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ABSTRACT

Turbulence within an organization 's environment often creates
changes in the need for information and consequently in existing
information systems. Coping with these changes can be extremely
complicated. Part of our research which is addressed in this paper
is to describe and analyze these coping strategies. The research
focusses on the Dutch Social Security systems and how 572 more-
or-less independent municipalities cope with situations of rapidly
changing environments such as changes in legidation and
governmental policies. By studying the social dynamics in depth,
our aim is to uncover new findings about information systems
development (LSD).

1. INTRODUCING RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

The preliminary findings presented in this paper are based on
current research conducted by the two authors of this paper. The
am of the empiricd research is to dudy how Locd Socid
Securities (LSSs) in the Netherlands dedl with trandating changing
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legidation into software tha impects the provison of socid
security services. Since there does not exist sufficient theoretica
knowledge on this issue from which to derive hypotheses the
research is exploratory and manly inductive By <udying the
socid dynamics in depth, our am is to uncover new findings about
information systems development (ISD). Such insight is
conceptudly rdevant as it might add to the exising middle range
theories of 1SD. It dso has practical vaue since the framework
presented in the paper can be used by actors in the fiedd of
information sysem (1S) management as a tool to andyze and
evduae coping draegies employed by IS depatments facing
turbulent environments. To our knowledge, there has not been an
attempt to gain a comprehensive understanding of how IS
departments cope with or might cope with Stuations of rapidly
changing environments. Such a research is worthwhile because
managing change is rdevant to every organization deding with
information sysems, and is crucid to those which experience
rgoidy  changing  environments.  Turbulence within the
environment often creates a change in the need for information and
consequently in exiding information sysems Coping with these
sources of uncertainty can be extremey complicated. Part of our
task is to describe and andyze these coping Strategies.

The case of the Dutch Socid Security System is highly relevant
because it represents a perfect example of an organization in a
condant date of flux. Because of changes in  governmenta
legidation, policy, technological changes, efc. LSSs are confronted
with continua exogenous changes.

At the moment 572 municipdities exist in the Netherlands each
having its own LSS. As a result of a long established
decentraization policy, each LSS is empowered to chose its own
ISD approach. Because the strategies employed by the various LSS
do indeed vary dgnificantly while the same informationa needs
apply accross the LSS’s, we have an ided form of a naurdly
occuring socid experiment. As pat of sudying the different
approaches and results, we will look a the successes and failures
of 1SD in turbulent environments.

We want to study four mgor cities, a sample of medium szed
cities and a further sample of smal towns. Research evidence will




be obtaned from interviews with people working at LSSs, people
active in the locd and nationd government, software suppliers,
and other actors relevant to 1ISD at LSS. In addition to interviews,
information will be obtained from documents and observations. A
comparative research agpproach (Yin 1989) will be used in which
different 1SD approaches, processes and outcomes are compared.

The research is manly explorative, meaning that interesting
ideas emerge while doing research. In fact, we dtarted the research
by looking & a problematic ISD project of one big city in the
Netherlands. Soon it became clear that dmost every city in the
Netherlands is facing problems with ISD and that cities use
different drategies to cope with these problems. Given the
emerging nature of the research, we will explore during the course
of research various theoreticd models tha might Structure our
findings (cf. Newman and Noble 1990). Potentid conceptud
frameworks ae theories on organizationd learning and decison
making, power, actor network theory, and ingitutionalism (cf.
Clegg 1989, Law 1994, Levitt and March 1988, March and Olsen
1989, Scott and Meyer 1994).

We begin by presenting various sources of change the LSSs
face or have faced. This will be followed by a discusson of the
various condraints that LSSs face in coping with these changes
and which drategies they employed to cope with these condraints.
Given its datus, the paper ends with future research plans. The
materia from which the present ideas are derived consst of in tota
21 tape recorded and fully transcribed interviews and information
obtained from documents such as governmentd reports, bulletins
of the LVO, newspaper reports, and research documents.

2. SOURCES OF EXOGENOUS CHANGES
2.1 Governmental legidation producing mandatory changes

An example of a mgor mandatory change is the introduction of
the NABW (the New SSA) in Januari 1996 which induced some
dragtic changes some of which ill need to be implemented.
Amongst other changes, this act allows for financial
decentraization. Within the legd open space created by the centra




government, every municipdity has the authority to decide how to
soend the budget that is provided by the centrd government.
Furthermore, an important section of the NABW deds with the
respongibility of LSSs to decrease the number of welfare recipients
and to reduce fraud ggnificantly. These new responghbilities
require radica changes.

To date, the number of LSSs that have ‘successfully’
implemented an IS that corresponds to the specific requirements of
the New Socid Security Act can be counted on the fingers of one
hand.

2.2 Electiong/political programs

Loca government eections may dso induce changes that might
impact the information requirements of the LSS, Changing the
politicd color within the locd government often results in a
change in policy regarding the Socid Services. For example, the
SS budget can be reduced or can be designated to other topics
related to SS such as the prevention of fraud or the support of
employment. All these and other changes as a result of changing
politicd programs may have a huge impact on the exiging IS and
on IS that need to be build.

2.3 Technological developments

Organizations try to adapt their present IS policy to the latest
changes in hardware and software. Such technologicd-driven
changes may involve desgning or buying totdly new sysems or
adjusing the exiging sysems to the latest developments. For
example, the Nationd Government proposed in the middle of 1997
to introduce an Intranet within al LSSs in order to exchange
information and to amdiorate the problem of decentrdizing
informetion.

2.4 Ingtitutional pressures, centralization/decentralization

An important inditutiona pressure that the LSSs ae fadng is
the tendency ether to centraize or decentrdize the organization, or




to find some sort of a mixture between the two. For example, some
influentid actors within politics, adminidration, and universties
say that because of past decentrdization, more supervison from
the government is now needed. The miniger of Socid Affars even
sad at a recent gpeech that “decentrdization is needed in exchange
of centrdization of informaion’. This need for supervison has
dready found its expresson in Nationa policy plans to introduce
IS that integrate the various data that now are dispersed over many
different orgenizations. These so-cdled dearinghouses will aso
change the present information requirements and the present
systems that 1S departments are currently building.

3. CONSTRAINTS AND THEIR CORRESPONDING
STRATEGIES

3.1 Past experiences

Past experience may influence the way organizations cope with
changing environments. Past commitments to software suppliers,
legacy systems, expected advantages of converting old systems to
new ones, and the build up of experiences with software suppliers
al ensure that most LSS sdldom choose for a dragtic change in 1S
policy even though the environmenta dtuation may deem that
dragtic changes are necessary.

A way to bresk with this tradition we observed is to hire new
management or to introduce reorganizations. The success of these
drategies are however questionable since the vested interests a
LSS ae digpersed among various actors within a fied that is much
wider than the single LSS organization. Consequently, bresking
with past experiences at LSSs is a highly politicd move.

3.2 Culture

At mogt LSSs a bureaucratic approach to work prevails . In its
extremes, such a culture is expressed by a lack of entrepreneurid
soirit, a ‘wat and see dtitude, a shirking of responghility, etc.
Besides being bureaucrdtic, the LSS is dso a politica organization.
The counsdor of socid afairs is the head responsible for the LSSs




affars. This dso implies tha mgor decisons can only be made
when the locd government has given its goprova’, often resulting
in a delayed reaction to environmenta changes.

The most common drategy to cope with culture as a condraint
we observed is to attempt to change the culture by means of hiring
new personnd and by introducing reform plans.

3.3 Shortage or lack of expertise

Most [SSs do not have ther own IS depatments which
serioudy influences the exiding expetise in deveoping IS
Furthermore, at those LSSs were the IS function is represented in
one way or ancther, this personnd in genera have less expertise
than people working within IS organizations such as software-
houses.

A coping drategy thet is used by dmogt dl municipdities is to
outsource the IS function.

3.4 Software suppliers

Because of economies of scale, many LSSs have outsourced the
IS function. At the moment Sx independent software houses are
now designing systems for approximatey 570 municipdities. Mogt
LSSs ae experiencing problems with these suppliers because they
deliver sysems too late and with many software problems which
add to expenditures.

A coping strategy could be to change from software supplier or
to develop systems in house. However, because software houses
have gained the most detailed expertise and because a lot of money
has dready been spent, the switching costs for most LSSs are
perceived to be too high. The actud coping drategies that we have
come across o far is to continue the contract and to introduce
various pachwork dsrategies to cope with the software problems,
such as executing some of the procedures by hand, working
overtime, or working with duplicate systems.




3.5 Technological rigidity

It has been widdy accepted that traditiond 1S, such as
accountancy systems, payment systems and monitoring systems are
not well suited to adapt to frequent changes (e.g. Fitzgerald 1990).
This problem of rigidity was dso an issue in the case of LSS
sysems. The fact that the exising IS cannot easy absorb the
changing information requirements, is one of the most often-
mentioned problems of IS in the fidd of socid sarvices.

Percaeiving the issue from a technologica perspective leads to
proposing technical solutions such as using flexible design
methods, building flexile sysems, or building ‘ealy warning
sysems. In fact, the most popular software packages at the LSSs
are rddivey flexible systems

3.6 Budgets

Clearly, a large budget for IS development would enable an LSS
to adagpt to changing information requirements. But common to
most organizations, the socid services are confronted with a
limited budget that is subject to the dlocation policy of the locd
government.

One possble drategy to chdlenge thiss condraint, which we
came across a one LSS, is to lobby locd and nationd politicians.
Another option is to choose for some form of collaboration within
governmentd  inditutions.

3.7Time

The need to adapt to environmental changes is often
accompanied by fixed date of implementation. For example, the
New Socid Security Act had to be implemented by dl 572 LSSs
before the firgt of January 1996. Mogt LSSs faled in doing so.

There are many draegies for coping with time-congraint and
that we came across a various LSSs such as shirking on€'s
respongbility, delaying, ignoring, and hypocrisy (Brunsson 1989).




3.8 Publicity

Deveoping sysems in the public arena may involve large codts
of falure Adjuding sysems to changing environment means huge
expenditures. These expenditures can be so high that it may
become a public issue. This was the case a various large LSSs we
spoke with.

LSSs often use PR drategies to cope with this problem of
publicity. Another way to ded with this problem is hide paliticaly
ddicate and critical information from public scrutiny. This drategy
seems to be successful only in the short run. Employees can
become so frudtrated by the stressful Situetion that is creasted within
the LSS that important information is lesked out to journdids or
politicians, a Stuaion we discovered a more than one occason.

3.9 Decentralization

Because the execution of the Social Security Act is
decentralized, the 572 LSSs ae to a certain extent independent
from other LSSs in deciding how to cope with changes within the
environment. Each LSS can decide for itsdf which software
package to buy. Such decentrdization can act as a condraint in the
sense that every organization is “inventing the whed” on its own.
In the words of the Minister of Socid Affars “there is a lot of
error alone and a lack of trial together”.

A strategy that LSSs employ to cope with this lack of
economies of scale is to learn from experience gained by other
LSSs. This is done by being member of various committees,
inditutions and organizations. On nationd leve, the problem of
decentraization is dedt with by introducing centrdization policies
and by conducting bench-mark studies among the LSSs.

4. CONCLUDING REMARKSAND FURTHER RESEARCH
In this paper we have presented ideas that have been derived s0

far from our research on the management of environmenta change.
Figure 1 portrays a summary of these preiminary findings.
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Figure 1 Coping with changes and constraints at Local Social
Services

The present dudy presented the firg prdiminary findings of a
longitudind multiple case dudies a different LSSs. Our research
darted in January 1997 and will continue for a least three years.
During these years we hope to study the management of change at
LSSs in more detall. This study will not only cover past processes
and (critica) events, it will aso address the processes as they take
shape in Stu. In order to do so, we are a the moment in the process
of getting access to three LSS in order to pilot study the socid
dynamics of 1SD in more detail and over a longer time interva.

The findings presented in this paper are based on a sdlect group
of LSSs and therefore suffer from limitations of a smdl sample
(Miles and Huberman 1984). Also, there are various actors in the
fidd that have not yet been interviewed, such as people working
with the sysems and the designers of the systems. Their accounts
will make the stories more detailed as well as more complex.

There are various research issues that need to be studied in the
future in more detal, such as
. drategies LSSs and other rdevant inditutions could employ to
cope with changes and corresponding condraints.(eg. use of




predictive models; forming collaborative alliances; use of
technologies for information sharing, eg. intranets);

. the way copying drategies are in turn influenced by condrants
(the dotted line in figure 1);

- the “codts’ of decentralized policy and how these costs can be
minimized:

- the learning drategies of LSSs from ther own experiences and
from the experiences of other LSSs and how these experiences can
be shared more effectively.
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