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Abstract 

The lnformated Individual - a consideration of 

importance to the Business Organisation 

This paper starts by outlining the role that ·Downsizing and Business Process Re

engineering (BPR) can play in the creation of a flatter and therefore a more responsive 

organisation. The role of computer-based information technologies in the 

implementation of these strategies is considered. Owing to the level of importance IT 

can play in both Downsizing and BPR initiatives, the importance of ensuring 

alignment between the IT, organisational, and management strategies is discussed. 

This leads to a consideration of the profound human resource implications such 

initiatives have and the need to ensure these are recognised in the development of an 

appropriate human resource strategy. From this consideration arises a discussion 

about the contribution that empowerment, the Leaming Organisation, and the 

informated individual can make in ensuring the success of such initiatives. The lack of 

literature detailing the exact nature of the informated individual, specifically the types 

of skills, characteristics and behaviours of such an individual, is raised. The 

importance of such factors, and their application to the evaluation of an information 

system's effectiveness and success, is discussed. The paper concludes with a call for 

the development of a model which both details these characteristics and behaviours 

and explains their interaction. 



Introduction 

Much debate has centred around the conventional form of company organisation as 

described by Anthony (1965). Fundamentally, the traditional organisation is seen as 

consisting of three layers: strategic, tactical and operational. In this traditional model, senior 

managers are responsible for determining company goals (strategic), middle managers are 

responsible for devising plans to achieve these goals (tactical) and line staff are expected to 

execute these plans (operational). The principles of scientific management dictate that the 

tasks given to workers are such that workers require only minimum skill levels. 

Furthermore, workers are discouraged from thinking about what they do or how they can 

best do it. 

Recent management thinking has tended to argue that organisations should become "flatter", 

that is, by reducing the layers between senior management and the shop floor (Zuboff, 1988; 

Senge, 1994; Parker, 1993; Fitzgerald and Murphy, 1995 and Classe, 1993). It is claimed 

that such flattening will help the organisation to become more flexible and responsive 

through a reduction of bureaucratic levels (Bird, 1994). Balasubramanian (1995) then states 

what many seem to believe, that "The introduction of information systems flattens the 

structure of the organization and promotes greater dissemination of information to all 

individuals" (p.5). 

Empowerment of workers has often been proposed as essential to the successful flattening of 

an organisation. Zuboff (1988) has argued that organisations need not only to empower their 

workers but to informate them, by providing them with the information ( often through the 

use of information technology), and also with the responsibility and autonomy to make 

decisions which were formerly made by middle management. This concept was picked up by 

Senge (1993) who argued that if operational level workers took on the responsibilities of 

middle managers then that management level could be thinned. Both Zuboff and Senge 

recognised that worker empowerment and informating would fundamentally change the 

nature of middle management roles through delegation of tasks and blurring of boundaries 

between levels and functions. Such an organisational structure would require "workers" who 

are able to make and act on decisions: workers who can think. 
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This paper begins with a brief description of two organisational strategies, Downsizing and 

Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), for achieving the flatter organisation. The 

widespread deployment of networked computer-based information systems has allowed 

many companies to implement Downsizing and BPR initiatives, together or separately. With 

this in mind, the importance of aligning the business, organisational and information 

technology (IT) strategies is considered. It is noted that both Downsizing and BPR have 

major effects on the structure of the organisation. These structural changes affect the 

individuals who work within the organisation. Discussion therefore follows about the 

implications for the human resource strategy, and about empowerment, the creation of the 

Learning Organisation and the need to informate individuals. The lack of literature detailing 

the exact nature of the informated individual, specifically the types of skills, characteristics 

and behaviours of such an individual, is raised. The importance of informated individuals 

and their contribution to the effectiveness and success of information systems is discussed. 

The paper concludes with a call for the development of a model which details these skills, 

characteristics and behaviours and explains their interaction. 

Downsizing and Business Process Re-engineering 

Downsizing 

Downsizing seeks to flatten an organisation through the removal of redundant levels. In the 

1980s, many manufacturing companies downsized by purchasing computer-based 

technologies and applying them to automate all or part of production. Typically this meant 

that the company could reduce the number of unskilled or semi-skilled workers because 

machines were employed to perform their tasks. In the 1990s, with the introduction of more 

sophisticated office technologies, attention turned to middle management. It was argued that 

companies had become too "top heavy" and that too many managers were employed to 

"shuffle paper" and pass it from one place to another. The new technologies were seen as a 

means of automating this function, thereby ridding the organisation of excess "fat". 
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As Downsizing has often been regarded as a cost-cutting measure, little attention was paid to 

its mid to long-term organisational implications. These implications tended to have two 

main ramifications. First, essential organisational knowledge was lost (Kiechel, 1990). 

Second, remaining staff at various levels were unable to perform their roles and tasks 

effectively as they lacked the direction and expertise previously provided by management 

(Zuboff, 1988). 

Business Process Re-engineering 

Since Hammer's (1990) article, a great deal of time and effort has been invested in the 

Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) movement. BPR directs attention to what a 

company does and why it does it to re-evaluate what it is doing. This often involves an 

organisation simplifying and shortening its processes (Fitzgerald and Murphy, 1995) but 

should go beyond merely streamlining activities undertaken within functional areas. Rather, 

the aim should be to take a holistic approach and focus on the overall process ( eg. filling a 

customer order) across the entire organisation (Classe, 1993). BPR can be summarised as 

the difference between improving what is done and what should be done. For this reason it 

has been recommended that organisations start with a blank piece of paper and design their 

"ideal" process( es ). 

It has been argued (Fiedler et al., 1994; Classe, 1993; Hammer and Champy, 1993; Parker, 

1993 and Davenport and Short, 1990) that IT has provided the means of achieving these 

ideal processes by removing traditional communication barriers. IT can provide the 

mechanism to move information around an organisation far more directly and quickly than 

was possible in the past. Theoretically all levels of staff, providing they have clearance, can 

have access to all information in the corporate database. Staff can then use this information 

to add value to the organisation. This enables staff who were "paper pushers" under the 

previous system to be redirected to other valuable work, or retired. In this manner the 

organisation is both downsized and flattened. 
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BPR is prey to the very real danger that IT is seen as something far more than the enabler - it 

becomes "the solution". This is particularly so if the organisation is keen to use BPR to 

reduce its workforce. The temptation is to use BPR to justify replacing people with 

technology, resulting in the organisation buying the technology first and designing its 

processes around that technology, rather than designing the processes first and then deciding 

the best way to implement them. This may go some way to explaining the 85 percent of 

unsuccessful BPR initiatives quoted by Bullen (1995). 

Strategy Implications and the Need for Alignment 

As the enabler of Downsizing and Business Process Reengineering, IT is closely 

interwoven with organisational change. Indeed, Huber (1990) predicted that IT would 

have a significant effect on organisation design, intelligence, and decision making. There 

have been many studies since on IT-effected organisational change (Fiedler et al., 1994; 

Hammer and Champy, 1993; Henderson and Benkatramen, 1993; Picot et al., 1994 and 

Yates and Benjamin,1991). Fuglseth and Gronhaug (1994) discuss the place of IT in 

complementing management communication and note the importance of ensuring that the 

IT strategy aligns with organisation strategy. Failure to do so is likely to result in 

conflicting aims, objectives, and actions, with corresponding reduction in organisational 

effectiveness. 

As explained earlier Downsizing and BPR initiatives can result in the loss of personnel (in 

some cases ineffective personnel are retained while effective personnel are lost). This may 

be because Downsizing emphasises the reduction of hierarchical levels while BPR's 

foremost concern is with the process(es). Execution of both strategies can ignore the roles 

people perform within both the hierarchy and the process. These two strategies can also 

ignore the manner in which people interact. Checkland and Scholes (1990) argue 

passionately that this interaction forms the basis of the organisation's "social system". This 

is reflected by Unterweger (1988) who points out, "Technologies that ignore the role of 

social systems fail to deliver their intended benefits and might even be less effective than the 

technologies they replace" (p.38). This suggests that applying IT, no matter how 

4 



sophisticated it is, without considering people and their roles, can result in less effective 

performance at the individual and organisation level. 

Despite being touted as an organisation's most valuable asset (Pfeffer, 1994 and Checkland 

and Scholes, 1990), people are often perceived as being problematic and expensive (Parker, 

1993). It is this perception that can lead to organisations ignoring what their people can 

contribute. Rather than playing down the importance of people while highlighting the 

problems and expense that people can create, organisations should accept the associated 

difficulties and focus on making the most of what people can do and contribute (van der Pijl, 

1994). This is a Human Resource issue and so has implications on the Human Resource 

Strategy (Wiggins, 1990) to the extent that IT-induced change should be accompanied by 

Human Resource strategy changes to ensure alignment (Penny and Bonner 1995; Bechet and 

Walker, 1993; Williams, 1993; Stalk et al., 1992; Swiercz and Spencer, 1992; Venkatramen, 

1991 and Hudson, 1988). 

Together with the alignment of the appropriate strategies, IT provides the means to 

promote" ... greater.dissemination of information ... " (Balasubramanian, 1995, p.5). The 

effects of this dissemination can be enhanced through the empowerment of individuals at 

all levels of the organisation (Goss, Pascale and Athos, 1993 and Shrednick, Shutt and 

Weiss, 1992). Crucially, empowerment enables employees to be actively involved in, for 

example, planning and decision-making. This marks a distinct departure from the 

traditional "chain of command" mentality. Goss et al. (1993) go on to argue that by 

moving away from this mentality, companies are effectively reinventing themselves. This 

is something more fundamental that simply re-engineering because this shift represents not 

a case of changing" ... what is, but creating what isn't" (p.98). 

The reinvented organisation requires people who are capable of thinking critically and 

holistically about what they do at both the local and global levels, resulting in changes in 

beliefs and attitudes by the individual and the organisation (Driscoll, 1995). To describe an 

organisation that is constantly undergoing such change, Senge (1993) and Zuboff (1988) 

used the term "The Learning Organisation". 
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Empowerment and The Learning Organisation 

As noted in the introduction a company organised according to Anthony's (1965) 

conventional model tends to be dominated by a "chain of command" mentality: those at the 

top say what will be done and those at the bottom will do it. Under the principles of 

scientific management workers are discouraged from thinking. Yet the literature relating to 

learning organisations, BPR, and downsizing stresses the importance of empowering 

individuals to think and act autonomously, often requiring them to become much more 

information driven and to view their work in a far more abstract manner. To be effective, 

these individuals must be freed from the restrictions of such traditional bureaucracies as the 

chain of command. 

Whilst it has been suggested that technology can empower individuals (Balasubrarnanian, 

1995), it should be noted that true empowerment goes beyond simply making information 

available to all, regardless of status. It requires a company with a culture and a structure that 

actually puts control in the hands of people other than traditional "managers". It requires 

people to be given the responsibility (and opportunity!) to make decisions and take action. 

Furthermore, the company should not try to "supervise" them every step of the way but 

"trust" them. Such an organisation is a "Learning Organisation". 

However, true empowerment radically shifts the locus of control in an organisation. It 

moves control out of the hands of the "traditional" manager and into those of the operational 

staff. This move requires a dramatic change in traditional roles since operational staff will 

now be required to make decisions (formerly middle management's role). Of course this 

means that responsibility for those decisions must rest with the staff who made them. 

This devolution of responsibility in tum requires a radical shift from the view of middle 

managers as leaders, in the decision-making sense, (Driscoll, 1995) to a view of them as 

teachers or, perhaps better, as facilitators (Shrednick et al., 1992). Their new and most 

important skills will be the ability to work with those around them, creating a holistic view 

of operations, and to engineer creative tension. Additionally, middle managers will have to 

delegate decision making to the workers while encouraging those workers to take on that 
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responsibility. Kiechel (1990) believes that the Learning Organisation provides a means for 

furthering the empowerment movement. 

A learning organisation requires people who are capable of thinking about what they are 

doing all the time. This may well require them to individually step back from the task and 

reflect on it. Unfortunately, as Kiechel (1990) points out, many companies do not consider 

reflection to be a productive use of time. Senge's (1993) words therefore take on extra 

relevance: "Learning is too important to leave to chance; that's why efforts must focus on 

developing infrastructures for learning" (p.7). Thus it is not merely enough to require people 

to think; the organisation must provide the environment to encourage and nurture their 

thinking. 

Senge (1994) believes that an important pre-requisite for enabling effective individual 

contribution to the Learning Organisation is "creative tension". Creative tension requires an 

individual to have a compelling picture of a desired future and an accurate picture of the 

current reality. Recognition of the difference, or gap, between the two pictures creates the 

tension. This tension in turn motivates the individual to devise multiple solutions (the 

creative aspect) for effecting the change from the existing state to the desired state. Senge 

(1994), Kiechel (1990), and Driscoll (1995) believe that a learning organisation must ensure 

that everyone, regardless of rank, has this motivation. Kiechel (1990) points out that middle 

managers are the key to it. He quotes Paul Barnes (responsible for Ford's corporate 

employee development): "Middle managers have a wealth of information that needs to be 

spread throughout the organisation" (p.136). It is the sharing of both this information and 

the middle managers' knowledge that can help others at different levels in the organisation to 

learn. 

Balasubramanian (1995) says that," ... information systems ... [promote] greater 

dissemination of information ... Increased availability of information helps members share 

information thereby increasing learning" (p.5). Kiechel (1990), however, sounds a warning 

that this view is too simplistic and that learning requires more than just making information 

available. He believes that learning organisations require people who can think and 

manipulate information, "Which is approximately the difference between putting the 
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information out there for the folks to pick up, and encouraging them to puzzle, wonder and 

figure things out on their own" (p.134). 

It is in this context that Zuboffs (1988 and 1990) work takes on significance, for she argued 

that companies use IT on the basis of the paradigm born from the industrial revolution: that 

technology ( of whatever type) is a means of replacing many, skilled workers with fewer, 

unskilled workers, while increasing management control. This view now appears incorrect. 

Indeed, Zuboff (1988) argues that that companies should seek to "informate" their 

employees, rather than "automate" their processes. The next section explores the concept of 

informating and also outlines some of informating's major implications. 

The Informating Concept and its Implications 

Zuboff (1988) argues that the concept of automating through IT is inappropriate because 

IT is different from other technologies. IT not only automates business processes but also 

generates information about them and, in many cases, provides information that was not 

previously available. Under the automation paradigm, a worker is just another 

"mechanical" part and would not be expected to critique the information generated by the 

technology. However, introducing IT can have major cultural repercussions on the 

organisation. Zuboff (1988, 1990) maintains that, since IT tends to generate more 

information, it actually requires people who can utilise that information. She quotes the 

case of the managers at Piney Wood, an automated pulp mill, who " ... began, reluctantly, 

to question some of their assumptions regarding ... the new technology" (1990, p.6). This 

questioning arose out of a recognition that employees actually required new intellectual 

skills rather than a reduction in skills. Such skills were required to critically analyse the 

new information available. Piney Wood had, however," ... cut out so many people there is 

no one to do the neat things we could use the information for. It's like a vast crop and no 

one to harvest it" (p.7). This provides a telling example of the dangers associated with 

poorly thought-out downsizing. 

The fact that people will have to be more concerned with the manipulation of information 

than with the physical handling of materials has developed from the idea that work itself has 
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become far more abstract (Peters, 1993; Underwood, 1993 arid Miller, 1988). This concept 

of abstract work led Zuboff to call for companies to "informate" their workforce as opposed 

to merely "automating" their processes. She sees an informated person as somebody who is 

not only empowered but can view their organisation holistically and has a good grasp of 

present and future information needs (both their own and those of others). 

Organisations like Piney Wood also run the risk that the creation of a completely 

automated environment will eventually lead to the depletion of knowledge in the 

organisation (Jaikumar, 1986). Such knowledge is crucial to an organisation's value

adding activities. In support of this view, Keen (1993) argues that organisations should 

allow their staff to use information to add value through innovation and process 

improvement. Such organisations would thus be "informated". Similarly, it can be argued 

that, to be successful, the strategies of downsizing and BPR require informated individuals 

(ie. those who have the ability and the empowerment to make and act on decisions). 

Under this model, information technology becomes simply a worker's tool, one which is 

used to gain greater insight into the operations of the organisation. The worker, not the 

information technology or its related procedures, is responsible for criticism and insight, 

for teaching and learning. 

It is important to realise that the strategies of deploying IT to automate and IT to informate 

are not mutually exclusive - "Automating is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

informating." (Zuboff, 1988, p.11). IT should be seen as a means to enable workers to act 

upon information and learn from it rather than as a means of "driving" the workers. As 

Keen (1993) points out, " ... information technology has moved from being an important 

but separate element of business management to being at the core of everyday business 

and social life. What is still lacking is a reliable way of fusing it into everyday 

management life" (p.22). 

The move towards middle managers becoming facilitators together with the need for senior 

management to consider the informated organisation as an entirety, instead of as a collection 

of discrete elements (Carey, 1993 and Peters, 1993), means that the implications for 

organisational operations are profound. Peters ( 1993) describes such an organisation. The 
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consulting company McKinsey is very different from the conventional organisation and 

actively encourages its members to act in an informated manner .. 

Peters (1993) writes ofMcKinsey, 

"McKinsey is a huge company ... But there's no traditional hierarchy. There 

are no organization charts. No job descriptions. No policy manuals. No 

rules about managing client engagements. No rules about setting budgets 

for such engagements (which could easily run to millions of dollars). No 

guidelines that tell you how to get promoted or how to go about firing 

somebody. No set procedures for the all-important recruiting process. And 

yet all these things are well understood - make no mistake, McKinsey is not 

out of control!" (p.143). 

It is, Peters maintains, a company whose business is knowledge. McKinsey brings this 

knowledge to bear on the clients that it is servicing. Individuals are rewarded for what they 

achieve - not how many hours they work or their "utilisation". The company is deliberately 

unstructured (from the traditional point of view) and individuals are expected to make their 

own way by thinking and doing. They have to collect relevant information, seek out 

appropriate people and make something happen. Very different from the "chain of 

command" model! McKinsey is an example of an organisation that requires thinking 

individuals who grasp opportunities to initiate and achieve something. Organisations like 

McKinsey have to be staffed by people who have the necessary intellectual skills (Zuboff, 

1990) to think and make decisions effectively. Indeed Peters (1993) believes that all 

organisations, be they service or manufacturing, profit focused or non-profit focused, will 

need to become more like McKinsey. 

The lnformated Individual and IS Effectiveness 

A major difficulty with the concept of the informated person is that nobody really appears 

to have addressed what is meant by it. Zuboff (1988, 1990) provides some valuable 

insights but does not clearly spell out all the skills, behaviours and characteristics required 

by such a person. She does list the necessary intellectual skills as: " ... abstract thinking 

and problem solving, conceptualisation, analysis, theory-based reasoning, the ability to 
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perceive patterns and relationships, as well as a procedural and functional appreciation of 

the information systems" (1990, p.15). Such skills should also mean that individuals have 

" ... a better understanding of the business and its context" (1990, p.15). She does not, 

however, develop this list further nor does she discuss which skills are applicable in which 

situations. 

The lack of attention in the information systems literature to the role of people (Compeau 

and Higgins, 1995) is of concern in the light of Davenport's (1994) assertion that it is how 

people use information that is important, rather than how they use the technology that 

provides that information. If, as Ballantine et al. ( 1996) believe, the most important 

players in information systems are the people rather than the technical systems then it is 

necessary to identify the desired skills, behaviours, and characteristics of those players. 

Furthermore, the contribution these factors will make towards the success/effectiveness of 

an information system needs to be considered. 

Despite the belief that people are the most important part of an information system (in its 

broader sense), consideration of their desired skills, behaviours, and characteristics is 

currently sadly lacking. Where studies do include consideration of the user they relate 

only to user involvement in system design (Seddon and Kiew, 1994; Hepworth et al., 1992 

and Miller and Doyle, 1987), user satisfaction (Raymond, 1985 and Srinivasan, 1985), 

user skill/ability in using the technology (Compeau and Higgins, 1995), user attitudes 

towards the technology (Igbaria and Parasuraman, 1989, Igbaria, Pavri and Huff, 1989, 

Lucas, 1978 and Igersheirn, 1976) or a passing mention that people are important 

(DeLone, 1988; Lees and Lees, 1987 and Snitkin and King, 1986). This limited 

consideration of people is reflected in the models that seek to explain factors contributing 

towards IS success (Delone and McLean, 1992; Cragg and King, 1992; Weill, 1992; Pitt, 

Watson and Kavan, 1995 and Goodhue and Thompson, 1995). 

Bonner (1995) details a case which looks at individuals' impact on the effectiveness of an 

information system. He argues that the one individual who used the case company's (very 

poor) computer-based information system most effectively, both at the individual and 

organisational level, was the one who had the greatest appreciation of his own role, and 
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the greatest understanding of others' roles, in the company's activities. However, Bonner 

fails to investigate the skills, behaviours, and characteristics exhibited by this individual. 

There is therefore a need to research the skills, behaviours, and characteristics of the 

informated individual. Such a need is particularly apparent when considering Semco, a 

Brazilian manufacturing company which " ... has grown sixfold despite withering 

recessions, staggering inflation and chaotic national economic policy. Productivity has 

increased nearly sevenfold. Profits have risen fivefold. And we have had periods of up to 

14 months in which not one worker has left us" (Semler, 1993, p.7). Given the economic 

conditions in which Semco has thrived, this is a remarkable achievement. To have done 

so without the benefit of highly sophisticated management information systems is 

extraordinary. The explanation appears to have been Semco's informated workforce. 

Interestingly this seems to contradict Zuboff' s ( 1988) belief that automating is essential 

for informating. 

Proposed Future Research Direction 

The amount of money that has been, and continues to be spent, on IS within organisations 

is staggering. In the manufacturing sector, IT investment grew " ... from 1.6% in 1970 to 

10.6% in 1988" (Weill, 1992, p.308). Sethi, Hwang and Pegels (1993) note that 

"Expenditures on computer resources now amount to nearly 40% of the capital investment 

made by US businesses each year . . . Another estimate is that firms spend between 1.5% 

and 3% of their revenue on IT" (p.194). The literature provides conflicting information as 

to which factors are most likely to determine the level ofIS success/effectiveness (as 

outlined by Cragg and King, 1992 and Weill, 1992), which suggests that there is poor 

understanding of the best way to spend those limited IS dollars. For example, Cragg and 

King (1992) found that the financial performance of 120 small, computerised engineering 

firms in the United Kingdom was inversely related to the degree of their information 

systems' sophistication. 
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For these reasons this paper suggests that now is the time to consider a new model. This 

model should have as its specific focus the skills, behaviours, and characteristics exhibited 

by information effective or informated individuals. Otherwise it will be impossible to 

devise and test instruments to measure the impact an individual has on the level of IS 

effectiveness. Such a model, together with its related measuring instruments, is likely to 

contribute greatly towards a much better understanding of IS effectiveness factors. 

Conclusion 

This paper has sought to trace the relationship between the many different strands running 

through the information systems and management literature. Attention has been directed 

towards an examination of the importance of the relationship between IS, business, 

organisational, and human resource strategies and the need for alignment between them. It 

has been suggested that this is especially important with two relatively recent strategies: 

Downsizing and Business Process Re-engineering. As IT is often seen as the enabler of 

these strategies it is not surprising there have been calls to ensure alignment. However, 

the implications of these strategies transcends mere technology for they impact on what 

people do at work and how they do it. 

A critical problem has been that IT has been seen as the cure to many organisational ills, 

often via Downsizing or BPR, under the paradigm of automation. This view has 

effectively ignored the human factors that can contribute to, or indeed solve, many of the 

organisational ills. The result has been the aggravation of these ills rather than their cure. 

One approach to using the factors to advantage is through empowerment of individuals 

within the organisation. However, this empowerment requires a critical realisation that it 

is not enough to merely provide information through IT or otherwise. Individuals need to 

be informated and have well developed intellectual skills (the ability to understand, think, 

and reason) so that they know how to use information and can recognise the opportunity to 

use it. 

It is argued that the literature has not addressed the contribution of informated individuals, 

particularly in the area of research relating to IS success and effectiveness. It is proposed 
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that such research could go a long way to explaining the conflicting results obtained in IS 

success studies. This paper argues that the time is now ripe to focus on the skills, 

behaviours, and characteristics of an informated individual and to develop a new model. 
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