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1. The Practitioner-Orientation in
Scandinavian IS Research
Why are organizational theories so rarely
used in Scandinavian IS research? Is it
because the authors are ignorant? Or is it
because they think they have no use for
those theories? In our opinion, the reason
for ignoring organizational theories
tends to be the heavy orientation towards
the problems of certain practitioners (see
also, e.g., Stolterman 1995). Being practitioner-oriented, and because practitioners are action-oriented, research considers only some of the many aspects of organizational life. In fact, the lack of organizational theories in Scandinavian IS
research seems to be a deliberate strategy.
Recently, organizational informatics
has been put forward as an attempt to articulate and focus a stream of research on

IT and its social dimensions. The term
denotes a field which studies the development and use of computerized information systems and communication systems in organizations (Kling 1993). Of
course, the notion of organizational informatics as a body of research depends
on our ability as IS researchers to distinguish the organization from other potential contexts. This distinction is important, not only to avoid imprecision and
analytical vagueness, but also to legitimize the organization as an important
context for IS research.
In our opinion, the Scandinavian IS
community—with much experience in
dealing with contextual issues of IT—is
well prepared, not only to fill organizational informatics with content, but also
to contribute to the improvement of its
foundations. However, this opinion relies
on the hope that the Scandinavian IS
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community will be able to complement
its contextual experience with organizational theories. This is not to say, however, that we are advocating some sort of
management perspective, but rather an
improved understanding of the organization as a context, whoever our clients
may be.
Indeed, our review 1 of all 53 articles
published since the establishment of the
Scandinavian Journal of Information
Systems (SJIS) in 1989 confirms an optimistic impression of the Scandinavian IS
community’s ability to contribute to organizational informatics through its experience with contextual aspects in general. However, it also highlights a great
deal of confusion about the notion of organization as it is understood today. Instead of being used as a contextualizing
theoretical concept, the notion of organization is inflated through overuse. Organizational issues, organizational settings and organizational contexts are
widely referred to, but are generally dealt
with in a common-sense way. This is a
serious problem. We argue that it is important to increase our level of professionalism by better articulating the objects of study as theoretical constructs.

2. In Search for an Organizational
Informatics
Many researchers consider “IS in the organization” as their object of study. In
fact, the organizational domain is the
largest domain in the SJIS (Henfridsson,
Holmström and Söderholm 1997, p. 136139). Of a total of 53 articles published
in the SJIS, 18 were found to address the
organization as their context. In light of
this finding, there is little doubt that the

organization is widely considered as the
context for Scandinavian IS research.2
But organizational concepts are often
used—in contrast with the theoretical
grounds required by an organizational
informatics—in a common-sense way.
Most organization scholars (yes, this
is a simplification to facilitate the general
discussion sought here) would agree that
organizations are composed of individuals, performing activities (more or less
goal-oriented) and thus interacting with
each other, within a framework of organizational routines and norms, and with a
number of dependencies on other organizations, individuals or environment in
general (e.g., see Leavitt 1965). Scott
claims that “organizations encompass
generic social processes but carry them
out by means of distinctive structural arrangements” (Scott 1992, p. 26; see also
Silverman 1970, Giddens 1976). Organizations thus have both structural and behavioral properties.
Structural properties of an organization include size, number of hierarchical
levels, division of labor through functional units, division of responsibilities,
etc. Structure can vary from different entrepreneurial forms to more bureaucratic
forms, depending on structural properties (see Mintzberg 1983). Also, as suggested by contingency theory, structure
is dependent on environmental pressures
(Donaldson 1985) to the extent that some
structures may be more suitable to certain environments.
Behavior represents another, complementary, way of defining organizational
characteristics. This definition traditionally focuses on decision procedures
(March 1988) and investigates different
behavioral principles. A traditional organizational theorist would claim that or-
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ganizational structure is a consequence
of deliberate choices by managers, stakeholders, or owners (see Abrahamsson
1993). However, behavioral theories of
the firm (Cyert & March 1963) clearly
show that rationality is limited; behavior
is opportunistic (Williamson 1975); behavior is path-dependent or rooted in the
past; organizational procedures are
sometimes only loosely connected
(Weick 1976); and decision making
sometimes arbitrary (Cohen et al. 1972),
and more commonly done according to
appropriate rules rather than rational
considerations (Powell & DiMaggio
1991, Brunsson & Olsen 1993).
Organizations also belong to more
general contexts or environments. Many
organizational theories elaborate on the
organizational-environment connections
or inter-organizational relationships.
Network theory, transaction cost economics and organizational economics
(see e.g. Williamson & Winter 1993), institutional theory (Scott 1995), organizational ecology (Hannan & Freeman
1989), and resource dependency theory
(Pfeffer & Salancic 1978) are only a few
of these theories.
What about the articles published in
the SJIS, then? What notions of organization can be found in them? Before answering those questions, we should acknowledge that the SJIS articles published go far beyond the instrumental
views of organizations that are found in
certain other forums. They do not, for instance, hold or imply a view that treats
organizational structure as a consequence of deliberate choices by various
stakeholders. Instead, they tend to focus,
often in a sophisticated way, on the social context of IS. This context is not al-

ways—as it is claimed—the organization.

3. Articles Considering the
Organization as Structure and
Behavior
We have identified three articles that
consider structural as well as behavioral
dimensions of organizations. Karsten
(1995) sets out to explore variation in individual interpretations of groupware.
She draws on Giddens' structuration theory (1979, 1984), which embraces behavioral as well as structural dimensions
of human interaction, to provide “organizational readings of Lotus Notes”. Here
the individual action and the experience
of the individual actor are analyzed in
light of the influence that institutionalized properties have. Indeed, Karsten
manages to integrate institutional properties with human action to ‘read’ the use
of groupware technology quite convincingly. Her reading is, however, ’structurational’ rather than ‘organizational’. The
carrier of the cognitive, normative, and
regulative structures— providing stability and meaning to social behavior—is
not to a greater extent the organization
than other carriers such as for example
culture or language.
Barrett and Walsham (1995) offer another interesting example of how Giddens' structuration theory is applied to
IT, and its relation to behavioral as well
as structural dimensions of organizations. Lyytinen et al (1996), by contrast,
provide “organizational perspectives on
software development” when they
present a framework for software risk
management. This framework is developed to synthesize the Simonian model
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of behavior and the Leavittian model of
an organization.
Among all articles addressing the organization, there are surprisingly only
three which consider both structural and
behavioral dimensions of organizations.
But if articles generally fail to address
structural and behavioral dimensions of
the organization, and yet overcome instrumental views of the organization,
what issues do they address?

4. Articles Understanding
Organizational Structure as Locality
We have identified seven articles that address the structural dimension of the organization. Sørensen (1993) provides an
analysis of how the use of CASE tools in
an organization is influenced by its structural dimension, such as the size of the IS
departments. The importance of organizational size is also addressed by Heikkilä (1989), while Carlsson (1989) and
Nielsen and Relsted (1994) address
structural dimensions such as hierarchical levels of organizations. Despite the
obvious merits of the authors' work, addressing only structural dimensions as
variables for classification does not provide, in our view, the theoretical basis for
judging the factors that influence, for instance, regular CASE use in organizations. An example of a richer understanding of structural dimensions of organizations can be found in Lyytinen (1991).
Lyytinen explores the limitations of
transaction-cost theory, for example, in
relation to its ability to increase our understanding of IT penetration of organizations.
Downplaying structural as well as
behavioral dimensions of the organiza-

tion leads to a position where the only
motivation for dealing with organizational issues is the ”locality motivation”,
which says that the phenomena under
study occur in an organization, hence
they are organizational issues. This implicit motivation can be found in Kautz
and McMaster (1994). They analyze the
role which a structured method’s introduction process plays in its diffusion.
They set out to analyze the introduction
process with a set of key factors, which
include some concepts that have an organizational flavor, such as “organizational culture” and “management support and commitment”. Reasonable as
this may seem, these organizational concepts are only superficially handled. In
fact, the organizational concepts contained within the framework have little to
offer for analyzing IS with a basis in
structural and behavioral dimensions of
organizations. Consequently, instead of
providing a basis for explanations that
seek to give more insight into empirical
problems, the concepts only work as a
coherent system that may help to systematize observations nicely. In an organizational setting, the organizational concepts (of the framework) may be exemplified by observations, but partly fail to
give an account of what the observations
mean or explain. Our main point is that
the framework used by Kautz and McMaster does not work as a basis for critical reflection that goes beyond commonsense interpretations of organizations, although they explicitly state that their
“...focus is on the organization as the object of study...” (Kautz and McMaster
1994, p. 64). This focus can only be
traced to the fact that their study was
conducted in an organization.
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Another example of the “locality motivation” can be found in Aaen and Sørensen (1991). In their article, the authors discuss how the goal of adapting
organizations to the use of CASE tools
involves adjusting the relevant work procedures of the organization to the selected tool. When discussing the factors behind adopting CASE tools in an organization, Aaen and Sørensen address neither
structural
nor
behavioral
characteristics of the organization. Consider the following quotation:
The manpower investments in the process of adapting the organization to the
use of a tool may amount to a considerable sum, as may also be the case with the
possible expenses for hiring consultants
to assist in putting the tool into use in the
first projects. Large expenses for courses
as well as for consulting, training and
coaching are also likely to occur. (Aaen
and Sørensen 1991, p. 16).

Hence one may assume that the major
problem with the organization’s adaptation to a CASE tool is cost. This is not to
say that Aaen and Sørensen are wrong,
but here organizational adaptation of
technology is reduced to a question of resources. In a sense, this article’s motivation to address organizational adaptation
of technology is that the object under
study occurs in an organization. Hence,
this is another example of the ”locality
motivation”.
Indeed, these two last articles diverge
from the way that the structural dimensions of an organization are treated within organizational theory. If we are to take
the notion of organization seriously, in
keeping with the notion of organizational
informatics, we suggest a more cautious
and theoretically based use of the notion
than was shown above.

5. Articles Understanding
Organizational Behavior as Work
We have identified eight articles that address the behavioral dimensions of the
organization. Käkölä (1995), employing
Argyris’ organizational learning theory,
discusses how organizations can succeed
in using coordination technologies. In
doing this, he focuses on behavioral
characteristics, e.g., the behavior of organizational members as well as designers. Similarly, Vidgen, Wood-Harper and
Wood (1993) discuss the behavior of various stakeholders, in line with soft systems methodology.
A large number of articles focus on
work as a specific kind of organizational
behavior. This focus has, of course, been
predominant in SJIS (e.g., Bardram
1996; Bjerknes, Bratteteig and Espeseth
1991; Bødker and Kensing 1994; Hellman 1989; Kjær and Madsen 1995; Kutti
1989). However, we argue that the notion
of work should not be confused with the
notion of organization. There is a strong
tendency towards this confusion. For instance, Kjær and Madsen (1995) start by
pointing out the need to consider context
when studying information technology.
Thus they adopt a structural and processual framework consisting of four socalled organizational aspects—work activities, technical artifacts, (physical)
space, and work organization. These aspects are assumed (and later proved) to
be interdependent. Empirically, the authors examine a radiology department
and the introduction of a new technology. In their understanding of organizations, they tend to define ”organization”
only in terms of the four aspects mentioned and perhaps most in terms of work
organization. Furthermore, those aspects
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are considered only in a local setting.
This is to say that the authors overlook
wider, organizational consequences of
the new technology and delimit their discussion to parts of the local department
setting. Their conclusions are consequently closely related to observations of
local changes in behavior or changes in
work organization, rather than to any organizational issues.
Another example is provided by
Bardram (1996), who makes clear that
the concepts of work and organization
are synonymous:
The adoption process mediated through
the organizational prototyping is defined
as a dual process of both adapting the
tool to the organization and adapting the
work practice to the conditions of the
tool. (Bardram 1996, p. 75)

This quote shows that Bardram sees organization and work practice as the same
thing. Reflecting this view, the participatory design approach that Bardram outlines is labeled 'organizational prototyping' which, according to Bardram, has to
do with the two main inspirations for the
method; organizational games (Ehn and
Sjögren 1991) and cooperative prototyping (Bødker and Grønbæk 1991). We
consider it unfortunate that an article of
obvious quality claims to address organizational issues without a clear understanding of what they may be other than
work practices.
Again, this approach diverges from
the way that behavioral dimensions of an
organization are treated in organizational
theory. If we are to take the notion of organization seriously, in keeping with the
notion of organizational informatics, we
suggest a more cautious and theoretically-based use of the notion than seen
above.

6. Concluding Remarks
Our review of SJIS articles finds that
most address the notion of organization
without distinguishing the organization
from other contexts. It is also possible to
find many different notions of organization in the articles. This is not a problem
in itself, since there is no “true” definition of an organization, but, despite the
differences, most notions have in common that they are used in a commonsense way, rather than as theoretical concepts. In our opinion, this is a serious
problem.The notion of organizational informatics—as a specific body of research with a set of specific objects of
study—depends on our ability as IS researchers to fill the notion of organization with specific content. In our opinion,
there is an obvious need to examine
whether theories of organizations can
contribute to this content-filling.
Again, why are organizational theories so rarely used in Scandinavian IS research? Is it because researchers think
they have no use for those theories? We
think that one important reason for ignoring organizational theories is closely
related to the fact that Scandinavian IS
research to a large extent takes certain
practitioners as its clients. Most research
is directed towards solving the problems
of these practitioners, whether they are
systems developers, managers, users or
other stakeholders. Clearly, the practitioner-orientation is very relevant and
important, but in order to establish a
richer research community, we need to
ask ourselves if there are other approaches to put forward. Not other approaches
in terms of “better alternatives”, but rather as complementary approaches to
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reach a richer understanding of IS in organizations.
The common-sense understanding of
the organization found in the main body
of Scandinavian IS research is relevant,
in the sense that it is directly related to
the common-sense of practice. The common-sense notion of the organization
held by the authors of the articles examined here is surely similar to the common-sense notion of the organization
held by practitioners. But IS in organizations is still an unexplored field where
extensive research is required. It is important that this is done from different
points of view. While practitioner-oriented research is relevant, in the sense that
various practitioners may find the results
interesting, the theory-informed approach proposed in this paper is relevant
that it contributes to the development of
theories of IS in organizations. Indeed,
IS is complex, and it seems to have a capacity for changing organizations that
may be unique in the history of organizations. Therefore, traditional organizational theory may have a view of organizational structure and behavior that over
time diverges from the organizations of
our contemporary society. If this is the
case, our approach becomes even more
relevant, since the need for developing
new theories for the structure and behavior of IS dependent organizations is emphasized. Surely, there are audiences for
our research results beside IS practitioners? And consequently, surely there must
be research results besides the ones of interest to IS practitioners?

Notes
1

This review appeared in the proceedings of the

20th IRIS.
2
We have chosen to concentrate our efforts to the
SJIS. In our view, the SJIS represents the main
forum for Scandinavian IS research. This is not to
say that other journals could have been of interest,
though certain domains of Scandinavian IS
research such as the work conducted on human
computer interaction, for instance, can be considered as underrepresented in the SJIS. We acknowledge that by broadening our effort to include
articles—with a Scandinavian stance—published
in other scientific journals such as Human-Computer Interaction, Accounting, Management & Information Technologies, or the Communication of the
ACM, to name a few, the result may have turned
out a bit different.
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