

support systems as providing opportunities to exert 

influencing behaviors that t:Qey otherwise might not attempt. 

Second, group technologies provide improved access. to 

information and to persons. Access to and control of 

information, like any other organizational resource, enables 

organizational members to have greater power. Moreover, 

improved access to information enables organizational users to 

better cope with uncertainty. Organizational members have 

equal access to most databases. Thus, access to information 

is also more equal when group technologies are available. 

• • • I • Group technologies also improve access to people within 
i 

WOrk grOUpS I aCrOSS departments I and aCrOSS managerial levers• 

Group technologies greatly reduce the need to play "phone tag" 

or to "·chase someone down". Users perceive that they rece~ ve 

better and .improved responses from other organizational 
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members when group technologies are used. Access to key 

people in the organization, and to their expertise, is 

perceived as being particularly improved. Thus, group support 

technologies reduce the perceived "power distance" (Hofstede, 

1980) to decision makers. Decision makers are perceived as 

being more accessible, organizational members feel more a part 

of the decision making loop, and more comfortable in 

approaching key players with their thoughts and ideas. Thus, 

the perceived distance from lower levels to upper levels is 

reduced. The reduction in power distance is further evide;nce 

of the equalizing force that group support systems exert on 

the distribution of power. 

Third, linkages to other organizational subunits are 

altered when group technologies are adopted. Linkages become 

more tightly interwoven in the respect that all subunits share 

information in organizational databases. Because information 

is c·entrally available arid easily accessible, there is less 

dependence on someone from another subunit to provide the 

information needed. However, all subunits are dependent upon 

the information being in the databases. This co-dependence 

again acts as an equalizing force, as individ'ual subunits are 

generally not in a position to control or limit access to 

organizational information (except 

confidentiality is mandated). 

in cases where 
' 
' 

I 
Yet another equalizing force is the "virtual 11 centrality 

I 
provided by the technology. Physical centrality becomes less 

important when group technologies are adopted. Individuals 
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and information are easily and equally accessible regardless 

of their physical location. 

While the bulk of evidence in this study supports 

Proposition 1, there is one caveat. The data also suggest 

that those without strong written communication skills may be 

unable to capitalize on the opportunities provided by the 

technology. Thus, the equalizing effects of group support 
I 

systems on the distribution of power may not come to fruition 

for those with poor written skills. 

5.3.2 Proposition 2 

The evidence in this study is inconclusive with respect 

to Proposition 2. None of the respondents in this study 

identified instances in which group technologies were credited 

with altering the manner in which power is acquired, 

maintained or exercised. Based on their reports, however,. it 

is possible to speculate that those who use the technology 

well may obtain certain advantages that would enhance the 

opportunity to gain, maintain or exercise power. For example, 

those that communicate very well in written form but possess 

poor oral skills may find that group support systems provide 

a vehicle for acquiring visibility and ultimately power that 

they otherwise would not have. Relatedly, group technolog!ies 
! 

may enable those with strong skills to build and enhance th~ir 
I 

organizational image, and thus position themselves for 
I 

promotion and recognition within the organization. It is 

clear that many important issues are brought up, defined, 
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evaluated, and discussed through electronic channels. Those 

without skills may fall short in their attempts to increase 

organizational status and power. Those who find group 

technologies effective for the purpose of acquiring, 

maintaining and exercising power will use it as such. 

5.3.3 Proposition.3 

The evidence in this study is somewhat conflicting with 

respect to Proposition 3. The general perception among users 

is that decision quality is better as a result of the· 

increased information and sharing of ideas enabled by the 

technology. The input provided is o.ften believed to be more 

clear, succinct, honest and complete due to its written form. 

The more participative style of d.ecision making enabled by the 

technology is likely to make decisions more easily accepted 

and implemented, and therefore, may enhance the perception of 

decision quality. 

However, the faster pace enabled by the technology may be 

an offsetting factor with respect to decision quality. The 

abilities to correspond quickly and to monitor recipients' 

actions ( or inaction) may encourage hasty and perhaps poor 

decision making practices. Again, additional studies will be 

required to evaluate these issues. 

5.3.4 Empowerment Issues 

Although this study was not planned to address issues of 

empowerment, the evidence gathered strongly suggests that 
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group support systems empower those who use them. This is an 

unexpected and potentially significant finding with practical 

implications for organizations adopting such technolog~es. 
i 

Empowered individuals are generally thought to accomplish more 

and make greater contributions to the organization.. Thus, the 

relationship between group technologies and empowerment issues 

is deserving of additional inquiry. 

5.4 Proposed Research Models 

The proposed research models which emerged from the 

preceding discussion are shown in Figures 7 and 8. Figure 7 

depicts the proposed relationships between the use of group 

support systems and the distribution of power, while Figure 8 

depicts the proposed relationships between the use of group 

support systems and empowerment. 

Figure 7 suggests that the use of group support 

technologies affects the distribution of power through the 

changes that occur in participation, accessibility to 

information, accessibility to persons, dependencies among 

subunits, and perceived power distance. Specifically, the 

emergent theory that can be drawn from the model is that group 

support technologies increase participation in the decision 

making process, increase accessibility to information :and 

persons, equalize the dependencies among subunits, and redrce 

the perceived power distance to decision makers. As a result, 

the distribution of power becomes more equal. Organizational 

and user factors (environment, degree of centralization, 
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FIGURE 7 
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FIGURE 8 

PROPOSED MODEL OF THE EFFECTS OF GROUP SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

GSS 

ON EMPOWERMENT 

Participation 

Ability to 
Exercise 
Control 

Opportunities 
to Learn 

Perceived 
Power 
Distance 

191 

Empowerment 



skills and preferences, etc.) form the context within which 

these relationships occur. 

Figure 8 
I 

suggests that the use of group support 

technologies affects empowerment through the changes that 

occur in participation, the ability to exercise control over 

certain job duties, opportunities to learn, and perceived 

power distance. Specifically, the emergent theory that cap be 

drawn from the model is that group support technologies 

increase participation in the decision making process, 

increase the ability to exercise control over one's job 

duties, increase the opportunities to learn, and reduce the 

perceived power distance to decision makers. As a result, 

users of group support technologies become more empowered. 

Once again, organizational and user factors form the context 

within which these relationships occur. 

Figure 9 ties the relationships identified in this study 

to the earlier GSS research models presented in Chapter 2, 

building upon the Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST) of Poole 

and Desanctis (1990), and the general GSS research model 

(Input-Process-Output) of Pinsonneault and Kraemer (1990). As 

discussed in Chapter 2, AST posits that different groups and 

individuals appropriate and use the technologies in 

fundamentally different ways, adapting the systems to lfit 
I 
I 

their needs. As illustrated in Figure 9, the adoption land 

appropriation process is affected not only by the feature~ of 

the technology (level, type, features, etc.) and task (type, 

difficulty, etc.), but also by characteristics of individ1ual 
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users, work groups, and the organization. Specifically, this 

study suggests that factors such as user preferences for oral 

or written communication and user skill levels with respect to 

written communication affect the adoption and appropriation 

process. Additionally, other group and organizational 

factors, such as group history, group size, group norms, 

organizational size, organizational structure, and 

organizational culture feed into the appropriation process. 

These factors work together to shape attitudes toward the 

technology and to provide initial incentives for its use. The 

Adaptive Structuration Theory suggests that as the technology 

is adopted and used, attitudes evolve based on how well the 

technology actually meets the needs of the users (i.e. , 

perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use of the 

technology), and new reasons for using the technology are 

found. 

The patterns of appropriation and use produce. a number of 

outcomes related to the task for which the technology is being 

used and to the entities involved in the adoption and 

appropriation process. Task outcomes have been included in 

most earlier GSS research models. Previously identified task 

and decision outcome variables include time to complete a 

task, time to reach consensus, number of alternatives 

considered, decision quality, decision confidence, Jtc. 

However, the evidence in this study suggests that adoption land 

appropriation also: (1) impart to individual users a sense of 

empowerment through increased skill levels, increased 

I 
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opportunities to learn, and an increased sense of control over 

certain job duties; ( 2) alter certain group and social 

structures and interactions through increased participation, 

perceived decreases in the power distance to decision makers, 

increased accessibility to persons and information, and an 

equalization of dependencies among organizational subunits; 

and ( 3) produce organizational effects by altering the ways in 
I 

which work is accomplished thereby increasing elements of 

organizational efficiency and effectiveness. The explicit 

inclusion of "entity" outcomes (i.e., those affecting 

individual users, social structures, and the organization as 

a whole) represents an extension to earlier research 

frameworks. 

Additionally, the incorporation of feedback loops from 

individual users, group and social structures, and the 

organization back into the adoption and appropriation process 

( depicted with double arrows in Figure 9) represents an 

important extension of earlier models. Figure 9 suggests that 

changes that occur in individual users, group and social 

structures, and within the organization itself feed back into 

the process of appropriating and using the technology. For 

example, as users develop new skills, as perceived power 

distance decreases, and as work practices change, new reasrns 

for adopting and using the technology are formed, and hew 
I 

attitudes toward the technology are developed. Through tp.is 

continual and dynamic appropriation process, new and increased 

communication linkages are created, and new ways of performing 
i 
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work, new decision paths, and new mechanisms for influence .are 

formed (Poole and Desanctis, 1990). 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter has discussed the results of this study, 

relating the findings to the theoretical determinants of 

organizational power and to the propositions set forth in 

Chapter III. Proposed research models derived inductively 

from interview data gathered in the field have been presented. 

Specifically, a model of the relationships between power and 

GSS has been proposed, as has a model of the relationships 

between GSS and empowerment. Additionally, an integrative 

model linking the relationships identified in this study to 

pervious GSS research models has been proposed. This model 

extends previous GSS research models by including a set of 

"entity" outcomes (i.e., those impacting individual users, 

group/social structures, and the organization). Together, the 

proposed models represent an integrative theory, 

parsimoniously linking outcomes of GSS use to elements of 

existing theories in both organizational and information 

systems research. Future studies will be needed to validate 

and refine these models. 

196 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 Overview 

The findings of this study have been presented and 

discussed in Chapters IV and V. This chapter (1) summarizes 

the major findings of this study, (2) identifies the 

contributions and limitations of this study, and (3) suggests 

directions for future research. 

6.2 Major Findings 

This study has generated a number of findings with 

respect to the relationships between group support systems and 

power and influence in an organization. To recapitulate, 

group support systems appear to increase participation in 

organizational decision making and to improve accessibility to 

persons and information. The net effect is a reduction in the 

perceived power distance between those at lower and higher 

levels of the organization. By bringing more people into it.he 
'1 

decision making process, group support systems alter ~he 

d . t 'b t' f t' . t' k' 't 11 is ri · U ion O par 1c1pa 1 ve power, ma. ing 1 more equr . 

However, while it appears that group support systems bring 

more people into the decision making process, this stµdy 
i 

provides no evidence to suggest that the key players changel as 
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result of using the group technologies. 

This study has yielded little insight into if and how 

group support systems alter the manner in which power is 

acquired, maintained and exercised .. It seems logical that 

group support systems may be an ef.f ecti ve forum for acquiring, 

maintaining and exercising power for those with strong written 

communication skills. However, answers to these questions 

will require further study .. 

Group support systems appear to· give people at all levels 

of the organization a voice, allowing them to .be heard and to 

participate in organizational decision making, and providing 

opportunities to exert influence over decision outcomes. 

Additionally, group support systems provide for increased 

levels of control and offer increased opportunities to learn. 

Together, these outcomes suggest that group support systems 

are empowering to those who utilize them. 

The evidence in this study also suggests that group 

support .systems may contribut.e to organizational effectiveness 

and efficiency by bringing about changes in work practices and 

output.. The technology serves as an organizational memory., 

brings the "right" people into the decision making process, 

encourages responsiveness, appears to enable the organization 

to move at a faster pace, and improves the perceived quality 
i 

of the decision making process. 

The major findings of this study are summarized in Table 
I 

17. 
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TABLE 17 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

(1) Group support technologies appear to have an equalizing 
effect on the. perceived distribution of power .and 
influence in organizations by 

(a) increasing the sphere and frequency of 
communication 

(b) increasing the scope and frequency of participation 
(c) increasing the sphere and frequency of influenq:e 
(d) increasing accessibility to information ! 

(e) increasing accessibility to persons ' 
(f) increasing the ability to cope with uncertainty 
(g) making participation in decision making processes 

more equal 
(h) making dependencies among subunits more equal 
( i) reducing the perceived power distance to decision 

makers 

( 2) Group support technologies generally improve perceptions 
of decision quality by 

(a) increasing participation in the decision making 
process 

(b) bringing more information into the decision making 
process 

(3) Group support technologies appear to empower those who 
use them by 

(a) increasing participation in the decision making 
process 

(b) increasing the ability to exercise control and take 
initiative 

(c) increasing opportunities to learn 

( 4) Group support technologies appear to alter work practices 
and output by 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 
(d) 
(e) 

I 

I 
bringing the "right" people into organizational 

I • • I processes and act1v1t1es j 

providing more convenient and reliable 
communication, thus decreasing the likelihood ! of 
things "falling through the cracks" : 
increasing efficiency 
increasing responsiveness 
providing an organizational memory 
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6.3 Contributions of the Study 

This study has made methodological and conceptual 

contributions to the study of group support systems, and to 

the study of their potential effects on the distribution of 

power and influence in organizations. These contributions are 

discussed below. 

6.3.l Methodological Contributions 

Two methodological contributions have been made by this 

study. First, this study has operationalized calls for 

triangulation by using multiple methods (interviews, 

documentation, and observation) and multiple data sources 

(respondents from different levels and different functional 

affiliations). Such triangulation provided multiple 

perspectives, strengthening and adding validity to emerging 

concepts as they converged across multiple measures. 'The 

process of coding the interview data required constant 

comparisons across data sources, checking and re-checking the 

emerging concepts. The resulting coding manual ( presented in 

Appendix B) will serve as a guide for the analysis of future 

case studies in this area. 

Secondly, this study has been conducted in the field. As 

noted earlier, there is a paucity of studies that examine the 
I 

effects of group support systems on organizational facto,rs 
I f 
I 

and a virtual void of studies that examine their relationship 

to organizational power and influe·nce. Most of the stud:ies 

involving group support systems and power and influence htave 
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been conducted in laboratories using electronic meeting room 

technologies. This study has extended the scope of research 

in this area to organizations. In doing so, the current study 

has drawn on rich data from the experiences of an 

organization, thus generating an understanding of the changes 

in power and influence associated with adoption and use o·f GSS 

tools. 

6.3.2 conceptual contributions 

A number of conceptual contributions have also been made 

by this study. The principal conceptual contribution has been 

the development of model:s which will ( 1) guide future 

explorations of the relationships between group support 

systems and the distribution of power and influence, and (2) 

guide future explorations of the relationships between group 

support systems and empowerment issues. The development of 

these models represents the first known attempt to model these 

relationships.· The proposed models are intended to serve as 

a starting point and a framework for continued research. 

However, further investigation will be needed to test and 

refine these models. 

A second contribution has been the combi't\ing of inductive 

concepts generated by the field study with concepts i of 
. i 

existing theory from the power literature. This study /has 
I 

taken a first step toward the development of an integrative 
I 

theory which will tie concepts from the power literature to 

concepts in information systems. Specifically, the current 
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study has increased our understanding of the ways in which 

group support systems alter the theoretical determinants of 

power, as well as generating a deeper understanding of the 

role these technologies play in an organization. 

Thirdly, the evidence in this study suggests that the 

availability and use of group support systems may make some 

components of existing theories of organizational power much 

less important than they historically have been. For 

instance, because group support systems provide virtual 

centrality for all organizational subunits, physical 

centrality may no longer be a significant factor. Further, 

this study suggests that additional concepts, such as 

perceived power distance, should be considered explicitly in 

these theories. 

Finally, by using rich interview data and iterative 

analysis techniques, a deeper understanding of how group 

support systems alter the distribution of power and influence 

in organizations has been gained. This study has also 

unexpectedly identified a potentially significant relationship 

between group support systems and individual empowerment. The 

evidence in this study suggests that each of these is an area 

worthy of further research. 

6.4 Limitations 

This study is limited by several factors which lare 
I 
I 

discussed in this section. First, because this study has been 

conducted within a single organization, generalization of it,he 
I 

202 



results to other organizations is limited. However, the 

purpose of this study has been to generalize from the set of 

results to theory, rather than from samples to populations. 

The case study methodology employed in this study enables this 

type of analytical generalization (Yin, 1984; Eisenhardt, 

1989). However, additional cas.e studies will be needed to 

validate, refine and extend the theoretical model proposed in 
i 
I 

this study. Cross-case analyses will "test" the contribution 

of the proposed models by determining whether the observed 

pattern of results is replicated in other organizations. 

A second limitation stems from the fact that there may be 

inherent biases within the site chosen for this study due to 

its vested interest in groupware products. However, as 

previously discussed, the benefits afforded by this particular 

site were thought to outweigh the limitations imposed by it. 

A finding of no relationship between group support systems and 

power and influence in this organization would have provided 

strong evidence that no such relationships exist. Because 

relationships were found in this study, they will need to be 

further explored, and confirmed or disconfirmed through 

additional studies at other organizations. 

Another potential limitation of this study stems from the 

qualitative nature of the case study approach, which may hrve 
, • . I 

allowed biases and preconceptions of the researcher to enfer 

into the interpretation of the data. Eisenhardt (1989) p.as 
. I 

argued that theory development from qualitative research is no 

more likely to be limited by such preconceptions than the9ry 
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built from any other form of inquiry. According to Eisenhardt 

(1989, p. 546}: 

''the constant juxtaposition of conflicting 
realities tends to 'unfreeze' thinking, and so the 
process has the potential to generate theory with 
less researcher bias than theory built from 
incremental studies or armchair, axiomatic 
deduction". 

Explicit attempts were made in this study to avoid such biases 

through the development of case study protocols and the use of 

multiple raters. Nonetheless, the effects of researcher 

biases on the theory developed in this study cannot be totally 

ruled out. 

Similarly, this study may be limited by the fact that the 

ability of the researcher to conduct interviews improved as 

the project progressed. Therefore, interviews conducted at 

the end of the project may have contained richer information 

than those conducted at the beginning of the project. 

Furthermore, the researcher was an outsider to the 

organization. For this reason, participants may have been 

unwilling to share thoughts and perceptions that could have 

been perceived by the researcher in a negative fashion. 

6.5 Directions for Future Research 

I 

The findings and limitations of this study suggest jany 

directions for future research. First and foremost, 
I 

' I 

additional case studies involving other organizations sh~uld 
I 

be conducted to determine if the pattern of findings will 

differ from those found in this study. Cross-case analysis 
! 
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methods can then be used to test and refine the models 

proposed in this study. The current study suggests that a 

number of contextual factors (including organizational 

environment, user preferences, users skills, remoteness, and 

degree of centralization) play a role in the relationship 

between group support systems and the distribution of power. 

studies involving other organizations should help to better 

define these roles, and may also help to determine the role 

that these factors play in the adoption and implementation of 

group support systems. 

Future studies should also address more fully how the use 

of group support systems relates to issues of empowerment. 

Although the current study was not planned to address these 

items specifically, the evidence in this study suggests that 

there may be a significant relationship between these two 

factors. 

Similarly, future research should address more fUlly the 

second proposition of this study (i.e. , that group support 

systems will alter th.e manner in which power is acquired, 

maintained and exercised). Evidence gathered in the current 

study was not conclusive with respect to this issue. 

The respondents in this study identified a number of 

potential benefits of using the 

Additional studies are needed 

group support technologi(es. 
i 

to confirm whether thiese 

benefits are generalizable to other organizations. I For 

instance, the following questions need to be addressed: 
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(1) is electronic communication truly harder to ignore 
than paper and voice equivalents? 

( 2) does electronic communication evoke more timely\ and 
complete responses than paper and v9ice 
equivalents? I 

( 3) is the "lost message" rate for electronic 
communication less than it is for paper and voice 
equivalents? 

(4) is there a difference in frequency and reach of 
electronic communication than for paper and voice 
equivalents? \ 

(5) do group technologies reduce the number of and/or 
time spent in face-to-face meetings? 

Similarly, this study has suggested that group support systems 

improve efficiency, and that the amount of work that is 

accomplished with them is greater than it would be otherwise. 

Additional studies are,needed to confirm these improvements, 

and to measure their effects. 

Users of group support systems in this study perceived 

that these systems increase participation in the decision 

making process, improve accessibility to information, and 

reduce the power distance to decision makers. Future studies 

should attempt to determine whether these perceptions are 

shared by the higher level decision makers. 

Additionally, instruments should be developed to measure 

individual skills and preferences for written communication. 

Such measures may be useful in smoothing the implementation 
i 

process and in the identification of organizational memb~rs 

who need specialized training. Similarly, studies are needed 

to determine important aspects of such training programs, and 

to develop them. 
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Future research should also be directed toward the 

development of software controls and corpo.rate standards to 

assist users in the writing of electronic messages and ithe 

identification of important messages. These studies should 

include efforts to develop embedded, intelligent agents which 

could be used to sort and prioritize messages. 

Finally, investigations of the relationships between 
I 

group support systems and power and influence in organizations 

(as well as the relationship between these systems and 

empowerment issues) should be extended to GSS technologies 

other than those involved in this study. Specifically, the 

current study should be extended to include other commercially 

available groupware products, as well as electronic meeting 

room technologies. Additionally, efforts should be made to 

determine the actual adoption rate of the various group 

technologies in organizations. 

6.6 summary 

This. study has explored the relationships between group 

support systems and power and influence in an organization 

using a case study approach. The evidence gathered suggests 

that group support systems exert an equalizing force on the 

distribution of power in organizations, and that 

empowering effect on organizational members. 

image depicted by the results suggests 

they havi an 

The overiall 

that these 

relationships are worthy of further investigation. To that 

end, this study has culminated with the proposal of research 

I 
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models which can be used to guide future organizational and 

information systems research in this area. 
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This section lists the interview questions which were asked[ of 
the participants in this study. [ 

Note: Questions related to organizational demograph~cs 
were asked only to the contact person. Similar1ly, 
questions regarding the specific features ~nd 
capabilities O·f the GSS's in place at the 
organization were also asked only to the contact 
person. 

Organizational·Demographics (Background information - will 
not be asked of everyone)· 

How many employees are there in the organization? 

How many years has the organization been in businessr 

What kind of business/industry is the· organization in? 

What is the market share of the organization? l 
What were the revenues fo·r the most recent fiscal ye r? 

Is the organization growing or shrinking in size (e.1., 
# of employees)? I 

Is the organization gaining or losing market share? 

Is the organization growing or shrinking in terms of 
revenues and profitability?· 

How is the organization organized? 

What is the organization chart? 

How many branch offices/facilities/locations does r! he 
organization have? 

Is decision making generally centralized or distribut d? 

I 
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Information About the GSS 
knowledgeable persons) 

(Ask of IS director and/or other 
I 
I 
I 

What forms of GSS technologies are being used? 
Room, E-mail, Video Teleconference, etc.) 

(Deci,ion 

What is the physical layout of the facility? 
I 

How large are the groups that typically use the GSSl 

Are groups that use the GSS physically close or 
dispersed? 

How long has the GSS been in place in the organizat~on? 

f th . . d . . I I e GSS is a ecision room: 1 

• • • I 

does each member in a group meeting have his/her 
own computer terminal? 

is there a public screen? 

does the GSS provide both public and 
display and messaging capabilities? 

is a facilitator needed to "run" the GSS? 
I 

if so, how involved is the facilitator in the 
meeting? ( does he/she just push buttons or does 
he/she essentially lead the meeting) I 

I 
I 

does the GSS enable anonymous exchange of ideas ~nd 
information? I 

does the GSS 
(optimization, 
models, etc.) 

provide decision modeling tooU.s? 
1 , I, 

schedu • ing, resource allocation 
If so, what kind? 

does the GSS allow access to information "down 
hall'' on other computers? 

does the GSS include group decision support to9ls 
( AHP, nominal group techniques, Delphi meth9d, 
etc.) 

does the GSS provide for voting and ranking of 
alternatives? 

does the GSS enforce any "rules of order"? (e •• , 
who may speak and when?) 
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Note: The remainder of the interview questions were aske<;l to 
all respondents. I 

Information About How the GSS is Used 

Who, uses the GSS? 

How often is the GSS used? 

Who controls access to the GSS?' 

For what general purpose is the GSS most often u]sed? 
(Brainstorming, negotiating, planning, etc.) 

Specifically, what kinds of decisions have been ade 
using the GSS? 

How long do GSS meetings typically last? 

Uncertainty 

How much uncertainty do you deal with in the course of 
accomplishing your work? 

How do you attempt to deal with this uncertain y? 
(prevention, forecasting, absorption) 

Is it possible to adopt routine,s to deal with these 
uncertainties? 

To what extent do standardized rules (SOP) direct yrur 
activities? 

How quickly is it possible to evaluate success? 

Has the level of uncertainty changed since the GSS was 
adopted? If so, how? I 

Has the ability to cope with this uncertainty chan~ed 
since the GSS was adopted? If so, how? 
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Access to Information 

How much access do yo·u have to information held by other 
• • I departments? (e.g. , production/marketing costs, reportl s, 

budgets, plans, schedules, etc.) 

How much access do other departments have to information 
held by you? .. I 

I • 

To what extent are you able to deny others access to trl.S 
information? 

How has the accessibility of information changed since 
the GSS was adopted? I 

How has the accessibility to key individuals changed 
since the GSS was adopted? I 

Pervasiveness/Criticality 

How highly connected .is the flow of work f.rom yrur 
department to the work of other departments? 

How quickly would the inability for you to perform your 
work affect the ability of the company to offer its 
goods/services? I 

Substitutability 

How easy/difficult would it be to replace you if it ou 
became unable to perform your work? l 
Are replacements available internally, or would they h ve 

::wb:::: i:u::i::t:: ::::::::::iad to work in yL 
department? I 

Do you have expert knowledge upon which others are 
dependent? 
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Conflict/Alliance Building 

How often during the process of deliberating, debat1ing 
and making decisions do you .find yourself. in agree:milent 
with the suggestions or proposals of others? 

How has this changed since adopting the GSS? 

To what extent is the open sharing of ideas encourag~d? 

How has this changed since adopting the GSS? I 

• - - . • I To what extent do you cooperate with other subunits! to 
facilitate decisions or get particular ideas "on lhe 
table"? 

How has this changed since adopting the GSS? 

Influence/Participation in Decision Making 

Which department has formal authority for 
decision area)? 

( . ii . spec1:· 1c 

How involved are you in 
(specific decision area)? 

initiating discussion 

How involved are you in providing information 
(specific decision area)? 

I 

abrut 
about 

I 

How involved are you in choosing a course of action abbut 
(specific decision area)? I 

How involved are you in carrying out decisions made abput 
(specific decision ~rea)? I 

How have decision making roles changed since adopting the 
GSS? I 

How much influence do you have about (specific decision 
area)? 

1 

How has the your ability to influence decisions in this 
area changed since adopting the GSS? arl ea 

How has your participation in decisions in this 
changed since adopting the GSS? 
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Channels of Communication 
i 

Where is information about (spe.cific decision area) ~ost 
often exchanged? (formal meetings, informal meetirigs, 
lunchroom, hallways, etc.) I 

To what extent is critical information exchanged.throlugh 
formal channels? 

What type of information is exchanged in info mal 
settings? 

How have these communication patterns changed 
adopting the GSS? 

Has the type and amount of information that is excha ged 
in formal/informal settings changed since adopting 1the 
GSS? If so, how? 

How do you typically learn of the viewpoints of key 
individuals? 

Where are conflicting viewpoints most often exchangef? 

Where does negotiation about conflicting viewpoints t ke 
place? 

How have these negotiations changed since adopting jthe 
GSS? 

satisfaction with Group Processes and outcomes 

To what extent does the GSS: 

encourage the free exchange of ideas 

encourage more 
members 

equal participation 

keep the group focused on the task 

alter the time spent in meetings 

among group 

I 
I 

alter the number of meetings that are necessary 

alter the time spent socializing in meetings 

alter the level of acceptance of the decision 

alter the confidence .of group members in the 
decision 
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This section provides the codes used in the content analY[sis 
of the verbal data. Examples of each code are included at 'the 
end of this section. 

Technology Characteristics 

Use this code when the respondent describes a general 
characteristic of the technology. 

TECH-FEAT 

TECH-DIFF 

The·respondent describes features. and~or 
limitations of the technology, such 

1
as: 

support for graphics, ease of u~e, 
reliability, security features, vikieo 
delay, etc. 

The respondent indicates that there fire 
differences between this technology and 
others. 

Organization Characteristics 

ORG Use this code when the 
indicates characteristics 
organization that are needed 
from use of the technology. 

respond nt 
of ~he 

or resrlt 

User Characteristics 

Use this code when the respondent indicates personal 
preferences or self-imposed rules related to the 
technology. 

USER-PREF The respondent express·es a preference for 
written or oral communication. I 

USER-SKILLS 

USER-RULES 

The respondent indicates his/*er 
perception of the skills and abilities 
needed to use the technology effecti veiy. 

The respondent describes rules lnd 
techniques he/she has d·eveloped to man~ge 
the system. ( For example, messJge 
formats, types of information the u~er 
will or will not convey over ~he 
technology, techniques for prioritiz 'ng 
and filtering messages, etc.) 
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Communication Patterns 

Use this code when the respondent describes Jthe 
communication patterns enabled by the technology. This 
includes references to.bow ofte!1the technology ~s u~~d, 
the number of people with whom 1 t enables communication, 
and the amount of information that is exchanged. 

[Note: This code is used when the response is given in 
a matter-of-fact, non-judgmental manner. For instance, 
use CP-AMT when the respondent says "! get a lot ! of 
information" or nr get more information than I fiid 
beforelt, but NOT when the respondent says "I get too much 
information". The latter response has a negative 
connotation, and should be coded under PROBt-ro 
(information overload) . ] 1 

CP-FREQ 

CP-REACH 

CP-AMT 

CP-RESP 

The respondent describes the · frequency 
with which the technology is used. I 

The respondent describes the number 
and/or location of people with whom• it 
enables communication. 

The respondent describes the amount or 
volume of information that is exchanged. 

The respondent describes the pattern.of 
responses obtained when the technology! is 
used. I 

Changes in Work Practices I 

Use these codes when the respondent describes changes in 
work practices that result from using the system. The 
respondent may indicate that there has simply beetj a 
change (or no change), or may indicate an improvement ( +) 
or disimprovement (-) in the item. . I 

WP The respondent indicates that the system 
has changed the way he/she works, without 
providing any additional detail. 

EFFIC 

QUALITY 

The respondent describes changes I in 
his/her own efficiency, or in t:he 
efficiency of other users, work groups, 
or the organization(+= more efficie~t, 
- = less efficient). 

The respondent describes changes in the 
quality of work that is performEbd, 
including quality of thought, depth I of 
analysis, and/or changes in the perceived 
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quality of decision making processes 1and 
outcomes (+=higher quality, - = lqwer 
quality). · 

Purpose for Which the System is Used 

Use this code when the respondent describes the 
purpose{s) for which he/she uses the technology. 

OM 

SHARE 

ATT 

INFL 

MOT 

The system is used to provide an 
''organizational memory". . This cate~ory 
includes using the technology to track, 
organize, and/or cate~rize informati~n. 

The system is used to share information. 
This includes disseminating informatlion 
(FYI type stuff), gathering informatipn, 
soli.citing ideas from others, and holdlling 
on-line discussions. 

The system is used to gain someon¢' s 
attention, to become recognized or knbwn 
to others, or to gain visibility. 1 

The system is used with an intent I to 
influence decision outcomes or I to 
persuade the opinions of others. This 
includes negotiating solutions when 
conflicting points of view are held. ] 

The system is used to motivate, to get 
someone to take action. 

Issues Related to Perceived Power ahd Influence 

Use this code when the respondent describes or infers 
• ·• . . . •- I ways in which the technology contributes to (or detracts 

from) changes in perceived power and influence. This 
' ' I includes comments that suggest changes in the 
respondent's sense of personal empowerment. 'fhe 
respondent may indicate that there has simply been a 
change ( or no change), or may indicate an improvement ( +) 
or disimprovement (-) in the item .. ·. · I 

ACCESS The respondent indicates a perceived 
change in his/her accessibility I to 
information and/or persons (+ = increa~ed 

PART 

accessibility, = decrea~led 
accessibility). . 

The respondent describes perceptions I of 
his/her degree of participation in ry 
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LEARN 

CONTROL 

phase of the decision making process, :or 
an equaliz:ing of participation in general 
( + = increased participation, - ! = 
decreased participation). 

The respondent describes opportunities to 
learn and/or develop skills (+ = 
increa.sed. opportunities/skills, -
decreased opportunities/skills). I 

I 
I 

The respondent describes perceptions '[1 of 
his/her ability to exercise control in 
performing job duties(+= more contrrl, 
- = less control). 

1 

Problems Associated.with use 1 

I 

PROB-LOSS 

PROB-NEG 

PROB-IO 

PROB-IO 

PROB-LIMIT 

The respondent describes problems t*at 
result . from the loss of interpersmjial 
communication imposed by the technology. 

i 

The respondent describes negative 
connotations or misunderstandings ti!tat 
result from use of the technology. I 

The respondent indicates "information 
overload". 

The respondent identifies ways in which 
the system is used inappropriatJly 
( overcopying, inappropriate f orwardirlig, 
etc.) I · 

The respondent describes "limits" of the 
technology, i.e. , situations in which the 
technology can no longer effectively be 
used. 
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I 

I 

I 

The remainder of this section provides examples of each cdde. 
I 

Technology Characteristics 

TECH-FEAT 

TECH-DI FF 

I can send graphics. right along with y 
document. 

It's easy to use. 
It's very reliable, the system rarely goes 

down. \ 
I really trust the security of the system. 
You know they got your message. It 

doesn't fall off your desk like a 
sticky note or piec.e of paper .• 

There is a delay on the video. 

It's a different form of communicatio. 

organization Characteristics 

ORG It flattens the organization. 
It makes you a tighter organization. 

User Characteristics 

USER-PREF 

USER-SKILLS 

USER-RULES 

When someone tells me something, I'd 1 

rather they put it in writing thanlto 
tell me verbally. I 

I'd rather someone would just talk to ~e. 
I'd rather express my thoughts in writing 

than have to speak. 

I express myself better in writing. 
His writing skills are terrible. 
some people don't understand how highly 

visible this stuff is. 
You can get a nasty reputation. 
You have to learn to use it. 
If you don''t know how· to use it, it can 

convey a negative image. l 
I won.'t. put negative informatio.n in a r 

e-mail message. I 

I look at messages from my boss first1 
I don't send mes.sages that won't fit 1n 

one screen. 
I use a bullet format. 
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Communication Patterns 

CP-FREQ 

CP-REACH 

CP-AMT 

CP-RESP 

I use it everyday. 
It's up on my desk constantly. 
We use it for weekly meetings. 

I regularly send messages to 250 peop e. 
I send messages to people in Boston, 

Ireland, all over the world. 

I get very little information. 
I get a lot of information. 
I get 50 messages a day. 

I get a faster response with e-mail. 
I get a more detailed respo·nse. 

Changes in Work Practices 

WP 

EFF'IC 

QUALITY 

It change-s the way we work. 
You have to do things differently. 

It makes me more. efficient. 
It's faster, more timely. 
It eliminates the need to put someone on 

a plane and fly them to Boston. 
It takes too long -- it's overly time I 

' I consuming. 
I 

When you put it in writing, you think! 
about it more. I 

We probably make better, more informed 
decisions. l 

I t~!:km~::1:ioii~~t~u~o!; f:1u:~!~~iitsy~~d 
feelings come out -- you are more 
clear about things. 

Purposes for Which the System is Used 

OM 

SHARE 

I use it to track things. 
I categorize everything. 
I backlog everything for a year. 

I use it to inform - to say we're goi g 
to have a meeting at 2:00 pm Friday -­
and here's the agenda. 

It use it to ensure that everybody getts 
the same information at the same ti I e. 

It puts us all on the same page 
(information-wise). 
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ATT 

INFL 

MOT 

I use it to say ''what are your ideas 11 

I use it t.o look up information I needl to 
do my Job -- to look up part numbe:t:s, 
for example. 

I use it get information about the 
competition off the newswire. 

We have discussions on-line. 

I use it to get in someone's face. 
I use it when I want to get someone's 

attention. 
I use it because I want them to know ho 

I am. 

I use it to persuade others to see my 
point of view. 

We use it to hammer out solutions -­
negotiate. io 

I use it to get someone to take 
I use it to motivate my people. 

t , I ac 10. 

outcomes Related to Perceived Power and Influence 

ACCESS 

PART 

It enables me to access information I 
would otherwise not have access tol 

. I 

You don't have to worry about time zo,es 
or if someone will be at their des]f. 

I can g·et through to the CEO if I want 
to, and I know he will get my messag~. 
Without this technology, that would be 
very difficult. 

It brings the 11 right'' person to the 
meeting. 

I can participate at the level I chooJe. 
I feel more involved. 
It puts me in the loop. 
It's inclusionary. 
I am involved in decisions that I wou d 

otherwise not be. I can express mi 
opinion and know that I will be hear<!i. 

It levels things out. I 
It levels things. 
It puts us all on the same page 

(participation-wise). [ 
You can use it no matter who you are qr 

where you are in the organization. I 
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LEARN 

CONTROL 

It has helped me to improve my own 
personal communication skills. 

I communicate better now that I've 
mastered this technology. 

It gives me insights into the way other 
people approach things -- the way t at 
they think. 

I have opportunities to learn that I 
didn't have before. 

I can control it. 
I can get to it when I'm ready and not be 

interrupted needlessly.. It enable me 
to do things I couldn't otherwise o. 

It puts the responsibility on them -- I 
have a right to expect a response. 

Problems Associated with Use (PROB) 

PROB-LOSS 

PROB-NEG 

PROB-IO 

PROB-IU 

PROB-LIMIT 

You don't get the nuances. 
You lose the emotional content. 

Things are more easily misinterpreted. 
Things tend to sound negative or ters~ 

when they aren't meant to be. I 

I get too much information. 
I don't have time to read them all. : 
I hear that some people don't even re~d 

them anymore. 
It's gotten out of hand -- it's 

information overload .. 

We .overused it. 
People overcopy all the time. 
They send out anything (including junl 

mail). 
Messages are forwarded.when they should[ 1·'t 

be. 

You reach the point where you really have· 
to have a face-to-face meeting. I 
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