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Abstract

The need for improved implementation of IS/IT strategy has been emphasized in both empirical and prescriptive research studies, and responsibility has been identified as an important predictor of implementation. This research collected strategic IS/IT plan documents in Norway. Based on content analysis of the documents, descriptions of responsibility for implementation were found in forty percent of the plans. In plans with such descriptions, responsibility was primarily concerned with systems ownership.

Descriptions of responsibility for implementation: a content analysis of strategic IS/IT plans

INTRODUCTION

The lack of implementation of formal information systems / information technology (IS/IT) strategy has become a major challenge to IS/IT executives (Lederer and Salmela, 1996). In the research literature, implementation barriers were identified by scholars such as Earl (1993), Galliers (1994), Lederer and Sethi (1996), and Premkumar and King (1994). In an empirical study of content characteristics of formal IS/IT strategy to predict the extent of plan implementation, descriptions of responsibility for the implementation was found to be the most important predictor (Gottschalk, 1999).  


Based on Gottschalk´s (1999) finding, this research is concerned with the following research question: "How is responsibility for implementation described in strategic IS/IT plans?" The research integrates previous positivist organizational research with interpretive organizational research as suggested by Lee (1991). The research attempts to contribute to theory on implementation responsibility. This paper presents results from a content analysis of strategic IS/IT plan documents in Norway.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR IMPLEMENTATION

In this research, responsibility for the implementation is defined as the personal accountability for the implementation. Responsibility is a moral or legal obligation for which accountability and liability can emerge. A person can be held responsible for actions and results. Responsibility as such may take on two forms, negative duty and positive duty (Swanson, 1995). Negative responsibility implies that action be taken due to threats and is often motivated by loyalty (Bovens, 1996), while positive responsibility implies that action be taken due to commitment.

In IS/IT strategy work, the planning staff (planners) is often composed of different individuals than the implementing staff (implementers). In the transition between these two groups responsibility is often lost. During implementation, the frames of implementers (those responsible for the introduction of the technology to prospective users) will influence the extent of implementation (Griffith and Northcraft, 1996). Most IS units do not have responsibility for key organizational results (Markus and Benjamin, 1996). “Line managers are increasingly assuming responsibility for planning, building, and running information systems that affect their operation” (Boynton et al., 1992, p.32). The plan should identify the MIS department’s actions necessary to expedite adoption of the plan (Lederer and Sethi, 1996). A monitoring system to review implementation and provide feedback is an effective implementation mechanism (Premkumar and King, 1994; Coolbaugh, 1993). For each benefit desired from the implementation, specific responsibility for realizing the benefit should be allocated within the business (Ward et al., 1996). Only when specific people are responsible for implementation parts, is implementation likely to occur. Responsibility has to be defined in such detail that responsible people take expected initiatives when problems occur during implementation. Hussey (1996, p.19) recommends that “it may also be valuable to consider whether the chief executive responsible for the strategy is willing to accept the personal risk involved. If not, the strategy may be good but is unlikely to be implemented”. Implementation participants must accept responsibility for their own behavior, including the success of the actions they take to create change (Markus and Benjamin, 1996). In the empirical research conducted by Gottschalk (1999), responsibility was measured by a multiple item scale as listed in table 1.

Table 1: Instrument for Measurement of Responsibility (Gottschalk, 1999)



Items in the survey instrument had the following sources:  1 Responsibility for implementation on time (Kaplan and Norton, 1996); 2 Responsibility for implementation within budget (Boynton et al., 1992); 3 Responsibility for implementation with intended benefits (Ward et al., 1996); 4 Responsibility for stepwise implementation of large projects (Kaplan and Norton, 1996); 5 Responsibility for implementation of high priority projects (Markus and Benjamin, 1997); 6 Responsibility for short‑term benefits from initial projects (Lederer and Salmela, 1996); 7 Personnel rewards from successful implementation; “we see organizations providing systems or structures that facilitate, reward, and reinforce effective change” (Argyris and Kaplan, 1994, p.89); “project leaders were rewarded for completing projects on time and within budget” (Shanks, 1997, p.84). Gottschalk (1999) received 190 responses in 1997, and the reliability of the scale was an alpha of 0.91. Statistics on each item are listed in table 2. 

Table 2: Summary Statistics for Items in the Responsibility Scale (Gottschalk, 1999)

Item
Mean
St.dv.
Skew
Kurt
Min
Freq
Max
Freq

Responsibility
3.4
1.2
-.5
-.6
1
19
5
30

Time
3.0
1.3
-.2
-1.1
1
31
5
23

Budget
2.9
1.2
-.2
-1.0
1
28
5
21

Benefits
2.8
1.2
-.2
-1.0
1
29
5
6

Large projects
2.7
1.2
.1
-1.0
1
36
5
13

Priority projects
3.1
1.3
-.3
-1.1
1
31
5
19

Initial projects
2.5
1.1
.2
-.9
1
40
5
4

Rewards
1.9
1.1
1.1
.4
1
82
5
4

Scale mean
2.7
1.0
-.2
-.6
1
18
5
2


This research is concerned with descriptions of responsibility for implementation of strategic IS/IT plans. Both general responsibility aspects as well as specific responsibility items as listed in tables 1 and 2 were explored.

METHODOLOGY

The research question in this research is: “How is responsibility for implementation described in strategic ISIT plans?” The form of the research question is “how” which can be explored using the research strategy of documentation and archival analysis (Yin, 1994). Strengths of this form of evidence collection are stability (can be reviewed repeatedly), unobtrusiveness (not created as a result of the study), exact (contains exact names, references, and details), and coverage (all planning aspects). Specifically, this research applied content analysis which is a research technique for making inferences by systematically and objectively identifying specified characteristics of messages (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1996; Naccarato and Neuendorf, 1998; Riffe and Freitag, 1997). 

According to Truex (1999), formal definitions of content analysis vary, but the general assumption is that intention and meaning are discoverable in the frequency with which words, phrases, idioms or ideas occur in a text, and the meaning can be captured in a set of predefined content variables. Meanings are assumed to be inherent in the word or idiom. Those meanings are defined in a limited set of definitions in a dictionary or concordance of meanings and are, therefore, relatively fixed. Classes of meanings are assignable to a predifined content variable, and it is the frequency counts of word/idiom meanings assigned to the content variables that are studied and analyzed statistically to look for patterns of meaning. According to Naccarato and Neuendorf (1998), content analysis may be defined as the systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of message characteristics. There has been a recognition of the difference between form variables, those that are linked to the formal features of the medium and cannot endure transfer to another media modality, and content or substance variables, those that may exist independent of the medium.   

According to Riffe and Freitag (1997), seven characteristics of content analyses distinguish poor studies from excellent studies. First, an explicit theoretical framework is needed. In this research, implementation theory is the framework to study implementation responsibility (Lederer and Salmela, 1996). Second, hypotheses or research questions are needed. In this research, the research question “how” is concerned with descriptions of responsibility. Third, other research method should also be applied. In this research, a positivist survey (Gottschalk, 1999) is supplemented with an interpretive study (Lee, 1991). Fourth, extra-media data should be incorporated. This was not possible in the research because such data were not available to the researchers. Fifth, intercoder reliability should be reported. In this research, the content construct of implementation responsibility was coded by only one researcher because of varying knowledge of the subject matter. Sixth, reliability based on random sample of coded content was not relevant in this research. Finally, presentations of only descriptive statistics should be avoided. 


In this research, content analysis was applied using key words (Beattie and Sohal, 1999; Crouch and Basch, 1997) for coding (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Key words concerning descriptions of responsibility for implementation were treated as content constructs (Naccarato and Neuendorf, 1998). The model of analysis may be classified as hermeneutics. According to Lee (1991), the motivating question in hermeneutics is: after a writer has implanted certain meanings in a text, how might readers of the text, especially those who belong to a different time and culture from the writer of the text, proceed to interpret the text for the meanings originally implanted in it, where other portions of the text itself are the primary, or sometimes the only, cross-referencing tools available? It can be argued that the meaning of a particular passage in a text as interpreted by the reader is related inextricably to the meanings of all other passages in the same text. In this research, manual inspection of all documents was performed to avoid this pitfall. 


Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive information in collected information (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Codes usually are attached to words, phrases, sentences, or whole paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a specific setting. In this research, the word “responsibility” is the key word, with “implementation” as a supplementary word and with the sub-words “budget”, “benefits”, “large projects”, “priority projects” and “success rewards”. 

RESULTS

A letter asking for a copy of the IS/IT strategy was sent to 408 IS/IT managers in Norway in 1999. We received 37 IS/IT strategies in the mail (both paper mail and email), while we got email messages from 15 organizations telling us that they were unable to send us their strategy for various reasons. General characteristics of the strategic plans received are listed in table 3. The thirty-seven organizations were labeled A to AK because of confidentiality. Thirteen organizations were manufacturing, fourteen were public administration, and ten were service. Organization size ranged from 170 to 30000 employees. One plan was written in 1993, three in 1995, one in 1996, five in 1997, nineteen in 1998 and eight in 1999. Time horizons ranged from two to five years. The shortest plan had 2 pages, the longest plan had 59 pages. Most organizations called their document an IT STRATEGY. 

Table 3: General Characteristics of Strategic IS/IT Plans

Plan
Industry
Year
Period
Pages
Document Title

A
Manufacturing
1998
3-5 years
29   
IT STRATEGY

B
Manufacturing
1999
1999-2004
32
IT STRATEGY

C
Public administration
1995
1995-1999
24
IT STRATEGY

D
Service
1999
to 2002
32
ICT STRATEGY

E
Manufacturing
1999
1998-2000
17
IT STRATEGY

F
Public administration
1998
1998-2001
59
IT STRATEGY

G
Manufacturing
1998
1998-2000
25
IT STRATEGY

H
Service
1998
1999-2002
20
IT STRATEGY

I
Manufacturing
1998

14
IT STRATEGY

J
Manufacturing
1998
1998-2001
30
IT STRATEGY

K
Service
1998
1999-2001
20
IT STRATEGY

L
Public administration
1996

47
PLAN FOR IT

M
Public administration
1998
1998-2000
15
IT STRATEGY

N
Service
1999

2
IT STRATEGY

O
Manufacturing
1997

12
IT STRATEGY

P
Public administration
1999
1999-2002
18
IT STRATEGY

Q
Manufacturing
1997

50
IS STRATEGY

R
Public administration
1995
1996-1999
41
IT STRATEGY

S
Public administration
1998
1998-2001
47
IT STRATEGY

T
Public administration
1999
1999-2003
21
PLAN FOR ICT

U
Public administration
1998
1998-2000
40
IT STRATEGY

V
Manufacturing
1997
1998-
2
IT STRATEGY

W
Service
1999
1999-
4
IT STRATEGY

X
Public administration
1998
1999-2002
13
IT STRATEGY

Y
Service
1998
1999-
9
IT STRATEGY

Z
Manufacturing
1999
2000-2002
5
IT STRATEGY

AA
Manufacturing
1995
1996-1999
3
IT STRATEGY

AB
Public administration
1993
1994-1997
30
IT STRATEGY

AC
Manufacturing
1998
1997-2001
11
IT STRATEGY

AD
Public administration
1998
1998-2002
46
IT STRATEGY PLAN

AE
Service
1998
1998-2001
13
IT STRATEGY

AF
Public administration
1998
-
26
IT STRATEGY

AG
Service
1997
1998-2000
30
IT STRATEGY

AH
Service
1998
1999-2001
11
IT STRATEGY

AI
Service
1998
-
4
IT POLICY

AJ
Public administration
1997
-
2
STRATEGY PLAN 1997

AK
Manufacturing
1998
1999-2001
42
IM STRATEGY


Descriptions of general implementation responsibilities in the strategic IS/IT plans are listed in table 4. Eight plans did not mention responsibility at all. Some plans had extensive descriptions of general responsibilities (e.g., organizations A, E, M, P, R and AI).
Table 4: General Implementation Responsibilities in Strategic IS/IT Plans

Plan
Industry
Descriptions of Implementation Responsibilities

A
Manufacturing
Critical success factor: Roles and responsibility related to IT

Responsibility of corporate IT management

Responsibility of systems owners

Responsibility of internal service provider

Responsibility of user forum

Responsibility of super users

B
Manufacturing
Responsibility of IT department

C
Public administration
None

D
Service
Responsibility of ICT department

E
Manufacturing
Responsibility of financial director

Responsibility of IS manager

Responsibility of change consultant

F
Public administration
Responsibility of project leaders

G
Manufacturing
Responsibility of line management

H
Service
Responsibility for systems

I
Manufacturing
Future responsibility for IT

J
Manufacturing
Responsibility for IT support

Responsibility of systems owners

K
Service
Responsibility for strategic management of IT

L
Public administration
None

M
Public administration
Responsibility of top management

Responsibility of IT committee

Responsibility of departments

Responsibility of IT department

N
Service
None

O
Manufacturing
Responsibility of IT department

P
Public administration
Responsibility of systems owners

Responsibility of super users

Responsibility of IT function

Responsibility of project owners

Responsibility of project leaders

Q
Manufacturing
Responsibility of divisions

R
Public administration
Responsibility of project owners

Responsibility of steering committees

Responsibility of reference groups

Responsibility of project leaders

S
Public administration
Responsibility for benefits realization

T
Public administration
Management responsibilities

U
Public administration
Responsibility for benefits realization

V
Manufacturing
None

W
Service
Responsibility of IT function

X
Public administration
Responsibility of IT function

Y
Service
Responsibility of group management

Responsibility of systems owners

Z
Manufacturing
Management responsibilities

AA
Manufacturing
Responsibility of IT function

AB
Public administration
None

AC
Manufacturing
Responsibilities of IT department

AD
Public administration
None

AE
Service
Responsibility for benefits realization

AF
Public administration
Management responsibilities

AG
Service
Management responsibilities

AH
Service
Responsibilities of IS cooperation group

AI
Service
Corporate responsibility for IS/IT

IS/IT management committee

IS/IT organization

AJ
Public administration
None

AK
Manufacturing
None


Gottschalk (1999) measured implementation responsibility using items for implementation on time, within budget, of large projects, of priority projects, of initial projects, and personal rewards. As listed in table 5, few strategic IS/IT plans had explicit descriptions of these items. Implementation on time was either the responsibility of managers (A, AG) or functions (M, R, Q, AK), but it was mostly not described. Implementation within budget could be the responsibility of the financial director (A), project leaders (F) or systems owners (I). Systems owners was a category frequently occurring in the plans. Some plans defined systems owners as managers responsible only for operating the systems, while other plans defined them as responsible for systems development and implementation as well. Implementation of large projects, priority projects and initial projects were the responsibility of systems owners (A and G), project owners (Q) or project leaders (F). None of the organizations had any descriptions of personnel rewards for successful implementation

Table 5: Specific Implementation Responsibilities in Strategic IS/IT Plans

Plan
On

Time
Within

Budget
With

Benefits
Large Projects
Priority Projects
Initial Projects
Success

Rewards

A
Regional managers
Financial director
Regional managers
Systems owners
Systems owners
Systems owners
None

B
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

C
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

D
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

E
None
None
None
SAP: Parent organization
None
None
None

F
Project leaders
Project leaders
None
Project leaders
Project leaders
Project leaders
None

G
None
None
None
Systems owners
Systems owners
Systems owners
None

H
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

I
None
Systems owners
None
Systems owners
Systems owners
Systems owners
None

J
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

K
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

L
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

M
IT department
None
None
None
None
None
None

N
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

O
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

P
None
None
None
Project

Owner
Project 

Owner
Project 

owner
None

Q
Divisions
None
Divisions
Divisions
Divisions
Divisions
None

R
Steering committees
Steering committees
Line managers
Project leaders
Line managers
Line managers
None

S
None
None
Systems owners
None
None
None
None

T
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

U
None
None
Systems owners
None
None
None
None

V
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

W
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

X
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

Y
None
None
None
None
Systems owners
None
None

Z
None
None
Top management
None
None
None
None

AA
None
IT committee
Divisions
None
None
None
None

AB 
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

AC
None
None
None
Technology committee
None
None
None

AD
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

AE
None
Systems owners
Systems owners
None
None
None
None

AF
None
IT department
None
None
None
None
None

AG
Division leaders
Division leaders
None
None
None
None
None

AH
Systems owners
None
None
Systems owners
None
None
None

AI
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

AJ
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

AK
None
None
None
None
None
None
None

DISCUSSION

On a scale from 1 (little extent) to 6 (great extent), Gottschalk (1999) found that descriptions in strategic IS/IT plans of implementation on time had an average score of 3.0, within budget 2.9, with benefits 2.8, of large projects 2.7, of priority projects 3.1, of initial projects 2.5, and of rewards 1.9. Certainly, the collected sample of plans in this research confirms the lack of descriptions of rewards. The highest occurrence of descriptions in the survey was descriptions of priority projects (Gottschalk, 1999), while the highest occurrence of descriptions in this sample was responsibility for large projects (10 out of 37).


While table 4 shows considerable concern for general implementation responsibilities in organizations, table 5 indicates lack of specific implementation responsibilities. It seems that organizations have defined responsibilities for managers and departments concerning systems and support functions. However, the specific new challenges from strategic IS/IT plan implementation are not defined. 


Few organizations seem to be concerned with realization of benefits. Some of the public administration strategies have extensive discussions of lack of benefits from current information systems. These plans stress the importance of benefits from future IT use.


The primary motivation for this study was to investigate what IS/IT strategists write about when they write about responsibility. The search was descriptions of implementation responsibility. What we found were general responsibility descriptions. We searched for words which could indicate intentions, such as make or get (Crouch and Basch, 1997), but we found primarily descriptions of functional responsibility. From a theoretical point of view, it can be argued that responsibility is not a matter of intentions or commitments, it is a matter of functions or departments.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Some researchers develop specific key words in a dictionary when conducting content analysis (e.g., Crouch and Basch, 1997). Future research can more explicitly search for a hierarchy of words, starting with “responsibility”, limiting it to “implementation responsibility”, and breaking it down into budget, benefits, large projects, priority projects, initial projects, and success rewards. Based on such classification, occurrencies of each word can be counted. 


Implementation indicates action. Responsibility for implementation implies taking action. Into the dictionary of words, verbs which indicate action should be included. Examples are get, make, force and develop (Crouch and Basch, 1997).

CONCLUSION

A content analysis to identify implementation responsibilities was carried out on 37 case studies of Norwegian organizations which had formal IS/IT strategies. Descriptions of responsibility in strategic IS/IT plans are more concerned with general responsibilities of departments such as the IT department and functions such as systems owners, rather than with specific responsibilities for implementation activities. 


Practitioners can use these results to revise documents for improved descriptions of implementation. Researchers can use these results to explore responsibility in future case studies.
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         To what extent did the IT strategy describe:


		Very little       Very great


		extent                    extent


	Responsibility for the implementation?	1	2	3	4	5


	1 Responsibility for implementation on time?	1	2	3	4	5


	2 Responsibility for implementation within budget?	1	2	3	4	5


	3 Responsibility for implementation with intended benefits?	1	2	3	4	5


	4 Responsibility for stepwise implementation of large projects?	1	2	3	4	5	


	5 Responsibility for implementation of high priority projects?	1	2	3	4	5


	6 Responsibility for short�term benefits from initial projects?	1	2	3	4	5


	7 Personnel rewards from successful implementation?	1	2	3	4	5
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