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INTRODUCTION

This paper starts from a paradox. One aspect of this paradox is the way in which
information is seen to play an almost magical role in transforming societies.
organisations and workplaces. Visions ar¢ expressed in often apocatyptic terms
of the utopia or dystopia which is to appear. The other aspect is the way in which
individuals and organisations struggle 1o make sense of, or even cope with, the
information they currently have. This emerges in headlines about fiaformation
overload’ and expresses itsell in the 'productivity paradox’. This fatter is the
stubborn refusal of white collar productivity Lo rise, despite massive investments
in information technology.

This second paradox is a useful introduction to the way in which it is so
difficuit 1o disentangle 1T from information. Indeed, many treatments which
promise to be about information are on a close reading about technology
exploitation. Now, no serious treatment of information or IT can fail to take
account of the inter-relationship and interdependence between the two, but there
is a need to treat them as anafytically distinet categories in order o examine such
relationships. As Coombs, Knights and Willmott argue:

st \wriisg on Fjormation techmology dravs on an ‘ohfectivisi’ or determinist irendition
\ehich identifies technology as o MAIOL. if not the most important, force i (raRyforming
econpmic wnd social organization. Furthermore. it does not adegueately theorise the
specificity of the information dimension of T Flaformation Commuiication
Technologyl: thereby failing to differentiate it Jrom general techaplogical change
(€oombs, Knights and Willmott, 1992 51523

tHowever, this sort of note of caution has not been heeded i many
mainstream accounts. Wysocki and DeMichiell's Managing Information Across
the Enterprise promises to introduce us to a “new corporale citizen, the
information enabled practitioner.” but on closer reading this turns out to be “an
in-depth study of how the information-enabled manager (1EM gry will further the
corporate effort to exploit information technology.” (Wysocki and DeMichieli,
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1997 v, 1}. The focus on information turns out to be a thin veneer over. 5
conv‘emimaai texts about the use of information technology. .
Now, this is not o deny that such works are not ilﬁp;)}iant {if property it
but that they are not answering the guestion they appear to pose "i"h'}t;}c m,:éﬁ .
to {fovwitij the effective use of information within modern or:ra;1i%e22i(>31§ %G?
guestion is being tackled by the growing body of work on ‘ilﬁbnﬁéti@nl ]zi uC.
(ME}EC?L 1996, This work, too. often started f:;'om a very reductionist pers :‘fa-@
on txzform;?tioz]._ but there have recently been altempts:nmab%v t!§51£ opf‘ Ciri:;?;
Bruce, 1? focus on conceptions rather than definitions. She idénaiﬁcq.%evéz] s -
conceptions. arguing that “there exists a set of varying kinds of cxg)hcz‘.ienceéﬁ&c
we ean expect that members of the community would experielzcé any subsel s
l.hcsc_‘ ﬁ.[ different times.”  {(Bruce, 1997: 154). The research i)?%%"tié (};1 th
qlfi.llﬂ‘anve technique of phenomenography. eschews either an ex‘plic.%-t definitit
of 1nio_rm.ution or any ranking of the different conceptions, but it could be '1:'}:7“;
that this is a Himitation of the work. In the case of information, the 'srgm;s w?
Uzat “Du{il}g the course of the analysis, 'mformation’, a cemple,\; phe;m;men?.f :
|ts_ own Tlght was discovered to be the object component in each of the c;'%te*'r(}ﬂ’]f/é
of description”™. {(Bruce, 1997: 1534). However, it would seem that we ()L;’]lft o
clear about what we are iilerate about. The use of inducﬁve methods r.m;:' en?*ic-:]"
u;n ‘de?zges over definition, but, particularly in the light of current d.cbatés abm-s
sdedoe LT Y OF £ . L ‘ 1 .

e i R A AN e
e § necessary. 1 ”.‘.Ju,ms i a way to be confirme
@ ¢, aimost implicit ranking of the different conceptions:

'i‘{)ii?z-’. <';J,.f‘ the categories are indeed more complex and more powerful than the others. O
this ha:w.s‘ it is possible to claim thar the categories do become more sophistic ’ak); «;s \:
:z”;;f:.:;j, 7{(};:1 s:r)m\! !{-"w-f of the onicome space, the Information technclogy con ‘e,n;;'on.

5.56}_ spprost pair, the knoviledge extension and wisdom conceptions” (Bruce, 1997

Once again, we see the shading of the use of the concept “information’ into

the concept ‘knowledge” {Davenport, 1997). The blurring at both ends of t}z:’.
continuum., that is the pairings “data/information” and knc:)wledscfinébs%natiéﬁt ..
rest on two influential sets of accounts, broadly the ‘inf’ormar%gzl' as resource
argument and the “information as meaning’ arg'umcm. In the éiscus«sioﬁ which’
to‘l lows we look at each set of arguments in turn, arguing that there are elements
of ’alutj in tlamh. However, both contain significant flaws which make an
exploration of an alternative approach of value. This approach 1s one drawn frc;m
the school gi‘ii’i(}ughl derived from critical reafism, with a particular eﬂ;}}laqis ont
the work of Margaret Archer. An outline of such an approach 15 attem {d i l}I-*
closing section of the paper. L ped e

1
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INFORMATION: A CRITICAL REALIST APPROACH
INFORMATION PROCESSING

of thought, expressed most clearly by Herbert
as a “thing’. 1o be processed just like the other
inputs of the organisation. In 1976 he argued that “Nowadays. with computers
gverywhetre, we can ihink of information as something alnost tangible: strings of
symbols which, like strips of stee! or plastic ribbons, can be processed- changed
from one form to another. We can think of white-collar organization as factories
for processing information.” {Simon, 1976: 45) More recently. Stinchcombe has
argued that organisations will have to adapt themselves to the information which
they deal with. This information takes on the appearance of an obdurate. external
farce. determining the structuring and development of organisations. On thig
ucture is to be explained as information structures growing
{Stinchcombe, 19901 151). it follows,
the decision making process is urelevant
be forced into particular paiterns by the

Phere is an influential school
Simon, which sees information

reading, “formal str
toward central sources of uncertainty”
then. that the use of information in. say.
as. in the long run. organisations wiit
information they use:
“Fhe variahies 1o be explained. then. are social strictural features of information il
decision systems. beciise ihese v e detached from the particular decisions belrg
nicide and because i 1y easier lo ﬁjc’.‘?i’!':’lf}::’ GOFOSS OFAERIZUTionNs, anls aevoss subparts af
arganizations, when the value of the variable one is explaining s of the essence of the
prganization. rather than am accident of the decision. * {Stincheombe. 1990: 354),

The influences of systems theory are clearly felt in this reading, with
information processing being central io systems functioning. The legacy of the
early definition of information as part of feedback mechanisms with inherent
meaning is clear. This position is stated with still greater clarity by Beninger who
argues that the ‘Information society’ has “has exposed the centrality of
information processing, communication. and conirol to all aspects of human
socicty and social behavior.” (Beninger, 1986: 436). Because of this he
conciudes that “It is to these fundamental informational concepls, | helieve. that
we social scientists may hope to reduce out protiferating but still largely
unsystematic knowledge of social structure and process.” (Beninger, 1986: 436).

We can see the clear lincage of movements such as information resource
management in arguments such as these. The influgnce goes further, with the
wrning back of such concepts back onto the study of the human mind itsell in
the project of “strong artificial intelligence’. the notion that “the mind is just a
computer program” (Searle. 1997 9). These arguments then tend to have a
resonance in the most unlikely places. In Ramtin’s orthodox Marxist account of
the impacts of automation. for example, he argues that computers will enable a
small group of owners and managers o capture knowledge and run production

assistance of a small elite of co-opted skilled

processes, perhaps with the
workers. Such an accomplishment is to be based on the power of computers in
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gcn;‘ra% }md artificial intelligence in particular. to encapsulate the rules: :
proégchen‘ In his words, “Automaticn of conception ia;\ an atter r_U Lb.g{?; ;
m.t(:%llge;mc and creativity involved in that process 1o E:n evaéZpt . _C?I_'iﬁ'

elite ’ex;)crizs.‘, it provides the necessary objective means for the Ccr:aw?
C,"(.:mm‘ik It is the process of establishing prodtzclivé knowled{vn}r-a o
(Ram}-&;. 1001:78). What is problematic about this account is iiscc?' orte
question of meaning and its formation. an omission which b;‘d* _;VO?'_C.’C
1o r?féﬂcc human activities to mere information processing devts e
. 1{})1: :j:i;:;}:;zz:it:e pﬁro_igci‘ i_s\ therefore, its greatest limitations
not 10 arg ) 3 0.2 an inevitable degree of reductionism in-anys
analysis. To make an analysis viable, categories have to be constructed i
cases .and :\?ubtie nuances adapted and compromised ‘Iiowehv‘:c ﬂf-"_ﬂ__ i
?iz%::; ;’\;hlch does not attempt such a crude reduction ’of‘aél hu;z;n‘;i%ii?teém
: simple concepis, concepts which, moreove : vitiate ; .
\Ta)rk i;1 the areas from which they drew thcérogrcizigz s\i;:;?:tﬁ bﬁ;}&:‘*?ﬁ‘;‘:ﬁ
ar o - ' o i B 3 = - s g B
:,io,f::dzpi?:itﬂ? l(t:l;ti;o%r;::lf;;clxgez:(:ﬁ lt'ha;'the lgiofogical use of informatio
an independe : s misleading both in that area and inwsot
analysis. As Searle argues, “except fc?rl:i::inl?{;rmation tixaicis , v in the i
1l ' : ‘ already Spiagianis
32 ;;m;e.h i:{ms?ums ‘ager;t‘ lfﬂ'{)rma%ion is refative to an ohservel:v’:i{zgtj:rtf m'_m
205).° o r‘sotmn of the brain as a svmbolic processing system, it turns out, i&
a very us‘chzl one. (There is a powerful critique of its %hif%nﬁs 3} the l;v*l ft :i
lj;:);:}i]}:}z;t;:t in Rtos};, (b1‘192}_) For one thing, i fails to ac%cmtw?egge rﬂae
. 2d nature of the rain, the way in which. for example, emotion: i
have an impact on brain functions (DeMasio, 1995} F (? , UT‘?t{(}ﬂd] .S'ta

work that has been done on how our c;mcc vl 1 fmf‘_ﬁ“ffift lg‘m{res :
metaphoricat in character . Because of this, as 1ak§i?i§n§}§f§\;2§n :rgS;GfUu_]’féi

When it really © 3 ; ]

v T ):;? 1;{‘, wfrmﬂs.r me;nng is almaost pever commmnicated according 1o the

CONDUAT metaphor. that s, where ome person i :

. person fransimits o fixed, cle it

e . s a flxed, clear proposition to
; s of expressions i a conmmon kinguig ; -
7ol ' rgrage, where both parties have i
refevant common Anowledge, assumptions, vanes “ete purties e @i e
mecning iy regotiated: ” (Lakofi and Johnson, 198G 231}

When the chips are down

i} {ga:mr; of jém information processing model can be seen in practice with th
vroblems faced by the attempt é infi ion .
3 ot to manage information as a res ot
problem: as a resource, |
theyv have tended t . i ‘ ‘ e
\ o he reduced, as their i
ey b , as underlying theory tends itse issue
fhey have : cduced o v tends itself, to issués
o z‘ﬂarmdtmn technology (Davenport, 1997; Mutch, 1996). However, they sti i
etain a powerful influence and ‘o ‘ \ Formation:
act as a ‘common sense’ view of infi i
fetain @ powertal Injluene : ) sense’ view of information
: s true at both academic and practi :
. sractical levels leading one i
L remains frue ! D els feading one to think that
, nd Gammack’s contenti “the i
3 g ention that . “the mnadeque  this vie
Towe by @ ! \ . quacy of this view
ie :nﬂll}on‘as information processing} has been accepted for some time now” is;
say the leas ST Crow ’
mm: ﬂzc‘ ;:dht, over amt.efi {Crowe, Beeby and Gammack, 1996:162), Withoutd
¢ satisfactory definition, it could be argued, we will never escape the
oued, sscape the
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vlovian connection of information and 1T {Mutch,

1996a). M ig to the information as meaning project that we turn next.

MEANING FOCUS

warl Weick points to 2 failure of open systems theory to recognise that system
or unconsciously. ciose themselves off from their

compoenents may. consciousty
which

need to understand. he
and organizational attentiveness to one's own  past
experience can continue unpunished for surprisingly iong periods of time.”
iweick, 1979 239). One response 10 this might, of course, pe that in the long
run such organisations can be punished - Churella presents an interesting case
study of how the U g jocomotive builder, Alco. failed to respond to what would
with hindsight seem be clear messages about the importance of diesel traction
(Churelia, 1993). However, such a response wotld be to ignore the way in which
organisations can also enact their environment, that is on the way they {and
individuals) create their environment. Having created it they can then seek and
n which confirms the pattem atready imposed: "I a person has

store informatio
an idea and fooks for "relevant” data. there’s usually enough complexity and
ambiguity in the world that relevance is usually found and the idea is usually
judged more plausible” (Weick, 1979 156}, The consequence of this
“enactment’ perspective 1s that:
that people i GFganizaiions should be more self-onscious abour and spend more e
reflecting on the aened thivgs they do . Aw argemization 1hat i sensilive 1o the jact
that it produces ergroted environimenis will be less concerned with Issues of iruth and
Julsity and more congerried with issues of reasonableness. {Weick, 1979 168-1 69

spvironment. We argues.” the ways in

organisational inertia

Erom this foundation. Daft and Weick went en 1o suggest that organisations

interpretation  Systems. in this model, the sorts of
itioned by two dimensions: by the
by the degree to which it
or example, assume that

could be viewed as
interpretation an organisation engages is cond
assumptions that is has ahout its environment and
intrudes into that environment. Qrganisations which, 1
little that they can do about their environment, either 1o analyse or 10
change it, will, on this model, engage in ‘undirected viewing'. The assumption
that underlies the model is that “strategic-ievel managers formulate the
preanization’s interpretation’. (285)Now, whilst this assumption might be open
to some debate, particularly as organisations mMove towards a greater
nvolvement of fower level managers in strategic decisions, it has the merit of
emphasising the processual character of information. As Boland argues,
“ig not a resource to He stockpiled as one more factor
g, and can only he achieved through dialogue ina
it is a skilled buman

there i$

“Information.” he argues,
of production. It is meanin
fuman community. nformation is aot 2 commodity.
accomplishiment” (Botand, 1987:377)
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However, the problem we face is the viewin
through the exclusive prism of subjectivity
Ha ftemporary social theorising (Callinicos. 1985). There is a tendency 't
e construction of knowledge ag beins i ‘ 5. e
ge as being a continuous process. ienor '
he con o I3 $ process, ignoring the
tow y 1 ect ! L BT
hich ;msgh knowledge has an objective status as far as par‘(icgll'; acto
corcesme ayder, 1997).  This : - (
mgihé;t. .{f;d_\{.kl,‘ l%@?), Fhis leads to the post-modern  denial¥y#
gwl,f l_i}:‘ of a.dv;‘ud;cz.n.mg between competing truth claims leaving u‘:-'fx.
swamp of relativism (Norris, 1995}, However. even i¥ we draw bacbk fr ]
sort of position. the meaning ft i ; wn ok
s . aning focus stifl has a tendency
: sition. the g 5 5 g ency 1o downplay the faero:
i ) JHng foct ‘ 3 play thefacter
¢ of'the individual’s subjective desires and intentions. In Archer’s

can iell ws nothing

g of meaning conshi
a common feature

about individuct characteristios such s [RFCEPHON, Conscions

whowi e psveholony o /
o ”’i; e psychology of persenod pEOCHvities and anfifiatiie
Aftheny (v aackd @ greal deal ebour thew exercise and :
. k 4 exgrose and ever modificar
o : § b ‘ 4 odifica
Se2ngS, these autonomous individual propertics have fo he o
af their exercise or moedification. and, as feamres o
they themselves sonstrai {and enhle
(Archer. 1993 104-105

and cogaiiion nor
fom i sociakis
greomied before we can talk
’ ergeni from the Biological sirai
I vk . b cov o f s e i .'
ot can e sociolly expressed and modifidi

On the one side, therefore, we

o i need an account which considers asi
individual cognitive processing i o

and the potential limitations i
e tive p : : al iimitations which thege:
pls df.,‘ on ?ht construchion of meaning. Gn the other side. we need to consideri
condmoniing effect of structures : ¢ ex -
g 5 ures and culture on the exercise of :
ondition : exercise of agency. It
cons such an account ¢ i  in parti
o Ist!rm,@l(i‘n ot such an account the work of the critical realists, and in paptie
vargaret Archer avy e i i o . V
b c gar r{,’hér, may %)6 seen to offer much of value. 1t is to an expositioniet
e main outlines of their ideas that we turn next o .

CRITICAL REALISM

Fhe origing of critical realism lie witl

: _ 1 the work of Roy i
philosophy of science (Collicr. ¢ work of Roy Bhaskar on ik

o soience (Col ! )f)i)Adl his work only later developed an interes
5 * soctal arena, and Bhaskar's work has iticised o
] s¢ sk : as been criticised f
certain fack of sophisticatior ¢ ] ot
L cation. Layder, for ex: i
' . ) \ xample, takes him to task fi
excessive use of examples : i ! 1 scion
ﬁ s ) s and analogies drawn fre : i i
gt e of . Anaiogies drawn from the physical sciences
2 gnise epistemological debates i soct i :
g ¢ 1es in social science {Layder, ]9
Howe oo tecosr ' g socral science {Layder, 19903
T, ore moving on io other ac i d me
‘ g roaccounts which have elaborated mor
rgorous approaches to social studies, it ; + the Koy fommrer s
g : social studies, it is worti lint y g
o approaches Lo socia it 1 outlining the key features .o
. ,-;;1 : s approach. The main concern is o provide an alternative to posit%.\ ism
! 115 superticial amae 5 3 = ‘ e
N perficial atachment of cause and effect to ‘constant conjunctures
X . ]S C Sl ed =3 5 = " i : :
“mer;“ve] ﬁc}‘?u:)xz{,d to ‘th underneath surface appearances to isolate the
;wr <d ‘ ”mc 1&;215:15 which are the real causal agents. This approach posits the
ayered nature of physical reality, wi ing ¢
- ysice . with each laver having its
Fhese et ¢ alily 3 aving {s own propertie
: ge from the previous laver but : i .
. . & 5 lay ut are not reducible it. T
e emerge from the \ ucible 1o it. Thus, th
ological strata is emergent from the physical, but new properties ¢ E 1
3 . crties come inte

play which mean that events
3 : nts at that level have casus i :
at that level have casnal mechanisms there which
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cannot be reduced to the previous level. This emphasis on emergent properties
conditioned by but not reducible to the sirata from which they emerge is of great
significance as we ascend the hierarchy. These emergent properties have real
ontotogical status as casual mechanisms in their own right. Further, they have a
relative autonomy i that the further up the hierarchy one ascends the less
predictable outcomes are. This poses an ontology of depth. in which each layer
can be examined in its own right and for its interconnections and impacts on
other layers.

Bhaskat’s own attempts to apply these insights to the social arena have been
‘nfluential. but heavily criticised (Layder. 1990). There have been suggestions
about their application to areas of organisations, management and information,
but these are at an early stage, (Reed, 1997: Corson. 1997; Tsoukas. 1994;
Willmott. 1996). The two authors who have done most to develop the ideas are
Derek Layder and Margaret Archer. Layder's work lies in the traditions of
“micro’ sociclogy and he has a particular concern with face to face interaction.
his notions of domain theory draw on an eclectic range of thinkers, from
Goffman to Habermas. as well as drawing on realist notions (Layder, 1996} He
himself would see his work as complimenting that of Archer, who focuses on
rather grander sweeps of social: change. It is clear that both sets of work have
much to contribute 1o thinking about information, but this paper takes Archer’s
work as its particalar focus, Her work could be seen as more centrally resting on
critical realism It is concerned to provide a framework in which the inter-
relationships between agency, structure and culiure can be examined. In
particular, she is concerned with spelting out the conditions of possibility for
cither change or stasis in each of these areas, arguing that there are o necessary
mechanisms linking change in one area to change in another, but conditioning
mechanisms. This means that there is relative autonomy in each area and that
developments in each area in turn form constraints or apportunities for other
systems. There is a strong emphasis on delineating the togical relationships
between system components. Systems are thus treated as having emergent
properties which cannot be reduced to the conditions of their production, with
Archer keen to emphasise that structure and agency are neither simply aggregate
phenomena nor are they supra-human constructions. However, she would aiso
insist that society and culture are the products of human activity. but that the
majority of these humans, at any one point, are dead, That is. there ig a central
place for time in her work, as social interaction af any given time is carried out in
conditions supplied by previous social interaction, buf now elaborated in
structural and cultural systems, and in turn cither elaborates or reinforces those
same systems. These cycles, which she calls ‘morphogenetic’ ("The 'morpho’
element is an acknowledgement that society has no pre-et form or preferred
state: the 'genetic’ part is a recognition that it takes its shape from, and is formed

541




ALISTAIR MUTCH

b\ GHCNTS, ortwinatir p2d fl 144 ﬁlf Her (ii.,d a (l Iter (’(i (444 cquences o ﬁj“
. 1 dating (EH] ¢e
& - n L £
) - (E Dse g g
activ lies {/\ICHCI N I 9 ).; - } L0 il;)? HH thl ec D]la"ms ’
CORSISTIRG of fogi oo EIYOR STruciire

fa comples set of refations § .
condiffons but does not des el ineration. Home foy i T hich

ermine (bi social fmeraction. | fere, (5] aiso arises in pare
g i

T 3 P S R ;. .

current agents, and in fon :’L; whitioned by social SEGUTUIION hul emanating from
- ‘ OGS 10 (0F, structrad elabor e v )

a charge in the re wl elaboration o madification - tat is, to

morphogenesis rather than morphosiasis

IFOm aclion srieniarions o
; dations between parts where
ensied "1 Archer, J9US: 915

.I his can be demonstrated graphically as follows. w!
in the cyvele. It can be seen that
social inter

el :

o e ere ', ete., represent tiex

1e starting point for analysis of

e It e : : vs1s of a partical

1ction is ; il ] i . ot with e

elab()mlmﬂ‘ X ;s m)F with the Ifjegmrzmg of that social interaction, but with' the

int (t' ot e structural factors which condition it. Similarlv. so :';"?
o ) : N ] - . arly, 3[0C
'ac\ 50.1‘1 contribuites to the elaboration of future structures, which for 'i'a

basis for future cveles: e fom g‘“f

Structural conditioning

T

T' Social interaction 77

Structural elaboration T

Figure |
. I'he methodolagical approach advocated i that of
s ’emphaiical%y not to endorse philosophical
satisfactory account of the inter-refationsi
demands that we analyse
logical rel !

‘analytical dualism’. This
‘ dualism but to argue that g
tips between social and system factors
ha the compaonents of cach separately with a r:ocu
ations and the conditions and possibilities that these
also means that accounts which facus excl \ o
participants will be insufficient: (

s on theijr”
: atlow. This focus
usively on the meanings held by

T .
The idea that social actors, pariicularly in the

% )
BOW WhOH By are doine v i v
o aw(}wﬁi e du;ﬂ_g S0 10 speak, and that this showld be taken in consideration
& Jor their behaviour, should not be confused with (e 1d'~(.., brution
I £ Tt o

socipfogical exp je : ! 4,
i ‘s,‘r Xprlanation must begin wind end with an analysis of actors' ( ]
conduct” ilavder. 1996 1648 S s ot theie

practical (but aiso discursive) sense

This is a very brief account of ideas whic

o s h are explicated with great verve

s rAnEe 723 ; - - -
o i press? 1;“'1%{‘0m W b(}(ﬁ(_s_ Part of the problem with these ideas is
o \Of b mplexity but the way in which they are applied across a broad
b 5 = - Yoo q - : H g o
{ D'b] e to grand issues of religion and politics. At this scale it b
nee o o grand issues ‘ 5, 8 5¢i can bhe
p o make the analyses required of the Ilogical interconneczion; and

ens Ons ¢ p Hi d!e we F, O <an
ENsion YeTw cen grouns Oi Idcas. At as al!i] s€ase, h( weve ne i{.ﬁ] a
a ¢

“[ o ] .. o
tie daunted. However, Archer argues that the fundamental approach

8 ol restricied (o such an abstract and o

o VACIOSCOPIC sk, A dicer] I
used by any researcher to guin theore 4 fnlytical duatism can ¢

teal purchase on much smaller problems where
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the major difficulny of seeing the waod from the trees becomes much more wractable 1
they can be soried oul into the components of femporel cveles of morphogenesis -
Frowever short the lime-span irvolved wmey be {Archer 19960 2287
It is in this spirit that the next section proceeds to outline a preliminary
application of the methods of anaiytical dualism to the problem of information in
oreanisalions.

POTENTIAL AND CHALLENGES

One issue that needs to be clarified before we start the attempt is the definition ol
the terms employed. The discussion above has indicated that this paper takes the
aotion of information as a process of the construction of meaning as being the
most appropriate and productive approach, but that this necessitates that we are
clear about both the factors involved in the production of meaning and what
information is not. A clear definition of information as distinct from data allows
us not only to understand mformation better. but also to give due importance 1o
the processes of gathering and storing data - processes wiich often appear to be
downgraded in the terminological drift which sces data rebadged as information
and information as knowledge (Muich, 1996; Redman, 1995} (One would be
intrigued in this context fo know what Machiup would have made of current
attempts to sell ‘knowledge management”. given his conuments that “in our
modern economy we find many firms selling information services, not
knowledge services” and that this derived from their totaily ditferent nature. He
obviously did not foresee just what fengths language could be stretched 10!
(Machlup and Mansfield, 1983: 644)). It is this latter problen which s
particularly important given the current focus on knowledge management and
the learning organisation. What we find is that such terms often relate 1o
information, with corresponding fantasies about the ability to store and
manipulate knowledge in ever smarter uses of I'T. (Raggad, 1993). The work of
Mary Midgley is valuable here. She argues that the value of knowledge “must lie
centrally, not just in the possessing and storing of information as a means to
something else. but in understanding, in the power to systematise and use that
information in farge scale thinking and so in our lives.”" (Midgley, 1996: 70)
These ideas are developed at much greater length in her Wisdom, Information
and Waonder: what is knowledge for, in which she points to the powertul impact
of the use of the termm ‘information’ in computer science (Midgley, 1989). it s
the role of such ideas in forming the perception of those empleyed in using
information that is important. Thus, whilst we might want to insist on clearer
definitions for analytical purposes, we also have to recognise the everyday
usages of words and the impact that they can have. Thus, it is possible to argue
that images of information can be as significant in organisational decisions as
more “objective’ factors (Mutch, 1995). An adequate account of such images
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in society in ways which might clash with or conform to  those resources
suggested by the development of the organisation. However, it is insufficient to
regard the images of information availabie to actors as heing restricted to those
set at this level. In their wrn, these perspectives are mediated by more local
images, which in their turn may draw upon (pethaps opposing) societal images.
These local images may correspond to a number of divisions in the organisation.
To draw upon the work on corporate cultures. Sackmann argues for a cognitive
definition of cuitures. defining them as -

“efs of commonly held cognitions tial are held with some emotional investment et

inegrated il a fogiced sypwent or cognitive mdgr that contains cogritions ahont
descriptions. operations. preseriptions, and causes. Fhev are  habitualty used  and
infhicrce pereeplion. thinking. feeling, and acling. *(Sackmann. 1991 343

In her empirical work, she found seven distingt groupings. although there
were shared approaches across these, notably i relation to a predominant action
perspective. One wouid suggest, then, that an account of meaning would want 10
take into account the conditioning force of what is seen 10 constitute information
within a particuiar context as mediated and shaped by the inter-refationships and
tensions between socigtal, organisational and tocal images of information. These
in their turn have o be seen as inter-relating with other structaral dimensions.
Whilst this paper is anxious to separalc out information from technology. the
later is more than just a ghost at the feast. There is the need to acknowledge
technology as a significant variabie. not feast in is symbolic aspect. That is,
images of information which rely heavily on the information processing
metaphor are powerfully reinforced by the physical, tangible presence of the
technology itself. In turn, the structural dimensions of the organisation and the
environment it operates in place powerful constraints on or offer resources for
particular interpretations of information. Particular meanings, that is, might be
supported by the images of information available and by the technology, but be
suppressed because they are in contradiction with dominant power resources. Of
course, that power may be exercised in the form of making certain meanings
seem in valid or unthinkabie from the outset. as in Lukes third dimension of
power (Lukes, 19743,

These are the conditioning dimensions of structure which form the arena in
which our human actors wiil construct meaning. We return here to the criticisms
which Archer makes of social psychology in its tendency to operate with an
“over-socialised’ conception of people. one which fails to consider the barriers to
meaning with aspects of individual psychology might pose. This reliance on the
“discursive penetration” of individuals can be seen to lie at the heart of much
social theorising in the influential fines of, for example, Habermas and Giddens.
Where limitations are recognised, they are swept away as being of listle concern
(0 the social theorist (Alvesson and willmott, 1996). However, one might wish
to suggest that limitations or harriers to the formation of meaning here might be
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shaped by such cognitive lusions and the success or otherwise of interventions
usions. One interesting point is the extent 10 which

to reveal or challenge such ill
in the light of experimental data. Johnston,

the impacts have been judged
Nriskell and Salas argue that our prescriptions for the use of information often
derive from artificial experiments. claiming that hypervigitant seareh modes.
characterised as disorganised and inefficient, arc often more successful in
naturalistic environments. They continue that training in specific techniques
might be counter-productive and “that a more useful goal for training is Lo
enhance flexibility in adapting decision-making strategies to task demands.”
(fohnston, Driskell and Salas, 1997 621) This seems to call for a reflexive selfl
awareness by participants of their styles. In this context, DeNisi's {1996) work
on the use of information for performance appraisal would scem 1o suggest two
things. One is that memory organisation and recall is more important than
encoding and that interventions can be designed which make a difference (C
Rose (1992) for a parallel argument). The second is the importance of setting
cognitive factors in a broader social context. This points 1o the importance of the
ways in which our "ways of knowing” are formed. an area in which the work of
Vygotsky seems particufarly apposite ( Egan, 1997).

Of course. the construction of meaning is generally a collaborative effort.
However, this debate occurs between actors and we have to add to the biases
which persons bring with them. those which they share as a Consequence of their
membership, voluntary of involuntary of colfective agents. Such agents can be,
in Archer’s terms, either ‘primary’ or corporate’. The former are those groups
which “neither express interests nor organize for their strategic pussuit’ {259) -
membership of a particular generation may have an impact on social affairs
without that group necessarily pursuing any particutar strategy but simply being.
Corporate agents are those groups which organise to meet particular goals -
professional organisations and srade unions might be particularly importani in
organisations. Actors are therefore mfluenced in their ways of knowing by
overlapping and confiicting membership of a number of collectivities. Such
‘nfluences are another set to take inio account when examining the colleciive
creation of meaning in particular roles as organisational actors. It is on this level

that there needs to be consideration of the pressures around the construction of
meaning conveniently assembled under the heading of “group think™. Again,
there are suggestions that such phenomena can be overcome with the use of
appropriate reflexive techniques (Manz and Neek, 1995), However, what this
discussion should indicate is that there are considerabie influences involved in
the construction of meaning. The model is suggested as one means of
approaching this process, of separating out its parts for analysis in order i
examine the inter-refationships.
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CONCLUSION

This paper began by setting itself the target of providing a framewaork-for
examination of the use of information in organisations. Such an explanatio;
has been argued. needs o take due account of both agency and structure:
focus on information as meaning is seen as providing the most fruitful star
point, bul existing accounts are criticised for feaning too heavily .on
discursive penetration of organisational actors. The work of Margaret Arch
used 1o suggest a number of dimensions which compromise or constrain th
exercise of such discursive penetration, with a particular focus on images.
information at a societal, organisational and local fevel, and on the potef
cognitive Himitations of individuals and groups. In the fatter endeavour. Arche
tripartite division of persons/agents/actors was considered to offer a 1s¢]
framework, Underlying the whole model are the use of analviical dualism.a
temporal analysis. These methods suggest that the appropriate  form::
mvestigation is the construction of analytical narratives, narratives which
Archer’s words:
are explanatory, retrodictive and corvigible aceaunss, Therefore analviical narratives i
cannot be “grand’ since the need to narrate arises because centingency affects the story .
and its owtcome: they can never be wnanalytical because what is mervaied is the fnterplay
berween necessity and contingency: sod they connol Fe purely rhetorical because they
are avavedly corrigible. dependens upon the present fransitive state af knowledge and
revisable i the fight of new scholarship (Archer, 1995: 3433, L
It is recognised that this is an outline upon which much more work has to'bé
done. In particular, the discussion has limited its coverage of the impact of
organisational structures and. in particular, of the role of technology. This latic
has been deliberate, with the focus on information itself being seen as-a
corrective to other accounts. One would hope, however, that such a focus would
vield practical vahue as a tool in analysing the real problems that organisations’
face in dealing with information and its construction.
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