
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Informatization and communicative action

Janson, M.A.; Taillieu, T.C.B.

Publication date:
1994

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
Janson, M. A., & Taillieu, T. C. B. (1994). Informatization and communicative action: A case study. (WORC
Paper / Work and Organization Research Centre (WORC); Vol. 94.03.004/3). Unknown Publisher.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/f082cade-b3f6-4bdd-b2af-e7aa2fc4a316


CBM
R

9585
1994
NR.4

J~,~P,a~a INNNI IIIO NIIIIIIIIIIIINnIIIIIIIInIVu nll c~ucl Orcrcrrai~ritivtr lic:~t~zrr~cF~ ~.èFti

~~ ,
..' i,~fad..`aÉ-tc~ f~s4.e..:....g ''

- pvt~4vt~a.~ ~GV.j.

.. ~~.,.~,la,..c...4 c.l , r....

-, i.~q~,.--:.~ futi. F4a~~...~o~f,rj

yvs.f;l:~~c... T'K2G~~





Informatization and Communicative Action:
A Case Study

Marius A. Janson and Tharsi Taillieu

WORC PAPER 94.03.004~3

Paper prepared for the International Federation for Information Processing.
WG8.2 Working Conference on Information Technology and

New Emergent Forms of Organizations
Ann Arbor Michigan, August 8-12, 1994

March, 1994

WORC papers have not óeen subjected to formal review or approval.
They are distributed in order to make the results of current research
available to others, and to encourage discussions and suggestions.



K.U.B.
BIBLiOTHEEK
TILBJHG



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This paper was prepared for the International Federation for Information
Processing. WG8.2 Working Conference on Information Technology and
New Emergent Forms of Organizations, Ann Arbor Michigan, August 8-12,
1994

~` Part of this work was completed while the author was visiting research
scholar in the Faculty of Commerce and Business Administration,
University of British Columbia, Canada.

This research was supported by the Center for International Studies,
University of Missouri-St. Louis, MO, USA: and the Work and
Organization Research Center, University of Tilburg, The Netherlands.

The authors gratefully acknowledge the following members of the Colruyt
company: messrs J.Colruyt, W.de Hertog, M.Lengeler, P.LeRoi,
V.Luickfasseel, and L.Rogge.



Informatization and Conununicative Action:
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Abstract

Recent publications claim communicative action theory can be profitable for investigating the

impact of information systems on organizations. The purpose of this article is to buttress these

earlier theory-based arguments by using communicative action theory to investigate the

application of information systems in Colruyt, a large European-based discount food chain. We

claim that upper managerial thinking focused on rational discourse under conditions of relative

power symmetry, rational action, and on the relation between human rationality and

emotionality, which are all integral concepts of communicative action theory.

1. Introduction

Academic researchers have promoted Habermas'(Habermas, 1973, 1979, 1984 and 1984) theory

of communicative action for investigating information systems (IS) use in organizations

(Auramaeki, Hirschheim, Lyytinen, 1992 and Klein 8c Hirschheim, 1991) Lyytinen et al.

(Lyytinen and Hirschheim, 1988 and Lyytinen Klein and Hirschheim, 1991), for example,

advocate using communicative action to understand and describe ISs in their social context.

Even though some of the aforementioned authors discuss real-world implications of

communicative action theory, the treatment of the subject has largely remained theoretical.

The purpose of this article is to explore if Habermas' communicative action theory provides

practical insight into organizational ISs. We contend that exploration is needed because

corporate restructuring, interorganizational and global ISs exemplify the increasing reliance on

effective and efficient modes of organizational communication.
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The Colruyt company, a Belgian food chain, represents a unique opportunity for investigating

IS applications. Started in 1965 with one discount store, a revolutionary concept for Belgium

at that time, the company now employees forty-five hundred people, operates over one hundred

thirty stores throughout Belgium, and has annual sales in excess of forty ~ 1.2 billion. -

Since the company's inception upper management focused on rational discourse, reducing power

differences among employees, encouraging personal initiative toward action at all company

levels, and on the relation between human rationality and emotionality. We suggest that these

managerial concerns aze integral aspects of the theory of communicative action.

It is important to note that the idea of communication among company employees was conceived

ahead of any concerns regarding its practical implementation. After serious consideration upper

management settled on information technology to effectively and efficiently implement

meaningful communication.

In contrast to its competitors, who introduced information technology into already existing

organizations, the Colruyt company defined its business azound information technology (IT).

All business decisions were made in light of the possibilities and restrictions azising from

information technology (Colruyt, 1993). In the mid 1960s, using an IBM punchcard-based IS

Colruyt increased the efficiency of checkout clerks and made lowering food prices possible.

However, the company offered a restricted assortment of food items. Meat products, for

example, were excluded because the punchcard-based IS was unable to handle these items.'

From the time of its inception, the company went beyond using information for accounting

purposes. Whereas competitors started with purchasing supplies and forcing these on individual

store managers for resale, Colruyt turned the business concept around. That is to say, the sales

force of each store surveyed competing stores in a twenty-mile radius. This information then

became the basis for inventory and pricing decisions of Colruyt stores. It was only later that IT

'Punchcards containing a product's price and other information were located alongside each sales item. The
customer placed food items and the punchcard in the shopping cart, which was then taken to the checkout clerk
for processing. This system worked well for staple items but was too cumbersome to accommodate meat and
other perishable products. Advances in IT have eliminated this restriction and company stores now handle a
complete food assortment.
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was, and still is, recognized as the means for implementing the company's business strategy.2

2. Method

The case study uses documents and semi-structured interviews. Document analysis focuses on

policy statements, work procedures, and rules formulated by upper, middle, and lower level

managers. Also included in the analysis are external documents such as union reports, and

newspaper and magazine articles. The documents reflect views on corporate objectives, policies,

and reactions to day-to-day events.

The interviewees were selected from all levels of management. Semi-structured interviews were

conducted with the president of the board of directors, general managers for distribution and

warehousing, the director for IS marketing, store managers and clerks. The interviews focused

on top, middle, and lower management's thinking about corporate philosophy, customer service,

employee relations, and employee working environment. Interviews were divided over four

distinct stages. Interviews completed in each stage were analyzed, and then used to prepare

semi-structured interview plans for the next stage (Lofland and Lofland, 1984).

3. Communicative action

Communication, supported by facts and figures, permeates corporate relations with customers,

employers, employee unions, and suppliers. In a directive to company employees Jo Colruyt,

company CEO, formulates the role of communication as follows:

"It is urgent that we learn to communicate. Not because of some lofty ideal, but during

practical every day discourse; to check whether the words [used] mean the same for

both parties. They seldom do. [Communication] for understanding the position of the

other, before going full speed ahead with action." (Colruyt, 1993)

Z"[The business strategy] was concise, that is -10`Yo, f 109b, and f 1~. It means we pay the employees 104ó
above industry rates, we charge customers 109b below our competitors, and we realize a 19b return [on sales]."
(L,engeler, 1989)

3



Because company directives, combined with interviews with individuals at all levels of

management affirm communication's unique role, we introduce communicative action theory,

which will then be used to interpret corporate communication practices.

The essence of Habermas's theory of communicative action can, perhaps, best be ~illustrated in

a decision making context involving two or more individuals. Rational action, that is, action

base~í on rational decisions requires agreement at three distinctly different reality or world

perspectives: objective, social, and subjective. First, the participants must agree on essential

facts, conditions, and causal relations that exist in the objective world. Second, they must agree

on the relations and conditions prevailing in the social world. Thirdly, rational decision making

relies in the partners disclosing honestly motivations and intentions underlying their actions.

Habermas asserts rationality means being able to provide and, alternatively, to expect adequate

reasons for statements, decisions, and actions. Thus rationality relies directly on communication

characterized by discussion and argumentation. The validity or adequacy of reasons is

contextually defined. Validity requires truth regarding descriptions of exiting conditions and

causal relationships, correctness in relation to shared norms, or sincerity in disclosing individual

intentions and motivations.

Each of the three world perspectives admits action of a different type. Instrumental action

involves the objective world, strategic action the social world, and communicative action the

subjective world ('Table 1).

Instrumental action, taking place in the objective world, may involve inanimate as well as

human objects. The actor explains and predicts process outcomes and human behavior by

causal, probabilistic, or logical relationships. The individual assumes a position outside the

situation and discounts how his presence affects the outcome of his actions. An essential

prerequisite to successful instrumental action is how truthfully and accurately facts and

relationships in the objective world are described. The actor, by resorting to instrumental action,

is essentially interested in advancing his or her personal interests. Instrumental action is entirely

goal oriented.
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Strategic action takes place in the social world and thus involves two or more individuals. The

acting individual assumes he or she is an integral part of the social environment. Rather than

predicting behavior of others by, for example, behavior modification theory, the actor assumes

a strategically responding opponent. This individual adapts his responses to those of the action

initiator. Successful strategic action has to be correct with respect to prevailing sócial rules or

norms. The individuals involved in strategic action pursue advancement of personal interests.

Hence, strategic action is entirely goal oriented.

Communicative action is socially situated and involves two or more individuals. It is closely tied

to mutual agreement on essential aspects of social reality. The parties are prepared to discuss

seriously the rationality of actions and individual norms. Communicative action is oriented

toward reaching consensus based on discussion free from the effects of information

misrepresentation and distortion, and abuse of social, organizational, and power relationships

(Forester, 1985, Misgeld, 1985 and Weyns 1990). To bring this about necessitates individual

sincerity, willingness to contrast differing perceptions of reality, and sharing influence and

power.

To make the aforementioned practicable, Habermas introduced two additional concepts;

normative regulative and discursive action (Koningsveld and Mertens).

Normative regulative action takes place against a backdrop of an already existing consensus on

a normative system. The individual, however, seeks to identify just which one of these norms

fit a given situation. A checkout clerk defines his objectives as (Denayer, 1985):

"My primary objective is providing the customer with a correct receipt and, second, to

collect the correct payment for the goods purchased."

He then continues with:

"All of us are asked to respect certain norms and conventions which enable an optimal

work environment for the group. ..... Adhering to norms generates team spirit, while

exchange of ideas and experiences creates innovative responses to new situations." (De

Nayer, 1984)
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Realizing the goal mentioned in the first quote calls for instrumental, strategic, or

communicative acts. In the second quote the clerks engage in normative regulative action, which

explicates just which of the consensual norms govern the situation. The norms so selected are

essential to appropriate instrumental, strategic, or communicative acts. Thus regulative action

is a coordinating mechanism.

Discursive action occurs when the shared understanding among the social actors no longer

exists, thus making communicative action problematic. By challenging validity claims heretofore

taken for granted, individuals reestablish mutual understanding and consensus needed for

successful communicative action.

As noted by Forester (Forester, 1993) distorted communication interferes with communicative

action. Intended distortion occurs when individuals knowingly and purposefully misrepresent

their true intentions. Take, for example, a manager who does an excellent job but fails to keep

proper records. However, anytime his superiors raise this issue and suggest potential solutions

the manager becomes vague, evasive, and obfuscates. If the manager wants poor records

because it creates a smoke screen for allocating resources without oversight, then obfuscation

is intended communication distortion.

Similarly, noise introduces unintended distortion. At the Belgian company, for example,

documents written by Flemish speaking authors are translated into the French language, and vise

versa. However, as the CEO points out translating can introduce distortion:

"It is insufficient to correctly translate one language into another. Differences in

education, growing up experiences, political persuasion, and culture continue to play

a role [in the interpretation of the text]." (Colruyt, 1993)

A key aspect of communicative action is consensus obtained by discussion under conditions of

symmetric power relations. In other words, agreement is not imposed by a more power full

individual on a weaker one. Communicative action can revert to strategic action by the creation

of asymmetric power relations. This, however, would be easily detected because individuals

quickly perceive when agreement is imposed rather than based on consensus.
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Communicative action can revert to strategic action. For example, one actor may be able to

create the impression he or she is sincere about intentions when, in fact, this not so. If other

individuals fail to notice the insincerity they will continue with communicative action. Hence,

the insincere individual is successful with strategic action in so far as he is able to hide it from

others. -

4. Informatization

4.1 Informatization and the organization

Informatization (Snellen, 1991), the combined application of information and communication

technology, profoundly affects the nature of the food distribution business. Informatization

determines the way in which customer sales operations are organizeà, it enables offering

customers certain services while excluding others. Notes the company's CEO:

"When we opened our first discount [store] we said, given that large computers are

coming, we must organize sales operations, so that the entire sales function can run on

computers. This contrasts with what Delhaize [a major competitor] and others have

done. These firms introduced information systems into already existing organizations."

"[IT] does have commercial consequences. You cannot sell products when barcoding

them is impossible. We said - we shall only sell products that our information system

can accommodate, others we simply won't sell. (Colruyt, 1993)

A logical prior to interaction between informatization and customer service is the company's

philosophy of quality products at the lowest price. The absolute guarantee of lowest price is a

corner stone of the company's operating philosophy. Members of a special team visit

competitors' stores and systematically record price levels. Further pricing information is

obtained from newspaper advertisements announcing promotional sales, and by enlisting the

cooperation from customers to report when they notice lower priced items in competitors'

stores. The team maintains a special data base of prices at competing stores. Notes the manager:
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"...twenty clerks who do nothing else but visit competing stores and write down prices.

Products [at Colruyt] aze never priced on the basis of cost. The price is set to be below

the competition."

"Only a computer makes [below competitor pricing] possible. Because you should

know, [we operate] one hundred and twenty [Colruyt] stores each with five thousand

products priced to undercut any competitor within a twenty kilometer radius." (Colruyt,

1993)

Product pricing below the closest competitor calls for sophisticated communication software and

a lazge data base. To illustrate, assuming ten competing stores in the immediate vicinity of each

of the one hundred twenty Colruyt stores, each with an assortment of 5,000 items, implies a

data base consisting of some six million records.

4.2 Informatization and communication

The company has a flat organizational structure and is committed to decision making at the

lowest possible management levels. Such decision making relies on free access to knowledge

and a communication support system which enables up, down, and lateral information flows

(Colruyt, 1984, De Preter, 1972, Goslar and Grover, 1992 and Van Loock, 1985). The Colruyt

company developed an interactive system for information dissemination (ISID) to enable

decentralized decision making (Table 2). The system supplies anyone information in

unencumbered, effective, and efficient ways. Company policy ensures that information

regazding any event or action is captured by ISID. On the one hand, one has access to needed

information but, on the other, one is also obliged to supply information.

The aforementioned policies create a critical information mass, which in turn justified the

development and continued maintenance of ISID. Only if more than 9990 of all organizational

information is available by ISID can the system be useful to company individuals. The creation

and printing of one hundred thousand documents and one million document pages per month,

respectively, demonstrate the system's widespread use. Documents less than a yeaz old can be

accessed in one second or less. A very short time indeed, considering a data base consisting of

about one million documents. Access time increases to fifteen seconds for documents over a
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year old, which are stored on optical disk. Certainly not excessive for searching a data base of

ten million documents, stored on optical disk.

The user initiates a document search by entering one or more keywords, augmented by Boolean

operators. A keyword search of the glossary files identifies documents that satisfy the search

criteria. Next, document titles are retrieved from the titles files and displayed on the user's

monitor screen. The user then scans the contents of the documents and makes a final selection

for a more in depth study. After reading a document on screen the user can, if so desired,

obtain a printed copy (De Hertog, 1993).

Access to information is controlled by document confidentiality. Documents are classified

"nonconfidential," "confidential," or "restricted access." Approximately 80~0 of documents are

"nonconfidential," 15qo are "confidential," and 5 qo are "restricted access."

Any company employee can access keywords and text of "nonconfidential" documents. Anyone

can access keywords of "confidential" documents. However, only individuals named in the

document's addressee and copy sections can access both keywords and text. Access to keywords

and text of "restricted access" is limited to individuals named in the document's addressee and

copy sections.

An application of ISID is computer supported cooperative work of inembers of functional

groups organized around company issues. Functional groups are normally temporary systems

that are organized around particular issues. A functional group signifies the set of people who,

via lSID, receive information on these issues. Membership in functional groups is determined

by considerations ranging from position in organizational hierarchy, technical expertise, and

project type.

A functional group, for example, may include cooling engineers, maintenance technicians, meat

preparation supervisors, and meat preparation store clerks. Memoranda or other documents

created by one individual are distributed automatically to all other group members in electronic

and printed form. Memoranda are available on request to employees outside the work group.

The decision for joining a work group is at the discretion of the person in question, and it is

not controlled by individuals who already are work group members (Van Loock, 1985).
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5. Communicative action and decision making

The context of practical day-to-day decision making are reflected by a company directive:

"Anyone contemplating a decision, first informs the indiv~duals who will be directly

affected: subordinates, colleagues, or supervisors. Whichever method is used,

information always has to be summarized in memo form. After adjusting the decision,

using reactions to the initial proposal, it is then sent out as a second proposal. A

definitive decision is submitted in writing to the immediate supervisor for his approval.

Fourth, after securing supervisory approval, the decision maker notifies all individuals

with a need to know. Finally, in cases of adverse reactions, the aforementioned process

is repeated." (Colruyt, 1993)

This directive practically ensures that decision proposal and impiementation are communicated

via lSID. This is so because the use of ISID is standard company practice. All company offices

and stores are equipped with, and all secretaries do their work on ISID terminals. Thus, even

if a manager were to use a dictaphone to record a decision proposal, his or her secretary would

of necessity convert this to an ISID document.

5.1 Communicative action and managerial decision making

Consider an"organizational improvement" project. Managers and function specialists from

several departments form a working group which meets for a two-day period. The participants

discuss their jobs, the function of their department and its place in the company. Much time is

spent airing personal and task related difficulties, frustrations, and disenchantment. Management

at Colruyt feels this extremely critical attitude leads to an appreciation of personal responsibility

for a situation, and an ability to change the status quo.

The working group analyzes situations by consciously assuming different perspectives on reality,

which, in company jargon, are called "hypotheses" or "models." An excerpt from an interview

explicates alternative views of company power relationships. The company can be modeled as

hierarchy, with the locus of power located with upper management. Alternatively, power can

be located at the lower and middle managerial levels. Furthermore, during a strike, the unions
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would appear to be the locus of power. During meetings alternative models, which reflect

different points of view, are constantly critiqued with respect to applicability, truthfulness, and

validity. This in turn accords with communicative theoretic concepts.

Using any of these alternative models would lead to a different cornpany response.

Excerpts from an interview with the company's CEO illustrate how models are used during

decision making:

"I attend steering group meetings, where individuals from alternative groups make

presentations. ...... [After a presentation] I say: you have done a marvelous job, but to

make a decision I need you to incorporate a totally different assumption. [Then

individuals] respond: that assumption invalidates our earlier conclusions. [Then I

respond:] not only does it invalidate earlier findings but I[now operate on] a different

hypothesis. Occasionally, I say set aside your infatuation with your original hypothesis

and work things out using the alternative hypothesis. When they return ... they present

[the new results]. I say: let's lay the two solutions side by side, because now you have

fallen in love with the latest hypothesis. If we have three hypotheses things are better

[i.e., with three hypotheses, falling in love with any one hypothesis is less likely]."

(Colruyt, 1993)

Using rational argument, group members seek consensus on how to model reality by debating

validity claims of alternative perspectives on reality. This is a dialectical process where

rationality and power are used to bring into focus the multidimensionality of problem situations.

The objective is to develop a shared view or consensus through joint exploration. Hence, this

debate exemplifies discursive action (Table 3).

The Colruyt company first practiced, but gradually abandoned group decision making.

Consensus on decisions is still sougth. Final decisions are not taken during meetings but are

scheduled to occur later. The decision is finalized by one individual and communicated to all

affected individuals on ISID. The procedures avoids bureaucratic decisions for which no one

is in fact directly responsible. By linking decisions to individuals, it remains possible to revisit

decisions at a later date and to effect changes when necessary. Notes the company's CEO:
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"It is always an individual [who finalizes the decision]. The decision is announced a few

days after the final meeting. [Because] a group decision is some of this, a little of that.

That is [a sure recipe for] catastrophe." (Colruyt, 1993)

This opinion reflects many years of practical managerial experience and is corroborated by

independent research findings that criticizes consensus-based decision making for avoiding

uncertainty and promoting groupthink (Broadwin and Bourgeois, 1984). At Colruyt the

individual decides and is the recipient of praise or criticism arising from the decision outcomes.

Hence, decisions, because they are made by single individual, can either be made under the

ideal condition of power symmetry, or on the less ideal condition of power asymmetry.

Individuals at Colruyt are not deluded by a false sense of power equality. Power asymmetry,

because it is inescapable, is a given. Thus all employees have been trained to meet this

condition head-on through personal assertiveness characterized by critical attitude and frank and

open exchanges.

As mentioned earlier, agreement is sought by first disseminating a proposal for a decision to

working group members, and all other stakeholders. There usually is a one week's grace period

which enables corrective feedback from stakeholders before the decision is finalized. Even

though the decision is made by a singly member, there still is considerable power symmetry and

consensus with respect to the acceptability of the decision (Table 3).

This procedure, however, does not guarantee successful communicative action. Occasionally,

discussions around a decision, or the grace period are scheduled to coincide in the absence of

individuals thought to oppose the decision. Put differently, decision making departs from the

ideal of communicative action and becomes strategic action (Table 3). Notes a senior manager:

"There are those who make the grace period extremely short [on purpose]. However,

this [practice] is then vigorously assailed. [The aggrieved party retorts]: You knew I

was on vacation during that week!" (Colruyt, 1993)

Thus the information that someone affected by the decision is vacationing is misused to serve

purely administrative goals of efficient and effective decision making. This short-circuits
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communicative action which normally proceeds on the basis of discussion and consensus. The

rationality of administrative logic replaces the logic of communicative action. It is a form of

distortion referred to as a"colonization of the lifeworld" (Braaten, 1991, Deetz, 1982, Forester,

1993 and Weyns, 1990). ~

ISID, the organization wide communicative system, provides the means to counter the various

forms information distortion. ISID is, in effect, the organizations memory and by accessing it

the aggrieved party can effectively and e~ciently trace the chain of events that led to the short-

circuiting of communicative action. Hence, machinations such as just described normally

backfire and are severely sanctioned.

5.2 Communicative action and operational decision making

To illustrate decision making at the shop floor consider a customer who informs the checkout

clerk of a product which is sold cheaper in a competitor's store. The clerk is empowered to

reduce the price to the customer to beat the competition. States a checkout clerk:

"[If the customer] shows [me] a competitor's flyer, stating a lower price [compared to

Colruyt], then I give [this customer] an immediate price reduction." (Le Roi, 1993)

Through a series of verbal exchanges with the customer the clerk seeks the information

necessary to make a decision. Obtaining the information and checking it against norms are

instances of normative regulative action. After granting the customer's request the clerk then

reads in the item's price, which is the instrumental act that completes the transaction.

A second example concerns a customer who presents the checkout clerk with an unusual

request. If the clerk is unsure how to respond, he or she selects a subset from a set of already

existing norms that seem appropriate for the situation. Hence, the clerk engages in normative

regulative action before going on to either instrumental, strategic, or communicative action

(Table 3).

A third example involves a customer who, planning to buy a substantial quantity of a particular

item, requests the checkout clerk for a concession on price. The clerk is invested with authority
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to grant such requests, but because of a strong personal need to avoid risk, the clerk calls the

lead checkout clerk. In essence this is a strategic act (Table 3).

A fourth example (Table 3) focuses on negotiating development of a computer software package

to simplify checkout procedures. Simply put, checkout clerks experienced problems with food

items soled as single units, and as shrink wrapped multiple units. To checkout shrink- wrapped

food items the clerk would first scan the barcode of a single unit. Next, he or she would

manually enter the number of items in the shrink wrapped package. Occasionally, cierks failed

to enter the aforementioned number. Then, customers would purchase shrink wrapped items at

single unit prices (Le Roi, 1993).

In this particular instance, checkout personnel convened to discuss the problem. They

recommended a separate barcode for shrink wrapped food items which circumvented the need

for manually entering the number of items in the shrink wrapped package. The clerks then made

a proposal for a computer software package, including projected software development and

annual maintenance costs, and annual savings. The clerks then met with information systems

analysts to negotiate software development. The application has saved the company millions of

francs in lost revenue. The primary character of the developmental process was communicative,

because consensus existed among clerks, and among clerks and the systems analyst ('Table 3).

5.3 Normative and technological suppon

Communicative action implies satisfying validity criteria in the context of a shared system of

norms. A normative system and communicative skills are defined, explicated, and communicat-

ed in several ways. First, members of top management regularly release in-house commentaries

to establish and explicate norms. The commentaries are available to anyone by accessing ISID,

and are sent as hard copies to all company employees.

The directive "What is a memorandum at Colruyt?" illustrates the use of ISID for wide-spread

dissemination of information. It is argued that disseminating information empowers individuals,

makes possible decentralized decision making, and enables corrective input from all affected

stakeholders independent of rank.
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ISID also acts to prevent intended and unintended communication distortion. ISID captures all

information, whether in the form of interpersonal documents, working group documents,

minutes of ineetings, decisions taken, product specifications, or incoming and outgoing mail.

The company employees a staff of professional translators so that many documents are stored

in two to four different languages. ISID makes all the information easily accessible, aided by

an extensive online keyword glossary. In addition, 80~ of the documents aze accessible to all

employees, with the remaining 209'o having a more limited access (Table 4). A work

environment this rich in information leaves little room for obfuscation, whether azising from

intended or unintended communication distortion.

The validity and relevance of norms and communicative competence are topics of utmost

importance in the company organized educational seminars. Employees can chose from a wide

assortment of topics, including assertiveness, self empowerment, and self expression. Courses

have minimal theoretic content and focus instead on building communicative competence under

practical day-to-day conditions. Our discussions with employees found no evidence that any feel

compelled by their managers to attend a particular seminar, or any seminar for that matter.

When asked what the employee might do if material presented during a seminaz goes counter

to his or her personal opinions a store manager responded:

[My experience indicates] there is only one thing to do, [which is] leave! Or else [I]

discuss the matter with [the instructor or other seminar attendees]. Yes, [such actions]

aze possibilities. [After all), forcing someone to attend a four day company seminar is

ludicrous if [the employee] does not absorb anything."

The questioning during meetings of situations, decisions, and rationality of statements, which

is integral to communicative action, may create high levels of stress and safeguards are needed

to keep the stress within acceptable limits. First, seminars on self empowerment, self

expression, and assertiveness help individuals deal with their emotions. Second, because it is

assumed that a lack of fixed starting and adjournment times lead to conflict, meetings start and

adjourn on time. Third, it is believed decision making during meetings does not enable careful

deliberation which in turn puts the decision maker under undue stress. Such stress is lessened

by scheduling decision making to occur three to four days after a meeting. Finally, emotional

stress is relieved by making it discussible during the pursuit of rational argument. Notes the
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company's CEO:

"[During] a meeting someone may say: I feel discouraged, you totally backed me into

a corner! That person speaks about his emotions. If others understand these emotions,

that creates an environment for [meaningful] human interaction. Both, rationality and

emotionality should be open for discussion." (Colruyt, 1993)

In addition to the corporate norms just discussed, individuals with the Colruyt company are

supported in their daily task by information technology. ISID is essential for communicative

action because it makes possible: (1) informing all stakeholders of decisions made or

contemplated, (2) locating and contacting the individual responsible for the decision, (3)

accessing information needed for effective and efficient decision making, and (4) fostering

power symmetry by making (almost) all existing corporate information accessible to all

employees regazdless of rank. Established organizational procedures ensure the capture and

inclusion of essential information. For example, store managers conduct bi-weekly evaluation

meetings with store personnel. Discussion revolves azound work issues, feedback to the

employee supported by valid and verifiable facts and figures. Store managers prepaze summary

reports which aze stored in ISID and sent to the employee. In a real sense, ISID acts as a

memory mechanism which dispels future problems related to loss of information or

misinterpretation of facts.

6. Discussion

Habermas specifies that communicative action is possible under conditions of approximate

power symmetry which then enables individuals to freely disclose personal motivations and

emotions. Under real-world conditions, however, asymmetric power relations aze endemic.

Consider, for example, agreement on the preferred way of modeling reality. A model's

acceptability is only partly based on rational discussion regarding its claims to validity. The

model's originator, his personal claims to validity, and his place in the organization all play an

important role. A case in point aze remazks of a high ranking manager regarding compazing and

contrasting alternative models:
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"...work things out this way [using a different model]. Of course, because I foot the

bill, they'll have to do it." (Colruyt, 1993)

Thus, because models suggested by the company's president are judged differently than a model

proposed by managers of lower rank, some models are accepted under conditions of power

asymmetry. That is to say, legitimate power inequality based on organizational position is

acceptable. By training individuals to be critical, to communicate critically, and to participate

in obtaining their share of power, the company has a mechanism to implement communicative

theoretic concepts in the real-world. Power inequality is accepted, but its debilitating effects in

the form of systematically distorted communication are avoided (Deetz, 1982).

Habermas indicates that communicative action requires individuals to adhere to a shared

normative system. Individuals at all levels, but particularly upper management, play an essential

role in establishing and enforcing norms. Two examples of discursive action illustrate this

concept.

In first case, a French speaking employee came across a ISID document which had been

translated from Flemish into French. After pointing out legitimate shortcomings in the French

translation this employee then followed up by severely berating the document's translator. While

scanning recent ISID documents, a high ranking manager noticed the exchange of ire. He

responded with an ISID note to all company employees. The manager approved of the alertness

of the employee for noticing the shortcomings in the translation and for taking action. He then,

however, made clear that a critical attitude is needed to improve individual performance but it

should not become a tool for damaging one's coworkers' self-respect. In other words, this

illustrates that the norm of a critical attitude goes hand-in-hand with the norm of civilized

treatment of individuals (De Hertog, 1993).

A second case illustrates norm creation and enforcement by checkout clerks. Typically, clerks

alternate between checkout a reshelving duties. Clerks coordinate these duties in accordance the

increasing or decreasing numbers of customers. Before the start of a shift checkout personnel

negotiate the order which each of the individuals assumes checkout duties. It does happen that

a clerk, who prefers reshelving over checkout duties, forces a coworker to go in his or her

stead. The company norm prescribes that individuals act in accordance with prior agreement.
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However, the enforcement of this norm is the concern of the individuals involved. Enforcement

of norms is not brought about by bureaucratic rules but by direct personal action.

The dominance norms have over individuals is quite clear when we consider the effect varying

degrees of involvement have on employee well being. Managers ara expected to be committed

to, and to be actively involved in the company. Notes the CEO:

"The corporate norm is to be actively involved in the company. [The uninvolved

individual] is set apart, or sometimes cast out [by members of the organization]."

Communicative action is oriented towazd liberating the individual from organizational and

bureaucratic constraints. Alternatively, in an environment where communicative is practiced the

failure to participate has consequences.

So faz we considered the likelihood of communicative action involving members of steering and

working groups, who aze more likely than other employees to enjoy equal status. We noted that

even under these situations, the ideal of reaching consensus under conditions of power

symmetry is not always achieved and requires constant effort.

More importantly, however, when individuals differ greatly on access of organizational power,

there is the countervailing effect of legitimate power. It is a power which originates from the

company's aggressive policy of open and efficient access to information on ISID), actively

fostering a critical attitude among employees through company organized seminars, and from

the correcting influences from the lifeworld (iii.l l, iii.15). Thus, even though symmetric power

relations often do not exist in real-world situations, at Colruyt equality with respect to legitimate

power is practiced.

In accordance with its focus on communication, the company instituted a wide assortment of

in-house seminazs designed to enhance communication skills. Individuals signing up receive

written affirmation that seminar attendance is not directed toward improving specific on-thejob

skills. Rather, training seminars are directed towards self understanding, self confidence,

assertiveness, ability to deal with confrontation, and to thrive in a competitive environment.
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When training instills in employees a critical attitude regarding all that occurs in the

organization, then the organization itself changes and can no longer be managed as in the past.

Therefore, top managers need to manage to a new environment, and to legitimate attempts at

or actually doing things differently. It is important to note that training sessions aze always

concluded with the participants planning the implementation of what has been learned.

Job rotation further enhances the likelihood of understanding between individuals, based on a

shared lifeworld (Rogge, 1985 and Van de Perre, 1985). Job rotation is practiced at all

managerial levels, but especially for top managers. Practical experience on the shop floor is

considered a must for information systems analysts, designers, and for top corporate managers.

Job rotation is a significant commitment by company and employees. Information systems

analysts spend considerable time, measured in years, in different functional areas.

7. Conclusion

Communicative action contends that individuals, by using language, defend the veracity of their

words, the normative correctness of their words, and the sincerity of their intentions. We

intended to show that Habermas' conceptualization of communicative action have practical

significance for a company operating in an extremely competitive industry.

The practice of communicative action at Colruyt is supported in several ways. First, all

company employees, regazdless of rank, attend seminazs on assertiveness, self empowerment,

self-expression, and communicative competence. Seminars also establish a shared corporate

normative system. Second, the company installed a flat organizational structure, decentralized

decision making, and made information available to all regardless of rank. Third, the company

practices job rotation on a large scale. This practice establishes a shared lifeworld between

employees at different organizational levels.

The technological infrastructure that makes practical communicative action possible is ISID, the

company's interactive system for information dissemination. To be effective, this system needs

to capture all information flows. Because all organizational action uses and creates information,

its inclusion in ISID must be ensured. Company norms and operating policies ensure that
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information about all decisions and organizational activities are captured the company wide

information system. The company slogan "De la Rigueur Messieurs, Encore et Toujours: De

la Rigueur," reflects the aforementioned discussion.3

Normally information systems are introduced to support information needs of already existing

organizational structures and processes. Colruyt, in contrast, from the very start, structured its

organization and operations azound information technology. Even though total freedom to

organize a company and its operations azound IT razely exists, the recent wave of company

restructuring leads to similaz conditions. Practicing successful restructuring relies on

communication to a much greater degree than heretofore necessary and, thus, creates the need

for organizational analysis informed by communicative action theory.

3Rigor gentlemen, again and always: Rigor (I.engeler, 1989).
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Table 1. Three action types: instrumental, strategic, and communicative

Action Type

Instrumental

Strategic

Communicative Consensus
Directed

Social Action

Objective Social Subjective

World World World

Result Motivated Action

Goal

Directed

Goal

Directed
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Validity

Criterion

Truth

Correctness

Sincerity



Table 2. Interactive system for information dissemination

Characteristics and Specifications

Monthly volume ~` Documents: 100,000

~` Printed pages: 1,100,000

Response time ~` Online documents: one second

~` Archived documents: fifteen seconds

Data base size 10,000,000 documents

Data base

storage
~` Recent documents: Direct access storage

~` Old archive: Optical disc

Data base Three VSAM file types:

structure

Document

search

Document

confidentiality

~` Glossary: Keywords, Document numbers

~` Text: Texts, Document numbers

~` Title: Keywords, Document numbers

~` On key word with Boolean operators

~` Restricted: Keywords and contents accessible only to

individuals named in the document

~ Confidential: Keywords accessible to anyone, contents

limited to individuals named in the document

~` Nonconfidential: Keywords and contents accessible to

anyone

Document ~` Restricted:5~

access ~` Confidential: 15 ~o

~ Nonconfidentia1:80~0

Terminals ~` Total number: 700

~` Per store: 3
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Table 3. Managerial and operational decision making

Decision Type Primary Actor(s) Objective Orientation Action Type

Managerial Working Group Model selection, checking validiy Consensus directed Discursive
claims.

Decision Maker - Decision acceptable to all working Consensus directed Communicative
Working Group group members.

Decision Maker Decision acceptable to some working Goal directed Strategic
group members.

Operational Clerk Seeking customer information to Goal directed Normative
determine the item's price in accord Regultive
with company rules.

Clerk Reading in the item's price. Goal directed Instrumental

Clerk Call supervisor based on merit of the Goal directed Strategic
customer's request. Risk avoidance.

Working Group - Improved checkout process. Consensus directed Communicative
Systems Analyst

25



Informatization and Communicative Action: A Case Study
Marius A. Janson ~`
Associate Professor

University of Missouri-St.Louis, School of Business Administration
8001 Natural Bridge Road, St. Louis, MO 63121, LTSA

Tel: 314-553-5846 Fax: 314-553~420 Bitnet: MJANSON~UMSLVMA

Tharsi Taillieu
Associate Professor

Tilburg University, Faculty of Social Sciences
Tilburg University

Warandalaan 2, PO Box 90153, 5000 LE Tilburg, The Netherlands

Tel: (31)13-662107 Fax: (31)13~62370 Binet: TaillieuQa KUB.NL

26



~i ~iïïimimi~~ii~wiu

`~~c~t~k at~cl C~r~;at~iz~iCic~n I~eS~arc.~l1 Cet~ttre
~'~3r~tt~cícl~tan '. i'.Ca. Ï3c3x ~,~~1~3, ?Q{)(~ I.E Till~~it~~;, Tl~e ~ëtht:i~l~itzds


	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	page 9
	page 10
	page 11
	page 12
	page 13
	page 14
	page 15
	page 16
	page 17
	page 18
	page 19
	page 20
	page 21
	page 22
	page 23
	page 24
	page 25
	page 26
	page 27
	page 28
	page 29
	page 30
	page 31
	page 32

