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Abstract

Realizing IT strategy processes in the public sector is a demanding
task for top managers. Public managers often initiate strategy pro-
cesses in a directive manner due to presumed higher effectiveness,
better oversight, and for coordination reasons. However, as the strat-
egy process continues, they often realize that they have to adapt their
management behavior and underlying practices by integrating partic-
ipative manners. Until now, research has paid far too little attention to
how the adaptation of managerial practices evolves, even though it is
crucial for the success of strategic change.

The research objective of this study is to explore how and why top-
down-oriented management behaviors change during strategy pro-
cesses in the public sector. Therefore, I conducted an embedded longi-
tudinal case study of an IT strategy process in a Swiss canton. By re-
ferring to work published by the new strategy-as-practice community
and applying a sensemaking lens for the case study analysis, I identi-
fied three bundles of practices, identity-building, interpretive, and
coping practices, and environmental factors. The bundles of practices
are central for constructing ambiguity existing within the process en-
vironment in a manageable way and encouraging top managers to al-
low for the participation of organizational members. The resulting
process model illustrates the interplay of the three bundles of practic-
es and their interaction with ambiguity.

Identity is a driving force of organizational legitimacy and is needed
for the construction of new managerial practices and the adaptation of
management behavior toward participation. Substantial ambiguity
might constrain interactions and especially individual initiatives. If
ambiguity is manageable, it could facilitate fruitful improvisation and
creativity. While this study concentrates on a single case study in the
public sector, the results shed light on the important issue of the adap-
tation of managerial practices toward participative behavior and open
up the black box of microscopic change within strategy processes.



Zusammenfassung

Aufgrund von erwiinschten Effektivitdts-, Planungs- und Koordina-
tionstiberlegungen initileren Public Manager IT-Strategieprozesse
haufig auf der Basis von Top-Down-Prinzipien. Im Verlauf des Stra-
tegieprozesses stellen Public Manager allerdings oft fest, dass sie ihr
gewdhltes Vorgehen und ihr Managementverhalten sowie die darun-
ter liegenden Praktiken in Richtung partizipativer Verhaltensweisen
anpassen miissen, um ihr Ziel eines strategischen Wandels der Orga-
nisation zu erreichen.

Die zentrale Forschungsfrage dieser Arbeit ist dementsprechend, wa-
rum und wie sich Top-Down-orientiertes Managementverhalten wah-
rend Strategieprozessen verandert. Fiir die Analyse der Fragestellung
wurde eine Einzelfall-Langzeit-Fallstudie eines IT-Strategieprozesses
in einem Schweizer Kanton durchgefiihrt. Fiir die Durchfithrung und
Analyse der Fallstudie wurden Untersuchungen der neuen Strategy-
as-Practice Forschungsgemeinschaft einbezogen und eine Sensema-
king-Perspektive angewandt. Drei Praktikenbiindel, Praktiken der
Identitatsbildung (identity-building practices), Interpretative Prakti-
ken (interpretive practices) und Praktiken des Bewaltigens (coping
practices) sowie umgebende externe Faktoren wurden als relevant fiir
die Adaptierung von Managementpraktiken identifiziert. Die Prak-
tikenbtlindel sind zentral, um die innerhalb der Prozessumwelt exis-
tierende Ambiguitat fiir Public Manager handhabbar zu gestalten und
die Integration partizipativer Verhaltensweisen zu ermoglichen. Das
aus der Datenanalyse resultierende Prozessmodell stellt das dynami-
sche Zusammenspiel der drei Praktikenbiindel und ihr Wechselspiel
mit externen Faktoren und Ambiguitat dar.

Identitat ist grundlegend fiir die Gestaltung neuer Managementprak-
tiken und die Adaptierung von Verhaltensweisen. Ist Ambiguitat fiir
Public Manager handhabbar, kann sie fiir die Herausbildung von
Identitat wichtige Elemente begiinstigen (z.B. Improvisation). Die Er-
gebnisse beruhen zwar auf einer Einzelfall-Langzeit-Fallstudie im 6f-
fentlichen Sektor, dennoch ermoglichen sie einen wichtigen Einblick
in die Adaptierung von Managementpraktiken und 6ffnen die Black-
box mikroskopischen Wandels im Rahmen von Strategieprozessen.
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Introduction

1 Introduction

In the introduction, I start with a description of my research motiva-
tion for conducting this study in chapter 1.1. Chapter 1.2. illustrates
the objective and relevance of this study. In chapter 1.3., I define key
concepts used in this study. In chapter 1.4., I introduce relevant re-
search assumptions underlying this study. The last chapter of the in-
troduction explains the structure of the thesis.

1.1 Research Motivation

My interest in conducting this study using a Swiss case study is based
on findings that acknowledge the complexity of IT strategy processes
and the great challenge of managing IT-related strategic change in the
public sector. Today, most public managers still regard IT-related
changes as a task that can be controlled and planned in detail. IT is
mainly seen as a tool to save costs, improve service provision process-
es, and enhance service quality. However, as soon as IT affects organ-
izational processes, it influences the entire organization including dif-
ferent organizational members and key knowledge bearers on the op-
erational level. The IT and project managers on the operational level
who are in charge of the implementation of IT projects often have ac-
cess to different information than the top management. Therefore,
they might have different opinions about how the IT project should be
implemented which could stand in opposition to the strategic decision
made by the top management.

A comparable situation exists in most Swiss cantonal administrations.
The heterogeneity and incompatibility of systems are problematic.
Most synergetic effects are obtained only if IT can be used beyond or-
ganizational borders and if it is possible to integrate and share sys-
tems and databases (Miiller, 2005). Top managers who are facing the-
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se challenges are also confronted with strong organizational subcul-
tures and fragmented power structures. Most public managers react
with top-down-directed actions, employing planning and control
mechanisms in ambiguous situations.

Previous research work that I conducted supports these findings on
IT-related strategic change in the public sector. First, IT strategy pro-
cesses in the public sector do not proceed in a linear fashion. Top-
down requirements and bottom-up dynamics form IT strategy pro-
cesses and thus they emerge incrementally, including setbacks and
loops (Collm and Schedler, 2007). Second, many IT strategy processes
have failed in terms of objectives, resources and/or time schedules.
This has mainly been due to necessary adjustments of strategies, plans
and behavioral practices the top managers have had to conduct
(Collm and Schedler, 2008). The change in management behavior rep-
resents the objective of this thesis. In chapter 1.2., I illustrate the objec-
tive and the relevance of this study.

1.2 Objective and Relevance

Many scholars have written to date about managing strategic change.
However, the existing academic literature has generally been silent on
how and why managerial behavior and its underlying practices
change within strategy processes. Managerial behavior, or also called
management behavior, is central to the way the process of change is
managed. It is seen as "something that has to change in order to ena-
ble the other changes that are desired" (Mohrman and Lawler III,
1988, p.46). Thus, since management behavior is considered the basis
for later interventions, it should be made the target variable in any or-
ganizational change process.

Since little is known about how and why managerial behavior and its
underlying practices change, the primary research objective of this
dissertation is of an exploratory nature (Yin, 1994). Based on a longi-
tudinal case study of this phenomenon, I seek to describe the elements
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of this process and the core practices through which managerial style
change unfolds. The secondary objective is to develop a context-
sensitive process model illustrating the change of managerial practic-
es. The process model of this study aims at a better understanding of
how managerial practices change over time and which factors influ-
ence change from a sensemaking perspective.

With this study, I contribute to the following three fields of research. I
position the study within public management research, the field of
sensemaking, and the growing body of strategy-as-practice literature.

Regarding public management studies, several authors state that
management behavior should fit the needs and the situation. Coram
and Burnes (2001) observe that a top-down, planned strategy process
which may be well suited to a certain situation could be inappropriate
or even disadvantageous for another. Especially when it comes to
generating commitment for the implementation of strategic change, a
bottom-up managed strategy process emphasizing the participation
and involvement of all employees may be more effective according to
Sminia and Van Nistelrooij (2006).

The combination of elements of lower-level participation and direc-
tion from top management is regarded as promising (Thompson and
Sanders, 1997). However, even though scholars have argued that
management behavior needs to be adapted over time (Coram and
Burnes, 2001, Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004), very little is known about
how and why management behavior and its underlying practices
change in the public sector. In this thesis, I seek to add to the public
management literature and answer the question of how and why mana-
gerial practices change during IT strategy processes in the public sec-
tor.

The analysis of factors influencing changes in management behavior
and its underlying practices is carried out using a sensemaking lens,
which helps to examine what triggers the interpretation of new be-
havior or information. Most sensemaking studies have focused either
on analyzing sensegiving activities at the top management level (Baez
and Abolafia, 2002) or the change recipient role of middle managers
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(Thomas and Dunkerley, 1999). More recently, studies have analyzed
the interplay of the sensemaking processes of middle managers and
sensegiving processes of top managers. Some of these studies assume
that interaction between top managers and middle managers is the
basis for creating an understanding of strategic change (Balogun and
Johnson, 2005, Balogun and Johnson, 2004, Gioia and Chittipeddi,
1991).

Few attempts have been made to include the sensemaking processes
of top managers based on a dialectical process considering both
sensemaking and sensegiving (Denis et al., 2009, Hoon, 2007). Instead
of solely analyzing sensegiving processes on the top management lev-
el, this study also considers sensemaking processes. Thus, this ap-
proach contributes to the sensemaking literature.

In order to explore the strategy process, I concentrate on the activities
and interactions of top managers within a team as well as their inter-
actions with other organizational members. Using this approach, I fol-
low a call from the strategy-as-practice community for a practice turn
in analyzing strategy processes (Chia, 2004, Johnson et al., 2007,
Whittington, 2003, Pablo et al., 2007). The focus on interactions and ac-
tivities also explores the link between praxis, practices, and practi-
tioners (Whittington et al., 2006, Jarzabkowski et al., 2007).

The body of literature from the strategy-as-practice community is
very dynamic and continuously growing. While early research work
emphasized that research should have a narrow focus on the nitty
gritty work of daily strategizing (Whittington, 1996), more recent
studies place the analysis of praxis and practices in a broader context
of strategy process (Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009). Therefore, my
contribution to the strategy-as-practice research stream is a process
model that illustrates the dynamics of interdependent practices of top
managers over time. The model emphasizes the role of context and
the interrelations between top managers and other organizational
members.

The example of an IT strategy process in the public sector is an ap-
propriate case for studying strategy processes and the way in which
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managerial practices change. The reason for this lies in the complex
nature of the process: diverse actors from different organizational lev-
els, conflicting IT environments and solutions, as well as bottom-up
developed structures and quasi-autonomous IT divisions. These con-
ditions make it a challenge for public managers to introduce and real-
ize change. The success of command and control mechanisms for
achieving short-term gains is challenged.

To sum up, this study is a contribution to the literature in the public
management field and adds to sensemaking theory as well as to the
strategy-as-practice approach. However, practitioners also benefit
from this study. Public managers often feel powerless when they real-
ize that the management behavior they are pursuing has no or even
contradictory effects. Thus, for practitioners it is crucial to know what
might demand, facilitate or constrain the adaptation of their manage-
ment behaviors.

1.3 Definitions of Key Concepts

This chapter of the thesis introduces a clear description of key con-
cepts of the study. It defines and explains central terms: strategic
change, strategy process, practitioners, practice, praxis, episodes, and
events. These terms have been used in various ways in the literature;
therefore, there is a need to define terms especially in order to develop
a coherent design and semantic structure for the research.

1.3.1 Strategic Change

The expression strategic is used to express the influence strategy,
structure, technology, capabilities, culture, resources or control sys-
tems have on major subsystems (Balogun et al., 2008, Ferlie et al.,
1996). Hence, actions, events or developments can be regarded as stra-
tegic when the whole organization, its nature and direction within its
context are influenced (Bryson, 1988).
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The term strategic change is often used interchangeably with episodic,
transformational, or revolutionary change (Balogun and Hailey, 2008,
Nutt and Backoff, 1993, Nutt and Backoff, 1997, Rajagopalan and
Rasheed, 1995, Weick and Quinn, 1999). In this study, strategic change
is understood as change that has an impact on the overall organiza-
tion and affects major subsystems. It is seen as a "context-dependent,
unpredictable, non-linear process" (Balogun and Johnson, 2005,
p.1573) rather than a linear, planned process.

1.3.2 Strategy Process

A large and growing body of literature has shown that strategic man-
agement does not follow the ideal of rational decision making (Cyert
and March, 1963, Mintzberg et al., 1976, Nutt, 1984, Quinn, 1980).
Strategies do not form according to previous plans but develop as
complex and meandering processes. Mintzberg (1978) coined the term
strategy formation, with which he expressed the idea that strategy is
formed by a complex interactive process of intertwined formulation
and implementation activities which are influenced by politics, val-
ues, organizational culture, and management behavior (Mintzberg
and Quinn, 1996). Thus, strategy process, including all activities of in-
dividuals and organizations from formulation to implementation,
should be seen as a process of change (Chia, 1994, Hendry, 2000,
Langley, 1995, Laroche, 1995, Sminia, 2009). Hence, the concept of
strategy process which I use in this study describes a context-sensitive
developmental event sequence in which actors promote actions that
lead to strategic change in an organization (Denis et al., 2001b,
Langley, 1999, Poole et al., 2000, Van de Ven, 1992).

1.3.3 Practitioners, Practice, and Praxis
The strategy-as-practice approach highlights three dimensions for an-

alyzing the work through which strategy is actually formulated and
implemented (Johnson et al.,, 2003): practitioners, "strategy’s actors,
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who do the work of making, shaping and executing strategies"
(Whittington, 2006, p.619), practices, "shared routines of behavior, in-
cluding traditions, norms and procedures for thinking, acting and us-
™ (ibid, p.619), and praxis, "the intra-organizational work
required for making strategy and getting it executed" (ibid, p.619). To
be more specific, in this study, practices are micro level processes and
modes of acting which all members of the team as well as the organi-
zation accept.

ing ‘things

1.3.4 Episodes and Events

Several authors from the strategy-as-practice community have de-
scribed episodes as a decision, meeting or workshop (e.g.
Jarzabkowski et al., 2009) which is a sequence of communications
with a beginning and an ending (Hendry and Seidl, 2003). Other
strategy-as-practice researchers have identified meetings and work-
shops as episodic practices (Hodgkinson et al., 2006). In this study, ep-
isodes are the unit of analysis consisting of events, which are actions
and interactions. The beginning of an episode is marked by a turning
point in the strategy process while continuity exists within the epi-
sodes (Langley, 1999). Therefore, an episode is a "network of events
[...] within a limited period" (Barzelay et al., 2003, p.23).

1.4 Relevant Research Assumptions

The study is committed to expanding knowledge about actions and
interactions that foster a shift in directive managerial practices toward
participative managerial behavior within strategy processes. In this
chapter, I address the ontological and the epistemological question of
the study.

First, I designed the study according to characteristics of qualitative
research. Second, following a process approach of strategic change, I
analyze the evolution of actions and activities over time. Third, in or-
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der to identify mechanisms leading to a more participative manage-
ment behavior, actions and activities are the focus of my research
work. Therefore, the study is linked to the research agenda of the new
strategy-as-practice approach.

1.4.1 Qualitative Research

As an overarching category, qualitative research covers a wide range
of approaches and methods and is surrounded by many terms and
concepts (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, Snape
and Spencer, 2003). Concepts that are often linked to qualitative re-
search are constructivistic (Schwandt, 1994), naturalistic (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985), interpretative (Taylor, 1979), post-positivistic or post-
modern (Smith, 1983).

In general, qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the
observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive activities but
neither has a theory or paradigm nor a distinct set of methods that is
entirely its own (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). This is why scholars often
argue that research aiming at explaining or understanding social phe-
nomena should follow a qualitative research approach; otherwise, the
complexity of the phenomenon and the development over time might
not be grasped (Snape and Spencer, 2003).

Rossman and Rallis (2003, p.8) identify five characteristics of qualita-
tive research which most scholars agree upon. According to the au-
thors, qualitative research

- takes place in the natural world.

- uses multiple methods.

- focuses on context.

- is emergent rather than tightly prefigured.

- is fundamentally interpretive.

These common characteristics of qualitative research lead to assump-
tions about the role of the researcher. The qualitative researcher has a
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holistic view of the context under study, uses personal insights, em-
ploys complex reasoning shaped by a cyclic process of deduction and
induction, and remains sensitive to personal experience and her own
role in the social world (Snape and Spencer, 2003, Marshall and
Rossman, 2006, Rossman and Rallis, 2003, Miles and Huberman,
1994).

Therefore, doing qualitative research often appears to be like detective
work: Mysteries are solved and phenomena are explained based on
detailed data, experience from similar situations, and knowledge of
general causalities (Marshall and Rossman, 2006, Mahoney and
Goertz, 2006). In this sense, qualitative data is not only used to de-
scribe but also to explain a social situation. This means that influenc-
ing factors and causal relationships have to be analyzed as well
(Brower et al., 2000, Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik, 1992).

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) see qualitative researchers as guided by
abstract principles. These principles are ontology (what there is to
know about the world), epistemology (what the relationship between
the inquirer and the world is like), and methodology (how knowledge
about the world can be gained) (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, Snape and
Spencer, 2003). In the following sections, I explain the ontology and
the epistemology of this study, referring to both the remaining prem-
ises of a process and a practice perspective.

1.4.2 A Process Model of Change

Research seeking to examine and explain change over time requires a
framework which can explain the unfolding temporal processes of
change. In general, studies of strategic change that follow a process
perspective range from highly interpretive to quantitative studies
(Van de Ven and Poole, 2005). Van de Ven and Huber (1990: 213) note
that "process studies are fundamental to gaining an appreciation of
dynamic organizational life, and to developing and testing theories of
organizational adoption, change, innovation, and redesign" (Van de
Ven and Huber, 1990, Markus and Robey, 1988).
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From a process perspective, change can be expressed as a narrative
describing a temporal sequence of events in an institutional arrange-
ment (Poole et al., 2000). This explanation, based on a story or histori-
cal narrative, is often associated with process theory, which seeks to
construe the temporal order and sequence in which change events oc-
cur (Abbott, 1988, Pentland, 1999, Poole et al., 2000, Tsoukas, 2005).

According to Van de Ven and Poole (2005, p.1385), process explana-
tions may include "an account of how one event leads to and influ-
ences subsequent events [...] an explication of the overall pattern that
generates the series [...] or both". In this study, the latter approach is
taken into account: I analyze the reciprocal relations between actions
and interactions on the micro level and the influence of environmental
factors.

From a process perspective organizations are social processes
(Tsoukas, 2005). Hence, organizations consist of both quasi-stable
structures and sites of human action in which organization emerges
(Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). Thus, scholars following a process ap-
proach even suggest talking about organizing instead of organization
(Weick, 1979).

Process theories seek to explain how a sequence of events unfolds
over time. In contrast, variance theories are based upon different onto-
logical and epistemological assumptions (Van de Ven and Engleman,
2004). The variance approach considers organizations as fixed entities
and change in them is driven by deterministic causation (Van de Ven
and Poole, 2005). Hence, from an epistemological viewpoint the vari-
ance method explains change in terms of relationships among inde-
pendent variables and dependent variables (Poole et al., 2000).

The two different approaches offer different conceptualizations of
change. Van de Ven and Poole (2005) link the opposing views accord-
ing to the different ontological and epistemological assumptions with
four different approaches to studying strategic change which are illus-
trated in the following Table 1-1. Based on this typology, I position the
research approach of this study with the characteristics of two types
of change.
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Table 1-1: A typology of approaches for studying organizational change

Ontology

An organization is represented as

being:

A noun, a so-
cial actor, a real

A verb, a process
of organizing,

entity ('thing’)  emergent flux
Variance Approach I Approach IV
method Variance stud-  Variance studies
ies of change in  of organizing by
organizational =~ dynamic model-
entities by ing of agent-
causal analysis  based models of
of independent chaotic complex
variables that adaptive systems
explain change
. in entity (de-
Epistemology pendent varia-
(Method for ble)
studying
change) Proces.s Approach II Approach III
narratives

Process studies
of change in
organizational
entities narrat-
ing sequence of
events, stages
or cycles of
change in the
development
of an entity

Process studies of
organizing by
narrating emer-
gent actions and
activities by
which collective
endeavors unfold

Source: According to Van de Ven and Poole (2005, p.1387)
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The ontological perspectives in approaches I and II are on the analysis
of change in an organizational entity that is viewed as a real social ac-
tor with an enduring identity. In contrast, approaches III and IV ana-
lyze the processes of organizing.

Whereas approach I explains change in an organizational entity as a
function of independent variables, the second approach examines
how change unfolds in organizational entities over time. Change is
regarded as a sequence of events, stages, cycles, or states in the devel-
opment of an organization.

Studies referring, e.g., to the structurational theory approach are sub-
sumed under approach III, which assumes that the world is composed
of processes, and applies process research. This approach is also in
line with the ontological perspective of the social constructivist para-
digm. The fourth approach investigates processes based on a process
ontology while using quantitative analyses at the same time.

The four approaches are not exclusive but complementary. In addi-
tion, they all consider time as fundamental for understanding organi-
zational change. Since each approach has a special perspective on
change, they add in different ways to the whole picture and a better
understanding of organizational change. Referring to the four differ-
ent approaches, Van de Ven and Poole (2005) add that a strict division
can be misleading because there is no right way in doing research. In
contrast, the authors emphasize that it is more important to find a
way to combine elements of the four approaches in one analysis.

This study follows a combination of approaches II and III. Whereas
the focus remains on emergent actions and activities, as illustrated in
approach III, they take place within the overall development of the
organizational entity, as described in approach II. Thus, the study is in
line with the ontological and epistemological perspective of the social
constructivist paradigm. Since the study focuses on actions and inter-
actions, it also complies with the strategy-as-practice approach, which
is described in section 1.4.3.

12
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1.4.3 A Practice Perspective of Strategy

With its focus on actions and activities, this study concretizes the on-
tological perspective toward a practice-based approach. A practice-
based perspective considers "strategies and strategizing as human ac-
tion, as doing, and [...] places human interaction at the centre"
(Johnson et al., 2007, p.7). Thus, with the centrality of human action
and interaction, a different ontological premise underlies a practice-
based perspective compared to mainstream strategy research.

Practice-oriented scholars (e.g. Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009,
Jarzabkowski, 2004, Johnson et al., 2003, Johnson et al., 2007,
Whittington, 2006) have illustrated that without looking at how peo-
ple go about the process of making strategy and focusing on activities,
the doing and the process cannot be understood. As Mintzberg and
Westley (1992, p.57) stated, "as researchers and readers of organiza-
tional change, we should be spending less of our time trying to inter-
pret its vague traces and more of our time trying to understand its
rich practice".

Table 1-2: Basic perspectives on studying strategy

Levels
Organizations Managers
Where | Policy Planning
Issue
How | Process Practice

Source: According to Whittington (1996)
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Referring to the work of these scholars, investigating strategy process
has to be based on its building blocks: the interactions and negotia-
tions between different actors (Jarzabkowski and Balogun, 2009,
Jarzabkowski, 2004, Johnson et al,, 2003, Johnson et al.,, 2007,
Whittington, 2006). Following this approach, Whittington was one of
the first to integrate a practice stance and develop four basic perspec-
tives on how to study strategy (Table 1-2). Even though the practice
approach draws on many of the insights of the process school, it re-
turns to the managerial level (Whittington, 1996).

Chia and MacKay (2007, p.229) characterize the study of strategy from
a strategy-as-practice perspective as an approach which: “1) places
ontological primacy on practices rather than actors; 2) philosophically
privileges practice-complexes rather than actors and things as the lo-
cus of analysis; and 3) makes the locus of explanation the field of prac-
tices rather than the intentions of individuals and organizations”.

Summarizing the underlying research assumptions, this study com-
plies with the five characteristics of qualitative research and analyzes
actions and interactions over time, corresponding to process theory
and the new strategy-as-practice approach. The underlying approach-
es have consequences for choosing the literature and the right meth-
ods for the study.

1.5 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis consists of five chapters.

This first chapter has introduced the study. Starting with a description
of the motivation for undertaking this research, I have continued by
describing its objective and relevance. For a better understanding, I
have given a short explanation of the central terms of this study. In
the last part of the first chapter, I have described the relevant research
assumptions which are important for the theoretical background and
the methodology of the study.

14
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Chapter 2 gives an overview of the necessary theoretical background.
In the first part, I review the literature on strategic change. Following a
description of the main types of strategic change, I outline the differ-
ent change management behaviors in the public sector discussed in
the literature. Lastly, I describe the relevance of participation during
change and the need for participative managerial practices. The second
part of the chapter introduces the characteristics of IT-related strategic
change and the specific challenges of managing it. The third part of the
chapter focuses on the literature on managerial practices for strategic
change and participative behavior. The third part of the chapter draws
upon sensemaking theory and describes its importance for strategic
change and different dimensions of sensemaking. In the synopsis of
the literature review, I introduce the research questions of the thesis.

Chapter 3 outlines the research design and the methods used. In the
tirst part, I describe the case study design and the method of data col-
lection. The second chapter includes a short description of the ana-
lyzed case study and illustrates the approach to data analysis.

Chapter 4 comprises the results of this study. It begins with a historical
account of the case and an outline of the overall change process ob-
served, including important internal and external context factors. I
subsequently present identified turning points. Furthermore, I inte-
grate narrative vignettes to show the interdependent actions, interac-
tions and environmental factors. The second part presents the concep-
tualization of the results found. First, I describe the process context
and design factors. I then specify different practices and combine
them into bundles of practices. The third part demonstrates the theori-
zation of the results. I begin with a theoretical discussion of the three
bundles of practices. I then explain the dynamics and interdepend-
ences combining the identified sets of practices with process context
and design factors using a process model. The role of ambiguity is
highlighted within these interrelations. Lastly, I emphasize the role of
public entrepreneurship, the interdependent dynamics of sensemak-
ing, and the complexity of microscopic change as evolving principles
of adapting managerial practices during strategy processes.

15
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Finally, the fifth chapter presents the conclusions drawn from the re-
sults of the research project and suggests implications for theory and
practice and future research directions.

16
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2 Literature Review

In this section, I review the literature that constitutes the theoretical
background for the study. In order to explain the change in manageri-
al behavior, I chose to consider the following literature. First, I turn to
the public sector context and review different approaches that explain
strategic change, its management, and the relevance of participation
for strategic change in the public sector. In chapter 2.2, I present liter-
ature on the characteristics of IT-related strategic change and the chal-
lenges to manage it. In chapter 2.3., I illustrate strategic change and
participative behavior from a strategy-as-practice stance. In the last
subchapter, I reveal strategic change from a sense-making perspec-
tive.

2.1 Strategic Change in the Public Sector

Chapter 2.1.1 sheds light on different types of strategic change,
whereas 2.1.2 illustrates important context factors in the public sector.
Chapter 2.1.3 demonstrates the importance of participation during
strategic change in the public sector.

21.1 Types of Strategic Change

Many researchers have described strategic change from different pro-
cess viewpoints. Two distinct rationales underlie most types of
change: the episodic and the ongoing change process (Weick and
Quinn, 1999). The episodic type of change tends to be dramatic and
entails a break with past basic assumptions or frameworks (Van de
Ven and Poole, 1995). As an interruption or divergence from equilib-
rium, it is often related to uncertainties and ambiguity which are par-
ticularly challenging to manage (Poole and Van de Ven, 2004). Episo-
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dic change requires both equilibrium breaking and transitioning to a
newly created equilibrium. This type of change is also called second-
order change (Watzlawick et al, 1974) or a constructive mode of
change (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995) and is associated with planned,
intentional change (Ford and Ford, 1995).

Similarly to the episodic change type, Lewin's (1951) model of change
describes a process constituted by three stages: unfreeze, change, and
refreeze. The model remains a generic recipe for organizational devel-
opment. Lewin found that change is inertial, linear, progressive, goal
seeking, and motivated by disequilibrium.

In contrast to episodic change, continuous change has "small continu-
ous adjustments, created simultaneously across units" that can accu-
mulate and create substantial change (Weick and Quinn, 1999, p.375).
Continuous change has similar characteristics to the incremental type
of change (Balogun and Hailey, 2008) and is also called first-order
change (Porras and Robertson, 1992).

Newer studies differentiate more types of change than only episodic
or continuous change. With regard to Lewin’s model, Schein (1996)
criticized that unfreezing is much more difficult to accomplish than
was described. Most people who reach the action stage hesitate and
return to previous habits several times before adopting the changes.
Weick and Quinn assume (1999) that change is not a linear process
but a spiral pattern of contemplation, action, and relapse and then
successive returns to contemplation, action, and relapse before enter-
ing the maintenance and then termination stages. Thus, change has al-
so been described as occurring in a cyclical manner (Denis et al.,
2001b, George and Jones, 2001, Hargrave and Van de Ven, 2006).
Overall, changing an organization always implies changing people,
their activities and behaviors (Balogun and Hailey, 2008, Ferlie et al.,
1996, Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004, Weick and Quinn, 1999).

Balogun and Hailey (2004, p.20-23) identified four types of strategic
change according to two categories: the result and the nature of
change. They recognized transformation and realignment as results of
change. Regarding its nature, change can be implemented according
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to an incremental or a big bang approach, which the authors also de-
scribe as a type of episodic change.

The authors combined the result of change types, transformation and
realignment, and the two types of change nature, incremental and ep-
isodic. As a result, Balogun and Hailey (2008) identified the following
four types of strategic change: evolution, adaptation, revolution, and
reconstruction. The authors emphasized that change usually starts ac-
cording to one of the four types of change; however, during the
change process, adjustments are necessary and thus, the type of
change may shift over time. In order to emphasize the process nature
of change, the authors prefer to use the expression paths of change ra-
ther than monomorphic types of change.

From a similar point of view, Poole and Van de Ven (2004) stated that
a complex strategy process generally involves more than just one type
of change. The authors also developed four theoretic categories of
change: life cycle, teleology, dialectics, and evolutionary. Life cycle
and evolutionary theories operate in a prescribed modality, while tel-
eological and dialectical theories operate in a constructive modality.
The constructive mode is, in turn, related to episodic change and gen-
erates unprecedented, novel organizational forms that, in retrospect,
are often discontinuous and unpredictable departures from the past.
The four theoretic categories represent ideal types for explaining stra-
tegic change (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995).

In the end, the different forms of strategic change can be seen as two
sides of a coin, that is, episodic and incremental (or constructive and
prescribed) are not mutually exclusive. Weick and Quinn (1999, p.362)
argue that "the contrast between episodic and continuous change re-
flects differences in the perspective of the observer". From a macro
level, strategic change in practices and routines might appear as dis-
continuous; however, applying a micro-level analysis reveals that
strategic change emerges through ongoing adaptation and adjustment
(Weick and Quinn, 1999).

Since this study focuses on actions and interactions over time, strate-
gic change is ongoing and taking place on the micro level. However, I
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take into account the macro level as interacting with micro level pro-
cesses. Therefore, the perspective on the discontinuous strategic
change process complements the micro level focus on the strategy
process and practices.

2.1.2 Managing Change in the Public Sector Context

Public sector organizations have often been linked to the idea of sta-
bility instead of change or have even been characterized as resistant to
change (Cohen and Brand, 1993, Nutt and Backoff, 1993, Vann, 2004).
As there is "little depth of investigation into the reasons for revisiting
change" (Osborne and Brown, 2005, p.233), scholars have different
views on the role of top managers and modes of managing strategic
change. The majority of researchers regard top managers as being in
the leading position for realizing change as they encourage and re-
ward innovation, support change, and express visions (Balogun and
Hailey, 2008, Cummings and Worley, 2008, Fernandez and Rainey,
2006, Nadler and Tushman, 1994, Thompson and Sanders, 1997,
Weick and Quinn, 1999).

Other scholars have emphasized the organization’s internal and ex-
ternal context factors as important enablers of or threats to managing
strategic change (Balogun and Hailey, 2008, March, 1981, Nutt, 1983).
Thus, they acknowledge strategic change and organizations as highly
complex and erratic. Jarzabkowski (2008) shows that, due to contextu-
al factors, top managers find it hard to alter or shape related activity
once they have embedded the strategy. Similarly, Hope Hailey and
Balogun (2002) illustrate that contextual constraints and enablers have
to be understood in order to implement strategy and realize strategic
change. Without such knowledge, it would be difficult for top manag-
ers to make choices about the starting point of change and the man-
agement behavior.

Balogun and Hailey (2008) identify eight contextual features influenc-
ing change: capability, time, scope, preservation, power, diversity,
readiness, and capacity. These eight features can be found on the ex-
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ternal, organizational, team, and/or the individual level of activity.
The capability to implement change exists on the organizational,
team, and individual level. Time and scope are characteristics that
overarch all levels and illustrate how quickly change needs to be
achieved and what degree of change is needed. Preservation concerns
practices and assets which need to be maintained on the organization-
al level during strategic change. Powerful leaders, groups, and divi-
sions can be found throughout the organization, in teams as well as
outside the organization. Diversity describes the homogeneity or het-
erogeneity of staff, groups, and divisions within the organization and
in teams. The readiness for change mainly focuses on individuals and
groups of people. The last feature, capacity, involves the necessary re-
sources and exists on different levels of activity (Balogun and Hailey,
2008).

The different contextual features time, scope, preservation, diversity,
capability, capacity, readiness, and power are rather general;, howev-
er, their specification on the organizational, team, and individual level
might be different in the public sector. A number of authors stress that
strategic change differs in public organizations due to several distinc-
tive characteristics (Brown, 2003, Fernandez and Rainey, 2006, Stewart
and Walsh, 1992). As a result, public sector organizations have been
described as professional bureaucracies (Mintzberg, 1979), loosely
coupled systems (Weick, 1976), or organized anarchies (Cohen and
March, 1986).

In comparison to private organizations, public sector organizations
contemplating change face constraints placed on them by their politi-
cal leaders (Balogun and Hailey, 2008). Thus, public managers need to
work effectively with different authorities and handle the influence of
legislation and the political field (Sminia and Van Nistelrooij, 2006). In
addition, public managers operate under greater public scrutiny and
are confronted with higher public expectations concerning values
such as fairness, honesty, and openness.

In the following, I describe distinctive characteristics of public man-
agement and public organizations according to the classification and
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the levels of activity (external, organizational, team and individual)
introduced above. The most distinct external factors are the "absence
of economic markets and outputs" as well as the "external control by
politically constituted authority", and the "presence of more intensive
external political influences" (Rainey and Chun, 2005, p.93ff, Rainey,
2009, p.83ff). As a result, all of these external factors play an important
role in terms of time, scope, and power during strategic change.

Sminia and Van Nistelrooij (2006) identify greater goal ambiguity on
the organizational level than in the private sector due to controversial
and conflicting goals. In addition, structures can be subject to more
red tape and it is more likely that external authorities will interrupt or
codetermine processes. These findings are supported by the widely
acknowledged meta-analysis by Boyne (2002), who finds that public
organizations are indeed more bureaucratic, showing less flexible and
more risk-averse structures, due to external requirements.

Team-related factors are determined by the fact that public managers
have to balance external political relations with internal management
functions. Again, the contextual features power and capability be-
come important. In comparison to the private sector, public managers
have a more political, expository role, which involves more meetings
with interest groups and political authorities. Regarding their admin-
istrative authority, public managers have less decision-making auton-
omy and weaker control over subordinates and lower levels. Authori-
ty is seldom delegated by politically appointed public managers, but
at the same time they are subject to more frequent turnover
(Fernandez and Rainey, 2006). This could explain the weaker organi-
zational commitment of public managers, which Boyne (2002) found
in his meta-analysis of several studies, and the stronger engagement
of career civil servants (Holzer and Callahan, 1998).

Since extrinsic incentives seldom exist in the public sector, managers
and employees show a lower valuation of monetary rewards. In con-
trast to the private sector, public managers have stronger altruistic
motives and express a sense of involvement and influence on deci-
sions. (Boyne, 2002, Perry and Hondeghem, 2008). These factors on
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the individual level might be important for the features readiness for
change and capability.

Even though the constrains for managing strategic change seem to be
higher than in the private sector, the role of public managers is critical
for bringing about strategic change (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006).
Lynn Jr. and Stein Jr. (2003) describe the actions of public managers
who successfully manage strategic change as entrepreneurial. The
concept of the public entrepreneur is still in its initial stages and dif-
ferent approaches exist. However, consensus exists that entrepreneur-
ial action is shaped by intuition (Bryson, 2004, Stupak, 1996), improvi-
sation (Paarlberg and Bielefeld, 2009), and creativity (Klein et al.,
2010). These characteristics make it possible for the public entrepre-
neur to deal with different challenges such as ambiguous goals.

Denis et al. (2001a) add that strategic change in the public sector is a
succession of episodes in which top management team members may
promote change through their actions. However, their actions, in turn,
alter the image of the team within the organization, the self-
conception of the top management team, and the individual percep-
tion of each top manager regarding objectives, management behavior,
and tasks. Thus, top managers' actions might also affect the viability
and legitimacy of the team itself.

2.1.3 The Importance of Participation during Change

The starting point of strategic change involves the locus of control and
influence, i.e., it is where change is initiated and developed. There are
many different approaches to starting change (Bourgeois and David,
1984). The two main directions of change are top-down and bottom-
up change approaches. The former is driven by executives but does
not necessarily mean that participation or collaboration is neglected.
This type of change is the most popular because it holds the promise
of breaking inertia and achieving quick results in an elegant way.
Winning the hearts of others in order to ensure the realization of
change and enable continuous improvement depends on the next
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step, which includes the empowerment and the involvement of peo-
ple (Mintzberg et al., 2005).

In contrast, bottom-up change implies that not only the initiative but
also the responsibility for change does not lie with the senior man-
agement only but requires participation by employees (Beer et al.,
1990). Compared to the top-down approach, the emergent course of
bottom-up change makes the process more unpredictable and slower
(Balogun and Hailey, 2008). Questions arise regarding which employ-
ee skills are appropriate and how top managers can integrate their
views into the process. Hence, a combination of the benefits of both
approaches while minimizing their disadvantages can be rewarding
(Beer and Nohria, 2000, Beer et al., 1990).

The starting point of the change process is interrelated with manage-
ment style or, more generally, management behavior. According to
Maccoby and Brooks (1986), managers express characteristic values
and behavior patterns as they carry out their tasks. Therefore, there
are many different ways to manage the process of change. Balogun
and Hailey (2008, p.35) describe change management behavior as be-
ing "on a continuum from coercion, in which change is forced on peo-
ple, to education and delegation, in which change is delegated" (Table
2-1).

As change proceeds, management behavior can also vary according to
individual personality and the type of problem to be solved. Since the
task or problem requirements involve the people managed and the re-
sponsibilities taken, there are several factors influencing management
behavior (Hope Hailey and Balogun, 2002, Maccoby and Brooks,
1986). Hence, there is no one best way to manage change.

In the public sector, reasons for strategic change are mostly found in
abrupt and predominantly exogenous shocks. According to Sminia
and Van Nistelrooij (2006), examples of exogenous shocks in the pub-
lic sector are changed policies or legislation, technological change, top
management replacements, and reorganizations. Following this
shock, strategic change in public administrations is initiated mainly
top-down and implemented by a top-down directed strategic man-

24



Literature Review

agement-inspired management behavior. This top-down approach is
facilitated by existing hierarchical structures (Sminia and Van
Nistelrooij, 2006, Ferlie et al., 1996). Bryson and Crosby (1992) differ-
entiate the three approaches participation, dominance, and influence
but emphasize that a top manager might not concentrate on one but
use all three approaches according to situational needs.

Table 2-1: Management behavior in strategic change

Style

Description

Education and
delegation

Objective: commitment to and support for change
from employees; employees suggest and implement
projects within the organizational change goals.

Approach: convincing employees of the need for
change; equipping employees with an understand-
ing; exploiting training, energy, emotion, and direc-
tion.

Collaboration

Objective: commitment to and support for change
from employees; widespread involvement of em-
ployees.

Approach: awareness of the need for change by chal-
lenging complacency; use of face-to-face collabora-
tion, workshops in small groups

Participation

Objective: commitment to and support for change
from employees; limited involvement of employees.

Approach: employees are asked to contribute to the
implementation of a vision, change leaders retain
greater control over the change process

Direction

Objective: change leaders sell their approach to the
doers; employees contribute very little to the means
of change.

Approach: communication and debate are possible;
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control remains with the change leaders.

Coercion Objective: change is imposed on employees.

Approach: behavioral change is enforced.

Source: According to Balogun and Hailey (2008)

Many scholars agree that a bottom-up approach with widespread par-
ticipation and the active involvement of employees, citizens, and oth-
er external stakeholders is important for strategic change (Poister et
al., 2010). Public employees "must not simply comply with the chang-
es, but be committed to them" (Farnham et al., 2003a, p. 444). Wide-
spread participation is particularly relevant for generating commit-
ment, building up internal support, reducing resistance, and for the
sustainability of the strategic reorientation (Beer and Nohria, 2000,
Beer, 2001, O'Brien, 2002, Coursey and Bozeman, 1990, Fernandez and
Rainey, 2006). Thus, strategic change "involves a political process of
developing and nurturing support from major stakeholders and or-
ganizational members" (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006, p.170). In addi-
tion, participation is an important asset for the public sector because
of frequent leadership changes. Permanent employees might resist
change until new political appointees come into power. Participation
is seen as an opportunity to improve employee attitudes toward
change and reduce resistance (Warwick et al., 1975).

However, even though participation might promote organizational,
employee, and public interests at the same time, there are also con-
straints shaped by employees, unions, and top managers (Kearney
and Hays, 1994). Many top managers avoid changes in their manage-
ment behavior and fear that it would undermine their autonomy and
control if they were to let employees participate. Thus, the success of
participative management behavior highly depends on the percep-
tions and willingness of the top managers to take the first step and al-
low for participation (Parnell, 2001).
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2.2 IT-Related Strategic Change

In this chapter, I focus on the characteristics of IT-related strategic
change. First, I introduce the interdepencies between IT and organiza-
tional dimensions in chapter 2.2.1. Second, I describe the challenges to
managing IT-related strategic change in chapter 2.2.2. based on the in-
terdependencies introduced in chapter 2.2.1.

221 The Interdependencies between IT and Organization-
al Dimensions

Ten years ago studies found little support for the assumption that in-
formation technology (IT) transforms public organizations (Coursey
and Norris, 2008, Heintze and Bretschneider, 2000, Serafeimidis and
Smithson, 2000). The conceptualization of IT as “relatively stable, dis-
crete, independent, and fixed” (Orlikowski and Iacono, 2001, p.121)
was widespread and supported by research on information systems.
Therefore, public managers assumed that IT is a rather neutral set of
tools and its implementation unproblematic (Orlikowski and
Hoffman, 1997, van Duivenboden and Thaens, 2008). This attitude ig-
nores the fact that, even though the magnitude of IT-driven change is
understood, the depth and complexities of the change can be grasped
only during the implementation of the changes (Orlikowski and
Hoffman, 1997).

IT can affect core functions of public administrations and their institu-
tions (Meijer, 2007, Goodyear et al., 2010) and may have an impact on
organizational structures and business processes (Norris and Moon,
2005), especially since its use has developed toward integrative sys-
tems. Integrative systems are of higher complexity and involve differ-
ent data sources and various processes and are part of boundary-
spanning system networks (Carr, 2010).

Regarding organizational structures, Pavlichev and Garson (2007)
state that they can be flattened by using IT systems. In addition, inter-
organizational networks might develop. The reorganization and the
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automation of service provision processes make functions of front-line
employees obsolete. Introducing expert systems and decision trees in
IT systems may even decrease middle management functions. Moreo-
ver, the widespread availability and adoption of IT not only has an
impact on concrete structures and assets, but changes communication
patterns as well as organizational values (Danziger and Andersen,
2002, Danziger, 2004).

According to Pavlichev and Garson (2007), positive effects might arise
from IT such as network efficiency through the sharing of databases
across organizational boundaries. The authors argue that improved
information access is possible on all levels within the organization,
which creates new opportunities for decentralized decision making.
However, there is consensus in the literature that such benefits are
achieved only by putting forth a strong effort in implementing IT be-
yond merely automating existing processes (Pavlichev and Garson,
2007).

Summing up the effects which IT might have upon public organiza-
tions, IT can lead to strategic change. IT-related strategic change im-
plies that the development of the organization as a whole in terms of
present and future use of resources and organizational capacities is al-
tered (Danziger, 2004, Frederickson, 1984, Johnson et al, 2003,
Mintzberg et al., 1976). However, the influence of IT on public admin-
istrations varies since top managers and politicians have different
plans for what they want to achieve with the implementation of IT.

In contrast to the arguments based on this so-called technological im-
perative (Orlikowski, 1992), research from a strategic choice stance
emphasizes that only human action can change organizations but not
IT itself. As Orlikowski (1992, p.100) describes, these researchers see
IT as the dependent variable "contingent on other forces in the organi-
zation, most notably powerful human actors". Researchers who argue
that IT serves as a trigger to improve public services and realize stra-
tegic change often combine the technological imperative and the stra-
tegic choice model. According to this combined approach, business
processes have to be modified, managerial support is needed and the
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interrelations with different administrative levels and organizational
culture have to be taken into account in order to realize change (Carr,
2010, Goldfinch, 2007, Tolbert et al., 2008). Following Barley (1986,
p.107), "technology influences organizational structures in orderly
ways but their influence depend on organizational institutions". Or-
likowski (1992, 2000) went even further in proposing a structurational
model of technology which describes a dialectical interplay of tech-
nology and organizational level dimensions.

In the public sector, IT-related strategic change happens within a
complex, diverse political context (Baez and Abolafia, 2002, Denis et
al., 2005). Researchers who take the combined stance emphasize the
intertwined relationships of IT and organizational culture: IT depends
on culture, which in turn influences IT (Fountain, 2001, Schedler and
Scharf, 2001, van Duivenboden and Thaens, 2008). For this reason,
many of the challenges to be faced in the public sector are not only
technical but also organizational, political, and cultural (Hackney et
al., 2008). Similarly, Culbertson (2005) associates the implementation
of IT mainly with changes in culture and administrative practices ra-
ther than with structure.

Another factor that has been described as hindering the implementa-
tion of new IT solutions are legacy IT solutions (Pavlichev and
Garson, 2007), which have developed as separate so-called ‘islands of
automation’ on decentralized levels and are often incompatible with
new IT solutions (Homburg, 2008, Schuppan and Reichard, 2004,
Bellamy, 1999). The interoperability of IT systems, however, is the
main requirement for realizing inter-organizational data and process
integration. The blend of existing islands of automation as well as in-
novative IT solutions creates new challenges for public managers. Bet-
ter coordination and holistic management concepts are needed which
integrate all organizational levels.
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2.2.2 The Complexity of Managing IT Strategy Processes

As challenges for public managers have risen during the last several
years, so has the demand for IT strategies to facilitate the management
of IT projects (Hazlett and Hill, 2003, Moon and Norris, 2005, Schedler
et al.,, 2004). With explicit IT strategies, public managers try to im-
prove the control of complex IT solutions and their impact on the or-
ganization and its workflows. In this sense, explicit strategies are "a
way in which managers try to simplify and order a world which is too
complex and too chaotic for them to comprehend" (Whittington, 1993,
p.23).

Politicians regard IT strategies as necessary as well. Since power is
based on information flows, the management of information and con-
sequently the management of IT are highly political (Rocheleau, 2006).
However, the interest of politicians in implementing IT differs from
that of public managers. Politicians might have stronger higher inter-
est in improving the image of public entities (Schedler and
Summermatter, 2007), emphasizing cost savings instead of process
improvements (Heeks, 2006) or increasing control over public bureau-
cracy instead of allowing for more indirect global steering (Ahn and
Bretschneider, 2011).

Some of the arguments, e.g., cost saving, became prominent with a
number of public sector reform approaches which have been realized
mostly in Europe, Australia, and the USA since the 1980s. These re-
forms were summarized under the New Public Management (NPM)
philosophy. According to the principles of NPM, the overall intent of
reforms is to enhance efficiency and effectiveness within government
while at the same time improving customer orientation and citizen
services (Schedler and Proeller, 2010). Having an orientation toward
outcome and efficiency at its core, the NPM philosophy regarded ex-
plicit strategies as useful for improving problem-solving competen-
cies of public managers. Especially since context factors had become
more dynamic and were changing continuously, explicit strategies
seemed to be the adequate answer. Since IT affects not only business
processes but also organizational culture, decision-making processes,
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and organizational structure (e.g., Dedrick et al. (2003)), strategies are
regarded as favorable for creating a frame for complex IT projects.

However, even though explicit IT strategies seem to encourage the
guidance of the change process, they do not develop deliberately; ra-
ther they are part of a complex strategy process which develops in-
crementally. Diverse decisions, activities, and conceptions from dif-
ferent organizational levels constitute the process and lead to strategic
change ((Mintzberg and Waters, 1990, Chia, 1994, Langley et al., 1995,
Laroche, 1995, Hendry, 2000). As a result, explicit IT strategies are
subject to ongoing adjustments due to organizational factors arising
during the strategy process. Thus, the formation and coordination of
an IT strategy process is a challenging task for top- and middle-level
managers (Kranz, 2007)

During the last several years, a number of scholars have emphasized
that existing models of managing IT-related strategic change accord-
ing to strategies and plans are not adequate (e.g. Orlikowski, 1992,
Orlikowski and Hoffman, 1997, Orlikowski and Scott, 2008). Accord-
ing to Orlikowski and Hoffman (1997), unexpected adaptations are in
most cases necessary during the implementation of IT. One major fac-
tor adding to the complexity of implementing IT supported change is
that line managers and IT staff drive IT strategy processes mostly bot-
tom-up. Projects are initialized and implemented mainly without cen-
tral coordination and planning or the use of standards (Homburg,
2008, Bellamy, 1999). Relevant knowledge on organizational processes
is stored individually on the operative level. This knowledge is sel-
dom integrated into explicit strategies, since top managers regard IT
projects more as a technical challenge than as a strategic task affecting
the whole organization. Therefore, explicit strategies and planned
change can only embody parts of the complexity and the diverse in-
tfluencing factors of IT related strategic change.

Taking the underlying complexity of strategy processes into account,
the issue of strategy, as Jones and Thompson (2007) asserted, is the
most neglected area within public management research. Therefore,
as public managers turn toward IT strategies, more often the topic re-
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quires greater academic and practitioner attention. As I described in
the previous chapter, top-down directed actions are helpful for 'break-
ing the ice' in the beginning; however, during the IT strategy process,
top managers need to acknowledge the complexity they face. There-
fore, a sophisticated approach that integrates stakeholders and em-
ployees might be useful. Hence, the following chapter provides in-
sights on the linkages of practices to the implementation of strategic
change.

2.3 Linking Practices, Actions, and Strategic Change

Chapter 2.3.1 refers to the analysis of practices managers use for stra-
tegic change. Following the strategy-as-practice approach, chapter
2.3.2 specifies participative practices in terms of communication, in-
volvement, and empowerment practices.

2.3.1 Practice Perspective on Strategic Change

As explained in 1.3.3., there is an important difference between praxis
and practices. Praxis "embraces the interactions and interpretations
from which strategic activity emerges over time" (Jarzabkowski, 2003,
p-24). From a practice perspective, employees of public agencies en-
gage in a set of activities to deal with some of society’s most pressing
problems (Wagenaar, 2004). More specifically, "praxis is concerned
with the work of strategizing—all the meeting, the talking, the form-
filling and the numbercrunching" by which strategy is actually formu-
lated and implemented (Whittington, 1996, p.732).

As opposed to what people do, practices describe the organizational
and institutionalized practices with which actors engage in
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). Practices have been described as general
and shared habits, artifacts, micro level processes and socially defined
modes of acting within the construction of strategy and strategy pro-
cesses (Mantere, 2005, Whittington, 2006, Mantere and Vaara, 2008).
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Strategic practices include administrative and discursive as well as ep-
isodic practices. Administrative practices are rational practices such as
control systems or performance indicators that continue to be relevant
for top managers. Discursive practices "provide linguistic, cognitive,
and symbolic resources for interacting about strategy", whereas epi-
sodic practices "create opportunities for and organize the interaction
between practitioners doing strategy" (Jarzabkowski, 2005, p.9).

In this sense, practices are the infrastructure for an ongoing stream of
strategic activity and actions (praxis) of individuals and teams
(Jarzabkowski, 2003). To understand their relationship with strategic
change, Jarzabkowski (2003, p.50) views practices as "mediators of in-
teractions and contradictions" in order to construct shared strategic
activity. Her analysis focused on formal practices like sanctions, plan-
ning cycles, and special meetings within direction setting, resource al-
location, and monitoring and control. These formal practices both
shaped and were shaped by the goal-seeking behavior of the activity
or practice as in Giddens’ (1984) theory of structuration on the macro
level. Therefore, practices on the micro level are socially produced
and reproduced by the routinization of the daily activities they form
within social contexts (Jarzabkowski and Wilson, 2002).

To sum up, the focus of strategy-as-practice studies remains the "ac-
tions of individuals who are taken to be the authors of strategic
change" (Chia and MacKay, 2007, p.226). Hence, the strategy-as-
practice community follows a call made by Mintzberg, Waters, and
Pettigrew more than twenty years ago (Mintzberg and Waters, 1990).
The authors discussed the advantages of a change model of strategy
formation that is based on actions and context instead of focusing on
choice, which "can be a severe analytical and empirical limitation"
(Mintzberg and Waters, 1990, p.7).

Strategy-as-practice endeavors to explain the connection between mi-
cro-level managerial activities on different organizational levels, in-
teractions between levels within a context, and macro-level strategic
change (Regnér, 2003). However, there is still considerable ambiguity.
It needs to be clearer what top managers actually do in the strategy
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process and how different types of managerial activities influence
strategic change (Jarzabkowski, 2008, Johnson et al, 2007,
Whittington, 2003, Regnér, 2003). In this study, I follow the call by the
strategy-as-practice community and analyze the micro-level manage-
rial activities and interactions (praxis) and the modes of action (prac-
tice) within macro-level strategic change in order to explain changes
in managerial behavior.

2.3.2 Practice Perspective on Participative Behavior

In the literature, different approaches exist to describe participative
management practices. I grouped the different attempts into commu-
nication, involvement, and empowerment practices.

Communication Practices

Direct communications as well as formal methods of communication
play an important role in the public sector. Practices such as team
briefings, workplace meetings, newsletters, quality circles and consul-
tative councils are widely used (Horton, 2003). Communication can be
seen as the main daily activity of public managers and serves as a ba-
sis for setting goals, getting others engaged, and ensures cooperation
(Denhardt and Denhardt, 2008). The different communication practic-
es are used to develop a strong, shared commitment to strategies and
change projects (Poister and Streib, 1999).

Especially when change is initiated in a top-down manner, top man-
agers have to ensure a horizontal and vertical communication that
flows continuously and intensively in both directions, bottom-up as
well as top-down (Abramson and Lawrence, 2001, Wright and
Pandey, 2010, Soltani et al., 2007). Soltani et al. (2007) conclude that
the success of change projects depends on the ability of public manag-
ers to implement an effective communication system comprising di-
rect and formal communication in order to gain commitment and ac-
ceptance.
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Involvement Practices

Cotton defined employee involvement as cultivating employee inter-
est and dedication (Cotton, 1993). The concept seeks to integrate the
members or stakeholders of an organization into the strategy process
(O'Brien, 2002, Cummings and Worley, 2008). In contrast to commu-
nication, involvement goes beyond the exchange of information; for
example, public managers negotiate and consult employee represent-
atives or employees (Farnham et al., 2003a). Practices of involvement
are ongoing formal and informal employee feedback (Roberts, 2002),
staff attitude surveys, staff meetings, problem-solving groups, quality
circles, and staff appraisals (Farnham et al., 2003b).

Empowerment Practices

Concepts such as shared leadership, collaboration, and empowerment
are often mentioned in the same breath with realizing participation
within organizational contexts (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000, Poister
and Streib, 1999). Empowerment creates an opportunity for employ-
ees to "receive more authority for accomplishment of their work tasks
in exchange for accepting responsibility for work outcomes" (Nyhan,
2000, p.92). Several studies in the private (e.g. Kanter, 1989, Argyris,
1998) as well as in the public sector (e.g. Rainey, 2009, Kernaghan,
1992, Frederickson, 1996) have revealed that empowerment can lead
to higher commitment, increased innovation, further motivation, and
organizational effectiveness.

However, even extensive participation is not the magic bullet for
building up acceptance of change (Shareef, 1994). On one hand, public
managers have to take participation seriously and commit time and
effort to it during the entire change process (Bruhn et al., 2001). On the
other hand, employees and stakeholders in general need to be willing
to participate if they are to be involved (O'Brien, 2002). Otherwise,
time and resources would be wasted (Quinn, 2000).

Hence, the combination of top-down and participative management
behavior seems to be rewarding but remains a challenge (Balogun and
Hailey, 2008, Coram and Burnes, 2001). The successful implementa-
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tion of organizational change often resembles a hybrid combining el-
ements of lower-level participation and direction from top manage-
ment (Thompson and Sanders, 1997).

2.4 Making Sense of the Need for Change

In this chapter, I will refer to the theoretical lens I use for the analysis
of changing managerial behavior and underlying practices. In order to
understand how managerial practices change, it is necessary to com-
prehend how top managers make sense of context factors and
sensegiving practices within a shifting structural framework. First, I
illustrate the underlying concepts and triggers for sensemaking dur-
ing strategic change. I then describe the sensemaking process as con-
stituted by interaction, promoted by idea champions, and embedded
in an individual structural framework.

2.4.1 The Role of Sensemaking and Sensegiving for Strate-
gic Change

Sensemaking has become a "catch-all phrase describing processes that
people use to impose or derive structure or meaning when they expe-
rience complex, ambiguous, or stressful situations" (Volkema et al,,
1996, p.1441). A growing body of literature also examines sensemak-
ing about strategic change and considers sensemaking as crucial to
understanding change in organizations (Ericson, 2001, Balogun and
Johnson, 2004, Van Vuuren and Elving, 2008, Weick and Quinn, 1999,
Poole et al., 1989). Research from a sensemaking perspective refers to
strategic change as change in the cognitive frameworks (Gioia and
Chittipeddi, 1991), the patterns of thought composed of paradigms,
beliefs, and viewpoints that help individuals to create meaning in the
social world (Nonaka, 1994, Foldy, 2006).

Accordingly, several studies have indicated that in order to achieve
strategic change, top managers have to change their interpretive
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schemes or mental models beforehand (Bartunek, 1984, Gioia and
Chittipeddi, 1991, Heracleous and Barrett, 2001, Barr et al., 1992,
Canales and Vila, 2005). In this sense, top managers might introduce
participation according to a new scheme that develops in order to un-
derstand new context factors or behaviors applied to it. Gioia and
Thomas (1996) add that for strategic change a revision in the interpre-
tive schemes not only of the top management team but of the organi-
zation's members and constituencies is needed as well.

In their ethnographic study of the initiation of strategic change, Gioia
and Chittipeddi (1991) differentiate between sensemaking and
sensegiving. On one hand, sensemaking is seen as the construction
and reconstruction of meaning "by the involved parties for under-
standing the nature of the intended strategic change" (ibid, p.442).
Sensegiving, on the other hand, "is concerned with the process of at-
tempting to influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of
others toward a preferred redefinition of organizational reality" (ibid,
p-442).

Whereas Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) see sensegiving as associated
with the top management team and external stakeholders, they de-
scribe sensemaking processes as being associated with lower-level
managers. The authors conclude that strategic change is a negotiation
process: Each group tries to sell its vision of the organizational reality
to the others even when they are engaged in making sense of what the
others' concept is. More recent studies place greater emphasis on the
sensegiving role of middle managers (Rouleau, 2005, Balogun, 2003)
and describe sensemaking activities of top managers as embedded
and dependent on interaction across organizational levels (Stensaker
et al., 2008). I consider this rather new perspective in this study. It as-
sists in understanding and identifying the dynamics and interde-
pendent relationships between top managers' and IT/project manag-
ers’ action.
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2.4.2 The Different Dimensions of the Sensemaking Pro-
cess

The constructivist process of sensemaking is triggered by discrepan-
cies (Thiry, 2001), interruptions (Weick, 1995), shock (Cyert and
March, 1992), ambiguity (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991), uncertainty
(Chaudhry et al., 2009), or complexity (Angus-Leppan et al., 2009) to
ongoing cognitive activity. These triggers are formed mainly by new
events that are unexpected and expected events that do not happen
(Mandler, 1984). Louis and Sutton (1991) add that besides new situa-
tions or unexpected failure, actions taken in response to an internal or
external request from stakeholders can cause a deliberate initiative
and prompt sensemaking. "At this point, coping, problem solving,
and 'learning’ activities take place" (Mandler, 1984, p.188).

Triggers for sensemaking were also identified in the form of certain
practices. Referring to a sensemaking perspective, Mantere (2005) de-
scribes examples of such practices. The author extends Jarzabkowski's
(2004) insight regarding recursive and adaptive forms of strategic ac-
tion practices and identifies different adaptive and recursive practices
as enabling or disabling strategic champions' activities. A recursively-
driven strategy process is based upon deliberate plans, task defini-
tions, and organization design. In contrast, an adaptively-driven strat-
egy process refers to a sensemaking approach.

In sum, adaptive practices, including sensegiving, social networks, in-
teractive discussions, and continuous negotiation, contribute to the
formation of the strategy process (Mantere, 2005). However, adapting
an existing mental model for strategic change is demanding.
Mintzberg (1978, p.948) concludes that due to an impossible overload
of information "there is perhaps no process in organizations that is
more demanding of human cognition". In order to interpret a new sit-
uation and change a mental model, coping, problem solving, and
learning activities are needed.

In order to illustrate the complexity of interpreting a new situation or
changing a mental model in a strategy process, I describe different
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dimensions of the sensemaking process. In the following, I describe
three clusters of different dimensions: Action and interaction, change
agents and idea champions, and environmental structure. While action and
interaction are the core of interpretation, changes of interpretive
schemes need the support of powerful organizational members. Final-
ly, sensemaking as a whole is embedded in environmental structures.

Action and interaction

Action is one of three cords of sensemaking: information seeking, in-
terpretation, and action (Thomas et al., 1993, Gioia and Chittipeddi,
1991, Weick, 1977, Weick, 1979). Works on sensemaking emphasize
that action and reciprocal interaction are closely linked to interpreta-
tion. In addition, Poole (1985) shows that action and interpretation are
stimulated by communication. Since interpretive schemes are formed
within conversations, they can be seen as a type of cognitive organiz-
ing (Weick, 1979). As Weick (1979, p.175) stated, "How can I know
what I think until I see what I say?".

Moreover, communication is important for developing shared inter-
pretations or team mental models and facilitating their diffusion
(Heracleous and Barrett, 2001, Haleblian and Rajagopalan, 2005).
Hence, the interpretive schemes and communicative actions of actors
are interrelated into a recurrent dialectic (Gioia, 1986). Another rele-
vant study suggested that organizational change arises from a dialec-
tical conflict between competing schemata (Bartunek, 1993), and thus,
the sensemaking process is dialectical: "One group holds one frame-
work, the thesis; another group holds an opposing framework, the an-
tithesis; and from this conflict a synthesis emerges" (Foldy, 2006,
p-357). This dialectical process is assumed to continue in cycles with
ongoing phases of information seeking, interpretation, and action.
Langley (1995) notes that every communicative action will be a start-
ing point for another cycle of information seeking and interpretation.

Following the dialectical argument, the focus shifts to objectives
achieved over time and activities and events rather than relationships
between things (Langley, 2007). Weick (1979) contributed to this per-
spective by turning nouns into verbs: organizing rather than organiza-
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tion, strategizing rather than strategy, and innovating rather than in-
novation. Several authors who belong to the strategy-as-practice
community have as their premises the sensemaking concept specified
by Weick. Authors like Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) and their
study on organizational responses to change over time or Rouleau's
study (2005) on micro practices of middle managers to interpret and
sell change explain strategic achievements based on sensemaking and
activities.

Change agents and idea champions

Interpretive schemes will only change when powerful organizational
members are able to grasp the diverse concepts in their minds simul-
taneously (Foldy, 2006). The emergence of a synthesis will be sup-
ported by mediation or domination and will integrate heterogeneous
beliefs through an interactive process of consensus building
(Haleblian and Rajagopalan, 2005). The need for a powerful organiza-
tional member for realizing change is raised by Quinn (2000) with his
call for a change leader. A change leader or change agent function can
be realized by the chief executive, or even a team of people who are
responsible for managing the change process (Balogun and Hailey,
2008).

Kanter (1983) adds that not only change agents but also idea champi-
ons are necessary to promote and support new ideas. While some au-
thors like Fernandez and Rainey (2006) use the two terms change
agent and idea champion interchangeably, there is an important dis-
tinction. Change agents are highly respected within their organiza-
tions and benefit from their positional power and network qualities in
order to implement change. In contrast, change agents are responsible
for overseeing the entire change process and may be constrained by
their own involvement in the politics and relationships that constitute
the organization (King, 2002).

Idea champions complement the work of change agents insofar as
they engage in building support for change and overcoming re-
sistance (Dyck and Neubert, 2010) and in inspiring others (King,
2002). Despite these broad characteristics there is "no universal model
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of change agency, or a single type of change agent" (Caldwell, 2003,
p-140). Most approaches show roles change agents might play during
the change process such as the one described by Caldwell (2003,
p.140), who differentiated among central actors according to four dif-
ferent roles:

- Leaders envision, initiate or sponsor strategic change of a far-
reaching or transformational nature.

- Managers adapt, carry forward or build support for strategic
change within business units or key functions.

- Consultants provide advice, expertise, support in project manage-
ment, program coordination, or process skills in facilitating
change.

- Teams operate on a strategic, operational, task or process level
within an organization and may include managers, functional
specialists and employees at all levels as well as internal and ex-

ternal consultants.

Referring to the three cords of sensemaking, information seeking, in-
terpretation, and action, change agents as well as idea champions
need to develop analytical, judgmental, and implementation skills.
Both have to understand the organization, the motivations of employ-
ees, and be able to picture it within the change context. In order to
persuade others of the need for change and sell the change idea
throughout the organization, change agents and idea champions pay
attention to the differing interests of employees, team members, and
stakeholders (Balogun and Hailey, 2008, Dutton et al., 2001, Palmer
and Dunford, 2008). Moreover, change agents have to prioritize or
weight organizational features in order to design the change process.
It is important that change agents prioritize according to the needs of
the organization and not based on their own personal philosophy,
perceptions, or prejudices. As for implementation skills, it is necessary
that the change leader make decisions about how and in what order to
proceed with the change process. This is important for preventing sit-
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uations fraught with confusion or distrust during the change process
(Balogun and Hailey, 2008).

Environmental structure

Sensemaking is embedded in environmental structures influenced by
three concepts: context, power dependencies, and interpersonal cognitive
processes (Ranson et al., 1980, Keesing et al., 1987).

Context is important for justification and thus determines what actions
and interactions are singled-out for interpretation (Weick, 2001).
Weick (1993) refers to the work of Ranson et al. (1980) to describe con-
text as a framework of sensemaking processes. According to his view,
interaction patterns promote meaning by creating shared interpretive
schemes. Meanings again affect frameworks, which affect meaning.
The frameworks are comprised of "roles, rules, procedures, config-
ured activities, and authority relations that reflect and facilitate mean-
ings" (Weick, 1993, p.645).

On the subject of power, Pettigrew (1985, p.443) stated that "the content
of strategic change is thus ultimately a product of a legitimization
process shaped by political/cultural considerations, though often ex-
pressed in rational/analytical terms". Therefore, Pettigrew argued that
the strategy process is a process of 'politics as the management of
meaning'. Maitlis and Lawrence (2003, 2007) also emphasized this
view and saw politics and discourse as the key elements in the prac-
tice of strategy formation. Maitlis and Lawrence observed that power,
constituted by formal roles and expertise, enables actors to influence
the construction and selection of meanings. Such patterns of power
become a vehicle that embodies dominant meanings (Weick, 1993).
Actors with less formal power can still construct meaning in a way
that resonates with others. Similarly, a high position of formal power
does not necessarily lead to a dominant position in constructing
meaning (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010).

Interactions stabilize the cognitive process of interpretation by creating
shared interpretive schemes. They are the basis of patterns that have
been described as informal structure, agency, social construction
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(Ranson et al.,, 1980), shared provinces of meaning, meaning, or
frameworks (Weick, 1993). Similar to structuration theory (Giddens,
1984, Bourdieu, 1977), interactions and frameworks are described as
being closely interrelated and often mutually constituting. Therefore,
these interdependent processes do not only have the capability to
constitute but also to mutually destroy one another (Weick, 1993).

2.5 Synopsis of the Literature Review

In chapter 2.1 of the literature review, I described strategic change and
the management of strategy change in the public sector, emphasizing
its distinctive characteristics and main change approaches. Strategic
change is about people, their behaviors, mental models, and practices
(Balogun and Hailey, 2008, O'Brien, 2002, Thompson and Sanders,
1997). 1t is derived from strategy processes that proceed as a sequence
of events and directed relationships between its activities (Chia and
MacKay, 2007, Van de Ven, 1992). Therefore, strategic change in the
public sector is not only influenced by a vast combination of factors
including legislation, political influences, and power relations, but al-
so by actions, interactions, and meanings.

The existing public management literature mainly suggests either a
top-down-oriented change management manner (Bryson and
Roering, 1988) or describes an emerging bottom-up approach (Coram
and Burnes, 2001). While the former approach emphasizes the role of
the top manager as single leader and stresses his power and influence,
the latter approach acknowledges the complexity of strategic change
in the public sector involving a multitude of actors.

Very few authors have attempted to combine both views. These stud-
ies identify a top-down-oriented management behavior as a starting
point and a participative approach as the strategy process continues
(Balogun and Hailey, 2008, McNulty and Ferlie, 2004). Authors who
acknowledged the bottom-up approach stated that without an adapta-
tion toward participation values, beliefs, and behaviors change little
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(Beer, 2001, Beer and Nohria, 2000, Sminia and Van Nistelrooij, 2006).
Following these authors, I regard participation as essential for strate-
gic change and the adaptation of management behavior to allow for
participation as crucial. However, there is little insight about how and
why management behavior changes.

In chapter 2.2, I acknowledged the specific characteristics of IT-related
strategic change. I emphasized that IT-related strategic change in the
public sector happens within a complex, diverse political context
(Baez and Abolafia, 2002, Denis et al., 2005). In addition, I illustrated
that IT and organizational culture are intertwined (Fountain, 2001,
Schedler and Scharf, 2001, van Duivenboden and Thaens, 2008). The
specific characteristics of IT, the mutual interdependencies between IT
and organizational culture, and the different interests top managers
and politicians might have makes it a challenge for top managers to
manage IT-related strategic change.

In chapter 2.3, 1 suggested focusing on the micro level, the actions and
interactions of the top managers. By using this approach, I follow the
call originally made by Mohrman and Lawler III. The authors stated
that "because of the difficulty of changing managerial behavior and
the confusion and ambiguity experienced by managers who are asked
to change, it may make sense to focus on the change in managerial
behavior as the major change" (1988, p.56). The new approach by the
strategy-as-practice community allows researchers to pursue this call
by closer to the 'real' work in organizations by analyzing micro-
activities and micro-processes of actors (Hendry et al., 2010). The fo-
cus on the micro level, the actions and interactions of the top manag-
ers adds to a better understanding of strategic change. I have given
some examples of participative practices clustered into communica-
tion, involvement, and empowerment themes.

As I illustrated in chapter 2.4, sensemaking theory is relevant for a bet-
ter understanding of strategy processes. Actions and interactions as
well as interests or power structures can facilitate sensemaking, legit-
imate considerations, and stabilize cognitive processes and may help
align managerial perceptions. Action and interactions are interrelated
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with change agents, idea champions and environmental structures
and can mutually create but also constrain or even destroy each other.

The literature review reveals that research has remained silent on how
management behavior changes during ongoing strategic change.
Therefore, the demanding adaptation of underlying practices top
managers make use of and their main cognitive frames are still a black
box.

Research Motivation

@ Complexity of Managing IT @ Incremental Development of
inclusively Strategy Processes
——

Research Questions

How do managerial behavior and underlying practices
adapt over time during strategy processes in the public sector?

2] 0] <]
How do top managers
What actions and make sense of the context, What role does the
interactions are actions, and interactions public context play for
important for adapting| [ to become aware of the the adaptation of
managerial practices? need for adapting their managerial practices?
management practices?

Figure 2-1: Research motivation and research questions (own illustration)

Based on the literature review, I identified the following research
questions for this study, illustrated in the figure above (Figure 2-1).
The main research question of this study focuses on how management
behavior and underlying practices adapt during strategy processes in the
public sector. In order to answer this research question more accurate-
ly, I developed three sub-questions. The first sub-query responds to
the call from the strategy-as-practice community and asks what actions
and interactions are important to adapt managerial practices. The second
sub-query considers sensemaking theory by highlighting how top man-
agers make sense of the context, actions, and interactions in order to be aware
of the need for adapting their managerial practices. The last sub-query fo-
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cuses on the public sector context and raises the question: What role
does the public sector context play for the adaptation of managerial practices?

The second chapter of the dissertation outlined the relevant theoreti-
cal background and concretized the research questions of this study.
The objective and research assumptions given in the introduction, the
research questions, and the literature review form the basis of the re-
search design and methodology, which I present in the following
chapter.
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3 Research Design and Methodology

I start with a description of the different aspects of the research design
and an explanation of the case study method in chapter 3.1. The de-
velopment of a research design always has to fit the purpose of a
study. The research questions of this study are of exploratory nature
and seek an increased understanding of how and why top managers
develop and change their managerial behavior and practices over
time. The research questions call for a qualitative research design with
the case study as the preferred approach (Yin, 1994). Following this
approach, I look at change in the organization from within (Tsoukas
and Chia, 2002).

In chapter 3.2., I illustrate the setting, site, actors, and activities of the
case study. First, I provide a general introduction regarding the public
sector context in Switzerland and the institutional background of the
case study in particular. By relying heavily on the data from partici-
pant observations, I am following the call for a stronger consideration
of ethnography within strategy-as-practice research (Rasche and Chia,
2009).

In chapter 3.3, I provide information on the data collection. Guided
by ethnographic principles, the data collection evolved with the
study. The research design was oriented toward the type of question
addressed, my assumptions about the nature of organizations and
methodological predispositions, as well as the data I had access to
(Van de Ven and Poole, 2005). Chapter 3.4. comprises details on the
data analysis.

3.1 Case Study Method

The following parts of the chapter illustrate the characteristics of the
chosen case-study approach, what quality criteria were taken into ac-
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count, and how the case study was finally selected. The study was
based on an embedded longitudinal case-study design (Yin, 1994) in
order to be able to trace process developments over time and survey
actions and interactions on the micro level.

3.1.1 Longitudinal Case Study

The research question of how and why managerial practices change
calls for a qualitative research design with the case study as the pre-
ferred approach (Yin, 1994). As stated in chapter 1.4.2., the character
of strategy process research involves assumptions that require certain
research strategies. It aims at catching reality in flight and assumes
that antecedent conditions shape the present and the emerging future.
Therefore, a longitudinal case study considers the temporal intercon-
nectedness. In addition, an embedded case-study approach acknowl-
edges that processes are nested in outer and inner organizational con-
texts and have to be examined across different levels of analysis
(Pettigrew, 1992).

However, according to Gerring (2004), there is no single definition of
case study and any attempt to do so will end in a " morass" (ibid, p.
342). Existing concepts are highly dependent on the point of view of
each researcher (Gerring, 2007). In a very broad approach, Gerring
(2004, p.342) describes a case study as "an intensive study of a single
unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units".

In contrast to case study approaches with N>1 cases, which allow for
inter-case comparisons, studies that rely on a single case (N=1) have to
show variations over time (diachronic analysis) or within-case varia-
tion at a single-point in time (synchronic analysis) (Gerring, 2007).
Snapshot studies that analyze single-cases at a single-point are very
rare and are seen as inappropriate due to their small explanatory
power (Jensen and Rodgers, 2001).

Following the explanation of Gerring (2004), researchers using case
studies must be aware of the fact that their results might not be repre-
sentative or easily transferable to other units within different contexts.
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Their interests are more in exploring and identifying conditions and
mechanisms which lead to the rise of certain phenomena (George and
Bennett, 2005).

Researchers most often focus on processes. However, administrative
or management processes often turn out to be 'black boxes'. Within
nomothetical research approaches, these processes continue to be
largely unexplored (McClintock, 1985). As a result, it remains unclear
how decisions are made within administrative or management pro-
cesses, what top managers do exactly and how they act (Roberts and
King, 1991).

Gerring (2004, p.352) argues that case studies are generally useful:

- when inferences are descriptive rather than causal,

- when propositional depth is prized over breadth and bounded-
ness, - when (internal) case comparability is given precedence
over (external) case representativeness,

- when insight into causal mechanisms is more important than
insight into causal effects,

- when the causal proposition at issue is invariant rather than
probabilistic,

- when the strategy of research is exploratory, rather than con-
firmatory, and

- when useful variance is available for only a single unit or a

small number of units.

George and Bennett (2005) add that the strength of case studies is the
weakness of quantitative methods. Besides developing new hypothe-
ses, exploring causal mechanisms within individual context and solv-
ing causal complexity, case studies have great potential in achieving
high levels of conceptional validity. In contrast, quantitative studies
are often "lumping together dissimilar cases to get a larger sample"
(George and Bennett, 2005, p.19).
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Case studies have long been employed and are still the most used
method in the field of public management (Stein, 1952, Brower et al.,
2000, Jensen and Rodgers, 2001, Perry and Kraemer, 1986). According
to many public management researchers, case studies are especially
useful in understanding the multifaceted cause-and-effect relations
(Jensen and Rodgers, 2001). One area of application is decision-
making processes in the public sector. Decision making in the public
sector has become more complex during the last several years. With
the increasing importance of networks throughout society, the num-
ber of actors involved in decision-making processes grew simultane-
ously (Klijn, 2002, Bryson and Crosby, 1992).

Considering the public sector context, Stein (1952) refers to a case
study "as a narrative of events that lead to a decision or group of re-
lated decisions by a public administrator or a group of public admin-
istrators”. Following the specification made by Stein, the analysis
needs to take into account the complex external context of juristic, po-
litical, institutional, and economic factors though avoiding any as-
sumption of direct causal relations.

3.1.2 Quality Criteria for Single Case Studies

Many different approaches exist to judge the quality of research in
general. Taking the definition of quality of single case studies into ac-
count the use of indices like generalizability is highly criticized. It has
been argued that case studies are appropriate for specific research ob-
jectives and form the basis for knowledge accumulation (Jensen and
Rodgers, 2001). In the following, I use generalizability and triangula-
tion to demonstrate the challenge to ensuring the quality of single
case studies.

Generalizability

Any study has generalizability issues (Jensen and Rodgers, 2001). A
common criticism of single case studies emphasizes that they are
based on a population of N=1. Small samples limit the possibilities for
testing hypotheses, conducting multivariate analyses and, finally,
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generalizing results for application to other populations (McClintock,
1985). Trying to increase the size of the sample is, however, in many
cases not useful: Increasing the size of samples for a better explanato-
ry power and validity may lead to analyses of items that are not of in-
terest for the given research objective (McClintock, 1985).

Applying the same quality criteria for qualitative data as for quantita-
tive data is problematic. Following Liiders and Reichertz (1986), crite-
ria such as reliability, validity and objectivity originate from a differ-
ent understanding of reality. Accordingly, to ensure the quality of da-
ta, it is necessary to apply specific criteria and tests (Flick, 1992).

This insight resulted in various new approaches: George and Bennett
(2005) suggested refining results from single case studies to reach
generalizable insights. This means broadening or limiting the corre-
sponding reference framework or introducing new variables. Accord-
ing to McClintock (1985), the introduction of case clusters is also
promising: The researcher approaches the unit of analysis through
different research lenses and by using various data sources (e.g., pro-
cess, characteristic, activity, dimension of organizational behavior).

Triangulation

Triangulation basically involves the combining of methods for the
analysis of the same phenomenon (Denzin, 1978). Several types of tri-
angulation exist: The triangulation of data bases on the utilization of
various data sources; investigator-triangulation relies on various ob-
server; the triangulation of theories is based on the assessment of hy-
potheses through various theories; and methodological triangulation
overcomes the shortcomings of individual research methods by com-
bining complementary methods (Flick, 1992).

Ethnographic research also applies triangulation: Besides investigator-
triangulation and the triangulation of data bases, Hammersley and
Atkinson (1983) describe the triangulation of techniques. The analysis
of data from participant observations, interviews and documents en-
sures a qualitative assessment of the construct validity. Construct va-
lidity emerges from the data analysis process and is comprised of cor-
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rect operational measures for the concept under study (Eisenhardt,
1989). Yin (2003) emphasized that the use of multiple sources of evi-
dence, the establishment of a chain of evidence, and the review of ini-
tial case study reports by key informants enhance the construct validi-
ty of case studies.

According to Van de Ven (2007), the reliability and validity of coding
procedures can be enhanced by two procedures: First, two or more re-
searchers can perform the coding of incidents from raw data sources.
Consensus among coders increases the consistency of interpretations
of the decision rules used to identify incidents. Second, similarly to
Yin (2003), key organizational actors can review codings. It is useful to
ask the actors whether any incidents are missing or incorrectly de-
scribed. Based on the feedback from the key informants, revisions in
the incident listings can be made if they conform to the decision rules
for defining each incident (Van de Ven, 2007, p.219). Typically, these
two steps result in a more complete identification of incidents and
may enhance a description of the change process being studied with a
clear chain of evidence and improves as well the reliability of the case
study (Yin, 2003).

3.1.3 Case Selection and Access to the Field

An accurate selection of the case is most important according to Stake
(1995, 1998). The research question is not limited to a certain strategic
change approach or any public administration of specific national
background. However, I selected this Swiss case, which had just be-
gun undergoing an IT strategy process. The rationale for choosing this
case study from a Swiss canton is based on the following reasons,
which I pointed out in the research motivation and the literature re-
view:

First, as a research associate at the University of St. Gallen focusing on
IT strategy processes, I had contact with the top managers of Swiss
public administrations and thus access to information.
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Second, the IT strategy process I was granted access to represented a
case that had just started and was challenging since it fostered com-
prehensive strategic change affecting organizational processes, struc-
tures, and culture. Since major IT projects had failed during the pre-
ceding several years even though strategies existed, the case was an
opportunity for a better understanding of IT strategy processes and
the management of IT-related strategic change.

Third, 1 chose the single case study because it was feasible since a lon-
gitudinal analysis is very time-consuming.

It is rather unique that I gained such broad insights into practice and
was able to observe the actions and interactions of a top management
team, conduct interviews, and talk with them without constraints. In
general, the ethnographical approach is challenging because access to
the research field is often denied. Including a researcher in top man-
agement team meetings to record and analyze their strategizing activ-
ities is normally seen as invasive (Cadbury, 1990). That is especially
true for the public sector, where observations of top managers are
even less common (Hoon, 2007).

The public sector in Switzerland does not have a long tradition of ex-
ternal evaluations and even less with research conducted from within
using participant observation. Participant observation represents an
excellent opportunity for researchers to gain real-time data in order to
understand change and its evolution and interaction with context
(Langley, 2009). However, the sudden transparency of their actions
and interactions was unusual for public managers and created a
threshold that the top managers had to overcome in order to take part
in my study (Warren and Karner, 1990, Warren and Staples, 1989).

Originally, the study was set up as a comparative study comprising
two or more cases. Two organizations withdrew their participation af-
ter initial contact and first exploratory interviews. The main reason
was the destabilizing power of the topic. The complex formation and
implementation of an IT strategy and the resulting transformation of
state authorities were perceived as politically sensitive. Factors such
as different interests of the top managers, fragmented leadership, and
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fragile political support were already major constraints. In this con-
text, the politicians and top managers feared any disruption that
could become a possible cause for a total failure of the entire strategy
process. However, a comparative case study design would have im-
plied a reduction in analytical depth. Furthermore, a single researcher
could not have executed it in the time given.

The case study is introduced in the following section. In order to gain
access to the research field, I promised absolute anonymity to all par-
ticipants in this study, and thus, there are no names or transcripts in-
cluded in this study. All relevant documents such as code schemes
remain with the supervisor of this thesis, Prof. Dr. Kuno Schedler, in
order to allow the research quality of the work to be checked.

3.2 Description of the Case Study

Switzerland features elements of a strongly federalized system: The 26
states (cantons) are in charge of many issues such as healthcare, wel-
fare, law enforcement, education, and taxation. The Swiss democratic
system is based on consociational principles with instruments of di-
rect democracy. At the heart of consociationalism is the representation
of all groups of people, including minorities, in order to overcome po-
litical fragmentation and to prevent conflicts (Lijphart, 1969). In the
following, I refer to the case study using the pseudonym CHI1 to refer
to the specific cantonal public administration.

Based on the democratic model of the separation of powers, each
Swiss canton has an executive, legislative and judicial branch. CH]I,
whose population is continuously growing, is situated in the German-
speaking part of Switzerland. The canton’s legislative authority is
made up of more than 100 members, who are elected by the citizens of
the canton for a period of four years according to a proportional rep-
resentation election system. There are several permanent commissions
whose responsibility it is to prepare certain issues for parliament
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meetings. One of the commissions is in charge of general administra-
tive and IT-related topics.

The executive authority is the cabinet, which has an uneven number
(<10) of members who are directly elected for a period of four years.
The public administration of the canton is subdivided into several de-
partments and the state chancellery.

In 2008, the department of the interior (DI) was the largest of the can-
tonal departments, with a total number of more than 4,000 employees
in the cantonal administration. The cabinet presides over the cantonal
public administration, and every cabinet member is in charge of one
department. The state chancellery supports the politically elected cab-
inet: It supports and counsels the cabinet members with regard to
strategic and long-term planning activities as well as cabinet meet-
ings, information policy, and legal advice. The state chancellery is di-
rected by the state chancellor.

The third branch of the canton, alongside the executive and the legis-
lative, is the judiciary. It is comprised of the cantonal high court, re-
gional courts, juvenile courts, and several other courts handling spe-
cific issues. The judiciary authority is the administrative entity of the
judiciary. The administrative commission, as part of the cantonal high
court, presides over the judiciary authority and is in charge of all deci-
sions concerning the autonomy of the judiciary.

During the last several years, the cantonal public administration has
undergone major reforms toward tightening and liberalizing public
administration. When taken together, the reforms resembled a com-
plete revision of the cantonal public administration. Tasks between
the canton and its municipalities were reorganized and a reform of
the police was conducted. Between 2003 and 2005, a reform of leader-
ship in government and administration based on the concept of out-
come-oriented public management (Schedler and Proeller, 2010) and
the reform of the parliament came into effect. The reforms were meant
to lead to an efficient design of tasks, structures, and working pro-
cesses and a reduction in the number of members of parliament. A
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major goal was also to reduce expenses for the general cantonal ad-
ministration, which represented about five percent of total cantonal
expenditures in 2007.

Within this setting of major administrative reforms, the cantonal IT
was also subject to change. The following figure (Figure 3-1) illus-
trates the organizational structure of the cantonal IT before the IT
strategy process and before the initiation of the IT board. The IT board
is the entity under study. It was an interdepartmental body compris-
ing all of the top managers of the state authorities. The core members
were the executive directors from the five departments, the executive
director of the judiciary authority, the executive director of the state
chancellery, the state chancellor, and the head of the strategic IT office
(SIO). The main task of this body, the IT board, was the realignment
of the cantonal IT and its ineffective organizational structure. The ob-
jective of the realignment was to create IT architectures, systems, ap-
plications, and structures that were able to meet future challenges.
Based on a new IT strategy, the core framework for the statewide
change of IT was the multilayered project Perfect IT (PIT).

adminis-
trative cabinet
commission
state
chancellery
(5C)
operative strategic
cantonal IT IT office
(OCI) (SIO)
department
udiciar department department department of department
; uthority of finance of education of health construction of the
y (DF) (DE) (DH) (DC) interior (DI)
1T
conference
(ITC) (operational IT managers)

Figure 3-1: The organizational structure of the cantonal IT before the IT
strategy process (own illustration)
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3.3 Data Collection

Since my research work focuses on the activities of actors, the data
collection took place in the field and relied on ethnographical meth-
ods (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). I conducted a longitudinal in-
depth case study focusing on the activities of one top management
team. Over a two-year period lasting from January 2007 to January
2009, I conducted the data collection, including two years of retro-
spective and one year of real-time data collection.

The data I gathered came from a range of sources: Besides non-
participant observations, I conducted semi-structured interviews and
collected more than 350 documents of various kinds. As demonstrated
in section 3.1, triangulation, the selection of multiple sources, leads to
a higher trustworthiness of the data and a stronger substantiation of
the theoretical constructs developed (Eisenhardt, 1989, Lincoln and
Guba, 1985). I regarded the use of multiple data sources as necessary
to developing a more holistic picture of the process within context
(Pettigrew, 1990). For this study, I used different aspects of triangula-
tion: triangulation of techniques and the review of codings by scholars
and organizational actors.

Central aspects that convinced me to use participant observation were
the opportunity to collect data in their natural setting, to gain insight
into not only why people do what they do but what they are doing, and
to gain access to the meaning that guides people’s behavior (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1995). However, when using non-participant observa-
tion as a method, the researcher always has to be aware of the fact that
the behavior of the actors is already influenced by the sheer presence
of the researcher. Given this fact, I will not differentiate between par-
ticipative or non-participative observations (Rhodes, 2005).

I had the opportunity to follow the IT board members and their activi-
ties for 110 hours (Table 3-1). Most settings of the observations were
IT board meetings (including conferences and workshops) and project
meetings (including workshops with IT and project managers) taking
place at various locations. Even though IT board meetings were exclu-
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sively for the top managers, as the strategy process continued, they
increasingly gave other actors (e.g., IT managers, project managers,
and consultants) an opportunity to state their opinions on certain
questions. I also had many informal conversations (telephone calls,
conversations during coffee and lunch breaks and train rides) with IT
board members apart from official meetings, which expanded my
background knowledge and enhanced interpretations.

During meetings and after conversations, I prepared field notes illus-
trating the most important actors, topics, statements, behaviors, spe-
cific characteristics of the setting, mood of the participants and other
important incidents. The templates I used for the protocols are includ-
ed in annex IL I did not transcribe all 110 hours of observation but ra-
ther those parts that were most central for the data analysis, the data
that evolved during the identified episodes.

Table  3-1:  Analyzed  observations,  interviews,  conversations,
and documents

Transcripts/
Total Time Notes

Data Type Number (hours) (pages)
Observations

TMT meeting 18 67 147

Project meeting 12 43 96
Total 30 110 243
Interviews

IT Board member 12 18 144

Other experts 1 1.5 14
Total 13 19.5 158
Conversations

Top Managers 21 4.2 30

IT Managers 9 1.5 7
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Other 12 6 11
Total 42 11.7 48
Documents

Project Reports 71 / /

Resolutions 13 / /

Presentations 26 / /

Protocols 29 / /

Other 70 / /
Total 209

Source: Own illustration

In addition to the observations, I conducted 13 semi-structured inter-
views (Table 3-1). Interviews are a "highly efficient way to gather rich,
empirical data, especially when the phenomenon of interest is highly
episodic and infrequent" (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p.28). For
this study, I used interviews to complement the real-time data I gath-
ered and to enhance observations I made regarding, e.g., turning
points, challenges or constraints. The open questions I used were un-
weighted and focused on the strategy process, the most important in-
cidents, influences, and the top managers’ perception of the process
(see Annex I for the questionnaire).

Most interviews were with the nine IT board members. I also inter-
viewed the external consultant who was following the strategy pro-
cess and supported the IT board members in different tasks. Since the
head of the strategic IT office (SIO) and the state chancellor were the
central actors on the team, I interviewed them several times through-
out the process. On average, each interview lasted 90 minutes. I digi-
tally recorded all interviews and afterward, transcribed them, result-
ing in more than 100 pages of transcription.

The document analysis over the two-year period included presenta-
tions, protocols, reports, roadmaps, charts, conceptions (352 docu-
ments, 01/2007-01/2009). Of the 352 documents, I selected 206 for
analysis, all of which dealt with strategic topics and multilayered pro-
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ject Perfect IT (PIT) as the core of the IT strategy process. The docu-
ment analysis was necessary to gain an overview of the formal process
including decisions and newsletters that the top managers shared in
the organization. Furthermore, it gave me an impression of the top man-
agers’ sensegiving actions. Lastly, the top managers dealt with many
different subjects in one single meeting and had to decide or comment
on various status reports, statements, and requests. Without the doc-
uments at hand, it would have been impossible to follow or understand
fully the remarks and comments the top managers had made or the posi-
tions they had taken.

3.4 Data Analysis

Due to the nature of qualitative data, making sense of data implies be-
ing "imaginative, artful, flexible, and reflexive" (Coffey and Atkinson,
1996, p.10). Though there are often no predefined measures and hy-
potheses, it does not mean that an exploratory analysis process is
done without applying any structure. The data analysis process is in-
ductive including the social context in the interpretation (Chambliss
and Schutt, 2009).

The procedure for analyzing qualitative data depends on a) the re-
search question, b) the type of data, c) the selected research method
(which also depends on the research question) and forms d) a contin-
uous, iterative process (Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik, 1992).

Following Miles and Huberman (1994, p.10ff.), I analyzed the data in
three steps:

- Data Reduction:
Selecting, focusing, simplifying, coding, grouping, and organiz-
ing the data into categories

- Data Display:
Organizing and assembling information into matrices, graphs,

and charts to illustrate the patterns and findings from the data
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- Drawing Conclusions and/or verification:
Process of interpreting patterns and explanations and verifying

them constantly

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) and Van Maanen (1979) combine some
stages of the data analysis process and emphasize the differences in
perspective. Following the authors, data reduction and data display in
this study constitute a first-order analysis based on themes expressed
by the participants and reflecting the social context under study. In
the second-order analysis, I created an explanatory framework to
place the story in a more theoretical perspective. Thus, the theoretical
perspective is grounded i