
Introduction

The goal of all information systems developers is to
introduce a new system into an existing organizational
framework in such a way that the new system becomes
institutionalized. The system represents a change from
the status quo and the aim of systems development is
to make this change irreversible (MacKenzie, 1997).

One common way to try and achieve the institu-
tionalization of information systems, particularly in
large, traditional organizations, is through participative
methods and many organizations succumb to the
appeal of participative methods as a result of a history
of industrial relations problems and, thus, participa-
tion is seen as a way to minimize future problems with
the workforce. The common sense reasoning is that,
if the employees in the organization have participated
in the design of the new system, then they will be more
willing to accept the changes that it has introduced.

The organization that features in this case study, how-
ever, is different. It is a growing entrepreneurial organ-
ization which has a very different culture to that found in
more traditional organizational forms. Despite this very
different culture it faces the same problem as more tra-
ditional organizations, namely how to make the changes
associated with a new information system irreversible.
The paper therefore explores the extent to which partic-
ipative approaches can be employed by the organization
and seeks an explanation rather than just a description of
the changes that the organization undergoes.

This paper will do two things. First, it will describe
a systems development process at the case study site,
emphasizing the contextual features which make this
organization different to more traditional, large orga-
nizations. It will then try and understand the reasons
for the particular way in which the organization 
undertook the development process. A second level of
the paper, however, provides a re¯ exive critique of the
way in which the process of reaching an understanding
of the use of participation in the company was
achieved. It does this by breaking the understanding
process into two readings of the situation, with each
being based on a particular set of theoretical under-
standings.

The next section therefore outlines the research
method used in providing these different understand-
ings of the development process. The paper then
describes the case study site and the market that it
operates within before considering the role of corpo-
rate culture on entrepreneurial ® rms of this kind. The
® rst reading of the situation, using participative
methods and the sociology of translation, is then
presented and a critique of the limitations of this
reading is presented. A second reading, drawing on
Heidegger’ s ideas as applied to the notion of entre-
preneurship, is then presented. This second reading
proves to be far more satisfactory and the paper ends
with a summary and re¯ ections on the process of
making a series of readings of the development process
at the case study site.
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Research method 

A recent trend in information systems research
(Downey, 1998; Scott, 1998) has been the tendency
to make very explicit `confessions’  about all the features
of research method chosen, not just those that relate
to ensuring the quality of the data collected. Thus, for
example, Scott (1998) talked about her experiences
when interacting with UK bank managers. She high-
lighted her conscious decision when undertaking inter-
views to dress in a manner that would allow her to
blend in with the other employees in the bank, rather
than emphasizing her otherness as an `outside’  acad-
emic. Her father had been a manager within the bank
and again this family connection meant that she was
often considered as a `quasi insider’  rather than as an
outsider. Both of these factors had direct implications
for the `gender-based power dimensions’  found inside
large, traditional, British retail banks (Scott, 1998).

A similar ̀ confession’  is given by Downey (1998) in his
study of computer-aided design and manufacturing. In
order to come up to speed with the technical side of the
topic, he decided that he would participate as a student in
various classes teaching the skills he needed.
Unfortunately, the time constraints associated with com-
pleting his research meant that he could not wholly inte-
grate with his `classmates’ . In particular, his time
constraints prevented him from doing all the exercises
and assignments associated with the course and he had to
recruit one of the other students on the course to act as a
personal tutor. As he reported, ̀ (s)everal times during my
® eldwork, students found ways of asking me if I was tak-
ing the course for a grade. My presence was anomalous
not because I was generally twice their age, for they were
used to professors visiting classes, but because I was both
not enrolled and always there. I was not a student but
behaved as one’  (Downey, 1998, p. 139). In an ideal
world, Downey would have participated fully in the class
and done all the exercises with his fellow students. This
was not possible and rather than gloss over this discrep-
ancy between theory and practice, he chose to describe in
detail what he achieved and what he did not.

In a similar style, this paper is going to describe the
various attempts that were made to try to understand
and explain the systems development practices at the
particular case study site. In so doing, it will highlight
the dangers of being driven by theory which, as will be
shown, carries the risk of reading too many things into a
situation and, as a result, providing a distorted account
of what actually happened. It will also demonstrate how
our understanding of a situation develops and becomes
more sophisticated, essentially following a hermeneutic
process (Introna, 1997), whereby each new reading of a
situation differs as a result of the accumulated under-
standing gained from previous readings.

Thus, the insights gained from the ® rst attempt at
understanding the situation, even if they are not wholly
appropriate, provide a platform which informs the later
reading of the same situation; the readings grow histor-
ically.

The study site

This section describes the context in which the case
study organization (Prˆ t … Manger) operates. It gives
a brief history of the organization and describes the
market in which the company operates, demonstrating
how Prˆ t … Manger has transformed this area of the
food/take-away sector.

Prˆ t … Manger 

`There was nowhere you could get in and out quickly
and ® nd something to eat that was consistently good,
fresh and value for money. This is typical not just of
London, but the world’  (Metcalfe quoted in Fraser
(1995)).

Tired of queuing at the normal snack bars or going
to a typical restaurant, Julian Metcalfe and Sinclair
Beecham, the creators of Prˆ t … Manger, decided to
try and do something new in the food market exper-
iment with a wine bar in Fulham and a delicatessen
in Putney in the early 1980s. They ® nally opened a
sandwich bar in central London’s Victoria Street in
1986. The Victoria shop was the ® rst to use the Prˆ t
… Manger name after they acquired the name from a
bankrupt caf ‚  in Hampstead for £100. For the next 4
years they worked in their sandwich shop and learned
the steps necessary to become a successful chain.
Realizing that they had found a niche that could be
exploited, they saw a new concept in the competitive
fast food market, a branded sandwich chain and sought
to change the world of fast food to incorporate their
innovation. As Julian Metcalfe expressed it, `Quite
rightly, with hindsight, we realized that what brings
customers back is a good product at the right price
and with the right service. That is 95% of the battle,
since what makes us a success is repeat trade. You can
fool a customer once or twice but after that they won’ t
come back’  (Fraser, 1995).

Jeremy Long, chairman of the strategic marketing
consultancy New Solution said ̀ Prˆ t is a true ©high con-
ceptº  in food ±  a combination of food, service, design
and image, with real integrity. It has deservedly taken
the market by storm.’  It did this by inventing the new
s̀uper sandwich’  category. This category offers the high
quality of food served in a good restaurant, with the ser-
vice speed of a McDonald’ s, for the cost of an ordinary
sandwich (Galileo Brand Architects, 1995).
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The fast food market 

Fast food, i.e. all packaged, cooked food sold at a
counter to be consumed on the premises or taken away,
is a large and growing sector of the market. The UK
fast food/takeaway market for 1996 was estimated to
have a sales value of £7 billion, representing 15% of
all consumer expenditure on the catering business and
53% of all consumer spending in the restaurant market.
Consumer fears arising from the BSE (bovine spongi-
form encephalopathy) scare shrank the beefburger
market by 7% in 1996, with attention transferring to
both the sandwich and chicken markets (MSI, 1997).
At 38% sandwiches are currently the largest sector of
the market.

With the desire of consumers for healthier food 
(the burger sector is associated by many consumers
with unhealthy eating) and the shrinking lunch `hour’
(down from 60 min in the past, 36 min in 1993 and
only 32 min in 1996) sandwiches have become 
an alternative to a heavy meal, with business oppor-
tunities arising particularly in the premium sandwich
market.

Prˆ t … Manger as a brand 

Although Prˆ t … Manger’ s main focus is to sell 
top quality sandwiches at reasonable prices, they 
also offer more than 80 different products including 
a wide variety of coffees. The stainless steel environ-
ment of their shops brings the feel of a good restau-
rant and re¯ ects the hygiene requirements of the
operation. The friendly staff are an example of the
good service usually found in excellent restaurants
rather than the robotic smile of normal fast food 
operators. 

The declared aim of Prˆ t … Manger is t̀o create
hand made, natural food, avoiding the obscure chem-
icals, additives and preservatives common to so much
of the ©preparedº  and ©fastº  food market of today’ .
This de® nes two major competitive scopes, within
which the company wants to operate (Kotler, 1995).

(1) Industry scope. The statement clearly places the
organization in the fast food industry. Given the
acceptance of this challenge, it de® nes the
market segment focusing on quality and time
as extremely important factors in order to
succeed.

(2) Market segment scope. Given the type of market
the organization aims to satisfy, the company’ s
mission statement focuses on a speci® c niche
with which it is targeted. It also sets the guide-
lines on relationships with the customers,
suppliers, distributors, competitors and other
groups.

Prˆ t … Manger’ s mission statement is given a central
role by the company and it is seen throughout Prˆ t …
Manger’ s stores. The mission statement is visible to
actual or potential customers on the outside windows
and inside walls. Prˆ t … Manger also highlights the
term `passionate’  in its slogans: `Passionate about
people’ , `Passionate about coffee’ , `Passionate about
food’ , etc. Prˆ t … Manger was given a commendation
for the `Most Prominent Positioning of a Company
Mission Statement’  by the Investors in People Award.

The mission statement and Prˆ t … Manger’ s declared
passion for things suggest a company that has a
supportive attitude to its workforce which is recipro-
cated by positive images of the company by its
employees. In order to evaluate the extent of this, Prˆ t
… Manger’ s human resources department commis-
sioned an independent survey to measure the effec-
tiveness of the training department, customer services,
payment schemes and their managers’  working styles.
Ninety-three percent of the respondents strongly
agreed with the statement that the customer comes
® rst, more than 70% of the employees claimed to be
proud of working for the company and 66% believed
that Prˆ t … Manger looks after its people and that
customer service training is well implemented. Over
two-thirds have a lot of respect for their managers and
74% enjoy their job and three-quarters believe that the
employees work very much as a team.

Such high levels of support from the workforce are
not common in traditional organizations and suggest
that Prˆ t … Manger has a particular organizational
culture, one that is shared by many entrepreneurial
organizations. The next section provides a brief review
of the academic literature on corporate culture in entre-
preneurial organizations.

Corporate culture in entrepreneurial 
organizations

Organizational culture refers to a system of shared
meanings by members of an organization. It is a set
of characteristics that the organization values,
defending it against today’ s pressures of disintegration
caused by decentralization, delayering and downsizing.
Culture is community, the outcome of how people
relate to one another. Robbins (1996) captured the
essence of an organizational culture by suggesting
seven primary characteristics: innovation and risk
taking, attention to detail, management focus on results
or outcomes, people and team orientation, aggressive-
ness and competitiveness of employees and the degree
to which the organizational activities maintain stability.
Goffe and Jones (1996) divided organizations into two
dimensions of culture: sociability and solidarity. In
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highly sociable organizations, employees tend to share
their values and obtaining consensus is a priority. The
second dimension deals with the organization’ s ability
to seek common objectives effectively, regardless of
personal bonds. When these two dimensions are
plotted against each other the outcome is four types
of cultures: networked, mercenary, fragmented and
communal (see Figure 1).

Small, fast-growing, entrepreneurial startups like
Prˆ t … Manger have the characteristics of communal
cultures. The owners or founders are often close
friends who started in small spaces working many
hours. Members of this type of organization possess
an incredible sense of identity and membership with
the company. In communal organizations the
employees display a strong sense of urgency and will
work together for the main purpose. The company’ s
main objectives are known by everyone in the
company, regardless of their department.

Although many managers see this type of culture as
an ideal to be reached, there are also problems with
high solidarity and sociability. When there are well-
established, performance-related incentives, employees
may withdraw their support if they are unable to see
an additional advantage.

Given this understanding of corporate cultures, the
next section presents the ® rst reading of the system
development process at Prˆ t … Manger.

Introducing the ® rst reading

The ® rst reading of the systems development process
at Prˆ t … Manger was heavily in¯ uenced by the
perceived organizational culture at the company. The
® eld work was undertaken by an MSc student who
was working for the company in his spare time. He
managed to arrange to become part of the systems
development team for a new information system in the
organization and acted as a `brown paper’  librarian
recording decisions taken in meetings where prototypes
(mocked up on brown paper) were discussed. Given

an academic awareness of the notion of participation
and the organization’ s `passionate’  approach to its
employees, it seemed natural and obvious to under-
take an analysis based on traditional notions of partic-
ipation. The next section therefore summarizes the
traditional arguments around the notion of participa-
tion. The following section reconsiders these argu-
ments with a reading drawn on the sociology of
translation.

Participative approaches in information systems 

In information systems, one common way of trying to
ensure the successful introduction and use of new
systems is through participative or sociotechnical
approaches. The philosophy behind these approaches
is a humanistic belief that people have a basic right to
control their own destinies. If they are allowed to
participate in the analysis and design of the system
that will affect them, the relevance, acceptance and
operation of the system will be enhanced (Mumford
and Weir, 1979). The sociotechnical approach also
recognizes the different interest groups or stakeholders
(Pouloudi and Whitley, 1996, 1997): `The method
seeks to discover their social, technical and organiza-
tional objectives which are perceived by the interest
groups’.

Participation by end users is considered to have the
following bene® ts.

(1) High morale and motivation amongst staff as
their views have been sought in the develop-
ment of the information system. There is also
some perception of control over their (users’ )
work environment.

(2) More relevant and useful systems are being
developed as the detailed knowledge of the
working system possessed by the users has been
factored into the system.

(3) Users would have a high commitment to make
the system work. Information systems are better
accepted as the users have been consulted. The
users, owing to the need to participate, may
receive value added through training.

Participative approaches stem from a humanistic
tradition and can be described from that perspective;
however, they also act to distort the existing power
relations in an organization. Thus, participation can
be used by well-meaning employers who wish to
empower their workforce or, more cynically, by
managers who wish to manipulate the situation to their
own ends. It seems useful, therefore, to review partic-
ipative approaches from a perspective that is more
aware of the building up of networks of associations
and power. One such perspective, which will be
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described in the next section, is drawn from the soci-
ology of translation which is taken from the ® eld of
science studies.

Sociology of translation 

There are many different perspectives for analysing the
way in which innovations attempt to become institu-
tionalized and irreversible and the issues of power asso-
ciated with them. One particularly useful viewpoint is
given by the sociology of translation (Callon, 1986;
Latour, 1987, 1991; Silva, 1997). This approach views
the process of innovation as a political affair involving
persuasion and control, a process which requires
Machiavellian techniques in order for the innovation
to progress (Latour, 1988) and not be dispersed by
other actors adopting it for their own ends. Others
need to be enrolled in the project and their behaviour
then needs to be controlled.

A central tenet of this approach is that things only
happen if other actors make them happen. The inno-
vation only proceeds if other actors take the innova-
tion and run with it. The key, therefore, is to try and
set up the innovation so that these other actors can
be persuaded to take up the innovation. However, once
these other actors have taken up the innovation they
can adapt it to their own ends. Another goal of the
innovation process is therefore to ensure that they
continue with the innovation in the manner intended.
At each stage there are many alternative paths that can
be followed and the sociology of translation provides
a useful perspective for explaining the success or failure
of a particular innovation at each of these stages.

According to this model, the proposed innovation
must pass through four distinct stages. The ® rst stage
is known as problematization and at this point the pro-
posed innovation is designed so that it can become an
`obligatory passage point’ , a `place’  where other actors
are forced to pass through so that they can proceed.
Thus, the new information system is intended to pro-
vide the single solution to the range of problems that
the organization faces. In many cases, however, the
actors in the organizational context need to de® ne their
identity in such a way that they appreciate the problem
and can acknowledge the solution. Thus, when video
recorders were ® rst invented, the general public needed
to be persuaded that they were not individuals who
could live with missing television programmes if they
were unable to be at home at a particular time. Instead,
the developers of video recorders tried to rede® ne their
identity to people who are missing out on their favourite
television programmes purely for technological reasons
and who would therefore be interested in a new tech-
nology (i.e. the video recorder) to record programmes
when they were out.

However, it is not enough simply to have a solution
to problems other actors may be aware of. They must
be shown that it is in their interests to pass through
an `obligatory passage point’ . They must be persuaded
to de® ne their problem and even their own identity in
such a way that the proposed system is the obvious
solution to their problem. Clearly, this process of
ìnteressement’  fails if the actors choose to de® ne their
problem and themselves in a different way. Thus, if
people choose to catch up on missed programmes by
talking with friends they are unlikely to be interested
in the potential of video recorder.

Interessement, however, is only successful if the
actors can be enrolled into accepting the proposed solu-
tion that they have been interested in. Thus, having per-
suaded a group of people that they have a problem with
missing television programmes and having informed
them of the video recorder solution, they must be per-
suaded actually to use the obligatory passage point. At
this time reliability and usability of the technical inno-
vation can become important (although see Grint and
Woolgar (1997) for a challenging account which argues
that there is no essential component to any technology
and, hence, `reliability and usability’  do not in¯ uence
the adoption of technology). If the video recorder is par-
ticularly dif® cult to use or is unreliable then enrolment
is likely to fail and the actors will rede® ne themselves
away from the obligatory passage point.

Finally, the resolve of the representatives must be
evaluated. The earlier stages of the innovation are
unlikely to have involved all possible users of the new
system. It is more likely that a representative sample will
have been chosen. Even if these actors have been suc-
cessfully enrolled and their behaviour controlled, there
is still no guarantee that the innovation will succeed.
For the change to continue, the actors that the initial
sample represent must also take up the idea. If they do
not, then the innovation will again fail. If the initial sam-
ple, however, was truly representative then they can
then act as spokespeople for the innovation and its
development can continue. Thus, the initial sample of
video recorder users must be able to persuade other
people to take the recorder as an obligatory passage
point for themselves. In the case of the video, this
clearly happened. In other cases, however, it might fail.

The sociology of translation therefore gives us
another, more cynical reading of the participative
approach. This suggests that participation is proposed
because it facilitates the users enrolling themselves into
the innovation process. By being involved in the devel-
opment process, they are more easily persuaded that
there is a problem situation that the computer will 
help address and their future actions are therefore 
likely to be constrained; there is a reduced likelihood
that they will reject the resulting system. Moreover, by
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contributing their experiences and s̀hop ¯ oor’  expertise
(Cooley, 1987) the resulting system may actually
address their concerns and, hence, will help keep them
using the system.

Implications of the ® rst reading

When considering the Prˆ t … Manger case study under
this ® rst reading, everything appears to ® t neatly into
place. Prˆ t … Manger, being a passionate organization,
clearly uses participative approaches to system devel-
opment and these can be seen as a way of maintaining
the corporate culture. By problematizing the current
work situation and showing how computers can help
the organization maintain its prominent position in the
market, the employees can be enrolled into developing
and accepting the new system using participative
methods which are attuned to the values found in the
organization. The resulting system will therefore be
bene® cial to the organization and the system develop-
ment process will help maintain the supportive
employee culture. Unfortunately, as the next section
demonstrates, this reading was less than perfect.

Problems with this ® rst reading 

When this ® rst reading was presented to the organ-
ization, together with a series of recommendations for
further action, it immediately caused considerable
concern. At one level, this was because of a number
of factual inaccuracies that had arisen in the analysis,
but, more signi® cantly, they felt that the analysis was
generally an inaccurate re¯ ection of what had actually
happened. For example, the analysis had underplayed
the role and scope of the participation of the external
system developers and had failed to recognize the
important up-front work of the entrepreneurs.

The use of the sociology of translation was also far
too simplistic and had been applied too programmat-
ically (B. Latour, personal communication). The whole
point of the sociology of translation is to provide guid-
ance on questions of power which did not presume a
pre-existing social structure; it was intended to provide
a means of explaining the complex, world-building
activities of the various actors that create and main-
tain social structures. It was never intended to provide
a series of steps that could simply be followed in order
to enable an innovation to succeed and was certainly
not intended as a simple s̀nap-on’  model that could
be used to `explain’  the (in this case) systems devel-
opment processes that the organization undergoes.

It thus became apparent that this reading of the situ-
ation was inadequate and a more sophisticated reading
was required. The chosen theories had led me to distort

the account of what was going on, by including and
overemphasizing things that were found in the organi-
zation that supported the theory and choosing to ignore
those factors that did not tie in neatly with the chosen
approach.

This is not to say that this ® rst reading was wasted,
as the hermeneutic process argues that every reading
adds to further readings and, as can be seen below,
some of the insights from this reading become impor-
tant in the second reading. The company undertook
a form of participation and this certainly tied in with
the general organizational culture but this was not the
whole of the systems development process. There were
signi® cant stages of the development process where all
the principles of participation and staff empowerment
were ignored. A new reading of the situation would
have to be able to account for this non-participation
as well as the participation. Similarly, the reading
should be informed by but not driven by the sociology
of translation, drawing on the key insights it provides
but not using it to avoid understanding the complexity
of the situation under investigation.

A second reading

At the time that these issues with the ® rst reading of
the project were becoming apparent I had been reading
a book that develops the ideas of Martin Heidegger
with regard to issues of entrepreneurship, democratic
action and the cultivation of solidarity (Spinosa, et al.,
1997). The ideas found in this book seemed to relate
to the concerns with the ® rst reading and so a second
reading of the situation could be undertaken, based
on the use that Spinosa et al. (1997) made of
Heidegger’ s notions of involvement and their
reworking of these ideas to the concept of entrepre-
neurship. These ideas are brie¯ y summarized below.

Entrepreneurs 

Entrepreneurs are the ones who introduce new styles
of living to a society; they are the ones who cause shifts
in our everyday practices. They do not just add a new
product or a new practice to our lives, they change
what it is to live in a particular culture.

Entrepreneurs make these changes by picking up on
anomalies in our current way of life. They spot dishar-
monies in our disclosive space. A disclosive space can
be understood in terms of Heidegger’ s (1937, 1962)
notion of a `world’ . A world has three characteristics.
It is a totality of interrelated equipment, each of which
is used for a particular purpose and these activities
enable people performing them to have particular iden-
tities (Spinosa et al., 1997, p. 17). Thus, the subworld
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of a typical of® ce environment consists of equipment
such as word processors which are used to produce
business letters and the production of such letters is
the task of people we describe as secretaries (Whitley
et al., 1997).

Clearly different subworlds are not going to be iden-
tical, but many share a similar style which allows people
to cope with moving from one subworld to another.
Styles allow people to adapt by preserving and changing
their identities. `That is, they respond to each local sit-
uation by elaborating a current stand on who they are by
reference to past or related stands they have taken’
(Spinosa et al., 1997, p. 33).

We are all skilful actors in such situations.
Entrepreneurs, however, distinguish themselves because
they have a particular sensitization to their particular
(historical) environment which makes them particularly
aware of when such transitions bring up anomalies. They
perceive these anomalies and realize that there is an
essential disharmony between our subworlds and our
practices for coping within them.

Having spotted the anomaly the successful entrepre-
neur must deal with it. This cannot be done by simply
changing one element in the disclosive space. Adding a
new piece of equipment or a new activity or a new iden-
tity in isolation will not be successful. The entrepreneur
must change the whole subworld; the whole way of cop-
ing must be transformed.

An interesting example of such entrepreneurial
action can be found in the example of Gillette, who
did not just address the problem he faced with his dull
razor, rather he s̀ensed that he and other men were
willing to give up their masculine rituals not only for
the sake of convenience in the domain of removing
facial hair but also for the sake of having a different
relation to things in general. Gillette sensed that
masculinity could ±  and would, thanks in part to him
±  be understood as commanding things and getting rid
of them when they ceased to serve rather than as caring
for and cherishing useful and well engineered things’
(Spinosa et al., 1997, p. 42).

Gillette did not just introduce a new piece of equip-
ment (the disposable razor) as a solution to a problem
(a dull razor) in a particular subworld, rather he
changed the whole shape of the subworld.

Again, there is a danger of oversimplifying the situ-
ation to ® t the theory (or the requirements of an acad-
emic paper), but bearing this in mind it is reasonable
to suggest that, whilst Gillette did not cause the single
biggest transformation in the lives of males, he did
have a noticeable effect on the lives of most men and
their perceptions of themselves and the artefacts they
use.

We can thus characterize entrepreneurs as those
individuals who are particularly involved in their

subworld and who, as a result, spot anomalies in their
current situation which they realize are not isolated
examples, but are disharmonies that are more widely
felt. They tackle these disharmonies by changing the
whole shape of the subworld they are dealing with.
Entrepreneurs do not, therefore, think explicitly about
their problem; rather their actions take place in the
situation they are faced with. To paraphrase Frank
Lloyd Wright `Entrepreneurs don’ t have to think. They
know’.

In particular, it is important to note that entrepre-
neurs often do not have clearly articulated goals for
their organizations, but instead rely on their own intu-
itions for driving the organization. As we will see, there
is an essential tension between this intuition-based view
of organizational goals and the more formal methods
required for information systems development and
management more generally.

Applying the second reading

This section introduces the second reading of the
systems development process at Prˆ t … Manger. This
reading is focused around the con¯ icting requirements
of the various participants in the systems development
process. The entrepreneurs are characterized by their
involvement in the subworld they are transforming
which gives them the special ability to see how the
subworld can be further transformed. It also, however,
means that if they are to maintain their unique perspec-
tive on the situation, they cannot detach themselves
from the situation and decide on the kind of formal
minutiae that are required by the systems development
process. The second reading shows how these
contrasting requirements can be resolved to create a
satisfactory computer system.

Entrepreneur participation 

The second reading needs to explain why participa-
tion was applied at some stages of the system devel-
opment process and why it was consciously ignored at
other stages, despite the overwhelming employee-
focused culture and values found in the organization.

The founders of Prˆ t … Manger had clear ideas about
how they wanted to develop their organization within
the subworld of take-away food and, naturally, they
were aware of the ways in which management infor-
mation systems could help with this development.
Their ideas, however, were related to the subworld of
take-away food; they were not related to issues of soft-
ware development. Indeed, the theory suggests that if
the entrepreneurs are required to articulate their plans
in the detail required by the systems development
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process, then all the bene® ts of their expertise will be
lost and they will be no different to ordinary employees
of the organization.

Furthermore, since the entrepreneurs’  vision of the
future is a very personal one, associated with their
disposition towards the world, they are unlikely to ® nd
a systems development process appealing if they cannot
control all the outcomes of the process. The formal
requirements of developing new systems increase the
risk of having the ideas appropriated by other partic-
ipants in the development process, both because there
are other people who are less closely involved with the
subworld participating in the process and also because
their involvement is qualitatively different in style and
is closer to that of the software developers.

The ® rst part of the systems development process
now becomes easier to understand. The founders are
prepared to outline their requirements for a new
computer system in a development process that they
can control. They cannot do this in a participative
approach and, since their perspective is in a different
form to that required for detailed system design, they
cannot undertake the whole speci® cation process; at
best they can outline and describe the shape of the
system in terms of their understanding of the subworld
of take-away food. The entrepeneurs can thus specify
the shape of the new system but are unable (if they
are to remain as involved entrepreneurs) to contribute
to the formal speci® cation of the system. However, by
being so closely involved in the earlier stages, they are
also enrolled into accepting the resulting system.

Employee participation 

In order to develop a functioning computer system
which satis® es the described needs of the entrepre-
neurs, it is necessary, of course, to go into more formal
detail. It is at this stage that employee participation,
in the traditional sense, begins. Having been given an
overall vision of the computer system, the variety of
employee perspectives can be explored to come up
with a suitable design and implementation of the
resulting system. Since these employees are not as
® nely attuned to the subworld of fast food (although
they may have particular experience of the day-to-day
workings of the restaurants) they can make a different
contribution to the debate and do so in a way which
does not destroy their special role.

A further consequence of the participative process
can now be understood in terms of the sociology of
translation and organizational culture. Although a wide
selection of employees have become involved in the
development process they also need to be able to bring
their colleagues with them in accepting the new system.
In organizations like Prˆ t … Manger where there is

considerable workforce respect for senior management
and where there is a strong team element to most
work, this is unlikely to be problematic and the inno-
vation is likely to succeed.

Over time, the participative approach will lead to the
development of various components of the system, both
as brown paper prototypes and also as computer-based
prototypes. At this stage, the entrepreneurs may again
become involved in the development process. By being
presented with a version of the system, they can com-
pare the actual implementation with their visions. By
presenting the concrete implementation to the entre-
preneurs, the system developers may be able to help
them clarify areas which they had not previously under-
stood or thought through. For example, on viewing the
prototype, the entrepreneurs may come to realize that
it is the total number of sandwiches produced per hour
rather than the number of each type of sandwich pro-
duced per hour which is most important. In this way,
the formal computer system can act with the less for-
mal and unarticulated vision of the entrepreneurs to
improve the design of the system.

Summary and re¯ ections on theory and
practice

This paper has introduced the systems development
process in an entrepreneurial organization. This is an
organization which emphasizes the importance of its
employees and, thus, would seem to be an ideal situ-
ation for participative approaches to be used. The
paper therefore presented an attempt to understand
the systems development process from this perspec-
tive, a presentation that was further informed by ideas
from the sociology of translation. Unfortunately, this
® rst reading of the situation was rather limited and,
therefore, a second reading, drawing on theories of
entrepreneurial involvement, was adopted. This
reading proved to be more satisfactory as it came up
with plausible explanations for both the initial avoid-
ance of participative methods and the later, expected
use of employee participation in the development
process.

In so doing, the paper has highlighted the risks of
applying a particular theoretical perspective in an
uncritical manner. Both readings, but in particular the
® rst, can be criticized because of their tendency to
oversimplify the situation so that it ® ts the particular
chosen theory. In the ® rst reading, the assumed link
between an organization that values its employees
`passionately’  and participative methods was so strong
that it caused important parts of the development
process to be ignored. These activities could not be
ignored, however and so a second reading had to be
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attempted. This second reading, however, was not
undertaken with a clean sheet; rather it drew on the
insights gained in the ® rst reading. It was apparent
that participation was undertaken in the company and
the analysis of the implications of this process that
were drawn from the sociology of translation proved
to be important, but there was also a stage in the devel-
opment process where participation was consciously
not followed and this needed to be explained as well.

The hermeneutic process, moreover, is always
ongoing. It would be possible to undertake third,
fourth and ® fth readings of the situation, each of which
drew on the earlier readings that had been made. For
example, further insights may be drawn from a
Foucaultian perspective of the situation or by the use
of critical theory or narrative. If used clumsily, each
of these readings would run the risk of excluding
important aspects of the situation, but, if used with
care and precision, each could further increase our
understanding of situations like this.

A re¯ exive researcher should always be aware of the
limitations of the chosen research tool. Every situation
that is being investigated is a mass of complex, world-
making activities by many actors, both human (man-
agers, employees, etc.) and non-human (computers,
telecoms infrastructures, etc.). It is unlikely that any
one perspective can provide a complete understanding
of all the details associated with the situation. The
researcher should therefore be sensitive to the details
that do not ® t the theory being used as much as those
that do; the ® eld of information systems can only
develop if we are prepared to s̀quirm’  a little when
these details do not ® t our theories perfectly and then
try to improve them to accommodate those details that
do not ® t.
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