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Abstract
The thesis critically examines discursive construction of 'organizational culture' and 'user
involvement' in academia and in the information technology (IT) artifact product development
industry. IT artifacts are perceived as texts that are written by the writer-designers and afterwards read
by the reader-users. User involvement explored is indirect; 'user surrogates' labeled as usability
specialists 'represent the users' in the development. Their work is labeled as 'usability work.'
However, this work has proven to be challenging, especially in the product development context.
Culture is an influential factor affecting the successes and failures of organizational change efforts.
However, there is a clear lack of culture studies carried out in relation to user involvement, especially
in the challenging product development context. 

Both 'organizational culture' and 'user involvement' are versatile concepts, and there are
controversies in defining them. Therefore, this thesis first analyzes discourses on 'organizational
culture' and 'user involvement' in academia. The thesis examines within what kind of discourses
organizational culture has been studied, and suggested discourses within which it could be studied.
Five discourses are identified. Furthermore, the thesis analyzes discursive construction of user
involvement in academia. First, literature advocating indirect user involvement is reviewed.
Afterwards, alternative notions of user involvement are introduced. Three academic discourses on
user involvement are identified and contrasted with the discourses on organizational culture to
highlight their similarities and to identify unexplored paths for future work.

Finally, user involvement and its cultural context are empirically analyzed in IT artifact product
development organizations by utilizing a discourse selected based on previous analysis. First, four
'cultures of usability work' are identified. Then, two ways usability work has been encultured in two
product development organizations are outlined. In addition, five discourses on usability work are
identified, and contrasted with the academic discourses on user involvement. Finally, the construction
of the notions of 'we' and 'the other' is explored in the case organizations, concentrating specifically
on the discourses of the 'usability specialists' and 'the other.' Some of the discourses are criticized for
'silencing the users' instead of 'giving them a voice,' and even representing 'misuses of user
involvement.' 

Keywords: discourse, organizational change, organizational culture, qualitative
interpretive case study, usability, user involvement, user participation, user-centered design





 Acknowledgements 

My interest in technology studies was in one sense initiated when I decided to analyze 
young women’s ‘television discourses’ as the subject of my first master’s thesis. At that 
time I was majoring in cultural anthropology and had also a clear interest in media 
studies. In hindsight, both disciplines, and this first master’s thesis, provided extremely 
useful insights for this doctoral dissertation as well. During that period I also decided to 
study information processing science as a minor subject, since I thought it could be a 
useful addition to my subsequent media studies. Well, as it turned out, I never started my 
‘subsequent media studies,’ but instead ended up writing this doctoral thesis in 
information processing science.  

One clear contributor to this was a research project I was employed in, which aimed at 
developing methods and tools for facilitating ‘usability work’ in SW development 
organizations. Therefore, first of all, I thank Professor Timo Jokela and Professor Samuli 
Saukkonen for offering me the opportunity to participate in this research project and to 
carry out critical, qualitative, interpretive research related to this subject matter. In 
addition, I thank the other personnel on the research project, who participated in the data-
gathering phase of this research effort: Dr. Pekka Abrahamsson, Mikko Jämsä, Tonja 
Molin-Juustila, Tero Posio, and Mikko Rajanen. Furthermore, I also thank Kaisu 
Juntunen and Ilkka Tuikkala, who together with me in a student project gathered 
empirical data that has been utilized in this thesis as well. Furthermore, I thank my 
supervisor Professor Kari Kuutti for his comments and support in this research effort. 
Finally, I want to express my gratitude to the members of the anonymous case 
organizations who participated in the research project. Without their time and effort the 
empirical part of this research effort would not have been possible.  

Furthermore, this thesis is based on my master’s and licentiate theses in information 
processing science. In my master’s thesis I initially analyzed the organizational culture 
literature included in this thesis. In my licentiate thesis I reported the initial results of my 
empirical analysis presented also in this thesis. In my doctoral dissertation, then, I 
focused on myself as a researcher, and reflected on my position and discourses utilized in 
this research effort. Furthermore, the central concepts utilized as a sensitizing device in 
both empirical and literature analyses evolved during this phase. However, the previous 
theses clearly form the basis on which this thesis is built. Therefore, I thank also the 



reviewers of these theses: Professor Helena Karasti for reviewing the master’s thesis in 
detail, and Professor Ilpo Koskinen and Professor Markku Nurminen particularly for 
providing valuable comments on how to develop the licentiate thesis they reviewed into a 
doctoral thesis. Finally, I also thank the preliminary reviewers of the doctoral thesis, 
Professor Richard Boland and Professor Marleen Huysman, for their comments.  

This research has been sponsored by TEKES, the INFWEST.IT Postgraduate Training 
Program, the Infotech INTERACT research group, and the Tauno Tönning Foundation. 
The thesis work has been carried out within two TEKES-funded research projects. I thank 
Dr. Lech Krzanik for the opportunity to work with this thesis in the latter project. The 
INFWEST.IT seminars are worth mentioning, not only for their interesting lectures and 
the practical advice given by the senior lecturers, but also for the peer support provided 
during the seminars; we had many interesting and inspiring discussions during our long 
car drives around Finland. Thanks colleagues. And thanks altogether goes to my 
colleagues in the Department of Information Processing Science, with whom I have 
shared this experience of ‘becoming a PhD’. Furthermore, I wish to thank Idea Group 
Inc., Springer Science and Business Media, and Elsevier for giving the permission to 
reprint the original publications as a part of my dissertation. In addition, I thank Mark 
Smith for improving the English language in the introduction part of the thesis.  

Finally, I thank my family and friends, many of whom do not even have any idea what 
my thesis is all about. Thanks for occupying my mind with other important issues. I also 
thank my parents for their interest and support. Especially I thank my father Juhani, who 
eventually succeeded in convincing me that studies in information processing science 
could be worthwhile also for humanists like me. As a child, nothing sounded more boring 
and unintelligible than this discipline, due to which I must admit I am still somewhat 
surprised I got so interested in it. And last but surely not least, I thank Jari and Mikael for 
their support in my work on ‘usability capability’. During these years, I have really 
enjoyed carrying out this thesis work, but the most pleasant times I have spend with you!     

 
Oulu, April 2006 Netta Iivari 
 



 Abbreviations 

AMT Advanced Manufacturing Technology 
BPR Business Process Reengineering 
ERP Enterprise Resource Planning 
ETHICS Effective Technical and Human Implementation of Computer-based Systems 
HCI Human-Computer Interaction 
HF Human Factors 
HR Human Resources 
IS Information System 
ISO International Standardization Organization 
IT Information Technology 
KM Knowledge Management 
PD Participatory Design 
SDM Systems Development Methodology 
SME Small to Medium Sized Enterprise 
SPI Software Process Improvement  
SSM Soft Systems Methodology 
SW Software 
TQM Total Quality Management 
UCD User-Centered Design 
UE Usability Engineering 
UI User Interface 
 





 List of Original Publications 

This thesis is based on the following articles, which are referred to in the text by their 
Roman numerals. 

I  Iivari N (2002) Analyzing the Role of Organizational Culture in the Implementation 
of User-Centered Design: Disentangling the Approaches for Cultural Analysis. 
Reprinted with kind permission of Springer Science and Business Media from: 
Hammond J, Gross T & Wesson J (eds) Usability: Gaining a Competitive Edge. IFIP 
17th World Computer Congress - TC13 Stream on Usability: Gaining a Competitive 
Edge, Montréal, Canada, p 57-71. 

II  Iivari N (2005a) The Role of Organizational Culture in Organizational Change – 
Identifying a Realist Position for Prospective IS Research. Reprinted from: Bartmann 
D, Rajola F, Kallinikos J, Avison D, Winter R, Ein-Dor P, Becker J, Bodendorf F & 
Weinhardt C (eds) Proceedings of 13th European Conference on Information 
Systems: Information Systems in a Rapidly Changing Economy, Regensburg, 
Germany. 

III  Iivari N (2005b) Discursive Construction of Usability Work in the Cultural Context 
of Software Product Development. Reprinted from: Romano N (ed) Proceedings of 
11th Americas Conference on Information Systems – A Conference on a Human 
Scale, Omaha, USA, p 3455-3460. 

IV  Iivari N (in press) ‘Representing the User’ in Software Development – A Cultural 
Analysis of Usability Work in the Product Development Context. Reprinted with 
kind permission from Elsevier from: Interacting with Computers. (Earlier version 
published in: Iivari N (2004a) The Role of Culture in the Facilitation of User 
Involvement in the Software Development – Four ‘Cultures of User Involvement’ 
Identified. Wel CP (ed) Proceedings of the 8th Pacific Asian Conference on 
Information Systems, Shanghai, China, p 2219-2225.) 



V  Iivari N (accepted for publication) Exploring the ‘Rhetoric on Representing the User’ 
- Discourses on User Involvement in Academia and in Software Product 
Development Industry. Reprinted with kind permission from Idea Group Inc. from: 
International Journal of Technology and Human Interaction. (Earlier version 
published in: Iivari N (2004c) Exploring the Rhetoric on ’Representing the User’: 
Discourses on User Involvement in the Software Development. Agarwal R, Kirsch L 
& DeGross JI (eds) Proceedings of the 25th International Conference on Information 
Systems. Washington DC, USA, p 631-643.) 

VI  Iivari N (in review): Enculturation of Usability Work in Software Development 
Organizations – An Interpretive Case Study in the Product Development Context. 
Submitted for Publication. (Earlier version published in: Iivari N (2004b) 
Enculturation of User Involvement in Software Development – An Interpretive Case 
Study in the Product Development Context. Hyrskykari A (ed) Proceedings of the 3rd 
Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, Tampere, Finland, p 287-296) 



Contents 

Abstract 
Acknowledgements 
Abbreviations 
List of Original Publications 
Contents 
Part 1 – Background 
1 Introduction ................................................................................................................... 15 

1.1 What Have I Been Up To – A Personal Tale ...........................................................15 
1.2 What Is This Thesis Up To – An Academic Introduction .......................................17 

1.2.1 Legitimizing Culture Studies...........................................................................21 
1.2.2 Legitimizing Studies on User Involvement in Practice ...................................22 

1.3 Formulating the Research Questions ......................................................................26 
1.4 Structuring the Thesis and Introducing the Publications ........................................27 

2 Poststructuralist Notions Utilized .................................................................................. 30 
Part 2 - Discourses in Academia 
3 Discourses on Organizational Culture Inquiry .............................................................. 41 

3.1 What Has Been and Could Be Studied? .................................................................43 
3.2 How Has It Been and Could It Be Studied? ...........................................................47 
3.3 Why Has It Been and Could It Be Studied?............................................................49 
3.4 Five Discourses on Organizational Culture Inquiry ...............................................50 

4 Discourses on User Involvement ................................................................................... 54 
4.1 ‘Rhetoric on Representing the User’ ......................................................................55 
4.2 Rhetoric on Involving the User...............................................................................61 
4.3 Three Discourses on User Involvement..................................................................63 
4.4 A Paradigmatic Analysis of Reader Involvement Literature...................................68 

4.4.1 What – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts..........................69 
4.4.2 How – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts...........................70 
4.4.3 Why – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts...........................71 



5 Discourses on Culture and User Involvement ............................................................... 73 
5.1 Comparative Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry....................................73 

5.1.1 Introduction to the Comparative Discourse .....................................................73 
5.1.2 Implications on Reader Involvement...............................................................75 

5.2 Interpretive Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry......................................78 
5.2.1 Introduction to the Interpretive Discourse .......................................................78 
5.2.2 Implications on Reader Involvement...............................................................79 

5.3 Clinical Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry ...........................................82 
5.3.1 Introduction to the Clinical Discourse .............................................................82 
5.3.2 Implications on Reader Involvement...............................................................83 

5.4 Critical Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry ............................................85 
5.4.1 Introduction to the Critical Discourse..............................................................85 
5.4.2 Implications on Reader Involvement...............................................................86 

5.5 Postmodern/structuralist Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry .................88 
5.5.1 Introduction to the Postmodern/structuralist Discourse...................................88 
5.5.2 Implications on Reader Involvement...............................................................88 

Part 3 - Discourses in Industry 
6 Positioning This Text..................................................................................................... 93 

6.1 Different Discourses ...............................................................................................93 
6.2 Notes on Method ....................................................................................................95 

7 Empirical Explorations.................................................................................................. 99 
7.1 Comparative Discourse on ‘Cultures of Usability Work’ .......................................99 

7.1.1 Summary of the Results...................................................................................99 
7.1.2 Introducing a Cultural Compatibility Hypothesis..........................................101 
7.1.3 Suggesting Culturally Compatible Implementation Strategies ......................105 

7.2 Interpretive Discourse on Enculturation of Usability Work..................................108 
7.2.1 Summary of the Results.................................................................................108 
7.2.2 Sensitivity to Divergent Settings ................................................................... 110 
7.2.3 Cultural Compatibility and Emergent Change............................................... 112 
7.2.4 Addressing the IS Community....................................................................... 113 

7.3 Poststructuralist Discourse on Usability Work  and Its Cultural Context ............. 114 
7.3.1 Summary of the Results................................................................................. 114 
7.3.2 Constructing the Notions of ‘We’ and ‘the Other’......................................... 117 
7.3.3 Critical Remarks and Relationship to Academic Discourses......................... 118 

Part 4 – The End 
8 Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 125 

8.1 What Did I Say – Answering the Questions .........................................................125 
8.2 How Did I Contribute? .........................................................................................129 
8.3 Limitations and Voices Silenced...........................................................................132 
8.4 Recommendations for Practice .............................................................................134 
8.5 Paths for Future Work...........................................................................................136 

References 
Original Publications 
 



 Part 1 – Background 

This part introduces the reader to the subject matter, offers motivation for this research, 
specifies the research questions under examination and outlines poststructuralist notions 
of discourse, culture and IT artifact development utilized in this research effort to answer 
the questions. 





1 Introduction 

First, a personal tale describing how I ended up writing such a thesis is outlined, before a 
more traditional introduction to this thesis is offered. 

1.1  What Have I Been Up To – A Personal Tale 

In this thesis I critically examine discursive construction of ‘organizational culture’ and 
‘usability work’ both in academia and in the software (SW) development industry. The 
research effort was initiated within a research project, which aimed at developing 
methods and tools for facilitating ‘usability work’ in SW development organizations. I 
joined the research project as a novice regarding the subject matter, but I was at that time 
finishing my master’s degree in cultural anthropology, and therefore had expertise in 
carrying out critical, empirical, qualitative, interpretive research. My previous research 
topic had been the adoption of domestic technology (particularly television) in everyday 
life, i.e., the domestication of television in everyday life (cf., Silverstone 1994), and in 
this research effort I had identified ‘television discourses’ in young women’s talk. Now, 
due to the research project I was employed in, my focus turned (or had to turn) to the pre-
domesticators or pre-adaptors of the technology, i.e., to the technology 
providers/developers. In my earlier work I had paid no attention to this group, and also 
personally considered this group to be solely responsible for the development of 
‘domesticable,’ ‘adaptable’ technologies; in other words, I had never thought of any kind 
of ‘user involvement’ as necessary or even desirable in the development of technology. 
Nevertheless, in this new setting this was taken as a starting point.   

Furthermore, due to my background, one topic of the research project was decided to 
be the analysis of the role of ‘organizational culture’ in the facilitation of ‘usability work.’ 
Therefore, I also took as a starting point the hypothesis that culture is a factor intertwined 
with the organizational change effort of introducing ‘usability work’ into organizations. 
Afterwards, empirical inquiries were initiated, and relevant literature searched for. This is 
the point at which I became astonished. The astonishment was related both to the 
organizational culture literature and to the literature on introducing and ‘facilitating’ 
‘usability work’ in organizations. The latter literature refers to very practical Human-
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Computer Interaction (HCI) literature on experiences of introducing and facilitating 
‘usability work’ in organizations. At this time this research effort – following the research 
project in which it was initiated – was solely located within the tradition of HCI, and the 
relevant literature was assumed to be HCI literature on ‘usability work.’ However, in 
relation to this literature, I encountered a huge number of very practical articles and 
textbooks describing experiences of and recommendations for initiating and applying 
User-Centered Design (UCD), Usability Engineering (UE), Human Factors (HF) or 
‘usability’ in organizations. The literature claims to rely on real life experience, but it 
cannot be labeled empirical since data-gathering or analysis methods are not reported, 
and the findings seem to be based on anecdotal experience. Furthermore, the 
recommendations are presented in a cookbook format offering simple, straightforward 
step-by-step guidance for the practitioners. This seemed to be a rather naïve starting point 
for research on ‘usability work’ in SW development organizations.  

At that time I turned my focus to the Information Systems (IS) literature and adopted a 
broader concept of user involvement, which ‘usability work’ was also interpreted to 
advocate. Then empirical research on user involvement produced within the IS research 
was also included in the analysis. This literature clearly provided more insights for use in 
this research effort, regarding both the cultural context and user involvement in practice. 
However, regarding the existing organizational culture studies in IS literature, I have to 
admit that I – having a background in cultural anthropology – had great trouble in 
relating it to the notion of culture developed in cultural anthropology and to the way 
cultures are studied in cultural anthropology. The measurement of cultures, typologies of 
cultures and instrumental use of culture for achieving some kind of ends prevalent in IS 
literature represented a very foreign approach to culture for me. Due to this a review of 
organizational culture studies in IS literature also seemed to be necessary in order for me 
to be able to relate my approach to culture to a wider body of knowledge in IS research, 
and to understand and pinpoint the differences in the assumptions related to the culture 
construct, and in the ways of studying cultures in the existing literature related to the 
approach familiar to me. Therefore, a large part of this research effort consisted of 
thorough literature reviews, both on ‘organizational culture’ and on ‘usability work.’ The 
academic discourses on organizational culture and ‘usability work’ identified in this 
thesis are based on these reviews. 

Regarding studies on discourses, my first conference paper sent for review – never 
accepted as such, but published as part of subsequent publications – was actually about 
discursive construction of ‘usability work’ in one particular SW development 
organization. However, the HCI community (in the sense of conference reviewers) 
postulated alternative requirements for my work, their message being: the research 
problem is interesting, ‘near and dear to a UCD practitioners heart, namely how to 
introduce and champion the UCD process so that all stakeholders are enthusiastic 
participants’ (anonymous HCI reviewer), but practical implications are missing and the 
empirical material describes issues that the practitioners are already aware of, ‘the main 
concern with the paper is the failure to deliver anything new and useful. The discourse 
examples are compelling and serve to ground issues that most usability practitioner are 
aware of’ (another anonymous reviewer) and altogether the work is a ‘HIGHLY academic 
exercise’ (another anonymous reviewer). I decided to put aside the ‘HIGHLY academic 
exercise’ for a while, before returning to this line of research, and tried to empirically 
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analyze the relationship between organizational culture and ‘usability work’ in a set of 
SW development organizations. I label this phase of my research as ‘therapeutic,’ since at 
that time I was happy to start carrying out ‘real research.’ In cultural anthropology, 
ethnographies (and, in general, reports and results of qualitative, interpretive case studies) 
had been labeled as mere texts, ‘true fictions’ – as a type of literary genre. I somehow felt 
uneasy (if not despairing) postulating my work only as ‘my stories, produced by me’ and 
considered it ‘therapeutic’ to able to ‘carry out real research’ without reflecting on ‘me, 
my writing strategies and my authoritative voice.’ 

However, after some time I had to admit that I could never claim to be able to 
determine this relationship and that altogether this research effort was not about cause 
and effects relationships. My previous studies in cultural anthropology had made me 
desperately aware that ‘cultures’ do not lie around there waiting for me to come and 
‘fully’ capture them, and descriptions of culture and usability work are necessarily my 
own constructions – based on the constructions of the ‘natives’ of this study, but produced 
for me and initiated by my presence. I was not able to ‘tell the truth,’ i.e., to determine 
cause and effect relationships, but, nevertheless, I was able to show how ‘organizational 
culture’ and ‘usability work’ are constructed in SW development organizations. And in 
showing this, I was also able to adopt a critical position to oppose the extremely practical 
and utilitarian rhetoric on ‘culture’ and ‘usability work’ evident both in industry and in 
academia.  

1.2  What Is This Thesis Up To – An Academic Introduction 

This thesis critically examines discursive construction of user involvement1 and 
organizational culture both in academia and in the software (SW) development industry, 
related to which the focus is limited to the SW product development context, referring to 
the development of commercial SW products or systems for external use (Carmel 1997, 
Carmel & Sawyer 1998, Grudin 1991a, Keil & Carmel 1995). Altogether, the focus of 
this thesis is on user2 involvement in the systems development context, which is a central 
research area within the fields of both information systems (IS) (Lyytinen 1987) and HCI 
(Grudin 1996, Zhang & Li 2004). This thesis can generally be labeled as a critical study 
of ‘prevailing rhetorics and practices in the development of new technologies’ (Suchman 
et al. 1999: 393), the focus being more on rhetorics than actual, situated practices. In 
addition, one could say the focus is more on ‘talking about a practice’ than ‘talking within 
a practice,’ even though ‘talking within’ is interpreted to include ‘talking about,’ i.e., the 
focus is not on ‘talking about’ in a didactic sense (cf., Lave & Wenger 1991). The thesis 
can also be seen as the type of study called for by Boland (1989) that assumes that 
accounting in organizations (as well as user involvement and IS development in 
organizations) ‘is as much or more a question of literary criticism and hermeneutic 
analysis than it is a question of economic imperatives’ (Boland 1989: 602). Finally, one 

                                                           
1 The term involvement is preferred over participation, since participation is interpreted to refer exclusively to 
actual participative activities (cf., Hirschheim 1985), although Barki and Hartwick (1994) use the term 
‘involvement’ in a different sense 
2 The fuzzy and criticized term ‘user’ refers to people using a particular computer system (Bannon 1991).  
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can say that in this thesis the interest also lies in ‘contexts for design’ (Kyng 1998) – in 
the relations between organizational context and user involvement, and in their 
construction in academic IS and HCI communities as well as in practice, in SW product 
development organizations. Consequently, this thesis is located at an intersection of these 
fields, combining as well as contrasting elements derived from both of these fields.  

However, the HCI literature is in a primary role, since the SW product development 
context (as contrasted with the custom IS development context) is a less studied context 
in IS research, but it is the context in which the field of HCI emerged. In SW product 
development, commercial, generic SW products and systems are developed typically for 
large and heterogeneous user and customer populations in a situation in which they both 
might be unidentifiable until the product is in the market, as well as very difficult to be in 
touch with during the development. (Adam & Light 2004, Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1993, 
Grønbak et al. 1993, Keil & Carmel 1995, Symon 1998.) It is also typical of this context 
that basic functionality is defined by marketing or engineering prior to any user 
involvement. Users, if involved at all, are involved while defining issues related to 
human-computer interaction after the basic functionality has been defined. (Beyer & 
Holtzblatt 1998, Brown 1996, Carmel & Sawyer 1998, Cooper & Bowers 1995, Dray & 
Mrazek 1996, Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1993, Keil & Carmel 1995.) Generally, one could 
state that in this context the ideal is that ‘anonymous and unlocatable designers (…) 
deliver technological solutions to equally decontextualized and consequently unlocatable 
users,’ an ideal which can be labeled as ‘design from nowhere,’ which is ‘closely tied to 
the goal of construing technical systems as commodities that can be stabilized and cut 
loose from the sites of their production long enough to be exported en masse to the sites 
of their use’ (Suchman 2002: 95). However, one should acknowledge that design is 
always ‘design from somewhere,’ carried out from a partial, located viewpoint, the 
designer being personally responsible for it (Suchman 2002).     

Therefore, the product development context should also be considered as a critical, but 
also a very challenging context for user involvement. The context is critical, since 
information technology (IT) artifacts, whether developed in a custom IS or a product 
development context, always condition, enable, shape and create social practices. They 
enable and facilitate certain practices and constrain others. Altogether, it is argued that 
they constitute the rules and resources available for human action. (Orlikowski & Robey 
1991, Suchman & Trigg 1991, Suchman et al. 1999.) Furthermore, HCI literature 
maintains that interactive systems necessarily define new ways to work. These new work 
practices might be only implicitly designed, but are in any case delivered through the 
system solution. However, an explicit redesign of users’ work practices should always be 
carried out. (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999, Rosson & Carroll 2002.) Bowker 
and Star (1994) even label IT artifacts ‘frozen organizational discourse’ to highlight how 
SW embeds and inscribes work practices. Altogether, even though technological 
determinism has been rejected and the interpretive flexibility of technological artifacts 
highlighted (e.g., Bijker et al. 1994, Grint & Woolgar 1997, Karsten 2000, Orlikowski 
1996, Orlikowski & Gash 1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999, Suchman et al. 1999), it is 
maintained that during the development ‘users are configured’ by defining and 
delineating them and by establishing parameters for their work practices (Grint & 
Woolgar 1997). This position assumes the interpretive flexibility of IT artifacts, which are 
perceived through the metaphor of a text (applied e.g., in Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1994, 
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Grint & Woolgar 1997, Suchman et al. 1999, Wilson 2002). The texts (machines) are 
written (constructed) as well as read (used). This thesis focuses on the context of writing, 
during which the users (readers) are socially constructed, i.e., they are configured. Even 
though the writer can never determine how the reader will interpret the text, it is assumed 
that in the product development context, too, the designers3 – explicitly or implicitly – 
constitute the boundaries for the prospective work practices (i.e., the writers encode a 
preferred reading into the text, even though the readers can also negotiate or oppose it, 
cf., Hall 1980), and in constituting the boundaries, an interest in users seems critical. 

Indeed, it has been widely accepted that users should be involved while developing IT 
artifacts, in both the IS and the HCI literature. Recently, Participatory Design (PD) has 
been particularly influential in emphasizing active user participation (Greenbaum & 
Kyng 1991, Schuler & Namioka 1993). In IS research user involvement has been a 
central topic for decades and is currently even legitimately labeled as an ‘old, tired 
concept,’ which, however, needs revisiting (Markus & Mao 2004). The field of HCI has 
also addressed the development of usable, useful IT artifacts by highlighting the 
importance of involving the users in approaches such as UE (Usability Engineering) and 
UCD (User-Centered Design) (Bannon 1991, Cooper & Bowers 1995, Gould & Lewis 
1985, Karat 1997). In HCI, however, user involvement has traditionally been 
accomplished by ‘representing the user’ in the development (Cooper & Bowers, 1995). 
Users do not actively participate in, but are represented in, the development. It is argued 
that the rhetoric on ‘representing the user’ has been crucial for the whole legitimacy and 
identity of the field (Cooper & Bowers, 1995). This thesis focuses on this rhetoric on 
‘representing the user.’ The responsibility to ‘represent the user’ is assigned to a group of 
professionals, called in the literature e.g., usability specialists, human factors engineers or 
usability engineers (e.g., Aucella 1997, Bias & Reitmeyer 1995, Borgholm & Madsen 
1999, Bødker & Buur 2002, Fellenz 1997, Grønbak et al. 1993, Grudin, 1993, Mrazek & 
Rafeld 1992, Tudor 1998, Wixon & Ramey 1996, Vredenburg 1999). In this thesis these 
‘user representatives’ are called usability specialists, since the ‘natives’ studied in this 
thesis label themselves as such. Therefore, I adopted an emic approach in labeling ‘the 
natives’ in their own terms. As the label indicates, these specialists specialize in usability, 
and their work is labeled as usability work. However, in this thesis I discuss ‘usability 
work and beyond,’ since there seems to exist a clear trend of extending the work of these 
specialists to cover other, additional issues. Therefore, this thesis analyzes ‘usability work 
and beyond,’ showing that the work of usability specialists includes aspects not 
necessarily related to usability. This will be discussed further in the following sections. 
However, generally one can state that their work aims at contributing to the 
‘configuration of the user’ (Grint & Woolgar 1997) by providing ‘knowledge about the 
user,’ i.e., the aim of this work is to contribute to the practice4 of writing the IT artifact 
texts by providing ‘knowledge about the readers of the texts.’  

                                                           
3 In this thesis designer refers to the ‘legion of technical and analytical specialists who put together computer 
systems’ (Greenbaum & Kyng 1991: 20) 
4 In this thesis, practice refers to situated human everyday practical activity (cf., Bødker et al. 1988, Suchman & 
Trigg 1991). Foucault talks about discursive and non-discursive practices, between which there is a relationship: 
discourses shape and influence non-discursive practices, and are realized, legitimized, negotiated and/or 
opposed in/by non-discursive practices (Foucault 1972). In this thesis the practice of IT artifact writing (as well 
as user involvement) is interpreted to include both discursive and non-discursive aspects; it can be viewed as 
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Altogether, the thesis reviews discourses on culture and ‘reader involvement,’ with a 
specific focus on indirect reader involvement, in which ‘surrogate readers’ represent the 
readers in the development. Studies on discourses have been called for, since discourses 
are perceived to be very influential in affecting the ways people perceive themselves and 
the social reality around them. It is argued that discourses define and produce meanings 
attached to our social reality. One needs to acknowledge that our objects of knowledge 
and our social identities are constructed in discourses. (Cooper & Bowers 1995, 
Fairclough & Wodak 1997, Finken 2003, Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004). 
Academic communities also take part in the discursive construction of reality, and 
science and scientific theories need to be seen as discourses that among other discourses 
try to disseminate preferred understandings of the world. (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 
1997, Clarke 2001, Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987.) Due to their influential role, these 
discourses, their legitimacy and their inherent bias all need to be carefully analyzed, if not 
even questioned (Bergquist et al. 2005, Thompson 2002).  

This thesis has adopted a critical poststructuralist discourse informed by Foucauldian 
tradition5 for the analysis of discursive construction of user involvement and its cultural 
context both in academia and in the SW product development industry. In all, critical, 
poststructuralist studies on discourses have gained increasing attention in recent years 
(e.g., Brooke 2002, Clarke 2001, Stahl 2004, Wynn et al. 2002), and empirical studies on 
discourses relying on Foucauldian tradition have proliferated (e.g., Bergquist et al. 2005, 
Clarke 2001, Cooper & Bowers 1995, Doolin 1999, Edenius 2002, Finken 2003, 
Kaasgaard 1998, Sayer & Harvey 1997, Thompson 2002). Some studies (Cooper & 
Bowers 1995, Finken 2003) have already examined HCI and PD in a Foucauldian spirit 
as discourses constructing their objects of study in particular ways and at the same time 
legitimizing their existence. This thesis continues their work, but adds new insights by 
reviewing more recent literature and by incorporating a product development perspective 
into the analysis. Regarding discourses and user involvement in the IT artifact writing 
context, some studies have been carried out (e.g., Alvarez 2001, Alvarez 2002, 
Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Nielsen 1999, Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen & Karsten 
2005), criticizing the discourses as only increasing management agendas and goals. 
However, these studies have been carried out in a custom IS development context, and 
there is a clear lack of empirical studies examining user involvement at the discursive 
level in the product development setting.   

However, next I will show that in addition to my personal astonishment related to 
organizational culture studies in IS literature and to the amazingly practical HCI literature 
on user involvement in organizations, there are also more generally accepted reasons for 
studying culture and user involvement in organizations.  

                                                                                                                                                
discursively constructed and constructive, but it can also be viewed as a situated human everyday practical 
activity (or set of activities) related to the material production of IT artifacts 
5 Another widely used tradition in IS research would have been the Habermasian tradition. However, it has been 
argued that Foucauldian tradition focuses on ‘real discourses’ and on critical examination of the formation of 
objects and ‘truths,’ revealing hidden and tacit assumptions (Stahl 2004), which is also the aim of this thesis. 
The Habermasian tradition is argued to be well suited for ‘normative explication of the validity and 
acceptability of discourses’ (Stahl 2004: 4331) through the construct of the ‘ideal speech situation’ that can be 
used for the identification of the shortcomings of real speech situations (Stahl 2004). The aim of this thesis is 
not to identify shortcomings of real speech situations in relation to ‘an ideal speech situation.’ 
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1.2.1  Legitimizing Culture Studies 

Overall, organizational culture has been recognized as an important object of study in IS 
research and in organizational studies. Empirical studies on organizational cultures have 
been popular especially since the 1980s. (Aaltio-Marjosola 1991, Allaire & Firsirotu 
1984, Alvesson 1990, Avison & Myers 1995, Barley et al. 1988, Hatch 1997, Ouchi & 
Wilkins 1985, Robey & Azevedo 1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999, Smircich 1983.) Many 
studies also suggest that organizational culture may affect user involvement in IT artifact 
development organizations (e.g., Bloomer & Croft 1997, Butler 1996, Catarci et al. 2002, 
Gasson 1998, Hutchings & Knox 1995, Mayhew 1999a, Mirel 2000, Nandhakumar & 
Jones 1997, Taylor-Cummings 1998, Wixon 1995). However, only a few empirical 
studies were found on the subject. These studies mention that organizational culture has 
constrained user involvement and limited possibilities for interaction (Catarci et al. 2002, 
Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Huysman 2000, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997, Symon 1998, 
Taylor-Cummings 1998). One study suggests that a favorable culture contributed to the 
successful user participation (Butler & Fitzgerald 1997). However, only a few empirical 
studies were found, and none of them referred to the product development context.  

On the other hand, organizational culture has lately been a popular focus of analysis in 
studies on organizational change and development (Denison & Spreitzer 1991, Lewis 
1996a, Lewis 1996b, Schein 1996a, Schein 1996b). In IS research there is an abundant 
literature addressing the role of culture in some kind of organizational change effort that 
is related to IT artifact development, implementation, adoption or use. Generally, one can 
say that the organizational change efforts the studies tackle are related either to the 
reading of the IT artifact texts already written (i.e., to the implementation of different 
kinds of IT artifacts), or to the writing of the IT artifact texts, related to which some sort 
of changes are introduced (which necessitates reading the rewritten writing practice as a 
text). In particular, the effects of organizational culture in IS implementation have given 
rise to a body of studies (Avison & Myers 1995, Pliskin et al. 1993, Robey & Azevedo 
1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999). Recently many studies have also been concerned with 
the part culture plays in achieving total quality through Total Quality Management 
(TQM) (Detert et al. 2000, Kekäle 1998, Lewis 1996a, Lewis 1996b).  

The studies have revealed a multitude of ways culture affects the change efforts. Many 
studies highlight that compatibility between the change effort and the culture is a very 
important criterion for success. The studies have defined compatible culture types for 
different kinds of change efforts, e.g., a ‘group culture type’ is argued as being a major 
facilitator of the diffusion and success of telecommuting (Harrington & Ruppel 1999), 
‘adhocracy’ and ‘group’ culture types are suitable for TQM (Dellana & Hauser 1999), 
mature TQM organizations have proactive and collaborative cultures (Fok et al. 2001), 
and ‘adhocracy’ and ‘hierarchy’ culture types are correlated with early adoption of 
intranets (Ruppel & Harrington 2001). However, studies do not merely define compatible 
culture types. Other studies have shown that problems in the implementation efforts are 
caused by a mismatch between a unique organizational culture and a change effort. The 
studies show, for example, that an IS implementation was resisted because the 
organization was presumed to have a different organizational culture than the one it 
actually had (Pliskin et al. 1993), an enterprise resources planning (ERP) packages 
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implementation problems were caused by a mismatch with the values of the 
organizational culture (Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001), differences between the cultures of 
the implementers and adopters caused difficulties in an IS implementation (Robey & 
Rodriquez-Diaz 1989), and the cultural fitness of IT tools was important in the user 
adoption process (Gobbin 1998). Furthermore, other studies show that in different 
cultures the change efforts are tailored and used in different ways. The studies suggest, 
for example, that Lotus Notes is used in ‘mechanistic’ cultures for monitoring purposes, 
but in ‘organic’ cultures for dissemination of information and communication (Tung et al. 
2000), and that culture affects the communication and information profiles of 
organizations (Brown & Starkey 1994). Finally, studies on cultures highlight that 
different meanings have been attached to the same change efforts in different contexts. 
Accounting has been vested with different meanings in different cultures (Dent 1991), 
planned organizational change has been interpreted in different ways by different 
subcultures (DiBella 1996), different metaphors of teamwork have been used in different 
cultures (Gibson & Zellmer-Bruhn 2001), and there have been differences in the 
meanings attached to a planned organizational culture change (Silvester et al. 1999). 

However, the results achieved within the studies presented above have been achieved 
within very different approaches to culture. The studies differ greatly in relation to what 
actually has been studied, how it has been studied and why it has been studied. 
Therefore, before drawing conclusions from the existing research, it needs to be carefully 
analyzed.  It has been argued that there is a lack of methods and theoretical models with 
which to reliably, systematically and meaningfully analyze organizational culture in 
relation to organizational change (Allaire & Firsirotu 1984, Alvesson 1989, Avison & 
Myers 1995, Hatch 1997, Lewis 1996a, Lewis 1996b, Schein 1985, Silvester et al. 1999, 
Smircich 1983). Overall, culture is a very complex concept, and thus there exist many 
controversies in both defining and applying it – in IS literature, organizational studies and 
in anthropology (Allaire & Firsirotu 1984, Alvesson 1990, Avison & Myers 1995, Barley 
et al. 1988, Hatch 1997, Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952, Lewis 1996a, Lewis 1996b, Ouchi 
& Wilkins 1985, Smircich 1983). Therefore, a careful analysis of the existing research on 
organizational culture in the context of organizational change is needed before it can be 
utilized as a basis of this research effort.  

1.2.2  Legitimizing Studies on User Involvement in Practice  

User involvement has proven to be problematic in practice6. Custom IS development is 
the traditional context for user involvement (Grudin 1991a), but even in this context a 
huge number of problems have been reported related to user involvement. First, in 
custom IS development, organizational politics and conflicting interests inside 
organizations (e.g., between different user departments or between managers and users) 
may cause problems (Grudin 1991a). There are also conflicts prohibiting cooperation 
between computer and user departments caused by differences in performance criteria 
and reward structure, and by ambiguous responsibilities. Differences in organizational 
                                                           
6 Note that ‘practice’ is now used in a different sense, denoting actual performance or application, ready to carry 
out in practice what they advocated in principle (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary http://www.m-w.com/)   



 23

structures, agendas and working habits may also cause problems. (Boivie et al. 2003, 
Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Heinbokel et al. 1996, Kirsch & 
Beath 1996, Lucas 1971, Orlikowski 1993, Robey 1980, Yeh & Tsai 2001.) Selecting the 
users may also be difficult due to the organizational politics (Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, 
Grudin 1991a, Symon 1998). In addition, it has been argued that there are differences in 
the attitudes, values, languages, skills and education levels between users and designers, 
causing problems for cooperation (Alvarez 2002, Blomberg & Henderson 1990, Cavaye 
1995, Grudin 1991a, Lucas 1971, Robey 1980, Taylor-Cummings 1998, Wagner 1993, 
Yeh & Tsai 2001.) In custom IS development, a documentation wall – sticking to 
specification, impeding iteration – may also be created. If design goals and boundaries 
are frozen too early they may constrain further investigation and problem exploration 
(Gasson 1998, Gasson 2003, Grønbak et al. 1993, Grudin 1991a).  

Another problem is reported as being an overall lack of motivation to cooperate, 
which applies both to users and designers (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Carmel et al. 1993, 
Clement & Van den Besselar 1993, Iivari & Igbaria 1997, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997, 
Wilson et al. 1997). It might be difficult to motivate users to participate (Asaro 2000, 
Bloomer & Croft 1997, Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Cavaye 1995, Heinbokel et al. 1996, 
Iivari & Igbaria 1997, Wilson et al. 1997). In addition, the designers might have 
difficulties in getting access to users (Axtell et al. 1997, Boivie et al. 2003, Nandhakumar 
& Jones 1997). However, designers’ practices and norms might also limit interaction; the 
designers might view themselves as technical experts, and consider interacting with users 
not to be part of their job (Asaro 2000, Bansler & Bødker 1993, Blomberg & Henderson 
1990, Huysman 2000, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997). In addition, they might disregard the 
needs of users despite having involved them first (Blomberg & Henderson 1990, Boivie 
et al. 2003, Cavaye 1995, Lucas 1971, Wilson et al. 1997). Furthermore, problems might 
be caused by the huge quantity of different types of knowledge that is required from both 
users and designers (Axtell et al. 1997, Boivie et al. 2003, Cavaye 1995, Wagner 1993). 
The notation the designers use might be difficult to understand for the users (Asaro 2000, 
Bansler & Bødker 1993, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Wilson et al. 1997), the development 
model might give poor support for user involvement (Boivie et al. 2003, Gulliksen et al. 
2003), and the designers’ limited social skills and knowledge might inhibit cooperation 
(Heinbokel et al. 1996, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997).  

Furthermore, one problem reported is the lack of senior management support (Axtell 
et al. 1997, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Boivie et al. 2003, Carmel et al. 1993, Cavaye 1995). 
However, they should care about user involvement in order for it to get embedded in 
organizations (Clement & Van den Besselar 1993). PD in particular has aroused mainly 
academic interest, and only reluctance on the part of IS practitioners and executives 
(Asaro 2000, Carmel et al. 1993). PD projects have been small-scale, isolated projects 
funded by academia, and PD has ended after the researchers have left the organization 
(Bødker 1996, Clement & Van den Besselar 1993, Kraft & Bansler 1994). As a related 
issue, time and financial constraints have also been reported as limiting user involvement 
(Cavaye 1995, Hirschheim 1985). Finally, empirical studies show that user involvement 
is not a rewarded factor in contracting. User involvement may be required in the contract, 
but still viewed as a risk, delay and cost – by both the designers and the customers. 
(Catarci et al. 2002, Ljung & Allwood 1999.) The contractor, in particular, may confuse 
the customer and the user and concentrate solely on the needs of the customer (Artman 
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2002). The contractor may also refer to user involvement solely in order to get the 
contract (Bødker & Iversen 2002). Problems are caused by the contractors’ lack of 
knowledge of how to involve the users (Artman 2002, Bødker & Iversen 2002, Catarci et 
al. 2002, Ljung & Allwood 1999).  

As mentioned, the field of HCI developed in the context of product development 
(Grudin 1991a), in which user involvement has traditionally been accomplished by 
‘representing the users’ in the development (Cooper & Bowers 1995), and the 
responsibility to ‘represent the users’ has been assigned to a special group of experts, 
labeled ‘usability specialists’ in this thesis. Their work is labeled ‘usability work,’ which 
advocates informative or consultative user involvement (Damodaran 1996): users are 
allowed to comment on predefined design solutions and/or act as providers of 
information and objects of observation, but they do not actively participate in the design 
process or have decision-making power regarding the design solution (Carroll 1996, 
Damodaran 1996). However, even this type of user involvement has proven to be very 
challenging in practice. This applies particularly to the challenging product development 
context (Carmel & Sawyer 1998, Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1993, Grønbak et al. 1993, 
Howcroft & Light 2002, Kyng 1994, Poltrock & Grudin 1994, Robertson 1998). This is 
because in this context even identifying and getting in contact with the prospective users 
is difficult. The development is often totally isolated from users. The development cycle 
is also typically very short, and therefore there is no time for usability work or for 
iteration. (Bauersfeld & Halgren 1996, Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Butler & Tahir 1996, 
Carmel & Sawyer 1998, Cooper 1999, Dray & Mrazek 1996, Dube 1998, Grudin 1991a, 
Grudin 1993, Grønbak et al. 1993, Howcroft & Light 2002, Juhl 1996, Keil & Carmel 
1995, Kjaer & Madsen 1997, Mayhew 1999b, Robertson 1998, Rosson & Carroll 2002, 
Rowley 1996, Wagner 1993.)  

The literature also highlights the difficulty of getting usability work accepted in 
organizations. The position of usability specialists is often weak, their credibility 
questioned and their work undervalued (Aucella 1997, Bekker & Vermeeren 1996, Bias 
& Reitmeyer 1995, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Hammond et al. 1983, Gould & Lewis 
1985, Kyng 1994, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). Usability 
work has not become a standard part of development (Aucella 1997, Grudin 1993, 
Hammond et al. 1983, Gould & Lewis 1985, Mayhew 1999a), and if users are involved, 
it often happens too late and therefore has no effects on design (e.g., only usability testing 
is carried out at the end of a development project) (Aucella 1997, Bauersfeld & Halgren 
1996, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Bødker & Buur 2002, Gardner 1999, Grønbak et al. 
1993, Grudin 1993, Grudin & Poltrock 1989, Kyng 1994, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, Page 
1996, Poltrock & Grudin 1994).  

Furthermore, another problem is the perception of usability work as expensive and a 
delay (Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Gould et al. 1991, Grudin & Poltrock 1989, Kyng 
1994, Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, Tudor 1998) – senior management may 
perceive it to be a threat to budgets and schedules, the designers may be afraid that it will 
increase the time of the development, and the usability specialists have to struggle to 
convince them of the importance of their work (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Borgholm & 
Madsen 1999, Gould et al. 1991, Grudin & Poltrock 1989, Gunther et al. 2001, 
Heinbokel et al. 1996, Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). The usability specialists 
also argue that usability work is not always planned realistically (Aucella 1997), and 
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some methods may be labor-intensive and require a lot of time and resources (Bauersfeld 
& Halgren 1996, Bennett & Karat 1994, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Brown 1996, Curtis 
et al. 1999, Dray & Mrazek 1996, Juhl 1996, Lewis et al. 1996, Rowley 1996, Spinuzzi 
2000, Vredenburg 1999, Vredenburg et al. 2002). On the other hand, usability specialists 
also view resource constraints as a problem inhibiting their job (Bekker & Vermeeren 
1996, Gould & Lewis 1985, Gunther et al. 2001, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). In addition, 
multidisciplinary teamwork and cooperation between different organizational units is 
difficult (Allen 1995, Grønbak et al. 1993, Grudin 1993, Hutchings & Knox 1995, 
Mayhew 1999a, Poltrock & Grudin 1994, Vredenburg 1999). Cooperation is hindered by 
the great differences between designers and users (Anderson & Crocca 1993, Grudin 
1993, Robertson 1998), members of multidisciplinary design teams (Bennett & Karat 
1994, Heinbokel et al. 1996, Muller & Carey 2002) and members of different 
organizational units (Hutchings & Knox 1995, Poltrock & Grudin 1994).  

Moreover, usability guidelines and style guides have proven to be difficult to utilize in 
practice. They are often perceived as difficult to understand and apply. (Bennett & Karat 
1994, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Henninger et al. 1997, Rogers 1997, Tetzlaff & Schwartz 
1991.) Overall, it is argued that delivering ‘knowledge about the user’ to the development 
is a great challenge (Blomberg et al. 1993, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Brown 1996, 
Butler 1996, Fellenz 1997, Grudin 1993, Rogers 1997, Spinuzzi 2000) – user data is 
overwhelming, confusing to the untrained, and impossible to understand merely by 
reading documents (Allen 1995, Blomberg et al. 1993, Brown 1996, Butler 1996, Kyng 
1994, Rowley 1996). Finally, criticism is also addressed towards ‘traditional usability 
work,’ especially usability testing (Buur & Bagger 1999, Bødker & Buur 2002, Rogers 
1997). The criticism is that it restricts understanding of problems, limits dialogue, inhibits 
cooperation between designers, usability specialists and users, has a weak impact on 
design, imposes neutrality, objectivity, and distance on users and advocates laboratory 
settings that cannot reproduce the impact of the context of use (Bannon 1991, Buur & 
Bagger 1999, Bødker & Buur 2002). More cooperative methods are suggested, but it is 
also acknowledged that background knowledge and skills in cooperative design are often 
totally lacking in the product development context (Bødker & Buur 2002, Kjaer & 
Madsen 1997, Kyng 1994, Wagner 1993).  

Therefore, as one can see, user involvement has proven to be very challenging in 
practice, especially in the product development context. On the other hand, there seems to 
be considerable confusion related to the concept of user involvement in academic HCI 
and IS communities. It has been argued that user involvement is a very vague concept 
that can be interpreted to range from active user participation in the design process to the 
involvement of users as mere providers of information and as objects of observation, and 
there is, overall, a variety of views regarding what user involvement is, and how it should 
be accomplished (Asaro, 2000, Barki & Hartwick 1994, Baroudi et al. 1986, Carroll, 
1996, Cavaye 1995, Kujala, 2003, Olsson, 2004). Therefore, an analysis of these views is 
also needed. This thesis includes a review of the existing literature on user involvement 
produced in recent HCI and IS literature. This review shows that researchers have 
constructed their objects of study in divergent ways. The views are all based on the 
assumption that understanding the users and their work and tasks is a necessary basis for 
design, that design involves a redesign of users’ work and tasks, and that designers 
should be ‘in contact with the users’ in order to succeed in creating useful, usable 
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interactive systems. However, on a more specific level the views have clear differences 
relating to the motives of why to involve the users; and relating to guidance on how to 
involve the users.  

1.3  Formulating the Research Questions 

The general area of interest of this thesis is the construction of ‘organizational culture’, 
‘user involvement’, and the relationship between them in SW product development. 
Related to their construction, this thesis focuses on discourses on ‘organizational culture’ 
and ‘user involvement,’ related to which I ask:  

1. What kind of discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’ can one 
identify in IS and HCI literature? Can one outline different discourses and somehow 
evaluate them? How do they relate to each other? How do they construct the 
relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘user involvement’? 

2. What kind of discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’ can one 
identify in SW product development organizations? How do these discourses relate to 
the academic discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’? How do 
they construct the relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘user involvement’? 

In answering these questions I have utilized both conceptual analytic and qualitative, 
interpretive research approaches. Regarding the first set of research questions I have 
utilized the former, while regarding the second set the latter. More detailed descriptions 
of both approaches are offered later in the thesis (see Sections 2, 3, 6.1 and 6.2). 
However, in relation to both, I summarize that I have analyzed discourses constructing 
‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement,’ the difference being in the material from 
which the discourses are identified. 

I first examine discourses on organizational culture and on the ways of studying it. It 
became evident that there exist clearly different discourses on organizational culture 
inquiry in the literature. This thesis analyzes what kinds of discourses on organizational 
culture inquiry have been utilized in the existing IS and HCI research, and suggests 
discourses which could be utilized in this research effort. The analysis also outlines 
different types of relationships constructed between culture and different kinds of 
organizational change efforts in the existing literature. Overall, the analysis provides a 
basis for the selection of the discourse on organizational culture inquiry to be utilized in 
this research effort. The selected discourse postulates organizational culture as constantly 
produced and reproduced in the IT artifact7 development organizations in and by 
discourses, in which the cultural members studied participate and to which they 
contribute. Culture (as well as legitimate ways and motives for studying it) is also 
postulated as produced and reproduced in and by discourses in academia – by the 
researchers studying the culture production and reproduction carried out by cultural 
members.  
                                                           
7 IT artifacts are defined by Orlikowski and Iacano (2001) as ‘bundles of material and cultural properties 
packaged in some socially recognizable form such as hardware and/or software’ (p. 121). In the empirical part 
of this thesis the focus is limited to SW IT artifacts, i.e., the ones packaged in software 
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Afterwards, I examine discourses on user involvement, focusing particularly on 
discourses addressing the SW product development context. As mentioned, there is also 
clear confusion related to the concept of user involvement in both IS and HCI literature. 
There are differences in the views of what user involvement is, how it should be carried 
out and why it should be carried out. First, HCI literature advocating ‘representing the 
user’ is reviewed and the concept of usability work defined. Afterwards, IS literature on 
user involvement is briefly reviewed to provide alternative viewpoints on user 
involvement. Based on these analyses, three academic discourses on user involvement are 
identified, and a paradigmatic analysis of user involvement is carried out by utilizing the 
metaphor of IT artifacts as texts and their development as writing (Grint & Woolgar 
1997), and user involvement as reader involvement in the writing practice. The 
discourses on user involvement are also related to the discourses on organizational 
culture inquiry identified to highlight similarities in the discourse as well as to pinpoint 
gaps in the existing knowledge. The existing discourses are also discussed from the 
viewpoint of how the relationships between culture, user involvement and IT artifact 
development have been and could be constructed. 

After this, the metaphors of ‘organizations as cultures’ (Morgan 1986, Yanow 2000), 
and IT artifact development as writing (Grint & Woolgar 1997) are adopted, and 
discourses on ‘usability work’ are empirically analyzed in IT artifact development 
organizations operating in the product development context. The empirical part examines 
what kind of ‘cultures of usability work’ can be identified in the IT artifact development 
organizations operating in the product development context. Then a qualitative inquiry 
into the enculturation of usability work is carried out. Furthermore, five discourses on 
usability work are identified from the industry, and contrasted with the academic 
discourses on user involvement identified. Finally, findings related to the discursive 
construction of usability work and its cultural context, concentrating specifically on the 
discourses of the ‘usability specialists’ and ‘the other,’ are summarized. 

1.4  Structuring the Thesis and Introducing the Publications  

The original publications have analyzed the construction of organizational culture and 
usability work both in industry and in academia. In publications III, IV, V and VI the 
main contribution is in the empirical analysis of the construction of culture and/or 
usability work in SW development organizations, while publications I and II address the 
construction of culture and/or usability work in academia. The publications clearly reveal 
the evolution of the central concepts utilized in this research effort. Publication I 
discusses UCD and the implementation of UCD, while in latter publications the concept 
of usability work is introduced and utilized. Furthermore, only publications III and V 
utilize the notion of discourse developed in this thesis. Furthermore, regarding the 
concept of culture, the publications reveal that I have clearly utilized different discourses 
on ‘organizational culture inquiry’ during this research effort. This will be discussed in 
more depth in the empirical part of this thesis.  

The thesis is organized as follows. The next section outlines the poststructuralist 
notions of discourse and culture, and the metaphor of IT artifacts as texts and their 
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development as writing utilized in this thesis. As mentioned, publications III and V also 
utilize the notion of discourse developed in this section. Afterwards, the thesis is divided 
into two parts, which outline discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user 
involvement’ in academia and in industry, respectively. The contents of the two parts – on 
discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’ both in academia and in 
industry – are summarized in Table 1.  

Table 1. Structure of the Thesis 

PART 2 - DISCOURSES IN ACADEMIA 
DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTION OF CULTURE  
• Comparative discourse on organizational culture inquiry 
• Interpretive discourse on organizational culture inquiry 
• Clinical discourse on organizational culture inquiry 
• Critical discourse on organizational culture inquiry 
• Postmodern/structuralist discourse on organizational culture inquiry 
DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTION OF USER INVOLVEMENT  
• Rhetoric on ‘representing the user’ 
• Rhetoric on involving the user 
• Three discourses on user involvement  

o Practical HCI discourse  
o Reflective PD discourse  
o Critical IS discourse  

• Paradigmatic analysis of reader involvement in writing IT artifact texts 
PART 3 - DISCOURSES IN INDUSTRY 
DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTION OF CULTURE AND USER INVOLVEMENT  
• Four ‘cultures of usability work’ 

o ‘Innovative & adhocratic culture’ 
o ‘Obedient engineering culture’ 
o ‘Informal goodies culture’ 
o ‘Hectic & competitive culture’ 

• Two approaches to usability work 
o ‘Quality and control oriented engineering’ approach 
o ‘Business and collaboration oriented sneaking in’ approach 

• Five discourses on usability work 
o Usability work as a tradition 
o Usability work as image factor and selling argument 
o Usability work as a waste of time and money 
o Usability work as a controllable and measurable quality improvement effort 
o Usability work as persuading, marketing and manipulating. 

• Discourses of ‘the usability specialists’ and ‘the other’  

Therefore, the third section reviews academic discourses on organizational culture 
inquiry as a basis for the selection of the discourse to be utilized in this thesis. The 
section was built on publications I and II, but new insights into the subject matter have 
been added. In the fourth section, academic discourses on user involvement in both IS 
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and HCI literature are reviewed. All publications except publication II have contributed 
to this section, but the main results are presented in publications V and VI. These 
publications were included in this thesis for that reason. The empirical findings of both 
publications have previously been published in conference publications (Iivari 2004b and 
Iivari 2004c), but there are clear changes in the theoretical parts of the publications (e.g., 
both conference papers discuss user involvement, not usability work), even though the 
empirical findings remain largely the same. Publication VI is currently only a manuscript 
in review. However, the central concepts utilized as a sensitizing device in the empirical 
analysis have changed quite dramatically during the writing of publication VI, as a result 
of which I decided to include this unpublished manuscript rather than the conference 
publication (i.e., Iivari 2004b).  

Furthermore, the fifth section positions this text in relation to the discourses identified 
in academia, and summarizes the empirical results. As mentioned, this section builds on 
all publications except publications I and II. It is important to note that the publications 
are discussed in the order they were written, not in the order they have actually been 
published. In this way the evolution of this research effort will become clearer to the 
reader. The original data analysis related to publication IV was carried out during spring 
2003 (initially published in Iivari 2004a), that related to publication VI was carried out 
during fall 2003 (initially published in Iivari 2004b), that related to publication V during 
spring 2004 (initially published in Iivari 2004c) and that related to publication III during 
fall 2004. Therefore, the publications are discussed in this order.  

Finally, the final section discloses the central themes and observations of the thesis, 
discusses their implications, and considers voices silenced and paths not taken in this 
thesis. 



2 Poststructuralist Notions Utilized  

As mentioned, in this thesis I rely on critical poststructuralist notions of discourse and 
culture informed by Foucauldian tradition. Within poststructuralism8, language, 
subjectivity and power are central notions. Language is in a critical position: it is 
assumed that language does not represent reality, but actively produces it. It is maintained 
that all our prevailing definitions are constructed in language. However, different 
languages and different discourses using the same language produce different kinds of 
definitions and realities. (Hall 1997a, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004.) Discourses are 
defined as ‘certain ways of speaking’ that ‘systematically form the objects of which they 
speak’ (Foucault 1972: 49). Hall, interpreting Foucault, argues that discourses define how 
we can meaningfully talk about a topic (Hall 1997b). In all, discourses define and 
produce the meanings attached to our social reality. Meanings are socially constructed 
and they differ in different discourses. Saussure’s definition of the sign is important. 
There is not a natural relationship between a signifier and a signified, but instead the 
relationship is arbitrary and signs gain their meaning from their relationships to other 
signs. (Hall 1997b, Weedon 1987.)  

Foucault highlights the importance of historical context and power relations in the 
analysis of discourses. He maintains that both knowledge and power are articulated in 
discourses. He maintains that there is no knowledge without particular discourse and any 
discourse can be defined by the knowledge it forms. He also maintains that ‘truth’ is 
different in different discourses, and needs always to be linked to power. Any statement, 
to be considered true, needs to be ‘within the true’ in the first place (Foucault 1972: 224). 
Societies have their ‘general politics of truth,’ which refers to the discourses that are 
accepted to operate as ‘true.’ There is a battle ‘around truth,’ referring to the battle related 
to rules that separate ‘true’ and ‘false’ and attach power to the ‘true.’ It is important to 
acknowledge that the battle is never ‘on behalf of the truth,’ but on the status of truth and 
its political and economic role. (Foucault 1972, Foucault 1986, Weedon 2004).  

In the analysis of discourses one should focus on historically specific discourses that 
are competing with each other, and on the struggle over meanings – and ‘truths’ – that 
                                                           
8 This description relies on the description of ‘feminist poststructuralism’ outlined by Weedon (1987), the 
background for which is in the works of Saussure, Foucault, Derrida, Marxism (particularly Althusser) and 
psychoanalysis (particularly Freud and Lacan) (Weedon 1987). 
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takes place in language. Discourses try to disseminate preferred understandings of the 
world. It is important to acknowledge that meanings are constructed in language to serve 
particular interests. (Fairclough & Wodak 1997, Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987.) 
Altogether, discourses need to be seen as assets – ‘limited, desirable, useful assets that 
pose the question of power’: ‘discourses need to be seen as objects of political struggle’ 
(Foucault 1972: 120). In the analysis of discourses one should always ask: who is 
speaking, who has the authority to use this language, who is qualified? The appropriation 
of discourse needs to be analyzed. The analyst needs to ask: who has the right to speak, 
the ability to understand, access to the statements and the capacity to invest the discourse 
in decisions, institutions and practices? These rights are limited. Furthermore, one must 
also consider the functions the discourses play in the field of non-discursive practices and 
ask where these discourses are used. One should analyze from where discourses derive 
their legitimation and forms of application. (Foucault 1972, Foucault 1980.) 

Academic communities also take part in these discourses and in the production of 
meanings. Therefore, science and scientific theories need to be seen as discourses that, 
among other discourses, take part in the social construction of reality and try to 
disseminate preferred understandings of the world. Foucault strongly criticizes scientific 
discourses and their power to define meanings. According to him the influence of 
ideology in scientific discourse and the ideological functioning of science should be 
addressed. It is argued that science structures certain objects, systematizes certain 
articulations and formalizes certain concepts and strategies, and that through this it 
articulates, modifies, redistributes, confirms and validates knowledge. (Clarke 2001, 
Foucault 1972, Foucault 1986, Weedon 1987, Wuthnow et al. 1984.) 

Subjectivity is another central concept in poststructuralism. Subjectivity refers to the 
‘individual’s sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation to the world’; it 
refers to the positions with which we ‘structure our sense of ourselves’ (Weedon 1987: 
32, 33). Humanism assumes that people are ‘sovereign, conscious, knowing, intentional 
individuals’; people are assumed to be ‘knowing subjects’ who are led by free will, 
reason, knowledge and experience, and who use language to express meanings (Weedon 
2004: 8). Subjectivity is assumed to be unified and rational. It is assumed that there is a 
unique, fixed, coherent essence making people ‘what they are.’ However, 
poststructuralism assumes subjectivity to be fragile, contradictory and constantly 
constructed in discourses. Forms of subjectivity are historically produced and there are 
always competing forms available. (Hall 1997b, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004.) 
Discourses offer individuals forms of subjectivity through subject positions that must be 
occupied while participating in the discourses (Foucault 1972, Foucault 1980, Weedon 
1987). The discourses ‘make sense the most,’ ‘become meaningful’ and ‘have effects’ 
through these subject positions. We become subjects of the discourses by ‘subjecting 
ourselves to the discourses.’ (Hall 1997b: 56.) People are continuously persuaded to 
become subjects in the discourses that constitute individuals as ‘subjects of certain kind.’ 
Therefore, individuals are both the site and subjects of discursive struggle for their 
identity (Weedon 1987: 97). However, the persuasion of individuals as subjects is never 
final, but continuous and open to challenge. People do not only adopt the discourses and 
the subject positions offered, but the discourses can also be questioned and challenged. 
Prevailing notions may be contested as well as reproduced. (Weedon 1987, Weedon 
2004.) Overall, one can say that discourses are both socially constituted and socially 
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constitutive. They constitute both objects and subjects; they constitute our identities and 
our objects of knowledge, but, however, they may be questioned and challenged as well 
as reproduced. (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, Potter 2004a, Potter, 2004b, Weedon 2004.) 
However, some discourses are more readily available and more influential than others. 
On the other hand, access to the discourses might be limited and only a limited number of 
individuals might have the right to participate. (Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987.)  

Overall, in the analysis of discourses it is important first to analyze the formation of 
objects (e.g., madness, sexuality) of the discourses. One needs to focus on ‘certain ways 
of speaking’ that exclude other ways. Foucault (1972: 118-119) maintains that 
‘everything is never said’ and ‘few things are said of the totality,’ due to which one needs 
to concentrate on statements that have emerged, and figure out what ‘allows them to 
emerge to the exclusion of all others.’ One has to consider the multiplicity of silences, 
and what is not said, in addition to what is said. Second, one needs to analyze the subject 
positions individuals must occupy to take part in the discourses. Discourses invite people 
to become subjects in the discourses, and by participating in the discourses individuals 
are constituted as ‘subjects of certain kinds.’ One needs to analyze what kinds of subjects 
individuals are made to be. However, it is also important to acknowledge that access 
might be limited and only a limited number of individuals may be allowed to adopt the 
subject position and consequently participate in the discourse. One needs to consider both 
those who can and those who cannot speak. (Foucault 1972, Foucault 1980, Weedon 
1987, Weedon 2004.) Therefore, one also needs to analyze who has the right to speak, 
who has the ability to understand this language, who has the authority and is qualified to 
use this language, and who has the capacity to apply these discourses in decisions 
(Foucault 1972).  

This thesis analyzes9 discursive construction of user involvement and its cultural 
context in academia and in the SW product development industry. Regarding discourses 
on user involvement, first the construction (formation of an object) of user involvement is 
analyzed in academia. The focus is on ‘certain ways of speaking’ that exclude other ways. 
Furthermore, the subject positions people must occupy while participating in the 
discourses are acknowledged. It is shown that there are many discourses on user 
involvement available in academia, but also in the SW product development industry. 
Furthermore, there are clear similarities between particular academic and industrial 
discourses on user involvement. A distinction between academic discourses on user 
involvement as ‘global’ (societal) and industrial discourses on user involvement as ‘local’ 
(organizational) is made. In industry, discourses are studied in particular organizational 
contexts produced and reproduced by the organizational members. Foucault (e.g., 1972, 
1980, as well as e.g., Bergquist et al. 2005, Thompson 2002) studies discourses in the 
more ‘global’ sense, showing e.g., how madness and sexuality have been discursively 
constructed in our (Western) society without making any particular distinction between 
academic and industrial discourses. However, in IS research many studies, some of them 

                                                           
9 Note, however, that this analysis of discourses does not rely on a ‘method of discourse analysis,’ i.e., on some 
codified procedures and specific guidelines to be followed correctly and completely, but on a particular 
‘analytic mentality’ necessitating craft skill (Potter 2004b). In Foucauldian terms this is not a genealogical, but a 
critical analysis of discourses, focusing on discursive formation of objects and identities, acknowledging that 
discourses are answering particular needs, being constantly modified and displaced, exercising certain 
constraints, and utilizing certain forms of exclusion, limitation and appropriation (Foucault 1972).     
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relying on Foucault in their analysis, have analyzed ‘local’ organizational discourses in 
particular organizational settings (e.g., Doolin 1999, Edenius 2002, Kaasgaard 1998, 
Monod et al. 2002, Sayer & Harvey 1997). I study discursive construction of user 
involvement in the local sense, in particular organizational settings, but also in academia, 
referring to academic literature on user involvement. However, the distinction between 
the terms academic and industrial is problematic, since, as mentioned, HCI literature in 
particular includes very practical articles and textbooks produced for practitioners by 
‘academic-practitioners,’ i.e., academics acting also as consultants offering their services 
to the industry. Furthermore, some of the ‘natives’ of this study have also published in 
conferences of an academic nature, which means the distinction is clearly blurred. 
Despite this, a separation between ‘industrial’ and ‘academic’ discourses is made, 
‘industrial discourse’ being interpreted to refer to ‘local’ discourses in particular 
organizational settings and ‘academic’ to published HCI and IS literature on user 
involvement, in HCI and IS journals and conferences.  

The same distinction also applies in the analysis of discursive construction of culture 
in academia and in industry, even though in this case there is a clear difference in 
academic and industrial discourses. In academia the discourses construct culture and 
legitimate ways and motives for studying it, while in industry the discourses construct 
particular organizational realities. First the formation of the objects of culture and culture 
inquiry are analyzed in academia. Again the interest is in ‘certain ways of speaking’ 
excluding other ways and in subject positions offered to the culture inquirers. In industry, 
and, more specifically, in a set of SW product development organizations, discursive 
construction of culture is analyzed in a ‘local’ sense. It is assumed that organizational 
cultures are produced and reproduced in and by discourses (cf., Abu-Lughod 1991, Abu-
Lughod 1999, Clarke 2001, Hall 1997a, Hall 1997b, Kaasgaard 1998, O’Connor E 1995, 
Ortner 1991, Ortner 1999c, Stahl 2003, Weedon 2004). Discursive construction of culture 
refers to the discursive construction of cultural meanings. Culture is viewed as a system 
of meanings, related to which the continuous spinning and re-spinning of fragile webs of 
meaning (Ortner 1999b) is emphasized. The focus is on the process, not only on the 
system (cf., Hall 1997a, Ortner 1999b). Cultural meanings give us ‘a sense of our own 
identity, of who we are and with whom we ‘belong’’ (Hall 1997a: 3). They are related to 
the ‘construction of identity and marking of difference,’ and they organize and regulate 
our social conduct (Hall 1997a: 4). Cultural identity, following Weedon (2004: 19), is ‘a 
limited and temporary fixing for (cultural members) of particular modes of subjectivity’, 
with ‘subjectivity’ referring to the ‘positions with which the (cultural members) structure 
their sense of themselves’ (Weedon 1987: 33). Identity is always relational: it is defined 
in relation to what one is not, always having its ‘other’ from which difference is 
manifested (Weedon 2004: 19). Therefore, one should analyze the construction of the 
notions of ‘we’ and ‘the other’ (Weedon 2004). Furthermore, in a working community, 
the spinning of the fragile webs of meaning is related to the joint enterprise and shared 
practice of the community. The community constantly negotiates and refines its practice 
supporting the enterprise. (Brown & Duguid 1991, Brown & Duguid 2001, Hall 1997a, 
Lave & Wenger 1991, van Maanen & Barley 1985, Wenger 1998.)  

As mentioned, in this thesis IT artifacts are perceived through the metaphor of a text. 
However, this does not imply that I suggest that IT artifacts actually are (only) texts, but 
instead I suggest that interesting issues can be revealed by considering them as texts. 
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Altogether, the textuality10 of IT artifacts leads us to mass media and cultural studies, in 
which the production and reception of different kinds of media texts have been central 
focuses of study. In these studies there has been a shift of focus from the texts to the 
audiences. In the beginning, the interest was focused on the effects of the texts on the 
audience. The audience was perceived to be only a passive receiver of the texts. The 
critical tradition influential in media studies also focused strongly on the ideological 
functioning of the texts, and studies were textual analyses of the ideological messages the 
texts were trying to deliver. Later, however, interest started to turn to the uses of the texts 
as well, and to the active audiences making sense of the texts. The focus shifted to the 
specific interpretations of the texts made by the readers and, more widely, to the 
multiplicity of audiences, to their heterogeneous interpretations and to the varying 
contexts and practices of reading. (Ang 1992, Fiske 1987, Hall 1980, Morley 1992, 
Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004.) Furthermore, recent media studies maintain that reading 
needs to be conceptualized with terms such as appropriation, domestication, taming or 
consumption. Then it is acknowledged that the objects of consumption – the texts – are 
both material and symbolic, and that consumption is a symbolic activity, a process of 
meaning construction, which always needs to be situated in its (social, cultural, political, 
organizational) context. Consumption is always consumption in context. It is also 
maintained that through consumption our identities are constructed and articulated, and 
status and taste expressed. Consumption is influenced by the encoding process, but 
clearly not determined by it. (Ang & Hermes 1996, Bourdieu 1984, Hall 1980, Mackay 
1997a, Mackay 1997b, Silverstone 1994.)  

Similar developments can be identified in IS research regarding the relationship 
between ‘texts’ and ‘audiences’ and regarding the complexity of the ‘reading’ and its 
consequences. For example, Kling (2000) summarizes the developments of the body of 
research called social informatics – broadly defined as ‘the interdisciplinary study of the 
design, uses and consequences of information technologies that takes into account their 
interaction with institutional and cultural contexts’ (Kling 2000: 218) – in which the focus 
was at first on IT impacts, but where the focus has more recently turned to the social 
shaping of IT, to the different contexts, and to the varied consequences of IT in these 
contexts. It is argued that technological effects may be varied and indirect, and social 
effects potentially enormous. (Kling 2000.) These types of arguments have also been put 
forward, for example, in studies utilizing Structuration Theory (one of the influential 
social theories in IS11) in the analysis of the implementation or use of IT in organizations 
(e.g., Karsten 2000, Majchrzak et al. 2000, Nicholson & Sahay 2001, Orlikowski 1996, 

                                                           
10 Note that textuality is associated with IT artifacts, with organizational change and with my research, in which 
‘cultures as texts are written’: IT artifacts are perceived as texts written by designers and read by users, change 
efforts as texts similarly written by the designers of the change efforts and read by the ones supposed to change 
(O’Connor, E.1995), and this research effort as a text that has been written by me after I, as a researcher, have 
read the ‘social world [user involvement and its cultural context] as a text that is alien and unfamiliar: a text 
with significance and meaning that will emerge only through interpretation’ (Boland 1989: 592; Geertz (1973) 
is a famous example advocating reading of culture as a text; Clifford & Markus (1986) provide a famous 
example of the critique of ‘cultures as mere texts’).  
11 Structuration Theory and Activity Theory have been particularly influential social theories in recent years in 
IS research (a general introduction to their utilization in IS research in Scandinavia can be found in Iivari & 
Lyytinen 1998, who also mention Actor Network Theory as gaining increasing interest; an introduction to 
Activity Theory and its utilization in HCI can be found e.g., in Kuutti 1995).   



 35

Orlikowski & Robey 1991, Sahay & Robey 1996). These studies have argued that IT 
conditions and shapes human action, but also that human action conditions and shapes IT 
– IT is created, manipulated and reshaped by human action. Overall, the assumption is 
that social structures shape human action, but human action also creates and reproduces 
the structures. IT might be postulated to condition, constrain, enable and shape human 
action (e.g., in Majchrzak et al. 2000, Orlikowski & Robey 1991), but it has been argued 
that the power of IT should not be exaggerated and the openness of meaning in the 
interpretive act should be acknowledged (Boland 1993). There is a ‘dynamic potential of 
language-games to make and remake meanings’ (Boland 1996: 697).  

However, even though the studies utilizing the above-mentioned theories clearly offer 
interesting insights, they have been largely carried out in the IT artifact use context. 
Furthermore, regarding the IT artifact use context, in some studies IT artifacts have also 
been perceived as texts and their reading analyzed to some extent (early examples e.g., in 
Boland 1989, Boland 1993). Both representations of IT and representations inscribed in 
IT have been analyzed (Wilson 2002). IT has been perceived as a text through which 
dominant discourses speak, or as a text that controls, facilitates, promotes and enables 
certain kinds of discourses within the organizational context in which it is read (e.g., 
Doolin 1999, Kaasgaard 1998, Wilson 2002). Overall, this discussion is clearly related to 
the discussion of textual (and technological) determinism. Textual determinism postulates 
that texts have intrinsic meanings having effects on the readers. Anti-essentialists, on the 
other hand, maintain that the meanings emerge only in the active interpretation carried 
out by the readers. (Grint & Woolgar 1997.) As mentioned, the latter position – as well as 
the socio-technical approach inherent in social informatics, maintaining that social 
relationships and technical elements are an inseparable ensemble – has gained increasing 
attention during recent years in the context of IT artifacts (cf., Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 
1994, Grint & Woolgar 1997, Kling 2000, Mackay 1997b, Orlikowski 1996, Orlikowski 
& Gash 1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999, Suchman et al. 1999). 

However, in this thesis the consumption of IT artifact texts is not explored, since this 
thesis focuses on the context of writing these texts, and the users’ (the consumer-readers’) 
consumption of the IT artifacts is simply assumed to realize in the future. In addition, I 
argue that the metaphor of the text is a more limited one when applied in the IT artifact 
use context – not related to the positioning of researchers as readers and writers, but to 
the positioning of users as only readers of IT artifacts as texts. Overall, I think that 
conceptualizing implementation/adoption/use of IT artifacts as mere ‘reading’ does not 
do justice to the heterogeneity and multiplicity of material and non-discursive practices 
and consequences of the implementation/adoption/use of the IT artifacts. IT artifacts are 
not only texts waiting to be read by the readers, but they are texts that will actually be 
‘put into use’ and ‘have effects’ in a much broader sense than e.g., television programs or 
advertisements; safety-critical systems could be taken as an extreme example. In 
addition, as already argued, the limitedness of the metaphor has also been recognized by 
the media researchers, who have recommended e.g., the concept of ‘consumption in 
context’ instead. I would argue that these researchers could actually gain a lot from IS 
and HCI research, in which both methodologies for the analysis of this ‘consumption in 
context’ and empirical results of this ‘consumption in context’ have been produced. 

On the other hand, in the writing context I argue that the metaphor of IT artifacts as 
texts emphasizes important issues. Following Suchman and colleagues (1999) I argue that 
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the metaphor succeeds in emphasizing the interrelated but at the same time uncertain 
nature of the relationship between design and use, and the impossibility of controlling it 
as well as the importance of respecting it. Furthermore, SW IT artifact development is not 
only metaphorically writing, but also, largely, literally writing. This applies also, to some 
extent, to the work of usability specialists, who write ‘representations of the users and 
their work’ and in some instances are also actually allowed to write parts of the IT artifact 
texts, or at least comment on them. Altogether, I argue that the metaphor of the text is 
capable of emphasizing the problematic nature of IT artifact development. As argued, in 
the development the users are configured and the parameters for their work practices 
established (Grint & Woolgar 1997), through writing (a) text(s). Usability specialists try 
to ensure that the users and their work practices are defined in the text in a way that suits 
the users. However, afterwards, these texts are ‘run,’ i.e., they are put into use and have 
effects, and in this case not only in people’s minds. Related to this, it also needs to be 
highlighted that no matter how fancy the methods and techniques developed for 
‘understanding the user,’ for ‘user task redesign’ or for ‘evaluation from the user’s 
viewpoint,’ ultimately they only contribute by providing background knowledge based on 
which/despite which the SW IT artifact texts are written, and actually indeed written.  

To summarize, in this thesis it is assumed that the IT artifact texts are full of potential 
meanings, but also capable of suggesting a ‘preferred reading’ to the readers. It is also 
assumed that discourses play a role here; they function in the writing as well as in the 
reading of the texts. Discourses function to structure the texts, and they are realized in the 
texts. (Fiske 1987.) Critical tradition suggests that the ‘preferred reading’ is defined by 
the dominant ideology advocating the interests of the elite groups. In this thesis a less 
radical position is adopted, but it is maintained, however, that texts are sites of discursive 
struggle of meanings. It is assumed that during the writing practice the user-readers are 
socially constructed, i.e., they are configured through offering them ‘natural, obvious’ 
subject positions – making the text easy and obvious to make sense of (Fiske 1987, Hall 
1980) – to be occupied. The subject positions must be occupied and the messages 
decoded accordingly before the message can ‘have intended effects’ and ‘be put into use.’ 
In a situation in which the reader decodes the message in the terms in which it has been 
encoded, an ideal of ‘perfectly transparent communication’ is achieved. However, the 
subject positions offered may also be resisted, and the messages decoded in a negotiated 
or even opposing way. (Fiske 1987, Hall 1980.) Therefore, even though the writer can 
never determine how the reader will interpret the text, a ‘preferred reading’ is encoded 
into the text. The ‘preferred reading’ defines the users and the parameters for their work 
practices (cf., Grint & Woolgar 1997) in a preferred way, ‘preferred’ typically defined by 
the management. This position bears clear similarities with the semiotic approach of 
Actor-Network Theory that maintains that designers inscribe a ‘prediction about the 
world’ into technological artifacts that are seen as ‘texts.’ The designers produce 
projected, anticipated users with specific competencies, motives, tastes and aspirations, as 
well as the relationships between the different actors in the use setting. Overall, the 
designers assume certain kinds of relationships between the artifact and the surrounding 
actors, and attempt to predetermine the prospective use setting. However, again, 
technological determinism is not assumed, but instead it is assumed that the prospective 
users are able to react to what is prescribed or proscribed in different ways. (Akrich 1992, 
Akrich & Latour 1992, Latour 1992.)  
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Regarding research in the IT artifact writing context, studies (e.g., Alvarez 2001, 
Alvarez 2002, Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Nielsen 1999, Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen 
& Karsten 2005) have already shown that discourses have been harnessed to advocate 
certain viewpoints and voices (designers/managers) while ignoring others (users). The 
studies have analyzed planning and task redesign (Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen & Karsten 
2005) and requirements determination (Alvarez 2001, Alvarez 2002, Bloomfield & 
Vurdubakis 1997) discourses, i.e., they do not address user involvement per se, but the 
users have participated in the discourses identified, at least to some extent. Kensing and 
Munk-Madsen (1993) also identify three domains of discourse in a design process, in 
relation to which users and designers should be able to effectively communicate. They 
also offer advice on how to facilitate user-designer communication. Overall, these studies 
show that IT artifact writing practice might include users, their managers, and designers 
participating in and contributing to the discourses, in which ‘user requirements and needs’ 
(Alvarez 2001, Alvarez 2002) and ‘changes in tasks and authority relationships’ 
(Sarkkinen & Karsten 2005) are constructed. However, these studies have been carried 
out in the custom IS development context, in which, as has been argued, user 
involvement might be easier to organize. This thesis focuses on discourses on ‘user 
involvement’ in the challenging product development context.  

In the development context, it is interesting to consider writing strategies. The critical 
tradition in media studies suggests that writing strategies can be disruptive or 
conservative, or in the context of feminist studies feminine or masculine (Hall 1980, 
Fiske 1987, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004). This discussion bears a resemblance to the 
issue of user involvement in interactive systems development, which will be discussed as 
the final point of this section. In recent studies in anthropology and in feminist, media, 
cultural, racialized and queer studies there has been a call for previously ‘marginalized’ 
and ‘neglected’ authors (female, black, homosexual, working class, non-Western…) to 
speak for the marginalized, neglected groups they represent, who have earlier been totally 
dismissed, or only situated on the side of the reader. The authoritative, ‘marginalizing’ 
writers have had full control of the writing of the texts and have utilized a writing 
strategy advocating the interests of the dominant groups. However, now it is argued that a 
voice should be given to these marginalized groups to enable them to speak for 
themselves. Either these authors are encouraged to write themselves, or at least they are 
invited, as co-authors, into the writing practice. (Clifford 1986a, Clifford 1986b, Clifford 
1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004.) In 
this thesis the focus is on user involvement in IT artifact development, i.e., the focus is on 
reader involvement in IT artifact writing practice. Does this imply that in HCI and IS 
research and practice, too, the marginalized, neglected groups (users) have been given a 
voice and the right to speak for themselves due to these ethical concerns? To a certain 
extent: yes. However, the subsequent discussion about user involvement will reveal that 
there is a multitude of motives for involving the reader-users in the writing practice of the 
IT artifact texts, many of which do not consider the rights of these ‘marginalized,’ 
‘neglected’ readers nor the ethical issues surrounding both the writing and the reading of 
these IT artifact texts. Overall, it is shown that there is a multitude of discourses on 
‘reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice’ both in academia and in industry, 
offering many different kinds of subject positions to the writers, to the readers, to the 
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‘reader representatives’ also known as usability specialists, and to the researchers 
concerned with user involvement in IT artifact development.  

Finally, as the final point of this section it is mentioned that the calls for more ‘reader 
involvement in IT artifact writing practice’ can actually also be read as texts inscribing 
‘predictions about the world’ – again following the semiotic approach of Actor-Network 
Theory – written by those advocating reader involvement in IT artifact writing, and read 
by those who are to involve the readers or who are to be involved as readers. The writers 
of these inscriptions can be seen as producing projected, anticipated readers (i.e., 
designers, usability specialists and users) with specific competencies, motives, tastes and 
aspirations, as well as relationships between these different actors in the reading (i.e., IT 
artifact writing) setting. However, again, textual determinism is not assumed, but instead 
it is assumed that the prospective readers are able to react to what is prescribed or 
proscribed in different ways. (cf., Akrich 1992, Akrich & Latour 1992, Latour 1992)  



 Part 2 - Discourses in Academia 

This part identifies discourses on ‘organizational culture inquiry’ and ‘user involvement’ 
in academia. The discourses on ‘user involvement’ are also related to the discourses on 
‘organizational culture inquiry’ identified, in order to highlight similarities in the 
discourses as well as to pinpoint gaps in the existing knowledge. 





3 Discourses on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

As mentioned, organizational culture is a popular but also a very complex concept, and 
existing literature – in anthropology and organizational studies as well as in IS research – 
employs very different approaches to culture (Alvesson 1990, Avison & Myers 1995, 
Barley et al. 1988, Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952, Smircich 1983). The existing culture 
studies differ greatly in relation to what has been studied, how it has been studied and 
why it has been studied. Therefore, before drawing conclusions from the existing 
research, this research needs to be carefully analyzed. Hence, this thesis categorizes 
different conceptions of culture in the existing literature. Prevailing conceptions of 
culture in anthropology, organizational studies and IS and HCI literature are brought up. 
First, an analytical framework is developed to categorize the differences. The framework 
is based on insights gained from a literature review (what has been empirically studied, 
how and why) and by reflecting on existing categorizations in organization theory, 
organizational culture studies and anthropology (what could be studied, how and why). 
The studies included in the literature review were found by looking for the keywords 
‘organizational culture’ and ‘cultural’ in the title or abstract of the articles. One criterion 
for the selection of the articles was that they had to be related to some kind of 
organizational change effort – related to the writing or reading IT artifact texts – since 
otherwise the quantity of relevant articles would have been too great. In addition, it was 
also assumed that, in IS and HCI research, organizational culture studies have to be 
related somehow to the development, implementation or use of IT artifacts – culture 
studies as descriptive accounts of culture are carried out within other disciplines. 
Furthermore, the studies had to be empirical12 to be included in the analysis.  

The analytical framework developed (see Table 2) outlines assumptions about:  

− What has been and could be studied 
− How it has been and could be studied  
− Why it has been and could be studied 

                                                           
12 However, even though the studies included all claim they empirically analyze culture, in many cases no 
explicit definition of culture is offered and/or there is no description of the data-gathering or analysis process. 
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Table 2. Analytic Framework for Classifying Culture Studies 

What  How  Why 
Culture 
A predefined variable versus a root metaphor (Cook 
& Yanow 1993, Ouchi & Wilkins 1985, Schultz & 
Hatch 1996, Smircich 1983, Yanow 2000) 
 
An explanatory versus a dependent variable (Ouchi 
& Wilkins 1985, Smircich 1983)  
 
Pragmatism versus purism (Aaltio-Marjosola 1991, 
Alvesson 1990, Avison & Myers 1995, 
Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, deRoche 1998, Hatch 
1997)  
 
A tool – for organizational problem-solving, for 
domination and oppression or for emancipation and 
liberation of the oppressed (Schein 1985, 
Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Phillips & Brown 1993)
 
A text – cultural accounts (‘true fictions’) produced 
by the researchers (Clifford & Marcus 1986) 
 
Change 
The logic of determination versus the logic of 
opposition (Robey & Boudreau 1999) 
 
Planned versus emergent change (Markus & Robey 
1988, Orlikowski 1996) 
 
A realist, deterministic versus a nominalist, 
voluntarist position (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 
& Hirschheim 1996) 
 
Preferred, negotiated versus opposing reading (Hall 
1980) 

Epistemology 
Positivist, postpositivist, 
antipositivist (interpretive, 
hermeneutic, social 
constructivist), anti-
scientific, anti-empirist 
(Burrell & Morgan, 1979, 
Lincoln & Guba 2000, 
Orlikowski & Baroudi 
1991, Schwandt 2000) 
 
Formal mathematical 
analysis, analytical 
framework defined a priori, 
context- and organization-
specific, interpretive 
analysis (Burrell & Morgan 
1979, Deetz 1996, Schultz 
& Hatch 1996), clinical 
analysis: aim is to address 
organizational 
dysfunctionalities (Schein 
1993) or critical analysis: 
the influence of historical, 
economic, social and 
political conditions must be 
acknowledged (Orlikowski 
& Baroudi 1991) 
 
Nomothetic versus 
idiographic research 
methods (Burrell & 
Morgan, 1979) 

Role of the research 
Means-end oriented, 
interpretive or critical (Chua 
1986, Iivari 1991, Orlikowski 
& Baroudi 1991) 
 
Value of the research 
Labor, capital (ideology of 
managerialism) or academic 
(Barley et al. 1988, Burrell & 
Morgan 1979, Czarniawska-
Joerges 1992, deRoche 1998, 
Chua 1986, Iivari 1991, 
Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991) 
 
Role of the researcher  
Neutral observer and informer, 
sympathetic but authoritative 
interpreter, consultant, therapist 
and change agent, advocate, 
activist and creator of 
awareness and understanding of 
the different forms of social 
domination or socially situated 
producer of knowledge, moral 
subject always positioned in 
specific contexts and power 
relations (Deetz 1996, Shultz & 
Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987, 
Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991, 
Lincoln & Guba 2000, Clifford 
1986a, Clifford 1986b, Clifford 
1988, Rabinow 1986) 

In other words, existing organizational culture literature was analyzed by focusing on 
certain ontological (what), epistemological (how) and ethical (why) assumptions. 
Ontology refers to the basic assumptions about the phenomena being investigated 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 1991). Epistemology refers to the assumptions made 
about the nature of the scientific knowledge about the phenomena being investigated – 
what kind of knowledge can be obtained, what are the limits of knowledge and how can 
one distinguish true and false (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 1991). Ethical assumptions 
are related to the responsibility of the researcher for the consequences of the research. 
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Ethical assumptions concern the role and value of research. (Iivari 1991 adapting Chua 
1986.) These assumptions were used to distinguish different discourses on organizational 
culture inquiry in academic literature in anthropology, organizational studies and IS and 
HCI. Deetz (1996) has analyzed ‘discourses on organizational inquiry,’ with discourses 
referring to the ‘ways of articulating arguments and engaging in research practices, 
providing ways for orientation to organizations, for constituting people and events in 
them and for reporting of them‘ (Deetz 1996: 198). Different ‘ways of articulating 
arguments and engaging in research practices’ have been discussed regarding existing 
research in anthropology (Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986) and organizational 
studies (Jeffcutt 1999). This study applies the results of these studies further in the 
analysis of empirical IS and HCI literature. However, before discussing the assumptions 
in more detail, it needs to be pointed out that discourses are fluid (unlike paradigms in 
Burrell & Morgan 1979) – their edges are not demarcated and the researchers do not 
cluster around a prototype but instead gather at the crossroads (Deetz 1996: 199).  

3.1  What Has Been and Could Be Studied? 

While outlining the ontological assumptions – what has been and could be studied – the 
assumptions related to the nature of organizational culture were in the focus. First, there 
is a distinction between culture as a variable versus ‘anthropological’ notions of culture, 
and a distinction between pragmatist and purist views of culture. The distinction between 
culture as a variable and ‘anthropological’ notions of culture is discussed first. Smircich 
(1983) has developed a widely cited categorization of organizational culture studies that 
relates organizational culture studies to the anthropological literature. According to her, 
organizational culture has been viewed either as a variable – external or internal – or as a 
root metaphor for conceptualizing organizations. She has divided organizational culture 
studies into two areas: organizations are regarded as cultures (the ‘is’ approach) or as 
having a culture (the ‘has’ approach). In the latter, culture is a feature that belongs to 
organizations. Studies on comparative management have viewed culture as an 
independent background or explanatory variable. Culture has also been seen as an 
internal variable that contributes to the effectiveness of an organization. This view has 
also been called instrumental, utilitarian or clinical – the clients being the managers of 
organizations, who are seen as creators and manipulators of culture. (Allaire & Firsirotu 
1984, Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Smircich 1983.) Overall, when viewing culture as a 
variable, it can be viewed either as an independent or dependent variable. If culture is 
viewed as an independent variable, culture’s influence on other issues (e.g., individual) is 
in the focus. If culture is viewed as a dependent variable, on the other hand, it is viewed 
as being designable and manipulable for some purpose (e.g., by management in the 
pursuit of ‘excellence’). (Ouchi & Wilkins 1985.)  

However, culture can also be used as a root metaphor in the analysis. Then the notions 
of culture developed within cultural anthropology are more widely in use. However, as 
mentioned, even though the concept of culture is central within the discipline, it is not a 
clearly defined one. In fact, it has gained several hundred definitions in anthropology 
alone (Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952, Lett 1987). However, one can state that, generally in 
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anthropology, culture refers to ‘socially transmitted patterns for behavior characteristic of 
a particular social group’ or to a ‘way of life among particular people.’ Altogether, the 
definitions highlight culture as historical, as shared, as including beliefs, values and 
norms that guide the action of cultural members, as learned, and as an abstraction from 
behavior and products of behavior. (Keesing & Strathern 1998, Kroeber & Kluckhohn 
1952.) Especially the cognitive and symbolic schools have gained a central position 
within the field of anthropology within the past few decades (Lett 1987, Ortner 1999a, 
Ortner 1999b, Smircich 1983). According to the cognitive school, culture is a system of 
shared rules or cognitions. Researchers analyze the implicit rules guiding behavior. The 
symbolic school, on the other hand, sees culture as a system of shared symbols and 
meanings. In the symbolic school, researchers seek out local interpretations in order to 
reveal cultural meanings ‘from the native’s point of view.’ (Geertz 1973, Gregory 1983, 
Smircich 1983.) Geertz, a famous anthropologist of the symbolic school, states that ‘man 
is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be 
those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of 
law but an interpretive one in search of meaning.’ (Geertz 1973: 5.)  

However, a ‘postmodern/structuralist approach’ to culture emerged during the 1980s. 
The view of culture as a static, shared pattern or whole was questioned in anthropology 
(Borofsky 1994b, Clifford & Marcus 1986, Fox 1991, Goodenough 1994, Goody 1994, 
Keesing & Strathern 1998, Ortner 1999b, Vayda 1994). These researchers maintain that 
cultures are always plural and open to interpretations. Meanings are continuously 
negotiated. The view of culture as a distinct entity with clear boundaries is rejected. 
Cultures should not be viewed as fixed sets of shared meanings, but instead as 
fragmented, emergent, pluralistic phenomena. Cultures are constantly interpreted and 
reproduced. If culture is seen as a system of meanings, one needs to acknowledge that the 
meanings are continuously contested, negotiated and struggled over. (Abu-Lughod 1991, 
Abu-Lughod 1999, Appadurai 1991, Borofsky 1994a, Clifford & Marcus 1986, 
Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Keesing & Strathern 1994, Ortner 1999b, Schultz 1992, 
Weedon 2004.) People are continuously spinning ‘fragile webs of significance,’ and the 
focus should be on meaning-making, not on the system (Ortner 1999b). Culture has also 
been conceptualized as discursively constructed (Abu-Lughod 1991, Abu-Lughod 1999, 
Clarke 2001, Hall 1997a, Hall 1997b, Kaasgaard 1998, O’Connor E 1995, Ortner 1991, 
Ortner 1999c, Stahl 2003, Weedon 2004). Poststructuralism postulates culture as the site 
of a struggle of conflicting interests. In this site identities are produced and reproduced in 
language. Cultural identities are constructed through a process of representation and 
redefinition; identities are not reflected, but produced in language. Power limits the 
possibilities for participating in and contributing to the discourses. On the other hand, 
identities may also be called into question and the discourses contested and challenged. 
(Weedon 2004.) Overall, it has been argued that the concept of ‘cultural’ should be 
preferred instead of the concept of ‘culture,’ since the viewpoints presented above, as 
well as the concept of cultural, highlight the fragmented, emergent, pluralistic nature of 
culture. It has been argued that if the concept of culture is used, then the phenomenon is 
already being essentialized and reified. (Borofsky 1994a, Clifford 1988, Clifford & 
Marcus 1986, Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Ortner 1999b, Keesing & Strathern 1994.)    

The criticism presented in the previous paragraph also applies to the notion of 
organizational culture. It is argued that organizational cultures should, similarly, be 
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characterized by differentiation and diversity. The view of organizational culture as a 
separate, harmonious, shared, distinct entity is criticized as being too simplistic and static. 
Instead, it needs to be seen as contested, changing and emergent, and researchers should 
examine how meanings are created, recreated and negotiated in organizations. (Avison & 
Myers 1995, Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Robey & Azevedo 1994, Schultz 1992.) 
Furthermore, organizational culture needs also to be seen as a political phenomenon. The 
fragmented, pluralistic nature of organizational culture is evident when one acknowledges 
all the subcultures, communities of practice and occupational communities within any 
organization. Researchers should pay attention to the inconsistencies and lack of 
consensus in the cultural content produced by the divergent subcultures and occupational 
communities. (Bloor & Dawson 1994, Boland & Tenkasi 1995, Bolon & Bolon 1994, 
Brown & Duguid 1991, Brown & Duguid 2001, Cook & Yanow 1993, Czarniawska-
Joerges 1992, Hofstede 1998, Huysman 2000, Lucas 1987, Schein 1996a, Schein 1996b, 
Wenger 1998.) Organizational culture might be then viewed only as a ‘negotiated order’ 
(e.g., Lucas 1987). Altogether, organizations should be seen as multicultural, clashes and 
conflicts as distinctive features and the notion of uniform organizational culture only as a 
normative managerial ideology (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992). Within critical theory, 
organizational culture can also be postulated as organizational hegemony – as a tool for 
repression, domination and hegemonic reproduction (Ogbor 2001). 

However, some researchers have even taken a step further. A crisis of representation 
emerged during the 1980s. At this point the research turned to the rhetorics and 
storytelling in research. It was argued that researchers are not able to capture lived 
experience, as was assumed in anthropological research, but instead the experience is 
constructed in the texts written by the researchers. These researchers maintain that 
cultural accounts are always incomplete and based on systematic exclusions. They 
maintain that ‘there is no whole picture that can be ‘filled in.’’ Cultural accounts are 
merely artificial texts, ‘true fictions,’ produced by the researchers. Therefore, 
ethnographies (descriptions of culture) are only texts the researchers have produced. They 
are fiction – they are ‘something made or fashioned’. Now the critics argue that the focus 
should be on the production of these texts, in which the writer’s voice always dominates 
and situates the analysis. Now the focus should be turned on modes of authority. The 
authority to represent cultures is not equally distributed. Traditionally the anthropologists 
have had full control over the interpretation of other cultures. They have studied not 
(wo)man, but primitive (wo)man. They have gazed at exotic, primitive, small, non-
Western cultures – the other. This dominant group has also marginalized the other. The 
marginalized group has not been allowed to argue against, or even have a dialogue with 
the authoritative voice of the anthropologist. (Clifford 1986a: 6, 18, Clifford 1986b, 
Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986, Denzin & Lincoln 2000.)  

Overall, one can conclude that there clearly exist different culture conceptions in the 
existing literature. However, this also applies to the conceptions of culture change. 
Studies regarding culture change have been labeled pragmatist or purist (Alvesson 1990). 
Purists maintain that cultures cannot and do not change easily, but that culture and culture 
change are evolutionary and unpredictable. Purists argue that it is very difficult for the 
ones managing the change to predict and tailor the responses and reactions caused by the 
change, since interpretations cannot be controlled or directed. Overall, it is assumed that 
cultures can and do change, but the rational management of this change is questioned. 
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(Aaltio-Marjosola 1991, Alvesson 1990, Avison & Myers 1995, Cook & Yanow 1993, 
Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, deRoche 1998, Hatch 1997.) Pragmatists, on the other hand, 
view culture as a phenomenon, which is supposed to change, and believe that research 
should support the change, and identify the mechanisms of change. Culture is seen as an 
adaptive mechanism, which can and should be guided and controlled for better 
adaptation. (Aaltio-Marjosola 1991, Alvesson 1990, Czarniawska-Joerges 1992 deRoche 
1998.) Altogether, within this line of thought, culture is viewed as a tool – usually for the 
use of managers, to be manipulated.  

This leads us to the concept of organizational change, which is also a very complex 
concept and can be viewed using differing logics and perspectives (Markus & Robey 
1988, Orlikowski 1996, Robey & Boudreau 1999). The divergent logics and perspectives 
have been derived from studies on organizational consequences of IT, but they are 
assumed also to be applicable in other kinds of change efforts. Typically, IT has been 
viewed as a determinant or enabler of change (Robey & Markus 1988, Orlikowski 1996, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999). IT has been postulated as an external force transforming 
organizations, or as a management tool for fashioning new organizational designs. In 
general, a planned change perspective assumes that managers, systems designers and/or 
IT are the sources and drivers of organizational change, and that the changes needed can 
be straightforwardly planned and implemented. However, other studies emphasize the 
importance of symbolic meanings of IT, and the difficulty of implementing IT into 
resistant cultures. These types of studies also maintain that IT may produce paradoxical 
or ironic consequences in organizations. It is argued that the consequences of IT emerge 
unpredictably, and no dominant cause of change can be defined. (Markus & Robey 1988, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999.) Orlikowski also advocates the perspective of emergent 
change, in which change is seen as ‘ongoing improvisation enacted by organizational 
actors trying to make sense and act coherently in the world’ (Orlikowski 1996: 65). 
Therefore, organizations need to be viewed as ‘enacted,’ and organizational members as 
constantly improvising, innovating and adjusting their work routines. Change is assumed 
to be ‘inherent in everyday practice’ and it cannot be separated from the constant, 
ongoing, situated actions of organizational members. (Orlikowski 1996: 65-67.) Change, 
altogether, is to be viewed as floundering, continuous, ambiguous, ‘out of control,’ 
iterative, and characterized by contradictions (O’Connor E 1995). 

Altogether, these positions to change can be characterized by using the distinctions of 
realism vs. nominalism and determinism vs. voluntarism. The realist, deterministic 
position ‘implies that reality is predictable and at least in principle manipulable, 
prescribable and designable’ (Iivari & Hirschheim 1996: 553), and human beings are 
postulated as responding to the external events in a mechanistic or even deterministic 
way (Burrell & Morgan 1979). They are assumed simply and unambiguously to rely on a 
‘preferred reading’ provided by the text (cf., Hall 1980). The nominalist, voluntarist 
position, on the other hand, views ‘social phenomena largely as emergent and not directly 
designable’ (Iivari & Hirschheim 1996: 553), and a human agent is viewed as a creator of 
the environment and a controller rather than controlled (Burrell & Morgan 1979). People 
are assumed to be capable of relying on a ‘negotiated’ or even ‘opposing’ reading of any 
text offered to them to be read (cf., Hall 1980). 
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3.2  How Has It Been and Could It Be Studied? 

In investigating how organizational culture has been and could be studied, the 
categorization of paradigms in organization theory, IS research, and organizational 
culture studies (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Deetz 1996, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Lincoln & 
Guba 2000, Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991, Schultz & Hatch 1996) were used as a basis. 
Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) categorization has been highly influential and utilized 
considerably in IS research (e.g., Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Iivari 1991, Orlikowski & 
Baroudi 1991). Burrell and Morgan (1979) distinguish four paradigms in sociology and 
organization theory – functionalist, interpretive, radical structuralist and radical humanist. 
However, their work has been criticized (see e.g., Boland 1989, Deetz 1996), especially 
for the subjective-objective dichotomy it introduces and for reifying research approaches. 
Nonetheless, the epistemological assumptions outlined by Burrell and Morgan (1979) are 
presented as the basis of this section. They outline positivist and antipositivist 
epistemologies that are related to the paradigms in the following way. The interpretive 
and radical humanist paradigms rely on antipositivist epistemology and ideographic 
research methodology maintaining that ‘the social world can only be understood from the 
point of view of individuals who are directly involved in the activities which are to be 
studied,’ and emphasizing ‘first-hand knowledge of the subjects under investigation.’ 
Functionalist and radical structuralist paradigms, on the other hand, rely on positivist 
epistemology and nomothetic research methodology, which place the emphasis on 
‘explaining and predicting social world by searching for regularities and causal 
relationships,’ ‘scientific rigor’ and ‘systematic protocol.’ (Burrell & Morgan 1979: 5-6.)  

Deetz (1996) has identified discourses on organizational inquiry by adapting the 
framework of Burrell and Morgan (his work has also been utilized in IS research to 
classify knowledge management literature by Schultze and Leidner 2002). He labels the 
discourses as interpretive (interpretive paradigm), normative (functionalist paradigm), 
dialogic (radical humanist) and critical (radical structuralist). He separates the discourses 
through dimensions of local/emergent versus elite/a priori, and consensus versus 
dissensus. The distinction between local/emergent and elite/a priori highlights the origins 
of the research concepts and problem statements. Interpretive and dialogic discourses rely 
on local/emergent research concepts and problem statements, normative and critical on 
elite/a priori ones. On the other hand, the interpretive and normative discourses rely on ‘a 
dominant set of structurings of knowledge’ within organizations, a research community 
or society (consensus discourse). The critical and dialogic discourses, on the other hand, 
‘work to disrupt these structurings’ (dissensus discourse). The researchers aim at 
challenging the maintenance of order and the domination of people. (Deetz 1996: 195.)  

The functionalist paradigm (Burrell & Morgan 1979), or in Deetz’s (1996) terms the 
normative discourse in organizational inquiry, has clearly inspired organizational culture 
studies. The studies are based on a ‘predefined analytical framework’ that is generalized 
for all organizations studied. Analysis involves ‘filling in predefined variables and 
mapping the causal relations between them’. (Schultz & Hatch 1996: 537-538.) The 
researchers either assume that reality is out there to be studied, or that reality can never 
be fully apprehended, but one should capture it as much as possible. The emphasis is on 
the discovery and verification of theories. Traditional evaluation criteria such as internal 
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and external validity are emphasized. The rigor of research, reliability and objectivity are 
also highlighted. Altogether, the researchers search for cause and effect relationships. 
(Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Lincoln & Guba 2000, Schultze & Leidner 2002).  

Furthermore, the interpretive paradigm (Burrell & Morgan 1979), or the interpretive 
discourse in organizational inquiry (Deetz 1996), has also been popular in organizational 
culture studies. Within this paradigm, cultures are studied from the ‘native’s point of 
view.’ The constructs characterizing the culture should be suggested by the analysis. 
Analysis should be context-sensitive and concentrate on local, specific meanings. 
(Schultz & Hatch 1996.) An epistemological stance of interpretivism is adopted. It is 
assumed that human action is meaningful, and the inquirer needs to interpret and 
understand what a particular action means. It is argued that it is possible to understand 
subjective meanings in an objective manner. Overall, meaning realism is assumed; 
meanings as fixed entities are searched for. (Schwandt 2000.) Unified representations of 
‘actual organizational reality’ are aimed at (Schultze & Leidner 2002). 

Furthermore, a critical discourse (Deetz 1996) is also identified, even though it has not 
been discussed in relation to organizational culture studies. Within this discourse different 
kinds of epistemological stances can be adopted. However, emancipatory interests are 
characteristic; critical research should always be evaluated in terms of its emancipatory 
implications (Lincoln & Guba 2000, Denzin & Lincoln 2000). Orlikowski and Baroudi 
(1991, following Chua 1986) characterize a critical approach in IS research. According to 
them, the critical approach aims to critique the status quo, to emancipate and to liberate 
those studied from oppression and false consciousness. In terms of the epistemological 
assumptions, the researchers should not merely offer interpretations, but instead the goal 
of the research is to criticize the status quo and to emancipate, within whatever 
theoretical framework selected. Furthermore, the critical approach highlights the idea of 
totality, which maintains that phenomena are not to be studied in isolation, but instead the 
institutional, national, political, social, historical, etc. context should always be 
considered. The central role of historical, economic, social, and political conditions is 
emphasized. (Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991.) The emphasis is on the critique of the status 
quo and the emancipation of those who are oppressed, within whatever theoretical 
framework is adopted. A rather similar (but in a sense opposing) argument is also put 
forward in the clinical approach to culture studies (e.g., in Schein 1985, Schein 1993). 
However, in this case the aim is not to emancipate those who are oppressed, but to serve 
the needs of the clients, who are usually the managers of the organizations studied, i.e., 
the aim is to serve the client, within whatever theoretical framework is selected. Overall, 
the client needs to be motivated for the joint discovery. Due to this there needs to be a 
problem before the intervention. The mode of the analysis is to be clinical and 
therapeutic. (Schein 1985, Schein 1993, Schultz 1994.) 

Finally, the dialogic discourse in organizational inquiry (Deetz 1996) and a 
postmodern paradigm in organizational culture studies (Schultz & Hatch 1996) have been 
identified. Within this paradigm the focus is on partiality, discontinuity, incompletion and 
flux. Deconstruction and criticism of theorizing practice are distinctive. Reflexivity and 
reflexive accounts are emphasized. The researchers maintain that reality is socially 
constructed. (Calas & Smircich 1999, Deetz 1996, Hatch 1997, Linstead & Grafton-
Small 1992, Schultz 1992, Schultz & Hatch 1996.) Language is in a critical role: 
language does not represent reality but produces it. Different languages and different 



 49

discourses using the same language produce different kinds of realities. Academic 
communities also participate in and contribute to the discourses and to the social 
construction of scientific knowledge. (Calas & Smircich 1999, Deetz 1996, Jeffcutt 1994, 
Linstead & Grafton-Small 1992, van Dijk 1997, Weedon 1987.) Therefore, research 
needs to be seen positioned in its context. A researcher is a moral subject who always 
speaks from a particular position, demanding a very self-reflective perspective. (Deetz 
1996, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Shultz & Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987.) A researcher is not a 
neutral observer, but a producer of knowledge. Epistemological assumptions also need to 
be seen as distinctive social practices. (Clifford 1986a, Deetz 1996, Rabinow 1986, 
Shultz & Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987.) The epistemological stance of hermeneutics or 
social constructivism is adopted. These maintain that bias and prejudices always shape 
our interpretation, during which meanings are produced, not revealed. It is maintained 
that knowledge is always political, ideological, value-laden, and produced by particular 
interpreters. (Schwandt 2000.) Overall, postmodernism implies antipositivist or even anti-
scientific epistemology (Deetz 1996, Shultz & Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987).  

3.3  Why Has It Been and Could It Be Studied? 

The ethics of research (Iivari 1991) was included in the analysis to highlight the 
differences in why organizational culture has been and could be studied. The ethics of 
research refers to the role and value of research. In terms of the role of research, the 
approach can be means-end oriented, interpretive, or critical. In the means-end oriented 
approach ‘the scientist aims at providing means knowledge for achieving given ends 
(goals), without questioning the legitimacy of the ends’ (Iivari 1991: 258), while the 
interpretive approach aims at enriching ‘people’s understanding of their action’, ‘how 
social order is produced and reproduced’’ (Chua 1986, according to Iivari 1991: 258). 
Finally, the critical approach maintains that research has ‘a critical imperative: the 
identification and removal of domination and ideological practice.’ (Chua 1986, 
according to Iivari 1991: 258). The goals should be critically analyzed. (Iivari 1991.)   

Furthermore, different positions can be identified in terms of the role of the researcher. 
A researcher can be a neutral observer and informer (Lincoln & Guba 2000), a 
sympathetic but authoritative interpreter (Lincoln & Guba 2000), a consultant or therapist 
acting as a change agent (Schein 1985, Schein 1993), an advocate, activist and creator of 
awareness of the different forms of social domination (Lincoln & Guba 2000, Orlikowski 
& Baroudi 1991, Weedon 1987), or a self-reflective producer of knowledge and culture, a 
moral subject always positioned in the institutional context and power relations (Calas & 
Smircich 1999, Clifford 1986a, Clifford 1986b, Clifford 1988, Deetz 1996, Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000, Rabinow 1986, Shultz & Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987).  

Finally, the value of the research is related to whose interests the research serves 
(Iivari 1991). Research can be interpreted to mainly serve the needs of academia. Within 
the ideology of managerialism, however, the needs of the client are the main motivators 
for the research, the clients being the management of the organization studied. In extreme 
cases, the managers are viewed as the creators and manipulators of organizational culture, 
the cultural analysis only assisting the managers in the pursuit of excellence. 
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(Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, deRoche 1998.) In IS research, relevance to practice has 
been advocated as an important goal of research (Benbasat & Zmud 1999). Relevance to 
practice often equals relevance to managers.  

3.4  Five Discourses on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

Informed by the analytical framework outlined above, five discourses on organizational 
culture inquiry were identified. Table 3 summarizes the discourses – labeled comparative, 
interpretive, clinical, critical and postmodern/structuralist – and outlines their underlying 
ontological (what), epistemological (how) and ethical (why) assumptions.  

Table 3. Five Discourses on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

Discourse  What  How  Why 
Comparative 
Influenced by the 
functionalist 
paradigm, 
quantitative 
organizational 
climate studies 
(Denison 1996, 
Schultz & Hatch 
1996) 

Culture as a variable – an 
independent explanatory 
variable, consists of predefined 
traits or dimensions, can be 
measured and compared as 
values, norms or attitudes 
 
Planned change (Markus & 
Robey 1988, Orlikowski 1996, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999), 
realist, deterministic position 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 
& Hirschheim 1996), ‘preferred 
reading’ (Hall 1980) 

Positivism: seeks to explain 
and predict what happens in 
the social world by searching 
for regularities and causal 
relationships. Scientific 
knowledge consists of 
regularities, causal laws and 
explanations. (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979) 
 
Nomothetic methods (Burrell 
& Morgan 1979), scientific 
rigor, systematic protocol, 
formal mathematical analysis

Means-end oriented: culture 
is studied in order to derive 
cause and effect 
relationships (Iivari 1991) 
 
Serves the interests of 
academia 
 
Scientific inquiry is value-
free, a researcher is a 
neutral observer and 
informer (Burrell & Morgan 
1979, Lincoln & Guba 
2000) 

Interpretive 
Influenced by the 
interpretive 
paradigm and the 
tradition of cultural 
anthropology 
(Czarniawska-
Joerges 1992, 
Schultz & Hatch 
1996, Smircich 
1983) 

Culture as a pattern of meanings 
or cognitions – a socially 
constructed phenomenon that 
can be revealed by studying it 
from the ‘native’s point of view’
 
Emergent change (Markus & 
Robey 1988, Orlikowski 1996, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999), 
nominalist, voluntarist position 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 
& Hirschheim 1996), 
‘negotiated reading’ (Hall 1980)

Antipositivism: the social 
world can only be understood 
from the point of view of 
individuals who are directly 
involved in the activities 
which are to be studied. 
Scientific knowledge consists 
of human interpretations and 
understandings (Burrell & 
Morgan, 1979), interpretive 
epistemological stance 
(Schwandt 2000) 
 
Idiographic methods (Burrell 
& Morgan 1979), first-hand 
knowledge from the native’s 
point of view, context-
specific, interpretive analysis 

Interpretive: culture is 
studied in order to enrich 
people’s understanding of 
their action (Iivari 1991) 
 
Serves the interests of 
academia 
 
A researcher cannot assume 
a value neutral stance; prior 
values, assumption and 
beliefs always shape their 
investigations 
 
Researcher a sympathetic 
but authoritative interpreter 
(Lincoln & Guba 2000) 
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Discourse  What  How  Why 
Clinical 
Influenced by 
systems approach, 
organizational 
psychology, 
tradition of 
organizational 
development 
(Czarniawska-
Joerges 1992, 
Denison & 
Spreitzer 1991, 
Schein 1985, 
Smircich 1983) 

Culture as a tool – a dependent 
variable controllable and 
manipulable by management, to 
be utilized in organizational 
problem-solving 
 
Planned change (Markus & 
Robey 1988, Orlikowski 1996, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999), 
realist, deterministic position 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 
& Hirschheim 1996), ‘preferred 
reading’ (Hall 1980) 

Either positivist or 
antipositivist 
 
Clinical analysis 

Means-end oriented (Iivari 
1991); culture is studied in 
order to solve 
organizational problems  
 
Ideology of managerialism 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, 
Barley et al. 1988, 
Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, 
deRoche 1998) –
management-oriented, 
serves the needs of the 
client  
 
Researcher a consultant, 
therapist or change agent 
(Schein 1985, Schein 1993) 

Critical 
Influenced by e.g., 
Frankfurt school, 
Marxism, or the 
writing of 
Habermas (Burrell 
& Morgan 1979, 
Deetz 1996) 

Culture as a tool – a managerial 
tool for domination and 
oppression, a product of 
dominant ideology of the power 
elites of capitalist society or a 
tool for the emancipation and 
liberation of the oppressed?  
 
Radical, revolutionary, 
emancipatory change (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979, Deetz 1996, 
Denzin & Lincoln 2000, 
Lincoln & Guba 2000 
Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991), 
‘opposing reading’ (Hall 1980) 

Typically antipositivist 
(Orlikowski & Baroudi), often 
antiempirist. Might be also 
positivist (radical 
structuralism in Burrell & 
Morgan 1979) 
 
Critical analysis within 
whatever theoretical 
framework is adopted. The 
influence of historical, 
economic, social, and political 
conditions must be 
acknowledged (Orlikowski & 
Baroudi 1991) 

Critical (Iivari 1991): 
culture is studied in order to 
criticize the domination, 
ideological practice and the 
status quo; and to liberate 
the oppressed from false 
conscience (Deetz 1996, 
Weedon 1987) 
 
Researcher an advocate or 
activist (Lincoln & Guba 
2000), a creator of 
awareness of forms of social 
domination (Orlikowski & 
Baroudi 1991) 

Postmodern/struct
uralist 
Influenced by 
recent 
developments e.g., 
in anthropology, 
semiotics, 
philosophy, 
linguistics, literary 
criticism (Clifford 
1988, Clifford & 
Marcus 1986, Deetz 
1996, Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000, 
Lincoln & Guba 
2000, Schultz & 
Hatch 1996) 

Cultures as discourses or as only 
texts produced by the 
researchers – cultural accounts 
are partial and based on 
systematic exclusion; there is no 
‘whole picture to be filled in,’ 
they are mere ‘true fictions’ 
produced by the researchers 
(Clifford & Marcus 1986) 
 
Emergent change (Markus & 
Robey 1988, Orlikowski 1996, 
Robey & Boudreau 1999), 
nominalist, voluntarist position 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari 
& Hirschheim 1996), 
‘negotiated or opposing reading’ 
(Hall 1980), but notions of 
change need to be viewed as 
researchers’ constructions that 
should be analyzed with 
suspicion  

Antipositivism (anti-
scientific) (Burrell & Morgan 
1979): reality is socially 
constructed; a researcher is 
not a neutral observer, but a 
producer of knowledge. 
(Deetz 1996, Shultz & Hatch 
1996, Weedon 1987)  

Critical (Iivari 1991): 
culture and cultural studies 
are studied in order to 
criticize the domination and 
ideological practice. (Deetz 
1996, Shultz & Hatch 1996, 
Weedon 1987) 
 
A researcher is a producer 
of knowledge, a moral 
subject always positioned in 
the context and power 
relations (Clifford & 
Marcus 1986) 
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The comparative, interpretive and clinical discourses will be discussed first. The 
comparative discourse relies on the tenets of the functionalist paradigm (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979), which advocates positivist epistemology and nomothetic research 
methodology. The interpretive13 discourse, on the other hand, follows the interpretive 
paradigm (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Schultz & Hatch 1996), advocating antipositivist 
epistemology and idiographic research methodology. The researchers should figure out 
how ‘the natives see and interpret their world,’ and this can be achieved by gaining first-
hand knowledge of the ‘natives’ under investigation. Finally, the clinical discourse – 
referring to a consultant-oriented, therapeutic tone (Schein 1985), discussed also by 
Czarniawska-Joerges (1992) – is associated with the functionalist paradigm by Schultz 
and Hatch (1996). In my interpretation, however, this discourse can advocate the tenets of 
either the functionalist or the interpretive paradigm. This discourse has often been 
employed in studies measuring organizational cultures in a functionalist spirit, but it has 
also been utilized in studies intermingled with the interpretive paradigm (e.g., in Schein 
1985). I suggest that the comparative and the clinical discourses should be distinguished 
due to the differences in the notions of the culture construct they advocate. The clinical 
discourse postulates culture as a dependent variable that can and should be manipulated 
by other factors to achieve the desired ends. The comparative discourse, on the other 
hand, postulates culture as an independent variable – a variable whose impact on other 
issues is to be determined. 

The ethics of research allows us to further highlight the differences between these 
discourses. In relation to the role of the research, both the clinical and comparative 
discourses postulate the role of research to be means-end oriented, while the interpretive 
discourse considers the role to be enriching ‘people’s understanding of their action’ ‘how 
social order is produced and reproduced’ (Chua 1986, according to Iivari 1991: 258). The 
value of the research has also been constructed in different ways within the discourses. 
The comparative and interpretive discourses postulate their aim to be to serve the 
interests of academia, but in the clinical discourse the needs of the client are presented as 
the main motivators for the research, the clients often being the management of the 
organization studied. In extreme cases, the managers are postulated as the creators and 
manipulators of organizational culture, the cultural analysis only assisting the managers 
in the pursuit of excellence. (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, deRoche 1998.) This clearly 
conflicts with the anthropological notion of understanding, not interfering, emphasized 
within the interpretive discourse, in which it is also suggested that the researchers should 
consider carefully the implications of the research on the lives of the researched.  

The critical and postmodern/structuralist discourses, on the other hand, are distinctive 
in terms of how they position the role of research. Both discourses are critical, 
maintaining that research should criticize domination and ideological practice. The goals 
of research should also be critically analyzed. (Iivari 1991.) It is also argued that the 

                                                           
13 The interpretive discourse is used here to denote qualitative research (employing qualitative empirical 
material) and ‘inductive theorizing’ with an antipositivist, interpretive (Schwandt 2000) epistemological stance, 
without, however, acknowledging phenomenology and hermeneutics in more depth (a situation criticized by 
Stahl 2005), whereas the postmodern/structuralist discourse is interpreted to advocate the epistemological 
stances of hermeneutics and social constructivism (described e.g., in Boland 1989, Schwandt 2000). However, 
interpretive discourse is also interpreted to acknowledge the ethics of research in the sense of the implications 
the research has on the subjects of the research (Stahl 2005).   
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implications of research should always be evaluated from the point of view of the 
subjects of research and, more widely, in social context. (Deetz 1996, Denzin & Lincoln 
2000, Shultz & Hatch 1996, Weedon 1987.) The critical discourse relies in principle on 
the tenets of the critical approach presented by Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991). Within 
the critical discourse the legitimacy rests on Marxism and critical theory, the Frankfurt 
school and the writing of Habermas as examples. Ideological practice, modes of 
oppression and false consciousness are central notions. This discourse has a strong moral 
and political tone. (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Deetz 1996.) The critical discourse is 
separated from the postmodern/structuralist one, due to which it is limited to the above-
mentioned characteristics, even though the characteristics of the postmodern/structuralist 
discourse are often interpreted to feature in the critical discourse as well. The distinction 
is that in the critical discourse the researchers criticize the ideological practice in society 
and organizations, but in the postmodern/structuralist discourse they criticize the 
ideological practice in research. Critical studies can well be carried out without reflecting 
on the latter issue, due to which these discourses are separated.  

There are not many empirical organizational culture studies employing the critical 
discourse. Due to this, its assumptions about the culture construct are difficult to outline. 
However, it could be assumed that, within this discourse, organizational culture could be 
constructed only as a managerial tool for controlling the employees or as a product of 
capitalist society – and more specifically its power elites, who have the power to create 
and sustain dominant ideologies; in this case the culture construct would be criticized. 
However, culture could also be constructed as an instrument for emancipation – in which 
case the culture construct would be embraced. Either way, the interpretation is that in this 
discourse some sort of instrumental view of culture is adopted. 

Finally, the postmodern/structuralist discourse is interpreted to rely on recent 
developments in anthropology (Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986), semiotics, 
philosophy, linguistics, literary criticism, and media studies (Ang 1992, Calas & Smircich 
1999, Deetz 1996, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Lincoln & Guba 2000, Schultz & Hatch 
1996). Within this discourse in culture studies the narrative, artificial character of cultural 
accounts is highlighted: they are stories produced by the anthropologists, who participate 
in the social construction of reality. Cultural accounts are controversial, partial, and based 
on systematic exclusion. There is no whole picture that could ever be ‘filled in’. Cultural 
accounts are constructed texts – ‘true fictions’ – and the focus should be on the 
production of these accounts. Researchers are postulated as moral subjects, who are to be 
conscious of the discursive, social, and political nature of their research. (Clifford 1986a: 
6, 18, Clifford 1986b, Clifford 1988.) As mentioned, the postmodern/structuralist 
discourse excels in criticizing ‘modern’ paradigms and ‘modern’ theorizing practice – a 
clear tendency at least in anthropology (Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986), and 
perceivable also in organizational studies (Jeffcutt 1994). These studies analyze and 
criticize how the authors have constructed their texts and articulate their authority.  

The discourses will be presented in more detail in Section 5, in which their 
implications for the research on user involvement are also outlined.  



4 Discourses on User Involvement  

As mentioned, it is widely accepted in both IS and HCI literature that users should be 
involved in developing IT artifacts, but there is considerable confusion about the term 
user involvement (Asaro 2000, Barki & Hartwick 1994, Carroll 1996, Cavaye 1995, 
Kujala 2003). Both IS and HCI literature addressing user involvement is reviewed in this 
section, the focus, however, being on HCI literature. This section critically reviews 
academic literature on user involvement to reveal how the researchers have constructed 
their objects of study – users, usability specialists and the practice of involving them in 
writing the IT artifact texts. 

In this thesis, as mentioned, IT artifacts are perceived as texts written (encoded; Hall 
1980) during the development. Designers are perceived as writers of these texts, and 
usability specialists are perceived as a group aiming at gaining the position of a co-author 
in the writing practice. However, their role might be restricted to a merely informative or 
consultative one, i.e., they may be consulted related to how to write a particular part of a 
text, or they may be allowed to comment on already written pieces of text. This also 
applies to the position of the users. A section of the HCI and IS literature strongly 
maintains that the users should gain a co-authorial position in the writing practice, but 
their involvement can also be – and in many cases has been – restricted to be only 
informative or consultative in the same sense as is the case with the usability specialists. 
However, more detailed analysis is required regarding the writing practice and especially 
regarding the position of users and usability specialists in that practice. First, the concept 
of usability work (and beyond) is outlined, basing the definition on the existing HCI 
literature advocating user involvement. Afterwards, a short review of different 
conceptions of user involvement in IS literature is presented to reveal that a multitude of 
different notions of user involvement, in addition to the one advocated in usability work, 
are available. Furthermore, existing analyses of discourses on user involvement are 
presented, and three contemporary discourses on user involvement identified, one of 
them specifically advocating usability work (and beyond). Finally, a ‘paradigmatic 
analysis’ regarding ‘reader involvement’ in the writing of the IT artifact texts is carried 
out to reveal the varieties of meanings that can be associated with user involvement.  
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4.1  ‘Rhetoric on Representing the User’  

This section reviews HCI literature advocating user involvement in writing the IT artifact 
texts. There is a specific focus on the work of usability specialists, who in HCI literature 
have been prescribed as ‘representing the users’ and as acting as ‘mediators’ and 
‘facilitators’ between users and designers. This section examines what is actually implied 
by the phrase ‘to represent the users in development.’ First of all, the term ‘represent’ 
implies that user involvement is indirect; i.e., user influence is exerted through 
intermediaries (Mumford 1983). The verb ’represent,’ however, denotes many different 
things. In this section the focus is specifically on ‘representing’ in a political sense, in 
which ‘representing’ denotes ‘one person standing for another’ having delegated authority 
usually resulting from election (Merriam Webster online dictionary http://www.m-
w.com). It refers to carrying the voice of a constituency into relevant venues of decision-
making (Suchman 1995: 60). In ‘representative user involvement’ – i.e., there is a 
representative group standing for a user population – (preferably elected) user 
representatives are involved in the design process and are assigned some decision-making 
power (Mumford 1983). Usability specialists are positioned as ‘user representatives’ 
‘standing for the user population’ in development ‘configuring the user’ (Grint & 
Woolgar 1997). However, in their case, the position has been acquired without election 
and there is no delegated authority. Furthermore, their involvement in the design process 
and their power to make decisions regarding the design solution (their power to 
‘configure the user’) is as yet a question mark. However, the HCI literature has produced 
prescriptions granting legitimacy to this position. It will be reviewed next. 

As mentioned, the field of HCI developed in the context of product development, in 
which the focus was first on the generic aspects of human-computer interaction and on 
the ‘look and feel’ of SW (Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1991b). Bannon (1991) summarizes 
some developments contributing to the emergence of the field of HCI. Initially, the field 
relied on the tradition of psychology, and specifically on the fields of HF and ergonomics, 
which have a long tradition in the development of technologies that take into account 
human capabilities. The need for the specific field of HCI emerged due to the separation 
between computer users and programmers, due to the growing number of non-mandatory 
computer users and due to the emergence of personal computing. The newly found field 
focused on users and on ease of learning and ease of using computers. First the focus was 
on laboratory-based experimental research and on individual users using IT artifacts. 
(Bannon 1991, Butler 1996, Grudin 1991a, Karat 1997, Kuutti 1995, Kuutti & Bannon 
1993, Rosson & Carroll 2002.) The goal was to produce analytical models and general 
principles for human-computer interaction design. The first usability specialists working 
in industry were mainly concerned with user-interface components, and carried out 
usability tests in labs (Karat 1997, Rogers 1997, Rosson & Carroll 2002).  

However, criticism of psychology and experimental research-based HCI emerged 
fairly quickly. HCI was accused of not producing useful results, i.e., results to be utilized 
in ‘configuring the user.’ Calls were made for the development of more practical and 
lightweight methods and techniques. At that time the terms UE and UCD became 
popular. Both approaches aim at covering more phases in the development life cycle than 
just assurance testing in the end, such as requirements specification and prototyping. In 
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addition, at that time the focus started to shift from psychology to fields such as sociology 
and anthropology, which also contributed to the criticism of HCI at the time; HCI was 
accused of neglecting the complexities of social, organizational, and cultural issues 
surrounding both development and use. Consequently, interest turned to field methods 
and ethnographic analyses of human-computer interaction. (Bannon 1991, Cooper & 
Bowers 1995, Karat 1997, Kuutti 1995, Kuutti & Bannon 1993, Rogers 1997, Rosson & 
Carroll 2002.) Regarding the current state of HCI, empirical inquiries related to users and 
their current work practices are common in HCI textbooks (e.g., in Beyer & Holtzblatt 
1998, Cooper 1999, Mayhew 1999b, Nielsen 1993, Rosson & Carroll 2002). However, 
analytical models and general design principles have also preserved a legitimate position 
in HCI. For example, usability inspection methods that do not necessitate user 
involvement, but instead require the expertise of the inspectors relying on human-
computer interaction guidelines and heuristics are still popular (e.g., in Mayhew 1999b, 
Nielsen & Mack 1994, Nielsen 1993).  

This discussion shows that in the HCI literature the authority to ‘represent the users’ is 
to be based on empirical investigations and/or on general state-of-the-art human-
computer interaction knowledge. In either case, usability specialists are to act as 
‘mediators,’ delivering ‘knowledge about the user’ to the development. Related to the 
empirical investigations, usability specialists are to ‘represent the users’ in the 
presentational sense as well, in which representing refers to the crafting of 
representations, i.e., socially constructed artifacts, which need to be understood as 
‘interpretations in service of particular interests and purposes’ (Suchman 1995: 58). 
These representations are not proxies of some independent phenomena (Suchman 1995), 
but instead ‘interpretations of the interpretations, our own constructions of other people’s 
constructions of what they and their compatriots are up to’ (Geertz 1973: 9), which are 
always produced from a particular, partial viewpoint relying on ‘systematic exclusions’ 
and ‘silencing of incongruent voices’. (Clifford 1986a: 6.) Altogether, in ‘representing the 
users’ the usability specialists ‘craft representations of users,’ whose main, but probably 
not only, purpose is to ‘make users and their work visible to the development’ (Suchman 
1995: 58). Clemmensen (2004) also identifies a category of HCI professionals he labels 
‘bridge builders,’ who are expected to ‘know the user’ and ‘deliver user data to the 
design,’ i.e., to ‘represent the user’ in the presentational sense (bridge builders in this 
sense are mentioned also e.g., by Asaro 2000 and Borgholm & Madsen 1999).  

Furthermore, the focus has turned to the role of HCI in the design process and to the 
relationship between HCI and designers (Cooper & Bowers 1995, Rosson & Carroll 
2002). As mentioned, in the beginning the role of usability specialists was restricted to 
assurance testing in the final stages. They were in an informative or consultative role (cf., 
Damodaran 1996), trying too late to contribute to the ‘configuration of the user.’ 
Afterwards it was acknowledged that usability specialists should be able to contribute 
earlier and more directly to the design, i.e., usability specialists were to be in a 
participative role (cf., Damodaran 1996) in ‘configuring the user’: they were to be active 
agents in the design process with decision-making power regarding the design solution. 
Both UCD and UE advocate this, even though UCD in particular highlights the 
importance of design, while UE emphasizes the similarities between itself and other 
engineering disciplines (Karat 1997, Löwgren 1995). Continuing this line of thought, a 
section of recent HCI literature suggests that ‘the configuration of the user’ should be 
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carried out by professional HCI designers, i.e., they are to become ‘the configurers of the 
user.’ User involvement in this professional design practice is not needed. The 
‘configuration of the user’ is expected to be based on the ‘knowledge about the user’ the 
professional HCI designers have gained through their empirical investigations and 
general ‘state-of-the-art’ human-computer interaction knowledge. (E.g., Beyer & 
Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999, Löwgren 1995.) On the other hand, the PD tradition 
(Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991, Schuler & Namioka 1993) has also gained increasing interest 
in HCI, on the basis of which HCI has been criticized for postulating users only as 
‘human factors,’ not as ‘human actors’ who ought to be active agents in the design 
process (Bannon 1991). The PD literature argues for more cooperation between users and 
designers, and maintains that usability specialists – if needed at all – need to support and 
facilitate this cooperation (Brun-Cottan & Wall 1995, Bødker & Buur 2002, Bødker & 
Iversen 2002, Bødker et al. 2000, Kyng 1998). Usability specialists are then positioned as 
‘facilitators’ – not as mere mediators – between users and designers (Kyng 1998).  

However, regarding the facilitator role, the designers have also been postulated as a 
critical target group. Cooper and Bowers argue that ‘currently’ (they were writing in 
1995) there is a trend in HCI to aim at empowering the designers; HCI wants to make its 
results usable to the designers, who are postulated as users of HCI. Indeed, in the current 
literature it is still strongly emphasized that designers and usability specialists should 
cooperate in order for the work of the usability specialists to influence the design 
(Aucella 1997, Bauersfeld & Halgren 1996, Billingsley 1995, Bloomer & Croft 1997, 
Brown 1996, Butler & Tahir 1996, Fellenz 1997, Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1991b, Page 
1996, Tudor 1998). It is argued that project teams should perceive usability specialists as 
team members and allies (Aucella 1997, Bias & Reitmeyer 1995, Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 
1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). All in all, it is 
argued that the work of usability specialists should become an integral part of SW 
product development, and HCI methodologies should be integrated with the SW 
development process as well as with the computer science curriculum (Boivie et al. 2003, 
Butler 1996, Fellenz 1997, Graf 1996, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 
1999b, Nielsen 1993, Page 1996, Vredenburg 1999). Therefore, the usability specialists 
are also to facilitate designer involvement in their work to ensure that the ‘configuration 
of the user’ is based on ‘knowledge about the user.’ 

Regarding this facilitator role, furthermore, the role of usability specialists has been 
extended to include ‘selling usability’ to the larger organizational context, i.e., they are to 
act as ‘spokespeople for users’ and as ‘user representatives’ in their larger organizational 
context. As a whole, usability specialists are to act as change agents with political skills 
‘making their organizations more user-centric.’ They are to address marketing, training 
and documentation, and initiate cooperation. They should be able to tailor their message 
and present their results in languages that each target group understands. (Bauersfeld & 
Halgren 1996, Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Billingsley 1995, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Brown 
1996, Cooper 1999, Hutchings & Knox 1995, Grudin 1991b, Gulliksen et al. 2003, 
Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000.) Overall, multidisciplinary or 
cross-functional teamwork is recommended in ‘configuring the user,’ i.e., not only 
designers, but marketing, sales, documentation, etc. should participate in ‘configuring the 
user’ (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999, Dray & Mrazek 1996, Gulliksen et al. 
2003, ISO 13407, Mayhew 1999b, Poltrock & Grudin 1994, Page 1996, Rantzer 1996, 
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Wixon et al. 1996). Furthermore, management is also postulated as a very important 
target group that should ‘buy into usability’ (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bias & Reitmeyer 
1995, Billingsley 1995, Boivie et al. 2003, Cooper 1999, Grudin 1991b, Fellenz 1997, 
Mayhew 1999b, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, Nielsen 1993, Page 1996). A high-level 
champion is needed to enable usability specialists to have authority, autonomy and access 
to development (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Billingsley 1995, Boivie et al. 2003, Nielsen 
1993). Finally, there are usually many different kinds of change and improvement 
initiatives in organizations, and usability specialists should be perceived as allies in terms 
of these initiatives as well (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Mayhew 1999a).  

As a whole, the literature maintains that usability should be ‘sold’ into organizations 
(Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rantzer 1996). The business perspective is evident: it 
is argued that the work of usability specialists should contribute to the business success of 
the development organization (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Cooper 
1999, Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). Generally, 
usability is postulated as an important competitive edge in maturing SW markets (Cooper 
1999, Grudin 1991b, Nielsen 1993, Rosson & Carroll 2002). Usability specialists should, 
nevertheless, take care that their work makes sense from the business perspective and is 
related to the achievement of key business goals (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bloomer & 
Croft 1997, Cooper 1999, Fellenz 1997). It is especially important to show the benefits 
achieved (Cooper 1999, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). 
Consideration of cost-benefit tradeoffs is also recommended, since they may play a major 
role in the adoption of UCD methods and techniques (Mao et al. 2005, Mayhew 1999b, 
Nielsen 1993, Vredenburg et al. 2002). Therefore, resources should be well planned and 
budgeted (Aucella 1997, Mayhew 1999b, Nielsen 1993) and one should assure that this 
work does not increase development costs and time (Bauersfeld & Halgren 1996, 
Bloomer & Croft 1997, Butler & Tahir 1996, Nielsen 1993). 

The ideology of managerialism is evident in this discussion. Management goals are 
postulated as the main motivators for the work of the usability specialists. This capitalist 
orientation emphasizes the profit maximization, work intensification, and competitive 
advantage achievable through user involvement (Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, 
Spinuzzi 2002). The aim is to improve the design process (‘identify user requirements; 
validate design options; deal with changes in requirements’) and/or to facilitate 
implementation (‘ensure follow-up; overcome resistance; ensure acceptance’) 
(Nandhakumar & Jones 1997: 76, also e.g., Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999, 
Markus & Mao 2004, Rosson & Carroll 2002). Generally, user involvement aims at 
empowering the users, but the empowerment can be related either to democratic 
empowerment, which maintains that workers should be able to participate in decision-
making in their workplace, or to functional empowerment, which maintains that workers 
should be able to do their job effectively and efficiently (Clement 1994). In HCI, 
functional empowerment of users is clearly postulated as the goal of user involvement. A 
section of HCI literature advocates usability in particular, defined as ‘the extent to which 
a product can be used by specified users to achieve specified goals with effectiveness, 
efficiency and satisfaction, in a specified context of use’ (ISO 13407 1999). The term UE 
explicitly emphasizes the development of usability, in this case through systematic 
engineering methods and techniques. UCD, on the other hand, emphasizes creativity 
rather than engineering (Karat 1997), also, however, aiming at usability (ISO 13407 
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1999). Nevertheless, there is clear confusion regarding the concept of usability, since in 
many instances usability has been extended to cover usefulness as well (e.g., in Gould et 
al. 1991, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Rosson & Carroll 2002), even though typically these are 
perceived as clearly distinct concepts. Overall, one can state that usability specialists 
specialize in developing and ensuring usability (in the narrow sense), but evidently, both 
in academia and – as will be shown in the empirical part of this thesis – in industry, their 
role has been extended to cover the development and ensuring of usefulness as well, 
which is highlighted in this thesis with the phrase ‘usability work and beyond.’ Therefore, 
the work of usability specialists as ‘surrogate user representatives’ aims at the 
development of usable (and in some cases also useful) IT artifacts supporting users’ work 
practices such that users can do their work effectively and efficiently. Altogether, users 
are involved to achieve management goals, and managerialist agendas are not to be 
questioned, as is the case in critical IS literature on user involvement (e.g., Asaro 2000, 
Beck 2002, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Howcroft & Wilson 
2003, Spinuzzi 2002).  

In the empirical part of the thesis, the work of usability specialists is conceptualized as 
‘usability work,’ which is defined to aim at usability, but with the extension ‘beyond’ 
covering altogether the ‘functional empowerment of the users’ (Clement 1994) in the 
broad sense including usefulness as well. Typically, the broadening of the usability 
concept also to cover usefulness is associated with an emphasis on design as an integral 
part of usability specialists’ work, as well as with emphasis on cross-functional teamwork 
(e.g., in Gulliksen et al. 2003, Rosson & Carroll 2002; without a particular focus on 
usability e.g., in Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999). Overall, in either case there is a 
capitalist orientation in this work; management goals are not contrasted with the goals of 
users, and the goal of democratic empowerment of the users is not considered. However, 
divergent motives for this work can still be identified, those being related to: 

− Profit maximization 
− Work intensification 
− Competitive advantage 
− Improvement of the design process 
− Facilitation of the implementation 

Regarding the guidelines for carrying out ‘usability work and beyond,’ an assumption is 
made that users need to be (somehow) involved in ‘configuring the user,’ and that their 
involvement needs to be organized by these specialists. Therefore, indirect user 
involvement is advocated. However, there are differences in what is included in this 
work. All told, the usability specialists are to: 

− ‘Represent’ in a political sense: act as ‘user representatives,’ with their legitimacy 
resting on ‘knowledge about the user’ derived from empirical investigations and/or 
from general ‘state-of-the-art HCI knowledge,’ and take part in a consultative, 
informative, participative or configurer role in ‘configuring the user’   

− ‘Mediate,’ i.e., represent in a presentational sense: craft representation of ‘users and 
their work’ to make them visible to the development 
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− ‘Facilitate’: encourage cooperation and ‘buy-in’ among users, designers and a 
multitude of stakeholder groups in their organization (management, marketing, sales, 
documentation…) 

In other words one might summarize usability work as aiming to contribute to the writing 
practice in a way that the subject positions offered to the readers are ‘natural to occupy’ 
and make the texts clear and easy to make sense of. These subject positions are to make 
the readers decode the texts accordingly, i.e., to adopt the ‘preferred reading of the texts’ 
so that the texts ‘have the intended effects.’ The readers are to become ‘certain kinds of 
reader-subjects’ by accepting the subject positions offered to them in the texts. The 
intended effect is related to profit maximization, competitive advantage and 
intensification of the reading practice in the reader community. In addition, usability 
work also aims at contributing to the writing practice by offering ‘a rewritten writing 
practice text’ that aims at profit maximization, competitive advantage and intensification 
of the writing practice in the writer community. Therefore, discourses that advocate these 
issues as legitimate concerns speak through these texts, through their writers and through 
those readers who have adopted the subject positions offered to them.  

However, to achieve these ends, it is assumed that the user-readers (but surprisingly 
not the designer-readers reading the rewritten writing practice as a text) are to be 
somehow involved in constructing these texts: it is assumed that the writers are incapable 
of constructing these ‘natural subject positions to occupy’ that make the texts clear and 
easy to make sense of. Either it is assumed that the readers should be able to influence 
what kind of subject positions and ‘preferred readings’ are offered to them, or they are 
considered necessary for indicating what kind of subject positions and accompanying 
‘preferred readings’ are natural, obvious and understandable to them. The HCI literature 
advocating ‘surrogate reader involvement’ in the IT artifact writing practice legitimizes 
its existence largely with the latter argument, while critical IS literature emphasizes the 
former. In the product development context it is typically maintained that the writers are 
capable of encoding the ‘preferred reading’ and subsequent subject positions into the 
texts, but too often they have been negotiated, resisted or simply not understood by the 
readers, as a result of which reader involvement is needed and the involvement is to be 
organized by specialists having expertise in constructing these ‘natural subject positions.’ 
These specialists are to ‘represent’ the readers in a political sense: to act as ‘reader 
representatives,’ with their legitimacy resting on ‘knowledge about the reader’ derived 
from empirical investigations and/or from general ‘state-of-the-art reader-text interaction 
knowledge,’ and taking part in a consultative, informative, participative or author role in 
‘configuring the user.’ They are also to ‘mediate,’ i.e., to represent in a presentational 
sense: to craft representations of ‘readers, their reading practice and their contexts of 
reading’ to inform the writers. Finally, they are also to ‘facilitate’: to encourage 
cooperation and ‘buy-in’ among readers, writers and a multitude of stakeholder groups 
that are connected to the IT artifact writing, e.g., by managing it, by marketing and 
selling the IT artifact texts or by writing reading guidance for the IT artifact texts. 
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4.2  Rhetoric on Involving the User  

In IS literature, user involvement has already been legitimately labeled as an ‘old, tired 
concept’ that has been a topic for decades (Markus & Mao 2004), but Markus and Mao 
(2004) argue that recent changes in IS practice make it legitimate also to revisit the topic. 
In IS research a traditional context has been that of custom IS development (Grudin 
1991a, Markus & Mao 2004), but new trends – e.g., package installations and 
outsourcing – have emerged, with implications on IS theorizing on user involvement 
(Markus & Mao 2004). It would be a daunting task to summarize the evolution of the 
concept of user involvement in IS literature dating back for decades. However, based on 
recent articles summarizing the state of research on user involvement in IS research 
(Cavaye 1995, Markus & Mao 2004), a few specific features will be outlined.  

First, a clear indication of user involvement being an ‘old, tired concept’ in IS research 
can be read from articles ‘revisiting’ the concept, first by Cavaye (1995) and afterwards 
by Markus and Mao (2004). Both examine existing research, synthesize its findings, and 
point out gaps and inconsistencies in the existing knowledge. Both articles maintain that 
in IS literature the central research question has been to determine the link between user 
involvement and systems success. (Cavaye 1995, Markus & Mao 2004.) Extensive 
empirical literature addressing this question has been produced, resulting especially in 
quantitative studies measuring user involvement by user activities during systems 
development, and system success by user satisfaction and system use (Cavaye 1995, 
Barki & Hartwick 1994). Theoretical frameworks listing attributes of user involvement 
and elements of participation-success theory have been proposed, and also both of these 
articles contribute to this by offering a ‘refined framework’ to be utilized in this quest 
(Cavaye 1995, Markus & Mao 2004). Most of this empirical IS literature has 
concentrated on user involvement in custom IS development and implementation (e.g., 
reviewed by Cavaye 1995 and Markus & Mao 2004). Markus and Mao (2004) refer also 
to recent literature on user involvement in ERP packages implementation, business 
process re-engineering (BPR), and outsourcing. However, this literature does not 
concentrate on user involvement in the development organizations either. The 
problematic nature of user involvement in packaged SW development has been 
mentioned by some studies, and Carmel and Sawyer (1998) and Dube (1998) discuss it at 
some length, but they do not empirically analyze it. Kjaer and Madsen (1997) have 
empirically analyzed customer-vendor cooperation in one project, interviewing 
stakeholders from the user organization and one project manager from the development 
organization. However, they have not analyzed the development context in depth. Some 
studies (e.g., Dube & Robey 1999, Nicholson & Sahay 2001, Orlikowski 2002) have 
analyzed the product development context in depth, but do not mention user involvement 
in this context. Furthermore, there is an abundant literature on user involvement in the 
product development context describing the acquisition, implementation and tailoring of 
commercial, packaged SW in user organizations (e.g., Bødker 1996, Hislop 2002, 
Howcroft & Light 2002, Karsten 2000, Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001, Orlikowski 1992, 
Orlikowski 1993, Orlikowski & Gash 1994, Robertson 1998, Symon 1998). However, 
user involvement in the product development organizations has clearly not been 
researched much in IS research (see also Adam & Light 2004). 
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Another specific feature of IS research, when compared to HCI, has been the 
considerable interest paid to ‘paradigmatic analyses’ regarding IS development (e.g., 
Bansler 1989, Hirschheim et al. 1997, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Iivari 1991, Iivari & 
Hirschheim 1996). ‘Foundational analyses’ are lacking in HCI, even though they are 
desperately needed (Nyce & Löwgren 1995). It has been argued that there exists a great 
deal of confusion even related to the basic terms in the field of HCI (Kuutti & Bannon 
1993). One of the several ‘foundational analyses’ provided by the IS community is next 
used to present a multitude of paradigms IS development can rely on, and consequently 
the different notions of user involvement available. Hirschheim and Klein (1989) outline 
the paradigms of functionalism, social relativism, radical structuralism and neo-
humanism in IS development. Within the paradigm of functionalism, user involvement is 
a useful means for building functionally correct and efficient systems; it is a means for 
getting better information on requirements, for building better specifications and for 
validating design options (Cavaye 1995, Hirschheim & Klein 1994, Iivari & Lyytinen 
1998). Involvement is a means to an end, which does not need to be questioned. (Asaro 
2000, Cavaye 1995, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Howcroft & Wilson 2003.) On the other 
hand, within the paradigm of social relativism (e.g., SSM (Soft Systems Methodology) – 
Checkland & Holwell 1998 and the writings of Boland (e.g., 1978, 1984) as examples), 
reality is seen as socially constructed, and user involvement refers to the meanings 
negotiation between designers and users that is needed for mutual understanding among 
users and designers. Designers should act as facilitators stimulating reflection, 
cooperation, and learning among users to understand their shared, socially constructed 
meanings. (Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998.) 

Finally, the paradigms of radical structuralism and neo-humanism are critical; they 
contrast the management goals of systems development with the goals of the workers, 
and they advocate the goals of the workers (Hirschheim & Klein 1989). User (worker) 
involvement is an end in itself; it is necessary for empowering the skilled workers who 
need be able to participate in the decision-making in their workplace. (Asaro 2000, 
Cavaye 1995, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998). Hirschheim and Klein 
(1989) bring up ETHICS (Mumford 1983) and the Scandinavian trade unionist approach 
(discussed e.g., in Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bansler 1989, Hirschheim et al. 1997, 
Iivari & Hirschheim 1996, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998, Kraft & Bansler 1994, Kyng 1998) as 
examples related to these critical paradigms. The Scandinavian trade unionist approach in 
particular has been postulated as a very critical and management-hostile approach to 
systems design. This tradition focused on workplace democracy and union involvement 
in the development of computer systems. IT was seen as devaluing workers’ skills, and 
for that reason workers (and their trade unions) needed to participate in the decision-
making related to systems design (Asaro 2000, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bødker et al. 
1988, Ehn 1993, Greenbaum & Kyng 1991, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998, Kyng 1998, Spinuzzi 
2002). The tradition relied on the notion of conflict between capital and labor (Asaro 
2000, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bansler 1989, Bansler & Kraft 1994, Iivari & 
Lyytinen 1998, Kraft & Bansler 1994, Kyng 1998, Spinuzzi 2002). The British socio-
technical systems tradition – exemplified e.g., by ETHICS – on the other hand, advocated 
socio-technical systems design carried out by autonomous work groups, and maintained 
that joint optimization of technical and human components is needed. Workers need to be 
able to participate in the process, since they need to be able to participate in decision-
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making in their workplace. (Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Hirschheim & Klein 
1994, Kyng 1998, Mumford 1983.) However, ETHICS has also been postulated as a 
hegemonizing, management-friendly approach to systems design that does not question 
the managerial optimization goals and relies on a harmony view of organizations (Bansler 
1989, Finken 2003, Howcroft & Wilson 2003).  

Furthermore, to complicate the picture further, in recent years these two traditions – 
the Scandinavian trade unionist and British socio-technical systems – have grown to 
emphasize very similar issues. The resulting tradition – that has been argued to combine 
the forces of both traditions (Asaro 2000, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998, Kyng 1998) – has been 
labeled as the PD or cooperative design tradition (e.g., in Greenbaum & Kyng 1991, 
Schuler & Namioka 1993). The PD tradition is based on the ideal of empowerment of the 
skilled worker through participative activities in systems design. This contemporary PD 
tradition is separated from the trade unionist approach, since in recent years political 
issues have decreased in importance. It is argued that the focus has shifted from industrial 
democracy to a participatory and cooperative design process. Currently the emphasis is 
on design as cooperative work including ‘mutual reciprocal learning,’ ‘design by doing,’ 
‘hands-on experience,’ and ‘learning by doing.’ Regarding this tradition it has been 
argued that there has been a shift from the political to the ethical and from structured 
institutions (trade unions) to situated, local action, with, however, the ethical 
responsibilities of the system designer still remaining. (Asaro 2000, Bansler & Kraft 
1994, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bødker 1996, Bødker et al. 1988, Carmel et al. 1993, 
Ehn 1993, Greenbaum & Kyng 1991, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998, 
Kraft & Bansler 1994, Kyng 1998, Spinuzzi 2002.) However, debates regarding the place 
of politics and industrial democracy in PD have continued, particularly among 
Scandinavians (e.g., in the Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems 6(1), 14(1), 15). 

4.3  Three Discourses on User Involvement 

Based on the previous sections, existing studies on discourses in IS and HCI literature 
(Cooper & Bowers 1995, Finken 2003) and on a review of recent HCI literature 
addressing user involvement, three discourses on user involvement are identified. First, 
HCI literature advocating user involvement is reviewed. Cooper and Bowers (1995) have 
analyzed HCI literature as a discourse, and show how HCI has legitimized its existence 
through constructing its objects – users and the user interface – in particular ways. They 
separate a first wave and a second wave HCI discourse. The first wave HCI discourse 
used a ‘compassionate rhetoric’ to advocate user-centered design: HCI was postulated as 
necessary since it ‘represents the users,’ who are an ignored group in systems design and 
computer science. In some texts even a ‘political–war discourse’ was used – HCI was 
needed to fight for the users. However, ‘crisis rhetoric’ emerged at the beginning of the 
90s. This second wave HCI discourse criticized not the designers or computer scientists, 
but the first wave HCI discourse. (Cooper & Bowers 1995: 48-57.) HCI was accused of 
not producing useful results. Furthermore, HCI was criticized as postulating users only as 
‘human factors,’ not as ‘human actors.’ In addition, the criticism was made that HCI 
should involve the users, not merely represent them. Claims for more user involvement 
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and for contextual inquiries were expressed. (Bannon 1991, Cooper & Bowers 1995, 
Rosson & Carroll 2002.) Interest also emerged related to the place of HCI in the design 
process, and to the relationship between HCI and designers. As mentioned, Cooper and 
Bowers argue that HCI is always empowering someone, but that there has been a shift 
from users to designers. (Cooper & Bowers 1995.) 

Next, more recent HCI literature addressing user involvement in organizations is 
reviewed. This literature consists of very practical HCI textbooks and articles addressing 
issues such as ‘how to design quality HCI’ and ‘how to make your organization more 
user-centric.’ This discourse is labeled as a practical HCI discourse. The speaker is 
positioned as a consultant offering advice on this quest. This discourse advocates 
usability work (and beyond), in which user involvement is postulated as informative or 
consultative (Damodaran 1996). There is an agreement that there are to be ‘user 
surrogates’ ‘representing the users in the development’ (Aucella 1997, Bias & Reitmeyer 
1995, Cooper 1999, Fellenz 1997, Grønbak et al. 1993, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, Nielsen 
1993, Tudor 1998, Vredenburg 1999), i.e., direct, participative user involvement is not 
within the range of this discourse. Usability specialists are offered a subject position of a 
user surrogate representing (if not fighting for) the user in the development. However, 
this has proven to be challenging; the position of the usability specialists is articulated as 
weak, questioned, and undervalued (e.g., Aucella 1997, Bekker & Vermeeren 1996, Bias 
& Reitmeyer 1995, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Gould & Lewis 1985, Hammond et al. 
1983, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). Some even label this 
work a ‘battle’ (e.g., Bloomer & Croft 1997, Mulligan et al. 1991) to highlight the 
challenge involved. All in all, the legitimacy of this discourse is established in this way. 

Another position assigned to usability specialists is that of a user surrogate involving 
the designers, by manipulating and seducing them to ‘buy into user involvement.’ The 
designers are postulated as a very important target group, who should be involved in 
usability work, ‘buy into usability,’ and perceive usability specialists as team members 
and allies (Aucella 1997, Bauersfeld & Halgren 1996, Bekker & Vermeeren 1996, Bias & 
Reitmeyer 1995, Billingsley 1995, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Boivie et al. 2003, Brown 
1996, Butler & Tahir 1996, Cooper 1999, Gardner 1999, Grudin 1991a, Grudin 1991b, 
Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, Muller & Carey 
2002, Muller & Czerwinski 1999, Nielsen 1993, Page 1996, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, 
Rowley 1996, Seffah & Andreevskaia 2003, Tudor 1998, Vredenburg 1999). In addition, 
usability specialists are to act as writers – writing guidance for the ‘configuration of the 
user’ (Aucella 1997, Bekker & Vermeeren 1996, Boivie et al. 2003, Butler 1996, Fellenz 
1997, Hutchings & Knox 1995, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Muller & Czerwinski 
1999, Nielsen 1993, Vredenburg 1999). The literature highlights the creation of 
documentation of best practices, methods, and techniques for usability work (Aucella 
1997, Bekker & Vermeeren 1996, Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999b, Muller & Czerwinski 
1999) and the integration of usability work into the formal development process (Boivie 
et al. 2003, Butler 1996, Fellenz 1997, Graf 1996, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Mayhew 1999a, 
Mayhew 1999b, Nielsen 1993, Page 1996, Vredenburg 1999) as important. The results of 
usability work should also be documented and made available (Aucella 1997, Hutchings 
& Knox 1995, Mayhew 1999b, Muller & Czerwinski 1999).  

Furthermore, the usability specialists are positioned as change agents addressing and 
manipulating many different target groups – management, documentation, training, 



 65

marketing, different kinds of change and improvement efforts – in their organization to 
‘buy into usability work’ and to cooperate (Allen 1995, Bauersfeld & Halgren 1996, 
Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bias & Reitmeyer 1995, Billingsley 1995, Bloomer & Croft 
1997, Boivie et al. 2003, Brown 1996, Cooper 1999, Fellenz 1997, Grudin 1991b, 
Hutchings & Knox 1995, Mayhew 1999a, Mayhew 1999b, Mrazek & Rafeld 1992, 
Nielsen 1993, Page 1996, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, Seffah & Andreevskaia 2003, Wixon et 
al. 1996). Altogether, the competitive advantage and competitiveness in the marketplace 
achievable through usability work, and the point of selling usability work into 
organizations by highlighting the business point of view and by using language sales, 
marketing and management understand, are emphasized. Within this discourse the 
ideology of managerialism is evident; management goals are constructed as the main 
motivators for usability work. The discourse emphasizes profit maximization, work 
intensification, successful implementation, and the competitive advantage achievable 
through usability work (Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Spinuzzi 2002).  

However, the practical HCI discourse on usability work is by no means the only 
discourse addressing user involvement in organizations. Another literature is in proximity 
to HCI but clearly separates itself from the ‘mainstream HCI.’ In this literature, criticism 
is directed towards ‘traditional HCI methods,’ especially usability testing. It is criticized 
as restricting the understanding of problems, limiting dialogue, inhibiting cooperation 
between designers, usability specialists, and users, having a weak impact on design, and 
advocating neutrality, objectivity and distance with regard to users (Bannon 1991, Beyer 
& Holtzblatt 1998, Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Buur & Bagger 1999, Bødker & Buur 
2002, Carroll 1996, Gardner 1999, Kyng 1994, Löwgren 1995, Rogers 1997, Suchman 
2002). Therefore, this literature separates itself from a non-reflective, objectivist HCI 
discourse and positions itself within the PD tradition, even though it acknowledges there 
might be a need for some kind of ‘facilitators’ (usability specialists, researcher designers) 
– but not mere mediators – between users and designers. This literature argues for more 
cooperative work and more reflection related to the design practice. The literature 
maintains that design should be seen as cooperative work, in which people with different 
competencies (users, designers, usability specialists, researcher-designers) appreciate 
each other and jointly create new work practices. Design is postulated as a creative and 
communicative process involving ‘mutual reciprocal learning’ and ‘design by doing.’ 
Usability specialists need to support everyone’s participation and make everyone 
comfortable with participating. (Anderson & Crocca 1993, Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, 
Blomberg & Henderson 1990, Brun-Cottan & Wall 1995, Buur & Bagger 1999, Bødker 
& Buur 2002, Bødker & Iversen 2002, Bødker et al. 2000, Gardner 1999, Karasti 2001, 
Kyng 1994, Kyng 1998, Löwgren 1995, Rogers 1997, Rosson & Carroll 2002, Suchman 
2002, Suchman et al. 1999.) Furthermore, the emphasis should be on reflection and 
improvisation. It is argued that PD should not consist of applying decontextualized PD 
methods. Instead, professionalism, reflection, creativity, and boundary expansion are 
important. One should reflect upon methods and challenge their assumptions. One should 
ask: why do we do PD and where do we want to take it? (Anderson & Crocca 1993, 
Bansler & Bødker 1993, Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bødker & Buur 2002, Bødker & 
Iversen 2002, Clement & Van den Besselaar 1993, Löwgren 1995, Löwgren & 
Stolterman 1999, Stolterman 1995, Suchman 2002, Thoresen 1993.)  
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This discourse is labeled a reflective PD discourse, in which the participatory and 
cooperative nature of the design practice is highlighted. Furthermore, the focus is on the 
creation of new work practices – a term making a distinction with HCI, which aims at 
developing usability (and usefulness). The speakers within this discourse have adopted 
the subject position of a reflective researcher-designer, the audience being postulated as 
reflective practitioners as well as other reflective researcher-designers. This discourse 
legitimizes its existence by differentiating itself from objectivist, non-reflective HCI (and 
IS). In this discourse users are positioned as skilful partners. The usability specialists, if 
needed at all – are positioned as reflective facilitators of cooperation and reflection 
among users and designers. This discourse clearly has a background in IS literature, and 
more particularly in the contemporary PD or cooperative design tradition (Greenbaum & 
Kyng 1991, Schuler & Namioka 1993). Finken (2003) has already analyzed the 
cooperative design tradition as a discourse constructing its objects of study in particular 
ways and at the same time legitimizing its existence. Cooperative design in her article 
includes both the Scandinavian trade unionist approach and recent developments (i.e., 
Greenbaum & Kyng 1991). Finken shows that this discourse constitutes IS development, 
users and (researcher-) designers in a specific way that is different from other traditions. 
Cooperative design constructs itself as empowering and other traditions (functional and 
socio-technical in Bansler 1989) as hegemonizing – serving the needs of the 
management. Cooperative design postulates organizations and IS development as 
conflict-laden, and (researcher-) designers on the side of the oppressed against the 
oppressors. They should act as advocates of democracy. Design is postulated as 
cooperative work necessitating mutual reciprocal learning. Reality is postulated as 
socially constructed. Users and (researcher-) designers are positioned as experts 
cooperating as equal partners. (Finken 2003.)  

Related to this discussion, one can argue that the reflective PD discourse in which the 
participatory and cooperative design practice is highlighted clearly bases its argument on 
current cooperative design tradition. In this discourse, political issues have decreased in 
importance. On the other hand, in some studies in IS literature, political issues have 
clearly endured. First, studies criticizing user involvement as a mere buzzword or a 
weapon (Beath & Orlikowski 1994, Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Howcroft & Wilson 
2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Newman & Noble 1990, Nielsen 1999, Robey & Markus 
1984, Symon 1998) can be interpreted to employ a critical stance. Many studies also 
highlight the influence of power, politics, and conflicts in IS development (Alvarez 2001, 
Alvarez 2002, Bansler & Bødker 1993, Beck 2002, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bødker 
1996, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Hirschheim & Klein 1994, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, 
Kirsch & Beath 1996, Newman & Noble 1990, Nielsen 1999, Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen 
& Karsten 2005, Stolterman 1995, Symon 1998, Wagner 1993, Wilson 2002). Of these 
studies, some have adopted a clearly trade unionist and management-hostile position 
(Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Howcroft & Wilson 2003). In 
relation to this, it is also argued that IS researchers, instead of defining better IS 
development methodologies and accepting the managerialist agendas of IS development, 
should carefully analyze this conflictual and political context and question the agendas. 
(Howcroft & Wilson 2003.) It is argued that currently, too, one should focus on 
dominance, power, marginality, and exclusions in IS development, adoption, and use 
(Beck 2002). 
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This discourse is labeled a critical IS discourse, in which the speaker is positioned as a 
warrior, partisan or emancipator (Hirschheim & Klein 1989) fighting on the side of the 
oppressed against the oppressors. Workers are positioned as oppressed and in need of 
emancipation. Usability specialists are offered no position within this discourse, since 
users need to be active agents in the design process, with power to make decisions 
regarding the design solution (Damodaran 1996). They are not to be ‘represented’ in the 
design process. Altogether, this discourse clearly relies on the critical tradition; the 
conflict between capital and labor, and the emancipation of the labor are emphasized. 
(Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Spinuzzi 2002.) However, in this literature the 
target of criticism is not HCI but IS literature (as well as apolitical PD); traditional, 
functionalist systems development methodologies, ‘prescriptive IS literature’ (practical 
methodologies, textbooks, handbooks) (Kirsch & Beath 1996, Stolterman 1995), and 
capitalist approaches and methodologies claiming to involve or empower users/workers, 
popular especially in North America (Asaro 2000, Bansler & Kraft 1994, Beck 2002, 
Beath & Orlikowski 1994, Carmel et al. 1993, Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Kraft & 
Bansler 1994, Kyng 1998, Robertson 1998, Spinuzzi 2002) are under attack. They are 
accused of being apolitical, neglecting the role of conflict and only serving management 
goals (Asaro 2000, Bansler & Bødker 1993, Beck 2002, Beath & Orlikowski 1994, 
Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, 
Finken 2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Spinuzzi 2002, Stolterman 1995, Wagner 1993). 

This section identified three academic discourses on user involvement: a practical HCI 
discourse, a reflective PD discourse and a critical IS discourse. The practical HCI 
discourse was discussed in detail, since the empirical part of this thesis focuses on user 
involvement in SW product development organizations, and user involvement in this 
context is ‘mainstream HCI usability work (and beyond).’ The critical IS discourse, on 
the other hand, provides an interesting contrast to the practical HCI discourse. Finally, the 
reflective PD discourse can be argued to ‘build a bridge’ between the academic 
communities of IS and HCI, since in both communities interest in PD has emerged during 
the 1990s, and references to PD have been made in recent literature in both communities. 
However, the set of discourses on user involvement is by no means exhaustive; there is a 
multitude of discourses on user involvement to be identified from both HCI and IS 
literature. In particular, one could mention a ‘quantitative IS discourse’ whose existence 
is clearly indicated by Cavaye (1995) and Markus and Mao (2004). This discourse 
concentrates on objectively and rigorously determining the link between user 
involvement and systems success through the measurement of user involvement by user 
activities and system success by surrogates such as user satisfaction and system use, one 
of the most referenced texts relying on this discourse being an article written by Barki 
and Hartwick (1994). However, the discourses discussed in more detail in this section are 
the most relevant or the most controversial, and due to this the most interesting ones to be 
contrasted with the discourses identified from the empirical data. In addition, all these 
three identified discourses construct use involvement in coherent and yet divergent 
manners – there is a set of rules defining what it is legitimate to say about user 
involvement within each discourse. Furthermore, each discourse offers distinct subject 
positions for the speakers (HCI and IS researchers) and for the listeners (users, usability 
specialists, in some cases designers and researcher designers). However, it is again to be 
remembered that discourses are always fluid – their edges are not demarcated and the 
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researchers do not cluster around a prototype but instead gather at the crossroads (Deetz 
1996: 199), due to which any given individual does not necessarily participate only 
within one particular discourse.  

Finally, the terminology introduced in Section 2 in terms of interactive systems 
development as the writing of IT artifact texts and user involvement as reader 
involvement in the writing practice is adopted in a paradigmatic analysis attempting to 
make sense of and to classify the heterogeneous user involvement literature.  

4.4  A Paradigmatic Analysis of Reader Involvement Literature 

As one can see from the discussion above, there is clearly considerable confusion 
regarding ‘reader involvement in the writing of IT artifact texts’ and divergent discourses 
addressing it. The differences between these discourses are next discussed by 
concentrating on certain ontological (what), epistemological (how), and ethical (why) 
assumptions related to reader involvement, regarding which the focus is limited to the 
writing context of the IT artifact texts (Table 4).  

Table 4. Analytic Framework for Classifying Literature on User Involvement 

What  How  Why 
Reader Involvement in Writing the 
Texts 
A means for deriving objective facts 
from reality through scientific, objective 
investigations 
  
A meanings negotiation process needed 
for figuring out the shared meanings 
among the user community 
  
A means for achieving management 
goals: profit maximization, work 
intensification, successful 
implementation and competitive 
advantage 
 
A means for emancipation of the skilled 
reader  
 
The Relationship between Writing 
and Reading the Texts 
Realist, deterministic versus nominalist, 
voluntarist position (Burrell & Morgan 
1979, Iivari & Hirschheim 1996), 
‘preferred, negotiated versus opposing 
reading’ (Hall 1980)  

Analysis – before 
Writing the Texts 
Positivism versus 
antipositivism (Burrell 
& Morgan 1979) 
 
Design – Writing the 
Texts 
A rational decision-
making process, a 
structured engineering 
process, a meanings 
negotiation process, a 
cooperative learning 
process or a creative 
innovation process 
(Bannon 1991, Bansler 
& Bødker 1993, Boland 
1978, Boland 1984, 
Bødker et al. 1988, 
Hirschheim & Klein 
1989, Kyng 1998, 
Löwgren 1995) 

The Role of Reader Involvement in Writing 
the Texts 
Means-end oriented, interpretive or critical 
(Iivari 1991) 
 
The Value of Reader Involvement in 
Writing the Texts  
Capital versus labor 
(Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, 
Spinuzzi 2002) 
 
The Role of the Reader  
Human actors versus human factors, 
informative, consultative versus participative  
(Bannon 1991, Damodaran 1996) 
 
The Role of the Writer 
Neutral, objective experts; sympathetic 
facilitators stimulating reflection, cooperation 
and learning; consultants and change agents 
aiming at management goals; innovative, 
creative artists; or warriors, activists, 
emancipators and social therapists (Boland 
1978, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Lincoln & 
Guba 2000, Schein 1985, Schein 1993) 
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The assumptions are next discussed in more detail. 

4.4.1  What – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts 

I summarize that reader involvement in the writing practice can be constituted 1) as an 
apolitical, neutral means for deriving objective facts from reality (‘facts about texts, their 
readers, their ways of reading and their contexts of reading formulated as causal laws or 
explanations’) through scientific, rigorous, objective investigations; 2) as a subjective 
meanings negotiation process needed to reveal shared meanings among the reader 
community (meanings attached to texts, their readers, their ways of reading, and the 
contexts of reading); 3) as a useful, utilitarian means for manipulating the readers to 
conform to the ‘preferred reading of the text’ that is related to management goals: profit 
maximization, work intensification, successful implementation and competitive 
advantage; or 4) as a necessary, participative means for emancipating the skilled reader 
from oppression and false conscience. These characterizations clearly imply distinct 
epistemological and ethical assumptions, which are clarified in the following sections.  

Regarding the assumptions about the relationship between writing and reading the 
texts, the orientation can be realist/deterministic or nominalist/voluntarist. The realist, 
deterministic orientation ‘implies that reality is predictable and at least in principle 
manipulable, prescribable and designable’ (Iivari & Hirschheim 1996: 553), and human 
beings are postulated as responding to the external events in a mechanistic or even 
deterministic way (Burrell & Morgan 1979). Within this line of thought it is assumed that 
the writer defines how the text will be read, and during the writing practice the ‘preferred 
reading’ is simply and unambiguously encoded into the text. The readers are assumed to 
decode the text in the way that was planned during the writing practice. On the other had, 
the nominalist, voluntarist orientation views ‘social phenomena largely as emergent and 
not directly designable’ (Iivari & Hirschheim 1996: 553), and a human agent is viewed as 
a creator of the environment and as a controller rather than as controlled (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979). Within this position the IT artifact text is seen as raw material that can and 
will be tailored and modified (negotiated or even opposed) by human actors (cf., 
Hirschheim 1986 on office automation impact). It is argued that management can never 
directly control this process, but instead a multiplicity of meanings will be attached to 
these texts in practice. Paradoxical, ironic, and unexpected reactions and consequences 
are also possible, since interpretations cannot be controlled or directed. (cf., Robey & 
Boudreau 1999 on organizational consequences of IT.) Related to this position, 
technological determinism is rejected and interpretive flexibility of technological artifacts 
highlighted (e.g., Bijker et al. 1994, Grint & Woolgar 1997, Orlikowski & Gash 1994). 

Furthermore, the same discussion also applies to the efforts aiming at changing the 
writing practice of the IT artifact texts, which has been called for especially in the HCI 
literature advocating usability work (and beyond). If it is assumed that readers need to be 
more involved in writing these texts, the practice of writing is to be altered somehow. In 
this context the practice of writing refers to the rewriting of the writing practice – 
rewriting implying that the writers are to change their writing practice to allow the 
readers a more participative role – and reading refers to the writers’ as well as readers’ 
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reading of this rewritten writing practice. Also in this case the assumptions about the 
relationship between writing and reading can have either the realist/deterministic or the 
nominalist/voluntarist orientation discussed already. One could assume that the writer of 
the rewritten writing practice (e.g., HCI researcher or usability specialist) defines how the 
text will be read, and during the writing practice the ‘preferred reading’ is simply and 
unambiguously encoded into the text. Then the readers (designers, users and possibly 
usability specialists in this case) are assumed to decode the text in the way that was 
planned during the writing practice. On the other hand, the rewritten writing practice can 
also be seen as raw material that can and will be interpreted by active readers and the 
writer (and the management) can never directly control this process; instead a multiplicity 
of meanings will be attached to these texts in practice.  

4.4.2  How – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts 

Related to the assumptions about how to involve the readers, a distinction between 
analysis (before the writing practice concentrating on existing texts, their readers, their 
ways of reading and their contexts of reading) and design (as a part of the writing practice 
constructing its readers and their ways of reading) is made. In the analysis, orientation 
can be positivist or anti-positivist. Antipositivism opposes scientific objectivism and the 
reduction of social reality to what can be formally described (Bødker et al. 1988, Carmel 
et al. 1993). Instead, it maintains that reality is socially constructed and ‘can only be 
understood from the point of view of individuals who are directly involved in the 
activities which are to be studied (Boland 1984, Burrell & Morgan 1979: 5). Therefore, 
there needs to be direct contact with the readers to try to understand (at least a part of) the 
shared meanings (attached to texts, their readers, their practice of reading and their 
contexts of reading) among the reader community (cf., Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, 
Boland 1984, Carmel et al. 1993, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Kensing & Munk-Madsen 
1993, Suchman 1995). Positivism, on the other hand, emphasizes scientific, rigorous, 
objective investigations. It is assumed that there are general laws that can be used for 
explaining and predicting reality. Reader involvement is a means for deriving objective 
facts (about texts, their readers, and their readers’ practices and contexts of reading) from 
reality. (cf., Bannon 1991, Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Boland 1984, Burrell & 
Morgan 1979, Hirschheim & Klein 1989.)  

Design, i.e., the initial writing of these texts, can also be postulated in different ways. 
Usability specialists can be positioned as (co-)authors, or mere providers of information 
or commentators on predefined design solutions (cf., Damodaran 1996) in the writing 
practice. This applies also to the role of the readers. In relation to both, it might also be 
that they are postulated to have no role in the writing practice. Furthermore, Löwgren has 
identified different generations of views of design: the participative, structured 
engineering and creative views (Löwgren 1995). One way to postulate writing is to view 
it as participative work, in which the readers are to cooperate with the writers as equal 
partners (as co-authors) involving constant meanings negotiation, mutual reciprocal 
learning, and ‘design by doing’ (Boland 1978, Boland 1984, Bødker et al. 1988, 
Greenbaum & Kyng 1991, Kyng 1998, Löwgren 1995, Schuler & Namioka 1993). On 
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the other hand, writing can also be postulated as a ‘structured engineering process’ in 
which it is assumed that the problem to be solved can be fully described and known in 
advance, and that the task is to find the solution thorough a rationalistic, objectivistic 
process in which hierarchical decomposition of design work is also typical. (cf., Bansler 
& Bødker 1993, Bødker et al. 1988, Boland 1978, Gasson 2003, Löwgren 1995.) Writing 
then denotes a structured, rational decision-making process that is to be based on the 
objective facts derived from the reality by following the scientific method (cf., Boland 
1978, Bødker et al. 1988, Gasson 2003, Hirschheim & Klein 1989). Readers do not need 
to be involved after the analysis. Finally, writing can also be postulated as an artistic 
process necessitating the creativity, reflection and improvisation of the professional 
writers, who have specific expertise and judgment. Reader involvement is not needed in 
this creative, artistic process, either. (cf., Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bødker & Buur 2002, 
Bødker & Iversen 2002, Cooper 1999, Löwgren 1995, Löwgren & Stolterman 1999.) The 
responsibility for ‘configuring the reader’ is assigned to the artistic writers who have 
‘knowledge about the readers’ (e.g., interaction designers (Cooper 1999) design teams 
(Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998)).  

4.4.3  Why – Reader Involvement in Writing the IT Artifact Texts 

In relation to the assumptions about why to involve readers in writing the IT artifact texts, 
the role and value of reader involvement is to be considered. In relation to the role of 
reader involvement the approach can again be means-end oriented, interpretive, or 
critical. In the means-end oriented approach ‘reader involvement provides means 
knowledge for achieving certain ends without questioning the legitimacy of the ends’ (cf., 
Iivari 1991). It is assumed that reader involvement is necessary for writing IT artifact 
texts that effectively and efficiently enforce the ‘preferred reading.’ Involvement is then a 
means to an end, which does not need not to be questioned. (Asaro 2000, Cavaye 1995, 
Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Howcroft & Wilson 2003.) Functional empowerment of the 
readers, which highlights that readers need to be able to read the texts effectively, 
efficiently and within the range of the ‘preferred reading,’ is aimed at (cf., Clement 1994). 
Within the interpretive approach, on the other hand, the aim of reader involvement is to 
‘enrich people’s understanding of their action’, ‘how social order is produced and 
reproduced’ (Chua 1986, according to Iivari 1991: 258), i.e., reader involvement is 
needed for enhancing communication between readers and writers, and the aim is to 
understand the shared meanings within the reader community, which necessitates contact 
between readers and writers (cf., Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998). 
Finally, the critical approach postulates that reader involvement has ‘a critical imperative: 
the identification and removal of domination and ideological practice’ (Chua 1986, 
according to Iivari 1991: 258) and it is maintained that the goals of reader involvement 
should be critically analyzed. Reader involvement is needed for the democratic 
empowerment (Clement 1994) of the skilled readers, who need to be able to participate in 
the decision-making regarding the texts. Managerialist agendas, ‘preferred readings,’ and 
dominant ideologies inherent in the texts and in the writing practice are to be questioned 
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(cf., Asaro 2000, Cavaye 1995, Clement 1994, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Howcroft & 
Wilson 2003, Iivari & Lyytinen 1998). 

Furthermore, the value of reader involvement can be interpreted to refer to the 
question of whose interests are served by reader involvement. These might be the 
interests of the capital or the labor. If the aim is to serve the interests of the labor, conflict 
between capital and labor is emphasized and emancipation of the labor is advocated 
(Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, Spinuzzi 2002). The reader is constituted to be 
an oppressed ‘labor reader.’ Management goals are contrasted with the goals of the 
‘reader,’ and the goals of the ‘reader’ are the only ones advocated. (cf., Hirschheim and 
Klein 1989.) Within the ideology of managerialism, however, the management goals are 
the main motivators for reader involvement. This capitalist orientation emphasizes the 
profit maximization, work intensification, successful implementation, and competitive 
advantage achievable through reader involvement (cf., Asaro 2000, Hirschheim & Klein 
1989, Spinuzzi 2002). The aim is to improve the writing practice (identify user 
requirements, validate writing options, deal with change in requirements) and/or to 
facilitate the reading practice (ensure follow-up, overcome resistance, ensure acceptance) 
(cf., Nandhakumar & Jones 1997: 76) through reader involvement. Therefore, readers are 
involved in order to increase management control and productivity, and to decrease 
resistance (cf., Howcroft & Wilson 2003).  

Finally, in terms of the readers and writers different roles can be identified. The role of 
the reader can be characterized as either human actor (active agent both writing and 
reading the texts) or human factor (passive object of study and receiver of the encoded 
messages) (cf., Bannon, 1991). If the readers are involved, the involvement can be of 
different types, e.g., indirect or direct, or informative, consultative or participative 
(Damodaran 1996). The same applies to the role of the ‘reader surrogates,’ who might be 
in a consultative, informative or participative role, or in some cases even in the 
‘configurer’ role. Furthermore, the role of writer as well as the role of reader surrogate 
can be classified as ‘a neutral, objective expert,’ ‘a sympathetic facilitator stimulating 
reflection, cooperation, and learning,’ ‘a consultant or change agent aiming at 
management goals,’ ‘a creative artist,’ or ‘a warrior, partisan, activist, and emancipator’ 
(cf., Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Boland 1978, Cooper 1999, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, 
Lincoln & Guba 2000, Löwgren 1995, Schein 1985, Schein 1993). 



5 Discourses on Culture and User Involvement 

Five discourses on organizational culture inquiry – comparative, interpretive, clinical, 
critical, and postmodern/structuralist – were identified. The discourses postulate 
organizational culture, change, and the relationship between them in different ways, 
advocate divergent ways of studying them, and legitimize their existence in differing 
ways. Altogether, these discourses offer distinct subject positions for the culture 
researcher to adopt. Different discourses on user involvement were also identified – the 
practical HCI discourse, the reflective PD discourse, and the critical IS discourse – as 
additions to the discourses already identified by Finken (2003) and Cooper and Bowers 
(1995). These discourses also differ in relation to how they constitute the users, the 
designers and the possibly needed ‘user surrogates’ ‘representing the users.’ Furthermore, 
these discourses also legitimize their existence in divergent ways. In addition, the 
paradigmatic analysis of ‘reader involvement literature’ revealed that there is a 
multiplicity of ways to postulate the writers, the readers, the usability specialists as 
representatives of the readers, their roles in the writing practice, and the relationship 
between reading and writing the texts. A multiplicity of ways of legitimizing the claims 
for reader involvement in the writing practice was also revealed. A review of IS literature 
also revealed that there are alternative ways to postulate the readers and the practice of 
involving them, not included in the three discourses already identified. These alternative 
ways are also considered in the following section, in which compatibility between the 
discourses on culture and user involvement is considered. Similarities in the discourses 
are highlighted, basing the discussion on the five discourses on organizational culture 
inquiry identified.  

5.1  Comparative Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

5.1.1  Introduction to the Comparative Discourse 

Within the comparative discourse, culture is postulated to consist of comparable traits or 
dimensions that are typically measured as values, norms or attitudes. Measurement relies 
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on some kind of typology based on the general characteristics of culture. Predefined 
frameworks for the analysis of culture are generalized for all organizations studied. The 
aim is not to highlight the unique qualities of cultures, but to group and profile them. The 
comparative discourse usually advocates survey instruments14 for categorizing and 
measuring cultures. The instruments position cultures on a certain scale or typology. 
Afterwards, the researchers aim at deriving cause and effect relationships. Culture is 
postulated as an independent, explanatory variable, whose effects on other issues (e.g., 
TQM) are to be determined. (Denison 1996, Denison & Spreitzer 1991, Kekäle 1998.)  

This discourse has been utilized considerably in IS literature on culture and different 
kinds of organizational change efforts – in relation to the reading of the IT artifact texts or 
reading of the rewritten writing practice as a text. The aim of these studies has been to 
determine the relationship between culture and a ‘preferred reading of a text,’ with ‘text’ 
in this case referring to an IT artifact text or to a rewritten IT artifact writing practice 
perceived as a text. Studies utilizing this discourse have measured culture e.g., in relation 
to TQM implementation (Kekäle 1998, Sousa-Poza et al. 2001), process transformation 
(Kappos & Croteau 2002), manufacturing strategy (Bates et al. 1995), team management 
strategies (Milosevic & Daim 1996), and the implementation of different kinds of IT 
artifacts (e.g., Bhimani 2003, Chengalur-Smith & Duchessi 1999, Goddard 1997, Griffith 
1998, Harrington & Ruppel 1999, McDermott & Stock 1999, Pliskin et al. 1993, Ruppel 
& Harrington 2001, Tung et al. 2000, Weber & Pliskin 1996). These studies are separated 
from the quantitative studies utilizing the clinical discourse by focusing on the 
implications for practice – the authors postulate the texts (not the culture) to be tailored in 
order to succeed, i.e., in order to ensure the ‘preferred reading.’  

Some of these studies have concentrated on defining ‘ideal culture types’ for different 
kinds of change efforts, i.e., these studies maintain that there are ‘ideal culture types,’ 
which are responsive to the ‘preferred reading’ of the texts. The studies suggest that 
‘group’ culture values were the major facilitators of the diffusion of telecommuting 
(Harrington & Ruppel 1999), that ‘group’ culture also had a positive association with 
managerial satisfaction with the implementation of advanced manufacturing technology 
(AMT), but that ‘rational’ culture was positively associated with competitive performance 
related to AMT implementation (McDermott & Stock 1999), and that ‘adhocracy’ and 
‘hierarchical’ cultures correlated with early adoption of intranets (Ruppel & Harrington 
2001). Accordingly, the studies indicate that certain types of culture are more responsive 
to the ‘preferred reading’ of the texts than other types of cultures. On the other hand, 
other studies argue that there are no ‘ideal culture types,’ but that instead the texts are to 
be tailored to fit the cultures. Sousa-Poza, Nystrom and Wiebe (2001) show that 
corporate cultures in different ethnological cultures have different effects on TQM 
implementation. They argue that a uniform implementation plan would have ended up 
with different results in different regions. Characteristics of corporate culture seem to 
facilitate some dimensions of TQM, and to defer others. However, the impacts differed in 
different regions. Therefore, no standard implementation strategies or ideal corporate 
cultures can be defined. Kekäle (1998) has also measured organizational culture in 

                                                           
14 Surveys relying on the work of Hofstede (e.g., in Hofstede 1998, Hofstede, Neujien, Ohayv & Sanders 1990, 
Hofstede, Bond & Luk 1993), and surveys based on competing values framework (discussed extensively in 
Woodman & Pasmore 1991) seem to be particularly popular in IS research. 
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relation to TQM implementation, and suggests that one should rely on different TQM 
tools in different cultures. He argues that there is no one-size-fits-all approach, but 
instead the approach should be tailored: compatible methods and tools should be selected. 
Culture change should be kept as small as possible. (Kekäle 1998.) In addition, in a study 
on intranet implementation, guidelines are offered for tailoring the implementation effort 
to fit different culture types (Ruppel & Harrington 2001). In the case of an IS 
implementation (Pliskin et al. 1993) the results suggest that there was a mismatch 
between presumed and actual organizational cultures. The IS implementation was resisted 
due to the assumption that the organization had a different organizational culture than the 
one it actually had. The authors suggest that there should be a fit between the culture 
presumed in the design and the actual culture in the organization. An IS should be 
designed and adapted to fit the culture. (Pliskin et al. 1993.) Finally, Bhimani (2003) also 
shows that an accounting system embedded a certain type of organizational culture value 
orientation, and the degree to which this value orientation was in alignment with the 
value orientation of different user departments affected the system’s perceived success. 

In all, the researchers utilizing the comparative discourse have defined either ‘ideal 
culture types’ for the texts or strategies for modifying the texts to fit the different culture 
types. Studies of the latter type suggest that ‘cultural fit’ is a plural concept in the sense 
that it is specific to different aspects of the texts that need to be aligned to fit the target 
culture. However, studies of the former type suggest that ‘cultural fit’ is a singular 
concept in the sense that there exists ‘an ideal culture type’ for different kinds of texts. 
Altogether, both ‘ideal culture types’ and modifying strategies relying on the notion of 
‘no one size fits all’ have been suggested within the comparative discourse, both aiming 
at determining the relationship between culture and the ‘preferred reading’ of the text. 
The negotiated or opposing readings of the texts are not considered. Instead, it is assumed 
that the ‘preferred reading’ of the texts will be straightforwardly adopted in compatible 
cultures, simply resisted in incompatible ones, or straightforwardly adopted after the texts 
are properly modified. 

5.1.2  Implications on Reader Involvement 

Within the comparative discourse, culture is postulated as a variable that is to be studied 
by using a predefined framework that outlines the dimensions of culture. If the culture 
construct is postulated as a measurable variable that can be reduced to a set of predefined 
dimensions, then the notion of reader involvement compatible with this discourse might 
also be quite mechanistic. The comparative discourse relies on scientific rhetoric 
emphasizing rigorous, objective investigations even in the case of culture studies. 
Therefore, regarding reader involvement, the positivist orientation and the structured 
engineering view of design seem quite compatible with the assumptions inherent in this 
discourse. The emphasis on hierarchical decomposition of design work seems to fit well 
with the emphasis on hierarchical decomposition of the culture construct. Both aim at 
deriving cause and effect relationships, and assume that there are general laws and 
regular patterns for explaining and predicting reality. Altogether, within the comparative 
discourse it would be compatible to postulate reader involvement as a useful, neutral, 



 76

apolitical, objective means for deriving facts from reality through scientific, rigorous, 
objective investigations without questioning the ends, which, in the end, are related to the 
achievement of the ‘preferred reading of the IT artifact texts’.  

This leads us to the discussion about ethical assumptions related to reader 
involvement. In terms of the role of reader involvement, the comparative discourse was 
argued to constitute its role to be to serve the needs of academia, and the subject position 
offered to the researcher was that of a neutral observer and informer. The comparative 
discourse does not imply any emancipatory interests, as a result of which it is assumed 
that the goal of reader involvement compatible with this discourse is the functional (not 
democratic) empowerment of the readers. Reader involvement is then postulated as an 
apolitical, neutral means for gathering comprehensive requirements, for building better 
specifications, for validating design options and generally for building functionally 
correct and efficient IT artifacts (cf., Cavaye 1995, Hirschheim & Klein 1994). The 
writers – designers and in some cases also usability specialists – are positioned as neutral, 
objective experts and rational decision-makers (cf., Boland 1978, Bødker et al. 1988, 
Hirschheim & Klein 1989) constructing the ‘preferred reading in the IT artifact texts.’ 

Regarding the distinction between the realist, deterministic and the nominalist, 
voluntarist positions, the position compatible with the tenets of comparative discourse is 
the realist, deterministic one. This position shares a similar type of mechanistic 
assumptions about organizations and people. The preferred reading of the IT artifact texts 
is postulated as a positive accomplishment, leading to increased productivity, 
organizational efficiency, and quality of working life. The texts are neutral and apolitical 
opportunities to be exploited. The only problem to solve is that of how to exploit them in 
the most efficient way. (cf., Hirschheim 1986 on office automation impact.) Regarding 
reader involvement, the question would be: how can the readers be made to adopt the 
preferred reading in the most effective and efficient way, and how can the readers be 
exploited in the most effective and efficient way in the writing practice to achieve this?  

The culture studies relying on the comparative discourse suggest the success of reader 
involvement might differ in organizations with different cultures, i.e., some cultures 
might be more responsive to ‘reader involvement in the writing practice.’ For the analysis 
of ideal assumptions, values and norms supporting ‘reader involvement in the writing 
practice,’ empirical IS research relying on the comparative discourse is available, 
identifying ‘ideal culture types’ for different kinds of texts. The practical HCI discourse 
also highlights the importance of understanding usability myths, beliefs and attitudes in 
organizations, since these may act as cultural obstacles to usability work (Bloomer & 
Croft 1997, Mayhew 1999a). However, these authors do not present assumptions, values 
and norms of an ‘ideal usability culture,’ but those that might hinder usability work. 
However, they may offer a basis for the definition of the ideal ones. Nevertheless, 
research within the comparative discourse also leads to the question of whether ‘cultural 
fit or misfit’ is a singular concept in the sense that there is an ideal culture for reader 
involvement and that reader involvement is incompatible with some cultures. Assuming 
the success of reader involvement – i.e., the ‘preferred reading’ of the rewritten writing 
practice including reader involvement – is sensitive to the organizational culture, and that 
the target organization has a culture that is neither totally ideal nor totally incompatible 
with reader involvement, the question is how to align the text with the culture. Does the 
text have flexibility so that it can be adapted to different cultures? It could be assumed 
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that different aspects of the text are accepted differently in different cultures. Perhaps 
there is no one-size-fits-all in relation to reader involvement either. The practical HCI 
discourse also supports this hypothesis and argues that the strategy for reader 
involvement should be aligned with the context (e.g., Aucella 1997, Gulliksen et al. 2003, 
Rantzer 1996, Tudor 1998).  

From the viewpoint of empirical research related to ‘reader involvement in the IT 
artifact writing practice,’ the potential adopters of this discourse are the ones relying on 
the quantitative IS discourse on user involvement, because, as mentioned, in IS literature 
the central quest has been to derive causal relations between user involvement and system 
success, with most of this type of research being quantitative (Cavaye 1995, Markus & 
Mao 2004). The comparative discourse on organizational culture inquiry may appear to 
be very attractive to the researchers already relying on survey instruments and scientific, 
rigorous, objectivist investigations. One interesting but as yet unexplored path for future 
work for this community could be to analyze the effects of culture on reader involvement. 
Existing organizational culture studies provide validated survey instruments for culture 
analysis. Reader involvement, on the other hand, could be measured with instruments 
developed in HCI (Gunther et al. 2001, Heinbokel et al. 1996, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, 
Vredenburg et al. 2002) or IS research (the most comprehensive one developed by Barki 
& Hartwick (1994), according to Cavaye 1995). With the help of these instruments, the 
researchers could consider answers e.g., to the following research questions: 

− Does the success of reader involvement differ in organizations with different cultures? 
− Does organizational culture explain differences in the success of reader involvement?  
− What kinds of values and norms constitute an ‘ideal reader involvement culture’? 

However, the main problem associated with the comparative discourse is its conception 
of the culture construct. Culture is postulated as a variable – a variable that is not to be 
designed or manipulated for better adaptation, but still as a simplified, measurable, 
comparable variable. This view of culture has nothing to do with the notions of culture 
developed within cultural anthropology. Culture is postulated as a simple, predefined set 
of values, norms or attitudes that can be defined a priori with a universal framework. 
Regarding the notions of change, the studies rely on the ‘purist’ view on culture change 
(Alvesson 1990). Cultures are not to be manipulated or managed. However, these studies 
still employ quite a simple view of change. The studies do not acknowledge the symbolic 
meanings attached to change efforts or the paradoxical, unexpected or ironic 
consequences of change efforts (Robey & Boudreau 1999). Furthermore, the perspective 
of emergent change (Orlikowski 1996) is totally missing – accounts of subtle, emergent 
changes, improvisations and adaptations are lacking. In addition, it has been argued that 
studies that reveal cause and effect relationships between a culture and the organizational 
consequences of IT should be questioned, and deterministic explanations in general 
problematized in studies on organizational consequences of IT (Orlikowski 1996, Robey 
& Boudreau 1999, Robey & Azevedo 1994). The comparative discourse, however, strives 
at finding these types of relationships. Due to the criticisms one must conclude that even 
though the comparative discourse has been utilized a great deal in empirical studies on 
organizational culture, it does not offer a very solid basis for the research on culture and 
reader involvement. However, for the researcher searching for causal relations in order to 
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predict the success of reader involvement in different contexts, the comparative discourse 
offers the most attractive subject position.  

5.2  Interpretive Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

5.2.1  Introduction to the Interpretive Discourse 

The interpretive discourse is the ‘traditional discourse’ on organizational culture inquiry. 
This discourse postulates ethnography as the main research method. The researchers 
should spend long periods of time in the organization and participate in the daily 
activities with the cultural members in order to understand the culture in depth. 
Ethnography is derived from the tradition of cultural anthropology, which as a discipline 
highlights the importance of ‘thick descriptions,’ understandings from the ‘native’s point 
of view,’ constant search for new meanings and problematization of the familiar. 
Researchers’ assumptions and predefined frameworks should not restrict data gathering to 
certain traits or dimensions, but instead the constructs characterizing the culture should 
be suggested by the analysis. During the fieldwork period the aim is not to disturb the 
everyday life in organizations. The research may, however, lead to reflection on the part 
of the cultural members. Due to this the self-reflection of the researchers and the ethics of 
the research are postulated as central concerns. (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Geertz 1973, 
Keesing & Strathern 1998, Schultz 1994, Shultz & Hatch 1996.)  

This discourse has also been widely utilized in studies on culture in the context of 
different kinds of organizational change efforts related to the reading of IT artifact texts 
or rewritten writing practice texts. Organizational culture has been examined e.g., in 
relation to knowledge management (KM) (Alavi et al. 2002, Eschenfelder et al. 1998), 
planned change (Aaltio-Marjosola 1994, DiBella 1996, Harris & Ogbonna 1998, Lewis 
1994), teamwork (Gibson & Zellmer-Bruhn 2001), BPR (Davison & Martinsons 2002), 
IT management (Kaarst-Brown & Robey 1999), IT strategy formulation and 
implementation (Walsham & Waema 1994), accounting (Dent 1991), joint ventures 
(Brannen & Salk 2000), SW process improvement (SPI) (Woodman et al. 1999) and the 
development and implementation of different kinds of IT artifacts (Brown 1995, Brown 
& Starkey 1994, Christiaanse & Dirksen 2000, Dube 1998, Dube & Robey 1999, Hislop 
2002, Huysman 2000, Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001, Mitev 2000, Nicholson & Sahay 
2001, Orlikowski 1992, Orlikowski 1993, Robey & Rodriquez-Diaz 1989).  

Studies employing this discourse suggest that the concept of ‘cultural fit’ is a plural 
concept, and the importance of ‘alignment,’ ‘compatibility,’ ‘fit,’ and ‘congruence’ is 
brought up (Brown 1995, Christiaanse & Dirksen 2000, Davison & Martinsons 2002, 
Dube 1998, Harris & Ogbonna 1998, Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001, Orlikowski 1992, 
1993, Robey & Rodriquez-Diaz 1989). The studies highlight the multiplicity of meanings 
that can be attached to the same texts in different contexts, the importance of 
understanding the cultural context of reading these texts, and the need to align the text 
with the context. One interesting point of view is the focus on the interpretations and 
meanings attached to the texts. The texts are interpreted and reinterpreted in the cultural 
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context in an emergent process of sense-making. (Brown 1995, Christiaanse & Dirksen 
2000, Davison & Martinsons 2002, Dent 1991, DiBella 1996, Dube 1998, Dube & Robey 
1999, Harris & Ogbonna 1998, Huysman 2000, Kaarst-Brown & Robey 1999, Mitev 
2000, Orlikowski 1992, Silvester et al. 1999, Walsham & Waema 1994.) The texts are 
continuously negotiated and renegotiated in the cultural context, ‘negotiated reading’ 
therefore being postulated as the end result. Furthermore, the dynamics between the text 
and the context are highlighted from the opposite point of view as well: the effects of the 
texts on the cultural context are brought up. The texts are argued to be capable of 
producing new forms of cultural knowledge and changing the cultural context in a 
reciprocal relationship. (Aaltio-Marjosola 1994, Alavi et al. 2002, Brown 1995, 
Christiaanse & Dirksen 2000, Dent 1991, Kaarst-Brown & Robey 1999, Walsham & 
Waema 1994.) The implications for practice emphasize that cultural formation cannot be 
predicted or controlled, and that managers should understand that the texts are subject to 
constant interpretation and reinterpretation not manipulable or directly controllable by the 
management (Brannen & Salk 2000, Davison & Martinsons 2002, DiBella 1996, Dube & 
Robey 1999, Harris & Ogbonna 1998, Huysman 2000, Kaarst-Brown & Robey 1999). 
Finally, the studies also warn us that the relationship between cultures and texts is a very 
complex and reciprocal one, and the difficulty of deriving causal relations is emphasized 
(Brown, 1995, Dent, 1991, DiBella, 1996, Dube & Robey, 1999, Karsten 2000).  

5.2.2  Implications on Reader Involvement 

Overall, the interpretive discourse advocates thorough understanding from the native’s 
point of view, consideration of issues important to the cultural members, and grounded, 
context-sensitive data. Altogether, this discourse can be considered as a ‘generally 
accepted’ discourse for the culture researchers to adopt. Within this discourse, reality is 
postulated as socially constructed and the researchers are to act as interpreters of the 
meanings the cultural members create, maintain and use while making sense of the world. 
In relation to this description, a mechanistic, cookbook type of view of reader 
involvement in the writing practice would not make sense, or at least it would be 
accepted that such a view would not be applied mechanistically in any cultural context. It 
would be quite compatible also to postulate analysis as a meanings negotiation process, 
which is needed to gain first-hand knowledge from the ‘readers’ under investigation. The 
emphasis would also be on the socially constructed nature of the writing practice and on 
the antipositivist opposition to scientific objectivism and the reduction of social reality to 
what can be formally described (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Bødker et al. 1988, 
Carmel et al. 1993, Ehn 1993, Hirschheim & Klein 1989). Ethnographic analyses 
regarding the current texts, their readers, and their reading practices would be advocated. 
The writers, as well as the ‘reader surrogates,’ would be positioned as facilitators or 
bridge-builders inquiring and synthesizing the divergent fields of meanings within which 
they themselves and the readers participate (Asaro 2000, Boland 1987, Borgholm & 
Madsen 1999, Clemmensen 2004, Hirschheim & Klein 1989).   

However, the interpretive discourse was also defined as mainly serving the needs of 
academia, and the researchers were positioned as sympathetic but authoritative 
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interpreters. The interpretive discourse does not imply any emancipatory interests either, 
due to which it is assumed that the goal of reader involvement might be constructed as 
functional empowerment of readers within this discourse as well – in this case 
acknowledging, however, that the ‘preferred reading’ of the text might be subject to 
negotiation. The readers are to be understood – from the natives’ viewpoint – to be able to 
write texts to fit the readers, but they are not to participate. Therefore, the practical HCI 
discourse in the form of recent textbooks and methodologies can be read as compatible 
with the interpretive discourse on organizational culture inquiry while emphasizing the 
need for qualitative inquiries into the readers and their practices and contexts of reading, 
related to which the readers are allowed to act as providers of information and objects of 
observation (e.g., in Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Cooper 1999, Mayhew 1999b, Nielsen 
1993, Rosson & Carroll 2002). Ethnographic work which is popular especially in 
computer supported cooperative work (CSCW), but also in the HCI community, carried 
out to inform design (e.g., Blomberg et al. 2003, Blomberg et al. 1993, Dourish & Button 
1998, Harper 2000, Hughes et al. 1994, Rogers 1997, Spinuzzi 2000), can also be 
interpreted to be compatible with the tenets of the interpretive discourse. Ethnographic 
inquiries do not involve the readers (Asaro 2000, Kyng 1998, Rogers 1997, Spinuzzi 
2000) – they aim at understanding them thoroughly and in doing so also aim at 
appreciating them and the complexity of their contexts and practices of reading. 

Regarding the relationship between reading and writing, a position compatible with 
the interpretive discourse would be the nominalist, voluntarist one. The texts are 
postulated as raw material that can and will be interpreted by readers. This position is 
strongly volitional: it is assumed that people are capable of deciding whether to adopt the 
‘preferred reading’ and, if not, whether to interpret or even oppose it. Therefore, the 
consequences of IT artifact texts can be both negative and positive depending on how 
they are interpreted. (cf., Hirschheim 1986.) Researchers employing the interpretive 
discourse on organizational culture inquiry also suggest that the texts will be decoded in a 
multitude of ways in different cultural contexts. The capability of the texts to produce 
new cultural meanings was also brought up. Regarding the HCI and IS literature on 
‘reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice,’ the importance of understanding 
the organizational and cultural context has been highlighted and it has been argued that 
reader involvement is dependent on local, specific contexts, and therefore improvisation 
and holistic understanding of local conditions are needed (Clement & Van den Besselar 
1993, Clemmensen 2004, Kensing et al. 1993, Kyng 1998, Letondal & Mackay 2004, 
Nandhakumar & Avison 1999, Rantzer 1996, Tellioglu & Wagner 1999). The studies 
argue that one should understand the context of writing thoroughly in order to select the 
most suitable strategy for reader involvement. The studies highlight the motto of ‘know 
the reader’ in relation to the changes regarding the writing practice as well (Bekker & 
Vermeeren 1996, Hammond et al. 1983, Rosson et al. 1988, Stolterman 1992, Symon 
1998). It is also highlighted that processes and methods should not be followed 
religiously (Allen 1995, Hutchings & Knox 1995, Thoresen 1993), and that 
improvisation, ingenuity and reflection are needed in reader involvement in the writing 
practice. Generalizable guidelines for reader involvement are not good, even though they 
dominate the literature. (Bansler & Bødker 1993, Bødker & Buur 2002, Gulliksen et al. 
2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997, Rogers 1997, Thoresen 1993.) 
Furthermore, it is also highlighted that the social, organizational, and cultural context 
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should not be neglected (Axtell et al. 1997, Bansler & Bødker 1993, Boivie et al. 2003, 
Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Clement & Van den Besselar 1993, Gasson 1998, Graf 1996, 
Grudin 1993, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Hirschheim & Klein 1994, 
Kjaer & Madsen 1997, Löwgren & Stolterman 1999, Mirel 2000, Nandhakumar & 
Avison 1999, Newman & Noble 1990, Nielsen 1999, Rantzer 1996, Symon 1998, Taylor-
Cummings 1998, Thoresen 1993, Yeh & Tsai 2001).  

Some empirical studies on culture and reader involvement relying on the tenets of the 
interpretive discourse were also found. These studies mention that organizational culture 
may constrain ‘reader involvement in the writing practice,’ and limit possibilities for 
interaction between the readers and writers (Catarci et al. 2002, Huysman 2000, 
Nandhakumar & Jones 1997), but a favorable culture may also contribute to the 
successful reader participation (Letondal & Mackay 2004, Butler & Fitzgerald 1997). 
Cultural context may influence the ways IT artifact text writing projects including readers 
are carried out (Symon 1998, Tellioglu & Wagner 1999, Thoresen 1993). Furthermore, 
studies have shown that a multiplicity of meanings has been attached to reader 
involvement in practice (Artman 2002, Bødker & Iversen 2002, Catarci et al. 2002, 
Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Nielsen 1999, Symon 1998). These 
studies suggest that there are ‘symbolic uses of reader involvement,’ a multiplicity of 
meanings attached to it, and that the process of meanings negotiation cannot be directly 
designed or controlled. However, interpretations of reader involvement, symbolic uses of 
reader involvement, and the process of enculturation of reader involvement in 
organizations all need to be explored further. Only a few empirical studies on reader 
involvement in the writing practice even mention culture (Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, 
Catarci et al. 2002, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Letondal & Mackay 2004, Nandhakumar & 
Jones 1997, Symon 1998). There is a lack of empirical studies utilizing this discourse, 
particularly in the product development context. 

This discourse seems suitable for culture analysts to adopt. However, as mentioned, 
within the postmodern/structuralist discourse the culture conceptions employed within 
this discourse have also been criticized. It is assumed that ‘cultures’ just lie out there 
waiting for the interpreters, and that they can be understood as far as the researchers 
reach ‘the native’s point of view.’ The postmodern/structuralist discourse, on the other 
hand, highlights the artificial character of cultural accounts, which are only stories 
produced by the writers, and maintains that it is naïve to assume that there is a ‘whole 
picture’ that somehow could be ‘filled in’ (Clifford 1986a: 18, Clifford 1988). Regarding 
notions of change, these studies also rely on the purist view of culture change (Alvesson 
1990). The studies highlight the multiplicity of meanings that can be attached to the texts, 
and the need to align the texts with the context. The studies emphasize that cultures 
cannot be controlled and that texts are subject to constant interpretation not manipulable 
by the management. The uncontrollable nature of change is emphasized, and paradoxical, 
ironic, and unexpected reactions and consequences are acknowledged. It is maintained 
that no matter what kinds of meanings are encoded into the texts, the readers will in any 
case decode them in many different ways, the end result being ‘negotiated’ reading. 
These studies clearly employ the logic of opposition (Robey & Boudreau 1999). This 
view complies also with the emergent change perspective presented by Orlikowski 
(1996), to some extent. However, as mentioned, the culture conception of this discourse 
can be criticized as being too static and simplified, and based on this criticism one might 
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assume that the notions of change may also be quite simplified and ignore the subtleties 
of the constant, everyday improvisations and adjustments (c.f. Orlikowski 1996). 

5.3  Clinical Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

5.3.1   Introduction to the Clinical Discourse 

Schein (1985) postulates culture as a tool for organizational problem-solving. He presents 
a detailed description of different steps for culture analysis, in which the mode of analysis 
is clinical and therapeutic. Within this discourse a psychological contract between the 
client and the consultant is postulated as a starting point. The client organization needs to 
be motivated for the joint effort. Due to this there needs to be a problem before the 
intervention. The overall aim of the analysis is to address organizational problems and 
dysfunctions, and how they contribute to the survival of the organization. (Schein 1985, 
Schein 1993, Schultz 1994.) The research efforts utilizing this discourse are to be guided 
by the needs of the clients, who are usually the managers of the organizations. An 
extreme is that managers are postulated as manipulators of organizational culture, and the 
research is postulated as only assisting them in the pursuit of excellence. (Czarniawska-
Joerges 1992.) This type of discourse has also been criticized as an unscientific endeavor 
(Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Robey & Azevedo 1994). Czarniawska-Joerges (1992) 
warns that this discourse often refers to anthropology, but in many cases the reference is 
only a label, not an approach. She warns that consultants have used anthropological 
concepts only as attractive metaphors. However, many studies utilizing a quantitative 
approach to culture have also relied on the clinical discourse: within these studies 
cultures have been measured and compared in order to derive ‘ideal culture types’ for the 
texts, and guidelines for manipulating the cultures towards a more ‘appropriate’ direction.  

Studies relying on clinical discourse on organizational culture inquiry have diagnosed 
cultures e.g., in relation to TQM and AMT implementation (Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 
2001, Bardoel & Sohal 1999, Corbett & Rastrick 2000, Dellana & Hauser 1999, Fok et 
al. 2001, Lewis & Boyer 2002, McNabb & Sepic 1995, Patti et al. 2000, Pool 2000, Zeitz 
et al. 1997), IT implementation (Harper & Utley 2001), management control systems 
implementation (O’Connor N 1995), ISO 9000 certification (Mallak et al. 1997), planned 
change (Cabrera et al. 2001, Langan-Fox & Tan 1997, Maynard-Moody et al. 1986, 
Zamanou & Glaser 1994), development of human resources (HR) (Brown & Dodd 1998) 
and knowledge management practices (Brown & Woodland 1999, Curry & Moore 2003, 
De Long & Fahey 2000), organizational transformations (Ruigrok & Achtenhagen 1999), 
IT strategies (Kanungo et al. 2001), safety orientation (Cox & Cheyne 2000), and market 
orientation (Homburg & Pflesser 2000, Hurley & Hult 1998).  

These studies aim at changing, managing, and manipulating cultures. Either the 
studies provide advice on how to change the culture and evidence that cultures can be 
managed and changed (Bardoel & Sohal 1999, Brown & Dodd 1997, Cabrera et al. 2001, 
Cox & Cheyne 2000, Curry & Moore 2003, De Long & Fahey 2000, Homburg & 
Pflesser 2000, Kanungo et al. 2001, Mallak et al. 1997), or they define ideal states that 
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should be aimed at (Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Brown & Dodd 1997, Brown & 
Woodland 1999, Corbett & Rastrick 2000, Curry & Moore 2003, Dellana & Hauser 1999, 
De Long & Fahey 2000, Fok et al. 2001, Harper & Utley 2001, Homburg & Pflesser 
2000, Hurley & Hult 1998, Lewis & Boyer 2002, Mallak et al. 1997, Patti et al. 2000, 
Pool 2000, Zeitz et al. 1997). The latter types of studies highlight the manipulable, 
controllable nature of culture in the discussion or conclusion part of their paper. 

The studies suggest that the concept of cultural fit is a singular concept, and provide 
guidelines for management as to how to change the culture to ensure the ‘preferred 
reading’ of the text. Overall, the studies are distinct in having a client-centered mode, and 
in postulating culture as a manipulable, designable tool that could and should be guided 
for better adaptation. It is assumed that the ‘preferred reading’ is simply and 
straightforwardly achieved in the compatible culture types, or achieved in cultures that 
are manipulated to be compatible. 

5.3.2  Implications on Reader Involvement 

The clinical discourse could be considered useful since it emphasizes the needs of the 
client and advocates assisting the client organization; its therapeutic, client-centered 
mode may motivate an organization to undergo the self-reflection process needed in 
culture analysis. This discourse as a whole strongly emphasizes relevance to practice, 
which is an important goal in IS research (Benbasat & Zmud 1999). Regarding reader 
involvement in the writing practice, one could find this discourse as suitable related to the 
following research questions: ‘What is an ideal culture for reader involvement?’ and 
‘How can one get there?’ The definition of an ideal culture type for reader involvement 
might benefit from a review of the guidelines presented in the studies relying on the 
clinical discourse related to the reading of other kinds of texts. These studies postulate 
‘cultural fit’ to be a singular concept, and concentrate on guidelines for changing culture. 
In order to evaluate whether their results concerning e.g., an ‘ideal TQM culture’ could be 
applied in our context, however, one should explore the relationship between reader 
involvement and TQM in IT artifact writing practice in more detail.  

In relation to the role and value of reader involvement, the clinical discourse has a 
clear management orientation. Culture studies utilizing the clinical discourse have been 
criticized of merely assisting the managers in the pursuit of excellence. A highly capitalist 
approach to reader involvement seems quite compatible with this discourse. Altogether, 
the practical HCI discourse that highlights the business aspects of reader involvement 
could be compatible. Typical to this discourse is also the manipulative, seductive aspect: 
the ones introducing reader involvement should seduce and manipulate other people to 
‘buy into reader involvement.’ This kind of view is in alignment with the view advocated 
by the clinical discourse that the culture studies should assist the managers in the 
manipulation of cultures towards a more ‘appropriate’ direction. They share similar views 
of culture and people being directly controllable and manipulable.  

Regarding studies on ‘reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice,’ there are 
several studies compatible with the clinical discourse on organizational culture inquiry. 
These studies argue that organizational culture should be changed so that it is compatible 
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with ‘reader involvement’ (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Catarci et 
al. 2002, Hutchings & Knox 1995, Taylor-Cummings 1998, Wixon 1995, Vredenburg 
1999). It is argued that there is a need for culture change that moves organizations from 
being technology-centric to customer-centric (Hutchings & Knox 1995). Designers 
introducing qualitative methods have labeled themselves as change agents and given 
prescriptions for culture change (Wixon 1995). A concept of ‘strategic usability’ is also 
brought up. This means embedding ‘reader-centeredness’ in the organizational processes, 
culture and product roadmaps (Rosenbaum et al. 2000). Reader involvement should then 
be made part of organizations’ culture. ‘Usability culture’ is presented as an ideal state the 
organizations should aim at (Catarci et al. 2002). Bloomer and Croft (1997) also offer 
guidance for that, since they suggest that one should understand the particular usability 
myths and values in the organization, present these myths and values to the personnel of 
the organization, and afterwards address them by tailoring the message and by focusing 
on the ‘hot buttons’ of each target group. Taylor-Cummings (1998) also advocates 
adjusting the culture by selecting user-IS staff integration mechanisms that are effective 
in accomplishing attitudinal change. Therefore, these studies postulate culture as a 
manipulable, directly designable phenomenon to be utilized in the pursuit of excellence. 

The evaluative, instrumental, utilitarian aspects are the most distinctive features of the 
clinical discourse: ‘good’ and ‘bad’ cultures are identified, and cultures are to be 
manipulated towards a more ‘appropriate’ direction. These views make this discourse 
even more problematic than the comparative discourse. This manipulable, designable 
culture might also be reduced to predefined, measurable dimensions that characterize 
culture. Then culture is conceived as a simplified variable, and this view of culture has 
nothing to do with notions of culture derived from cultural anthropology. The notion of 
change employed within these studies is in alignment with the pragmatist view of culture 
change (Alvesson 1990) and, in terms of the different logics employed in studies on 
organizational change, some of these studies even seem to employ the logic of 
determination (Robey & Boudreau 1999) in the sense that the texts are viewed as tools 
for managers for fashioning new organizational designs. Altogether, these studies seem to 
employ a very simple view of organizational change. Organizational consequences of the 
change are not in the focus. Paradoxical or unexpected reactions and consequences are 
not discussed. Instead, it seems like it is assumed that the ‘preferred reading’ is simply 
and straightforwardly achieved in the compatible culture types, or achieved in cultures 
that are manipulated to be compatible. These evaluative, instrumental, utilitarian aspects 
in particular contradict the notion of culture developed within anthropology and are in 
sharp contrast with the ethical concerns culture studies typically share. In addition, it was 
argued that studies that claim simple cause and effect relationships between a culture and 
the organizational consequences of IT should be questioned. The clinical discourse, 
however, also advocates these types of explanations. Therefore, one must conclude that 
the clinical discourse offers quite a questionable basis for the analysis of culture and 
reader involvement in organizations.  
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5.4  Critical Discourse on Organizational Culture Inquiry 

5.4.1  Introduction to the Critical Discourse 

The critical discourse is distinctive in its view of the role of the research; research should 
be carried out in order to criticize domination and ideological practice. The goals of the 
existing research should be critically analyzed. (Iivari 1991.) Within the critical discourse 
the legitimacy rests on Marxism and critical theory, for example the Frankfurt school or 
the writings of Habermas. Ideological practice, modes of oppression and false 
consciousness are central notions. This discourse has a strong moral and political tone. 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979, Deetz 1996.) The critical discourse is separated from the 
postmodern/structuralist discourse, the difference being in the target of criticism: the 
critical discourse criticizes ideological practice in (capitalist and/or pathriarchal) society 
and/or organizations, but the postmodern/structuralist discourse criticizes ideological 
practice in research. Critical studies can well be carried out without reflecting on the 
latter issue, due to which these discourses are separated.  

Within the critical discourse on organizational culture inquiry, few empirical studies 
were found (Casey 1999, Kunda 1992, Riley 1983, Sayer & Harvey 1997). These studies 
position politics and power struggle as important aspects of their analysis. Culture 
includes politics, power struggles, the creation and maintenance of the pecking order, and 
the conflicting interests of subcultures. Culture is not an integrated, harmonious pattern of 
shared beliefs and assumptions, but instead a political, controversial phenomenon. Riley 
(1983) has studied how political aspects of culture are sustained. She highlights that there 
exists game-playing, self-promotion, and hidden agendas in organizations. Kunda has 
produced a critical ethnography of a high-tech corporation in which organizational 
culture was turned into a managerial ideology. Kunda presents ways this ideology was 
enacted by the management. He states that culture in this case was ‘a pervasive, 
comprehensive and demanding system of normative control based on the use of symbolic 
power’ (Kunda 1992: 219). Kunda acknowledges that culture in the anthropological sense 
is a totally different thing. In relation to this, Kunda also discusses the members’ 
conflicting reactions to the ideology and the unanticipated consequences of this ideology. 
Furthermore, Casey (1999) has studied the consequences of a ‘new organizational 
culture’ that in this case is organized around the principles and practices of TQM. Casey 
shows that this ‘new organizational culture’ served as a mechanism of regulation, 
discipline and control of the employees. Finally, Sayer and Harvey (1997) show how 
BPR claims that it changes culture in a way that the employees become empowered, but 
how the claim for the empowerment is only rhetorical and prompts resistance. 

On the whole, critical theory might postulate organizational culture as organizational 
hegemony – as a tool for repression, domination and hegemonic reproduction (Ogbor 
2001). The notions of culture and power can be closely connected. In relation to this, the 
ability of managers to manipulate cultural meanings and disseminate preferred 
understandings should be highlighted. (Phillips & Brown 1993.) In relation to the notions 
of change, the critical discourse assumes that the researchers should focus on alienation 
and false consciousness, criticize the status quo, and aim at radical change in the sense of 
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emancipation of the ones oppressed. (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Orlikowski & Baroudi 
1991.) Regarding the relationship between reading and writing the texts, a clear tendency 
within this discourse is to emphasize, if not advocate, the ‘opposed reading’ of the texts, 
which are assumed to reflect dominant ideologies serving the interests of the elite groups. 

5.4.2  Implications on Reader Involvement 

Altogether, critical discourse has been popular in the IS community, both regarding 
critical research and critical practice related to the writing of the IT artifact texts (Bansler 
1989, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Brooke 2002, Finken 2003, Hirschheim & Klein 1989, 
Hirschheim & Klein 1994, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, Spinuzzi 2003). The critical IS 
discourse bears clear resemblance to this discourse on organizational culture inquiry. The 
critical discourse on organizational culture inquiry shares similar assumptions with the 
Scandinavian trade unionist approach in particular. The notion of democratic 
empowerment of the readers and the view of them as active agents in the writing practice 
are clearly in accordance with the critical discourse on organizational culture inquiry. It 
would also be compatible to postulate the writing practice as a political one full of 
conflicts (Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Newman & Noble 1990, Kyng 1998). On the 
whole, within the critical discourse reader involvement might be postulated as a very 
fundamental condition, since participation and emancipation are, ‘so to speak, kindred 
spirits’ (Hirschheim & Klein 1994: 84).  

In this context the writers are positioned as warriors, partisans, emancipators, and 
social therapists (Hirschheim & Klein 1989). Furthermore, within the critical discourse 
on organizational culture inquiry the researchers are offered the subject position of an 
advocate, activist, and creator of awareness of different forms of domination. The 
researchers studying reader involvement should thus focus on power relations, 
domination and ideological practice in organizations. A natural starting point would then 
be to view reader involvement as a tool for liberating the oppressed readers. Another 
viewpoint would be to analyze the symbolic uses and possible misuses of reader 
involvement in organizations from a critical perspective. One should carefully analyze 
the motivation behind reader involvement and consider its implications on readers, in 
order to avoid the utilization of it merely as a managerial weapon. Altogether, different 
kinds of texts might then be postulated as not neutral, but as very value-laden and 
political, and actually as negative managerial tools until proven otherwise (cf., 
Hirschheim 1986, O’Connor E 1995). For example, critical studies on TQM have 
postulated it as mere managerial rhetoric and ideology (Tuckman 1994, Zbaracki 1998), 
and a tool for disempowering the employees (Casey 1999).  

In the literature on ‘reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice,’ the 
influential role of organizational politics and conflicts has been acknowledged (Alvarez 
2001, Alvarez 2002, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Butler 
& Fitzgerald 1997, Bødker 1996, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, 
Hutchings & Knox 1995, Huysman 2000, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Kjaer & Madsen 1997, 
Newman & Noble 1990, Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen & Karsten 2005, Symon 1998, 
Wilson 2002, Yeh & Tsai 2001). It has been argued that the nature of IT artifact writing is 
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always conflictual and political, and that the researchers, instead of defining better 
‘writing methodologies’ and accepting the predominantly managerialist agendas of IT 
artifact writing, should carefully analyze this conflictual and political context and 
question the agendas. In relation to this, it is also maintained that empowerment needs to 
be seen only as a rhetoric that tries to conceal that IT artifact texts are always written for 
economic purposes. Readers might be involved, but for increasing management control 
and productivity, and for decreasing resistance. (Howcroft & Wilson 2003, O’Connor E 
1995.) IT artifact development and its associated representational practices can be seen as 
‘technologies of control’ making and inscribing the world that is claimed to be only 
objectively described (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997).  

Critical, empirical studies on ‘reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice’ 
were also found. First, studies positioning reader involvement only as a buzzword or 
weapon (Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Mirel 2000, Nielsen 1999, 
Robey & Markus 1984, Symon 1998) can be viewed as employing a critical stance. Some 
studies (Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Kjaer & Madsen 1997, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Newman 
& Noble 1990, Sarkkinen 2004, Sarkkinen & Karsten 2005, Yeh & Tsai 2001) highlight 
conflicts between different reader groups and between writer and reader groups as 
widespread and important to further analyze. Many studies also highlight the influence of 
organizational politics and conflicts in IT artifact writing (Alvarez 2001, Alvarez 2002, 
Bansler & Bødker 1993, Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1995, 
Butler & Fitzgerald 1997, Bødker 1996, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Hirschheim & Klein 
1994, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Mirel 2000, Nandhakumar & 
Jones 1997, Nielsen 1999, Symon 1998, Tudor 1998, Yeh & Tsai 2001). Furthermore, 
Alvarez (2001, 2002), Nielsen (1999), Sarkkinen (2004) and Sarkkinen and Karsten 
(2005) have analyzed discourses in the IT artifact writing context, in which the writers, 
the readers, their managers and/or consultants participated, showing that the discourses 
did not empower the readers, but were mainly used for advocating management goals.  

However, these studies have mainly been carried out in the custom IS development 
context. Empirical, critical studies in the product development context are lacking. In our 
context the studies within the critical discourse could focus on interesting, yet unexplored 
research questions such as: what are the goals of reader involvement in the product 
development context? Whose interests does it serve? Reader involvement should be 
advocating the empowerment of the skilled reader. However, does reader involvement 
actually aim (solely) at providing business benefits for the companies writing the IT 
artifact texts? Furthermore, the critical discourse highlights the influence of historical, 
economic and political conditions. In the context of reader involvement in the writing of 
the IT artifact texts, too, these conditions should be analyzed. On a more general level 
one could concentrate on how dominant ideologies are sustained in organizations. How 
should one view the role of the culture in this process? Does the process of meaning 
attribution provide legitimacy to certain actors, and oppress others? How should one view 
the role of reader involvement in this process? Are culture and/or reader involvement 
utilized only as systems of normative control?  
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5.5  Postmodern/structuralist Discourse on Organizational Culture 
Inquiry 

5.5.1  Introduction to the Postmodern/structuralist Discourse 

The postmodern/structuralist discourse is interpreted to rely on recent developments in 
anthropology (Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986, Fox 1991, Ortner 1999a), 
semiotics, philosophy, linguistics, and literary criticism (Calas & Smircich 1999, Deetz 
1996, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Lincoln & Guba 2000, Schultz & Hatch 1996). Within this 
discourse the conception of culture as a unified, static, shared pattern or whole is 
questioned. Cultures are not fixed sets of shared beliefs, but instead fragmented, 
emergent, controversial, and pluralistic phenomena constantly produced and reproduced. 
In recent anthropological literature, in particular, the narrative, artificial character of 
cultural accounts is highlighted: they are stories produced by the writers, who participate 
in the social construction of reality. Cultural accounts need to be seen merely as 
controversial, partial ‘true fictions.’ (Clifford 1986a: 6, Clifford 1988.) The researchers 
emphasize that ethnographies are only texts that anthologists have produced. 
Ethnographies are argued to be fiction – ‘something made or fashioned’. It is argued that 
ethnographies are based on orality, and there is a transition to writing done by the 
anthropologist. Therefore, cultural descriptions are only texts produced by the 
researchers. Furthermore, the transition to writing always necessitates ‘systematic 
exclusions’ and ‘silencing of the incongruent voices’. Now the critics argue that the focus 
should be on the production of these texts, in which the writer’s voice always dominates 
and situates the analysis. Therefore, the focus should be on the modes of authority. The 
authority to ‘represent cultures’ is not equally distributed, but the anthropologists have 
had full control over the interpretation of other cultures. They have studied not (wo)man 
but primitive (wo)man. They have gazed at the exotic, primitive, small, non-Western 
cultures – the other. This dominant group, which has the power to interpret and define the 
other, also marginalizes the other. The marginalized group has not been allowed to argue 
against, or even have a dialogue with the authoritative anthropologist. (Clifford 1986a: 6, 
18, Clifford 1986b, Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 1986, Denzin & Lincoln 2000.)  

5.5.2  Implications on Reader Involvement 

The postmodern/structuralist discourse offers very interesting points of departure in our 
context. The role of discourses seems fruitful as a basis for analysis. Furthermore, Asaro 
(2000) offers interesting insights related to this discourse. He argues that user 
participation can be seen as a form of technological colonialism. In the spirit of recent 
anthropological writings (Clifford & Markus 1986), he argues that, just as anthropologists 
were serving the interests of colonial control while producing representations of other 
cultures, the designers are producing representations of workers and at the same time 
serving the interests of technological colonialism – disempowering the workers for the 
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sake of management goals (Asaro 2000). Furthermore, it is argued (Clifford & Markus 
1986) that ethnographies are always produced in interaction between two cultures. 
Therefore, the ethnographies can be criticized of taking ownership of knowledge of other 
cultures that are not capable of contributing to or arguing against these texts. Users, on 
the other hand, while participating in the design process, can be seen as contributing to 
the production of these texts – the representations of themselves. From this viewpoint 
user participation can be seen as a way of silencing the users – the users cannot easily 
reject the system anymore since they have participated in the process. (Asaro 2000). 
However, it is pointed out that the masses (users) are not equally equipped in producing 
these texts or participating in the discourses on technological development, due to which 
the technological elites (designers, usability specialists, researcher designers) – like the 
anthropologists – ultimately have the authority to produce the representations of the 
technologically illiterate, ‘primitive’, ‘exotic’ other (cf., Asaro 2000, Suchman 1995). In 
addition, even though the term ‘involvement’ is used, the situation might be that only 
those favorable to management goals are included, and those not favorable excluded and 
sent to training that produces so-called ‘involvement,’ i.e., ‘involvement’ may mean only 
exclusion and marginalization (O’Connor E 1995). 

Studies on academic traditions constructing their objects of study in particular ways 
and at the same legitimizing their existence can also be argued to be utilizing this 
discourse. Clifford and Marcus (1986) and Clifford (1988) offer examples of these types 
of studies in cultural anthropology, and Jeffcutt (1999) in organizational studies. In our 
context, as mentioned, Cooper and Bowers (1995) and Finken (2003) have examined HCI 
and PD in a Foucauldian spirit as discourses. These authors also argue that these research 
communities should start to reflect on their representational practices and acknowledge 
that their writings always impose meanings on the social world. (Bloomfield & 
Vurdubakis 1997, Cooper & Bowers 1995, Finken 2003, O’Connor E 1995.) Altogether, 
academic communities are argued to be very influential in defining how to interpret 
phenomena and how to give meanings related to their objects of study (Cooper & Bowers 
1995, Finken 2003, Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004), e.g., in our context 
related to readers and to the practice of involving them in IT artifact writing. 

This discourse also leads us to very interesting research questions such as: who has the 
authority to interpret other cultures (and reader involvement in the IT artifact writing 
organizations)? How is this authority articulated in the texts? How does the writer’s voice 
pervade the accounts of culture (and reader involvement)? What is excluded, and are 
there voices silenced? Whom do the texts address? How do they position the reader – 
what kinds of subject positions are offered to them? On the other hand, how do the texts 
position the natives – in our context the ‘readers,’ the ‘writers,’ and the ‘surrogate readers 
representing the real readers’? What subject positions are offered to them? Are they 
marginalized? Are their (multiple) voices heard? And finally, what is the aim of the 
production of these accounts? How do these texts construct our identity as a field and 
how do they try to legitimize our existence (Cooper & Bowers 1995, Finken 2003)? 
Altogether, how do these texts rhetorically function in these respects? One should ask: 
why are these stories produced in the first place, who do they address, and in what ways? 





 Part 3 - Discourses in Industry 

This part examines discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’ in the 
SW product development industry. It outlines four ‘cultures of usability work,’ two ways 
usability work has been encultured in SW product development organizations, five 
discourses on usability work, and contradictory discourses of the ‘usability specialists’ 
and ‘the other’. Before that, this text is positioned among other texts and the discourses 
utilized in this text are identified. 





6 Positioning This Text  

The previous section identified a number of paths for future work. The unexamined paths 
include hypothesis-testing studies on the effects of organizational culture on reader 
involvement in organizations; qualitative inquiries into the cultural contexts of 
organizations and into the enculturation of reader involvement in these contexts; critical 
empirical studies on the power relations and domination in organizations and on the role 
of reader involvement in these contexts (a tool for oppression or a tool for liberating the 
ones oppressed?); and critical examinations on the production of scientific knowledge on 
the phenomenon of reader involvement: researchers are producing ‘stories’ about the 
process and consequences of reader involvement in IT artifact writing. One should 
critically examine: for whom these stories are produced, and why; what kind of subject 
positions they offer; and how these stories position the author and the ones studied. Part 2 
tackled the last issues mentioned. Analyses have been carried out regarding the discursive 
construction of culture and reader involvement in academia. The focus has been on the 
ways the discourses identified have constructed their objects of study, legitimate ways to 
study them, legitimate motives for studying them, and subject positions offered for the 
reader, for the ‘natives’ and for the prospective audiences. Next, empirical analyses 
regarding the discursive construction of culture and ‘reader involvement in the writing of 
the IT artifact texts’ are presented. 

6.1  Different Discourses   

In the quest to empirically analyze discursive construction of usability work and its 
cultural context in SW product development organizations, both the interpretive and the 
postmodern/structuralist discourses have been utilized. The interpretive discourse was 
initially adopted in writing the publications on which this section is based. However, 
during the course of this journey of empirical inquiry regarding the concept of culture, 
the postmodern/structuralist critique has been gradually acknowledged. It has been 
acknowledged that cultures are always plural and open to interpretations. Cultures, then, 
are viewed as fragmented, emergent, pluralistic phenomena that are constantly interpreted 
and reinterpreted, produced and reproduced. Meanings are continuously contested, 
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negotiated and struggled over. Therefore, in this thesis the concept of cultural is adopted 
instead of the concept of culture, since the viewpoints presented above, as well as the 
concept of cultural, highlight the fragmented, emergent, pluralistic nature of culture. It 
has been argued that if the concept of culture is used, then the phenomenon is already 
being essentialized and reified – culture is implied to be a distinct entity with clear 
boundaries and a unified essence. The term ‘cultural’ reminds one that the researchers are 
dealing with an anthropological construction, not a living entity. (Borofsky 1994b, 
Clifford & Marcus 1986.)  

Furthermore, when studying reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice in 
its cultural context, writing also needs to be conceptualized as a meanings negotiation 
process; the writing of these IT artifact texts involves continuous production and 
reproduction of meanings. In addition to writing, the practice of reader involvement is 
also subject to this constant meaning negotiation process. Meanings are attached to the 
readers and to their involvement, and those meanings are constantly negotiated and 
argued over. However, reader involvement is also assumed to be capable of affecting the 
ongoing meanings negotiation process in the IT artifact writing context and of producing 
new kinds of cultural meanings.  

Regarding the epistemological assumptions, there has also been a gradual shift from 
the tenets of the interpretive discourse to those of the postmodern/structuralist one. 
Schwandt (2000) has identified different epistemological stances for qualitative inquiry. 
In this thesis two stances have been adopted. The first one is labeled interpretivism, 
which assumes that human action is meaningful, and the interpreter just needs to 
understand the meanings that underlie an action. It is assumed that it is possible to 
understand ‘subjective meanings’ in an ‘objective manner’. (Schwandt 2000: 193.) At 
first I examined meanings attached to usability work and ‘cultures of usability work’ out 
there as if they were examinable in an objective manner. The empirical material was 
assumed to ‘tell the truth’ about the situation in the case units. However, afterwards a 
stance influenced by social constructivism and hermeneutics (Boland 1989, Schwandt 
2000) was adopted, acknowledging that understanding the social world necessitates 
reading and interpreting ‘alien texts’ (Boland 1989). Social constructivism rejects a 
‘naïve realist view of representation’ assuming ‘meanings are fixed entities that can be 
discovered’. A weak version assumes that there might still be better and worse 
interpretations, but a strong version rejects even that notion. The strong version maintains 
that the conceptions of ‘the true,’ ‘the rational,’ and ‘the good’ are always produced by 
certain, particular interpreters and should always be analyzed with suspicion. (Schwandt 
2000: 197-200.) Hence, I started to view the empirical material as representing a process 
of reality construction. The material was viewed as illustrating a process of meaning 
construction and representation. The interview talk and the talk captured in the field notes 
were seen as attempts by the cultural members to produce representations of themselves 
and of their situation in the unit. Hence the material is not assumed to ‘tell the truth,’ but 
it tells how the ‘natives’ are trying and willing to represent themselves. However, I do not 
go far in reflecting on my role as the producer of these results and as an interpreter with 
particular biases and prejudices. Therefore, the stance resembles a ‘rather weak social 
constructionism.’ 

Altogether, gradually the thesis adopts aspects of the critical and 
postmodern/structuralist discourses acknowledging the point that the material has been 
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produced for specific purposes in a specific context. However, the discourse on 
organizational culture inquiry cannot be labeled critical, since I do not address the 
historical, economic or political conditions of the wider national and societal context in 
any depth. Furthermore, the main goal of the research is not to criticize the status quo, 
even though critical tradition is utilized to discuss the empirical results. The main goal of 
the empirical inquiry has been to understand, not to explain in the sense of predicting, nor 
to emancipate the ones oppressed. Finally, my role in producing these representations and 
cultures is not discussed in more depth due to which the discourse adopted in the 
empirical inquiry cannot be labeled solely postmodern/structuralist. Altogether, as one 
can see, the thesis includes elements of several discourses identified for organizational 
culture inquiry, but, as already mentioned, discourses are fluid and the researchers do not 
tend to cluster around a prototype but instead gather at the crossroads (Deetz 1996).  

6.2  Notes on Method 

The empirical part of this research effort has been carried out as a part of a research 
project, which was about facilitating usability work in SW product development 
organizations. Several organizational units from four SW development companies15 
participated in the research project. Empirical data was gathered from the case units over 
a three-year period. A case study method was used, in which the researcher: ‘examines a 
phenomenon in its natural setting, employing multiple methods of data collection to 
gather information from one or a few entities (people, groups, or organizations). The 
boundaries of the phenomenon are not clearly evident at the outset of the research and no 
experimental control or manipulation is used.’ (Benbasat et al. 1987: 370). The case study 
method has been recommended if ‘little is known about a phenomenon, current 
perspectives seem inadequate because they have little empirical substanciation, or they 
conflict with each other or common sense’ (Eisenhardt 1989: 548). In relation to user 
involvement in the product development context, it has already been argued that neither 
the process nor the context has been researched much. In particular, the lack of empirical 
studies was brought up.  

More specifically, the method utilized is the interpretive case study. A distinction is 
made between ethnographic and interpretive case study research. The method utilized in 
this research effort is not ethnographic, since ethnography would involve a long-term 
intimate field study and participation in the daily activities of the cultural members. I did 
not ‘go native’ to the extent that this could be called ethnographic research. Even though 
research material has been gathered over three years, I have not been ‘in the field’ but 
rather ‘intensively visited the field’ when interviewing the personnel from the case 
organizations and when participating in the joint meetings organized in the case 
organizations. Due to these reasons this research efforts is labeled an interpretive case 
study. Generally, in interpretive case studies researchers assume that ‘our knowledge of 
reality is gained only through social constructions’ (Klein & Myers 1999: 69), and 
attempt to understand and make sense of the world, not to explain in the predictive sense. 
                                                           
15 More specifically, the companies produce SW products or SW-intensive products, but, as mentioned, in this 
research effort the focus in these companies was only on organizational units producing SW.  
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The meanings attached to the phenomenon studied are focused upon. Theories are used 
only as sensitizing devices; the aim is not to falsify them as is the case in case studies of a 
positivist nature. When carrying out interpretive case studies one assumes that ‘the 
knower and known interact and shape one another’, and that the interpretations are 
always socially constructed. The aim is to capture the native’s point of view, to produce 
thick descriptions, and to gain thorough understandings of particular cases. (Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000: 21, Klein & Myers 1999.)  

Altogether, five organizational units (case units A – E) from four SW development 
companies participated in this research effort. Cases A and B are organizational units of 
large global corporations. Cases C, D and E are organizational units of Small to Medium-
Sized Enterprises (SMEs). The units have from 10 to 30 employees. Cases A, B, C, and 
D are product development units of SW development companies. Case E is a customer 
implementation unit. With regard to the experience of usability work in the units, in unit 
A usability work has been part of the development from the establishment of the unit in 
the 1990s. There is a group of professional usability specialists in the unit. Also in unit C, 
usability work has been part of the development for years. There is a group of 
professional usability specialists in the unit, even though the number of specialists has 
been reduced recently. Unit B has a few years’ experience in usability work. There is a 
group of 4 usability specialists in the unit. Finally, in units D and E there is very little 
experience in usability work. In unit D usability work was initiated when the unit joined 
the research project. There is one usability specialist in the unit. She has carried out 
usability work mainly as student work. Finally, in unit E no usability activities have been 
carried out. The unit joined the research project recently and no usability activities have 
been initiated yet. 

Access to the units was gained through the research project, in which I adopted the 
role of an ‘outsider observer’ rather than an ‘involved researcher’ (Walsham 1995). 
Multiple units were involved in this study and there was no possibility to participate very 
intensively in the daily activities in the units. Furthermore, it can be considered as an 
advantage that I did not have ‘a direct personal stake’ in the outcomes and interpretations 
(Walsham 1995: 77). The disadvantage of this is that I was not able to get ‘a direct sense 
of the field (…) from the inside’ (Walsham 1995: 77). The selection of the cases relied on 
theoretical sampling; the cases were chosen for theoretical reasons. This means that the 
cases were selected ‘to fill theoretical categories and provide examples of polar types’. In 
this situation one might choose cases representing ‘extreme situations and polar types in 
which the process of interest is “transparently observable.”’ (Eisenhardt 1989: 537.) In a 
certain sense these cases provided interesting examples of polar types, units A and B 
being parts of large, global corporations, while units C, D and E are parts of small SW 
houses. In addition, the units’ backgrounds in usability work clearly differed, from over 
10 years (unit C) to only a couple of years (unit B) to no experience at all (unit E). 
Insights provided by Poltrock and Grudin (1994) and Grudin (1993) regarding user 
involvement in large, hierarchical organizations, and by Carmel and Sawyer (1998) 
regarding user involvement in companies developing packaged SW characterized by 
entrepreneurial, individualistic milieus and immature processes indicate that the 
differences mentioned above might have some implications on usability work. Since 
there is not much research on organizational factors affecting usability work, the site 
selection relied only on those mentioned above. 
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As mentioned, process data related to usability work from the case organizations was 
gathered over a three-year period. Process data refers to the ‘stories about what happened 
and who did what when – that is, events, activities, and choices ordered over time’ 
(Langley 1999: 692). The material was gathered while conducting process assessments16 
in the units and while supporting the units in usability work by offering workshops and 
training. In the process assessments we interviewed the personnel from the units 
regarding their ways of working in a selected project, and evaluated whether usability 
work was carried out in the projects. The research team also held regular meetings with 
the personnel from the units. Memos from the meetings, the assessment reports, and all e-
mail correspondence with the personnel from the units were saved for the purposes of the 
research. The research team also kept field notes after all joint events.  

We also gathered specifically cultural data from the units (see Iivari et al. 2003 for a 
description of our initial effort). First we delivered organizational culture surveys to the 
personnel from the units. We produced a report on the survey results for each unit. 
Afterwards we interviewed the personnel and gathered feedback from the survey results. 
First we interviewed the usability specialists from the units. After that we interviewed 
people whose work is directly related to their unit’s core mission. With both types of 
interviewees we discussed the cultural aspects of the unit and the position of usability 
work in the unit. After the interviews we produced a report on the interview results for 
the units. Afterwards we organized workshop sessions in the units in which we again 
focused on cultural aspects and the position of usability work in the units. In these 
sessions we discussed and evaluated the interview results. Finally, we organized 
additional workshop sessions in which the results gained though the different techniques 
for data gathering were compared and contrasted with the results from other units. In 
addition, before the latter workshop sessions we went through all the memos, e-mails, 
field notes, and assessment reports produced in relation to each unit. From this material 
we listed the usability activities carried out in the units, reported problems related to these 
activities and preferences for future actions the units had expressed. We presented this 
material to allow the personnel to comment on this material as well. Therefore, the 
technique of member checking was utilized extensively. Both reports of survey results 
and qualitative case study write-ups were produced and reflected on and commented on 
by the interviewees and by the workshop participants. The workshop participants also 
commented on the material related to the position of usability work in their unit that was 
presented in the later workshop sessions. Our aim was to gain an initial understanding of 
the cultural aspects of the units and to provide a basis for reflection to be utilized in a 
more in-depth investigation. The reports of survey results and the case study write-ups 
succeeded in providing this; they initiated the reflection of the cultural members. 

All interviews and workshop sessions were tape-recorded and the tapes transcribed 
before data analysis. The analysis of qualitative data has been argued to be the most 
difficult and least codified phase of the interpretive research. Qualitative research 
imitating the positivist tradition aims to make qualitative research as rigorous as 
quantitative research. Therefore, formalized, rigorous qualitative methodologies have 
been defined. However, interpretive research seeks emic meanings – meanings held by 
the people within the case studied. (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Lincoln & Guba 2000, Stake 
                                                           
16 An introduction to process assessments in the HCI field can be found e.g., in Jokela (2004). 
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2000.) Typically in interpretive case studies researchers have a large amount of 
qualitative data not mechanically manipulable. In addition, analysis is always a creative 
process: the insights and imagination of the researcher are always necessary. The aim is 
understanding, and the researcher searches for coherence and order. Analysis is also 
iterative and there is usually an overlap between data collection and analysis. (Eisenhardt 
1989, Langley 1999, Potter 2004a, Potter 2004b, Walsham 1995.) Altogether, it is 
highlighted that interpretive practice is always artistic, political, and creative (Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000). Geertz reminds us that: ‘all anthropological writings are interpretations of 
interpretations. What we call our data are really our own constructions of other people’s 
constructions of what they and their compatriots are up to.’ (Geertz 1973: 9.) 

The ideal in interpretive research is that there is no theory under consideration during 
the data gathering and analysis. This, however, is impossible, since researchers’ prior 
knowledge and assumptions always shape the investigation. Actually, it is argued that 
prejudice, prejudgment, and prior knowledge are a necessary starting point for our 
interpretations. Nevertheless, one should try to avoid the restriction of the data gathering 
and analysis by the existing theories, since they may bias and limit the researcher’s focus 
in the first place and then inevitably also the findings. Altogether, the researcher should 
try to be aware of his/her a priori assumptions. In interpretive research it needs to be 
acknowledged that the researcher is a central instrument in the data gathering and 
analysis, and that the research material has always been socially constructed through the 
interaction between the researcher and the researched. Due to this, reflecting on one’s 
own position as a researcher, on the relationship to the ones researched, and on the whole 
research process is important. (Boland 1989, Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Klein & Myers 
1999, Lincoln & Guba 2000, Schwandt 2000, Walsham 1995.)  

Interpretive case studies involve both inductive (data-driven) and deductive (theory-
driven) reasoning, with the emphasis, nevertheless, on the former. However, comparison 
of the findings to the existing – both conflicting and supporting – literature is also 
important. (Eisenhardt 1989, Klein & Myers, 1999, Langley 1999, Walsham 1995.) 
Finally, generalizations and abstractions are aimed at in interpretive research as well. It is 
argued that the particularities in the empirical material should be related to more abstract 
categories, and that the ‘unique instances’ observed in the cases are to be related to the 
‘ideas and concepts that apply to multiple situations’. (Klein & Myers 1999: 75.) 
Generalizations in interpretive research can be of different types, but generally one can 
state that the ‘generative mechanisms’ identified in the interpretive case studies are to be 
called ‘tendencies,’ implying that they are explanations, but not predictive ones. On the 
whole, the generalizations from interpretive case studies are to be viewed as 
‘explanations of particular phenomena derived from empirical interpretive research in 
specific IS settings, which may be valuable in the future in other organizations and 
contexts.’ (Walsham 1995: 79.)  

This general description applies to all empirical publications included in this thesis. 
However, a more detailed description is offered related to each publication in the 
following sections.  



7 Empirical Explorations 

In this section the results of the empirical publications are summarized, offering also a 
short introduction to the discourse adopted in the publications and to the related subject 
position assumed by me. Afterwards, the results of the publications are discussed in the 
poststructuralist terminology adopted later on in this thesis. 

7.1  Comparative Discourse on ‘Cultures of Usability Work’ 

7.1.1  Summary of the Results  

In publication IV I relied on the interpretive discourse on organizational culture inquiry, 
but in hindsight I must admit that I also clearly had adopted tenets from the comparative 
discourse. This publication analyzes the relationship between organizational culture and 
usability work. I adopted a subject position of an objective, neutral observer and informer 
(Lincoln & Guba 2000), first empirically exploring the relationship between assumptions 
about usability work and cultural assumptions, and afterwards discussing a cultural 
compatibility hypothesis. The rhetoric utilized could be labeled ‘scientific’ or in Denzins 
and Lincolns (2000) and Lincolns and Gubas (2000) terms ‘postpositivist,’ aiming to 
make qualitative research rigorous using formalized, rigorous qualitative methods. The 
epistemological stance adopted is the interpretive one (Schwandt 2000), aiming to 
understand subjective meanings in an objective manner. Publication IV maps a large 
amount of qualitative data from the viewpoint of the content alone: what are the cultural 
assumptions in the case units and what are the assumptions related to usability work? The 
assumptions about usability work and the cultural assumptions are assumed to ‘exist out 
there’ and be examinable in an objective manner. The empirical material is assumed to 
‘tell the truth’ about the situation in the units. The material was analyzed from the 
viewpoint of the shared cultural assumptions relating to: 1) who we are and what we do; 
2) how we carry out our work; and 3) how we relate to each other. The first assumption is 
related to the constructions of collective identity; the other assumptions characterize the 
collective frames of reference that guide the action of the cultural members. Furthermore, 
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the assumptions relating to usability work were analyzed by searching for shared 
assumptions about: 4) why to involve users; 5) how to involve users; 6) how the 
facilitation of usability work should be carried out; and 7) what inhibits usability work. 
Usability work was quite simply interpreted as user involvement of an indirect nature, in 
which usability specialists as ‘user representatives’ represent the real users. 

Afterwards, a cross-case analysis (Seaman 2000) was carried out, treating each unit as 
one case. I compared pairs of cases to determine the variations and similarities in the 
cultural assumptions and in the assumptions relating to usability work in the cases. After 
going through the first two cases, I drew some conclusions that one might draw if these 
two units were the only units in the data. A list of supporting evidence was produced. 
After that, the third case was examined and a list of its characteristics was compiled. 
Based on that data I either accepted or modified the proposition, and added propositions. 
The process continued until all the cases were analyzed in this way. The results are the 
conclusions that the data supported – no contradictory evidence was found. Based on the 
conclusions, four ‘cultures of usability work’ were identified. The cultures are grounded 
in the empirical data. However, they should be seen as archetypes, since the cultures were 
constructed to highlight a limited set of cultural assumptions. The ‘cultures of usability 
work’ are used to highlight ‘tendencies’ of certain cultural assumptions and of certain 
assumptions relating to usability work to appear together in the case organizations, but 
there are not necessarily any organizations with cultures that have exactly these and only 
these characteristics. The ‘cultures of usability work’ were constructed by combining 
particular cultural characteristics with particular ways of involving the ‘user 
representatives,’ particular ways conceived as appropriate for the prospective facilitation 
of usability work, and particular problems encountered in the process. The four ‘cultures 
of usability work’ were constructed to illustrate this diversity.  

The role of users was only consultative or informative (Damodaran 1996) in the case 
units; the users did not participate or have decision-making power in the design process. 
If the users were represented at all, it was by the usability specialists in the units, i.e., they 
acted as ‘user representatives.’ Their work, i.e., ‘usability work,’ included field studies, 
paper prototyping, formal usability testing, and usability inspections using different kinds 
of usability inspection methods. Due to the above-mentioned similarities in the 
characteristics related to usability work, these characteristics could not be explained by 
the cultural assumptions identified from the case units. However, interesting differences 
were revealed about the assumptions about the nature of the design process and about the 
usability specialists’ role in that process, and about the problems inhibiting usability work 
and the preferences for future action in the prospective facilitation of usability work. 
Overall, the empirical results show that usability work has been interpreted and organized 
differently in these four empirically derived ‘cultures of usability work.’  

The ‘cultures of usability work’ are summarized in Table 5.  
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Table 5.  Summary of the Cultural Assumptions and the Assumptions about Usability 
Work  

‘Cultures of 
usability work’ 

Cultural assumptions  Assumptions about usability work  

‘Innovative & 
adhocratic  
culture’ 
 

Adhocratic ways of working, innovating, 
initiative taking, participating in decision-
making in an uncertain environment 
Disregard for authority, cynical questioning, 
fighting and shouting among personnel 

Design a creative, cooperative process, in which 
usability specialists are in a participative role 
Usability work should contribute to strategic 
level decision-making 
Extensive background in usability work  

‘Obedient  
engineering 
culture’ 

Processes and procedures in place, 
structured ways of working  
Trust of and obedience to authority, 
appreciation of the human being, ‘everyone 
is respected’ 

Design a structured engineering process, in 
which usability specialists are in a consultative 
role  
Usability work to be facilitated by a controlling 
strategy 

‘Informal 
goodies culture’ 

Self-determined, independent ways of 
working, but recently forced to conform 
Having fun together important, social skills, 
goodies preferred  

Very little background in usability work 
Minimum requirements for usability work 
needed 
Practical guidance for usability work needed 

‘Hectic &  
competitive 
culture’ 

Profitability crucial, hectic environment 
Entrepreneurship, competition among 
personnel 

Customers cause problems 
Usability work a high risk due to the cost and 
time constraints  

7.1.2  Introducing a Cultural Compatibility Hypothesis 

Existing research has ended up with conflicting results related to the relationship between 
organizational culture and different kinds of texts (IT artifact texts or rewritten writing 
practice texts). However, despite the controversies, the existing literature strongly 
supports the hypothesis that the texts should be compatible with the culture in order to 
succeed17 (Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Dellana & Hauser 1999, Brown 1995, DiBella 
1996, Fok et al. 2001, Harper & Utley 2001, Harrington & Ruppel 1999, Kappos & 
Croteau 2002, Kekäle 1998, Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001, Lewis & Boyer 2002, 
McDermott & Stock 1999, Pliskin et al. 1993, Pool 2000, Robey & Rodriquez-Diaz 
1989, Ruppel & Harrington 2001, Sousa-Poza et al. 2001), i.e., to achieve the ‘preferred 
reading.’ However, some of these studies suggest that the concept of ‘cultural fit’ is a 
singular concept implying that there are some cultures which are more responsive to the 
‘preferred reading of the texts’ than other cultures. Within both the comparative and 
clinical discourses, many studies have defined these compatible (‘ideal’) cultures for 
different kinds of texts (e.g., Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Dellana & Hauser 1999, Fok 
et al. 2001, Harper & Utley 2001, Harrington & Ruppel 1999, Lewis & Boyer 2002, 
McDermott & Stock 1999, Pool 2000, Ruppel & Harrington 2001). Some studies relying 
on the clinical discourse go even further and argue that it is the cultures that should be 

                                                           
17 This argument is also in line with the theory of diffusion of innovations (Rogers 1995). 
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changed to fit the text (e.g., TQM). However, the clinical discourse relies on very naïve 
notions of culture. 

Other studies, within both the interpretive and comparative discourses, suggest that the 
concept of ‘cultural fit’ is a plural concept and argue that the texts can and should be 
tailored to fit the particular cultural contexts. These studies assume that there are neither 
singular, ‘ideal’ cultures for the texts nor cultures that are totally incompatible with the 
texts in question. Instead, these studies assume that the texts are flexible enough to be 
tailored to fit the divergent cultural contexts. These studies have ended up with culturally 
compatible writing strategies for different culture types (e.g., Brown 1995, Davison & 
Martinsons 2002, Dube 1998, Kekäle 1998, Krumbholtz & Maiden 2001, Pliskin et al. 
1993, Robey & Rodriquez-Diaz 1989, Ruppel & Harrington 2001, Sousa-Poza et al. 
2001). A section of the HCI literature also supports this view in arguing that one should 
rely on different strategies for usability work in different environments, and that there is 
no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution for usability work (e.g., Aucella 1997, Bloomer & Croft 
1997, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Tudor 1998). However, the literature also warns that the 
relationship between an organizational culture and a text is always very complex and 
reciprocal, and highlights the difficulty of deriving causal relations (Brown 1995, Dent 
1991, DiBella 1996, Dube & Robey 1999, Sousa-Poza et al. 2001, Stahl 2003). It is 
argued that one should not assume either that one should just understand the cultural 
context and tailor the text to fit the context, nor that one should just introduce the text and 
in doing so change the cultural context to fit the text. Instead, it should be understood that 
the context and the text mutually influence and reinforce each other and that this might 
also produce unexpected consequences (e.g., Robey & Azevedo 1994, Sousa-Poza et al. 
2001, Stahl 2003). I adopted the ‘mutually reinforcing view,’ that assumes that 
organizational culture has some effects on usability work; the cultural context might 
reinforce and advocate certain aspects and deem other aspects less important. On the 
other hand, usability work, when introduced into the cultural context, might also be able 
to modify the context – the context adapting to and assimilating usability work. 

Taken together, the empirical results seem to provide support for the hypothesis that 
the texts should be compatible with the cultural context18. One could argue that in these 
divergent archetypal cultures the characteristics of usability work are compatible with the 
cultural characteristics. The ‘obedient engineering’ culture preferred an authoritative 
controlling approach to usability work, including a process model in which usability 
work is incorporated (a rewritten IT artifact writing text including ‘reader representative’ 
involvement), and incorporation of usability work into the control mechanisms 
(controlling and monitoring the IT artifact writing practice to ensure that the ‘reader 
representatives’ are involved). The writing of the IT artifact texts was viewed as a 
structured engineering process for which the SW designers as writers were solely 
responsible. This culture was an obedient, harmony-seeking, control-oriented culture in 

                                                           
18 Note, however, that this support is provided only on the level of language use, i.e., there seems to be 
compatibility between the ways cultural assumptions and assumptions about usability work are constructed in 
language, but based on the data it is impossible to determine how this talk is linked to action. However, Hall 
(1997b), interpreting Foucault (1972), states that no distinction between saying and doing should be made, since 
Foucault maintains that ‘nothing has any meanings outside discourse’ (Hall 1997b: 56). This discussion was not 
considered at the time of writing the publication, which becomes evident to the readers in the following 
discussion and in the recommendations for practice presented in this publication.  
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which procedures and rules were already in place. On the other hand, the view of the 
writing of the IT artifact texts as a cooperative, innovative, creative process was related to 
an innovative, critical and flexible cultural context in which a multidisciplinary team – 
including the usability specialists – the ‘reader representatives’ – was responsible for IT 
artifact writing. Furthermore, in this culture the importance of usability work was 
considered also at the strategic level, i.e., it was maintained that reader involvement is to 
influence strategic decision-making, e.g., in relation to ‘what to write.’ Clearly, in this 
culture one could label usability work as ‘usability work and beyond,’ including 
consideration of usefulness as well, as an addition to usability. In this culture, the 
personnel on the whole were interested in participating in decision-making and were used 
to taking initiative. Finally, in the ‘hectic & competitive culture’, time and financial 
constraints were paramount. Usability work was viewed as problematic since the 
customers (the ones ordering and paying for the texts, but not the ones actually reading 
the texts) do not understand the benefits of it and they are not willing to pay for it. They 
want the text as fast as possible. Usability work imposes a clear risk due to the time and 
financial constraints involved. This cultural context can be characterized as a hectic, 
profitability-, performance- and achievement-oriented cultural context. It could be argued 
that these three ‘cultures of usability work’ provide some support for the cultural 
compatibility hypothesis. The fourth archetypal culture provided fewer findings about 
usability work, as a result of which no conclusions can be reached. It is unclear whether 
the cultural characteristics of the ‘informal goodies culture’ had anything to do with the 
near non-existence of usability work in this context. 

With regard to the question of causality, it was earlier stated that the relationship 
between organizational culture and usability work is assumed to be reinforcing. However, 
if this complex relationship is opened up, we can end up with two interpretations. If we 
assume that the cultural characteristics support and reinforce certain aspects of usability 
work, while deeming other aspects less important, the results can be interpreted to 
suggest that in different cultural contexts different (compatible) strategies, methods and 
tools are adopted related to usability work. In other words, it is implied that different 
aspects of the rewritten writing practice including ‘reader representative’ involvement are 
adopted in different cultural contexts. This interpretation implies that the cultural 
characteristics succeed in explaining the aspects of the usability work adopted. Thus, one 
might be able to explain and predict how usability work will be modified and tailored in 
different cultural contexts. One might argue that in organizations resembling the 
‘innovative & adhocratic’ culture, methods and tools emphasizing innovation, 
brainstorming and multidisciplinary teamwork are preferred. On the other hand, in 
organizations resembling the ‘obedient engineering’ culture, a control-oriented approach 
might be preferred, including the development of a formal process model with usability 
work incorporated, measurable quality criteria (including usability) for the process and 
the product, and constant monitoring of the situation. On the other hand, if we assume 
that these different strategies, methods and tools for usability work modify the cultural 
contexts towards this ‘compatible’ direction, then it could be suggested that organizations 
should simply select the strategies and methods associated with a ‘desirable’ culture and 
try to implement them in order to manipulate and direct the culture change. However, this 
view relies on a very naïve notion of organizational culture.  
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Regarding the facilitation of usability work, the existing HCI literature – i.e., the 
practical HCI discourse – has already addressed this challenge. Generally, the literature 
suggests the following aspects as critical (as inscriptions for the writing practice texts). 
The designers are the most important target group (Aucella 1997, Bloomer & Croft 1997, 
Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999a). They should perceive the usability specialists as team 
members and allies (Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). Designers’ 
involvement in the usability work is a very important factor (Aucella 1997, Bloomer & 
Croft 1997, Fellenz 1997, Tudor 1998). However, management commitment and support 
is also important (Boivie et al. 2003, Fellenz 1997, Wixon et al. 1996). Furthermore, a 
strong, centralized group of usability specialists is recommended (Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 
1999a, Mao et al. 2005, Vredenburg et al. 2002), and the importance of experienced, 
professional usability specialists is highlighted (Aucella 1997, Fellenz 1997). The 
literature also identifies as important the creation of documentation of best practices 
(Aucella 1997), printed materials describing the methods and techniques for usability 
work (Fellenz 1997), and a formal development process with usability work included 
(Boivie et al. 2003, Fellenz 1997, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Mayhew 1999a, Vredenburg 
1999). Moreover, the results of usability work should be documented and made available 
(Aucella 1997). In addition to usability work, there are usually other change and 
improvement initiatives in organizations. The usability specialists should be perceived as 
allies to these initiatives. (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Mayhew 1999a.) In addition, 
marketing, training, and documentation should be addressed, and cross-functional 
cooperation initiated (Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Bloomer & Croft 1997, Cooper 1999, 
Hutchings & Knox 1995, Mayhew 1999b, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, Wixon et al. 1996). 

In general, the usability specialists should act as change agents addressing many 
different target groups in their organizations. They should be able to tailor their message 
and present their results in languages each target audience understands. (Bloomer & Croft 
1997, Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000.) Altogether, it is argued that ‘usability 
work’ should be sold to organizations (Mayhew 1999a). Presentation of the things done 
by the usability specialists and especially of the results achieved is recommended 
(Aucella 1997, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, Tudor 1998). Quick results are important 
(Bloomer & Croft 1997). One should also be able to show the benefits achieved 
(Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000). The business perspective is highlighted 
(Bloomer & Croft 1997, Fellenz 1997, Mayhew 1999a, Rosenbaum et al. 2000) – 
usability work should make sense from the business perspective and be related to 
achieving key business goals (Bloomer & Croft 1997, Fellenz 1997). Cost-benefit 
tradeoffs may also play a major role in the adoption of usability work – low cost methods 
are preferred (Mao et al. 2005, Rantzer 1996, Vredenburg et al. 2002). Finally, the 
resources for usability work should be planned and budgeted (Aucella 1997) – usability 
work should not increase the development costs and time (Bloomer & Croft 1997).  

However, this description bears similarities with characteristics of the ‘innovative & 
adhocratic,’ the ‘obedient engineering,’ and the ‘hectic & competitive’ cultures – the 
formal development model with usability work incorporated can be associated with the 
‘obedient engineering’ culture, the importance of cooperation with the designers with the 
‘innovative & adhocratic’ culture, and the importance of business benefits and cost-
benefit analyses with the ‘hectic & competitive’ culture. Therefore, the empirical results 
can be interpreted to support the cultural compatibility hypothesis again, suggesting that 
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in different cultural contexts different approaches and strategies related to usability work 
might be the most suitable ones.  

On the other hand, it might also be assumed that there are certain cultures more 
appropriate for usability work than other cultures. What can be said about the ‘ideal 
culture for usability work’? The HCI literature has not addressed that question yet. 
However, within the comparative and clinical discourses on organizational culture 
inquiry the definition of ‘ideal culture types’ has been a popular topic. The studies 
suggest that an ideal TQM culture is an adhocratic culture emphasizing flexibility, 
decentralization, differentiation, external orientation, and collaboration (Al-Khalifa & 
Aspinwall 2001, Dellana & Hauser 1999, Fok et al. 2001, Pool 2000). On the other hand, 
Iivari and Huisman (2001) show that the deployment of SDMs is associated with a 
‘hierarchical culture type’ that emphasizes security, order, routine, and control. If 
usability work is interpreted to resemble TQM, usability work aiming at functional 
empowerment of users and usability of the product or system – and in this sense aiming 
at improving the quality of the product, usability being a quality criterion of SW products 
and systems – the characteristics of the ‘ideal TQM culture’ could be adopted in our 
context as well. On the other hand, if usability work is interpreted as one type of user 
involvement, which can be interpreted as a criterion characterizing SDMs (Avison & 
Fitzgerald 1995), the results of Iivari and Huisman (2001) could be adopted as a 
guideline in our context as well. However, one should explore the relationship between 
usability work and SDMs in more detail. Similarly, the connection between usability 
work and TQM needs to be explored before deriving hypotheses about the ‘ideal culture 
for usability work.’ 

Furthermore, my empirical results do not provide evidence related to which 
approaches and strategies related to usability work are the ‘ideal’ ones.’ The effectiveness 
of usability work in different cultures needs to be specified before considering an ‘ideal 
culture type.’ In addition, the empirical results can be interpreted to imply that ‘cultural 
fit’ is not a singular concept, but instead different approaches and strategies might be 
suitable for different cultural settings. Finally, a section of the existing literature has also 
denied the meaningfulness of the definition of ‘ideal culture types,’ and instead maintains 
that all change efforts need to be tailored to fit the cultural contexts. As mentioned before, 
a section of the HCI literature also supports this view (e.g., Aucella 1997, Bloomer & 
Croft 1997, Gulliksen et al. 2003, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Symon 1998, Tudor 1998). 
Therefore, one could argue that a universal, context-free way of introducing usability 
work into organizations should perhaps not be aimed at, but instead the context (cultural 
and others) should be understood in more depth and a suitable, fitting strategy selected 
accordingly.  

7.1.3  Suggesting Culturally Compatible Implementation Strategies 

Strong support for the cultural compatibility hypothesis can be found in the studies 
carried out within both the comparative and the interpretive discourses on organizational 
culture inquiry. Furthermore, my results can be interpreted to provide some support for 
the hypothesis. The clinical discourse, on the other hand, relies on a very naïve notion of 
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culture, which must make us skeptical about its recommendations for practice. Therefore, 
in the recommendations, I rely on the studies within the comparative and interpretive 
discourses and suggest the texts to be tailored to fit the cultural context in order to 
succeed. Specifically, I rely on studies that have used a competing values model 
(originally in Quinn & Rohrbaugh 1983, discussed extensively in Woodman & Pasmore 
1991) in the analysis of organizational culture. The model was originally developed to 
explain differences in the organizational effectiveness literature (Quinn & Rohrbaugh 
1983). However, lately the competing values model has been very popular in the analysis 
of organizational cultures (utilized e.g., in Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Dellana & 
Hauser 1999, Harrington & Ruppel 1999, Iivari & Huisman 2001, McDermott & Stock 
1999, Ruppel & Harrington 2001, Woodman & Pasmore 1991), and these studies have 
culminated in making best practice recommendations that seem very relevant in our 
context. However, the competing values model has been used only as a ‘sensitizing 
device’ after the empirical analysis. The aim of this study has not been to empirically test 
or refine the competing values model, but only to utilize it after the empirical analysis to 
generate best practice recommendations that are based not only on empirical results but 
also on existing literature relating to different kinds of organizational change efforts – 
related to the reading of IT artifact texts or rewritten writing texts. Furthermore, the 
competing values model was selected because the separation of ‘cultures of usability 
work’ into ‘innovative & adhocratic,’ ‘obedient engineering,’ ‘informal goodies,’ and 
‘hectic & competitive’ cultures bears a clear resemblance to the culture types defined in 
the competing values model.  

The model consists of dimensions that reflect different value orientations (Figure 1).  

Fig. 1. The Competing Values Model (modified from Cameron & Freeman 1991, Denison & 
Spreitzer 1991) 

The vertical axis illustrates a dimension reflecting different organizational preferences for 
structure (flexibility – control). Flexibility-oriented organizations support decentralization 
and differentiation, while control-oriented organizations support centralization and 
integration. The horizontal axis illustrates a dimension reflecting differing organizational 
focus (internal – external). Internal-focused organizations support the maintenance of 
existing systems, while externally-focused organizations seek improvements and track 
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changes in their environment. Organizations positioned in relation to these dimensions 
can represent four different culture types: group, adhocracy, rational, and hierarchical. 
However, it is pointed out that the culture types need to be seen as archetypes, and 
organizations are unlikely to reflect only one culture type, even though typically one type 
dominates (Cameron & Freeman 1991, Denison & Spreitzer 1991, McDermott & Stock 
1999, Quinn & Spreitzer 1991).  

The group culture emphasizes flexibility and has an internal focus emphasizing the 
development of people in the organization. Cohesion and morale are means to the end of 
HR development. Belonging, trust, participation, openness, teamwork, and a sense of 
family are valued. The adhocracy culture, on the other hand, also emphasizes flexibility, 
but the focus is on the external environment. Flexibility and readiness are means to ends 
such as growth and resource acquisition. Innovation, adaptation, creativity, 
entrepreneurship, and dynamism are valued. Furthermore, the hierarchical culture 
emphasizes control and has an internal focus. Information management and coordination 
are means to ends such as stability and equilibrium. Measurement, documentation, order, 
rules, regulation, uniformity, and smooth operation are valued. Finally, the rational 
culture type puts its emphasis on control and external orientation. Planning and goal-
setting are means to ends such as productivity and efficiency. Accomplishment, 
productivity, decisiveness, competitiveness, and market superiority are valued. (Quinn & 
Rohrbaugh 1983, extended by Cameron & Freeman 1991, Denison & Spreitzer 1991.)  

One could argue that the ‘obedient engineering’ culture shares a similar value 
orientation with the ‘hierarchical’ culture type in the competing values model, and to 
some extent also with the ‘group’ culture type. On the one hand, the obedient engineering 
culture values order, rules, and regulations (hierarchy); on the other hand the emphasis is 
on HR development, interpersonal cohesion, and trust (group). The ‘innovative & 
adhocratic’ culture shows a clear resemblance to the ‘adhocratic’ culture presented in the 
competing values model. The emphasis is on change, creativity, innovation, adaptability, 
and dynamism. The ‘informal goodies’ culture, on the other hand, shares similarities with 
the value orientation of the ‘group’ culture type. Finally, the ‘hectic & competitive’ 
culture resembles the ‘rational’ culture type, since both have their emphasis on 
productivity, performance, and efficiency.  

Hence, I reviewed the recommendations for practice (i.e., inscriptions defining 
projected, anticipated readers, relationships between them, and parameters for their work 
practices) presented in the studies that utilize the competing values model. They can be 
considered as preliminary guidelines for the prospective facilitators of usability work 
(i.e., for inscribers producing projected, anticipated users, designers, and usability 
specialists, relationships between them, and parameters for their work practices in IT 
artifact writing), since in our context studies of this kind have not yet been carried out. 
The literature suggests that the following strategies are suitable for different culture types 
(Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Cameron & Freeman 1991, Dellana & Hauser 1999, 
Ruppel & Harrington 2001) 

− In the group culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work) that 
emphasize informal information sharing, training, teamwork, and employee 
ownership. Participation in the decision-making, morale, and trust should be 
encouraged;  
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− In the adhocracy culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work 
and beyond) that emphasize innovation, experimenting with new things, the creation 
and sharing of new ideas, and freedom to take risks. Methods which rely on 
teamwork, brainstorming, and iteration are suitable. This culture type is an ‘early 
adopter.’ This strength should be utilized and new, innovative solutions searched for 
and experimented with; 

− In the hierarchy culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work) 
that emphasize rules, standard procedures, documentation, and control (of the product 
and the process). For example, implementation of a process model with usability work 
integrated could be suitable in this culture type. In addition, this culture type is 
suitable for any kind of large-scale improvement program, since procedures and rules 
are already in place; 

− Finally, in the rational culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability 
work) that emphasize measurement and cost-benefit analyses that show the business 
benefits of the change effort – including usability work. In addition, in this context the 
change efforts should always be closely linked to business strategy and objectives.  

However, even though the ‘cultures of usability work’ bear resemblance to the cultures 
defined according to the competing values model, the linkage was recognized only after 
the empirical analysis. Therefore, the recommendations for practice are clearly 
inconclusive, and further research is needed to determine the relationship between culture 
and usability work. Prospective research could take the competing values model as a 
basis for the measurement of organizational cultures, and develop measures for the 
position of usability work to derive causal relations between culture and usability work. 
So far, this type of positivist, empirical research has not been carried out in HCI, even 
though some survey instruments have already been developed to measure usability work 
in practice (e.g., Gunther et al. 2001, Rosenbaum et al. 2000, Vredenburg et al. 2002). 
This type of research could examine e.g., to what extent these competing values 
identified in the competing values model are espoused in practice related to usability 
work. One could e.g., hypothesize that a strong user focus is associated with external 
orientation, and that a preference for training is associated with the group culture type. 
However, this is left for the further research to investigate. The publication is based on an 
exploratory analysis of five cases, and in this regard any conclusions about a suitable 
practice for introducing and carrying out usability work in organizations are premature. 
The ‘cultures of usability work’ identified should be viewed as a limited set of archetypes 
– grounded in empirical data, but without claiming to capture all the relevant cultural 
contexts yet.  

7.2  Interpretive Discourse on Enculturation of Usability Work 

7.2.1  Summary of the Results 

In publication VI, I adopted the interpretive discourse on organizational culture inquiry, 
without any comparative nuances this time, and analyzed meanings attached to usability 
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work in the cultural context of two SW product development units. I adopted a subject 
position of a sympathetic but authoritative interpreter (Lincoln & Guba 2000), 
empirically exploring the meanings negotiation related to both usability work and cultural 
aspects in the organizations. The rhetoric utilized could be labeled in Denzins and 
Lincolns’ (2000) and Lincolns and Gubas’ (2000) terms weakly ‘social-constructivist,’ 
the epistemological stance representing a ‘weak version of social constructivism’: the 
socially constructed nature of the research material is highlighted. The material is seen to 
capture a process of meaning construction and a process of representation. The interview 
talk and the talk captured in the field notes are seen as attempts by the cultural members 
to produce representations of themselves and of their unit. Therefore, the material does 
not ‘tell the truth,’ but it tells how the ‘natives’ represent themselves and their ‘truth.’ 
However, the label ‘weak version’ is needed, since I do not go far in reflecting on my role 
as a producer of these results (and cultures) and as an interpreter with particular biases.  

Culture is postulated as a symbolic system of meanings, but this symbolic system 
consists of continuous spinning and re-spinning of the fragile webs of meaning, related to 
which the focus is also on the spinning, not only the web (cf., Ortner 1999b). Therefore, 
the recent critique of the existing conceptions of culture is acknowledged. It is assumed 
that cultures are always plural and open to interpretation. (Borofsky 1994a, Clifford 1988, 
Clifford & Marcus 1986, Czarniawska-Joerges 1992, Keesing & Strathern 1994, Ortner 
1999b.) Cultural meanings and identities are constantly produced, reproduced, and 
negotiated. Regarding the analysis of cultural identity, it is important to acknowledge that 
identity is always relational: it is defined in relation to what one is not. Identity always 
has its ‘other,’ from which difference is manifested. The construction of the notions of 
‘we’ and ‘the other’ is interesting. (Weedon 2004.) Furthermore, the spinning of the 
fragile webs of meaning is also related to the joint enterprise of the community, related to 
which the community shares and also constantly refines its practice that supports the 
enterprise. Mutual engagement and relationships are also characteristic. Generally, the 
constant spinning of the fragile webs of meaning is related to the joint enterprise, shared 
practice, mutual relationships, and collective identity. (Brown & Duguid 1991, Brown & 
Duguid 2001, Lave & Wenger 1991, van Maanen & Barley 1985, Wenger 1998.) 

Enculturation, on the other hand, refers to the process by which usability work embeds 
and assimilates the practices and values of the organizational culture into which it is 
introduced. Usability work is thereby assumed to be culturally modified in the SW 
development organizations. It is approached from a particular viewpoint and spoken 
about with a particular language (cf., Brown & Duguid 1991). Therefore, in this 
publication the cultural context in which usability work is encultured, and the process and 
the result of this modification, are under examination. However, I do not provide ‘true 
descriptions,’ but negotiated and socially constructed representations of the cultural 
context and the position of usability work in two SW product development organizations. 
The meaning negotiation related to the cultural context was analyzed by searching for co-
constructed, negotiated meanings attached to the 1) collective identity and joint enterprise 
(who are we and what are we supposed to be up to?); 2) shared practice (how are we 
supposed to carry out our work?); and 3) mutual relationships (how are we supposed to 
relate to each other?). The meaning negotiation related to usability work was analyzed by 
focusing on co-constructed, negotiated meanings attached to 1) motives for usability 
work (why carry out usability work?); and 2) shared practices of usability work (how to 
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carry out usability work?). In the analysis, the different aspects identified related to both 
motives and guidelines for usability work presented in Section 4.1 were used as a 
sensitizing device. Table 6 summarizes the cultural aspects and the approaches to 
usability work identified in the case organizations. 

Table 6. Two Approaches to Usability Work and Their Cultural Contexts  

 Unit A Unit B 
Identity and 
Joint 
Enterprise 

A product development unit producing 
functionally correct SW within set schedules 

A product development unit staying at the 
cutting edge of technological development, a 
pioneer 

Shared Practice ‘Manager development’ the only real job here, 
relies on controlling, monitoring and 
measuring; control mechanisms and processes 
are in place and useful 

‘Motor development’ the only real job here, 
relies on ad hoc ways of working, innovating, 
experimenting and taking the initiative 

Mutual 
Relationships 

‘We are all valued workers,’ harmonious 
mutual relationships important 

Competent, innovative people respected, ‘blood 
and thunder fights’  

Why Usability 
Work? 

Capitalist orientation; money-saving. 
Contributes to the quality of the process and 
the product 

Capitalist orientation; money-making. A selling 
argument and an image factor 

How Usability 
Work? 

‘Mommy Mob’ as ‘mediators,’ ‘user 
representatives’ in a consultative role. 
Controlling strategy for the designer 
involvement 

‘Realist Humanists’ as ‘facilitators,’ ‘user 
representatives’ in a participative role. 
‘Sneaking in, in secret’ strategy for the 
designer (as well as sales and marketing) 
involvement 

Approach  ‘Quality and control-oriented engineering 
approach’ 

‘Business and collaboration-oriented 
sneaking-in approach’ 

7.2.2  Sensitivity to Divergent Settings 

The results suggest that there are similarities in the ways usability work has been 
encultured in these two SW product development organizations, but, more interestingly, 
there are also clear differences. The differences are related to both why usability work is 
carried out, and how usability work is carried out. In unit A, ‘reader representatives’ have 
concentrated on ‘meta-level work’ related to ‘crafting representations’ of ‘readers and 
their practice of reading.’ Furthermore, they have been assigned a consultative role in 
‘configuring the reader’: they are to act as ‘reader representatives’ commenting on 
predefined design solutions. In relation to involving the writers, the reader representatives 
have adopted a controlling strategy that aims at forcing projects to carry out usability 
work. Usability work is motivated as ‘improving the writing practice,’ i.e., it is to be used 
for money-saving purposes. In unit B, on the other hand, the usability specialists strongly 
emphasize cooperation with the writers. ‘Configuring the reader’ is postulated as a 
multidisciplinary, cooperative process, in which ‘reader representatives’ are to act as 
active agents. All told, usability work is to ‘sneak in, in secret,’ i.e., usability work is to 
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influence decisions and design solutions through ‘reader representatives’ occupying 
influential positions in their organization and through active cooperation with the writers. 
In this unit, usability work is characterized as ‘usability work and beyond.’ Usability 
work is motivated as an image factor and a selling argument to be utilized in money-
making. As a whole, these results suggest that there is a multiplicity of meanings attached 
to usability work in practice. Usability work has been interpreted, e.g., as ‘an image 
factor and a selling argument,’ as ‘a tool for increasing the quality of products and 
processes necessitating controlling the writers,’ as ‘a tool for strategic planning,’ and as 
‘communicating and collaborating to be realized through sneaking in, in secret.’  

Furthermore, this study brings up problems related to usability work that have already 
been identified to be typical of the product development context. The writing cycle is 
typically very short, and iteration and late changes are resisted (Grudin 1991a, Poltrock & 
Grudin 1994), for which reason the ‘reader representatives’ emphasize that usability work 
helps to ‘stop the projects from wasting their time and effort.’ Also, a formal ‘IT artifact 
writing model with surrogate reader representative involvement’ is needed, since earlier 
‘it was very difficult to order projects to do it,’ if it was not planned and included in the 
schedules. Furthermore, writers in the product development context typically have no 
contact with the readers, so they have very limited knowledge about readers (Grudin 
1991a, Poltrock & Grudin 1994). For this reason ‘reader representatives’ are needed. 
However, these two product development contexts also had clear differences. Unit A 
resembles a case organization described by Poltrock and Grudin (1994): the unit is part of 
a large, hierarchical organization that emphasizes project schedules, mature processes, 
and controlling, monitoring and measuring as normal project work. Writers are totally 
organizationally isolated from readers, and tight schedules inhibit reader involvement 
(cf., Poltrock & Grudin 1994). It can also be argued that, in terms of its development 
process and cultural milieu, unit A resembles custom IS development organizations as 
described by Carmel and Sawyer (1998). In this context, usability work is interpreted as a 
‘quality, control and engineering-oriented approach.’ Unit B, on the other hand, is part of 
a small SW house having similar characteristics to companies operating in the context of 
packaged SW development as described by Carmel and Sawyer (1998), in which 
immature processes and entrepreneurial and individualistic cultural milieux are typical. 
Unit B also seems to have a history of supporting individuality, initiative, and 
innovativeness. In this context, usability work (and beyond) is interpreted as a ‘business 
and collaboration-oriented sneaking-in approach.’ One could also argue that due to the 
similarities with the existing literature on reader involvement in large product 
development organizations, and in packaged SW development organizations on the other 
hand, these results might be generalizable to some extent, even though only two cases 
were involved in this study. However, clearly more research is needed to determine the 
relationship between culture and usability work, even though this publication provides 
some contextual information making it possible to research further whether the patterns 
discovered in this study appear in organizations with similar characteristics. 
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7.2.3  Cultural Compatibility and Emergent Change  

Again, one might argue that both organizations seem to advocate aspects of usability 
work that are compatible with their cultural context. The ‘quality and control-oriented 
engineering approach’ introduces usability work through controlling, measuring and 
monitoring that is argued to resemble ‘normal project work’ in the unit. The ‘business and 
collaboration-oriented sneaking-in approach,’ on the other hand, tries to sneak in, in 
secret, and is careful of not commanding people to do things against their will, since the 
personnel are used to ‘doing what they want,’ ‘people are trusted,’ and they are ‘allowed 
to take the initiative.’ Therefore, based on the results of this study and the existing 
literature, one could argue that the cultural context (among other things) might greatly 
affect which aspects of usability work are emphasized. The concept of enculturation was 
introduced to highlight this, i.e., to highlight that usability work is culturally modified – it 
seems to assimilate the cultural aspects of the organization into which it is introduced. 

As already mentioned, the HCI community has produced literature addressing the 
problem of how to introduce and facilitate usability work in organizations. A practical 
HCI discourse was identified earlier. However, again one can claim that this discourse 
bears similarities with both the ‘quality and control-oriented engineering approach’ and 
the ‘business and collaboration-oriented sneaking-in approach’ – a formal development 
model with usability work integrated and the centralized team of usability specialists can 
be associated with the former, while the importance of cooperation with the designers and 
the emphasis on seducing other people ‘in secret’ to ‘buy into usability work’ and on the 
business benefits of usability work can be associated with the latter. Therefore, the 
empirical results can be interpreted to suggest again that in different cultural contexts 
different strategies for usability work might be adopted19 during the process of 
enculturation of usability work. Overall, one might, therefore, argue that in different 
cultural contexts one might end up selecting different aspects of the practical HCI 
discourse (to produce negotiated readings of the inscriptions of this discourse) – aspects 
that seem to suit these particular contexts.  

All in all, different positions have been identified for understanding the relationship 
between writing and reading a text. The positions can be characterized by using the 
distinctions of realism vs. nominalism and determinism vs. voluntarism. In terms of these 
differences, the practical HCI discourse can be associated with the realist, deterministic 
position (as is also suggested e.g., in Iivari 2005c), while this study, focusing on the 
emergent, continuous process of enculturation, can be associated with the nominalist, 
voluntarist position. Furthermore, related to the nominalist, voluntarist position, in studies 
on organizational consequences of IT, technological determinism has been rejected and 
interpretive flexibility highlighted (e.g., Grint & Woolgar 1997, Orlikowski 1996, Robey 
& Azevedo 1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999). In particular, studies employing a cultural 
perspective typically emphasize the symbolic meanings of IT and the paradoxical and 
ironic consequences of IT in organizations (Robey & Azevedo 1994, Robey & Boudreau 
1999). The latter position implies that reading the rewritten IT artifact writing practice 
text that inscribes more reader involvement is not a mechanistic, universal, context-free 

                                                           
19 Note, again, that the strategies and the cultural context have been analyzed as constructed in language. 
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process, but that instead the rewritten writing practice text can and will be decoded in a 
multiplicity of ways. A section of the literature on reader involvement also supports this 
view while highlighting the different meanings that have been attached to reader 
involvement in practice (Artman 2002, Beath & Orlikowski 1994, Catarci et al. 2002, 
Hirschheim & Newman 1991, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Nielsen 
1999, Robey & Markus 1984, Symon 1998). It is also highlighted that generalized 
guidelines for rewriting the IT artifact writing practice to involve the readers are not 
good, and instead the emphasis should be on supporting designers – i.e., readers of the 
rewritten writing practice – ingenuity, reflection, and improvisation. (Bansler & Bødker 
1993, Bødker & Buur 2002, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Nandhakumar & Jones 1997, 
Thoresen 1993.) Furthermore, it is also highlighted that the complexities of social, 
organizational, political, and cultural contexts should not be neglected (e.g., Butler & 
Fitzgerald 1997, Grudin 1993, Gärtner & Wagner 1996, Howcroft & Wilson 2003, 
Hutchings & Knox 1995, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Nielsen 1999, Symon 1998, Thoresen 
1993). Altogether, studies employing a cultural perspective highlight that a multiplicity of 
meanings can be attached to the same texts in different cultural contexts, and emphasize 
the importance of understanding the cultural context in which the texts are read and, in 
general, the emergent and continuous process of sense-making related to the texts that 
takes place in any cultural context (Brown 1995, Dent 1991, DiBella 1996, Dube 1998, 
Dube & Robey 1999, Kaarst-Brown & Robey 1999). Furthermore, paradoxical, ironic, 
and unexpected reactions and consequences are also possible, since interpretations cannot 
be controlled or manipulated (cf., Robey & Azevedo 1994, Robey & Boudreau 1999). All 
in all, this study and the literature outlined above can both be interpreted to imply that 
usability work will always be interpreted and reinterpreted – encultured – in the cultural 
contexts in an emergent process of sense-making.  

7.2.4  Addressing the IS Community 

What could the IS community gain from the results presented above? In the IS literature 
reader involvement has already been labeled as an ‘old, tired concept’ that, however, 
needs to be revisited (Markus & Mao 2004). Markus and Mao refer to recent literature 
discussing reader involvement in new challenging contexts such as ERP packages 
implementation, BPR, and outsourcing. However, these studies discuss reader 
involvement mainly from the viewpoint of the reader organization related to the 
acquisition, implementation, and tailoring of the commercial, packaged IT artifact texts 
(e.g., Bødker 1996, Hislop 2002, Howcroft & Light 2002, Karsten 2000, Krumbholtz & 
Maiden 2001, Orlikowski 1992, Orlikowski 1993, Orlikowski & Gash 1994, Robertson 
1998, Symon 1998). Reader involvement in the product development organizations, i.e., 
in organizations writing the commercial IT artifact texts, has not been researched much. 
Therefore, this study describes one alternative way to organize reader involvement, 
derived from HCI literature addressing the product development context. In custom IS 
development the reader population has traditionally been identifiable and reachable, as a 
result of which direct or representative reader participation (Mumford 1983) has been 
feasible. In these new, challenging contexts, in which the reader population might be 
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unknown or very difficult to get in touch with, new ways to organize reader involvement 
might be desperately needed. One possibility is to hire people to ‘know the reader’ and 
‘represent the reader’ in the writing practice. These reader representatives are to ‘speak 
for the reader,’ based on their ‘knowledge about the reader.’ However, the results of this 
study suggest that the position of these ‘reader representatives’ might be problematic. 
There is a risk that their work will not have any effects on the text; i.e., their work does 
not affect how the ‘readers are configured’. This publication presents two ways how this 
work is organized in two IT artifact writing organizations. These ways are not suggested 
as ideal ones, but as ones encountered in the empirical data, providing, nevertheless, 
some suggestions on how to realize (indirect) reader involvement in practice. These two 
ways and the ‘cultural compatibility hypotheses’ discussed in relation to them, however, 
clearly need to be empirically researched further.  

7.3  Poststructuralist Discourse on Usability Work  
and Its Cultural Context 

7.3.1  Summary of the Results 

In publications III and V, I take a step towards the critical postmodern/structuralist 
discourse informed by Foucauldian tradition, and analyze discourses on user involvement 
and its cultural context. Overall, I adopted a subject position of a reflective creator of 
awareness and understanding of the different forms of social domination (Lincoln & 
Guba 2000, Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991, Weedon 1987) in addition to the position of 
sympathetic but authoritative interpreter, exploring the discursive construction of user 
involvement both in academia and in the SW product development industry, and 
organizational culture in the industrial setting. However, the epistemological stance 
represents again a rather ‘weak version of social constructivism’: the socially constructed 
nature of research is highlighted; both the practitioners and the researchers are analyzed 
as participating in and contributing to the discourses constructing user involvement. The 
practitioners also participate in and contribute to the discursive construction of their 
cultural context. Especially related to the role of academia a rather critical stance is 
adopted; the influential role of academic communities in imposing meanings on the social 
world is emphasized (e.g., Cooper & Bowers 1995, Finken 2003, Weedon 1987), and it is 
recommended that the HCI community in particular should carefully reflect on what kind 
of discourses on user involvement it advocates and deems legitimate. However, again the 
label ‘weak version’ is needed, since I do not go far in reflecting on my role as a 
researcher, who is also participating in and contributing to these discourses – reflection 
on my own representational practices is lacking.  

The following guidelines for the analysis of discourse were outlined. Regarding user 
involvement, it is first important to analyze the formation of objects; i.e., one needs to 
analyze the statements that constitute the objects (e.g., users and the practice of involving 
them) of a discourse. One needs to focus on ‘certain ways of speaking’ that exclude other 
ways. Foucault maintains that ‘everything is never said’ and ‘few things are said of the 
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totality’. Therefore, one needs to concentrate on statements that have emerged, and figure 
out what allowed them to emerge to the exclusion of all others. Second, one needs to 
analyze the subject positions individuals must occupy to take part in a discourse. 
Discourses invite people as subjects into the discourses. However, it is also important to 
acknowledge that access might be limited, and only a limited number of individuals may 
be allowed to adopt the subject position and consequently participate in the discourse. 
(Foucault 1972, Weedon 1987, Weedon 2004.)  

In the analysis of cultural context, I rely on a poststructuralist notion of culture, which 
has gained increasing attention in anthropology – in the discipline excelling in the 
analysis of culture. Poststructuralist criticism questions the traditional view of culture as a 
static, harmonious, shared pattern of meanings or cognitions. Instead, it is highlighted 
that cultures are always plural and open to interpretation. Cultures are constantly 
interpreted, reinterpreted, contested, and struggled over. (Clifford & Marcus 1986, Fox 
1991, Ortner 1999b.) Cultures are produced and reproduced in discourses, in which the 
cultural members participate and to which they contribute (Abu-Lughod 1999, Hall 
1997a, Hall 1997b, Ortner 1991). Discursive construction of culture refers to the 
discursive construction of cultural meanings. The spinning of these fragile webs of 
meanings (Ortner 1999b) is emphasized. The meanings are related to the construction of 
cultural identity and the marking of difference, as well as to the organization of our social 
conduct. (Hall 1997a.) Cultural identity, following Weedon (2004: 19), is defined as ‘a 
limited and temporary fixing for (cultural members) of particular modes of subjectivity’, 
‘with which the (cultural members) structure their sense of themselves’ (Weedon 1987: 
33). Identity is always relational: it is defined in relation to what one is not, and it always 
has its ‘other’ from which difference is manifested (Weedon 2004: 19). The construction 
of the notions of ‘we’ and ‘the other’ is interesting (Weedon 2004). Power limits the 
possibilities for participating in the discourses – only a limited number of individuals 
may be allowed to participate in the discourses and in the ‘maintenance of meanings’. 
However, identities may also be called into question, and discourses challenged. (Weedon 
2004.) Altogether, this notion of culture highlights culture as a political phenomenon. 
Competing and controversial discourses constructing and negotiating a culture are also 
acknowledged. Competing and controversial discourses might be produced by different 
subcultures, occupational communities or communities of practice20.  

In publication V, I viewed the empirical material as discourses adopted, adapted, 
produced, and reproduced by the personnel of four case organizations, and searched for 
recurrent themes in the material on the level of language use related to usability work, 
paying special attention to who says what, why, and when. I critically examined the 
material to reveal the construction of meanings related to the usability work in each 
organization. The focus was on systematic ways of speaking about usability work. The 
focus was also on subject positions occupied by the speakers that constitute the speakers 
as subjects ‘of a certain kind.’ Five discourses on usability work were identified, those 
being: 1) usability work as a tradition; 2) usability work as image factor and selling 
argument; 3) usability work as a waste of time and money; 4) usability work as a 

                                                           
20 Different communities and subcultures inside organizations and their divergent interpretations of usability 
work have also been discussed in Iivari (2005c) and Iivari and Abrahamsson (2002), in addition to the 
publications included in this thesis. 
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controllable and measurable quality improvement effort; and 5) usability work achievable 
through persuading, marketing, and manipulating. These discourses construct usability 
work and the position of usability specialists in different ways in the case organizations. 
The differences are summarized by mapping the discourses on usability work identified 
with the particular organizations in which they emerged, as illustrated in Table 7. 

Table 7. Discourses on Usability Work in the Case Units 

Usability work as… Unit A Unit B Unit C Unit D 
Tradition x x x x 
Selling argument and image factor  x x x 
Waste of time and money x  x x 
Controllable and measurable quality 
improvement program  

x   x 

Persuading, marketing, manipulating  x   
Usability specialists as… Controlling 

mommy mob 
Seductive 
change agents 

- Demanding, 
staid 
researchers 

In unit A the usability specialists occupy the position of a controlling ‘mommy mob’ 
‘fighting for the user’; the designers have condemned usability work as a waste of time 
and money, but at the same time the controlling, monitoring, and measuring approach to 
usability work is accepted as a working solution. In unit B, the usability specialists are 
positioned as seductive change agents ‘sneaking (usability work and beyond) in, in 
secret.’ The uses of usability work (and beyond) as an image factor and selling argument 
are acknowledged, granting usability work some legitimacy – especially at the executive 
level. However, subtle ways of working are needed in this context to influence and 
manipulate a multitude of stakeholder groups to ‘buy into usability.’ In unit C usability 
work is also appreciated as a selling argument and image factor, but the discourse of the 
personnel responsible for the technical development overrode in this context, and 
‘usability became a curse word.’ Therefore, usability specialists currently do not occupy 
any position in this organization. Finally, in unit D the usability specialists are positioned 
as ‘staid researchers’ demanding more quality and control. Also in this unit usability work 
is utilized as a managerial tool for improving the image of the organization. In addition, 
the designers are a hindering factor, condemning usability work as a waste of time and 
money. In unit D, however, the usability specialists utilize a contemptuous tone offering 
the ‘careless designers’ and ‘insufficiently demanding managers’ a morally subordinate 
position. The notion of ‘usability work (and beyond) as our bread and butter’ grants these 
usability specialists an influential position in this unit.  

Finally, in publication III, I analyzed the discursive construction of usability work and 
its cultural context, which is postulated as a political phenomenon, in which different 
kinds of competing and maybe even controversial discourses contribute to the 
maintenance of meanings. Table 8 summarizes the findings. ‘We’ describes the collective 
identity constructed by the personnel of the case units: who are we and what are we up 
to? However, even though some sort of collective identity had been negotiated, there 
clearly are competing discourses produced and reproduced by different kinds of 
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stakeholder groups in these organizations, be they labeled subcultures, communities of 
practice or occupational communities. In every case unit there emerged a discourse of the 
usability specialists: an individual participating in the discourse had adopted a subject 
position of ‘a usability specialist’ and constructed usability work in a specific, coherent 
manner. On the other hand, this position implies ‘the other,’ a group from which 
difference is manifested. ‘The other’ was ‘the designers’ and ‘the managers.’ The 
discourse of the ‘other’ also constructed usability work in a specific and clearly divergent 
manner from that of the usability specialists.  

Table 8. Discursive Construction of Usability Work and Its Cultural Context 

 Unit A Unit B Unit C 
‘We’ A unit producing the 

‘manager’: functionally correct 
SW in a controlled way within 
the schedules 

A unit producing the 
‘motor’: cutting edge 
technological development 
through innovating 

A unit producing ‘visions of 
where the world is to go’ – 
creative work, but within the 
schedules 

Discourse of 
the Usability 
Specialists  
 

Mommy Mob 
- Submissive, but controlling – 
‘controlling is the way we do 
things around here,’ but 
‘usability should not be over-
emphasized’  

Realist Humanists 
- Submissive and 
manipulating – ‘sneaking in, 
in secret’ necessary since 
‘people do what they want’ 
and ‘usability doesn’t save 
the world’  

Staid Researchers 
- Subjugating and controlling – 
‘project work chaotic,’ ‘bad 
quality measures,’ due to which 
‘the specialists demand quality 
and improvements.’ Authority 
since ‘usability work our bread 
and butter’ 

Discourses of 
‘the Other’ 

Designers 
- ‘Manager development’ only 
real job. Usability work over-
emphasized, pedantic 
decoration, to be carried out in 
the last phase of the project, if 
one has time 
Management 
- Usability a cost and delay 
factor 

Designers 
- ‘Motor development’ most 
important job. Usability 
work and service 
development of secondary 
importance, usability work 
decoration to be done by the 
‘servants’ ‘on top of 
technology’ 
Management 
- Usability a buzzword 

Designers 
- ‘Creative design’ most important 
job, and schedules set the 
pressures. Usability work 
pedantic, burdensome, delaying, 
and dull research carried out if 
one has time  
Management 
- Usability a buzzword  

7.3.2  Constructing the Notions of ‘We’ and ‘the Other’ 

The discourses of the usability specialists illustrate again that usability work has been 
constructed in divergent ways in the SW product development organizations. Usability 
work can mean measuring, monitoring, and controlling ‘the other’ (unit A), but ‘usability 
work’ (and beyond) can also mean subtle ‘sneaking in, in secret’ through involving ‘the 
other’ and through usability specialists occupying influential positions in their 
organization through which they can make decisions without ‘the other’ even noticing 



 118

this influence (unit B). In both case units, the discourses of the usability specialists are 
submissive, assigning a dominant position to the discourse of ‘the other,’ who ‘does the 
real job here,’ i.e., who is responsible for the writing of the IT artifact texts. However, the 
situation in case unit C is different. The ‘staid researchers’ are not content with 
‘everything being informal’ and ‘project work being chaotic.’ They have instead adopted 
an authoritative discourse demanding more quality and control. This observation can be 
related to the notion of power, a prominent theme in Foucault’s writings. In this unit the 
discourse of the usability specialists has a contemptuous tone, offering the ‘careless 
writers’ and ‘insufficiently demanding managers’ morally subordinate positions as ‘the 
other.’ The usability specialists criticize and neglect the discourses of ‘the primitive, 
uncultivated, uncivilized other,’ the notion of ‘usability work as our bread and butter’ 
offering the usability specialists this possibility.  

As is evident, the discourses of ‘the other’ downplay the importance of usability work 
in every case unit. Usability refers to the ‘decoration in the end,’ and usability work is 
‘delaying, dull, pedantic, and burdensome,’ and does not concern the ones ‘configuring 
the reader.’ Furthermore, the usability specialists do not advocate participative reader 
involvement either21 – their concern seems to revolve around involving ‘the other’ and 
around further facilitating the position of usability work in their unit. Empowerment of 
the skilled reader is not articulated in the discourses of the usability specialists. The 
usability specialists ‘represented the reader,’ and in doing so also clearly utilized the 
‘rhetoric on representing the reader’ to legitimize their existence in the IT artifact writing 
organizations (cf., Cooper & Bowers 1995). In connection with this, even though in this 
thesis the ‘writers,’ i.e., the designers, and their managers are constructed as the 
‘primitive, exotic, uncivilized other,’ they are by no means the marginalized group in the 
IT artifact writing organizations. This position is clearly occupied by the usability 
specialists, who, due to this, are also in desperate need of this rhetoric legitimizing their 
existence. 

7.3.3  Critical Remarks and Relationship to Academic Discourses  

It was argued that the industrial discourses on usability work can be related to the 
discourses in which the academic HCI and IS communities participate in and contribute 
to. Next the five discourses on usability work identified (i.e., 1) usability work as a 
tradition; 2) usability work as image factor and selling argument; 3) usability work as a 
waste of time and money; 4) usability work as a controllable and measurable quality 
improvement effort; and 5) usability work achievable through persuading, marketing, and 
manipulating) are discussed from a critical viewpoint, and their relationship to the 
academic discourses on user involvement is considered.  

As mentioned, existing literature has made us aware that reader involvement might be 
used only as a buzzword and as a ritual that has form but no substance (e.g., Artman 
2002, Beath & Orlikowski 1994, Catarci et al. 1999, Hirschheim & Newman 1991, 
Howcroft & Wilson 2003, Kirsch & Beath 1996, Mirel 2000, Nielsen 1999, Robey & 
                                                           
21 Note, however, that this may be the result of my incapability as a researcher to invite the usability specialists 
to participate in such a discourse. This will be discussed in section 8.3. 
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Markus 1984, Symon 1998). The first discourse, assigning usability work a central 
position in every case unit, might be viewed as an indicator of the same phenomenon. 
The other discourses identified, furthermore, indicate that this important position has not 
been fully realized. The second discourse in particular, which constructs usability work as 
useful since it can be used as an image factor and selling argument, warns us that within 
this discourse the management goals may be the main (sole?) motivator for usability 
work. Usability work is useful for the company in making more profit and in improving 
the image of the company. Furthermore, the third discourse, which condemns usability 
work as a mere waste of time and money, implies that this ‘tradition of user-centeredness’ 
– even though highlighted at the discursive level by the management – is not very strong. 
The ‘writers’ are unwilling to accept usability work, and the benefits of usability work 
must be made clear if not even proven before it will be accepted. The financial reasons 
had even led one unit to abandon usability work.  

The fourth and fifth discourses, however, illustrate that in the other three case units 
usability work has survived further. These discourses show, nevertheless, that it can be 
postulated in different ways. Usability can be constructed as a measurable, controllable 
quality criterion that should be aimed at through the usability specialists – acting as 
policemen – controlling and monitoring the writers to ensure they do quality job. In this 
case the focus is on the quality of both process and product. On the other hand, usability 
work can also be viewed as a phenomenon which is to be sneaked in, in secret. The 
writers are postulated as an important target group and they are supposed to become 
‘usability specialists’ themselves ‘in secret’ through ‘doings things together’ with the 
usability specialists. The usability specialists should also aim at occupying influential 
positions in their organizations so that their competence can ‘sneak in, in secret’ as well 
and they can ‘sell usability’ to a multitude of target groups in their organizations.  

On the whole, these discourses on usability work bear a clear resemblance to the 
practical HCI discourse identified earlier. Within the discourses reader involvement is 
constituted as indirect, and usability specialists are offered a subject position of a reader 
surrogate representing (if not fighting for) the readers during the writing practice. The 
case organizations, however, differ in terms of the other subject positions offered to these 
reader surrogates. They might also be positioned as change agents involving a multitude 
of other stakeholder groups (designers, managers, marketers, sales…) through seducing 
and manipulating them to ‘buy into usability,’ or as controlling and monitoring ‘writers’ 
and ‘inscribers’ imposing guidelines and processes on the development. In either case, the 
resemblance to the existing HCI discourse is still evident.  

The reflective PD discourse, on the other hand, was argued to ‘build a bridge’ between 
the academic communities of IS and HCI. In both communities extensive interest in PD 
emerged during the 1990s. Recent HCI textbooks advocating reader involvement (e.g., 
Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, Mayhew 1999b, Rosson & Carroll 2002) refer directly to PD 
literature, and many articles suggest more participative design in the product 
development context as well (e.g., Borgholm & Madsen 1999, Bødker & Buur 2002, 
Kyng 1994). This reference to PD literature has, however, been criticized, since PD is 
only mentioned, not actually expected (e.g., in Mayhew 1999b), it is interpreted only as a 
technical method to improve the design process (according to Carroll 1996), or it refers 
merely to prototyping and is altogether suggested only for achieving management goals 
(especially in Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998, according to Spinuzzi 2002). Regarding this 
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discourse in practice, the empirical results do not support the notion that ‘participative 
design’ has been realized in industrial product development settings. Participative reader 
involvement was not articulated in the discourses that the members of the case units 
participated in and contributed to.  

Finally, the critical IS discourse, relying on an ideal of democratic empowerment of 
skilled readers and on the view of them as active agents in the writing practice, which is 
political and full of conflicts that need to be acknowledged, is contrasted with the 
discourses on usability work identified in the cases studied. In doing so the results 
achieved within this study can be seen as very alarming. From the viewpoint of the 
critical IS discourse some of the discourses on usability work can be interpreted to be in 
stark contrast with the original aim of reader involvement. Within these discourses the 
goal of usability work is expressed in terms that appeal to management; they highlight the 
money-making and money-saving aspects of usability work. Usability work is seen as 
helping the projects to ‘do quality work’ and to ‘get it right the first time’ – usability work 
is constructed as useful for money-saving purposes. On the other hand, usability work is 
highlighted as a selling argument and an image factor for making more profit. Especially 
this discourse can be criticized for being overtly capitalist, and even labeled as a ‘misuse 
of reader involvement’. The management goal of ‘convincing the customer’ by appealing 
to usability work might even be viewed as a way of ‘silencing the readers’ (cf., Asaro, 
2000), instead of ‘giving them a voice’. On the whole, this type of capitalist orientation 
related to usability work identified in the product development organizations might be 
viewed as a ‘realization of Scandinavians’ (trade unionists’) worst fears’ (Spinuzzi 2002) 
totally neglecting the original aim of reader involvement, i.e. democratic empowerment 
of the oppressed workers. Related to this, it is maintained that ‘empowerment’ and 
‘involvement’ can be used only as rhetorical tools that try to conceal that IT artifacts are 
always developed to serve management goals. ‘Involvement’ may actually mean 
exclusion and marginalization rather than empowerment of the ones who are oppressed. 
(Howcroft & Wilson 2003, O’Connor E 1995.) Particularly when reader ‘involvement’ is 
only indirect, it is a question mark whether and how readers could be ‘emancipated’ or 
empowered in the democratic sense, even though these reader surrogates are 
‘representing them in the development’. 

This can also be criticized as technological colonialism (Asaro 2000) dressed up as 
reader involvement. Just like anthropologists - who served the interests of colonial 
control while producing representations of other exotic, primitive cultures who were not 
able to contribute or argue against these authoritative representations (Clifford & Markus, 
1986) – the writers (or actually both designers and usability specialists) are producing 
representations of readers and at the same time serving the interests of technological 
colonialism: they are representing the readers for the sake of management goals – for the 
purposes of money making and money saving in the IT artifact development companies. 
(C.f. Asaro, 2000.) Readers, furthermore, while participating in the process, can be seen 
as contributing to the production of these texts – the representations of themselves. From 
this viewpoint reader involvement can be seen as a way of silencing the readers – readers 
can no longer easily reject the system, since they have participated in the process. 
However, readers are never equally equipped in producing the IT artifact texts or 
participating in the discourses on technological development, as a result of which the 
‘technological elites’ (designers as well as usability specialists) – like the anthropologists 
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– ultimately have the authority to produce the representations of the technologically 
illiterate, ‘primitive,’ ‘exotic’ other (cf., Asaro 2000, Suchman 1995). In the case units the 
readers were not active participants who produced representations of themselves, due to 
which they were not ‘silenced’ in this sense. However, in one case unit the writers were 
not producing representations of the readers either and even refused to take into account 
the representations produced by the usability specialists. Management, nevertheless, was 
‘silencing the readers’ (and the customers) by appealing to usability work. 

Within the critical IS discourse it is argued that IS researchers, instead of defining 
better IS development methodologies and adopting the managerialist agendas of IS 
development, should carefully analyze this conflictual and political context and question 
the agendas (Howcroft & Wilson 2003). It is argued that currently, too, one should focus 
on the reproduction of unequal power relations and marginality, which takes place in both 
systems development and use (Beck 2002). It is highlighted that IS professionals should 
always consider the political and ethical consequences of systems development, and take 
responsibility for their actions (Beck 2002, Stolterman 1995, Suchman 2002, Wagner 
1993). It is argued that, especially in the product development context, ethical issues 
should eventually be addressed (Adam & Light 2004). In particular, the usability 
specialists as ‘reader representatives’ should take the ethical concerns related to the 
marginalized groups seriously. This is also desperately needed, since, as mentioned, the 
readers are never equally equipped to produce representations or to participate in the 
discourses on technological development, as a result of which the ‘technological elites’ 
have the authority to produce the representations of the technologically illiterate, 
‘primitive,’ ‘exotic’ other (cf., Asaro 2000, Suchman 1995).  

This type of critical stance, as adopted in these publications, can be argued to lack the 
relevance to practice that is a very important goal in both IS and HCI research. However, 
as a defense for these types of studies one might argue that relevance can be achieved in 
many ways. For example, researchers can act as a ‘conscience for practitioner colleagues 
and, indeed, for society in general’ (Lee 1999: 29), and reshape the practitioners’ (and 
managers’) ‘thinking and actions in a longer perspective’ (Lyytinen 1999: 26) – these 
issues have also been interpreted to be relevant for practice. Therefore, critical 
examinations of reader involvement in the SW product development should be 
considered useful also in the sense of highlighting the risk of reader involvement 
becoming merely a buzzword and a slogan whose acceptance and utilization is totally 
dependent on short-term financial motivators. Furthermore, the role of academic 
communities should also be considered – they have been shown to have the power to 
impose meanings on social reality (Cooper & Bowers 1995, Finken 2003, Weedon 1987). 
It is recommended that the HCI community in particular should carefully reflect on what 
kind of discourses on reader involvement it advocates and deems legitimate. 





 Part 4 – The End 

This part concludes the text by summarizing the answers to the research questions asked 
in this text, discussing the contributions of this text, acknowledging the limitations and 
voices silenced in this text, offering practical recommendations for the readers of this 
text, and identifying paths for future work not taken in this text.  





8 Conclusions 

This section summarizes the results presented earlier in this text, discusses their 
limitations and outlines paths to be taken in the subsequent texts. 

8.1  What Did I Say – Answering the Questions 

This thesis aimed at exploring discursive construction of user involvement and its cultural 
context both in academia and in the SW development industry. SW development was 
viewed through the metaphor of a text, which implies that IT artifacts are seen as texts 
that are written by the writer-designers and afterwards read/consumed/tamed by the 
reader-users. User involvement, then, is understood as reader involvement in the writing 
practice. The reader involvement explored in this thesis is of an indirect nature; ‘reader 
surrogates’ labeled as usability specialists represent the readers. They try to contribute to 
the ‘configuration of the reader’ by ensuring that the configuration of the reader is based 
on ‘knowledge about the reader.’ In the literature advocating reader involvement in the 
writing practice it is assumed that the IT artifact texts provide the readers with natural and 
obvious subject positions that make the readers adopt the ‘preferred reading’ encoded into 
the text. However, it is assumed that the readers should be able to influence what kind of 
subject positions and ‘preferred readings’ are offered to them, and/or what kind of subject 
positions and accompanying ‘preferred readings’ are actually natural, obvious, and 
understandable to them. The HCI literature advocating ‘surrogate readers’ ‘representing 
the real readers’ in the IT artifact writing practice legitimizes its existence largely with the 
latter argument, while IS and PD literature emphasize the former.   

Organizational culture, on the other hand, has been postulated as an important object 
of study since the 1980s, both in IS research and in organizational studies, and 
highlighted as an influential factor affecting the successes and failures of different kinds 
of change efforts, related to the reading of IT artifact texts already written or to the 
reading of the rewritten writing practice as text. However, only a few culture studies have 
been carried out in relation to reader involvement in organizations. There is a particular 
lack of this type of study in the product development context. Undoubtedly studies of this 
kind are needed, since reader involvement has proven to be challenging – especially in 
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this context. However, culture is a very versatile concept, and thus there exist 
controversies in both defining and applying it.  

Therefore, this thesis first analyzed discursive construction of ‘organizational culture 
inquiry’ in academia. The thesis has examined within what kind of discourses 
organizational culture has been studied, and suggested discourses within which 
organizational culture could be studied in our context. An analytic framework for the 
categorization of the discourses on organizational culture inquiry – outlining distinct 
ontological, epistemological, and ethical assumptions related to organizational culture 
and its inquiry – was developed and utilized in the identification of five discourses, 
labeled comparative, interpretive, clinical, critical, and postmodern/structuralist. In 
addition, empirical studies utilizing these discourses were presented, their implications 
for the research on ‘reader involvement’ considered, and their views of the relationship 
between reading and writing a text (an IT artifact text or a rewritten writing practice as a 
text), and between organizational culture and a text (again an IT artifact text or a 
rewritten writing practice as a text) were discussed. The comparative and clinical 
discourses were also criticized as relying on naïve notions of culture and change. In 
addition, the interpretive discourse can be criticized for the same reasons, if one 
acknowledges the criticism postulated within the postmodern/structuralist discourse.  

Furthermore, the thesis analyzed discursive construction of ‘reader involvement’ in 
HCI and IS literature. First, HCI literature advocating reader involvement in which 
‘reader surrogates’ ‘represent the real readers’ was reviewed. Afterwards, alternative 
notions of reader involvement derived from IS and PD literature were brought up. Three 
discourses on user involvement were identified: a practical HCI discourse, a reflective 
PD discourse and a critical IS discourse. Finally, a paradigmatic analysis regarding the 
literature on reader involvement in the IT artifact writing practice was carried out. An 
analytic framework was developed, again highlighting differences in ontological, 
epistemological, and ethical assumptions related to ‘reader involvement in the IT artifact 
writing practice.’ The results of these analyses were also related to the discourses 
identified for organizational culture inquiry. Compatibility between these discourses was 
considered, gaps in the existing knowledge pointed out, and paths for future work 
identified. Regarding evaluation of the discourses, the practical HCI discourse was 
criticized from the viewpoints of the critical IS and reflective PD discourses for its overt 
capitalist, non-reflective, objectivist, apolitical orientation that neglects conflicts, 
domination, marginality, and exclusion, and only serves the needs of the management. 

Together, these two sections succeeded in answering the first set of research questions 
outlined in the introduction part of the thesis, those being: What kind of discourses on 
‘organizational culture’ and ‘user involvement’ can one identify in IS and HCI literature? 
Can one outline different discourses and somehow evaluate them? How do they relate to 
each other? How do they construct the relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘user 
involvement’? Different discourses on organizational culture and user involvement were 
identified and their differences and similarities outlined, and some of them were also 
criticized. Furthermore, different ways of constructing the relationship between ‘user 
involvement’ and ‘organizational culture’ were identified, which can be summarized with 
terms such as ‘cultural compatibility’ (as a singular or plural concept) and, in Hall’s 
(1980) terminology, as ‘preferred,’ ‘negotiated’ or ‘opposing’ readings of an ‘IT artifact 
writing text, inscribing reader involvement.’  
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Altogether, this part of thesis provides help in answering questions such as ‘What kind 
of animal is this?’ in relation to the studies on ‘culture’ and ‘user involvement’ (a question 
that has also been put to me by an anonymous HCI reviewer, which highlighted the need 
of this type of analyses), and ‘What kind of animal are you?’ addressing both the 
researchers reading and writing cultures and/or user involvement in organizations, and 
the practitioners writing the IT artifact texts, involving the readers in the writing practice 
or being involved as readers in the writing practice. As for the animal I have assumed 
myself to be while writing this thesis, as mentioned, I identify myself with the position of 
an ‘outsider observer,’ not an ‘involved researcher’ (Walsham 1995), my subject position 
being a ‘sympathetic but authoritative interpreter’ with some emphasis also on ‘reflective 
creator of awareness and understanding of the different forms of social domination’ (cf., 
Lincoln & Guba 2000, Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991, Weedon 1987). 

Afterwards, based on the results of previous analyses, a metaphor of ‘organizations as 
cultures’ (Morgan 1986) and IT artifact development as writing (Grint & Woolgar 1997) 
was adopted, and user involvement and its cultural context in IT artifact writing 
organizations operating in the product development context were analyzed, beginning 
with the interpretive discourse on culture inquiry, but gradually moving towards the 
postmodern/structuralist one. The empirical part first examined ‘cultures of usability 
work’ in IT artifact writing organizations. Four ‘cultures of usability work’ were 
identified. The ‘cultures of usability work’ differ in their cultural assumptions and in their 
assumptions related to usability work. In other words, a tendency of certain cultural 
assumptions and certain assumptions related to usability work to appear together was 
identified. However, the question of causality was left unanswered, suggesting, 
nevertheless, that cultural assumptions and assumptions related to usability work might 
mutually reinforce each other. This implies that cultural assumptions might have some 
effects on usability work; the cultural assumptions might reinforce and advocate certain 
assumptions related to usability work, and deem other assumptions less important. On the 
other hand, usability work, when introduced into the cultural context, might also be 
capable of modifying the context – the cultural assumptions adapting to or assimilating 
the assumptions imposed by usability work. However, conclusions on this matter cannot 
be reached. Based on existing literature, nevertheless, a cultural compatibility hypothesis 
was outlined and it was argued that the associated cultural assumptions and the 
assumptions related to usability work seem to be compatible with each other.  

Furthermore, the empirical part also analyzed how usability work has been encultured 
in two product development organizations. Enculturation refers to the process by which 
usability work embeds and assimilates the practices and values of the culture into which 
it is introduced. Usability work was thereby assumed to be culturally modified in the 
cultural context. Therefore, both the cultural context in which usability work was 
encultured and the process and result of this modification were under examination. 
However, ‘true descriptions’ related to this object of study were not offered, but rather 
negotiated and socially constructed representations produced and reproduced by the 
cultural members. Two approaches to usability work – the ‘quality and control-oriented 
engineering approach’ and the ‘business and collaboration-oriented sneaking-in approach’ 
– were identified. It was argued that, in these two different cultural contexts, usability 
work was interpreted and modified in different ways, as a result of which it was 
suggested that perhaps mechanistic, universal, context-free, cookbook-style advice for 
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usability work does not work in any cultural context. The cultural compatibility 
hypothesis was brought up again; it was highlighted that in these two different cultural 
contexts the meanings attached to usability work seem to be in alignment with the 
cultural aspects. Based on the empirical results and the existing literature, the perspective 
of emergent change (Markus & Robey 1988, Orlikowski 1996) and the voluntarist, 
nominalist position (Burrell & Morgan 1979, Iivari & Hirschheim 1996) regarding the 
relationship between reading and writing a text (in this case a rewritten IT artifact writing 
practice as text, including ‘reader surrogate’ involvement) were advocated. Altogether, it 
was emphasized that different meanings have been attached to reader involvement in 
practice, and that there also exist ‘symbolic uses’ and maybe even ‘misuses’ of reader 
involvement in the IT artifact writing organizations.  

In addition, the empirical part analyzed the discursive construction of usability work in 
the IT artifact writing organizations. Five discourses on usability work were identified. 
The discourses were called 1) usability work as a tradition; 2) usability work as image 
factor and selling argument; 3) usability work as a waste of time and money; 4) usability 
work as a controllable and measurable quality improvement effort; and 5) usability work 
as persuading, marketing, and manipulating. It was argued that these discourses have 
constructed usability work and the position of usability specialists in different ways. 
Some of these ‘local’ discourses identified in the IT artifact writing organizations were 
criticized of being only ‘forms of technological colonialism,’ and in some cases merely 
‘silencing the readers’ instead of ‘giving them a voice.’ Furthermore, it was also shown 
that these discourses bear a clear resemblance to the discourses identified in academia. It 
was recommended that the HCI community in particular should carefully reflect on what 
kind of discourses on reader involvement it advocates and deems legitimate.  

Finally, the discursive construction of usability work and its cultural context were 
analyzed by adopting a conception of culture as a political, controversial phenomenon 
constantly produced and reproduced in and by discourses. The analysis showed that there 
are different kinds of competing – and in some cases controversial – discourses in the 
case organizations, which all tried to contribute to the ‘maintenance of meanings.’ The 
discourse of the usability specialists was identified in each case organization. However, 
discourses of ‘the other’ were also identified in each unit. The discourses of ‘the other’ 
downplayed the importance of usability work. However, it was also shown that the 
usability specialists did not advocate participative user involvement either – their concern 
seemed to revolve around involving ‘the other,’ and around further facilitating the 
position of usability work in their unit. It was argued that the usability specialists 
‘represented the reader,’ and in doing so also clearly utilized the ‘rhetoric on representing 
the reader’ to legitimize their existence in the IT artifact writing organizations (cf., 
Cooper & Bowers 1995). In relation to this it was also argued that even though the 
writers and their mangers were constructed as the ‘primitive, exotic, uncivilized other’ in 
this thesis, they are by no means the marginalized groups in the IT artifact writing 
organizations. This position is clearly occupied by the usability specialists, who, due to 
this, are also in desperate need of this rhetoric legitimizing their existence. 

Altogether, these empirical analyses succeeded in answering the second set of research 
questions, those being: What kind of discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user 
involvement’ can one identify in SW product development organizations? How do these 
discourses relate to the academic discourses on ‘organizational culture’ and ‘user 
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involvement’? How do they construct the relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘user 
involvement’? Early empirical publications analyze the assumptions and meanings 
related to the cultural context and user involvement without discussing discourses per se. 
However, these publications also focus on cultural members’ collective and co-
constructed ways of language use related to ‘culture’ and ‘user involvement.’ The 
subsequent empirical publications explicitly examine discourses on ‘culture’ and ‘user 
involvement.’ Regarding their relationship to academic discourses on user involvement, 
their resemblance to the practical HCI discourse was particularly highlighted. The 
relationship between academic and industrial discourses on ‘organizational culture’ was 
not considered, since academic discourses construct culture and legitimate ways and 
motives for studying it, while the industrial discourses construct particular organizational 
realities. Finally, regarding the relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘user involvement,’ the 
‘cultural compatibility hypothesis,’ ‘the mutually reinforcing view,’ the concept of 
‘enculturation,’ the ‘perspective of emergent change,’ the ‘voluntarist, nominalist 
position’ regarding the relationship between reading and writing a text (in this case a 
rewritten IT artifact writing practice as text, including ‘reader surrogate’ involvement), 
and ‘the negotiated and opposing reading’ of these texts were all used to characterize it.  

8.2  How Did I Contribute?  

The main contributions of the study can be summarized as follows. First, the thesis 
proposes a categorization of discourses on organizational culture inquiry that includes 
discourses that either a) have been utilized in the context of different kinds of 
organizational change efforts related to the reading of different kinds of IT artifact texts 
or rewritten IT artifact writing practices as texts, or b) could be utilized in this context. 
The categorization is based on a thorough literature review. The categorization outlines 
differences in the discourses related to what to study (assumptions about organizational 
culture and organizational change), how to study it, and why to study it, consequently 
offering clearly divergent subject positions for the culture inquirers to adopt. There seems 
to be no previous analysis of ‘discourses on organizational culture inquiry.’ However, 
there already exist categorizations of organizational culture studies, but this thesis 
provides a refined categorization by including additional insights into the analysis.  

Second, the thesis has analyzed and categorized research on user involvement in both 
HCI and IS literature. In IS literature, research on user involvement has also been 
analyzed prior to this thesis, but in HCI there seems to be a clear lack of this type of 
studies. Furthermore, HCI and IS literature on user involvement are not usually 
contrasted or discussed in conjunction with each other, unlike in this thesis. In this thesis 
the specific focus is on indirect user involvement as advocated in the HCI literature, and 
related to this the concept of usability work (and beyond) is also defined. This concept 
might be useful particularly for the HCI community for making sense of and classifying 
the very heterogeneous literature advocating indirect user involvement. In addition, a 
framework for analyzing and comparing discourses on user involvement was developed, 
and different discourses on user involvement identified. As is the case with the discourses 
on organizational culture inquiry, there seems to be no previous analysis of academic 
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‘discourses on user involvement.’ Furthermore, the discourses on user involvement were 
also contrasted with the discourses on organizational culture inquiry to highlight 
differences and similarities inherent in them, but also to pinpoint gaps in the existing 
knowledge and to identify interesting but unexplored paths for future work related to the 
research on culture and user involvement in organizations.  

Third, the postmodern/structuralist discourse on culture and ‘reader involvement in IT 
artifact writing practice’ adopted in this thesis is rather novel. Culture (in organizations) 
is conceptualized as being produced, reproduced, and negotiated in and by discourses 
which the organizational members participate in and contribute to. Furthermore, it is also 
a novel approach to perceive IT artifacts through the metaphor of a text, which is written 
(developed) as well as read (used). More specifically, the novelty lies in the application of 
this metaphor in the research on ‘reader involvement’ in IT artifact writing in the product 
development context. Regarding this metaphor, it is assumed that the texts are full of 
potential meanings, but also capable of suggesting a ‘preferred meaning’ to the readers. It 
is also assumed that discourses play a role here; they function in the writing as well as in 
the reading on the texts. It is maintained that texts are sites of discursive construction of 
meanings and that they offer the readers ‘natural’ subject positions – making the text easy 
and obvious to make sense of – to be occupied. The subject positions must be occupied 
and the messages decoded accordingly before the message ‘can have effects’ or be ‘put 
into use.’ (cf., Fiske 1987, Hall 1997a.) Reader involvement, and more specifically reader 
involvement in which surrogate readers represent the real readers in the writing practice, 
aims at contributing to the writing practice in a way that the subject positions offered to 
the readers are ‘natural to occupy’ and really make the texts easy and obvious to make 
sense of. These subject positions are to make the readers decode the texts accordingly, 
i.e., adopt the ‘preferred reading of the texts’ so that the texts ‘have intended effects.’ The 
readers are to become ‘certain kinds of reader-subjects’ by accepting the subject positions 
offered to them in the texts. Altogether, the intended effects are related to profit 
maximization, competitive advantage and intensification of the reading/writing practice. 
Therefore, discourses that advocate these issues as legitimate concerns speak through 
these texts, through the writers and through those readers who have adopted the subject 
positions offered to them.  

To achieve these ends, it is assumed that the readers are to be somehow involved in 
constructing these texts; the writers are incapable of constructing these ‘natural subject 
positions to occupy’ that make the texts easy and obvious to make sense of. The subject 
positions and associated ‘preferred readings’ encoded into the texts by the writers have 
been negotiated, resisted or simply not understood by the readers, due to which reader 
involvement is needed and the involvement is to be organized by specialists with 
expertise in constructing these ‘natural subject positions.’ These specialists are to 
‘represent’ the readers in a political sense: to act as ‘reader representatives,’ with their 
legitimacy resting on ‘knowledge about the reader’ derived from empirical investigations 
and/or from general ‘state-of-the-art text-reader interaction knowledge,’ taking part in a 
consultative, informative, participative or author role in ‘configuring the user.’ They are 
also to ‘mediate,’ i.e., to represent in a presentational sense: to craft representation of 
‘readers, their reading practice and their contexts of reading’ to inform the writers. 
Finally, they are also to ‘facilitate’: to encourage cooperation and ‘buy-in’ among readers, 
writers and a multitude of stakeholder groups that are connected to the IT artifact writing 
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practice, e.g., by managing the writing practice, by marketing and selling the IT artifact 
texts or by writing reading guidance for the IT artifact texts.  

Regarding the metaphor of the text, this thesis actually utilizes it in many different 
senses. As mentioned, textuality is associated with IT artifact development, with 
organizational change, and with my research in which ‘cultures as texts are written’: IT 
artifacts are perceived as texts written by the designers and read by the users, change 
efforts as texts similarly written by the designers of the change efforts and read by the 
ones supposed to change, and this research effort as a text that has been written by me 
after I, as a researcher, have read user involvement and its cultural context as a text. 
Particularly worthy of emphasis is the conceptualization of the prescriptions provided by 
the HCI community related to the ‘reader surrogate involvement in the IT artifact writing 
practice’ as texts. The writers of these texts, i.e., the inscribers, can be seen as producing 
projected, anticipated readers (i.e., designers, usability specialists, and users) with 
specific competencies, motives, tastes, and aspirations, as well as relationships between 
these different actors in the reading (i.e., IT artifact writing) setting. (cf., Akrich 1992, 
Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1994, Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1997, Latour 1992, Akrich & 
Latour 1992.) However, textual determinism is not assumed, but instead it is assumed 
that the prospective readers are able to react to what is prescribed or proscribed in 
different ways, i.e., the readers are capable of decoding the message in a negotiated or 
even opposing way. Generally one could state that the metaphor of the text has been 
utilized extensively in this thesis and one reason for that has been that it really made 
sense to me and helped me to conceptualize and understand the work of usability 
specialists in relation to IT artifact development. Another reason is that this metaphor 
clearly provided a ‘rich, yet concise’ (Schultze & Leidner 2002) tool for mapping the 
heterogeneous ‘user involvement’ and ‘organizational culture’ literatures this thesis has 
been dealing with, and for revealing certain underlying assumptions in these literatures.  

Finally, this thesis has empirically analyzed ‘reader involvement’ and its cultural 
context in IT artifact development organizations – as argued, this type of analysis is 
clearly lacking, especially in the product development context. The thesis has revealed a 
set of ‘cultures of usability work’ that associate particular cultural assumptions with 
particular assumptions related to usability work. In addition, the thesis has shown that 
usability work has been encultured in different ways in different cultural contexts, and 
revealed that divergent meanings have been attached to usability work in practice in 
different cultural contexts. The mutual reinforcing view, the perspective of emergent 
change, and the cultural compatibility hypothesis were suggested to characterize the 
relationship between usability work and its cultural context. Furthermore, the thesis has 
also empirically analyzed the discursive construction of culture and usability work, 
identifying a set of discourses on usability work. These discourses were shown to bear a 
clear resemblance to certain academic discourses on user involvement. Finally, the 
construction of the notions of ‘we’ and ‘the other’ was analyzed in these IT artifact 
writing organizations. It was argued that that the notions of a ‘mommy mob,’ ‘seductive 
change agents,’ and ‘staid researchers’ imply that there are clear differences in ‘what it 
means to be a usability specialist’ in these different cultural contexts. Finally, despite the 
differences, it was argued that the usability specialists occupy a very difficult position in 
the IT artifact writing organizations. The discourses of the usability specialists postulated 
the ‘writers’ as ‘the primitive exotic, uncultured other’ who need to be civilized. 
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However, it was argued that in many cases the discourse of the usability specialists was 
the submissive one, and the usability specialists actually formed the ‘marginalized,’ 
‘neglected’ group whose voice was not being heard or at least not listened to in the IT 
artifact writing organizations, as a result of which the usability specialists were in 
desperate need of their ‘rhetoric on representing the reader’ to legitimize their existence.   

Altogether, in this thesis it is shown that there is a multitude of discourses on ‘reader 
involvement’ produced and reproduced both in academia and in industry, offering many 
different kinds of subject positions to the writers, to the readers, to the ‘reader 
representatives’ also known as usability specialists, and to the researchers participating in 
and contributing to the discursive construction of culture and reader involvement. 

8.3  Limitations and Voices Silenced 

One limitation of this study is that even though thorough literature reviews have been 
carried out, certain studies might well have been omitted. In IS research, HCI literature 
and organizational studies there exists a huge amount of literature that could be related to 
this study. It is possible that some studies are still missing. In terms of culture studies, 
studies which examine similar types of issues but do not explicitly state that they study 
organizational culture or cultural aspects are not included in this thesis. Furthermore, in 
the HCI and IS literature a multitude of different terms are used to characterize studies on 
user involvement in organizations: the researchers talk about e.g., UCD, UE, HF, 
‘usability’, PD, user involvement, user participation, and participative activities, among 
other terms. Therefore, the literature search on user involvement was not a 
straightforward process that could be carried out by relying on a limited set of key words. 
In many cases, relevant literature was found by going through the references of the article 
at hand. Therefore, there must still exist relevant literature on the subject matter not yet 
included in the analysis. One could mention certain parts of the ‘PD and IS communities’ 
in particular as groups whose voices have been almost silenced. HCI literature advocating 
‘surrogate user involvement’ has been focused on in the literature review, since the 
empirical part concentrates also on ‘surrogate user involvement’ in which the usability 
specialists represent the users. This type of user involvement is advocated specifically in 
HCI literature. IS and PD literature, on the other hand, were included to some extent, 
mainly to provide alternative notions of user involvement in order to be able to question 
some taken for granted assumptions inherent in the HCI literature.     

Another clear limitation is that the empirical part is based on the analysis of only a few 
case units. Therefore, the ‘cultures of usability work’ identified need to be seen as a 
limited set of archetypes – grounded in empirical data, but not even nearly capturing all 
the relevant cultural contexts yet. However, in the future this type of empirical studies 
should be carried out in more varying contexts employing a larger number of cases. 
Furthermore, the two ways usability work has been encultured were derived only from 
two case units, as a result of which the generalizability of these results is also a question 
mark. However, conformance with some existing literature and contextual information 
related to the cases increases the generalizability of these results to some extent. Another 
limitation is that the empirical part altogether offers only one snapshot of the continuous, 
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emergent process of meanings negotiation related to usability work in organizations. 
Empirical data related to this process should be continuously gathered and analyzed.  

As for the ‘natives’ of this study, I would claim that the voice of the usability 
specialists has been heard. On the other hand, the voices of ‘the other’ might have been 
silenced to some extent. The research material is assumed to include the voices of ‘the 
writers,’ their managers, and the ‘reader surrogates’ also known as the usability 
specialists, but the overall focus during the data gathering was on the voice and work of 
the usability specialists, which might be seen as a limitation. In addition, an important but 
clearly unheard voice in this thesis is that of the readers of the IT artifact texts, who I did 
not even see during the empirical data gathering. In addition, as mentioned, the research 
project in which the material was gathered was firmly located within the tradition of HCI, 
which might have affected the discourses the usability specialists adopted and reproduced 
during the data gathering. Researchers explicitly positioning themselves within the PD or 
critical IS tradition would perhaps have been able to invite the usability specialists to 
adopt somewhat different discourses on user involvement. However, this will remain a 
question mark, since I was not able to invite them during the empirical data gathering, as 
at that time I was not very familiar even with the practical HCI discourse, which, 
however, I was actively getting accustomed to.  

Furthermore, one limitation related to the empirical part of the thesis is that this 
research is not ethnographic, even though the area under examination is usability work in 
the cultural context, in relation to which ethnography has been the traditional research 
approach. This can be defended by highlighting the conception of culture adopted in this 
research effort. Culture has been studied as constructed in language by focusing on how 
the natives represent themselves to the researcher. It is maintained that ‘cultures’ do not 
lie around, just waiting for the researchers to come and interpret them. Instead, it is 
highlighted that cultures are constructed during the research process, during which first 
the natives are constructing and representing ‘their culture,’ and afterwards the researcher 
is ‘constructing and representing their culture.’ An ethnographic approach with long-term 
intimate participation with the cultural members would also have provided data related to 
that aspect, but the ethnographic approach has been recommended especially since it 
provides very detailed data, i.e., one can gain a very detailed understanding of the way of 
life among particular people or of particular human-computer interaction instances, and 
since it has been argued to provide ‘true descriptions’ of these issues, i.e., the 
ethnographic approach has been argued to provide data not only on ‘what people say they 
do,’ but also on ‘what people actually do.’ This, however, was not necessary in this 
research effort, since it focused only on language use. Furthermore, an ethnographic 
approach would have necessitated concentrating only on one case organization, which 
would have contributed by providing a more thorough understanding of one particular 
case, but which would have eliminated the possibility of comparison between the cases. I 
must admit that for me to be able to understand the construction of the cultural contexts 
of the case organizations, constant comparison between the cases was necessary, since I 
have not worked in – and in general had no background knowledge of – IT artifact 
writing organizations. Related to cultural anthropology as a discipline, it is argued that it 
deals with cultural variations that exist in human communities, appreciating both cultural 
differences and human commonalities (Borofsky 1994b). Similarly I also needed to 
understand the cultural variations and differences in the IT artifact writing organizations, 
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but had no background knowledge of this context, unlike the anthropologists, who 
necessarily have knowledge at least from one type of (usually Western) human 
community, which is also needed to appreciate the differences. 

Finally, one needs to highlight that this research effort has relied on a set of metaphors 
– on the metaphor of organizations as cultures (Morgan 1986) and on the metaphor of IT 
artifacts as texts and their development as writing (Grint & Woolgar 1997). In relation to 
this, it is important to note that using any kind of metaphor makes people see and 
understand phenomena in ‘distinctive yet partial ways’ (Morgan 1986: 12). Morgan 
(1986) highlights that our theories and explanations of organizational life are inevitably 
affected by the metaphor selected. Therefore, this study would probably have ended up 
with totally different results if, for example, the metaphor of organizations as machines 
had been selected. Organizations would then have been viewed as rational, efficient 
instruments for accomplishing tasks (Morgan 1986). If this line had been taken, usability 
work would have been postulated, for example, as a rational, efficient instrument to be 
utilized among other instruments in accomplishing these tasks – clearly implying 
different kinds of research results. Therefore, it is strongly emphasized that the a priori 
assumptions and metaphors utilized influence how we as researchers see and understand 
the world, and what kind of conclusions we arrive at (and are altogether capable of 
arriving at). This limitation, then, is not specific to my research effort, but is a limitation 
to be generally acknowledged. 

8.4  Recommendations for Practice 

This thesis can be argued to move in a ‘less and less practical’ direction. However, during 
this journey recommendations for practice have also been identified. Altogether, the 
thesis has brought up the importance of understanding the cultural context into which 
different kinds of change efforts related to the reading the IT artifact texts or rewritten 
writing texts are introduced. First the thesis aimed at determining the relationship 
between organizational culture and usability work, in relation to which best practice 
recommendations were also presented, based on empirical analysis regarding cultural 
assumptions and assumptions about usability work, and on existing culture studies carried 
out in the context of different kinds of organizational change efforts. The 
recommendations are next repeated here. 

It was argued that strong support for the cultural compatibility hypothesis was found 
in the studies carried out within both the comparative and interpretive discourses on 
organizational culture inquiry. Furthermore, my results can be interpreted to give some 
support for the hypothesis. The clinical discourse, on the other hand, relies on very naïve 
notions of culture, which must make us skeptical about its recommendations for practice. 
Therefore, in the recommendations, I relied on the studies within the comparative and 
interpretive discourses and suggested that the texts should be tailored to fit the cultural 
context in order to succeed. The existing literature relying on the competing values model 
in the analysis of culture suggests the following strategies as suitable for different culture 
types (Al-Khalifa & Aspinwall 2001, Cameron & Freeman 1991, Dellana & Hauser 
1999, Ruppel & Harrington 2001): 
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− In the group culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work) that 
emphasize informal information sharing, training, teamwork, and employee 
ownership. Participation in decision-making, morale, and trust should be encouraged;  

− In the adhocracy culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work 
and beyond) that emphasize innovation, experimenting with new things, and freedom 
to take risks. Methods which rely on teamwork, brainstorming, and iteration are 
suitable. This culture type is an ‘early adopter.’ This strength should be utilized and 
new, innovative solutions searched for and experimented with; 

− In the hierarchy culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability work) 
that emphasize rules, standard procedures, documentation, and control (of the product 
and the process). For example, implementation of a process model with usability work 
integrated could be suitable in this culture type. In addition, this culture type is 
suitable for any kind of large-scale improvement programs, since procedures and rules 
are already in place; 

− Finally, in the rational culture type, one should select methods and tools (for usability 
work) that emphasize measurement and cost-benefit analyses that show the business 
benefits of the change effort (usability work). In addition, in this context the change 
efforts should always be closely linked to business strategy and objectives. 

 
Afterwards, a detailed analysis of enculturation of usability work in two organizations 

was carried out. This type of research can also be relevant for practice. Benbasat and 
Zmud (1999) argue that descriptive context-rich case studies are highly relevant to 
practitioners struggling with similar issues. In relation to the two different ways usability 
work has been encultured in two different cultural contexts, the problem of selecting a 
culturally fitting strategy for usability work was again brought up. In particular, 
practitioners initiating usability work in their organization can benefit from these insights 
related to both the cultural context and culturally compatible strategies for usability work. 
Furthermore, the nominalist, voluntarist position related to the facilitation of usability 
work was advocated. It was argued that mechanistic, universal, context-free strategies for 
usability work seem to rely on excessively naïve notions of culture and change in 
organizations. It is suggested that acknowledging this might provide a realistic basis for 
the practitioners initiating or facilitating usability work in their organizations, since the 
complexity related to this phenomenon is at least acknowledged, even though one might 
never be able to control or directly manipulate the process. Altogether it is highlighted 
that practitioners should understand that there might be a multiplicity of meanings 
attached to usability work in practice and that usability work might be subject to constant 
interpretation and reinterpretation which is not manipulable or directly controllable. 

However, being accustomed mainly to interpretive and critical research traditions in 
my former studies, relevance for practice has not been the main goal of my research at 
all. In fact, I have experienced great difficulties in positioning myself as a ‘writer’ 
providing inscriptions to the practitioners involved in writing the IT artifact texts. I 
experience it to be rather uncomfortable if not impossible to produce and define these 
anticipated practitioner-readers, relationships between them, and their prospective work 
practices. Furthermore, my background in cultural anthropology and media studies has 
made me very cautious of providing practical recommendations. In fact, empirical 
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audience studies have sometimes defined their main goal to produce research results that 
are NOT utilizable by the media industry. Audience researchers should be careful NOT to 
produce tools for the mass media industry to utilize in exploiting the audiences. (Ang 
1992.) Of course it depends on the definition of relevance for practice (results directly 
usable by managers for making more profit vs. results affecting/reshaping the mental 
models of IS practitioners) whether it is in contradiction with the critical tradition. 
Therefore, relevance for practice can be achieved in many different ways. For example, 
researchers can act as a conscience for society (Lee 1999), and reshape the practitioners’ 
thinking and actions in the long run (Lyytinen 1999) – these issues have also been 
interpreted to be relevant for practice. Therefore, critical studies on the discursive 
construction of usability work and its cultural context could altogether be considered as 
offering relevance for practice in this sense. 

8.5  Paths for Future Work 

Finally, this thesis has identified a number of interesting paths for future work. First, both 
the comparative and the clinical discourses have been widely utilized in studies on 
organizational culture, but they have not been utilized much in our context. Within the 
comparative discourse – in the analysis of the relationship between user involvement and 
organizational culture – one could utilize predefined frameworks for cultural analysis and 
measure and categorize the cultures of different organizations. Furthermore, there exist a 
number of instruments for the measurement of user involvement in organizations. 
Afterwards one could consider the following research questions, for example:  

− Does the success of user involvement differ in organizations with different cultures? 
Does organizational culture explain differences in the success of user involvement? 
Do some types of organizational cultures facilitate or constrain it? 

− From a more practical viewpoint one could analyze what kind of values and norms 
constitute an ‘ideal user involvement culture,’ and what the compatible culture types 
for user involvement are. Furthermore, one could consider how user involvement 
could be aligned with the type of the organizational culture. Should one introduce 
different user involvement tools and methods for different culture types? 

− Within the clinical discourse, on the other hand, one could try to define what 
constitutes ‘an ideal user involvement culture’ and how to get there.  

These research questions suggest concentrating not only on reading and representing 
‘what people say they do,’ but on facts about ‘what people actually do,’ i.e., they 
postulate the researcher clearly as a ‘different kind of animal’ than the one I have 
assumed myself to be while writing this thesis. In relation to this, I want to emphasize 
that in this thesis I have never intended to suggest that other types of animals should 
become totally extinct. 

Second, related to both the critical and postmodern/structuralist discourses one can 
also propose a number of interesting paths for future work.  

− Within the critical discourse one could study culture as a political phenomenon and 
concentrate on how dominant ideologies are sustained in organizations. The 
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researchers studying user involvement should then focus on power relations, 
domination and ideological practice in organizations. How should one view the role of 
culture in this process? Is culture being manipulated to maintain the meanings 
preferred by the management? Does this process of meaning attribution provide 
legitimacy to certain actors, and oppress the others?  

− In relation to user involvement one should critically examine what the goals of user 
involvement are. Whose interests does it serve? Is it merely used as a tool for the 
management, assisting them in making profit, or, from the opposite point of view – if 
user involvement is viewed as an important achievement from the viewpoint of the 
ones oppressed – does it succeed in empowering the users? More generally, one could 
ask whether the culture construct and/or user involvement are used as systems of 
normative control. How does user involvement affect the unequal power relations 
between the technological elites (referring to both practitioners and researchers) and 
the masses in the debates on and development of technology?  

− Furthermore, the critical discourse highlights the influence of historical, economic, 
and political conditions. In the context of user involvement, too, these conditions 
should be analyzed more thoroughly. 

In relation to the postmodern/structuralist discourse one could continue my work on our 
representational practices utilized in the existing studies on organizational culture and 
user involvement. In our context one could ask:  

− Who has the authority to interpret culture and user involvement in organizations? How 
is this authority articulated in the text? How does the writer’s voice situate and 
pervade the accounts of culture and user involvement? What is excluded, and are some 
voices silenced? Whom do the texts address? How do they position the writer and the 
reader – what kinds of subject positions are offered? How do the texts position the 
natives – the ‘users,’ the ‘designers,’ and the ‘usability specialists’? What subject 
positions are offered to them? Are they marginalized? Are their (multiple) voices 
heard? And finally, why are these ‘stories’ produced in the first place? 

Finally, in relation to the studies on user involvement in IT artifact development, the 
metaphor of IT artifacts as texts, their development as writing, and user involvement as 
reader involvement in the writing practice could clearly be utilized further. One could 
consider the writing strategies (conservative, disruptive, masculine, and feminine) in 
more depth, and particularly from the viewpoint of the ‘writer.’ The texts could also be 
analyzed as embodying and realizing particular discourses encoded into the texts by the 
writers. The construction of particular subject positions and associated preferred readings 
for the reader-subjects could offer a multitude of interesting paths for future work. This 
type of theoretical position could also be contrasted in more depth with the position 
assuming that usability and usefulness can simply and unambiguously be built into the IT 
artifact texts during the writing practice. The relationship between interpretive flexibility, 
usability, and usefulness could clearly be considered further. Furthermore, the 
relationship between usability work and the recent changes indicated with the extension 
‘and beyond’ could clearly be analyzed further. Finally, studies on reading the IT artifact 
texts including detailed analysis of the offered and occupied subject positions and 
associated preferred, negotiated, and opposed readings would also be interesting, even 
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though, as mentioned, this metaphor provides a rather limited viewpoint for the analysis 
of the use context. At least one can state that these types of studies would make the voices 
of the readers heard – voices clearly silenced in this thesis. In relation to the studies on 
reading the IT artifact texts, the conceptualization of reading as ‘consumption in context’ 
could also be utilized, and hence the objects of consumption – the texts – conceptualized 
as both material and symbolic, consumption being a symbolic activity, a process of 
meaning construction, through which our identities are constructed and articulated, and 
status and taste expressed. This type of study could be especially interesting related to the 
IT artifacts to be consumed in a domestic setting and/or during leisure time. 
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