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CHAPTER 12

The Politics of

Information  Systems

Rational Designs and
Organizational Realities

NOSHIR S. CONTRACTOR
BARBARA }. O’KEEFE

Conventional wisdom has long suggested that there is no resource more
criical to an organization than timely, accurate information relevant to
organizational decisions. Because of this presumption, effective informa-
tion management—development of appropriate systems for production
and movement of information within organizations—is seen as critical to
organizational goals.

Information management has two interrelated aspects: information
production and information flow. By “information production” we mean
the processes through which organizations gather and organize data. The
production of informationis itself a complex process that involves both
methodology (procedures used in rendering reality in ways useful to the
organization) and judgment (decisions about what information to obtain
and how to useit), By “information flow” we mean the movement of in-
formation from one system component t o another. System components
could be individuals, computers, departments, or libraries. As information
{lows, it passes through a chain of agents who have the ability to alter, sup-
press, or claborate it as it is pasgsed on.

By their very nature, information production and flow are political
processes. They are politicaliii two senses: First, they are imbued with po-
litical implications. Since decisions are made on the basis of the relevant
information, or at least are held accountable to relevant information, the
amount and type of information available to decision makers i s conse
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quential. The ability to control information is thus a key aspect of organi-
zational power.

Second, information production and flow are political because they
reflect the political structure of an organization. They require the partici-
pation of organizational members, whose collective decisions contribute
to the overall information system of the organization. Organizational pol-
icy makers may wish to have a certain type or amount of information, but
ultimately all knowledge workers in the organization control whether or
not that information will be provided in the way the policy maker wishes.
Changing the information environment requires active, political manage-
ment to mobilize collective action toward organizational goals.

In this chapter we discuss the politics of information management in
a public works department. Our case study examines the reasons for the
lack of adoption of an integrated information system that has been intro-
duced in the department. Our analysis reveals that individuals' political
considerations explain their lack of interest in contributing—comprehen-
sively and accurately-to an integrated information system that was ratio-
nally designed to serve their collective good. In the two major sections of
the chapter we first describe the organization and its context and thendis-
cuss the integrated information system and its appropriation by the orga-
nizntion. Our description of the organization and its information systems
and needs is based on detailed fic]d notes made by Noshir S. Contractor,
Barbara J. O’Keefe, Patricia Jones, and Greta Chin during repeated visits to
the organization and on surveys of employee perceptions of their organi-
zational information systems.

THE ORGANIZATION AND ITS INFORMATION SYSTEMS

We are part of a research team conducting an information technology
demonstration and assessment in the Directorate of Public Works (DPW)
at alarge military installation in the southern United States (which we will

refer to as “the Fort”). The information technology demonstration will

create a computer-based “workbench” of tools that will help in scheduling,

tracking, and planning the maintenance activities of the DPwW. As part of
this project, we have been involved in detailed quantitative and qualitative
assessments Of the organization and its information needs.

The DPW and Its Structure

The Fort is a large installation with a complex mission involving both
training and specialized missions in the areas of intelligence and commu-
nications. Over 12,000 military personnel have heen assigned to the Fort,
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and approximately 4,000 civilian employees and contractors work at the
Fort. The great majority of these workers and their families live in nearby
communities. The Fort also supports a large community of military re-
tireces (10,500) and their families (17,000).

The Fort is situated on a 56,000-acre preserve near a small city, with
which it shares an increasing number of services and resources. TheFort
itself is highly analogous to a city of about 40,000 people: It has diverse
types of housing; services such as fire and police protection, hospitals,
schools, and libraries; and retail and commercial businesses. The Fort’sin-
frastructure includes nearly 10 million square feet of space in buildings,
170 miles of roads, 6 miles of railroad track, and the complete comple-
ment of utilities (water, power, sewage, gas, and electricity).

The DPW is responsible for maintaining the entire infrastructure of
the Fort. The activities of the DPW include both development and main-
tenance of theFort’s real property, civil services, and utilities. Much of the
work done by the DPW involves routine and critical maintenance of exist-
ing facilities, athough the DPW is also involved in design and construc-
tion of new facilitics.

Many of the responsibilities of the DPW are carried out in partner-
ship with the Army Corps of Engineers (“the Corps’) and the civilian base
contractor. For large construction projects, the Corpsisinvolved in both
the design of the project and in supervision of the contracting and con-
struction process. For many routine maintenance activities, work is passed
on to the civilian base contractor. For example, if the heating systemin a
building malfunctions, the problem is reported to the relevant civilian
contractor, who dispatches workers to repair it.

The DPW has)yeen undergoing a period of downsizing and reorgani-
zation. At the time wc entered the organization, it had two major groups
of departments, each of which was headed by achicf who reported to the
division chicf of the DPW (“the director”). The director reports to a licu-
tenant colonel, who in turn reports to the base commander.

Engineering Plans and Services

The first group of departments, Engineering Plans and Services (EPS),” is
responsible for master planning, design, and construction of the Fort in-
frastructure. 1PS works collaboratively with the Army Corps of Engineers.
For large projects (over $300,000 for new construction or over $2 million
for repairs), EPS does the initial planning, but the Corps is responsible for
design and construction. Very small projects (under §25,000) arc assigned
to the base contractor. A different contractor is assigned construction pro-
jects of $25,000-$125,000. Any project budgeted for more than $125,000
that is not assigned to the Corps iSm;m;\gcd by EPS. EPS develops the de-
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sign and solicits bids from contractors for the project. Consistent with
these activities, the personnel of EPS consists primarily of planners and
engineers. It is headed by adivision chief, includes a master planner, Givil
and mechanical engineers. and design technicians.

Facilities Management

The second group o f departments,the Facilities Management branch
(FM), isresponsible for management of real property (buildings), includ-
ing management of utilities services. FM is responsiblc for evaluating, as-
signing, and decommissioning space across the Fort. Until rccently, FM
served as the recipient of all work requests (ninny of whichare now routed

directly to the base contractor). It still retainsresponsibility for evaluating
work requests, routing them, and monitoring compliance with require-
ments and contracts. Consistent with these responsibilities, FM is super-
vised by a division chief and includes managers, sales agents, military

space consultants, energy systems managers, and work reception clerksas

well as engineers and technicians.

Reorganization and Downsizing

An additional group of departments concerned with Environmental Ser-
vices and Public Safety has been moved into and out of the DWW several
times over the past 6 months. This reorganization, combined with person-
nel losses associated with downsizing, has produced a good dent of insta-
bility in the DPW staff. The number of employeces of the DPW has fluctu-
ated from over 70 to fewer than 60 during the time we have been
observing the DPW.

Information Production and Flow in the DPW

Discussions with DPW about their information and technology needs be-
gan in November 1994 at a workshop held at the Fort. In a series of meet-
ings with DPVW managers and planners, we learned about their perspec-
tives on their goals and problems. In a subsequent workshop held in
Champaign, Hlinois, in December 1994, a group of c¢mployces from the
DPW further discussed their perceived needs with our rescarch team and
with representatives from the Corps' Construction Engineering Rescarch
Laboratory (CERI) software design teams.

One perceived need that emerged early in our discussions with the
DPW was for accurate, credible information about the status of installa-
tion facilities. In fact, virtually every supervisor and employee criticized
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the current system for generating and sharing information about the sta-
tus of [ort facilities. Members of the DPW were critical both of the pro-
duction of information about installation status and of its transformation
as it flowed through the organization.

Production of Installation Status Reports

The DPW isinvolved ina continuous process of assessingthe state of the
facilities and judging whether the facilities are “mission ready.” Mission
readiness refers to the ability of the Fort to perform its assigned military
functions. So, for example, if the Fort is unable to house all the soldiers
and their families who arc assigned to the base for training, the Lort is
clearly not mission ready. If theroad or railroad track systemsare in such
disrepair that they hamper troop movement, the Fort cannot satisfactorily
perform its mission.

The Installation Status Report (1SR) is used to evaluate the state of
cach clement of the infrastructure at the Fort. It is modeled on the Unit
Status Report, a system ysed to evaluate the mission readiness of military
units throughout the Army. As with the Unit Status Report, the ISR in-
volves a decision about whether any part of the installation is mission
ready usinga “red amber green” scnic: A facility judged red is not abhle to
support its mission, a facility judged amber has limitations or defects that
could impair its mission, and afacility judged green isfully capable of sup-
porting its mission.

The evaluation of 3 facility is guided by an extremely detailed set of
procedures provided by the Army. For example, in evaluating the site and
grounds around a building, they are rated red if lighting is damaged or in-
adequate, if sidewalks are in disrepair or not instnllcd or if walkways from
parking lot to building are missing, if no provision is made for the handi-
capped, or if it is impacted by surrounding incompatible activities; amber
if utility scrvices are damaged, if site lighting is provided in only some
arcas, if sidewalksare cracked, if only gravel surfaces the walkways, if only
some provision is made for the handicapped, or if surrounding activities
have aminor impact on the facility; or green if utility services and equip-
ment arc adequate, if site lighting is adequate, if sidewalks and walkways
are paved and in good repair, if the site ishandicapped accessible, and if it
is surrounded by mission-compatible activities. Thesc critcrin (ns well as
those used for each element of the infrastructure) are explained and illus-
trated in detailed brochures published by the Army.

The ISR for a facility is completed not by members of the EPS but by
other personnel designated to inspect a given facility. These individuals
may be in command of units assigned to use a given facility (e.g., the
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sergeant whose command is housed in a particular barracks). They arc
generally perceived by the EPS staff aslacking the technical qualifications
required to make an accurate judgment about the status of afacility.

Moreover, because ISRs are used to guide decisions about mainte-
nance, EPS staff often question their honesty. To be a realistic candidate
for repair or renovation, a facility must be rated red or amber. Those who
complete ISRs know that the way to establish the need for a project is to
indicate that a needed facility is red-not mission ready. EPS staff express
the view that many of those who complete ISRs offer ratings that express
their own sense of the importance of arepair or renovation rather than an
accurate judgment about the dtae of the fadlity. In paticular, they suspect
that raters underestimate mission readiness to justify projects they have
proposed.

I-lowcvcr, too many red facilities make a fort look like a good candi-
date for closure. Particularly in the current political and economic climate,
abase commander cannot tolerate too many red ratings. A fort needsto be
basically mission ready. This leads staff from the EPS to worry that ratings
arc al'so distorted from the top as the base commander juggles the ISR rat-
ings to ensure that the overall impression given by the Fort is appropriate.
This concern about the quality of ISR information is aggravated by the
fact that the base commander has the ability and authority to change any
ISR rating at any time. One story told in one of our meetings by the EPS
staff seemed to encapsulate all their suspicions about ISRs: A training
couree had been given to Army managers on the ISR system, and one topic
discussed explicitly at the training course was the implications of [SRs for
Department of Defense decisions about appropriations. EPS staff reported
their interpretation of this discussion: The Fort’s management personnel
were being told by the Army trainers to manipulate1SRs strategically.

At the same time, the director and staff involved in long-term plan-
ning repeatedly emphasized that evaluations of installation status are crit-
ical for long-term planning and decision making. This creates a very deep
ambivalence about ISRs: On the one hand, the DPW staff members be-
licvc that accurate [SRs are critical for their own infrastructure mainte-
nance activities, but on the other hand, they have little confidence in the
quality of ISR ratings.

Now of Information about Installation Status

To ad in asessing the misson readiness of its facilities the US. Army has
developed a computer-based system, Integrated Facilities System Micro
(IFS-M), in which all its real property is recorded and evaluated. [FS-M,
developed in the early 1990s, was an extension of an earlier system, [IS,
that was developed in the late 1960s. 1FS-M is a technology developed for

The Politics of Information Systems 219

the U.S. Army; IFS-M databases are maintained by individual installations
but are used not only by that installation but also by the Department of
Defense to dudy and evauate faclities

IFS-M is a computer program that automates record keeping associ-
ated with infrastructure maintenance. It stores and tracks information in
11 key areas: real property, customer coordination, projects, job costs,
work estimating, contract administration, tracking requirements, supplies,
scheduling, employee data, and equipment. Theoretically, IFS-M has the
capability of providing an integrated picture of the Fort infrastructure, the
DPW, and DPW projects (past, current, and projected).

such an integrated representation of the Fort would be atremendous
boon to planners and decision makers, both inside the DPW and in com-
mand. In our conversations with the director of the DPW, the division
chiefs, and staff responsible for planning, inventory, and tracking, it was
repeatedly emphasized that 1F'S-M has the potential to transform the way
work isdonein the DPW.

] lowever, the IFS-M program is the subject of a number of contra-
dictory beliefs and practices within the DPW. As we show in the nest sk-
tion, II'S-M is a system that works better than employees of the DPW
think (particularly those in management), and the perception of its weak-
nesses may be better understood as the product of political needs than of
intingc ~ defects in  the  technology.

ANALYSS OF INFORMATION PRODUCTION
AND FLOW AT THE FORT

The 1S-M system is intended to meet the needs of the DPW for an inte-
grated representation of infrastructure and maintenance activities at the
Fort. Interms of the organization’s goals, it is clearly desirable for each in-
dividua to collaborate in maintaining the IFS-M database and ensuring
that itisas accurate as possible. In this section we discussthe reasons why
the employees of the DPW have made what appears to be an irrational
collective decision to ignore the IFS-M  system.

A rational model would imply that an information system must be
designed on {l¢ basis of matching information-processing requirements
with information processing capabilities. While earlier models (Galbraith,
1973; Tushiman & Nadler, 1975) assessed information-processing require-
ments ON the basis of reducing uncertainty, more recent models (Daft &
Lengel, 1986) have suggested that information-processing requirements be
examined in terms of reducing both equivocality and uncertainty. Equivo-
cality is reduced when information is processed to help identify the rele-
vant questions that must be examined by the organization. Uncertainty is
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reduced when information is processed to answer these questions. Accord-
ing to this extended model, the design of an information system requires
matching information processing capabilities that take into account the
different needs Of uncertainty and equivocality reduction.

Daft and Lengel (1986) describe information-processing capabilities
in general, and equivocality reduction in particular, in terms Of a4 medi-
um’s richness. The richness Of 4 medium is judged on its capability to
change understanding rather than simply convey information. Changing
understanding often implies overcoming different frames Of reference,
clarifying ambiguous issues, and constructing (or enacting) & common
frame Of reference. Daft and Lengel suggest that rich media () have the
capacity for immediate feedback, (2) convey multiple cucs, (3) employ a
larger number of channels, (4) Offer personalization, and (5) offer lan-
guage variety. In general, richer media (such 3s face-to-face communica-
tion, which allows a greater number of cues and feedback than, e.g., ¢-
mail) are more approprinte to reduce cquivocality, while leaner media
(such as test-based computer-mediated communication) arc better suited
for the reduction of uncertainty.

According to the information-processing theory outlined above, the
design of the IFS-M’sinformation-processing capabilities should be evalu-
ated iii terms of its ability to match the informntion-proccssing require-
ments Of those involved in the maintenance of the Forl. The system, and
its supporting docunientation, are explicitly designed On the assumption
that the maintenance of the Fort is a routine, structured, scientifically dri-
ven set of tasks and decisions that do not ¢ntai] the reduction of equivocal-
ity. As described in the previous section, decisions to carry out construc-
tion Or maintenance tasks are made on the basis of information collected
in response to a well-defined set Of questions and criteria. Likewise, deci-
sions to evaluate the “readiness” of specific fixtures Or Of the Fort ingencr-
al arc also made on the basis Of preordained questions and criteria, Fur-
ther, the criteria used to make these decisions do not change over time.
I Ience IFS-M, an information-processing system using lean computer-
based media, ofters capabilities that are commensurate with the uncer-
tainty-reducing information-processing requirements Of the Fort.

However, our interviews at the Fort indicate that IFS-M is only used
by seven Out of the 65 employees in DPW. According to 1FS-M documen-
tation and the 1I'S-M system manager, it is designed to be used by at [cast
40 of the 65 employees in the DPW, Clearly IFS-h.1 has not been success-
fully adoptedat the Fort.

In our preliminary interviews, the managers at DPW were very out-
spoken in their criticisms of [FS-M. Their criticisms fel] into three cate-
goriest incomplete and inaceurate information, lack of adequate computer
hardware, and poorly designed software. First, managers mentioned that
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the system was not being used because employees were too busy with on-

,0iNg tasks Lo enter existing data into the system. Further, they observed,
the information that was in IFS-Mwas not accurate. If IFS-M was current

and accurate, they implied, they would haveanincentive to use the system.

Second, managers noted that their offices did not have the requisite com-

puters and computer connections to be able to access and use 1FS-M. If

the employees were provided with better computers and dedicated com-
puter connections to IFS-M, they would use the system. Third, managers
expressed frustration with 1FS-M’s lack of user-friendliness. The system,
they pointed out, required employecs 10 navigate through a myriad of
menus before they could access, enter, Or retrieve relevant information.

Following our preliminary interviews with the DPW management,

we conducted additional in-person surveys and interviews to identify the
determinants of employees’ attitudes toward and their use Of [I'S-M. Inter-
views with the seven users of 1FS-M and the IFS-M’s system manager re-
vealed that the IFS-M data were not as incomplete and inaccurate as sug-
gested by other employees. 1 fact, the production controller, who
manages the routing Of work-request forms, spent as much as 30 hours
cach week dutifully entering and updating all the work-request fors into
1FS-M. Ideally, this information should be entered by the various employ-
ees as part of their workflow. Instead, the employees enter the information
on a hard copy version Of theforms, and thisinformationis then sent hack
to the production controller for entry into the system. When DPW em-
ployees need information on the status of 4 work request, they contact the
production controller, who then prints out areport Or requests the system
manager to prepare the report. As aresult, the storage and retrieval Of in-
formation in 11'S-M is not, as intended, articulated as part Of the workflow
at the DPW. Instead it is conducted as a separate chore, distinct from the
NPW's workflow. TO validate their claim that the information is current
and accurate, the production controller and the system manager poinlcd
out that all of the information used by the outside contraclors, who exe-
cute the engineering and maintenance tasks, comes directly from the 11°S-
M database. When asked t 0 explain employeesclaims that the T1'S-M
database was not current and accurate, the system manager replied, “Well,
il they were to log on to TFS-M, they would see thatis not the case.” Clear-
ly the lack of TFS-M adoption at the Fort was not simply a matter of in-
complete Or inaccurate jnformation on the systen.

The employees had also noted that alack Of computing and commu-
nication hardware prevented them from using 1FS-M. "This claim, too, was
disputed upon closer examination, The 1I'S-M software resides on a mini-
computer and employees use their computers as terminals to connect lo
the software. 1 lence i order to run 1FS-Al, employees” desktop computers
do not need to be state-of-the-art machines. In fact, frequentusers of 1FS-
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M often had older desktop computers. Most employees at the DPW had
access to a computer that was capable of connecting to IFS-M. There were
several instances in which computers in employees’ offices had been
hooked up to IFS-M and the software had been tested. These employees,
including some who were in management, did not use IFS-M even after
they had received training. One member of the management, who ideally
should use the system every day, complainedthat he did notuse itbecause
each time hetried, the system notified him that his password had expired.
For security reasons, the system sends this notification if the user hzs hot
logged on for § weeks! It takes one phone call, and a couple of minutes, for
the system manager to reopen the account. Some employees had physical -
ly disconnected the communication cable from their computer. These ob-
servations indicate that the luck of computing and communication hard-
ware Was not as seriousan obstacte as we wereinitialy Jed to belicvc.

Employees at the DPW had also expressed negative attitudes about
the user-friendliness of the IFS-M software. Statistical analyses revealed
that employees’ attitudes and use of IFS-M were not associated with their
computer experience, their use of other computer software, or their train-
ing with computers. Further, employees did not rate t}e attributes of 1FS-
M software significantly lower than those for commercial word processing
software packages (WordPerfect and Enable), which werc used by 33 DPW
employees, or e-mail software (IBM’s PROFS), which was used by 26
DPW employees. In fact, the employees who reported using IFSM report-
ed a mean satisfaction level (3.65 on a scale of 1 to 7) that was simijar to
those reported for the commcrcinl software packages. These results were
surprising on two counts. First, employees' perceptions of IFS-M did not
reflect the few excessively negative comments we heard from DPW man-
agement in the preliminary interviews. Second, a colleague on our re-
search team who specializes in studying and designing user interfaces
notes that the user interface of 1FS-M leaves much room for improvement.
Unfortunately, the system manager is not very sympathetic to such criti-
cisms. “There is no such thing as user-friendliness,” she exclaims; “you
have got tolearn the system, and once you learna system it becomesuser-
friendly. After al [FS-M is menu-based.”

To summarize, our follow-up interviewsand surveys failed to uphold
the reasons for IFS-M’s lack of adoption offered by the management dur-
ing preliminary interviews. First, the IFS-M database was more current
and accurate than had been suggested. Second, syhile the computing hard-
ware at DPW was not state-of-the-art, most computers were capable of
connecting to IFS-M. Many had been connected; however, most were
rarely used, and some had been disconnected by employees. Third, frus-
tration with the software and user interfaces, though warranted to some
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extent, wasneither as widespread nor particularly negative as comparedto
frustration with other more widely used computer softwnrc at the DIPPW.

The results of the statistical analysis revealed an important, and
heretofore unacknowledged, determinant of employees’ use of 1I'S-M.
Employees” use of IFS-M were significantly correlated (r = ,63) with their
supervisor’s assessment of its utility. This finding was echoed in several
unstructured interviews with 1I'S-M users, nonusers, and the IFS-M sys-
tem manager. The DPW management at the Fort hnd made few gestures to
signal their support for the use of IFS-M by employees. In fact, someinter-
pretcd their actions as dissuading its use. This finding is also consistent
with the social information-processing perspective onnew media. This re-
search underscores the importance of social influence on organizational
members’ attitudes toward and use of media (Contractor, Seibold, &
[ Teller, 1996; Full;, 1993; Rice & Aydin, 1991).

First, the management at )PV had staffed the IFS-M system support
with just one employee, the system manager. At other busesusing IFS-M,
in CONUS (Continental U.S.), USAREUR (U.S. Army Europe), TRADOC
(Training and Doctrination), and FORSCOM (U. S. Army Forces Com-
mand), there are bctween five and 10 employees chnrged with the support
of IFS-M.

Second, none of the managenient at DPW log in to IFS-M regularly,
thereby failing to serve as a model for other employees. They generally re-
quest hard copies of all work-request documents, thus discouraging em-
ployccs who may want to provide them with thisinformation electronical-
ly via IFS-M.

Third, as was evident from the preliminary interviews, they were
among the most vocal critics of IFS-M.

Fourth, they helped shape and sustain an information culture that
was counter to the normsimplied in the design of [I'S-M. In the ideal situ-
ation, employees who enter information into 1S-M can then access infor-
mation from the system to help them make decisions; access provides an
incentive for employees to contribute to a system that would in turn help
them with their own decision making. These include decisions about work
classification, prioritization, project scheduling, and contract surveillance
as well as budgetary and technical issues related to the execution of the
maintenance projects. However, at the Fort, the management wanted to be
closely involved at all steps of the decision-making process and hence held
several face-to-face meetings with their staff. As 3 result, employees, bereft
of many of their decision-making opportunities, were not in & position
where they could benefit from accessi nginformation stored in [F§-M. The
lack of this incentive further reduced their motivation to enter informa-
tion into 1FS-M.
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The suspect validity of the management’s criticisms of 1FS-M suggest
that either they were not aware of the current status and capabilities of
IFS-M, or their criticisms were in pursuance of a second agenda. There
was some evidence of this second agenda in management’s response to the
problems with IFS-hl. First, weaknesses in IFS-h4 were used as justifica-
tion for increased staffing. Management argued that 10 mgake the IFS-M
database current and accurate, additional employees would be needed—
an issue that was particularly sensitive given the downsizing already dis-
cussed. Sccond, weaknesses in IFS-M were used as a justification for
equipment requests. Management argued that toimprove the information
system in the DPW, hinds were required toupgrade the aging, but not yet
completely obsolete, computers. Hence the criticisms of [FS-M made by
the management, while not necessarily accurate, were consistent with the
political instincts of most management teams: arguing for increases inhu-
man and material, specifically computing, resources.

While it is evident that management at DPW did not actively encour-
age widespread use of IFS-M, our analysis raises two further questions.
First, why did the mnnngement require the production controller and IFS-
M system manager to keep the IFS-M system updated? Second, and per-
haps more important, why were they less than enthusiastic in their sup-
port for the IFS-M? Our analysis suggests that these two questions arc
more interrelated than they might appear. In both cases, the management
at DPW was responding to demands in the Fort’s environment, more
specifically the Department of Army’s (DA's) TRADQC Command. Offi-
cials at the Fort reported directly to DA-TRADOC. DA-TRADOC was di-
rectly responsible for making budget allocations and offering high-level
evaluations and recommendations on the base’s mission readiness. As
mentioned in a previous section, DA-TRADOC had made all budget allo-
cations to the Fort’s DPW contingent on the availability of real-property
records on the IFS-M. A computer at TRADOC would dial into the IFS-M
computer at the Fort once every quarter {or approximately 3() minutes to
access this information and update their records. In addition, the system
manager at the Fort was required to send this data via computer tape to
TRADOC. Hence in response to the first question we raised above, not
withstanding IFS-M’s lack of adoption at the Fort, the management at
DPW felt compelled to have the production controller and the system
manager enter the requisite information into [FS-M,

Ironically, it is TRADOC’s control over budgctary decisions that ap-
pears to have dissuaded management from encouraging widespread use of
the I'S-M by DPW employees. As mentioned iii an earlicr section, the
Fort is required to provide TRADOC with an ISR which is then used to as-
sess the base’s mission readiness. The ISR includes assessmient of the infra-
structure provided by “customers,” the personnel who are using the vari-
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ous facilities on the base. The mnnngement at DPW has reservations about
the accuracy andquality of the assessment provided by customers. In par-

ticular, they feel the need to strategically manipulate the assignment of
red—amber—green ratings to various elements of the Fort’s infrastructure.
At present, the management at DPW isable to override the customers as-

sessment of the facilitics by arguing that they have additional information
that leads them to assign a different red—amber—green rating than the one
suggested by the customer.

DPW management’s desire and ability to strategically manipulate the
findings of the ISR is key to understanding their lack of enthusiasm for
widespread use of IFS-hl. Aslong as the information entered in IFS-M is
entered and accessed by only qhandful of employees, the management has
two arguments that can sustain their ability to strategically manipulate the
ISR, First, by citing the lack of IFS-Muse by employees, management ¢an
publicly undermine the completeness and accuracy of 11S-M, thereby re-
ducing the credibility of any information in IFS-M that may contradict
their strategic interests. Second, reducing the credibility of IFS-M dataand
limiting the number of employees with access to 11'S-M makes it easier for
management to “modify” or “correct” some of the information stored in
1I'S-M, thereby aligning it with their strntcgic interests in compiling the
ISR.

CONCLUSION: EQUIVOCALITY AND
UNCERTAINTY REDUCTION IN THE DPW

Of the two key functions of an information system, reducing equivocality
and uncertainty, uncertainty reduction appears to be the greatest concern
for the DPW. Iimployecs of the DPW, particularly those in management,
criticize the 11X-M program and ISR data primarily in terms of their abili-
ty to reduce uncertainty. The data produced through ISRs are criticized for
being biased, unsystematic, incomplete, and lacking in authority. The IFS-
M databasc is criticized for being inaccessible, inaccurate, incomplete, and
difficult to use. There is a general perception, particularly among those in

management positions, that the information system is not capable of pro-
viding goodanswers to the questions they wishto pose.

But lurking under the surface of these complaints is considerable
anxiety about the equivocality of the DPW information system. Most em-
ployees feel they have little input into what questions arc asked in the
process of decision making. Management personnel perceive a lack of
control over how information in IFS-M might be queried and used by
those above them in the organizational hierarchy, and other employees arc
effectively barred from using the database for decision making. These anx-
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ieties about equivocality promote a willingness, particularly among man-
agers in the DPW, to undermine the credibility of answers provided by
their information systems. A s was shown earlier, [SRs and IFS-M are better
than they are perceived to be, especially in terms of uncertainty reduction.

The perceived weaknesses in the information systems have in turn
become exploitable resourcesin the never-ending process of budget nego-
tiation. The DPW has developed a political interest in showing that cur-
rent resourcesarc inadequate since thisisthe preferred argument for more
resources. But in the end, undermining the information systemstechnolo-
gics of the DPW has not been a good strategy. Employees and software de-
velopers alike have conic to have pessimistic, and often cynical, attitudes
toward the possihilities for effective change. Employees point to stacks of
unopened software on their desks and argue that none of these tools arc
really designed to mect their needs. They are unwilling to invest time in
learning new ways to do their work.

At the same time, without successesto point to, the case for upgrad-
ing the systems and technologies of the DPW with new resources for in-
formation technology is weak. In fact, the most persuasive evidence for
putting resources into information technology upgrades in the DPW has
come from the successful experiences of other installations, where other
systems worked-probably in part because of the organization’s commit-
ment to change inways that will make the new technologies most useful.

The final question then is, How can the DPW improve its perfor-
mance by the strategic use of information technologies? First, the DPw
should address the issue of equivocality reduction morc squarely and
should consider how it cnnuse appropriate technology to nddrcss organ-
zational needs for setting priorities and distributing participation in degi-
sion maing. The second and most critical change the organization must
embrace is acommitment to use and support the technology. It isparticu-
Inrly important for those in management positions to become advocates
for the technology and provide good models to socially influence those
working under them. Finally, this commitment should be carried 1hrough
by allocating resources to provide proper support for the technology. This
may be more feasible as more flexible and user-friendly database technolo-
giesare developed and introduced.
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KEY TERMS

COMPUTER-BASED WORKBENCIH: 3 Software program that provides  common in-
teface and communication among a St of gpedidized computer programs.

EQUIVOCALITY REDUCTION: determining what questions must b e answered t o
make organizational choices, €nabling debate, clarification, andenactment
more than simply secking larger amounts of data.

INFORMATION FLOW: movement 0 f  information from onc system component to
another,

INFORMATION MANAGEMENT: development of appropriate systems for produc~
iion and movement of information within organizations.

[NFORMATION PRODUCTION: processes through which organizations gather and
organize data.

KNOWLEDGE WORKERS: individuals whose primary organizational functions in-
volve information management.

RICH | VERSUS LEAN MEDIA? rich miedia offer greater capacity for immediate feed-
back, larger numbers of cues and channels, and higher levels of personalization
and language variety than lean media.

SOCIAL INFORMATION PROCESSING: a perspective that suggest5 that individuals’
attitudes and use of media are shaped, in pat, by the information they process
from their socia interaction with others, including coworkers and supcrvisors.

SYSTEM COMPONENT: nodes within an organizﬂtion—can be individuals, com-
puters, departments, Or databascs.

UNCERTAINTY rEDUCTION: the ability to collectand collatelarge amounts of in-
formation to answer questions that are important to org;mi'/,ationnl choices.

DISCUSSION  QUESTIONS

1. Select a group in which youare involved and describe it as an information sys-
tem. What are the nodes in the system (people or other units that create or
transmit information)? What are the information-production activities in this
group? How does the information produced flow through the system?

2. Think of a situation you are facing in which you will have to make a decision
What questions Will you need to answer to make that decision? What informa-
tion will you need o answer these questions? How do the concepts of cquivo-
cality reduction ad uncertanty reduction apply to your stugtion?

3. Why have enployees Of the DPW complained aboutthe quality of information
provided through [FS-M? Use the concepts of equivocality and uncertainty re-
duction to explain why they might exaggerate the defects of TFS-M.

4.1 Jow might the DPW implement the recommendations made in the conclu
sion of this chapter?

s. Improvements in information systems seldom are of direct benefit to the indi



228 CONTRACTOR AND OXEEFE

viduals who do the work of managing informntion within an organization.
This results in i conflict between what benefits individuals and what benefits
the collective organization, How does the case of IFS-M illustrate this dilem-
ma?

6. More generally, there is often 3 conflict between what it scems rational for an
organization to do and what can actually be accomplished within the organiza-
tion. How does the case of [FS-M illustrate this conflict between rational and
political models of the organization?
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CHAPTER 13

Information and
Organizational

Development

Enhancing Reflexivity
at Alexander Center

GARY L. KREPS

INFORMATION AND ORGANIZATIONAL ADAPTATION

Leaders need information about the cffectiveness of organizational mes-
sages, products, and programs to evaluate organizational performance and
direct organizational adaptation. By encouraging representatives of rele-
vant audiences to share their experiences and beliefs concerning these

messages, products, and programs, leaders can identify any x“clcva\nt prob-
lems and opportunities that are confronting the organization. Feedback
from individuals who have unique insights into the organization, such as

the people the organization serves and the pcoplc who work for the orga-

nization, is particularly useful. Relevantpopulations such as these have the
unique ability to critically assess the quality of programs from firsthand
knowledge. They also often have insights into how to improve these pro-

grams by suggesting strategies for organizational intervention and refine-
ment. Feedback from such populations can thus enhance organizat fonal
reflexivity, enabling chdlers to see the strengths and weaknesses in thgn' or-
ganizations from the perspective of key internal and external audiences

(Kreps, 1989, 1990, 1994).
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THE ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

An applied field study was conducted to gather information about public
perceptions and attitudes toward an urban residential adolescent sub-
stance abuse rehabilitation center (the pseudonym “Alexander Center” will
be used here in place of the real name of this rehabilitation center to pre-
serve confidentiality). Alexander Center is along-term healthcare treat-
ment organization dedicated to helping troubled youths break their addic-
tions to drugsand alcohoal. Y ouths who arc identifiedas substance abusers
arc referred to rehabilitation centers, such as Alexander Center, for treat-
ment, often by the juvenile court system. Admittance to Alexander Center
means that the youths actually move in to the center andlive there aSresi-
dents, where they participate in individual and group counseling sessions
and are taught life skills to help them resist substance abuse. Alexander
Center alsp provides follow-up and aftercare counseling and support scr-
vices for youths who have completed the residentinl treatment program.
Alexander Center has an excellent record for helping troubled youths
break their addictions and resist substance abuse.

This organizational development study was designed tohelp Alexan-
dcr Center meet community members needs for substance abuse rehabili-
tntion servicesat atime when reports of adolescent substance abuse with-
in the surrounding geographic area indicnted that this problem was at an
extremely high level. A primary goal of Alexander Center is to provide
needed treatment to as many of the adolescent substance abusers who
were not being served as adequatdly as they possbly could The dda gath-
ered in this study werce needed to help Alexander Center examine the rea-
sons why these adolescents were not receiving treatment, as well as to
identify strategies for increasing public acceptance, support, and utiliza-
tion of their health promotion programs.

PARENTS AS A RELEVANT SOURCE OF INFORMATION

It was determined through analysis of archival records that the parents of
adolescent substance abusers were the primary decision makers for en-
rolling clients for trentment in residential care facilities like Alexander
Center. Parents served as boundary spanners, connecting adol escent sub-
stance abusers to the Alexander Center. Therefore parents of adolescents
were identified as the population to be studied in this organizational de-

velopment effort. Three different relevant groups of parents were selected
for participation in this organizational development program: (I) parents
witll children who had already completed treatment at Alexander Center,
(2) parents with children who were currently in treatment at Alexander
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Center, and (3) rcpresentntive parents with children who were within the
potential age range and geographic region served by Alexander Center.

Focus group discussions were selected as the best method for gather-
ing relevant information from these parents. In focus group discussions a
group leader (the group facilitator) poses questions about topics of re-
search interest to group members (respondents) and encourages them to
discuss the questions and elaborate on their answers (Kreps, 1994). Effec-
tively conducted focusgroup discussions stimul ate disclosure of relevant
information by encouraging a chaining-out of sharcd perceptions among
group members. In focus groups outspoken respondents often encourage
the more timid respondents to share information. Furthermore, by ob-
serving group members’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors, the group facili-
tator can encourage maximum participation, informntion sharing, and
creativity, obtaining more relevant information in less time from one fo-
cus group discussion than would he possible by conducting personal in-
tervicws with each member of the group.

The focus group technique isa popular applied research method be-
cause it reveals important information about respondents’ personal expe-
riences and interpretations of reality. It also enables researchers to learn
quickly and inexpensively about the needs, values, beliefs, expectations,
and behaviors of specific populations (Herndon, 1993). In this study focus
group participants were selected randomly from three lists of parents
(sampling frames) to ensure that the groups were representative of the
larger populations of parents within the community served by Alexander
Center. Names from each of the three sampling frame lists were random-
ized systematically to create three potential sample lists, and participants
were recruited over the telephone. From these lists, nine parents were re-
cruited for each focusgroup.

Letters were sent out from Alexander Center to all of the parents on
the original three sampling frame lists prior to recruitment to explain the
organizational development project, to identify the researcher, to inform
them that they might receive a recruitment call from the researcher, and to
encourage their participation in this organizational development pro-
gram. After therecruitment callswere made, follow-up letters were sent to
all parents who had agreed to attend to confirm the day, time, and place of
their focus group, as well as to encourage their actual attendance at the fo-
cus group, Additionally, the researcher called each of the parents recruited
for the focus groups 2 days prior to their group meeting to remind then of
the session.

Focus group discussions were held with cach of the three groups of
parents to itlentify their key experiences, ideas, and concerns about the
specific programs and services at Alexander Center, as well as to explore
the more general problem of adolescent substance abuse and their sources
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of relevant health information about substance abuse treatment and sup-
port. The focus groups were scheduled and conducted on the same day in
the same place with 90 minutes set aside for each group discussion. Each

of the three focus group discussions lasted approximatcly one hour. Tp in-

crease participation, the sessions for Group A (whose sons or daughters
had completed their residential stay at Alexander Center) and Group B
(whose sons or daughters were currently in residence at the center) yere
scheduled at times when these parents were likely to already |e coming to
Alexander Center. The focus group meetings were held in the conferehcc
room in the Alexander Center’s main administration building. The actyal
size of the focus groups ranged from four to seven members, with four
members (two men, two women) in Group A, six members (four men,
two women) in Group B, and seven members (three men, four women) in

Group C (whose sons or daughters had not been treated at the center), in-
cluding the facilitator.

A general discussion guide (intcrvicw schedule) was developedto di-
rect the focus group discussions, and minor alterations were made to
adapt the topic guide to the different experiential scts of the members of
the three different groups. For example, Group A was asked about their ex-
periences with aftercare, Group B was asked about their expectations for
aftercare, and Group C was asked about their knowledge about the goals of
aftercare.

RESULTS OF THE STUDY

Each group discussion was audiotaped to preserve group members’ com-
ments for later analysis. The audiotapes were then transcribed and their
content was analyzed by the researcher into the following 13 primary con-
tent themes, which provided the basis for therecommendations:

1. Motivation to seek treatment. The most intriguing finding in this
content category was that almost allo f the responses to this query by
members of all three groups involved confrontation themes (family crises
and conflicts). It is also interesting to note how resistant the majority of
parents iii Group C were to seeking treatment for their children, especially
in contrast to the other two groups. The theme expressed most commonly
by parents in Group C was that they would not seek treatment for their
children at Alexander Center, or at any other treatment facility, unless it
was their very last alternative. This resbonse suggests avoidance and de-
nial, which is not really surprising. Since this group is the least familiar
with Alexander Center and its services and is least invested in treatment
(their children have probably not been diagnosed as substance abusers),
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they do not want to inmginc their offspring needing treatment lest those
thoughts become self-fulfilling prophesies.

2. General referral sources. The courts were the source of gencml re-
ferral mentioned most frequently, which indicates that court ofticials must
lye made aware of Alexander Center and the benefits of its services. The re-
ferral source mentioned next most frequently was television advertising,
which reinforces the importance of Alexander Center’s using television
advertising to reach potential clients.

3. Alexander Center referral sources, Radio and television advertising,
as well as personal rccommendations from parents who have used Alexan-
der Center’s services, were the referral sources mentioned most frequently.
Media advertising was most important for the potential audience, which
indicates that it is a good channel for reaching new customers (as men-
tioned in the discussion of the previous content category). Word-of-
mouth referral {rom other parents was most important for the parents
who hadalrcady beenthrough the program and is arelatively inexpensive
and highly trusted advertising channel. The majority of other referral
sources are from arca professionals (such as lawyers, judges, psychologists,

and police), who should be kept up-to-date about Alexander Center and
given current promotional materials.

4. Positive impressions of and experiences with Alexander Center. This
was by far the largest and most impassioned of the 13 content categories.
The data clearly indicate that Alexander Center is thought of highly and
appreciated by all three groups of parents. Several of the comments can be
used as testimonials or advertising copy for future promotional media. To
be cautious, however, it should be noted that a selection bias may explain
this finding. That is, the parents who were most supportive of Alexander
Center were likely to be the ones who agreed to participate in this organi-
zational development program, while the parents who were disenchanted
with Alexander Center were likely to be unwilling to participate. (During
the recruitment of participants, however, parents who mentioned being
upset or unhappy with Alexander Center were strongly encouraged to at-
tend the meeting to express their feelings and to help improve the system.)
Regardless of this potential selection bias, the data generated in the focus
group interview appear to be sincere and moving.

5. Negative impressions of and expericnces with Alexander Center.
There is a clear and troubling consistent pattern of negative first impres-
sions and public images of Alexander Center that are held by all three
groups of parents. These negative stereotypes identify Alexander Center as
a place for delinquent children, orphans, runaway boys, bad boys, and
rough kids. Furthermore, there is a penal-system, punishment image Of
the services provided at Alexander Center that discourages parents from
sending their children there for treatment.
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6. Barriers that prevent parents from seeking treatment for their chil-
dren. The most significant barrier to seeking treatment voiced by members
of all three groups, and mentioned twice as often as any other response,
was denial. The second barrier mentioned most frequently was by Group
C, who stated that they necd to know the warning signals to determine
whether their child is engaging in normal adolescent behavior or whether
there really is a substance abuse problem. Providing parents with promo-
tional materials that identify warning signs can be very powerful. w fact,
immediately after the focus group meeting with Group C, the parents
asked for handouts identifying the warning signs and even took some
home for their friends and neighbors. Parents who want to handle the sit-
uation themselves have to recognize the severity and complexity of the
problems their children may face. Guilt and parental problems with drugs
and alcohol are additional barriers mentioned frequently that should be
addressed in marketing themes and advertising messages. Cost issucs are
also of concern to parents, and information about insurance coverage
might encourage parents to seek treatment when needed.

7. Information sources to recognize the need for treatment, School pro-
grams and parent networks are the information sources parents most
want to use to help them identify their children’s need for treatment. Par-
ents want the schools and their pecrs to provide them with timely and
honest feedback about their children’s deviant behavioral patterns to help
identify instances of substance abuse. Perhaps in promotional materials
Alexander Center can present 4 community orientation to this problem,
encouraging parents and neighbors to work together and help fight sub-
stance abuse by sharing relevant information. Parents should also bc en-
couraged to initiate communication with representatives from the schools
on aregular basisto find out if their children are behaving peculiarly or if
teachers, administrators, or counselors suspect substance abuse.

8. Suggestions for Alexander Center 10 help parents recognize the need
for treatment. Parents responded to this question with many suggestions
for Alexander Center to engage in increased information-dissemination
efforts. The suggestion mentioned most frequently for getting relevant in-
formation to parents was increased ys¢ of television and radio ads. (This
finding is consistent with thedata in content category 3, in which parents
stated that television and radio advertisements were important sources of
information in referring them to Alexander Center.) The respondents sug-
gested using advertising scenarios that depict family breakdowns to attract
the attention of parents. Furthermore, group members encouraged using
public affairs, news, and other television and radio programs to present
information about Alexander Center and its services. The suggestion men-
tioned next most often was for Alexander Center to work closely with ¢du-
cational institutions in offering lectures, courses, and other programs foi
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parents and children to inform and motivate them to recognize and deal
with the problem of substance abuse. Another interesting suggestion was
to widely disseminate promotional and informational literature (leaflets)
about substance abuse and Alexander Center for parents to pick up at
schools, department stores, grocery stores, businesses, medical facilities,
police departments, and shopping centers.

9. Experiences with other social services and treatment services. Many
respondents had experience with several other treatment services in the
arca. The organization mentioned most frequently was Family Anony-
mous, which was seen as a very good family resource. Affiliating with and
working closely with Family Anonymous may be mutually beneficial to
both organizations. In contrast, local hospitals were mentioned often but
were generally disliked for their high levels of bureaucracy and their med-
ical orientation, although parents did like one hospital’s radio advertise-
ments and half-day school program for children. Parents in Group B were
very interested in proposed aftercare support groups (core groups) at the
local high schools. Perhaps Alexander Center can help schoolsin thearea
get these groups started.

10. Sugyestions for family support services. Interestingly, this category
received the fewest responses, including no responses from Group C, even
after probing. Perhaps parents in the potential group were so removed
from facing substance abuse problems that they did not envision a nced
for any family support services. There was, however, interest CXp]‘CSSCd by
parents in the Groups A and B to reinstate the sibling program (in which
counseling was provided to brothers and sisters of the children receiving
treatment) at Alexander Center. There was also strong agreement among
the parents in Croup A about the need for aftercare services for parents
and familics.

11. Experiences with and expectations for aftercare services. Parents
gencrally supported the need for and the importance of aftercare services,
especially parentsin Group A, who are probably participating, and want to
be more involved, in aftercare. Parents in Group A want Alexander Center
to inform them about the attendance of their children at aftercarc meet-
ings, cducate them about aftercare services, offer special aftercare sessions
fur parents and children, and start a parents ' alumni group for peer sup-
port and future projects. Another suggestion for aftercarc services was to
provide children with healthy social and occupational opportunities, such
as identifying safe (drug- and alcohol-free) places to go, establishing a
youth ¢enter or halfway house, and helping children find jobs.

12. Realistic expectations for treatment and outcome of treatment.
There is a dramatic difference between parents experienced with Alexan-
der Center (Groups A and B) and the potential group of parents (C) with
respect to expectations for treatment. Parents in Groups A and B were re-
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alistic about not expecting miracle cures, recognizing that it is the chjl.

dren’s responsibility to stay straight and to learn coping skillsat Alexander
Center. These parents even expected some relapse from theiy children. Ip

contrast, several parents in the potential group were ynrealistic in their ex-
pectation that treatment would cure their children so they would never
desire drugs or alcohol again. These results indicatea strong need for edu-

cating parents about the nature of addiction and the realistic outcomes of
treatment. On the other hand, several parents recognized the psychosocial
clements of effective treatment, mentioning the role of support systems.
ego-strength, withstanding pressure, and self-esteem inrecovery,

13. Suggestions for Alexander Center to improve its services, This con-
tent category provides a good summary of the implications drawn from
carlier questions, as many of the suggestions offered have been previously
discussed. There is a wealth of ideas offered here that, with some refine-
ment, can be of great benefit to Alexander Center. For example, informa-
tion and social support programs arc high on parents’ list of suggestions.
Several pnrents in Groups A and B suggested that Alexander Center do a
better job at the Wedncsduy night meetings of educating parentsabout the
potential for relapse, the signs of relapse, and how to handle it. Parents
from all three groups suggested improving the alumni group S0 that chil-
dren can keep in contact with cach other to provide an ongoing support
system after treatment. Several parents encouraged efforts to enhance
community awareness of Alexander Center services through radio and
television coverage and advertising, as well as offering a drtfg or alcohol
abuse hotline. Information dissemination can also be enhanced by a
videotape that describes Alexander Center, its treatment philosophics, and
its programs (i.e., showing the facilitics and the kinds of activitics Kids go
through) for parents to view while waiting during the initial evaluation
and during the first Wednesday night meeting. (Such 3 program may be
able to get some free television airtime on public affairs programs.) They
also suggested that when pnrents first bring their children in }'Qr treatment
they should be given books and other reading material about substance
abuse, treatment strategies, and family strategies to help children.

Parents in Group A desired follow-up telephone calls from Alexander
Center after treatment is over to identify nny problems and provide necd-
ed information or support. They suggested setting up a system whereby
successful alumni Of the program can work as peer counselors for current
children going through the program. Parents are interested in Alexander
Center helping to get their children back into school and making sure that
they stay there. They want to be informed about whether their children are
altending aftercare meetings. Parents also suggested that Alexander Center
can provide parents with information about Family Anonymous, provide
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more privacy in the basement for families meeting with their children, and
take a more preventive approach with advertising, educational services,
and pamphlets. Parents also would like Alexnnder center to help keep
costs down by cncouraging insurance companies to offer Mmore coverage
for aftercare services and providing low-cost options for aftercare services.

CASE SUMMARY

This case illustrates how the use of focus group research can provide a
wealth of information about public perceptions and attitudes toward an
organization such as Alexander Center, identifying parents’ concerns
ﬂl)()l]l ud()lcsccm gubst;mcc abuse trcatment and generating specific Sug-
gestions for increasing public acceptance and support for Alexander Cen-
ter. ‘The focus group interviews indicated that the public’s support for
Alexander Center appears to be high, although the public’s image of
Alexander Center is sometimes tainted by false stereotypes. Parents gener-
ally are concerned about adolescent substance abuse and indicated a clear
need for more information about risks, symptoms, and services.

The data from the focus group discussions indicated that Alexander
Center ¢an allract business and community support by developing and
implementing information dissemination promotional programs to mect
the informationneeds identified by parentsin this study. Many of therec-
ommendations from this study were implemented at Alexander Center,
which has helped the organization to provide the public with relevant
health information, enhanced the public image of the rehabilitation cen-
ter, and attracted greater public support for its programs and services.
Alexander Center was also able to increase client enroliment significantly
over the 6 months following the completion of this study, enabling the re-
habilitation center to provide healthcare services for a larger segment of
the adolescent population that was in dire need of such care.

KEY TERMS

BOUNDARY spANNERS: individuals who connect organizations to relevant external
audiences. n this case parents were boundary spanners who connected Alexan-
der Center with adolescent substance abusers.

CHAINING OUT: a process in which interaction among group members is stimu-
lated when group members express ideas and experiences that other members
identify with and build upon through successive messages and replies that lead
to greater levels of member identification and greater shaving of information.

FACILITATOR: a focus group Jeader who poses questions to group members, en-
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courages paticipation of al members in group discussions, and keeps the dis-
cussions on target.

Focus aroup DISCUSSIONS: a research method in which a group facilitator poses
questions about topics of research interest to group members and encourages
them to discuss the questions and elaborate o their answers.

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE: a list of questions that the focus group facilitator yses to
guide group discussions.

ORGANIZATIONAL ADAPTATION: the ability of organizations to adjust to changing
situations and constraints to enable survival.

ORGANIZATIONAL REFLEXIVITY: the ability of organizational leaders to see the in-
tenadl and externd state of the organization.

RanDOM sampLE; a group of research respondents selected So that each member
of the population represented has an equal chance to be selected.

SAMPLING FRAME: a list of al potential research respondents from a specific popu-
lation that is as complete as possible.

DISCUSSION  QUESTIONS

1. Why is the yge of focus group discussions a particularly good method to iden-
tify organizational problems, promote organizational reflexivity, and direct
organizational adaptation?

. What do you think were the most compelling findings about parents' respons-
es to Alexander Center? How could these findings be used to improve the cen-
ter's ability to achieve its hedth promotion goals?

3. In future advertising and promotional efforts how can Alexander Center use
the theme of family confrontation that emerged in the focus group discus-
sions as a motivating factor in urging parents to seek treatment for troubled
youths a Alexander Center?

4. How can many of the comments made by respondents concerning the par-
ents “motivation to seek treatment” serve as potentid story lines for future
advertisements, pamphlets, and public  relations  media?

5. Da you think it would be a good idea in future advertising to confront parents
with the tendency expressed in the focus group discussions to avoid and deny
their children’s problems? Why or why not?

6. Do you think it would be a good idea to send lawyers and court officials up-
to-date promotional materials about Alexander Center? Why O why not?

7. Isit advisable for the Alexander Center staff to keep in contact with parents
who have been through the program, provide them with materials, and keep
them involved with Alexander Center in advisory capacities? Why or why not?

S. How can the negative public image of Alexander Center as a prison be
changed? For example, do you think promotional materials that explain the
historical developments and transformations at Alexander Center, that em-
phasize the long history of the institution and its name recognition, and that

b
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couple this information with knowledge of the new services and philosophy
of Alexander Center would be enough to change this negative image?

9. How can Alexander Center help parents recognize warning signals that their
children may be having problems with substance abuse?

10. Should follow-up studies be conducted to evaluate whether Alexander Center
has overcome the problems identified by the focus group discussions? If so,
what kinds of studies do you suggest?
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